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The Liberty Pole stood tall, pointing straight at the sky. The birch
trunk had been raised once more, with the greatest care, with chants,
dances, and renewed dedications. The oath had run from mouth to
mouth: their pole would not be toppled by any loyalist property
owner. The banner of Congress fluttered, red as the blood of the
first martyrs. It was said that another banner fluttered elsewhere,
but no one in the valley had seen it as yet.

Cotton-wool clouds drifted across the sky; the heat was
oppressive.

Militia colonel Nicholas Herkimer sat down and fanned himself
with a white handkerchief. A crowd of patriots, a new people in
the making, filled the square in front of the church. Many of them
seemed impatient. Since John Johnson and his mercenaries had left,
the militia and the committee for public safety had been in control
of this area of the valley. The days of fear seemed to be over, or rather,
they were still there, but for the other faction, in a perfect reversal.

Herkimer had been a captain during the Franco-Indian War; he
had always done his duty by the colony. For that very reason he had
found himself on the right side. His motives were ideal rather than
concrete. The subjects of the English monarch had been the envy of
Europe for their freedom. For years, however, George III had been
behaving like a tyrant, imposing scandalous taxes and humiliating
duties on the American colonies and contemptuously disregarding
their requests for representation in the government. Consequently,
his “subjects” were nothing of the sort. They were no longer under
any obligations. The document that he held in his hands proved as
much.

This was a copy of the declaration formulated by Congress a short
time before. From the moment of its publication they had ceased to
be subjects. They were citizens, and the colonies were a new Athens,
or a new Republican Rome. The proud English Tarquin could no
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longer govern their lives. The new Darius, arriving with a doomed
army, would meet his Marathon.

Now it was a matter of explainingit, or rather, ranslating it to the
throng. Since most of them were German and Dutch immigrants,
English was a language they only half knew. Herkimer hoped he
would be up to expressing these lofty concepts in the local Mohawk
Dutch, a mixture of Dutch, English and German pronounced in
a manner incomprehensible to outsiders. He looked around and
wondered whether the majority would understand, even with the
best possible translation.

Once more, Herkimer couldn’t help thinking that all the
problems in the valley had to do with an absence. Sir William: he
had known him well, they had fought together, and no one could
persuade him that a man like that would have turned his back on
the call for freedom that was rising up from the whole colony. In the
time of the Stamp Act, just two years after the end of the Franco-
Indian War, Sir William had not spoken out against the Whig
requests. He had merely declared that those arguments risked being
put forward improperly. Over the years that followed he had always
made formal acts of submission to the Crown; in his position he
could hardly have done otherwise. But he died before the situation
came to a head, before the motherland began to violate and frustrate
the legitimate requests of the colonies. What other patriots said—
that Sir William would have been on their side—was perhaps
excessive. Certainly, however, he would have been intelligent and
long-sighted enough not to side with a tyrant.

His children, his heirs, his Indians had been much less lucid. They
had been frightened.

Herkimer surveyed the faces crowding the square.

“My dear friends, I see with pleasure that we are all present. When
the Liberty Bell rang out its first chimes, we were certainly far fewer
in number. We all clearly remember what happened the first time
we raised this pole. Arrogance and abuse drove still more people to
embrace our cause. And today we. . ”

Remember? Raise? Jonas Klug’s lips pursed in a puzzled grimace. He
had heard it told a thousand times, the story of the pole. People
like Rynard never missed an opportunity to puff up their feathers:
“I was there” As if saying, “You weren’t, you arrived afterward, you
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woke up late, when less courage was needed.” A thousand times, and
on none of those times had Nicholas Herkimer been mentioned.
He too had woken up late, but none of the braver men dared to
correct him, no, with him they were silent as stones.

Meanwhile Herkimer went on explaining, saying something
about independence, that the king no longer had any authority over
the colony, that the citizens of the United States of America were
free and had a right to happiness.

Fine words, certainly, but not much substance. Far from free. You
wanted to give a lesson to a puffed-up loyalist? Sorry, no individual
initiatives, orders of Colonel Herkimer. You wanted to make the
savages believe the tune had changed? Nothing to be done. If you
went to Canajoharie, you had to go there unarmed. Herkimer had
made that promise to the Indian witch, perhaps receiving a screwing
in return, or then again perhaps not. When you're filthy rich and
you've got good land coming out of your ears, it isn’t all that difficult
to act like a gentleman, to respect the enemy, give ground and do all
that other official stuff.

The sermon ended with applause and hats being thrown in the
air. When the hubbub had subsided, Klug cleared his throat and
spoke.

“There’s one thing that isn’t clear to me, Colonel. The savages who
live in the free state of New York. Are they citizens too, or what?”

“If by savages you mean the Indians, sir, then no, they aren’t, but
they must decide whether they are friends or enemies of freedom.”

“Excuse me, Colonel,” Klug replied, “but if they aren’t citizens,
why are they allowed to live in our nation? If I buy a house and go to
live in it, but find people inside when I get there, I make them move
out, I make them clear off”

Klug’s words prompted a hum of approval.

Herkimer gave a wave of his hand and retook the floor.

“You forget that this a country of just men, sir, which takes as its
model the greatness of Rome and Athens.”

Athens? Klug wondered. Never heard of it. Rome? Wasn’t that
where the pope lived? What did the pope have to do with the new
nation? There were no papists among them, luckily enough.

“The property and safety of the Indians will be protected unless
they explicitly act against Congress and against the United States of
America. Before our ancestors came here from Europe, they already
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inhabited this land. Our task is to civilize them, not to expropriate
them.”

Klug gave a sign to indicate that he had nothing more to ask, but
the reply had not satisfied him.

The savages had been in America since the dawn of time, what
a discovery. So had the squirrels, but no one had asked their
permission before cutting down a forest and growing rye. Klug was
more and more convinced: he had to get rid of the redskins once
and for all. Sooner or later, some gentlemanly general with a passion
for squaws would convince himself that the Indians had a right to
happiness, too. And the Negroes. And the squirrels and the forests.

If things went on like that, the United States of America would
have a bear as ambassador, a Negro as a minister and Sister Squash
with a seat in Congress.
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The wind commanded the army of flames. The wooden city was
subjected to furious assaults, the very houses seemed to be fighting,
struggling not to be taken by the fire, but the enemy was stronger
and soon conquered them, set them alight, offered them in tribute
to the night until they collapsed. All that remained were hills of ash.

Peter had disembarked only the day before. From the Bronx he
had come to Manhattan, just in time to see it burn.

His Majesty’s army had occupied New York after the Battle of
Long Island. Washington’s rebels had retreated in the fog, marching
northward along the East River. Or maybe not: maybe they had
transmuted themselves into flames.

In the big meadow at the edge of the city, refugees with blackened
faces contemplated the destruction. They had chosen not to flee,
not to let New York become a city of ghosts, soldiers and desolation.
This was their reward.

The fire had been blazing for many hours. Now it was heading
north and encountering no obstacles: the sky blazed, the color of
bronze or pyrite, false gold. Impossible to tell that the sun was about
to rise.

Rumors circulated among the evacuees. Everyone blamed
the rebels. The fire had started in an inn near Whitehall, at the
southernmost tip of the island, and had spread north and west on
the arid breath of Aeolus, destroying everything in its path between
Broadway and the Hudson. The old Trinity Church no longer
existed; the fire had consumed everything, including its magnificent
organ, worth eight hundred and fifty pounds.

Some people said that the fire had broken out in several different
places and that at least one arsonist had been caught. He had
brandished a knife and wounded a woman in the arm before being
overpowered. His corpse, left hanging by its heels, must be ashes by

now.

484g.indd 307 31/03/2010 17:27:11



308 WU MING

Had he been the one who had cut the handles off the buckets?
And emptied the water cisterns? God knew how many people had
conspired to start the fire. They had taken the city by surprise: there
had been no bells to warn of the danger. The rebels had melted them
to make bullets.

As more refugees arrived, the stories grew richer and more
intricate. The crowd had pushed other arsonists, all Whigs, into the
flames that they had lit. Rumors of summary executions circulated.
In the inferno that had been New York, the wind threw up embers
that had once been men, judged guilty in a moment and shot,
stoned, stabbed, trampled to death.

The year before, from Lord Warwick’s panoramic drawing room,
Peter had watched multicolored fireworks and not seen in them the
staging of this great fire. He had had to cross the ocean again before
he understood what those master pyrotechnicians from Italy had
been alluding to: the beginning of a war that would spare no one.
And now he was a soldier in that war.

Shortly after setting foot on dry land he had tried to track Joseph
down, but to no avail. He had boarded the ship they had directed
him toward, but Joseph had left it a number of days earlier. Everyone
remembered the Indian chief who had come from London, but
no one knew where he was. According to some, he had fought on
Long Island with General Howe’s men. According to others, he had
arrived only in time to return with them to Manhattan, where he
made sure that the rebel army had been routed. Gossip. His uncle
left a trail of legends behind him, as if they slipped from his back,
garments too big for him, too cumbersome.

Before sunset, a navy official pointed out to him the ship where
Guy Johnson was lodging. Peter took advantage of the little time left
to him before the Cameronian gathering to climb on board.

A familiar voice responded to the knocking on the door.
“Who is it?”
“Peter Johnson, sir.”
The cabin door opened up, revealing the stout form of Guy Johnson.
“My boy, when did you get here?”
“Yesterday morning”
They shook hands firmly. Peter noticed that Guy’s hand was

sweaty.
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The superintendent ushered him in. There wasn’t much space,
and most of it was occupied by trunks and cases.

“What hell this is. You have no idea what’s been happening here.
I asked to be taken back on board. At least one thing is certain: fire
doesn’t cross water.”

Guy moved a couple of bags and liberated a seat, which he offered
to Peter. He sat down on the camp bed.

“Do you think it was the rebels who started the fire?” the boy
asked.

Guy Johnson shrugged.

“That’s what they say.”

He moved a nervous hand toward the open bottle on the table
and filled two glasses. One of them he handed to Peter, who took it
without moistening his lips.

“T've been looking for my Uncle Joseph, but there’s no sign of
him. Can you tell me anything?”

“He isn’t in the city anymore,” Guy replied after gulping down
the rum. “He left two weeks ago, heading for Oquaga, I think, to
see his family.

“Lacroix?”

“He left, too. Heading for Canajoharie. That’s all I know.
He poured himself another glass. “The colonies have declared
independence. Everywhere inland is in chaos: bandits and raiders
have taken over”

Peter set down his glass and looked out of the porthole. He could
see a scrap of sky and the dark line of the buildings of the port in
the haze. It was hot, and sweat gathered under his woolen jacket. He
thought of the men traveling across hostile territory. He thought
of his mother, who hadn’t heard news of him in months. Lacroix
would reach her, he was sure of it.

He stirred. Guy had asked him a question.

“I'm sorry?”

“T asked you about your regiment.”

“We’ve gathered under the command of General Howe.”

“Good. Very good.”

Guy seemed to notice the boy’s uniform and stripes for the first
time. He forced a smile.

“And what are you going to do?” Peter asked.

The other man’s face suddenly darkened.
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“To be honest, I have no idea.”

Guy got to his feet and looked outside, at the columns of smoke
still rising to the north.

“America is burning, my boy,” the superintendent said gravely.
“Taming this fire is not going to be an easy business.”
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Outside the general store there was not a living soul, just dust and sun-
scorched tufts of grass. Five days before, the Graafs’ boat had unloaded
its cargo, as it did every week. The goods had run out at midday. It had
been like that for at least three months. Since the Albany rebels had
taken control of the river, there wasn’t a single boat on the lower course
of the Mohawk that escaped their attention. Mr. Graaf received special
treatment, in the name of old relationships and remembered favors. His
merchandise was the only cargo allowed to sail undisturbed beyond
Fort Hunter, and hence the only cargo supplying the store. A few hours
of haggling, negotiations, exchanges, rationing, and the bookings for
the next cargo were already being taken. Rum, rye flour and pork were
the first to go. But also ropes, ammunition, woolen blankets and knives:
with the army besieging New York, Graaf’s boat, too, might soon be left
high and dry. Until then, its weekly arrival would go on recalling distant
families, faces that had been seen in the village, once, perhaps, people
who now lived many miles away, along the tributary valleys, beyond the
ranges that closed off the horizon.

Molly saw the strange woman crossing the square, and knew she
wasn't there to buy anything. She closed her accounts book, told
Juba to get dinner ready, and came down the stairs.

The woman introduced herself, said she had come from
Schoharie, and in a few words explained the reason for her visit. The
marks on her daughter’s face had appeared that morning. After a
night of fever and wailing, beneath the veil of tears and sweat, little
pustules had covered her cheeks. Not too dense, but dense enough
to leave no doubt.

The last great battle against smallpox had been at least ten years
ago, before the child had been born.

Molly rummaged through the drawers of a massive piece of
furniture, wrapped a handful of herbs in a scrap of fabric, and tied it
twice with a piece of wire.
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“I can’t do much for your daughter,” she said to the woman,
holding out the package. “Dr. Brennon left the valley this winter.
He was the one who put the mark on our people, at the request
of Sir William, ten years ago. I don’t know anyone else who knows
how to perform the operation, and even if I did, the mark serves to
keep the spotted disease far away, not to get rid of it once it’s there.”

The woman received the news with resignation. The long journey
had been a pointless exertion.

“Forgive me, madam.” Juba’s voice broke the silence. “I know
what you're talking about. The lady is right, the mark doesn’t heal
those who are already sick, but it can prevent many deaths. Juba can
doit”

“You know how?”

The black woman nodded.

“In my land it is done when the sickness comes. My father did
it. You need the tip of a knife and a little of the liquid that is in the
spots.

The first to receive the mark were Molly’s daughters. Over the next
few days they had fever and vomited, but none of them developed
the spots.

The sick child was staying in a house outside the village. She was
slightly ill, and the disease that Juba took from her pustules was
strong enough to prepare the body for battle without killing it in the
process. Molly sent messengers up and down the river, to the slopes
of the Adirondacks and the Oneida villages on the shores of the
Susquehanna. She herself went to talk to Nicholas Herkimer, who
had been a good friend of Sir William and commanded the county’s
rebel militia. She told him that in the course of a few weeks, during
the period when the Graafs” boat put in at the village, men and
women from all over the valley would be coming to Canajoharie, in
much greater numbers than usual. She said that nothing strange was
going on, except that smallpox threatened the sons and daughters of
the Mohawks and they had decided to defend themselves. Anyone
who came down to the general store to sell or buy would be given
the mark that keeps the spots away.

Herkimer had often heard of the treatment that doctors called
inoculation. The first time had been a few months before, when the

redcoats had successfully defended Q{ebec, thanks to a smallpox
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epidemic that had broken out among the besieging rebels. It was said
that His Majesty’s soldiers were all inoculated and that Washington
wanted to spread the practice among his volunteers as well.

The wind threw the first leaves to the ground, roaring in the
branches, drowning out people’s voices. Outside the store was a
crowd whose like had never been seen.

Betsy, Molly’s older daughter, stood in the doorway checking
whoever came in, studying faces and arms to stop anyone already a
victim of the spots, saying no, the treatment was useful only to the
healthy and not to the sick, in spite of rumors that had given many
victims hope.

Inside, the store’s usual gloom was relieved by two large lamps.
Molly welcomed the people who came in, hurried through sales and
barterings with them, then pointed to a chair and nodded to Juba
to continue. The operation was a simple one. The tip of the knife
scratched the skin, and a sip of rum revived the spirit.

Asafrightened old woman made herself comfortable on the chair
and Molly sought to persuade her to accept the mark, the voices
from outside suddenly exploded with excitement. It sounded like an
argument, and Molly told herself that this was normal, that it had to
happen sooner or later—a sick man who refused to be turned away,
someone tired of waiting, or the usual drunk.

She calmed the old woman and made for the door.

Voices emerged from the uproar, but she didn’t have time to make
them out, to assemble a scrap of meaning.

Then she saw the familiar shadow framed in the door.

Ronaterihonte was back in Canajoharie.
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The general store was a graveyard of empty shelves and deflated
sacks. Behind the clouded windows were the shadows of small boys
attempting to peer through. Philip glanced at them and the little
heads disappeared, but only for the blink of an eye.

Molly sat with her hands in her lap, ready to hear any news,
whatever it might be.

“Many of you left and only one returns,” she said. “My heart is
trembling.”

Philip let his weary limbs melt into the chair’s embrace.

“There is no reason for that. Your family is well, Molly Brant.”

The woman heaved a sigh of relief.

Philip pointed to the queue outside the store.

“I can’t say the same about your people.”

Molly nodded.

“The smallpox has attacked the valley, but we have stopped it in
time. You too will have to be marked. But first, tell me. Why are my
son and my brother not with you?”

Philip told her of Peter’s decision to join the English army, and of
Joseph traveling toward Oquaga to meet his family. He also told her
about Daniel Claus, left behind in England, and of Guy Johnson,
staying in New York.

“So the company has split up,” Molly observed.

Philip didn’t say anything.

“Things aren’t going well,” Molly went on, shaking her head. “I
know of no treatment for the epidemic of rebellion. The settlers
have declared their independence from the Empire, and their
militias are growing by the day. Many people are joining, even
people we would not have expected to have as enemies.” Her face
darkened. “Then there are those, like Jonas Klug, who have been
waiting for an opportunity like this for some time. The forest is no
longer safe, the river isn’t safe, nowhere is. Even Johnson Hall has
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fallen into the hands of the militia. It happened in May. Sir John had
to seek refuge in Canada. He left his wife here with their little son
and another in the womb, along with an escort. A few days later the
militia surrounded the house. They took Sir John’s wife and son, and
they’re now prisoners in Albany. They also took away John Butler’s
wife and children.”

She stopped speaking, her sad eyes fixed on the floor. She forced
herself to look up. Then she seemed to recall something she had
been storing up for some time.

“What is the king of the English like?” she asked.

She seemed genuinely curious to know.

“A man who lives far from his people;” Philip replied. “In a palace
as big as a baggataway field”

Molly put her hands together and sat back in her chair.

“You want me to listen. Speak sincerely.”

“We cannot win, Molly” said Philip. “You can stop their
sicknesses, but not the contagion that they bear in their souls. The
white men will destroy us as they destroy themselves. It makes no
difference what flag they fly. They are a whirlpool that spreads and
swallows everything up.”

This time Molly’s sigh was serious and long.

“Men think of defeat as of the sun going out, the world ending.
Women know that’s not how it is.”

Philip turned around: the figures of the children darted away,
and he caught a glimmer of smiles as they vanished.

“We will do what needs to be done,” Molly went on. “If war is
what awaits us, we will confront it, as we already have done. Blood
will be spilled, but I tell you that the People of the Flint will not die,
if their sons do not deny them.” She got to her feet and rested a hand
on his shoulder. “You are back. It is good to have you here again,
Ronaterihonte. You will help us to survive the winter.”

“Is that why you called me back? So that I can be with you at the
hour of your sunset?”

Molly’s face remained impassive.

“I called you because every circle is closing. What this means for
each of us we cannot know from the start.”

Philip rose. He felt a great affection for this woman, and knew
that their hearts would be bound forever, until the day they died. He
sought words to say so, but she stopped him.
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“On your journey something happened that you haven’t told
me.” She gave him a sidelong glance as she bent to poke the fire.
“Your wampum of adoption is not around your wrist.”

“I gave it to someone who needed good fortune.”

The woman nodded again.

“You are a generous man, Philip. The last time that bracelet
passed from one hand to another it wove two destinies together.”

Philip saw himself as a child again, a little drummer boy under
the butcher’s knife.

He nodded good-bye and went back to the inoculation room,

lifting the sleeve of his shirt.
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The breathing of the forest was like the crying of ghosts. Joseph
had been walking for weeks, alone, dressed as a huntsman, wearing
nothing Indian that could betray his origins. Step by step, his sense
of danger mounted, grew in his belly, weighed down his limbs more
than their load of arms and provisions. His muscles contracted in
painful knots, and his breathing was quick and heavy. The paths to
Oquaga formed a single, interminable climb.

A bear had been crossing his path for days: he had heard it in his
half sleep, he had seen its marks on the trunks of the pine trees, claw
marks left as a kind of signature. It was the enemy’s orenda, hatred
transformed into fangs and claws.

The creature’s presence was apparent all around; at times he felt
he could even pick up its scent. The bear was following a trail, for
sometimes bears anticipate a man’s journey. Joseph expected to see
it moving through the undergrowth.

In fact the bear, a solitary creature, was the least serious threat that
walked those woods. The most dangerous of beasts moved in groups,
without precaution, leaving obvious traces, as if afraid of nothing, as
if defying fate: white men, Whig militias, rebels, raiders in search of
booty. They felt they were the masters of the Indian lands, and they
felt they were safe in them: the breathing of the forest was a chorus
they could not hear. Voices of ancestors, past generations, flesh that
was now worms and food for animals, hordes of men decimated
by smallpox and the wars fought on behalf of distant allies. Those
woods, Joseph thought, still belonged to the Indians. They would
repel the strangers just as the body, with a good medicine, chases
illness away. That land guarded the bones of the forefathers, and
Joseph’s forefathers had been loyal to the Crown: the medicine that
would restore the land to health was the king’s army.

Joseph Brant had been brought up to love the English. Now that
the rebels insisted on being called Americans, he felt relieved.
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The damp impregnated his clothes. He consumed his food in
haste, he marched without stopping, exhaustion dragged at his legs
and weighed on his chest. Joseph stopped to drink and catch his
breath, leaning on his rifle. A flight of birds rustled the branches of
the pines.

He had to move quickly, beyond the edge of human capacity. The
world was a dangerous place.

He had to reach his destination. Oquaga and Unadilla were
friendly villages, home to dozens of his relatives, close and not so
close. Salvation would come from there.

He had to get back to his mother, his wife, his children. Look
his flesh and blood in the face, see the living, concrete aspect of the
ideal for which he had chosen to fight. If he distinguished himself in
that war, people like Klug would not be able to get their predatory
hands on the Mohawks’ belongings. His mother would die in peace,
and Mohawk land would guard her bones.

Joseph thought of his people. Since the days of his childhood
many more Mohawks had died than were alive today. Philip was
right: two London palaces could have contained the whole of the
People of the Flint.

It was evening now: the orange light of the sun filtered through
the branches. The days to come promised to be as dark as his march
through the depths of the forest. Joseph wished he had le Grand
Diable by his side.

The bear appeared suddenly, standing upright, cutting short the
flow of his thoughts. The hairs stood up on the back of his neck, and
Joseph aimed his rifle. The bear growled, turned its back on him and
disappeared into the depths of the forest.

Joseph ran the back of his hand over his brow. A little black bear,
it had looked far from threatening. The eyes of the man and the eyes
of the bear had met. Perhaps it wasn’t a bad omen; perhaps the bear
was trying to tell him something, put him on the alert. He had to
advance cautiously, take care to leave no traces, keep from resting
until his nostrils caught the smells of home.

They were many: they occupied the whole of the clearing. Joseph
held his breath, hiding in the brambles that covered the hillside.
Giving up bear grease had been a good idea. From that distance, if
the wind had changed, the smell would have given his presence away.
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There were plenty of Indians in the group. Joseph couldn’t tell what
nation they belonged to. In the semi-darkness he couldn’t make out
their features: they could have been Mingo, or Delaware, or even
Oneida. They were about forty yards from him, and were speaking
quietly. Not like the white men, who swapped noisy comments as
they prepared their camp for the night.

The encounter had dispelled the exhaustion in his limbs and
brought fresh lucidity to his mind. Retreat without a sound, get
away from the clearing, circle at a distance, return to the path many
miles to the west. Joseph entrusted himself to divine mercy and
started moving.

He traveled the last stretch with the circumspection of a lynx.
Closeness to home gave him strength. Soon the solitude of the
journey would be behind him. Solitude, the saddest fate for a man,
would be left behind in the belly of the forest.

The dogs barked, but Joseph was calm. Soon they would recognize
him, welcome him with their paws on his chest, try to wash his face
with their tongues as they always did. The faint light of an oil lamp
filtered through the loose planks that closed the window.

The door opened, releasing a domestic atmosphere, liberating
the smells of a peaceful life. A robust little boy came outside with a
stick in his hand and turned toward the stranger as the dogs leaped,
barking, around his legs.

“Who'’s there?”

Joseph smiled, but his voice sounded dark and severe.

“Don’t you recognize your father, Isaac?”

The boy stood silent.

The tension of the journey melted away in Susanna’s embrace.
Joseph smelled the perfume of her hair and felt her hot breath on
his shoulder. His wife stroked his face, as if to make sure that it was
really him. Her fingers brushed wrinkles and scars, ran along his
profile, in a slow sequence of touches and caresses.

“Joseph.”

He was too tired even to speak. He abandoned the sack on the
floor and collapsed into an old chair. Christina tottered over to
her father, who picked her up and set her on his lap. The little girl
hid her face in his chest. Isaac was still staring at him, his features
screwed up enigmatically.
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Susanna hurried to bring hot food. Joseph’s eyes met his mother’s.
The old woman was sitting in the furthest corner of the room,
wrapped in a blue blanket.

“How many French scalps did you bring, Joseph?”
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He came outside, taking his bearings in the still faint light that had
filtered through the windows. He felt a need for clean, open air. Air
wet with dew and imminent rain. Low clouds, bloated as oilskins,
thundered close by. The dog welcomed him back to the courtyard
with a yelp of joy. Joseph stroked its head. He lifted the bucket from
the well to drink and wash away the sleep from his face. The icy
water reinvigorated him, running down his neck and under his
shirt. The buildings of the village were dark masses just starting to
take shape. The river ran calmly not far away. The fires of war did not
lick at Oquaga. At least not yet.

Turning around to go back in, he noticed a figure at the edge of
the vegetable garden. He froze, then recognized his mother, her
white hair ruffled by the breeze.

“Margaret,” he called to her quietly, so as not to frighten her.
“Margaret, what are you doing here?”

The old woman sniffed the air. She must have got out of bed
without Susanna noticing,

“Do you smell it?”

Joseph sniffed, but recognized nothing that didn’t belong to the
woods or the cultivated fields.

“What, Margaret?”

She took another deep breath.

“The smell of carrion,” she said. “It’s carried on the east wind,
along with the rain”

Joseph couldn’t smell a thing.

“You should go back inside before you catch your death.”

The old woman turned to look at him.

“You've come back, Joseph.”

“I’'m back.”

“So why don’t you bring me back home?”

“Soon, Margaret. For now it’s dangerous. We must wait.”
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“Are you sure?”

“Yes, Margaret.”

“It smells of carrion here.”

“That’ll go as soon as the wind changes.”

The old woman shook her head.

“It’s the white men,” she wrinkled her nose. “They won’t go.”

She let him escort her into the house. Susanna had gone out to
look for her and as soon as she saw them in the doorway she hurried
to bring the old woman back upstairs.

Joseph sat down by the blackened fireplace. The embers glowed
faintly under the ashes. He took the bellows and started bringing
them back to life.

Soon afterward Susanna went back downstairs and put some
water on to boil for tea. Joseph became aware of the density of
her thoughts, the questions she had been brooding over since the
previous evening, when she had seen him arriving, filthy from his
journey through the forest.

“I must leave again soon,” he said.

“Isaac and Christina are growing up without a father. Isaac in
particular needs you to guide him. He needs to learn and grow.”

“He also needs a place where that is possible,” Joseph replied. “He
must know that his father will fight for him and for the Mohawks.”

Susanna couldn’t lift her eyes from the teapot.

“I'm living like a widow.”

Joseph got up and walked over to her.

“The time will come to stop and set down our weapons,” he said.

She gripped the pot without pouring the tea.

“When?”

Joseph took the teapot from her and filled the cups. The dense
perfume pricked their nostrils and aroused physical sensations that
he hadn’t felt for weeks.

“When we have won.”
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They arrived three days later. It still hadn’t stopped raining and the
world was cloaked in grey. In the village streets you plunged up to
your calves in mud, so that walking was a huge effort. People stayed
at home, or in the stables looking after the animals.

A little boy came to warn Joseph. For more than an hour the
three men had been perched on the fence like crows. No one had
worked out what they were waiting for.

Bent under their tarpaulins, their tricorns wilting in the rain,
they watched him approach without moving a muscle. Only Henry
Hough stretched his tortoise neck every now and again, to spit
lumps of tobacco into a puddle.

Johnny Hough’s stupid face made a fine pair with Daniel Secord’s
sharp one.

When Joseph was very close they jumped down from the palisade
and planted themselves in the mud.

“Greetings, Joseph Brant,” said the oldest of the Houghs.

He nodded to them.

“We heard you were back;” the other man went on. “We'd almost
given up hoping. They say when you were in England you met the king.”

Joseph nodded.

“Goddamn, so it wasn’t bullshit!” Johnny remarked.

His brother struck him with his elbow.

“Then perhaps you can satisfy my curiosity.” He pushed his face
forward. “Is it true that His Majesty has nine children?”

“The Queen was pregnant with the tenth.”

Henry Hough nodded to himself. “A great nation, by God. Our
monarch’s vigor is unequaled in the world.”

“The king has sent troops,” said Joseph. “The counteroffensive is
massive.

“He sent them to New York,” Secord said with a wink. “We
haven’t seen hide nor hair of them here.”
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Joseph looked at him for a long time. Daniel still wore the Seneca
amulets, but he was pale and emaciated.

“Here the war is my task,” he said. “It’s why I came back.”

Henry Hough’s neck stretched again.

“Those are the words we wanted to hear. God bless you, Joseph
Brant, and bless King George as well. When do we start?”

“When we’re ready.”

“The list is already a long one,” said Johnny. This time his brother
didn’t shut him up. “From Unadilla to here we've counted at least
five traitor farms.”

Three pairs of eyes fixed themselves on the Indian.

Joseph knew that from that moment every word he uttered would
have a different weight. He was prepared; his two-month stay in
New York had given him time to think and come up with a plan.

“We need gunpowder, ammunition, provisions, moncy.” He saw
them nodding. “And men willing to fight”

“We can rustle up some pretty good men, said Hough.
“Committed loyalists.”

“Determined people,” Secord added.

“Do it. I'll go to Fort Niagara to get what we need. I'll ask for
support from the Six Nations. The rendezvous is here for the start
of the spring”

Henry Hough faked a coughing fit.

“Speaking with respect, Joseph Brant. There are four of us, which
isn’t many for the task at hand.”

“We’re more than enough, if we spread the news.”

“What news?” asked Johnny.

Joseph looked him up and down with the scowl of an officer
inspecting a subordinate.

“That Chief Joseph Brant will fight the Albany rebels in the name
of the King. And that he won’t stop until he has defeated them.”

An avid sneer appeared on the faces of the three men.

Isaac felt himself being gripped by the collar and started wriggling
like an animal on a lead. Susanna held him back. He had run out
of hiding to reach the central square of the village, where all the
inhabitants were assembling. Instead of hiding, he had stayed to
watch them: elders wrapped in their tribal blankets, young men in
worn woolen jackets and misshapen hats, Oneida children peering
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between the legs of the adults. Someone had thrown planks into
the square, so that they could walk without sinking into the mud.
His father clutched his walking stick, holding it aloft, to call for
silence. Next to him, but some distance away, there were those three
men. Isaac had immediately worked out what they had come to do.
They had come to get his father and take him away again. So he
would be left on his own with the women again. Susanna, Christina,
Grandma Margaret.

His father started hoisting up the pole the flag he had brought
from London. He had shown it to Isaac the night before, when Isaac
had slipped outside, unable to get to sleep, drawn by the noises. He
had found his father unfolding the piece of fabric with the double
cross on it.

“It’s the flag of the kingdom,” Joseph had said. “Your cousin Peter
brought it for his regiment.”

It was beautiful. Isaac had thought that when it was his turn to
go to war he would paint his face those colors. Red, white and blue.

The wind licked at the fabric and the flag gave a snap that rang
in the air.

His father spoke clearly: “This is the flag of the English King:
you all know it. From today it is also the flag of Joseph Brant
Thayendanegea. I will put down any attempt to bring it low. I will
place under my command anyone willing to defend it. God save
King George and the Six Iroquois Nations.”

He drew his knife and carved into the wooden pole the symbol
of his clan.
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New York, 19 December 1776
Dearest Mother

I am able to write to you courtesy of Mr. Lorenz, gunsmith of
Albany, who is leaving New York tomorrow to settle in Oswego, so
that he need no longer sell his rifles to the enemies of the Crown.

This is the third letter that I have been able to send you. I
hope you received the others, so that I can spare you the news
contained therein. Upon disembarking, I discovered that Mr.
Lacroix had left a short time before to go to Canajoharie. I hope
that he has reached the village, and that he has described to you
everything about our stay in the city of London.

For my part, I knew that Sir John had been forced to leave
Johnson Hall in the hands of the Bostonians, who are now
secking Uncle Joseph and threatening to bring you to Albany
so he will be forced to hand himself over. These events fill my
heart with rage, and were it not for my duties as a soldier, I
would do anything to be by your side and defend my brothers,
our properties and my father’s grave. At the moment I am not
doing anything interesting or useful and I would be very happy
if His Majesty’s army would comply with the customs of our
people, that is, fight a battle and then let the living return to their
families, to hunting and trading.

When he received me, King George, said he hoped to meet
me again once I had reached the rank of general, and that wish
contributed greatly to my decision to enlist. If one day the Lord
wished to grant me that privilege, I would certainly be the first
Mohawk general to command the troops of the realm and I
believe that my father would be proud of his son, he who was
Irish by birth and warrior chief of the Six Nations.

When I think of that day, I imagine propagating among my
subordinates some of the warrior habits of our people, meaning
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that it is not only the number of guns that makes the difference
between two armies, but also the courage and skill of those who
shoulder them.

I took part in my first battle fighting with the Indian troops, in
Fort St. Johns in Canada, and then again not far from Montreal.
Now I have fought two more, in the red uniform and with the
flag in my hand, in New York and White Plains. All ended
with our victory, but while I could recount for you the first two
moment by moment and recall in every gesture the warriors’
deeds, of the last I can tell you only: I held the banner high, and
of my companions I know that they fired and nothing more.
At a certain point they ordered me to return to the field, and if
someone hadn’t told me that the enemy was in flight, I might still
be wondering about the outcome of the battle.

Neither do I know what our next destination will be. They say
we are about to transfer, perhaps to Philadelphia, but it certainly
won’t be established by a council, and none of us soldiers will be
able to listen to the generals as they discuss what is to be done
and take the decision. For that reason I cannot tell you where to
write to me, if that is even possible, but I will try to do so as soon
as possible, because I am very apprehensive and would be very
happy to have your news as soon as possible.

I have no time to add anything else but

I remain always your
most affectionate son

PETERJOHNSON
P.S. Please pass on my affectionate wishes to Betsy, to all

my brothers and sisters, and my greetings to my friends in
Canajoharie. May Christmas bring you peace and good cheer.
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Soon Ohsé¢hrhon will come, the end of the year, the start of winter.
At night, the Big Dipper will be high over our heads. We will wait
for the first moon, we will pass five nights of sleep and the next
morning we will start the ceremonies. We will thank the spirits: the
plants and the animals, the wind, the sun, and the farthest stars. We
will thank God. We will burn tobacco in the fire. The Big Heads will
o from house to house poking the embers and reviving the fires. We
will dance, and at night we will dream hard. Upon waking we will
sacrifice a white dog, to confirm our loyalty to the spirits and the
Master of Life. We will invent riddles and play at sharing dreams.
Night will pass like a cloud carried by the wind, and on the third
day we will dance dressed in feathers. On the fourth day we will
chant: the guardians of the faith will start, then the sachems, then
the matrons of the clan, all the others last. After the chants, we will
give names to the children. The next day will be the day of drums.
On the last day we will play with peach-nut dice, divided among the
clans. We will amuse the Master of Life by challenging him, joking,
betting. The team that wins will lead the final dance. Again we will
speak and thank the spirits, and that is how the new year will begin.
Molly knew what the new year would bring. War and hardship,
loneliness. The dreams of the village went only in one direction.
Apart from Ronaterihonte’s. He claimed not to dream, but
everyone dreams. The warrior kept the truth silent with his mouth,
while saying it with his eyes: he didn’t want to tell his own visions.
Every day he lunched with Molly, then vanished like a shadow. Who
knew where he passed his afternoons? He certainly didn’t need to
hide, for the Whigs never came to Canajoharie. It was Molly’s pact
with Herkimer: Don’t challenge Sir William’s ghost again. Now you
sleep in his house, walk on precious carpets in boots heavy with mud.
You abuse his hospitality in every way. If my husband has not asked
God for permission to come down and exterminate you, to return
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to Paradise loaded with scalps, it is because he knows that we, his
people, will pay for it. The ghosts return to the beyond, the reprisal
is carried out against the living. But if you importune his wife, the
mother of his children, the mother of his son who has distinguished
himself in the eyes of King George, not even the Master of Life will
be able to restrain him.

Molly knew it: Ronaterihonte was sleeping in Thayendanegea’s
empty house. Beneath that roof, it would have been impossible to
sleep without dreaming.

The snow was a floor of ice, millions of scales of ice, millions of tiny
reflections making up the white that assaulted the eyes.

In the vigor of winter, the baggataway field turned into a track for
gawasa, “snow snake,” a game common to all Indian nations to the
cast and north of the Great Lakes. Philip had played it as a boy, with
the Caughnawagas from the mission.

On the frozen snow, players took turns throwing a straight,
smoothed stick shaped like a sleigh runner. The stick plunged to
the ground and slipped quickly away. The winner was the one who
made it travel farthest.

He had been invited by Oronhyateka and Kanenonte, the two
young warriors who had been in the Canadian expedition the
previous year. They hadn’t seen the Great Devil for many moons,
but they had given him a rather brusque welcome. Things were
getting worse by the day, they had told him. As the most vicious
of the white men besieged the nation, the warriors’ desire to fight
was rotting on the chain, a slave to the prudence of the women and
the sachems’ lack of resolution. Johannes Tekarihoga spent his days
befuddled with rum. Because of his lineage, he was the only one of
the general store’s customers exempt from the rationing.

The Mohawks of Fort Hunter, for their part, were timid and
insincere, always ready to reach an agreement with the enemy. If it
were up to their sachem, Little Abraham, soon there wouldn’t be a
nation to defend.

Philip thought that when he was a youth he would never have
spoken irreverently of a sachem. He was about to say so out loud,
but Kanenonte cut him short.

“We say harsh things, but it is because the young men’s hearts
have hardened, and their muscles are as cold as this snow.”
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“Our sachems are the children of days gone by, added
Oronhyateka. “Their footsteps were firm and fast in Hendrick’s day,
but now they walk with a stick. War is for the young.”

That was what Oronhyateka and Kanenonte thought, and
they weren’t the only ones. Suspicion and anxiety filled the souls
of the warriors of Canajoharie. They all described the Oneidas
as untrustworthy and distant, silent and sly. They were certainly
preparing something, enchanted as they were by that reverend of
theirs, Samuel Kirkland, who supported the rebel settlers. Their
sachem, Shononses, was a good speaker: his speeches were swarms
of fluttering butterflies with wings of a thousand colors.

“Butterflies dont defend themselves,” Oronhyateka had said.
“They don’t fight. Bees and hornets fight, but such insects are never
on the lips of Shononses.”

Kanenonte looked into the distance, narrowed his eyes and
thought he could see, at the end of the level ground, the gawasa
thrown by Oronhyateka. He picked up his own between his thumb
and index finger, whirled it around and threw it. The wooden snake
slipped over the whiteness.

It was Oronhyateka who spoke next. “We must take up arms,
Ronaterihonte. In Fort Hunter too there are healthy and brave
warriors who can no longer bear sitting still. They would come with
us if we set off. They would come with le Grand Diable to attack the
militia and free Johnson Hall. The enemy is numerous, but we can
draw them into the forest and kill them one by one”

“And afterward?” Philip interrupted. “Reinforcements would
come, from Albany or who knows where. People without scruples,
not like Herkimer. Vengeance would be unleashed. They have
women and children as hostages. Recklessness is a grave error. We
must wait for spring, brothers. Wait for the return of Thayendanegea
and, above all, a new council of the Six Nations.”

The two young men said nothing. From the camp there came
only the sounds of the game.

Finally Kanenonte broke the silence: “Degonwadonti was wrong
to warn Herkimer of the smallpox. The right thing would have been
to bring the spots among the rebels, to destroy them. The white men
did that, in times past. Why shouldn’t we do it, too?”

Philip shivered. “Smallpox doesn’t seek allies. Itdoesn’t distinguish
between its victims. If the disease had spread through the valley,
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it would have killed everyone, without enmity or friendship for
anyone. Molly Brant stopped it. She warned the rebel commander
so that she could heal our people without provoking a reaction.”

They remained silent. The two young men went on throwing
their sticks, until Kanenonte turned to Philip with a hiss and a half
smile.

“Ronaterihonte, do you have to wait for Thayendanegea even
when you're playing gawasa?”

Philip picked up one of the sticks from the ground. He weighed
it in his hand. He studied the blanket of snow, covering grass that
would soon spring up again. At last he resolved to hurl the snake.
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The wedge-shaped battlements that protected the southwestern side
of Fort Niagara were an arrow aimed at the colony of New York and
the cities on the coast. The French, not to alarm the surrounding
populations, had built it to look like a huge brick general store. In
fact it was a fortress, one that was hard to conquer. The battlements
were tall, the casemates full of cannon.

Joseph passed by the tents and shacks that the refugees of the
Mohawk Valley had built at the foot of the fortifications. Familiar faces,
men and women who had set off with him the previous year to fight in
Canada. Now they depended upon His Majesty’s government and the
benevolence of the garrison. His people had nowhere else to go.

The parade ground had become a chaotic marketplace. People
of all backgrounds and religions scrambled to get hold of the last
available merchandise to make it through the winter.

A wild-eyed old hunter was trying to sell furs to a group of Indians
who were trying to ignore him: there was something mad about the
man’s manners. The white man threw to the ground the furs whose
praises he was singing and began to curse. The Indians stepped back,
giving him a quizzical and anxious stare.

A small group of men pushed their way through the crowd. They
were Senecas, but had a young white man at their head. He bent
down and picked up the fur. He examined it, handed it to one of the
Indians and took some coins from his jacket pocket. “I’ll give you a
good price—now get lost.”

The hunter walked away, muttering. The young white man turned
around: it was Walter, John Butler’s son.

“God strike me dead: Joseph Brant! We knew you had come
back; I was just wondering when we would see you again.”

He came forward, surrounded by the squad that was escorting
him. Under his jacket was a wampum necklace testifying to the

friendship of the Senecas. A pair of pistols hung from his belt.
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“How are you?” asked Joseph.

“Well, I'd say. These are hard times, but with the help of the
Senecas and the garrison we can maintain our hold in this
territory.”

The Senecas stared at Joseph’s family without making any gestures
of welcome. One of the men spoke, using the Onondaga language
so that all those present could understand.

“So you are He Who Places Two Bets. What words does the
Great English Father have for the Senecas?”

Joseph replied with the greatest calm.

“They are words of allegiance. Not only for the Senecas but also
for the whole of the Longhouse. You will hear them at greater length
at the council, in the spring.”

The Seneca nodded. Walter Butler signed to the Brants to follow
him.

“Come, I will take you to my father. But at dinner keep a little
time for me, Joseph. I want to hear the news from the motherland.”

The group passed through the crowd. Young Butler walked stiffly.
Joseph felt cold, silent eyes upon him.

“My son exaggerates. We're doing a good job, but the sachems are a
long way from deciding which side to take. They come here because
we have provisions, rifles, blankets, and rum; they think we’re at
home here. They have much to gain, but they are reluctant to take
the nation into war.

John Butler sat up in his chair and began striding back and forth
across the room. The Spartan surroundings matched the appearance
of the old Irishman, more tough and hoary than Joseph remembered.

“They may well have a point. The garrison is undermanned. News
of the disembarkations in New York and Quebec comes from too
far away. The Senecas and the Tuscaroras don’t see the British forces
deployed, they don’t see what advantage there is in taking part in
the conflict”

Joseph pointed to the east. “The eastern portal of the Longhouse
is already under attack from the enemy. That's why I'm here. To
ask you to support me and the men I'm assembling. We need
gunpowder, rifles, and victuals.”

“A loyalist militia? Is that what you have in mind?”

“Yes,” Joseph replied.
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Butler sat down again. Joseph noticed the inlaid wooden
armchair, carved with scenes from the Passion of Christ.

Butler struck the gleaming arm of the chair with the palm of his
hand. “A present from the Senecas. It came from a French abbey.”

He seemed to meditate for a moment, and said at last, “I
have a task to perform here. Its success depends on the quantity
of supplies that I manage to bring in.” His voice grew serious.
“Winter is at the gates and I hardly have enough for my family. If
I run out of goods, the Senecas will turn their backs on me, that
much is certain. The only way to keep them on our side is to keep
them supplied.”

Joseph remained impassive.

“Are you denying me your support, Captain?”

Butler sighed. “When the time comes you will have all the support
you need. But if you want my opinion, your initiative strikes me as
rather hasty. We haven’t received orders from high command, and
the council of the Six Nations hasn’t yet been called”

Joseph suppressed the impulse to raise his voice.

“In the Mohawk Valley the rebels are already doing whatever they
want. Johnson Hall has been requisitioned, and Sir John’s wife is
in prison. It’s time to defend ourselves. You say we should wait for
orders, but I have the word of the king in person.”

“Don’t get angry, Joseph Brant,” said Butler, raising his open
hand. “It won’t change my mind. I know what’s happening at our
home. My own wife and two little sons have been captured by the
rebels and brought to Albany. I wasn’t there to defend them, but
here, doing my duty as a good loyalist.”

The Indian remained silent.

Butler rose to his feet and picked up a wooden stick from the
table. It was a staff of command, inlaid and painted red and black.
Its grip was adorned with various scalps.

“Another gift from the Seneca sachems,” said the old captain.
“An admirable object, don’t you think? It emanates strength and
authority.” He stroked one of the tufts of hair with a delicate gesture
of his rough, knotty hands. “Fear.”

He approached Joseph, holding the stick in plain view.

“What do you want to do?” he asked. “Sacrifice the family? Do
you want to lose your dear ones, your descendants?” He looked at
the Indian without expecting a reply.
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Joseph saw the faces of Susanna, Isaac and Christina passing
before his eyes.

“God only knows if I can wait to act, Butler went on, his voice
low and grim. “But I know that when the moment comes, it will be
as terrible as the wrath of Our Lord, and we must all be willing to
rise to the challenge. Accept the sacrifices that God imposes upon
us. Turn ourselves into a scourge.” A grimace of hatred twisted his
mouth. “On that day we will draw out the innards of the renegades.
We will decorate the drive of Johnson Hall with their guts.”

Suddenly he appeared to stir himself.

“I renew the offer I made to you in Montreal: Stay here with us.
At the appropriate moment we will lead the counterattack together.”

Joseph rose from his chair.

“I'm sorry, I can’t wait. My decision has been taken.”

Butler nodded with resignation.

“Tunderstand. Don’t leave empty-handed. We confiscated a cargo
on the lake. A dozen rifles and four barrels of gunpowder. It isn’t
much, but. . . Take it, you'll need it

Joseph felt his blood boiling with rage, but managed to contain
himself. It was better than nothing and he was in no position to
refuse. He stared at the Irishman’s outstretched hand for a long time

before deciding to shake it.
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He left Fort Niagara alone and in silence. A cascade of pins fell from
the white sky, announcing frost.

Joseph looked at the long, narrow trail ahead of him. He decided
it would not be a return journey so much as a pilgrimage. Winter
would not stop him: he would bring the news to the Nations, the
gospel according to Joseph Brant Thayendanegea. If John Butler had
gunpowder and salted meat, he had a story to tell, one so fine that
it would set souls alight. The story of an Indian who, like Hendrick
many years before, had gone to the island of England and spoken to
the Great English Father. He certainly wouldn’t persuade them to
fight in the snow, but the first warmth would awaken their instincts
and their desire to test themselves, at least it would the younger men
among them. Then something would happen—he was sure of it.
Events would help him to persuade the undecided, and God would
be on his side.

He reached Geneseo on Christmas Day. The curiosity of the
inhabitants welcomed him like a warm embrace. His fame marched
ahead of him to the Five Finger Lakes and the Mohawk Valley. It
reached the Seneca villages and headed south, all the way to the
slopes of the Allegheny Mountains. He told the elders about the
Wise White Man who had entrusted him with the task of fighting
in his name. The young men he told about the strongest army in the
world. The children he told about the fireworks.

On the first day of the new year he was in Buck Tooth, then in
Conewango, and then the snow stopped him and forced him to
turn back.

He headed east, toward the Five Fingers, passing through villages,
stoppingin the houses to sit by the fire and spread the king’s words. In
Cayuga he developed a fever and had to stay for two weeks. Outside
his dwelling a line of people waited for the story of the king and
the city with its huge buildings that could hold hundreds of people.
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Joseph kept them all happy. He showed himself to be proud, but
not vainglorious. He pretended he was in good health, suppressing
his coughing fits as if choking down bitter morsels. When he had
regained his strength he set off for Onondaga. Throngs of little boys
and the songs of women announced his arrival. He asked the guards
of the Sacred Fire of the Confederation to attend the Oswego
Council in the spring. The sachems agreed, in exchange for a
detailed account of his journey beyond the ocean. “Like Hendrick,”
the oldest of them murmured, sitting in the circle, and the name of
Thayendanegea ran from one gate of the Longhouse to the other.
A decrepit old chief asked him how many people lived in London.
Joseph replied that their numbers were greater than the termites in a
termite’s nest and the sachems talked about it for a whole day, closed
away in a conclave like papist bishops.

“Brothers, this rebellion is the greatest threat that the Six Nations
have ever had to confront. The American Englishmen have declared
their independence from England: they no longer recognize the
authority of the king. This means they believe that the bar placed
upon their expansion into our lands has fallen. They will spread
westward like a great sea. Only by fighting can we hope to save
ourselves from catastrophe. Fighting for England and fighting for
ourselves.”

Some of the men nodded, but most of them remained puzzled
and pensive. No one followed him. Undaunted, he continued on
his solitary way, leaving the villages and the winter behind him. He
reached Oquaga at the end of March, pulling behind him two mules
laden with whatever supplies he had managed to procure. He was
alone. He was the most famous Indian in the Six Nations.
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They left without fuss, moving toward the gilded sunset. With them
they dragged two cows, the cart horse, sacks of maize. William
Adlum contemplated the half-empty granary and thought of the
effort it had taken him to fill it. The children peeped out from the
little window of the attic, where they had taken refuge when the
men had appeared in the courtyard. Their head chief had spoken
kindly, asking for food and animals in the name of King George.
Meanwhile, the other chiefs showed their rifles.

Two generals had blockaded the battlefront: Winter and Smallpox.
Through the fog of that April morning it was clear that the first of
these was now beginning to give ground, while the other was no
longer attacking as virulently as before.

Now it was up to other officers to pick up the staff of command,
make decisions, move on to the final confrontation.

Joseph Brant was finishing his clothing ceremony, in Oquaga’s
house, with slow and detailed care, aware that the time had come
for its completion, as it had for the role that he had chosen for
himself. Command. He didn’t have a general’s stripes, but that was
of no importance: war appointed its greatest executors in the field.
By taking the initiative at the right moment you can easily topple
the most hierarchical structure. And by choosing the right time for
action you can decide the outcome in many conflicts. The valor and
courage of the warriors takes care of the rest. Joseph knew there
were difficulties. Their equipment was sparse, only a few rifles, and
they were short of gunpowder and money—all things you need to
win a war. And their contingent wasn’t large enough, but more men
might join as more victories were won. Enthusiasm and the desire
for booty would swell the ranks. If the volunteers going into battle
beside Joseph Brant earned a solid reward, without costing the
king’s coffers a penny, within a few months they would be legion.
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At last Joseph slipped on the scarlet jacket of the imperial army,
solemnly and meticulously doing up each button, smoothing every
crease and wrinkle, to create an authoritative and martial appearance.
Now he was ready. Outside, the rays of the sun pierced the morning
fog. Only at that moment did he notice that Isaac was behind him,
studying him, grim and spellbound. He stared at the little boy for a
few seconds, enough to make him feel worried.

“Come with your father. We have to talk to the men”

The boy jumped behind him like a dog.

The faces told stories. They spoke of lives spent turning clods and
sowing seeds in untamed land, of wounds from claws and knives.
They wore the stolid expressions of peasants and hunters. They lived
deep in the interior of the colony, and Joseph knew that he could
rely on their hatred of the Albany Assembly and the New York
speculators.

In front of all the others, the Hough brothers and Daniel Secord
were resting on long rifles. They greeted Joseph’s arrival by touching
the brims of their hats. Some of the others did likewise.

Joseph, with a hand on Isaac’s shoulder, took up his position
under the flag, as he had done the previous autumn.

“You have come of your own free will,” he said in English. “I can’t
give you any wages, as the officers of the army do, because I have no
money. I can’t supply you with weapons and ammunition, or give
you rations. But I can tell you that you will be obeying a single chief
and no one else. And you will be able to leave whenever you wish.
Only the honor of your word binds you to this company. We have
only one purpose: to fight the enemies of the king. Our enemies.”

“Hurrah for Brant’s Volunteers!” cried Henry Hough.

“Hurrah!” repeated Johnny.

A silence followed, broken only by coughing and the spitting of
tobacco.

“I shall set up our headquarters here,” Joseph went on. “But in
order to fight we must get hold of food and ammunition.”

“We know where to go and get them, Captain Brant.” It was
Henry Hough's rasping voice again. “From the farms of the traitors.
Those sly dogs who don’t openly support the rebellion, but do so in
the shadows. Spies and jinxes. We will requisition their animals and
their granaries. We will take their weapons and their gunpowder.”
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“And what if you're wrong and they are really patriots?” objected
a scrawny young man with a shock of red hair.

Henry Hough spat tobacco juice on the ground and darted him
a malevolent glance.

“Iftheyare good patriots they’ll let us have it without complaining.
We are defenders of the king.”

A murmur of approval ran through the group.

Joseph raised a hand and silence fell.

“May God be with us.”

William Adlum thanked God for being alive, along with the rest of
the family. The shadow of the flag stretched across the land until it
licked the farm itself. The soldiers were ghosts returning to Gehenna.

No, they were thieves and cowards.

His wife called to him from the doorway of the house. The
children were crying.

William Adlum clenched his fists and turned to go back in. The
world was collapsing, and all he could do was pray. The Day of
Judgment was plainly near at hand.
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New York was all rain and grey outlines. The carriage wheels sank
into the mud of Wall Street, as the horse hobbled wetly along under
blows from the coachman’s whip.

Guy Johnson thought of the letter that had arrived the previous
day.

Since returning to America he had seen his former associates
leaving one by one for the Great Unknown that began on the far
shore of the Harlem River. He had been left on his own, camping
out on a scrap of New World that wasn’t even dry land. Now events
were paying him back for his inactivity.

His joints had started creaking again: rust between his vertebrae,
a sense of clumsiness and slowness, migraine headaches. It was time
to move, he needed to make a jump.

General Howe, the hero of Boston, would welcome him right
away. A kind of understanding had arisen between them. Now
he was going to ask permission to equip a boat and set sail. Not a
pin moved in New York without the general’s approval. He could
be compared to a dictator from ancient times, ruling the city
in the only possible way, with a fist of iron and the support of
the fleet commanded by his brother, the only person he really
trusted.

A difficult pair, the Howes. The New Yorkers had had to learn
that at their own expense. They were riotous and undisciplined
people, all smugglers who would rather have gone on doing business
without paying taxes to the Crown. It was no coincidence that at
the outbreak of the insurrection they had melted down the statue of
King George to make bullets to send to Washington.

The carriage slowed down in front of a unit of redcoat soldiers
patrolling the street. The people stepped aside to let them pass,
glancing at them indifferently. A little way off, two sinister-looking
characters were chained to the stocks, covered with filth. One of
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them seemed to be staring at Guy. On the other side, a second patrol
of soldiers: the same red uniforms, dark skin. Negroes trying to sign
up other Negroes.

The world was changing at a great rate, Guy thought. One day
you're a slave, the next you're a soldier of His Majesty.

Tall and short. He thought again of the letter he had received.
Daniel Claus, writing to tell him he was back from London. A
year in the antechamber had won him the command of the Indian
irregulars in the imminent counteroffensive. He also wrote about
Montreal, where he had met up with Sir John to recruit volunteers.
They invited Guy to join them by the beginning of the summer.

Fate could be mocking: Guy had left the German at the
lowest point of his fortunes, and now here he was offering the
superintendent a position by his side.

Claus wrote that he would expect the regular troops to get the
expedition under way. He was convinced that this time he would
take a few Indians into the war. Joseph Brant would also be of the
party.

Joseph. His translator, Guy thought. The Department’s
interpreter. Old Sir William had been very clear-sighted in choosing
him as a pupil. In London that Indian had become famous and sure
of his own capabilities.

If he left in a few days he would be able to do it. Joining the others
and taking his share of military honor, with the kind concession of
Daniel Claus and Sir John Johnson. The thought bored into his
stomach.

He would be able to hug his daughters again. Claus was looking
after them. Had brought them back from London to meet up with
their father. He wrote that Esther was grown now, that he wouldn’t
recognize her.

Guy wondered if the little ones would remember his face.

Traveling across the colony was unthinkable. The rebels held the
hinterland, while gangs of irregulars ran back and forth in search
of booty, spies and hostages. He had to obtain permission to man
a ship, travel to the Bay of St. Lawrence and %ebec. To set off
upriver. A long and difficult journey.

The carriage stopped in front of the military governor’s residence.
Guy got out quickly and saluted the sentries, who let him pass.

* * *
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“I thought the English climate was hard, before I spent a summer
and a winter in New York.”

General Howe was standing by the window. From that position
he enjoyed the sight of an expanse of roofs, interrupted by the
pennants of the ships moored by the quays. Gulls with dirty feathers
sheltered from the rain beneath the eaves, watching the streets
below, waiting for an unexpected morsel.

“Does the bad weather put Your Excellency in a bad mood?”

“No, sir, ’'m too much i’ th’ sun, as the Prince of Denmark has it.”

“When Your Excellency quotes Shakespeare, it’s usually a bad omen.”

Howe glanced fleetingly at Guy.

“They’re sidelining me, Colonel Johnson. What should my mood
be?”

“You're making fun of me, General. King George has no better
officer than you”

Howe gave a twisted smile.

“You forget that Tam also a member of Parliament. On the wrong
side.”

He showed Guy to a chair with a high wooden back. Guy sat
down. He noticed a half-empty bottle of sherry that had been left
open on the table. The general invited him to help himself, but he
refused with a bow of the head.

“Look at me, Colonel Johnson,” said Howe, still staring at the
city. His voice was hoarse from alcohol and thinking. “You have
before you the man who saved Boston. The taking of Breed’s Hill
cost the blood of many good men. Twice they repelled us with long-
range fire. How many officers would have ordered a third attack?
One of them you have before you. We took that damned hill and
then the whole accursed promontory.” He tapped the windowpane
with a delicate gesture that contrasted starkly with his uniform and
his harsh tone. “Next came New York. A forced march in stages,
to get there ahead of Washington. My men held the city when
the reinforcements from England had yet to arrive. We fought
here in Manhattan, in White Plains, we took the forts, routed the
continentals. I sent Cornwallis after Washington, to chase him to
hell, but this damned country is much bigger than hell.”

He broke off and sighed.

“No one put his soul into this war more than yours truly,
Colonel Johnson. Do you think I did it because I think it’s a just
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war? It may seem strange to you, but that’s not the case. I was
clected as a Whig, I was opposed to the politics of our government
in America. I acted for the good of England, and because I am
a loyal subject of His Majesty. I have done my duty as a soldier
even though I didn’t agree with the cause. And what is my reward?
They send Burgoyne to take command of the land offensive.” He
sneered bitterly. “After all I have done in the field, they still don’t
trust me. They are afraid I'll become too awkward, you see? So
they accuse me of fence-sitting, of holding off the inland attack.
Rumors are born in the House of Commons, but they can be
heard quite clearly over here as well.”

He turned and sat down on the overstuffed red-brocade armchair.

“Let them do it. Let them force their way inland, puffed up with
all their self-importance.” He looked at Guy Johnson. “I don’t wish
to offend you, Colonel, but the presumption of the Tories suggests
the frivolity. And God knows that war is a serious business.”

With a broad sweep of his hand, Guy invited him to go on. He
didn’t seem offended in the least. From the outset their political
discussions had been based upon mutual respect. Guy had been the
one who had quipped that if Samuel Johnson frequented the same
London club as Edmund Burke, a less famous Johnson could boast
of conversing with a Whig general.

Howe looked at the bottle of sherry without touching it, as if
gauging what was to be done with it.

“Burgoyne doesn’t know this country very well,” he went on.
“He thinks he’ll come down from Canada and meet a few gangs of
farmers armed with pitchforks and old muskets. I'd love to know
how he thinks he’s going to keep two-hundred-mile supply lines
going.” He shook his head. “As far as I'm concerned, I'm going to
stay within reach of the coast. I tell you, in America a good backup
fleet is your best insurance. We, too, will attack. But to the south,
toward Philadelphia. Before the winter I will have taken that city
as well.” He gave a slight shrug. “As long as they let me,” he added.
“That way, all the ports in the North will be ours. Holding the ports
means holding trade and the communication routes with Europe.
What else does a naval power like England need?

Someone knocked on the door. An attendant came in with a
stack of papers, which he set down for the general’s attention. Howe

picked up his pen and dipped it in the inkwell.
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“You must forgive me, Colonel. You have certainly requested an
audience for a reason, and I have bored you with my ruminations.”

Guy cleared his throat, but the words didnt come out. He
thought of Claus’s offer and the position of second in command
that would be his. He thought of the Mohawk Valley in the hands
of the rebel militia, of Johnson Hall transformed into a barracks.
Who knew who was sleeping in the rooms at Guy Park? Yokels
and stable boys, thieves and looters. Their stench could well have
contaminated the walls, never to leave. They might even have found
the family treasure.

He thought of the long days at sea, the pirates attacking the
boats in the name of a new and hungry nation. He thought of the
mosquitoes and again of Daniel Claus, who was extending a hand
to him.

He looked at the city outside the window, behind the general. A
ray of sunlight had pierced the clouds and was pouring in through
the window.

“I am here to pay you tribute, Excellency;” he said. “and to assure
myself that you are in good health. And certainly to offer you my
services, in case they might be of use to you.”

“T am grateful to you, sir, Howe replied distractedly, beginning
to sign the papers. “I know I can count on your support. I am in
excellent health, don’t worry on that account—apart, that is,
from my poisoned heart. But now please excuse me, I must sign
today’s death sentences, and it is not an activity that encourages
conversation.

Guy got to his feet, bowed, and headed for the door.

“Colonel,” the general called out to him.

“Excellency;” said Guy, turning around.

Howe held the goose quill in midair, with ink on its tip, as black
and dense as the blood it would shed.

“Come back and see me before I, too, throw myself into this great
offensive.” He pulled his face into a smile. “We’ll drink a bottle of
brandy and talk a little bit about London.”

Guy nodded and passed through the door.

He had chosen. He felt lighter, not necessarily better.
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They had arrived one June morning, after a day of marching and a
night on the riverbank. The people of Unadilla had sought refuge
in the church, praying that they would go quickly. The minister had
appeared in the door to welcome them into the house of the Lord.
Joseph knew him: he was one of those white men who, when they
hear talk of Indians, stroke their scalps and brandish the cross.

Without putting God to any trouble, the Volunteers left before
evening, with a dozen cows, three pigs, and a bag each of vegetables
and dried meat.

There had been no sign of the rebel militia.

A week later, many of the farms in the area had already been
abandoned. The settlers escaped to Cherry Valley, to German Flatts
and to Albany, to beg generals and settlers not to leave them alone
to the mercy of the Indians.

Nicholas Herkimer had offered to help them. He had sent a
message to Joseph to ask for a meeting, in the name of their old
friendship.

A meeting in Unadilla, in the middle of the month.

Beneath a boiling sun that smelled of summer, Daniel Secord walked
on clumps of earth. This field of alfalfa separated the Volunteers
from the Tryon Militia. Those who had seen the rebel troop coming
down along the shore of the Susquehanna spoke of at least three
hundred armed men.

The general approached him on horseback, flanked by five of
his troops, and stopped to wait in the grass, at the precise center of
the plot. Secord smelled tobacco macerated in scotch and thought
that only a madman could smoke a pipe with that sun over his
head.

“Captain Brant sends his greetings and asks to know the reason
for this meeting.”
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Herkimer took a long puff and emptied his pipe by striking it
against his saddle.

“We have always been good friends,” he replied. “They say he has
spoken to King George and Lord Germain. I would like to know
what he think about the case of the colonies.”

“And what about your militiamen? Don’t they want to speak to
the captain as well? It will be a long discussion.”

“It will be a friendly discussion,” the general replied. “You have
my word.”

“Very well. I will come back in an hour with the answer to your
questions. Is there anything else you want to ask?”

Herkimer’s index finger seemed to be caught in the bowl of the
pipe as he pressed fresh tobacco into it.

“You mean that Captain Brant does not intend to meet me?”

“I mean, sir, that a meeting with three hundred armed men is not
called a ‘friendly discussion, it is called a battle. If that is the kind of
meeting you have in mind, we will be happy to satisfy you.”

This time the general appeared not to have heard. He finished
filling his pipe and brought it to his mouth without lighting it.

“Inform your captain that I will have a shelter built on this precise
spot. I will be here tomorrow morning, with five unarmed men. In
this heat, I am sure that Captain Brant will not keep me waiting in
vain.

Indian chatter, the most worthless of goods on the market. Herkimer
wanted to take a hundredweight of it home with him.

“Tell me if ’'m wrong,” said Jonas Klug, as he whittled a branch
with his knife. “We haven’t come all this way to listen to a savage.”

“Quite correct,’ replied Rynard’s mouth, appearing out of the
darkness. “Moreover, I know what he’s going to say, I'd bet a Spanish
dollar on it

“T agree with you, gentlemen. Perhaps together we can convince
the general”

“The general won’t change his mind, Captain Neuman. Words
drive him mad.”

The German’s knife abruptly cut the branch in two. Part of it fell
into the fire, where the flames began consuming it.

“If you want my opinion, the only thing that matters is that we
get the scalp of Joseph Brant. The rest is wasted effort.”
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Darkness swallowed up the faces. It seemed to do the same thing
with their words.

“If they want to fight, don’t let us stop them,” observed Neuman.

“And what need is there for fighting? If I were part of the
delegation tomorrow, I'd solve the problem once and for all.”

Klug took his knife by the tip of the blade, weighed it in his hand
for a moment, then threw it to the ground, where it landed between
Rynard’s feet.

Once again it was Neuman who spoke first.

“If you tell me that Joseph Brant is a danger that needs to be
climinated, then I'm with you. But knifing a man in the back is an
act of dishonor.”

“A man? A savage, I say. Think how much misery, destruction and
death you would spare the American people. And even if he were a
white man, what kind of patriot are you if you choose your honor
over the good of the Nation?”

A fir cone dropped into the fire and sent up a flurry of sparks.

“He’s right,” Rynard observed. “If a great wrong brings great
advantages, it’s no longer a wrong.”

“Herkimer and his Indian friend will speak,” Klug continued,
“and we'll go back to German Flatts, and one day we’ll be told that
Joseph Brant has flayed the people of Unadilla. That day I will come
and ask you how you feel, Captain Neuman.”

The man stirred the sand with the tip of his boot. He squashed a
cockroach that was trying to crawl out and raised his head.

“What are your plans?”

“Get rid of the Indian, what else? I'd offer to do it myself, but my
aim isn’t up to it. It requires someone capable of taking long and
accurate aim. When Brant shows his face, bang! The problem is
solved once and for all”

“You risk the gallows pulling something like that. If T were you
I'd be careful.”

Klug looked around. “Why, are you saying there are spies here?
Perhaps you should be careful yourself”

A frosty silence fell.

“Calm down, gentlemen. I've never seen anyone end up on the
gallows for bumping off an Indian,” Rynard finally declared, in the
pause between two spits. “Some people would give you a medal for
getting rid of the savage who met the king”
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A hum of approval ran around the fire.

“T've heard lots of people boast of being the best huntsman in
German Flatts, in the Valley, in the whole colony.” Klug stood up.
“Isn’t there anyone willing to demonstrate it? No one’s coming
forward? You, Keller? Or you, Rumsfeld?”

The last man gulped, then nodded. “I'll do it.”

“All right, then. Do we all agree?”

Silence settled once more. The men weighed up the words they
had just heard. One by one they declared their agreement.

“Fine, gentlemen. Now let us sleep the sleep of the just.”

Pain, pain in his ribs: they were kicks, Klug realized. He was being
kicked awake. And it didn’t take much to wake someone that way.
His heart leaped into his mouth, he was about to sit up but felt the
sole of a boot pressing on his chest.

His eyes focused on a bayonet and followed it up to a rifle, and
a militiaman who seemed to find the whole thing incredibly funny.
Klug looked around. Rumsfeld and Keller were being subjected to
the same treatment, and so was Rynard.

Flanked by his guards, Herkimer stared at him. His face showed
more disgust than anger.

“I'should hang you for sedition, gentlemen. But I shall be satisfied
with much less. You, Rumsfeld, fifteen lashes. Klug will have ten.
The others will get away with nine. Then you will go back home. Do
not cross my path again.”

The pipe-smoke rolled thickly against the roof. The men dripped
sweat and dust. General Herkimer held a Bible open on his knees
and reread the same four lines. He was not distracted by impatience,
or by worry about what he would say. The meeting was the final act
in a ceremony: the meaning lay in the gesture, not in the words.
When an American patriot could still travel a hundred miles to talk
to a loyalist Indian, the time of massacres had not yet come.

A battalion of clouds was pursuing the sun when Joseph Brant
came into the open, surrounded by his men. Herkimer set down
the Bible, got to his feet and invited them to make themselves
comfortable. Brant’s entourage sat down on two benches arranged
in a half-moon. Brant refused the camp chair and remained
standing.
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Behind him, the older of the Hough brothers smiled smugly and
nudged Daniel Secord.

Joseph Brant greeted everyone and stared at Herkimer. “Your
courage is admirable, sir. You are aware that I could sweep you
away with a wave of my hand. My forces are greater in number
than yours.” He paused rhetorically to allow his words to imprint
themselves clearly in the minds of those present. Then he went on.
“It has not been an easy matter to restrain my warriors. I had to tell
them that you, sir, are an old friend, and that among your men there
are old acquaintances and schoolmates. For that reason I will settle
for a dozen cattle as a peace offering, and the immediate withdrawal
of your troops.”

Herkimer gestured to his men to be quiet. “We are most fortunate
to have friends like you, Mr. Brant. Atany rate, I should like to check
in person the state of the people in Unadilla”

“Out of the question, sir. Remember that we are at war, a war that
we did not want. Consider yourself lucky not to have been brought
to Unadilla in chains.”

Herkimer nodded, without taking his eyes off the Indian’s. “As
you wish, Mr. Brant. But I warn you. Do not allow atrocities to be
committed in this war. They will not be tolerated.”

“I was about to say the same thing. The discussion is over. The
next time we meet, it will not be to talk.”
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It was good to reach Oswego from the lake, like coming from the
sea. It didn’t even seem like the same place, when it had appeared
on the horizon.

The aquatic convoy was imposing and magnificent. A big ship,
no different from those that ploughed the ocean, formed the
arrowhead of a fleet of smaller vessels, all making for the council of
the Six Nations.

Esther watched the vertex of that sharp geometry: pointing the
way were John Johnson and Daniel Claus, standing stiffly in the
prow of the Barrymore, bringing a cargo of men and victuals.

Sir John had organized their return from Montreal in grand style:
he had reached the council with hundreds of men, a militia that he
had christened Royal Green. In addition, the Barrymore overflowed
with food, cannon, rifles, gunpowder, rum.

Esther had arrived in Canada with her uncles in early spring. She
had to acknowledge that since being offered the job in the capital,
Uncle Daniel seemed like another person. Even his manners had
changed; they were more resolute. He now dressed in the London
fashion, and even his German accent was less marked.

Everywhere there was talk of war: no one thought of anything
else. Esther studied the men’s faces, their determined expressions.
She listened to speeches, unequivocal words. “Implacable revenge,”
“Break their bones,” “The Johnsons will take command again,” “His
Majesty’s army will reach us in ten days.”

When the convoy had been sighted from the battlements of
Oswego a jubilant crowd had assembled on the shore to wait
for them, while others tried to board boats and canoes to go and
welcome them and escort them to the dock. Their enthusiasm was
unquenchable, and Esther had been filled with powerful emotions,
and a confusion of feelings had swelled her heart. During the
disembarkation and the frenzy of the unloading operations, men
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and women had run to lend a hand. Esther had taken advantage of
the hubbub to vanish. There was something she should have done a
long time ago.

Thelittle graveyard behind the chapel was deserted. The wind carried
away the sounds of the camp and the crowd of men preparing for
war. The breeze slipped in and out of the standing crosses, bringing
with it the smell of the lake.

A slender figure stood out among the gravestones, wildflowers
held tightly in its joined hands.

Mother, I’'ve come back.

I’m home again, mother of mine, even though home is far away.
I love these trees, the water, our rivers. There are many Indians. Our
Indians. There’s an important council, it’s going to decide the war.
They say a great danger hangs over us, but I won’t hide away and cry.
Not anymore.

Here [ am, I’'m back.

I’ve crossed the ocean again, to be here with you.

Much time has passed, and I am different. I have grown.

In London I learned many things. I could have stayed, Aunt
Nancy wouldn’t have stopped me. I chose to come back.

To take my place, as you would have wanted. As Grandfather
would have wanted.

Aunt Nancy and Uncle Daniel said my father would be here as
well, but I haven’t seen him. He won’t be there. I stopped waiting
for him some time ago. I have learned to live without him. Others
have shouldered my pain. One of them I hope to meet here, a brave
and good man.

That’s one of the reasons I came back.

Mother, these fresh flowers are the love that still lives. They are
a smile, a hope in times of hardship. They are the steady grip that
banishes fear and pain.

My name is Esther Johnson, daughter of Mary, granddaughter of
William. This is the land where I was born, these are my people.
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Philip thought that just two years before he had traveled from
Canajoharie to Oswego, only to end up fighting in Canada. Now
the war was everywhere, and yet it always set off from here, from the
shores of the great lake, where the Iroquois had once again arranged
to meet.

Paul Oronhyateka pointed to the smoke that rose above the
treetops. They were close now.

There were barely thirty of them, the last able-bodied men left in
Canajoharie, plus the old sachem Tekarihoga. It had been a silent
and invisible journey, without fires or lengthy halts, in what was now
hostile territory. At every stage, Philip had heard the hammering of
the woodpecker. It was following them, flying overhead, darting in
front of them, checking that the trails were free, beating with its
beak to urge them onward, telling them to get a move on.

When the first tents appeared on the edge of the clearing, Jethro
Kanenonte uttered a cry announcing their arrival. Kanatawakhon
and Sakihenakenta echoed it, while Philip filled his lungs with the

heat that scorched the air.

Some Highlanders drew pieces of boiled meat from a dented pot.
Philip sat by the fire and thanked them. He watched the flames
dancing among the embers under the vessel. He thought about what
was left after combustion: a dry, dusty substance. Blackened splinters,
grey ashes. Fire gives life, and yet it consumes. The wood is destroyed,
it becomes a blackish skeleton, a pointless relic, mute dust.

It had been a strange summer: a series of storms that furiously
followed one another, breaking the branches of the trees, changing
the land into viscid mud. In the sun the skin of his face stung; in the
shade his body shivered.

The tops of the pines swayed in all directions, like the heads of
monks all chanting different verses.
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All the songs were mournful. The meat was stringy.

From the other side of the parade ground a figure attracted his
attention. A young woman was walking toward him. Philip heard
an inner voice speaking her name.

Esther came forward, the only pale patch in the gray of the camp.
On her face was a faint, inscrutable smile. Her wide skirt, a silky
shade between pink and yellow, was licked by the mud; a bonnet
rimmed with lace protected her hair. She radiated a tenacity whose
potential Philip had sensed that day in London when he had taken
her hand, and which now seemed fully developed. Around her wrist
was the bracelet he had given her.

Philip got to his feet.

“Mr. Lacroix.”

Her voice was mature now. She was a woman. He was aware of
her smell.

Philip didn’t know how to approach her. He said nothing.

Esther looked him up and down. “The little girl hiding in the
woodshed, you remember? I'm nearly fifteen now.”

“What are you doing here?” Philip managed to ask her. “There’s
a war on.

“My uncle, Mr. Claus, presumed that I would be able to meet my
father. He was supposed to be coming here from New York. But I
knew he wouldn’t come.”

Philip frowned.

“You knew that?”

A shadow fell across Esther’s face.

“Not all men are brave.” She stared Philip straight in the eyes.
“There is only one man who is brave enough for all the others. And
I knew I would meet him here.”

Philip wondered how it was possible that this young woman was
the same frightened creature that he had left in England. Barely
a year had passed. Then he remembered that at that age time is
counted in days, and that days like the ones they had faced make
you grow up in a hurry.

“T've got to go now, Mr. Lacroix. Aunt Nancy will be looking for

»

me.

Philip sat down beside the fire again. Before he could get his

oughts in order, someone squatted down next to him.
thought d quatted d ttoh
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They hadn’t seen each other for a year, but Joseph talked as if he
were resuming a conversation interrupted only a moment before.

“Molly didn’t want to come, then”

“She thinks she might still be useful down there.”

Joseph nodded. “I thought so.”

“Your message said they were all here;” Philip said. “But there are
no Oneida.”

“Does that matter? Everyone makes his own choice;” replied
Joseph. “We are part of a big army. We will be home by the autumn.”
He picked up a piece of meat on his fork, blew on it and sank his
teeth into it. After chewing it for a long time, he spat it out into
the dust. “This meat tastes like wood.” He got up and touched his
friend’s shoulder. “We leave in two days,” he said. “We’re going to
take Fort Stanwix. The Senecas will be there as well.” He was about
to walk away, then stopped and bowed again.

“I'm glad you're here”

Philip watched him striding resolutely across the parade ground.
He had done it. He was a chief.
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In the forests around Canajoharie, the blackberries and strawberries
had ripened early, and the women went out at dawn to pick them
cool with dew. Time stolen from more useful work, and a basket of
berries for booty, just enough to sweeten the tongues of a family’s
hungry mouths. And yet none of them would have renounced the
flavors of the forest, or a ritual that began the summer, a guarantee
of order and beauty.

In the last year the valley had opened up over an abyss, had
become a field of conquest for a new nation, but the little fruits
were still scented, and covered the edge of the precipice. As sweet as
hopes, Molly thought. As red and black as war.

Perhaps that was why the great vision of two summers before had
returned, as clear as the air after the first snow. Sir William’s funeral,
the land too hard to be dug, the coffin gliding on the water, toward
the spring.

According to the other older women, it was a prophecy of things
to come. That which goes against the current is destined to return,
and Chief Big Business, Warraghiyagey, would come back in the form
of his descendants, and they would have to prepare to welcome him.

So Molly had decided to stay, even though Joseph had invited her
to join him. So that Ann could eat blackberries, her lips circled with
purple and her eyes bright with the new experience.

She pushed the two little children among shrubs and patches
of sunlight. Ann and George knelt comfortably and began eating
nonstop.

Molly took the opportunity to walk away, still within calling
distance, to a granite rock hidden by the trees. She hoped the boy
wouldn’t be late. Certainly, his absence had already been noted.
For some time the Whigs had been spying on her, checking her
movements, and those of the people going in and out of the general
store and her house. But no eyes could rifle through dreams, slip
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beneath every forest rock, search the store’s customers one by one.
The rebel spies looked without seeing, and Molly, under close
surveillance, went on handling news, information, dispatches.

In his latest message, Joseph had told her about the major
offensive planned by the English. The attack on the colony of New
York would come from two sides, to trap the rebels in a vise. While
General Burgoyne came down from Lake Champlain, Joseph would
follow the troops of Colonel St. Leger, who had been besieging Fort
Stanwix for two weeks. The situation was one of stalemate, but the
rebels would surrender sooner or later.

What Joseph didn’t know was that the news had traveled along
the Mohawk River until it reached the settlers’ villages. That night
General Herkimer had set off with seven hundred rebel militiamen,
heading for the fort to help the besieged forces.

The only alternative route for such a large contingent was the
old Oneida path that ran from the village of Oriskany. The march
would be very slow and a fast courier could get there at least three
days before the rebels. That would give Joseph enough time to come
up with a countermove.

Molly suddenly heard arustle behind her and stopped expectantly.

The young man emerged from the forest and smiled at her.

“May God protect you, Degonwadonti.”

The woman walked over and handed him the letter, a few lines
scribbled down that morning, which the young man slipped under
his shirt.

“You must join Thayendanegea. Run without stopping. Run
until you burst, if you have to.”

The image of the disfigured corpse of Samuel Waterbridge
crossed her mind, but she banished it immediately and gripped the
boy’s arm.

“Come back safe and sound.”

She watched him disappearing quickly among the trees. She
hurried to fill the basket of berries and called the children to go back
to the village.

As she walked along the path, she saw in her mind’s eye Nicholas
Herkimer in the drawing room at Johnson Hall, talking to Sir
William and sipping black tea. Then she saw him as an older man,
the last time he had dropped in at the store to persuade her to keep
her people out of the war.
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“Apparently Benjamin Franklin took the idea of a confederation
from you Iroquois,” the German had smiled at her.

“If Congress only wanted to steal ideas,” Molly had replied, “the
Mohawk battle-ax would still lie underground.”

Foramoment she hoped that her brother and Nicholas Herkimer
could still avoid one another, but she knew it was too late. The valley
could never hold both of them. Warraghiyagey’s world had changed
forever.

She looked at her own hands and those of her children, dyed with
berry juice. She was frightened. Visions of blood reddening the river
and flooding the forest came surging violently into her. She began to
murmur a prayer. She prayed for Joseph. She prayed to the Master of
Life to grant him victory over his enemies.

484g.indd 361 31/03/2010 17:27:13



18.

When Nicholas Herkimer tried to reload his pistol he noticed that
his hands were trembling. He had to lean against a tree trunk, get his
breath back, cram the piston into the barrel, aim the weapon blindly
past the tree and pull the trigger. The only sound that followed was
that of the cock misfiring.

His wounded leg gave way, and he slipped to the ground and
lay outstretched in the rain, which dripped from the branches and
struck his face.

Hands gripped him and sat him up, resting his back against the
bark. He saw the water coming down in streams to mix with his
blood in a little puddle. He couldn’t remember how many hours it
had been since his knee had been injured; his leg felt like a piece of
wood.

Dr. Van Hoek slipped his boot off. Herkimer tried not to think
about the pain. He listened to Captain De John firing insults from
the neighboring tree. His brother-in-law, a loyalist volunteer, was
bombarding him with the same projectiles from a few yards further
off, going back down the whole family tree, until before they had set
off from Rotterdam.

Herkimer thought his brother must be on the other side as well.
And Williers’s cousins. And those great sons of bitches the Houghs.
He knew those people; some of them had fought with him during
the other war, along with Sir William Johnson. Good shots, Christ
knew. He had to thank God for the storm that had granted a truce.

He looked at the bodies lying around him, some with their skulls
showing, red with blood. The moans of the wounded struggled
with the silence of death. One man stretched his arm to the sky,
begging for help with his last remaining voice. Herkimer thought
he recognized Sanders. He had been scalped, but he was still alive.
He would have dealt him the coup de grace, if only the firearms had
worked. Neuman’s cries were heartrending. He lay a few trees away
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with a bullet in his guts, the blood pouring between fingers pressed
to his belly. Two men were holding him tightly, but they couldn’t
make him stop calling out to God and his own mother.

Only a short time before, those men had been standing, alive.
Time had suddenly speeded up, but the light said it was late in the
day.

“Don’t scatter, close ranks! Fire away!”

He had shouted the orders in Mohawk Dutch to make sure
everyone understood. The militia had obeyed: they had behaved
well, like soldiers, like a real army. He thought he would have to
write to Schuyler and Washington. They needed to know. They had
repelled the enemy, by God. There were Indians among them too,
quite a few. Forest demons, they emerged from the earth itself.

“Don’t scatter, keep together!”

The attack had come from the sides of the path. An ambush.
They were waiting for them, someone had warned them. The first
to collapse had been Jansen, struck in the chest. In a moment the
fusillade had erased the forest. Blinded by smoke, the men had
huddled together in a phalanx.

“Two rows, in pairs, one fires and the other reloads!”

Alternately firing and reloading, not giving the devils time to
approach, they had kept them at a distance. With the Indians there was
no escape in man-to-man fighting. Herkimer knew that; he had learned
it during the other war. The men struck by tomahawks lay face down.

Moving slowly, all together, like a gigantic spider, they had sought
refuge in the copse. Salvation: for each man a shelter of solid wood,
a position from which to return fire, a hole from which to fight like
blazes.

But now Herkimer could feel his men’s morale wavering, fear
slipping its way among the trees, silent and lethal. Sooner or later
the rain would stop and the gunpowder would dry. Could they
repel a second attack? That was the question they held in, behind
their shelters, accompanying it with a prayer.

He thought of Gansevoort, stuck in Fort Stanwix, a few miles
further on. They were supposed to bring him aid, ease the siege.
They had to resist here, behind the trees, as Gansevoort was doing
behind the battlements. The Free State of New York was in danger.
If they yielded, the English would flood into the Mohawk Valley,
where they would be able to attack Schuyler on his left flank.
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They must wait for the light to fade, let the Oneidas guide them
out of the forest, and organize their defense farther downstream.

Neuman’s wails struck their eardrums even harder. He tossed and
kicked to stave off the death that was clawing at him. He gave off a
sense of panic, while on the other side the Indians mocked him with
animal cries.

“Shut him up, for God’s sake!” someone yelled.

Herkimer knew he would have to resist this panic at all cost.

“Captain De Jong!”

“At your command, sir.”

The lieutenant crept over to the tree, saw the blood-drenched
sock and legging.

“Pass it on,” Herkimer ordered, ignoring the pain. “Every man is
to stay where he is. You must stay together. Anyone who makes a run
for the forest is finished. If the Indians don’t find him, he will die of
hunger and thirst”

De Jong did as he was bid. The general’s words traveled through
the branches until they were lost in the depths of the undergrowth.

Dr. Van Hoek shook his head.

“The wound is infected. The bullet has been in your knee for too
long.”

Iierkimer glanced at the wound with his teeth clenched. Splinters
of bone protruded from the flesh. All the pain in the world was
concentrated on a single point.

“Do what you have to.”

The doctor nodded.

“De Jong!” Herkimer roared.

“At your command.”

“What happened to our scouts?”

“Sir, the Oneidas are down there. They say they've already fired
enough. They say the agreement was for them to act as guides. They
don’t see any point in going on fighting.”

“Tell them this,” the general hissed. “If they managed to open up
an escape route I'll see to it that they get two rifles each.”

He glanced at the doctor, who was pouring rum on his equipment.
He gripped the captain’s shoulder again.

“De Jong, be sure that we have a massed defense. Either we stay
together or it’s over.”

At that moment a voice rang out from the other side.
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“Hey, Herkimer! Do you hear me? Next time I’ll get you right
between the eyes.”

The general recognized the timbre and the accent. He coughed
and took a breath. He managed to reply in a firm voice.

“Then we will go to our Maker together, Henry Hough.”

Neuman’s torments were echoing even more loudly than before.
A merciful hand blocked his mouth, turning his wails into a muffled
growl.

Herkimer thought of his men’s morale. He nodded to the doctor
to wait and, supporting himself on De Jong, he managed to get back
on his feet. He spoke with all his breath.

“Tryon County Militia!”

A sparse chorus of voices replied from the surrounding forest.
Everyone stopped to listen to him. Even the loyalists on the other
side.

“You hear them? They think they’re frightening us. Instead
they’re encouraging us. Let them come! We've repelled them once,
and we’ll do it again. This forest will be their grave.”

“It will be yours, Herkimer!” croaked Henry Hough.

The general clung to De Jong’s shoulder.

“Remember that Albany is behind us,” he shouted, louder this
time. “Even if we all have to die in this damned forest, one thing is
certain: they shall not pass!”

A broadside of invective was fired from the rebel side.

Herkimer allowed himself to be lowered to the ground. Van
Hock showed him his saw, but the general halted him.

“Get yourself an ax, Doctor. There’s no time to lose.”
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Joseph watched a big ant walking on a branch. The insect was
carrying a leaf the size of a playing card. If men were as strong as
that, he thought, we could knock down the trees in front of us with
our bare hands and flush out the Tryon militia in just a few minutes.

It had been a tough battle. After initial bursts of rifle fire the
warriors had charged. Herkimer’s men had borne the brunt of the
attack in the clearing, and then they had been forced back into the
undergrowth. The surge by the Indians and the Volunteers had
dissipated into a thousand streams before finally petering out. The
clash had turned into a vague chaos of shots fired from one tree
trunk to another, from only a few feet away.

Joseph had lined up the Volunteers behind the trees, as the
warriors furiously retreated.

Sir John’s Royal Greens held their positions as well, but in all that
confusion it had been hard to work out who was shooting at whom.

The result was that the living, the dead and the injured were now
scattered across several hundred square yards of forest.

Only the storm had interrupted the fighting.

While the smell of rotten leaves and damp wood covered the odor
of gunpowder, Joseph wondered how to interpret the stalemate.

That would surely be his day. As the English soldiers besieged
Fort Stanwix, he and Sir John led the loyalist contingent against
Herkimer’s column.

The English trusted him, the Indian who had met the King.

Someone stepped through the undergrowth and distracted him
from his thoughts.

Sir John and McLeod. Along with his new green uniform, the
Scotsman was still wearing his soft beret.

“An ugly business,” Johnson said, pale with rage. “Herkimer is
a hardheaded German—I know him. We’ll have to flush them out

one at a time.”
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“We’ve already lost a lot of men,” said Joseph.

Sir John nodded.

“So has Herkimer. And he doesn’t know these places as well as we
do. All he can do is skulk off in the dark. Many of his men will be
lost in the forest, but others might make it.”

“You'll forgive me, sir; McLeod cut in. “The same men who
brought him here can get him out. The Oneida guides are his
salvation.”

Joseph nodded. According to the information he had collected,
those Oneida scouts had been repudiated by their tribe; they were
mercenaries without honor. He had to deal with them too. No one
would mourn them.

Captain Butler joined him, followed by his son Walter and the
chief of the Seneca warriors. Until that moment, his own Indians
had been watching the clash from the edge of the scrubland.

“The Senecas are impressed,” he said with a wink, speaking English.
“They’re saying that today Joseph Brant’s men have demonstrated
that they don’t fear death”

Joseph nodded and replied in the same language, staring at the
chief of the warrior group.

“Pass on my words to Sayengaraghta, Captain Butler. Tell him
that Joseph Brant wants him and his men to stand aside like women
and witness our courage. That way we won’t have to share the honor
of this day with anyone.”

Butler’s mouth twisted into a sneer. The Seneca listened to
the translation and his jaw stiffened with rage. For a moment he
looked as if he were about to explode, but Joseph turned his back
on him.

He listened to the air. The forest was filled with a grim silence. He
knew the moment had come.

He looked into the eyes of the white men, one by one.

McLeod’s eyes shone with excitement.

Sir John nodded grimly without a word.

Butler looked uncertain, unsure that he had understood what the
others were thinking. With eyes narrowed to slits, he studied the
Indian’s intentions.

“The powder isn’t yet dry,” he objected.

When he received no reply he realized that he had understood
only too well. His son brandished his hatchet.
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The old captain plonked his hat on his head.

“All right, then, damned lunatics. Let’s get it over with.”

Philip Lacroix hadn’t painted his face, and yet he gave off an air of
strength and menace. During the first attack he had prevented the
young men from hurling themselves blindly against the enemy; he
had restrained their impetuosity and found them good shelters from
which to bombard the militia. At first the young men had champed
at the bit and complained, but they had shut up after many warriors
had fallen in the clearing, mowed down by bullets. Then they had
started shooting from behind the trees and rocks.

Philip studied the patch of fir trees where Herkimer’s Oneida
scouts were entrenched.

A little while later, about twenty young Mohawks were moving
silently, led by the Great Devil.

The howl cut through the moist air. Joseph raised his tomahawk
and his war-cry joined that of the entire loyalist contingent. The
signal ran through the forest, repeated from one tree to the next.

A second chorus rang out on the edge of the scrub. The Senecas
were going into battle. Sayengaraghta shouted to Joseph Brant
that he would show him that the Senecas knew how to die. Joseph
felt pleased and excited. He flung himself forward among the
trees, Kanatawakhon and Sakihenakenta covering the flanks. As
he passed, the Volunteers leaped into the open and followed him,
shouting his name.

They collided with the first row of militiamen, clutching at
those who appeared in front of them, and rolled on the ground in a
cascade of leaves and mud.

Philip waited until he was at the right distance, where he could
count the enemy. There were about thirty of them, well armed
and on guard. They were waiting to see how the battle went before
deciding what to do. There were women among them, there to carry
food and ammunition.

Philip could sense the other warriors” hatred of the Oneidas. He
identified the biggest of them, an impressive bulk, then came out
into the open on his own, armed with mace and knife. The giant saw
Philip advancing and took up the challenge with broad gestures of
agreement. Philip dodged his hatchet and stabbed him in the liver.
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At that moment the Mohawks charged.

Royathakariyo, his eyes white and frightening in his red-painted
face, was the first to land in the midst of the enemy, shattering their
heads with the butt of his rifle. Nobody seemed capable of stopping
him, until one of the women slipped behind him and plunged a
knife into his back.

Oronhyateka, with two hands stamped on his chest like an eagle’s
wings, hurled himself to the ground and with two clean blows
slashed the tendons in the calves of several warriors, who fell like
puppets. Kanenonte reached the woman, who was still brandishing
her knife, and struck her in the face with his tomahawk. Blood and
teeth flew through the air.

Sir John had ordered the Royal Greens wear their uniforms inside
out, making them less recognizable targets. He gave the command to
attack and they erupted from their hiding places with bayonets fixed.

The Highlanders gripped their sabers. Cormac McLeod kissed
the runic symbols on his hilt. The weapon had belonged to his
father; the carved marks were put there before the reign of Mary
Stuart, before there had been a king of England and Scotland, back
when the secret of strength was passed on through magical formulas
known only to a few.

He raised his sword to the sky.

“Bualidh mi u an sa chean!” he shouted

The Scotsmen followed him with the fire of ancient warriors.

Herkimer looked at the sky again, his soul leaping from his body,
hanging there long enough to notice that the light was more intense
and the clouds were thinning out, before plunging back into its cage
of flesh with a jolt of blinding pain.

The six men who held him tight opened up like the petals of a
flower. Van Hoek cauterized the stump with the red-hot blade.

Herkimer fainted. When he regained consciousness, he realized
that he could still smell blood and smoke and hear the roar of the
clash shattering the forest.

Broken branches, bodies hurled to the ground, cries, quick
outlines runningin all directions. The militiamen shielded the group,
waving their rifles like clubs, and were immediately challenged by
Henry Hough and his men.
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The general felt himself being lifted and dragged away. He could
still see De Jong retreating from that tangle of rabid dogs, saber in
hand, shouting orders to the defenders to form an orderly row. Then
his strength gave out and he let his head fall back. He saw treetops
passing above him, alternating with thin strips of pale sky. They
had to resist for a little longer, and the powder would dry. Sounds
reached him, fainter now, drowned by a soft hum.

“General Washington,” he murmured. “Today, 7 August, 1777, 1,
Nicholas Herkimer, general of the Militia of the County of Tryon,
am writing to your Excellency, calling God as my witness.” On the
defense line De Jong ran an adversary through and planted a boot
on his chest to free his blade. An indistinct phalanx of bodies swept
away plants and earth, splintered bone and bark, spurted blood and

uts.
8 “Excellency, today the voluntary militiamen of Tryon have
resisted the ambush of a mixed contingent of loyalists and Indian
warriors, equal if not greater in number.”

De Jong parried a lunge from a green-jacketed soldier who had
managed to cross the line, and with his sword he cleanly slashed his
throat. He shouted again at the militiamen to close ranks, to not let
the enemy through.

“None of them has retreated by so much as a foot. Every patriot
under my command has struck back, preferring to fall in a mortal
embrace with the enemy rather than yield ground.”

De Jong received a blow to the head. The captain doubled over
and then got back to his feet, blinded by the blood running into
his eyes. He touched his forehead; the gash had cut through to the
bone. He managed to pull his sword forward, then fell to his knees.

“General. Upon my word I ask you to put the militia forward for
the Congressional Medal of Valor. God save America.”

De Jong tried to lift his sword, but his arm fell inertly back. The
lunge left him breathless. The last thing he saw was the runes carved
into the metal sticking out of his side.

Oronhyateka was an arrow cleaving the forest. Philip ran parallel
with him, a few yards behind. He saw him catching up with an
Oneida, tripping him and making him fall. With a single movement
he jumped on his back and cut off his scalp. He brandished it in the

air, shouting insults at the enemy.
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Four warriors walked backward, lined up to protect a limping
Onecida. The one in the middle saw Philip and shouted, “You're
the Great Devil, I recognized you. I challenge you. I am Honyere
Tehawengarogwen. Today I have collected twelve scalps. I will kill
you and everyone will know my name!”

The last syllable barely had time to leave his lips. Philip leapt
forward, swinging his mace, a river stone set in a club. He brought it
down and smashed the warrior’s skull. The sound of bones crushed
in a mortar. He was aware of a movement in front of him and
suddenly bent down, and with a kick brought the second Oneida
to the ground, threw himself on top of him, punched him in the
throat and immediately rolled away. The third was on top of him,
but a mace-blow from underneath split his face open. As Philip was
getting to his feet, the fourth Oneida grazed him with his tomahawk.
They hurled themselves on top of each other. Philip’s knife opened
up his abdomen from the groin to the stomach.

He found himself standing looking into the eyes of the last
remaining enemy.

Shononses, the Oneida sachem.

The old chief was panting, His orenda had been lost in battle, his
honor dissolved by flight.

Oronhyateka stood frozen, staring in awe at the Great Devil. The
whole encounter had taken place in the space of a thought.

“Kill him!” he shouted. “Kill him, Great Devil!”

Philip looked at Shononses. The old man was struggling for
breath, making gurgling noises. His broken ribs had pierced his
lungs, which were now filling with blood. He tried to rise, tomahawk
in hand.

Philip waited till he was standing.

He lifted the club and struck the old man with all his might.

Oronhyateka’s shouts greeted the obscene crunch, the cry of a
wordless animal.

Kanatawakhon stopped behind a tree, took aim and fired. Joseph
instinctively quickened his pace, bent beneath the weight of
Sakihenakenta. His muscles hurt and he was blinded by sweat, but
he would never leave the warrior’s body to the crows. Sakihenakenta
had died beside him; he deserved a funeral and a proper burial. He

couldn’t remember the precise moment when the weapons had
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started firing again. He had discharged Lord Warwick’s pistols
against the enemy, so close that you could see the whites of their eyes.
Bullets whistled between the branches, men fell. The continental
militia was still resisting.

If he wanted to be a chief, he had to be wise.

If he wanted to command, he had to know how to make the right
decisions.

He had howled out the clan war cry, which Kanatawakhon
repeated with all his breath.

He had done it before the gestures of that bloody day lost their
meaning, erased by the slaughter. Killing and dying had to retain a
meaning within the context of war and the cycle of things, or else
every effort would be in vain and chaos would prevail.

They reached a hump sheltered by trees and Joseph laid
Sakihenakenta’s body among the ferns. He turned to look at the
Volunteers, still firing as they retreated. They were drunk on blood.
One of them brandished a head as a trophy.
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Aching muscles, torn flesh, bullet holes. Coagulated blood between
eyes and eyelids, ears thundering.

For the warriors the day had ended like that, with a roll call of
fallen, wounded, scattered senses. Exhausted, they had collapsed a
few miles from the battleground. Groans and snores rose from the
makeshift beds of branches and blankets.

Philip sat down on a wet mossy tree trunk, arms folded and
elbows pressed into his sides, unable to get to sleep. The night
bathed his skin, the fires were mournful. Impossible to tell whether
Joseph was awake.

The sentries were remote presences. On the other side of the
clearing some other people were awake. Young warriors, too excited

to sleep. Now and again a phrase breached the air: “ . .the Oneidas
thought. . ” “ . .it’s no longer time to...” The sounds of night,
nothing more.

Someone was sitting beside him. Philip hadn’t heard footsteps
on the grass.

The man spoke in Mohawk, but with an accent that filled Philip
with unease. His voice was hoarse, a protracted coughing fit. “It’s
always like this. I remember what I was like after my first battle: I
could have talked about it for days. Funny: today I remember very
little about that clash.”

Philip didn’t reply or turn to see who his waking companion was.
He went on staring at his feet.

They stayed silent for several long minutes. Philip curled up and
hugged himself tighter; he felt cold. On the other side of the camp,
the voices had died away. The young men had found sleep.

“Imust go now;” said the stranger. “I wish you a good night, Great
Devil”

He had spoken in Oneida.

Philip turned to look at him.
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Shononses’s head was split, one eye-socket empty, his face covered
with blood. He got to his feet and disappeared into the night.

Philip thought: It’s happened at last. I've gone mad.

He picked up a stick and went and poked the embers of the
nearest fire. The flames flared up, drying the air in one last remnant
of light.

In front of Philip, a little girl stretched out her hands to warm
herself.

A little girl.

Philip knew her. He knew her well. Her lips trembled, her jaw
held her soul in her voice, tears spilled from her eyes.

A cut ran across her throat, her clothes were heavy with blood.

Behind her a woman, in an equally bad way. With one hand she
stroked the girl’s head and ruffled her hair.

Philip fell to his knees, arms dangling, crying like a puppy.

The little girl smiled at him.

“Itisn’t possible,” said Philip, pleading with his wife and daughter.
“You died long ago.”

The little girl walked over and held out her hands. She wanted her
father to take her in his arms.

Philip wanted to do it. He wished he could. He had longed to do so
for years, with all his strength. Not a night had passed when he hadn’t
dreamed of hugging her again. The warrior’s face, ravaged with tears,
mobilized itself into a smile, a desperate smile, Come, my child, come,
but her mother called her back: “Let’s go, darling. Let’s go.”

The little girl waved to her father. Philip’s heart burst. Mother
and daughter walked away hand in hand.

The fire went on burning.

Had it been a bad dream?

The worst of his life.

The worst of anyone’s life, of all lives all together.

Philip stood up again, wiped his eyes with his sleeve. A sob shook
his throat, and the night was colder than ever, even beside the fire.

A hand settled lightly on his shoulder.

Philip turned and saw Sir William.

The old man was almost transparent, incorporeal. He was
smiling, paternal, sad.

With him was an austere-looking gentleman, solid, as opaque as a
living being, nothing about him that suggested death.
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Apart from his broken leg, still spilling blood.

He managed to say upright with a crutch.

Sir William said good-bye with a jerk of his chin. Zimze o go.

He left with the stranger. Philip gazed after them as far as the
edge of the clearing.

They vanished, and did not reappear.
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The good of the Six Nations. Everyone wanted it. Each word was
said for the good of the Six Nations. Each initiative was put forward
for the good of the Six Nations.

The Six Nations had to live. To live, they had to heal the ill of
betrayal. To heal, they had to purge themselves and expel the
traitors, poisonous excrement that twisted the guts. The traitors
were the Oneidas. A strike against the Oneidas was necessary.

That was the position of the young Mohawk warriors. Kanenonte
set it out heatedly, his eyes full of tears, beating his bruised chest,
among deafening cries of “Oyeh!”

Joseph listened in silence. In the past he would have translated
those curses for the benefit of the whites. No longer. What was
being spoken was a universal language, the language of hatred and
revenge. It is spoken with the eyes, the wrinkles on the forchead, the
folds around the lips, the movement of arms and legs. It was spoken
with the drops of blood that spilled from freshly stitched wounds.
It was spoken with fingers clenched into a fist, with gritted teeth
and tears. No one would raise a hand to interrupt and say, “I didn’t
understand.”

Joseph’s head was a hive of doubts. There was a little Oneida
village, no more than a hundred inhabitants, a mile away. Old
people, women, children. The suggestion was that it should be
sacked. For the good of the Six Nations.

Oronhyateka took the floor: the Oneidas had guided Herkimer’s
rebels and fought alongside them, against the warriors of the People
of the Flint. They weren’t just a few outcasts, as they had believed at
first, but some of the most able-bodied men of that nation, and even
one of their sachems. They had been stirred up by Kirkland, and had
backed the thieves of Indian land, the rabble that contemptuously
violated Warraghiyagey’s house.

Joseph studied Sir John Johnson’s expression, but the face of Sir
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William’s heir was indecipherable. Beside him, Daniel Claus stared
into the void.

Joseph tried to imagine their thoughts. In Oriskany, Indians
and white volunteers had passed the test of battle and sowed terror
among the enemies. They had played their part. Even Herkimer
must be dead, or dying. That was good. No reinforcements for
the rebels besieged at Fort Stanwix. It was time for Colonel St.
Leger and His Majesty’s army to finish the job and head all the
way to Albany. As long as the siege didn’t last too long. If they
didn’t take Fort Stanwix, the victory of Oriskany would prove to
be pointless.

A skirmish between Indians was the least concern of Claus and
Sir John. If it really couldn’t be avoided, they saw it as a small price
to pay, a peripheral incident. A toll to travel along that road, like the
ones imposed in Europe. The treachery of the Oneidas was a sore
to be cut out and cauterized as quickly as possible. Otherwise, the
pus of rancor would swell it and make it rot. The infection would
spread into open war, the Mohawks would waste lives and energies
killing other Indians rather than fighting the Whigs. So, let them
get on with it.

And Joseph? What decision would he make?

On the other side of the circle of men, John Butler stood with
his arms folded, leaning against a tree. Sitting a few yards away was
Walter, impatient and irritated. For the Butlers, “finishing the job”
meant freeing the rest of their family, still prisoners of the Whigs.
For Walter, sitting around talking about Indian honor was a waste
of time, while his mother and brothers rotted in prison, victims of
unnamed abuses. You could read it in his face. He pulled out blades
of grass and tore them to mush. His fingertips were green.

Oronhyateka went on: the Oneidas had allied themselves with
cowards who had been stealing the lands of the Mohawks for years,
by means of deceit and in defiance of the law. The Oneidas would be
punished. Immediately, without waiting. In the name of the Great
Peace, of the honor of the Longhouse, the spirit of Sakihenakenta,
Royathakariyo and the rest of the fallen.

“Oyeh! Oyeh! Oyeh!”

Someone asked the opinion of the white men present.

Cormac McLeod said it was a matter for Indians. The Highlanders
wanted to be left out; they would neither support nor prevent a
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reprisal. As Scotsmen, they knew what a war between clans could
be. Someone else would have to get it over with as they saw fit.

Henry Hough stood up and said that he and the other Volunteers
would follow Joseph Brant, whatever decision was taken.

Everyonelooked at Joseph, waiting for him to speak, but he didn’t.
With a nod he communicated detachment, waiting, listening. He
looked at Butler for a moment. The man from Fort Niagara didn’t
return his glance.

No other white man spoke.

In the name of the Senecas, Sayengaraghta took the floor. He
spoke solemnly. He said that his warriors had come to Oriskany
only to see, but in the rage of battle they had had to unite with their
Mohawk brothers. He said that much blood of many brave men had
been spilled, that the Senecas had been impressed by the warrior
honor of the Mohawks and their friends. He added that the memory
of such a fine battle could not be sullied by irresolution only a day
later. One of the nations in the League had behaved contemptibly.
The younger brothers had raised their tomahawks and lit their
powder against the elder brothers. Senecas and Mohawks were
guardians of the doors of the Longhouse. Together, they would
fulfill their duty and punish the traitors, unworthy to remain under
that roof. The Oneida village would be razed for the good of the Six
Nations.

Joseph listened, weighed things, reflected. He saw the Great
Devil get to his feet, reach the front row and lay in the center of the
circle the mace that had killed Shononses.

“The traitors died in the field. Revenge has already been taken.”

The silence was absolute. Philip added nothing else, sat down
apart from the rest and filled his pipe. Astonished questions slipped
from one head to the next, with no need for answers. Oronhyateka’s
arms fell to his sides; in his eyes was the incredulous expression of
someone who has received a stab in the back rather than an embrace.
The Senecas seemed divided between repulsion and respect.

Joseph looked at his friend and thought that in his place he would
have done the same thing. No Longhouse warrior had ever spilled
the blood of a sachem. If there was a man who had settled his scores
with the Oneida in battle, his name was Philip Lacroix.

The deciding vote in the Six Nations belonged to the chief. A
question for Joseph Brant, the Indian of the Department who had
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ceased to be a mere interpreter. No longer was he to report, adapt,
embellish the words of others. The words most keenly awaited were
his own.

If he didn’t support revenge, he would wound the pride of the
warriors and displease the Senecas. Everything would start to
collapse. He had to declare his satisfaction with their proposal.

He had to show that he was up to the task he had taken on.

He rose to his feet and picked up Philip’s weapon.
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The first to arrive were the Royal Greens and the Canadian Indians.

From the battlements of the fort, Esther watched the green-
uniformed infantrymen passing below. They must be yearning for a
bed and a fire. Some of them had arms in slings or bandaged heads.
Others were carried on makeshift stretchers. At their head rode Sir
John, on a black Holstein. He gave the party on the battlements
a fleeting glance. His face showed his exhaustion; his jacket was
dusty from the long march. Uncle Daniel followed a short distance
behind him, at the edge of the column; he too was on horseback.
Aunt Nancy was waiting for him at the entrance to the fort; he
leaned down and they exchanged a quick hug.

That night, Esther heard them deep in conversation. Uncle
Daniel was talking about a furious battle, beyond Lake Oneida.
Almost two hundred men on each side had been killed, and
many others injured. The besieged rebels in Fort Stanwix had
taken advantage of this to make a sortie against the British camp,
raiding it and taking prisoners. As if that weren’t enough, rumors
had circulated that a second rebel contingent was coming to
reinforce those besieged. These reinforcements had discouraged
the Indians, who had decided to go home. St. Leger had lifted the
siege to reorganize his forces.

The next afternoon the regulars arrived. An orderly scarlet rank
emerged from the track along the river, and pairs of mules dragged
cannon and supplies. Colonel St. Leger didn’t look at any of the
bystanders who had come out onto the level ground to welcome
him. He made straight for the parade ground and then for the
officers’ quarters, followed by Captain Claus and Sir John.

Esther came down from the battlements with eyes burning from
studying the horizon all day. She forgot to say her prayers and let
her thoughts fly toward the hinterland, that marsh of water and
forest that restored men a little at a time, never all together, rarely
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all together. She tried to force herself to dream, but found only brief
and agitated sleep.

Joseph Brant’s Volunteers arrived two days later. Their silent march
crossed the rising sun. Their leader rode a gray mare. When he passed
beneath her, Esther recognized him: his scarlet jacket with its captain’s
stripes, the flag of the realm hanging below the saddle, his bald head
with its long, feathered tuft. And the features of Joseph Brant, huge
and impressive, as if his face had been molded into a mask.

He was followed by John Butler, grim and ghostly. Walter wasn’t
there. That evening Esther would learn that Butler’s son had hurled
himself into an insane undertaking: going down the Mohawk River
with a few other men, in search of hostages to take and exchange for
his mother and brothers, still prisoners in Albany.

Many of the white Volunteers were dressed in the Indian manner,
with war-paint on their faces and scalps around their belts. They
smelled of wild animals and putrid meat. They were weary predators.
One of them carried under his arm a bloody sack, besieged by
insects. Esther didn’t want to imagine what it might contain.

The fresh evening air slipped through the folds of her clothes. It
was the last day of August, and soon autumn would be licking at the
lake. The banks would be tinted with yellow and orange, waiting
for the north wind to sweep the land and prepare it for the first
snow. Again Esther thought of Uncle Daniel’s words: that strategic
withdrawal, as he had called it, meant that he wouldn’t see his
home again before next year. Aunt Nancy had asked if he would be
spending the winter in Oswego.

“No,” Uncle Daniel had replied. “We’re going back to Montreal
with Sir John and his men.”

“And the Indians?”

“They’re going to Fort Niagara with Butler”

The survivors of the expedition were keeping a secret. Something
terrible must have happened on the Mohawk River. Something that
had changed them forever, something that could also change their
future.

She didn’t sleep a wink that night. She felt that he was alive, and
that he would come. A voice in her mind suggested that he might be
dead, but she didn’t believe it.

Shortly before dawn she fell into a disturbed sleep. She dreamed

of the reflection of the leaves on the water, the prow of a boat
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cleaving the waters of the lake. She suddenly woke up and knew
where to go and look.

Taking care not to be heard by Aunt Nancy or the servants, she
crept out. Wrapped in her shawl, her hair tucked under her big white
bonnet, she crossed the camp in the faint light that preceded dawn.
She passed among the tents and shacks, animated by the day’s first
coughs and grumbles. Later that day, rumors of a ghost wandering
among the bivouacs would run through the camp. She walked
quickly and silently down to the dock. The ships were sleeping
giants, their bellies lapped by the waves.

On the deck she saw two figures facing one another. They were
exchanging words that couldn’t reach her. When one of the two
moved away, Esther hid below the wooden pillars and waited for
his steps to pass over her. Peering out, she recognized Joseph Brant,
wearing the same harsh expression as when he had arrived the day
before.

She quickly reached the end of the jetty, where the other man was
boarding a dinghy.

When Philip Lacroix became aware of her presence, he turned
and looked at her grimly.

Esther glanced at Joseph Brant, who was heading back toward the
fort. She looked at the boat.

“Where are you going?”

Philip removed the cover from the rolled-up sail.

“Where my people will go. To Fort Niagara.”

“Take me with you,” she said without hesitation.

Philip stopped inspecting the bottom of the boat in search of
seepage and raised his head. He stared at her, as if to assess her
determination.

“You must stay with your family.”

“My mother is dead. My father is a thousand miles away. My
sisters are like strangers. In London, every time I thought of coming
back, it wasn’t for anyone still alive. Apart from you.”

Philip seemed not to want to listen to her anymore. He went
back up on deck, untied the rope that moored the boat and began
unrolling it.

“I beg you. They want to bring me back to Montreal,” she added.

“In Canada you will be safe”

“I was safe in London, but I decided to come back.”
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“Perhaps you shouldn’t have,” said Philip. “Now go back to your
family, before they get alarmed.”

He jumped into the boat and pushed an oar against the jetty
pillar.

Esther saw him drifting by yards toward the open water, in the
calm rhythm of the low tide.

She looked down, then again at the horizon. Her eyes caught the
light of the dawning day. The breeze lifted the edges of her bonnet,
which couldn’t contain her long blond hair. The boat slowed down.

She jumped.

A cold, mute darkness enveloped her, took her breath away,
compressed her lungs, contracted her legs and arms.

Esther reemerged and tried to swim, but no one had ever taught
her how. She sank again, the horizon disappeared and reappeared,
she groped around, swallowed water. The weight of her clothes
dragged her toward the bottom, her muscles were rigid with cold,
and her cape opened up like a flower in the lake. A clothed statue,
the pale figurehead of a shipwreck.

Esther.

In a crevice in her mind a woman’s voice spoke her name.

Esther.

She opened her eyes and moved them upward, and began kicking
her way toward the surface, fighting the invisible force that dragged
her down. She emerged once more into the air, into sounds, into
light, into light and a convulsion of vomiting. With a sob, she
started breathing again and coughing. She grabbed the implement
that had hooked her clothes, and a hand gripped her and dragged
her into the boat.

She coughed again, vomited more water.

Her breathing became regular, and she looked at the man from
under her wet locks. Philip’s expression betrayed no emotion.

Esther watched the shore moving further away: they weren't
turning back. A profound relief flooded her heart, as her teeth
began loudly chattering.

He threw her a rolled-up fur.

“Take off your clothes and wrap yourself in this.”

The girl hesitated, torn between modesty and the fear of
pneumonia. Without saying anything more, Philip unrolled the sail
and placed it between them, allowing it to swell in the breeze.
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The boat began to gather speed. Esther quickly undressed and
huddled in the warm fur, which came down to her feet.

She studied the surface of the lake and saw the leaves reflected
in it as they had been in her dream the previous night. They sailed
along the lake’s southern coast, followed by the rays of the sun.
Herons and grebes, patrolling the shores in search of food, raised
their heads to watch them pass. Crouching in the bows, she peeped
out from the dark fur while she waited for its calm warmth to fill
her body and her soul. Her ears burned; her toes and fingers started
moving again, one at a time.

Philip’s voice broke the silence.

“You could have died.”

“I knew you wouldn’t allow that to happen,” she replied.

“You think you know too much.”

Esther shook her head.

“I'm here to find my place”

“Then you should have gone to Montreal with the Johnsons.”

The girl looked into the west, beyond the prow.

“I'm Sir William’s granddaughter. I'm going where he would have
gone.

The following day they docked by a settlement of Cayuga
fishermen. Philip exchanged a few words with them: they wanted
to know about the battle of Oriskany, and about Fort Stanwix. One
of them asked about the Great Devil. Philip said that as far as he
knew, le diable had fallen in battle. The news impressed them, and
made them quiet. They smoked a pipe in honor of the celebrated
warrior. Philip bartered a tin of tobacco for a dress and a pair of very
high-quality moccasins. He slept on the dock, leaving the boat to
Esther, and next morning, when he embarked again, he found her
already wearing the new clothes. She had also braided her hair and
was sitting at the front of the boat, brandishing an oar.

Philip stopped to look at her, then climbed on board and took
the tiller.
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Molly stuck a stone under the door of the general store, so that the wind
wouldn’t close it. Full summer, the sun had been away for only a few
hours, and dawn split the night before the darkness could thicken and
weigh down upon your shoulders. At six in the morning, the shining
gilded disk, with its clear outlines, already hovered a couple of inches
above the wind-shaken forest. It was still a pale fire; the eye could gaze
upon it without pain. An hour later the light would wound the eye.

Molly raised her hands above her head and breathed. Another day
was beginning in Canajoharie. During the night she had heard gunfire
in the distance. Just beyond the horizon, dim lights, perhaps fires, an
Oneida incursion. Revenge fed revenge, brother attacked brother, the
farms were going up in flames. There was no brand for contagions
like that, no inoculation that could defend body and soul. Maybe the
fever had to run its full course, scorch the flesh, spark hallucinations.
Afterward, there would have to be a council, to be held at the center
of the Longhouse. Soon she would send a message to the sachems of
the Onondaga, guardians of the sacred flame.

She was about to go back inside when she noticed a movement
and turned around.

She saw them at the end of the path. Five of them, one behind the
other, still a long way off. Perhaps militiamen.

For some time the Whigs hadn’t set foot in the village. No one
had been troubled: Herkimer had kept his promise. But Herkimer
had died in the battle of Oriskany. Died without one of his legs, his
blood turned to pus. God only knew where he was now. God knew
if he had already met William.

They were coming for her, she was sure of it. To tell her something,
or do something to her. The men were all far away; she couldn’t call
to them. Not with her voice.

She sighed and decided to wait in the doorway, arms folded.

* * *
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As the crow flies, more than two hundred miles separated Johannes
Tekarihoga from his village. After the council of Oswego, the
sachem—too old to fight at Fort Stanwix, too weary from the hard
journey to go straight back to Canajoharie—had stopped at Fort
Niagara. A wise decision. When he got there, he had been welcomed
with open arms by his dearest relation, his most indulgent friend,
his most solicitous friend: rum.

In the room inside the fort, dazed and lying on a camp bed, the
old Mohawk studied the dark ceiling and enjoyed the silence of
carly morning. Age and alcohol confined his sleep to a few uneasy
hours. The summer nights were filled with talk and song, clouds of
sound fluttered around the bivouacs, mixing with the smoke from
the fires. Through the open windows, reverberations of words and
the barking of dogs rode in on the quiet gusts of wind. Toward dawn
everything grew quiet, waiting for the changing of the guard: the
noises of night made way for those of day.

Toc! Toc! Toc!

Tekarihoga turned toward the window. A woodpecker, black
feathers and red crest, banged its beak against a wooden post.

Toc! Toc! Toc!

He got up from the bed. The joints of his body creaked, and at
the base of his spine a cluster of muscles wailed. His head was heavy,
his tongue stirred in a mouth that felt as if it were stuffed with dung.

Toc! Toc! Toc!

Tekarihoga approached the bird.

“You've come for me.”

The woodpecker raised its beak, turned his head this way and
that, moved away from the post and fluttered its wings but didn’t
take flight.

“You have come for this poor old man, you knew where you
would find him. You knew he had nothing to do, and would listen.”

The woodpecker started hammering its beak again.

Toc! Toc! Toc!

A little group of irregulars. There was also a Delaware, wearing a
strange dappled beret. Certainly not summer headgear.

The first in the line was Jonas Klug. He had been thrown out of
the militia by General Herkimer himself, but he still gave himself
the airs of a patriot.
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When he came face to face with her, the German spoke. His
voice was a saw scratching marble. “So are you satisfied now, Indian
witch?”

Molly said nothing.

“We know, you red whore, that you informed that pig your
brother, the one who had me attacked in my own home two years
ago. Many brave patriots died in Oriskany. Pray to your savage god
to keep us from killing you here like a dog, in front of your fine
shop!”

“Why don’t you do it? asked Molly.

Klug frowned. The woman’s lips hadn’t moved. The voice had
come from another direction. From behind. No, from above. The
men, startled, looked around, and some of them quickly raised
their rifles, ready to aim them at any new arrivals, but there was
no one. The worried murmur was interrupted by Klug: “Silence!”
Then he confronted the woman. “Do you think you can scare me
with your tricks? I don’t know how you do it, but I guarantee
that. . ”

“Go away.”

This time there was no doubt: the voice had come from behind,
and it was a man’s voice. Klug had to turn around.

The drunken old chief. Tekarihoga. But hadn’t he left with the
others?

Legs spread, arms dangling along his sides. He looked sober.

Klug remembered him as shorter and more bent.

They aimed their rifles at him, but the old man ignored them. He
stared into Klug’s eyes.

The German turned to Molly Brant: “You should tell Grandfather
that. . ”

The eyes of William Johnson’s widow were red with rage, her lips
tensed and white. She was trembling. Klug followed her eyes: the
target of her hatred was the Delaware.

What the hell was happening?

The Mohawk woman looked at the hat. She looked at his hands. She
looked at the tobacco pouch hanging from his belt.

The Indian felt he was being read, line by line. Like a book.

Like an intercepted letter.

The woman was inside his head. “That hat was once a dog”
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The Delaware opened his eyes wide, opened his mouth, staggered.

“Can someone tell me what’s happening?” shricked Klug.

“That pouch was once a man of the People of the Flint.

The Delaware turned toward Nathaniel Gordon, his chief, as if
asking for help.

Gordon ignored him, his eyes fixed on the leather pouch, his
mind divided in two by a thread of saliva.

“His name was Samuel Waterbridge. Your hands removed bis skin,
scrap by scrap?

Gordon cried out. It was the last thing the Delaware heard before

he fainted.

The cutthroats exchanged frightened glances and began lowering
their weapons.

“What are you doing? Have you lost your minds?” shouted Klug,
before turning to Nathaniel Gordon and the rest of his gang. “Do we
want to be stopped by an old man and a charlatan? Let your trained
Indian sleep—let’s go into this latrine and smash everything. Let the
savages know what happens to people who spy!”

No one replied, no one moved.

Molly Brant stretched out an arm and pointed with her finger at
a field, a patch of level ground on the edge of the village.

“Jonas Klug, your head will roll on that grass.”

The German gulped. A big lump of spit and dust pressed against
the walls of his throat.

“Go now. Don’t come back to Canajoharie. As for you,” and she
pointed at Nathaniel Gordon, “you, too, will die. You will feel all
the pain of this land. Your agony will leave no room for a single
moment of dignity.”

Klug took a step forward and was about to raise his fist, but
someone gripped his wrist.

The old man. His grip was powerful.

“Go away,” he repeated. His voice came from a long way off.

Klug could barely keep from throwing up.

Molly was exhausted, drained. She had never done anything like
that. She slumped onto her favorite sofa.
Back at the fort, Tekarihoga slumped onto the camp bed. The

woodpecker had flown away.
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“Thank you, woman,” he said. “May the Master of Life protect
you always.”
Before the smile had curved his lips, the old sachem was asleep.

Canajoharie was no longer a safe place. They would return in
great numbers: the irregulars, the Oneidas, everybody, together or
separately. The determination of a sachem and a witch’s reputation
were not defense enough. She would leave, taking with her anyone
willing to follow her. Women and children. They would leave on
foot, along the hidden paths of the forest, because the river was
dangerous now. They had to reach Onondaga. There, Molly would
speak to the sachems, she would tell them everything. She would
leave the women and children in safety and go on her way.

Reach Fort Niagara. With William’s help she would do it.

They waited in the store until the sun had risen, then they left.
Molly and Betsy led about fifteen of the women out of the village,
including Juba and two other slaves, three old men still capable
of the walk, and ten children, the oldest led by the hand and the
youngest carried on their backs, sleeping or awake.

Taking only the leather bottles filled with water and the bags of
fruit and dried meat, they left all they owned in Canajoharie so that
they could walk in the forest unencumbered, push branches aside
with both arms, avoid holes, step over tree roots.

Just before they entered the wood, Betsy called to her mother.
Molly turned around. They were on the hill; you could see the
whole village.

“Mother. .

“Yes, Betsy?”

“Look. There’s a light on in the store.”

It was true. When they had closed the door behind them, the
store had been in total darkness.

The Whigs, or their spies, had wasted no time.
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They marched on long paths hidden among the trees, led by the most
powerful woman in the village. They trusted her: they had placed
their lives in her hands. They read signs where a white man would
have seen nothing, they picked the fruits of the forest, stopping
when the weakest of them ran out of breath. In the clearings the
heat was turning the grass yellow, but beneath the roof of branches
the air was cool and the bushes soft, and all that could be seen of the
sun was splashes of light, covering the earth with gold freckles. How
long had they been walking?

On the evening of the third day they had met a Tuscarora hunter.
He had emerged from a hole in the long grass and greeted the
convoy with raised arms, his voice thick with sleep. Molly knew
him; he had been to the general store several times, bartering skins
for other goods.

“Don’t go to Onondaga, Degonwadonti. It’s a ghost town.”

“What happened?”

“Smallpox passed from body to body, swift as an arrow. Streets
and houses are full of corpses, covered with flies and ants. The
survivors went west.”

A murmur of dismay ran through the people of Canajoharie.

“What about the sacred fire?” asked Molly.

“It went out,” the hunter replied. “The guardians died. Don’t go
to Onondaga, Molly Brant. Follow your way.”

Onondaga abandoned. The sacred fire extinguished after five
thousand moons. A crevasse, wide and deep, was swallowing up the
history of the Six Nations.

“How do you know this? Have you been there?” someone asked.

“No, but I believe the one who told me. And you, too, will believe
me. Go on walking westward, and by dawn you will smell the stench
of death.”

The hunter was right. When the sky between the branches
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grew lighter, the sweetish stink suddenly fell upon them. It was
like an ambush: where the trees thinned out, a pestiferous breeze
ran through the forest, bringing to their noses and mouths news
of swollen bodies, exhalations, worms sucking rotten flesh. The
creeping militia of Smallpox.

They didn’t approach the town. Because they didn’t want to sleep
near the carnage, they marched until the sun was high. Sleep came
down on them, but managed to take them only after many chaotic
attacks.

Molly woke up. They had to march as far as Fort Niagara, with
women, old people, and children, some of them very young. She
asked Warraghiyagey to give her strength, and to send her a sign.

In the afternoon, on the path they had just walked down, she
heard footsteps and breaking branches. She grabbed a rifle and
darted to her feet.

A woman and two children emerged from the forest. They were
Oneidas. They saw Molly and gave a start. The woman bent down
and shielded the children with her own body.

“Don’t shoot! We know you, youre Molly Brant from
Canajoharie. We're going to Canadaigua, to our Seneca relations.
We're afraid of the war. We have nothing against the Mohawks,
you're our big sister.”

Molly lowered the weapon. She had asked for a sign and perhaps
she had just had it.

“We’re going to Fort Niagara. You can travel with us.”

The woman’s name was Aleydis, her daughters were Myrtle and
Marjolin.

Aleydis had learned of the end of Onondaga from a Protestant
missionary, shortly after she left Canowaroghare. According to him,
the sacred fire had not been extinguished because of the epidemic;
the guardians had decided to snuff it out until Mohawks and
Oneidas stopped killing one another. Molly had many doubts about
this version of events, but took it as part of the sign sent by William:
the Six Nations had to go on their way together.

They left at sunrise. Molly led the convoy toward Fort Niagara,
toward Thayendanegea, leaving death behind her.

484g.indd 391 31/03/2010 17:27:15



25S.

Half a mile away from the fort, snakes of smoke twitched in the
wind beneath a clouded sky.

The bark boats were steered to a patch of level ground and
moored between mud-caked wicker stakes.

Seen from the street it looked like a Seneca village, not very
different from many that Molly had passed through on the way.
They would have to get near enough to make out people’s features
to tell what kind of place it really was. They saw weary, scratched
faces, bent backs, hurried gestures, eyes opened wide to conceal
exhaustion. A group of crows wandered among the fires, and dirty,
frightened children pressed cobs of maize protectively to their
chests. Three years before, in another land, they would have put
grains in their palms and invited the birds to peck from their hands.
Puppies didn’t roll around with the human children, but nervously
followed their pack, hoping for scraps. Spades and hoes rusted,
forgotten behind the sheds. Everywhere there were bits of smashed
boxes, pots scattered around the hearths, barrels, tangles of rope,
rotten tree trunks, piles of wet sawdust, puddles as big as pools.

A refugee camp, where even the spirit of man became provisional.

Cries of welcome rose up from the bivouacs, sounding shrill
above the barking of the dogs and the muted thunder that echoed
over the lake. Tears and smiles gave her a taste of a homecoming, as
if Canajoharie were being reborn, four hundred miles to the west.
As if the river, the maize fields, the pines on the hills, the graves of
the ancestors, were a limb that could be severed from the body of
the nation without killing it.

Molly’s eyes slipped from one family to the other, reconstructing
their stories—struggles, births and marriages. Molly remembered
them all, when they had gone and what they had left behind—apart
from one well-groomed young girl who watched motionless from
the door of a shack. She was white, certainly the only white in the
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whole camp, and her big, clear eyes had a familiar expression. On
her right wrist, the girl wore a bracelet. Too far away for Molly to see
the design, but she didn’t need to. Her other senses told her: Philip
Lacroix’s adoption wampum.

Molly noticed that the voices had fallen silent. The Mohawk
women’s eyes were cold; they exuded menace. One of them spat on
the ground.

“Degonwadonti, I see that you bring us a gift of the wives and
daughters of traitors.” The woman came and stood in front of the
Oneidas with her legs wide. “For too long we have eaten no meat.
Two young hearts will be fine.”

Aleydis held her gaze, her body trembling.

Molly’s laughter swept the camp like autumn wind. “I'm here
now: the rations will be adequate. What Canajoharie family has
no Oneida relations? For me, the Law still holds, and these are my
sisters. They will share the bitter days that we endure, and when our
people win, they will celebrate with us. This is what I have to say.”

Molly looked around. There was a terrifying smile on her lips, and
a storm in her eyes. There were murmurs of approval. The hungry
woman waved her hand, turned her back and left.

The mad woman’s attention turned toward a cart coming up from
the lake. In the confusion of voices she made out phrases, women
wishing each other a cargo of provisions and clothes, men already
tasting rum in anticipation.

The cart reached the first shacks. Under the tarpaulin, everyone
imagined boxes and barrels piled up willy nilly. The children hid
among the legs of the adults, immediately followed by the dogs.
Molly recognized John Butler sitting on the coachman’s seat, though
he looked much older than she remembered. Beside him was an
English officer, a black three-cornered hat balanced on his head.
They came forward as far as the press of bodies allowed, and then
Butler pulled the reins, got to his feet and spoke in a tired voice.

“Listen. Colonel Bolton and I have come to bring greetings to
Molly Brant, in the name of the Indian Department and the Fort
Niagara garrison. Her arrival is a precious event for which we are all
most grateful, and it is our wish that she should be duly celebrated.
The Great English Father has granted you a richer cargo than usual.
In it you will find sausages, smoked salmon, biscuits and rum.”
Butler silenced the cries of enthusiasm, cleared his throat, and
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continued. “News has reached me that the last cargo provoked great
confusion, with shameful episodes that do you no honor. For that
reason I order that only five men remain to empty the cart, and that
all the others return to their own business until we have left.”

With muttered protests, the people of Canajoharie left the
square, while five strong young men untied the ropes of the cargo.
Molly thought that she had never seen her people so enslaved to the
alms of the white men.

John Butler jumped to the ground, along with the English officer.

“It’s really a relief to have you here,” he began. “Your people have
dispersed, and order must be reinstated.”

“I am glad to see you, too. Have you news of your wife and
children?”

The captain shook his head.

“No, unfortunately. And there’s worse. The Whigs have captured
Walter, too. My whole family is in chains.”

“I'm very sorry to hear that. The war takes us away from our loved
ones. For two years I have not seen my son or my brother”

“Joseph is here at the fort. We have rooms and provisions for you
as well.”

The dark belly of the clouds hung low over the shacks, where
women and children stood staring at the mountain of boxes rising
up in the middle of the camp. Ann’s voice cried Mama at the sound
of a clap of thunder.

“Thank you,” said Molly. “I accept your hospitality.”

“You're welcome,” Colonel Bolton quickly replied, then turned,
saw that the men had finished their work, and waved them away.

The first drops of water wet the earth. Molly turned to look at the
white girl, but the door of her shack was shut.
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For more than two years Joseph had been a sheet of paper, a rough
scribble, a presence to be traced in dreams. Two years of voiceless
words, bodiless meetings, questions still unanswered. His voice had
become crisper, as if dried by drought. His face looked the same—
only the hair at his temples had whitened slightly. New questions
put the past in the shade.

The room was modest. A camp bed, two stools, a stout table,
a narrow window. Joseph wore a woolen jacket and trousers;
there was a black handkerchief round the neck of his shirt.
He hugged her and then immediately asked for news from
Canajoharie.

Molly sat on one of the stools and rubbed her aching legs.

“Since Herkimer died, no one has been keeping tabs on the
rebels,” she replied. “Staying was too dangerous.”

Joseph'’s face darkened.

“How is the war going?” Molly asked.

“Not well. General Burgoyne was defeated in Saratoga. The
Canadian offensive failed. We’ll be forced to winter here, while the
front moves south.”

A thoughtful silence followed. The noises of the camp were far
away.

Then Molly spoke again.

“The Sacred Fire went out.”

Her brother checked a movement of rage.

“The Longhouse is falling to pieces,” he said. “The Oneidas are
with the rebels and the Tuscaroras are succumbing to the same
temptation. God’s curse be upon them.”

“Your wife and children are Oneidas. Will you have them brought
here?”

“They’re already on the way.”

Joseph went to the little window and looked out.

484g.indd 395 31/03/2010 17:27:15



396 WU MING

“Only fear can make the settlers retreat,” he continued. “If we
want to take the valley back, we will have to isolate them, leave them
without food or air.”

Molly sensed the urgency hovering about his words. She saw
blood drench the forest. The frontier would become a battlefield.
If that was what awaited them, they would have to prepare for even
harder times.

“Strange signs mark our days; it isn’t easy to interpret them. Why
is Esther Johnson here?”

“She came with Philip,” Joseph replied. “She lives hidden at the
camp. She doesn’t want the white men to send her to Montreal”

“And where is he?”

Joseph pointed outside. “Still in the woods, hunting. The Senecas
conceded their lands as long as he led the strikes. They tell strange
stories about him. They say he doesn’t sleep at night and in the
morning he comes back to the bivouac with huge amounts of booty.”
He sat down again and looked at his sister. “Something has changed
in him. It happened after Oriskany, after he killed Shononses.”

“I knew about that. Ronaterihonte has many ghosts walking
beside him.”

Joseph touched her shoulder.

“Your eyes have changed as well. There’s something my sister
hasn’t told me.”

Molly’s face hardened.

“My children and I have been subjected to insults and threats.”

“Who was it?”

“Jonas Klug.”

Joseph’s jaw tightened.

Molly closed her eyes and let hatred burst from her heart.

“I dreamed of kicking his head. I dreamed you brought it to me
asa present.”

She saw her brother’s muscles contracting.

“The day will come.”
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“Play for us, sir. That Irish jig, or something else, so that we can
dance”

Sergeant Bunyan’s face was gaunt and exhausted. His voice was
slightly thick with alcohol. The old soldier could endure forced
marches, inadequate food, moonshine liquor: his constitution was
equal to every ordeal, as long as it wasn’t deprived of music or pay.

Colonel Percey had distributed the rum. The rebels, with George
Washington at their head, were retreating toward Philadelphia,
with His Majesty’s army in hot pursuit. The alcohol dulled pain, it
blunted hunger, it spread a blanket over weary bodies, it made the
men sing and dance, laugh and weep.

Peter had no wish to play. He set down his own cup, still full of
yellowish liquid that contained an implicit order: Be happy.

“Go for An Faire, Mr. Bunyan.” Peter took his first sip and went
on. “Let me tell you one thing, Mr. Bunyan: if you really want to
dance, you are a man of steel”

Bunyan took the standard bearer’s words as a compliment. His
mouth formed a girlish smile that seemed out of place on his rough
face, already well on in years. After a brief hesitation, Peter opened
the violin case. The violin had a good wood smell, and the hairs
of the bow smelled of rosin. Everything seemed to be in order: he
picked up the instrument and hefted it in his hand, as if to gauge its
weight. He raised it to his shoulder, passed the bow over strings that
were already worn. The instrument was out of tune. Peter couldn’t
summon the will to tune it.

He no longer took pleasure in his playing. The reason for this
disaffection was not exhaustion, and neither was it a passing ill
humor. Days before, he had caught a conversation between two
guides, a Munsee and a Southern Indian. The Munsee said that the
fire of the Iroquois Confederation had gone out: Oneidas, Mohawks
and Senecas had spilt the blood of brothers and cousins. Peter had
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felt himself shiver. His thoughts had turned to his mother, to Uncle
Joseph, to the days in Canajoharie, now as far away as London, as far
away as China or the moon. The world he had known was dissolving
before his eyes, snow in the April sun. Living men and faces had
become painful memories.

Peter felt the notes vibrating. The soldiers took a few steps. He
played like a machine, his fingers finding the chords mechanically.
But his tempo was slow and melancholy. Impossible to dance to.
After a good minute, Peter gave a start, and noticed the men’s
embarrassment.

“Forgive me, sir. Doesn’t that seem a little slow for a jig?”

The young man nodded. “Youre right, Mr. Bunyan. I don’t feel
very well, I've drunk too much. Please excuse me.”

Peter put the violin back in its case, took his leave and disappeared
into the tent, followed by a murmur of disappointment.

The light burned slowly, sending darting shadows. Lying on his
camp bed, Peter stared toward a point high above his head, beyond
the tarpaulin that covered his body and his worldly goods. Then he
looked at the violin case. For awhile, to open ithad been to reveal the
contents of a treasure casket, a trove of images and memories. Now
he performed the gesture reluctantly. At home, a thousand miles
away, perhaps only the river and the trees were still in their proper
place. He felt another shiver shaking his limbs: images became
ghosts, memories faded. Day after day the course of events was
removing him from himself. He felt like a mushroom that had risen
from the carth, foam on the stream. Uncertainty weighed down on
his chest like a boulder. What fate had his people met with? Inner
voices wove a tangled web of thought, but all that emerged from it
was doubts, alarmed presentiments and gloomy premonitions.

It was exhaustion, he decided, that kept him from catching the
meaning of his agitation. He prayed that sleep would come soon.

Two hours later he was still awake, his head filled with the same
shadows that the light drew on the fabric, his legs heavy. He picked
up the Bible and flicked through it distractedly. He read a passage
about the birds, which need not think or toil because the Lord
provides for them, and in fact they don’t: they live and fly and that’s
it. God provides for all life—the lilies of the field, birds, men.

But men have to work and fight, while women suffer in childbirth.
Lilies and birds hadn’t sinned, back in the beginning.
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His mother had told him that birds weren’t animals like the
others. They were angels that bore the spirits of men.

Peter imagined a bird unfolding its wings above him, becoming
bigger and bigger. The wings covered the sun, stretched from one
end of the ocean to the other. The bird was a shadow, black as night,
silent and impenetrable.
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That night, before going to sleep, Molly prayed. She prayed to the
winds to blow softly. She prayed to the sun to shine its rays on their
victory. She prayed to the spirit of Hendrick to bring wisdom to
her decisions. She prayed to Grandmother Moon and the Master of
Life not to spill too much blood. To allow them to return home, to
think of their children’s future.

Molly prayed to William. To guide her eyes and senses, to control
her passions, her anger, her pride.

Molly asked for help, then went to sleep.

The church is packed. Eyes and heads reach the ceiling, like sacks
of maize piled up for the winter. Irish landowners, Scottish tenants,
Mohawk warriors. Bears and wolves crouch on the stone floor.

Huge turtles hold up the altar on their backs.

The pastor, standing in the pulpit, leafs through the prayer book.

Peter gets to his feet. He raises the violin to his shoulder, plays:
it’s the old Irish march that his father had his pipers play on the
bagpipes before going into battle. Two sachems in black gloves and
mourning cloaks approach the coffin to lower it beneath the altar,
but the hole has not yet been dug.

The congregation step forward, one at a time, to pick up a spade
and try to dig. In vain. The earth is harder than iron. The handle
breaks.

Joseph tries to use his tomahawk as a pick. Ronaterihonte is beside
him, his face in shadow. He digs with his nails until his fingers bleed.

Beyond the wall of backs, I see the coffin, still open, but can’t see
abody, only a scrap of blue.

The church vanishes. In its place, a forest of autumn maples.
Sitting on a rock, Sir William blesses Joseph and Philip’s efforts with
a smile. He has a tortoise rattle and his face is painted.

He approaches me, I'sit on his knee, stroke his lips.
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“Who is in the coffin, William?”

He replies, but in an unknown language. A mountain wind
carries his words away. A canoe appears on the river. A girl is on
board. William gets in and holds out a hand to me.

“Come with me to the Garden, my love, in the middle of the
Water.”

Joseph and Philip load on the coffin; the canoe goes back
upstream.

I grip the girl’'s hand. She wears an adoption bracelet on her wrist.

Her eyes are the color of the river.

It is Esther Johnson.
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“War isn’t really war until brother kills brother. It’s a French saying,
but I can’t pronounce it as well as you do, Mr. Dalton. So I report it
in our language, or rather in the language of the realm for which we
must fight, kill and die.”

Colonel Abercromby paused for effect.

“But don’t we have brothers on the other side? Distant relatives,
perhaps. And yet, even if we did have them, right now we would
already have disowned them.” He passed the spyglass to the aide-de-
camp and stroked the neck of the thoroughbred on which he was
mounted. “It seems that for once the Yankees intend to hold their
position and resist. They are favorably situated, there is no denying
it: Sullivan knows what he’s up to. A decent artillery, a few French
uniforms, and they’ve turned into an army.”

“We're just out of range, sir,; said the orderly. “The men have
fallen in.”

“Very good.” Abercromby gave his mount another caress. “So all
we have to do is await Howe’s order.”

The clouds had thickened since the morning, filled with rain,
but—as if by some sinister miracle—they hadn’t yet burst.

Peter had slept and eaten badly. That morning, along with the
bulk of the army, he had forded the Brandywine to the north,
performing a wide maneuver to circle Washington’s troops and
launch a flanking attack. Meanwhile the Hessian mercenary units
were simulating an attack on the ford further south, to distract the
rebels.

Though it had survived the long march that brought him there,
his quick young body had become a weight—like the uniform, like
the flagpole. His arms ached. The pole felt like lead as the wind
swelled and stirred the banner of the realm, a sail exposed to the
violence of the elements. He was the one who must provide a visible
reference to the first light infantry contingent as they prepared to
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attack the hill. The flag wasn’t merely a symbol; it was the needle of
the compass, the vector for the army’s arrangement in the field.

The colonel’s garrulous voice interrupted Peter’s reflections.

“Lieutenant Johnson, today is the day for you to earn your second
medal. Fly the Union Jack over Birmingham City Hall and you will
win it for sure.”

“If God wills it, sir. I don’t ask too much from good fortune.”

The colonel touched his shoulder with the tip of his riding
whip.

“You won the first in the forest, fighting the pezite guerre. But
today, sir, today we are fighting the real war.” He chuckled nervously.
“With all of its rules.” He studied the sky. “And you may be sure that
this will not be like White Plains. Today it won’t rain.”

Abercromby’s loquaciousness betrayed his nerves. No one else
among the marshaled ranks had any desire to speak. The tension
snaked silently around.

A drum roll made the air vibrate. Repeated three times.

The order to advance. The standards of the regiment began to
move.

Peter turned to look at Osborn Hill. On top of it, Generals Howe
and Cornwallis aimed their spyglasses toward the hill opposite
them. The cannons rang out, and the penetrating shrill of bagpipes
invaded the battlefield.

Peter shivered. In the few seconds before he forced his body
to move, before the horrible mechanics of war took charge of
him, he saw his mother’s face. She looked furious and terrifying.
Warriors followed her, tall, fit, painted in bright colors, wearing the
expression of men who have decided to look death in the face. His
mother called to him to bring her black stallion; there was no time
to talk. Peter felt his legs moving. His body seemed to be capable of
marching all by itself: it had done nothing else for months. The pain
in his arms was far away, in a corner of his mind, further away than
his awareness of the blood beating in his ears.

Cannon fire devastated the land just in front of the first lines. He
could see the sergeants closing formation, putting the infantrymen
in the right place, striding along the sidelines, sabers unsheathed,
faces grim. The wind carried the smell of fear.

Thunder. Explosions. Cries. “You are His Majesty’s soldiers, for
God’s sake.” “Sooner or later they will be within range.”
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Peter thought of the colonel’s words. War is not war until brother
kills brother. Before his eyes, men, men, and men were going to their
deaths in orderly rows. They marched until the world exploded, the
land was disemboweled, limbs and heads flew skyward. Death sent
up the smell of blood, excrement, wet earth.

The fiery mouths of the continental forces roared again and
again, opening up craters among the English forces, voids that had
to be hastily filled by reinforcements from the rear. The pikemen
had trouble keeping the formations in order; officers and NCOs
urged and yelled encouragement, red in the face. Peter watched the
scene as though in a dream, forgetting his weariness, his pain over
the fate of his people, over the end of his world.

The bombs fell. Shattered bodies piled up. Twenty yards to the
left, a captain with a bloodstained uniform raised his saber and
harangued his men.

An explosion obliterated him. Clods of earth and scraps of body
rained down all the way to where the standard bearer stood. Peter
stiffened, closed his eyes. He heard the cries of the sergeants.

“Forward! For the King! Forward!”

The first rows were already under rifle fire, but their artillerymen
must have brought their guns closer and adjusted their aim, because
they were starting to hit the rebel defenses, granting the infantry a
little cover and room to maneuver. Peter could just see the outlines
of the Yankees on the line of defense. Others were firing from the
windows of the village houses.

The first two lines of redcoats stopped, one standing, the other on
its knees, and fired back. The third and fourth lines came forward
and repeated the operation, while the others reloaded. The march
continued inexorably.

“Standard-bearer Johnson!” someone shouted his name.
“Standard-bearer!” The colonel loomed over him on his mount.

Peter stirred and tried to control his trembling.

“At your orders, sir.”

“I'want to see our flag upon that hill. Forward! Show what you're
made of, by God!”

Peter pushed himself onward, as bodies fell around him. They
were now out of range of the cannon, and it was the rifle fire that
was bringing in the greatest blood tribute. The rebel fusillades were
dense and accurate.
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So this is my death, he thought.

He stepped forward again.

So this is my death.

A bullet snapped the flagpole, and the Union Jack landed on the
ground. Peter felt a sense of grim liberation and slipped down after
it.

So this is my death.

Someone landed on top of him.

“Get up, Johnson! Pick up the banner!”

It was Sergeant Bunyan, his faze frozen in a grimace. A bullet
caught him right in the chest, and he fell. He tried to get up again,
but only managed to hoist himself up on his elbows, gasping for air.

Peter drew himself up on his knees. He felt the shadow of the
great wings above him.

Before the stunned eyes of the sergeant he took off his shirt and
jacket. Bunyan gulped.

“What the hell are you doing?” he struggled to say. “You'll be
court-martialed. .

Court-martialed. Peter had never heard more meaningless words.
This had been the day of his meaningless death. But he had not lived
his life without a meaning,

The great bird of prey dived.

Peter bent down. He picked up blood-drenched soil and with his
dirty fingers drew dark red marks on his face.

Bugles sounded the bayonet charge. The ranks broke up: the
charge by the English soldiers unleashed a murderous cry that
seemed to shake the barricades and the clutch of houses on the hill.

Peter got to his feet, his chest bare, the flag in his fist. He pointed
it in front of him like a pike. The war cry of the Wolf clan echoed
in the air.

The young Mohawk warrior flung himself against the line of
rebels, as fast as the thought that was running through his mind.

His soul had taken wing.
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The hunt had gone badly, and Philip was worried, though it was
nothing new; things had been like that for days.

Hunting with the Senecas had borne no fruit: their pursuit of a
big deer had gone on for hours and then, when they were sure they
had surrounded it, the animal disappeared, vanished at the end of its
trail into an impenetrable patch of brambles. Their uncertain eyes had
met, and some of them had cursed in low voices, as was the wont of
the Senecas. All together they had decided that the hunt was over.

On the way back to the fort, the man bringing up the rear of the
line said that there were some dead birds along the way that no one
else had noticed. Philip asked what kind of birds they were, but the
hunter didn’t reply. The unit marched in silence until the fort came
into view,

When they reached the shacks of the refugees they meta Mohawk
Valley settler and received the terrible news. The man was shaken,
and he spoke to Philip deferentially, in a small voice.

Peter Johnson, the son of Sir William and Molly Brant, had died
in battle.

The hunters uttered words of respect and grief, and Philip
dismissed them, saying that he would be back later, and they walked
away. He was left on his own, near a big maple tree, bewildered now
that the darkest of his forebodings had come to pass.

Peter, the future and the hope of the nation, Peter, the violin and
the sword, Peter, English studies and Mohawk hairstyle, dreams and
electricity. The Valley shaped by William Johnson had died with
him.

His feet led him to the fort. He thought he could hear painful
thoughts filling the air until it was saturated with them.

It had come down in the evening, when torches cast sinister
shadows. Philip took a deep breath of the pungent air that scraped

his nostrils, and set off in no particular direction.
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The figure of Joseph Brant emerged from of the shadows. The
man who had appointed himself chief appeared in front of Philip,
but with his eyes focused on some vague point behind him. His face
was distorted by the reflections of the flames and by his suffering,

“I should never have let him go.” His voice was like the screech
of iron.

“He had chosen his fate and no one could have stopped him,
Philip replied.

He was aware of his friend’s grief like an animal nestling in his
mind, ready to pounce.

“We owe it to him to take what we have done to its conclusion.”

A shiver kept Philip silent. Joseph stood a like wall of sorrow
and spite that absorbed the light from the torches until it darkened
them. A group of ghosts danced in the darkness behind him.

“I will pursue this war to the bitter end, along with anyone
willing to follow me. I will do it in the name of Peter and what he
was fighting for. I will do it for all of us. We must take back what
belongs to us.”

“What does that mean?” asked Philip.

Joseph seemed not to have heard the question.

“Iwill let winter pass. I will let them feel safe.”

“What does that mean, Joseph?” Philips tone betrayed his
anxiety.

“There’s only one way to get our lands back,” the other man
replied. “Act as the French and the Hurons did during the other
war.

“Attack the settlements?”

“Raid their cattle, destroy their harvests. We must strike them
in their houses, drive them out one by one, if necessary. Force the
settlers to leave.”

“In those houses there are women and children,” Philip objected.
“Do you think you will be honoring Peter’s memory that way? Is
this your war?”

“It’s what is done.”

“My wife and my daughter died because of people who thought
like that.”

Joseph looked at him angrily.

Philip came very close, until he stared straight into Joseph’s eyes.

“Yes. I know where your path ends. In a bog of blood.”
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“I am a chief,” Joseph replied. “I have to fight for my people, I
have to give them some land. If the hardness of oak is not enough,
we will become rock. But we have to try, we have to make the effort.
Orr else there will be no dawn for the Mohawks.”

Philip thought again of when they had repelled the attack of the
pirates on the open sea. That day Joseph had the same look in his
eyes that he now saw directed at the darkness.

He spoke as if his blood had turned to ice.

“Many years ago I inflicted on others what I myself had been
subjected to.”

Joseph gave a start, as if he found himself on the edge of an abyss.

Philip went on.

“When they massacred my family, my rage was blind, just as
yours is today. I let myself be guided into revenge. I took an eye for
an eye, without making distinctions. My tomahawk didn’t stop even
at the unarmed and the innocent.” His voice was low and forceful,
the words rolled between their feet. “What I discovered then is that
there is nothing that I am not capable of. I was horrified by myself,
by what men can unleash. I won’t follow you, Joseph.”

The other man didn’t move. He had received the confession with
the stoicism of a priest. His anger seemed to have cooled down. The
die was cast.

“When Molly asked me to come and call you, I thought I
wouldn’t know what to do with you.” He looked at Philip again.
“I was wrong. You're the one who doesn’t know what to do with
yourself” His words contained desolation and bitterness. “Good
luck, Ronaterihonte.”

The darkness swallowed him up. His outline remained imprinted
at the point where he had disappeared, hanging in the night air.

Philip would have liked to reach a destination, if only he had had
one. He approached one of the bivouacs and sat down in silence,
thinking that Peter was no longer in the world.
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I went to see her at dawn. The woman that many call a witch. The
mother of Peter, my cousin, dead in battle. The woman who gave
Sir William, my grandfather, eight children. She was praying, arms
outstretched, palms turned upward. She was reciting phrases in her
language, a mysterious music. I had to talk to her about the dream.
Fear and anxiety gripped me all night. She has seemed a witch to
me, too, 'm well aware of it. I remember the shyness, the anxiety.

They say that she can stop rapids, deviate rivers, reduce her enemies
to ash. That she can heal the sick, encourage harvests, induce fertility.
Call the dead back to life, turn herself into an animal. I didn’t know how
to approach her, and yet I had to. I stayed and looked at her, I watched
the gestures of prayer at sunrise, until she noticed me, watching her
from the other side of the window, and beckoned me in. She put water
on the fire, returned my hug, listened to my words of grief.

I told her I had dreamed about Peter. She looked me in the eye
and said, “Tell me.”

I told her what I remembered: Peter was digging a ditch, but
the earth was hard and the spade broke. Philip and Joseph Brant
loaded a coffin onto a boat. Grandfather William was on the boat.
He helped me in.

As I told the story, Molly’s expression changed, becoming less
pain-stricken.

She asked me if Grandfather had said anything. I replied that I
couldn’t remember.

She told me there are ways to help you remember, to make images
clearer. She asked me for my bracelet, held it up with both hands to
her lips, which whispered phrases. She exposed it to the smoke that
rose from the brazier, and blew on it before giving it back to me.

She said the bracelet was precious, and that it was no coincidence
that it had come to me. She asked me about London, about Peter,
about what I had seen.
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She said she was about to send her children to Montreal. Uncle
Daniel will supply their needs. They will have a stone house, enough
food, lessons in English and mathematics. She asked me if I wanted
to leave with them. She listened to my reply: I wouldn’t leave even in
chains. She sighed and smiled. “You will live in my house,” she said.
“It isn’t good for a woman my age to remain alone.”

The sun wasn’t yet high. The anxiety had gone.

A strange calm is walking toward me.
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Crouching in the shadows, his bones shrinking in on themselves, no
taller than a little boy before he becomes a man, digging through his
hair in search of lice, coughing, spitting.

You have the decorations of a man of rank. Time has left a
network of wrinkles on your face.

Johannes Tekarihoga, the last of the Tekarihogas, spiritual chiefs
of the Tortoise clan since the time before the time when Woman of
the Sky fell from above, the noble people who support the world on
their back. If the world comes off its axis, it isn’t your fault. Exile, in
fact, seems to have granted you glimmers of an ancient dignity. The
cldest of them say you resemble the Tekarihoga before you. How
can they know? No one is older than you anymore.

Only he who islike an arrow finds his way, they say. Perhaps there may
exist such a thing as an arrow that wobbles, slowly, the tip disconnected
from the wood, and yet capable of passing through the air until it
reaches its destination. The flank of a deer. A target fixed to the trunk
of a tree. The ground, after drinking the air while its invisible wings
supported you. People talk about straight arrows, not young arrows.

Mysterious things happen in the cotton-wool limbo where your
best friend, the one who drinks pints and demijohns, has confined
you. Things happen every day: the spirits have impalpable wings
that sometimes brush past you. Your alcoholic exile is less coarse,
less squalid than many people thought it would be.

So, when the going gets tough, you withdraw from the eyes of
the women, you leave the field, wander in the forest shouting under
your breath, cursing to yourself, or laughing and laughing, trying
out dance moves, lifting your hands to the sky and giving thanks for
another day of life, one more day in spite of everything, a longlife to
you and your best friend.

Many people still think you wise, and you are well liked. The
women smile at you, the little boys greet you deferentially: you have
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always been generous. All gifts come from your hands; you have
always kept for yourself only what you needed. If Tekarihoga were
rich, now, his people would not be hungry. That’s why they love you:
you are the image of days gone by.

When Woman of the Earth dreamed for the first time, fertile
fields were born from that proud body. A cloud from the west took
different shapes to please her, until it finally became a young man.
Woman of the Earth fell instantly in love and wanted to have the
cloud-man inside her. Now Woman of the Earth desires only that
the insects cease to swarm, to form columns, to fight. The clouds
from the west have the shape of ships, of cannons, of huge funereal
birds.

The world spins on its axis, and you are like all men: you follow
your thoughts—if you are cheerful you laugh and laugh, and if you
are sad you weep and curse your fate.

The old man was sitting on a rock. He looked at the reddish
surface of the waters, where the sun seemed to be extinguishing its
strength to force itself into a night of exile. His face was motionless,
his eyes looked like pieces of lake sent to give light to a face tested
by the seasons. Coming back from fishing, Philip had been able to
study his face for more than an hour, as he rowed toward the shore.
He hadn’t moved an inch. Philip moored the boat and approached
him, taking care to remain in view.

“How are you, old man?”

Tekarihoga turned his head and looked at him expressionlessly.

“The lake is barely rippling. It’s very strange for this time of year.”

Philip nodded. “The weather will change with the new moon.”

Tekarihoga said nothing. Philip heard the lapping of the water on
the rocks, slow and lazy. Then the old man went on. “I have never
been a good fisherman, Ronaterihonte. There are few things that I
know how to do, to tell the truth.”

Philip was startled. Persuading Tekarihoga to utter more than a
few monosyllables was extremely difficul.

“You are a good chief, even in these difficult days.”

Tekarihoga raised an eyebrow. “Oh, it isn’t difficult. The days are
filled with signs; I am sure you have noticed. Giving good advice is
easy, you just have to take yourself as an example of madness.”

A night bird called shrilly. Tekarihoga stared again at the surface

of the water. “You are a good warrior, Ronaterihonte. The young
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men are afraid of your shadow, and for that reason they don’t know
what to make of you. You can’t be a father, or a brother: they don’t
understand your ways.”

“I know.”

Tekarihoga nodded. “Once, in Albany, I saw a Dutch butcher. He
was much better and faster than our best hunter. He did nothingelse
all day. Skinning, cutting, boning. This is not the time of warriors,
Ronaterihonte. It is no longer the time of the Mohawks.”

Philip smiled. It was as if the old man’s mind had touched his
own. The present generation might disapprove of the choices of the
Great Devil. It didn’t matter: madness pervaded everything.

He said good-bye to the old man and set off toward the fort. When
he turned back, the figure stood out against the dusk, motionless.
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Throughout the winter, wishes and prayers had kept the thirst
for revenge at fever pitch. Every day the Senecas remembered the
warriors who had fallen at Oriskany. The tears of the Mohawks were
still hot for Peter Johnson.

As soon as the paths were free of snow, Joseph left Fort Niagara
and reached Oquaga.

The king’s flag still stood in the middle of the village, wet with rain and
incapable of flapping. Thanks to the rum requisitioned by the Houghs,
after two days of partying the number of Volunteers had already doubled.

At the end of May, two hundred of them attacked a group of
farms high up the Schoharie River. Some settlers got away in time;
the others were captured along with their animals. Joseph ordered
that all the women and children be assembled inside a granary in
Cobleskill. By the time the warriors left, not another building
within a three-mile radius had escaped the flames.

On the way back, Joseph found a message fixed to a post. It
was signed by Captain McKean, in the name of the inhabitants of
Cherry Valley. They asked him to stop threatening them and face
the militia in an even contest. If he wasn’t a coward, the message
read, they would happily show him how a brant, a wild duck, could
be turned into a farmyard goose.

In Oquaga, Daniel Secord was waiting for him with three rebel
spies captured in the vicinity. The first had been heading back to
Fort Stanwix to inform Gansevoort that on the day of Pentecost
Chief Brant had killed and skinned six men near Springfield.

The second had passed, at Pentecost, by Lake Orsego and seen
with his own eyes the impaled heads of two known rebels and the
symbol of Thayendanegea carved at the base of the poles, beneath a
rain of still-fresh blood.

The third informer bore a letter for General Schuyler. The
Schoharie Committee of Safety asked support from the army against

484g.indd 416 31/03/2010 17:27:16



COLD, COLD HEART 417

Brant’s Volunteers, who on the day of Pentecost had descended
upon the village and tortured and killed men and beasts.

Happy to have received the gift of ubiquity, Joseph immediately
set off again toward the west. Butler and Sayengaraghta were
waiting for him in Tioga to plan a joint attack. In reality, the
Senecas had chosen the theater of revenge some time before. The
Wyoming Valley, a land of dreams that the settlers had taken from
their fathers by means of deceit. Joseph decided not to follow them;
he didn’t want to be too far away from Oquaga. There were rumors
that the rebels were preparing to attack the town at any moment.
John Butler and his Rangers had joined their boats to the warriors’
canoes. Joseph traveled up the Susquehanna on his own.

The news reached him a week later, as he led the Volunteers
northward.

Fort Wyoming had fallen, along with another seven strongholds.
In less than four days, fire had destroyed a thousand farms, stables
and granaries. Butler’s men returned to Tioga with four hundred
head of cattle, two hundred and twenty-seven scalps and five
prisoners. The ferocity of “Monster Brant,” who was wrongly sup-
posed to have taken part in the Wyoming Massacre, was already the
subject of dispatches, curses, and newspaper articles.

On July 11, 1778, the fourth anniversary of Sir William’s death,
Joseph bathed in the waters of the Mohawk after three years of
absence. Then he came down the valley, filled with orenda.

In Andrewstown he set fire to the houses without checking
whether they were empty. Eight scorched scalps decorated the belts
of the Volunteers and the tomahawks of the warriors. In Springfield
he spared the farms of the loyalists, and the church. He had a few
spies shot, loaded up what could be transported and burned the rest.

In German Flatts, the Germans managed to barricade themselves
inside the fort and Joseph cursed himself for not bringing a mortar.
With nothing but rifles, attacking the palisade was an impossible
undertaking. Jonas Klug had to be left unharmed, his only
punishment the sight of his house devoured by fire.

Meanwhile France had entered the war alongside the rebels and
George Washington had put a price on Joseph’s head. A hundred, two
hundred, perhaps even five hundred pounds. In the new world no
wealth-creating strategy was as quick and sure as killing Monster Brant.

He was the most hated Indian since the days of Pontiac.
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The wood to light the festivities was piled up in the field, amid the
yellow grass of late summer.

Over the past year, the fallow land between Fort Niagara and the
shacks of the refugees had shrunk considerably. For three winter
moons it had lain under a pack of hard snow. The last white patch
had melted at Pentecost, just in time for the earth below receive new
evacuees. Incursions and reprisals were driving refugees out of the
frontier villages.

Butler and the Senecas had just returned with a huge booty of
scalps and animals. Susanna had asked for news of Joseph, so as to
have one single, banal certainty. Her husband had detached himself
from them and planned to go on fighting along with the Volunteers.
Other than that, no reply to her question about him resembled any
other. That was true of anyone’s questions about Joseph Brant and
his undertakings.

Susanna remembered the prisoners of Springfield, when they
arrived at Easter. They said that Chief Brant had locked them in
a church, and from there they had witnessed the destruction:
devastated fields, cattle with their throats cut, the harvest and the
farms in smoke, the fruit trees sawn off at the base. Then they had let
the women and children go and taken the men away.

Three weeks later, a Dutch doctor escaping from Cobleskill had
described the inferno: the valley covered with a forest of poles, with
the symbol of Monster Brant carved into the base and the heads of
rebels skewered on top.

Two slave families had turned up at the fort in mid-June. They
said they had fled while Brant’s Volunteers were attacking their
master’s farm. Some of them reported excitedly that the Indian had
fed the old man to the pigs. Others were convinced that the master
had shot himself so as not to fall into the hands of the savages, and
that Joseph had entrusted his daughters to a friend who lived nearby.
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After a thousand stories of that kind, Susanna had stopped
wondering where the truth lay.

The hatred that springs from a lie is even heavier than that which
is born of the truth, and her husband carried a burden of hate that
was impossible to bear.

The sunlight still lingered over the summer day. The water of the
lake became a huge sheet of copper. Meanwhile the countless stars lit
up and a moment later five fires were also alight, arranged in a long
line. The procession traced rings and spirals around everyone, and
soon enveloped them in a single embrace. Men and women danced
to the beating of drums, struck their chests, stamped the earth. Then
the crowd assembled and everyone sat in a circle. Molly set a basket
of tobacco in the fire and began the liturgy of the scalps.

A warrior rose up and danced, competing with the flames.
The colored ribbons hanging from his arm whipped the air like a
stallion’s mane. He pointed a branch adorned with human hair at
the sky and hundreds of throats paid tribute to him.

The man got his breath back and began declaiming the story of
his trophies. Behind a row of heads, a gang of young men went on
jumping and shouting in chorus. They seemed to be drunk, and
when an old man turned around to tell them off they ran away
laughing. As they left, Susanna recognized Isaac’s outline and gate.
She was tempted to follow, but remained. She couldn’t go running
after him, not at every opportunity, and certain gestures lose their
meaning when they lose their consistency.

Once the tale was told, the warrior removed a scalp from the
stick. It had belonged to a colonel, a brave man. The warrior declared
that Molly Brant had appeared to him in a dream, had given him
instructions about how to take him by surprise, and asked him to
bring her the scalp, to avenge the death of her son Peter.

All heads turned toward her, and the water drums fell silent for
the first time since the beginning of the festivities. The woman’s face
was a mask of rage; her eyes blazed.

“Keep your gift for the others. A thousand scalps wouldn’t be
enough to placate me and ten thousand wouldnt be enough to
placate my son’s spirit, which still wanders on the battlefield.”

The other women nodded and it was the turn of the prisoners.

A fair-haired little boy was undressed and wrapped in a blue
woolen cloak, as his old clothes burned in the fire. His new mother
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stopped crying and shouting and walked toward him, as if he were
her son who had returned unexpectedly from a very long journey.
She made him get up off the ground and led him to his new brothers.
The other women also asked for children and husbands. None
chose to give death. Susanna thought this was a rare event, in a cruel
and desperate time.
A nation of three hundred refugees couldn’t afford to waste a life.
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In Albany prison they dined on rancid bread and warm water, a
soggy soup often enriched with the flesh of worms.

If you learned to hunt, you enjoyed a more varied diet. Spiders
and cockroaches, rats, earthworms. Lizards were the most coveted
prey. With your eyes shut, you could convince yourself you were
cating eel.

For eight months, Walter had touched no other food.

The jailers were bored to death. Among their hobbies, whipping
the captives was by far the most innocuous. For eight months, Walter
had undergone humiliations that his tongue refused to relate. Then
he had faked an illness and managed to escape.

He gripped the reins and looked back to banish his memories.

Two hundred Rangers were marching in formation along the
path. Most of the Senecas had scattered into the forests, to anticipate
ambushes. Sayengaraghta, wrapped in a black cloak, brought up the
rear on a thoroughbred. The animal was a present from his father to
the great war chief. Unfortunately John Butler had not been able to
join the new expedition because he was suffering from pneumonia,
so Walter had been put in command and given the task of recruiting
along the way.

He lacked his father’s experience, he knew that, but winter was at
the gates and there was no time to lose.

His mother and brother were still in jail, and he needed to take
prisoners to get them out.

Walter was hungry for revenge and old enough to get it on his own.

Wintering in Fort Niagara had not been part of Joseph’s plans. He
would have preferred Oquaga, a more comfortable base, richer and
less cold. But Oquaga no longer existed, and neither did Unadilla.
The continentals and the militia had attacked the villages, taking
advantage of his absence.
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They had reduced the finest farms in the county to blackened
ruins. Provisions had been burned, maize plants decapitated. The
orchards were rows of stumps. The animals lay in pools of blood,
their throats slashed.

The women and children had fled in advance, but now the
families had dispersed, and with them the Volunteers. Joseph knew
that reassembling them in the spring would not be an easy matter.

On the way west, about eighty men struggled to follow him,
many with their families in tow. More mouths for the Fort Niagara
refugee camp to feed.

In the early afternoon, Daniel Secord returned from
reconnaissance with news: Young Butler had camped at Tioga, with
a regiment of Rangers and at least three hundred Seneca warriors.

“Walter Butler? Wasn’t he a prisoner in Albany?”

“Not anymore. He escaped and he’s here to meet you. He says the
hunting season isn’t over yet.”

They arrived after sunset, a twisting river of torches. The night
was cold and the wind smelled of snow. Walter Butler welcomed
them with great enthusiasm and a plate of beans to still their hunger.

As their mouths were being filled he made his suggestion. They
would join forces for an incursion to Cherry Valley, the wealthiest
settlement in the whole valley. A few months before, the rebels had
built a fort there, but it was said that Colonel Alden knew more
about women than he did about garrisons.

“A lot of loyalists live down there;” Joseph observed. “Good
people like Judge Wells. We'll have to warn them before we attack.”

The other man sank his teeth into a calf’s head. “Better not risk it.
Kill the lot, God will know his own.”

God doubtless would, thought Joseph, but the Senecas certainly
wouldn’t. He didn’t like the boy’s impudent tone, or the chosen
target. Instinct suggested that he should withdraw. Reason told him
that only by remaining could he avoid a massacre.

“We'll come with you,” he said at last.

“Very good. Tell your men that the pay is generous. They have to
sign by tonight.”

Henry Hough lifted his face from his bowl. “Sign what?”

“The enlistment,” the young man replied, with the insolent air of
someone explaining something obvious. “John Butler’s Rangers are
the only formation authorized to fight in this area.”
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Joseph understood that the boy hadn’t spoken as a simple ally.
His father had an ofhicial post and received a gratuity for every new
recruit. For him, Brant’s Volunteers were a missed opportunity for
profit.

The desire to get up and leave was increasingly difficult to control.

“Don’t be an idiot, Walter. My men are volunteers, they have
chosen to fight with me and they will go on doing so for as long as
they want”

The young man’s eyes roared but his mouth stayed shut. He threw
the calf’s skull into the fire and got to his feet.

“So be it,” he said loudly and clearly. “But they mustn’t wear any
distinctive marks, not even the yellow drawstring they put in their
hair. And the white men will have to avoid war paint.”

A dome of silence descended on their bivouac. From the nearby
fires, shouts and singing rose up.

Sayengaraghta had had to wait for the translation of the last line,
but was the first to speak.

“Captain Butler is right, brother” The Seneca chief’s English
creaked like a dented wheel. “We have seen these white men of yours
in Oriskany doing battle in paint, and I say that we will all fight
harder if every man is loyal to his ancestors.”

“Your grandfather did not know the rifle’ Henry Hough
exploded. “Mine worked his arse off all year to maintain a bloody
parish priest. Sod the ancestors.”

He threw his bowl in the dust, got up, brushed his trousers
down and disappeared into the darkness. His brother did the same,
followed by the other Volunteers sitting around the fire. Last of
all went Daniel Secord: he spat a wad of tobacco into the fire and
followed the group.

Joseph saw the little procession swelling as it approached the
other bivouacs. He understood that in Cherry Valley he would be a
captain without an army. Again he assessed what needed to be done.
He decided to stay.
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It had snowed during the night, but by dawn the flakes were starting
to melt into a soft, dense rain, like the haze that hovered over the
river.

The Volunteers had set off in a crowd, heading for Fort Niagara.
Only Kanatawakhon had stayed with Joseph. When they reached
Butler on the ridge of the mountain, a faint ray of light lit up the
valley, the skeletons of the cherry trees, the tongue of water that
licked the shores. The houses looked like elements of the landscape,
silent as stones.

Even on a day like that, Cherry Valley couldn’t conceal its beauty.

It stopped raining and the fog climbed the hills to merge with
the clouds.

The men were impatient to attack. Walter Butler held them back,
wanting to be sure that the powder was dry enough.

“We have the tomahawks,” said Sayengaraghta, and with a nod of
agreement Butler let him go.

Joseph and Kanatawakhon joined the Senecas and followed them
between the fir trees, as far as a tangle of branches and juniper, but as
the band struggled to open up a passage, the two Mohawks turned
back half a mile and went down in a different direction.

The dogs of Cherry Valley started barking.

M. Mitchell woke up when the stars were still shining outside.

He broke an egg into a cup of rum, added black coffee, butter and
maple sugar. As he drank, he glanced at his wife and children, still
wrapped in sleep.

Wet snow was coming down, and he had to bring in the last logs
before they were wrapped in an icy cocoon.

He went outside, untied the mule’s halter and went up the hill.

Leaving the forest, Joseph and Kanatawakhon saw the farms. The
sounds of reawakening reached them from below. Ax-blows in a
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woodshed, voices, the cries of the cows ready for milking. Judge
Wells’s residence was very big, an estate on the other side of the
village.

They started running, but the sods in the ploughed fields tripped
them up. The Senecas had passed through the undergrowth and
swarmed into the open like wolves. A pack of three hundred warriors.

They ran faster, fell, got up with wounded knees.

Mirs. Wells had been a guest at Johnson Hall and had given Molly
a mohair scarf.

They saw the pack reaching the first farm. A group of them
stopped; the others went on. Joseph pointed out the next house to
his companion. Meanwhile the Rangers entered the village at the
double.

Mr. Wells had bought a horse from old Butler and drunk the
liquor that his wife made. The judge’s safety must also have been
close to Walter’s heart.

Along the road there flowed a stream of animals, men and blood.
The Seneca warriors scalped the fugitives from behind, still running
as they did so. Bodies piled up against a horse with its legs in the air.
From the river came the screams of those who had tried to escape
through the river and who were now drowning in the icy water.

Judge Wells leaned against the post, on his knees, hands together
beneath his mouth. In the middle of his head, the white bone of
his skull poked out like a rock from a black bog. A man leapt from
the first-floor window, crashed down into the farmyard and started
running down the hill.

“It’s Colonel Alden. Don’t let him get away!”

The voice exploded from the stairs. Joseph didn’t have time to turn
around before two Seneca warriors came out of the house, knocking
over Wellss corpse as they threw themselves forward in pursuit.
Young Butler reached the door and fired a few shots, but without
success. He called to the men upstairs to come down immediately
and get ready for the attack on the fort. Then he noticed Joseph’s
expression and pointed to the judge, on his face in the dust.

“He was hiding a rebel colonel. He got what he deserved.”

Joseph pushed him aside and went into the house.

In the antechamber there was the body of a young man. Two
more in the kitchens. An old man and an old woman embraced

beside the fire. Scalped.
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Outside, the wind carried the smell of burned meat and the
smoke of dozens of fires. Walter Butler was trying to organize the
siege of the fort. Joseph watched the young captain waving his arms
around and sweating, and he saw the complete indifference of the
Senecas. The boy had thought he was using the warriors for his own
revenge, and now he didn’t know how to stop them.

Before midday, Mr. Mitchell turned for home. Where the trees
thinned out, he noticed smoke that couldn’t be coming from the
hearth. He threw himself down the slope, his feet crumbling stones
and roots.

The little stable was being devoured by fire. The house was in
flames, but the blaze had not yet reached the supporting beams.

His wife and children were under the blankets, as they had been
the last time he had looked at them. At the sight of their skulls, the
impulse to vomit bent him double. Eleanor, his youngest daughter,
was missing.

Mitchell ran into the farmyard, filled two buckets from the
cistern and started throwing water over the flames, inside and out,
inside and out, as he called to his daughter with all his remaining
breath.

When the slap of the water struck the cupboard, he saw a hand
emerging from the splinters and scratching the floor.

Using part of abeam as alever, he freed the little girl from beneath
the shattered piece of furniture, hugged her and led her outside to
get some air into her lungs. With his fingers he washed tears and
soot from her face, brushed aside locks of hair, stroked her cheek,
incapable of speech.

Once again he pressed her to him, as if he had never done it
before, and at that moment he spotted them, a hundred yards away,
wearing the green jackets of the loyalist militia.

M. Mitchell thanked heaven that they weren’t savages and said
to himself that the best thing was to stay there, without attempting
an impossible escape, to raise his hands and entrust himself to the
mercy of God. He whispered to his daughter to stay calm.

Joseph looked for the house of the Mitchells, a modest family he had
known years before. He peered through a window and saw a strange
woman sitting on the ground, husking corn. His two children had
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been the same age as Christina and Isaac: she helped her mother, he
poked the fire under the pot.

“What are you doing here? Why don’t you escape?”

“We'’re on the side of the king,” the woman replied calmly.

Joseph opened his eyes wide. “Not even the king could save you
now.

“T heard them shouting the name of Chief Brant. If the Indians
are with him, they won’t harm us.”

“I’'m Joseph Brant, but I have no power over these men.”

He moved away from the window and gazed into the valley.
Flocks of crows glided over the corpses. He saw Kanatawakhon and
called to him.

With a fistful of dark dust moistened with saliva, he drew on
the family’s cheeks two vertical marks and a diagonal line running
across them. The mark of the prisoners of Thayendanegea.

“Perhaps you'll be safe like this,” he said to the woman, as he
entrusted her and the children to Kanatawakhon, to escort them
down to the river.

He walked away and went on searching, until he recognized a
shack.

The black smoke twisting above the roof told him that he was
too late.

He went in. The woman looked as if she were asleep. Her two
children lay there with her.

The first of the three aimed his rifle at Mr. Mitchell and told him
not to move.

The second raised a hatchet and brought it down on the little
gitl’s head. Not a cry came from her mouth.

The third said, “Answer, worm. Is it worse to live like this or to
die like a dog?”

M. Mitchell said nothing.

The first of the three opened his throat with a hunting knife.

The Rangers entered the house, to see if the savages had left
anything.

As he left the house, Joseph tripped over a statue of flesh: the corpse

of a little girl, clutching the corpse of her father, a diamond in its
mount.
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The trunk was still full, the contents in order.

Joseph lowered the lid. He thought of Peggie, his first wife,
buried with her belongings in land that had ceased to belong to the
Mohawks.

He thought of Peter. He wondered what he would have chosen to
bury with him if his corpse had not been thrown into an unknown
grave along with a thousand others.

His old violin had been left in Canajoharie. The books were at
Johnson Hall, had perhaps been burnt by now. Ethan Allen’s sword:
he might have taken that to the grave. He wouldn’t be going back to
London to return it to the king.

Joseph thought of himself, of the funeral procession that his
children would one day prepare for him, of what he would wish to
bring.

Agcopy of the Gospels that he had translated. The pistols he had
been given by Lord Warwick. The walking stick with the symbol of
the Wolf clan.

He thought of Susanna. She had filled the trunk to move to
the new house, and hadn’t had time to empty it. Perhaps she had
understood that she might need it for her final journey. The plague
of pneumonia had struck the shack-dwellers first, the starving ones,
the ones without a refuge, who in order to seek shelter from the
wind slept in craters dug in the snow. Then the sickness had scaled
the walls of the fort and Susanna had died of the fever three days
before he came back. The attack on Cherry Valley had kept him
from embracing her one last time.

He looked at the roof beams, the walls plastered with clay, the
still- gleaming wooden floor.

Before the summer, Molly had persuaded Colonel Bolton to
build two farmhouses. She lived in one, with Esther Johnson, the
servants, and the usual army of guests and pilgrims. The other was
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for Susanna and the children, to protect them from the rigors of
winter.

Now no one would plant fruit trees when spring arrived. No one
would pick flax and prepare the land to welcome the Three Sisters.

Through the windowpanes, the water of the lake looked pale; a
blanket of ice guarded its shores. Streets and paths were thin crevices
in the white of the field. Another few weeks and Fort Niagara would
be a motionless vessel in a sea of ice.

In the spring, the new house would be left empty,

Joseph had to go off to fight again. Isaac and Christina couldn’t
stay. They would go and live with Margaret, at Lake Cayuga.

When he came back, Susanna wouldn’t be there to put Christina
in her father’s arms. Her voice wouldn’t be there, to speak of Isaac’s
latest feats and prevent him from keeping them a secret.

Joseph got to his feet and picked up the trunk. The front door
opened silently and there in the doorway stood his son, dirty and
weak.

His eyes were swollen, his face and shoes covered in mud, his
woolen jacket nothing but a rag. He stood motionless, one shoulder
leaning against the doorpost.

Joseph walked around the table, took him by one arm and
dragged him inside.

“What on earth has happened to you?”

The boy’s face lit up with pride.

“I fought a Seneca, because he offended me.”

“In that state, you offend yourself. What did he say to you?”

“He called me a dirty Oneida.”

Joseph looked his son in the eyes, and tears appeared on his lashes.
He gripped his shoulder and wanted to talk to him calmly, but the
smell of alcohol aroused his anger. He let go of him and boxed him
on the ear.

“You stay away from rum, do you hear me? And now go and clean
yourself up, I don’t want to be late”

The tears began to flow.

Joseph stood silent, motionless, as the boy sobbed. He wanted to
let him pour everything out.

Isaac wiped his eyes and when he looked up again, there were
no tears in them, only hatred. He bared his teeth, like a frightened
animal, then summoned the courage to roar again: “Susanna died
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three days ago. If you didn’t want to be late you should have thought
of that before.”

He turned and was about to go, but Joseph gripped him by one
arm, hurled him to the ground and, before he could hide under
the table, immobilized him with a knee on his chest and started
furiously beating him.

Isaac took refuge behind a wall of legs and arms. Joseph suddenly
leapt to his feet and dealt him a kick.

Someone knocked at the door and a frightened voice asked if
he needed any help. Joseph picked up the trunk again and tried to
think of something to say, but nothing came to mind, so he left.

Outside, a crowd of weary faces appeared: refugees waiting for
their daily alms. Many of them had prepared words of condolence
and recited a repertoire of despairing laments. Since the time of his
return from London, Joseph had received no wages, but now he
wasn't far from being one of the wealthiest men in the nation. A
solid house, his daily bread, and the favor of the English.

He crossed the courtyard, repelling the assault with hasty
gestures. An old man irritably reminded him that a great man gives
away everything, down to the last crumb. Joseph replied that that
might be why there were so few great men around these days.

He thought that he no longer cared about being a great man, a
rich Indian, or an invincible warrior. All that mattered now was to
make the right choice, for Isaac and for Christina. So that one day
they wouldn’t have to carry a trunk full of rancor to his grave.

“Once, you were a woman in the flower of youth. Now those petals
are dry and their perfume blows in the wind. Now we must let you
g0, because we may no longer walk together on the same earth. That
is why we leave your body here, so that you may walk calmly toward
the Master of Life. Do not let earthly things distract you. Taking
care of the family was your sacred task and you have been true to it.
Parties and dances brought you pleasure, but do not let those things
confuse your mind: walk straight along your path.”

Tekarihoga’s black cloak enveloped him like a huge seashell.
The old sachem was a white and grey mollusk poking out from its
open valves. Beside him was Philip, dressed in leather, with a black
velvet band around his right arm. The crowd stood in a wide circle,
three rows thick. The whole of Canajoharie was there: Susanna’s
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Oneida relations, Henry Hough and many families from Oquaga,
the Butlers and some Englishmen. The Negroes who had dug the
hole observed the scene from a little way off. The orator resumed
his speech.

“Even you, relatives and friends of this woman, can but persevere
on your way. For that reason, with a string of shells we wish to clear
the sky of black clouds, so that the sun may guide you still. With
another string we will clean the earth, so that you may go on your
way without uncertainties. With the third, we clean the heart and
guts within you, lest you be distracted by grief.”

Philip handed the wampum necklaces to the noblest man in
the nation. Joseph understood that these were not merely formal
gestures.

Although he didn’t need to speak, Ronaterihonte was saying
something. Grief had brought them back together.

Joseph raised his head and looked at him.

Philip, too, was wearing three necklaces. They hung on his chest
just below his cross.
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Grandpa William softly sings a song between his teeth. Sitting on
his knees, Esther doesn’t understand all the words. They are old
words, a nursery rhyme or a magic spell.

They are outside, in the big open space in front of Johnson Hall,
breathing in the peaceful air. It’s a bright day, perhaps in summer.
Grandpa William points to the blue sky above them.

“Sky is called speir;” he says to the little girl.

Then he touches the arm of the chair.

“Wood is called adhmad”

He waits for her to repeat the words, and smiles. The little girl
strokes his lips with her little fingers.

The list continues, but Esther has already returned to the present.
She is fifteen, and in Molly Brant’s house, where this memory has
suddenly returned. Or perhaps it hasn’t, perhaps by following
Molly’s footsteps she was able bring it to light, after it had been
buried for a long time.

Molly has talked to her about the dream many times. The message
from Grandpa William to the living. The phrase in the language of
your land, words carried away on the wind.

Who is in the coffin?

Now the words echo clearly.

Esther runs out of the house. The camp is drenched in the light of
carly afternoon, it is hot, the hum of insects is lulling young and old
to sleep. The women wash clothes or roast maize.

Molly is speaking with two matrons, in the middle of a group of

people.

Philip set down his ax and looked at the pile of chopped wood.
However much they crammed into the storechouses, he had a sense
that it would never be enough. He wiped away the sweat that
covered his chest and face, and only then did he notice the girl.
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“I’ve brought you something to eat.”

Esther put the bundle down on the logand opened it, revealing a
few ears of corn and a sweet potato.

“Thank you.”

He put on his shirt and sat down on a tree trunk to gnaw at the
maize.

They enjoyed the tranquility without having to say a word. There
was no haze. Below the battlements of the fort, where the Niagara
threw itself into the great inland sea, the water reflected a clear sky.

“I've heard that the war won’t last more than another year. Do
you believe that?”

Philip shrugged.

“It doesn’t make much difference to those people. They can’t see
beyond the winter.”

Esther’s eyes grew sad.

Philip looked at her. They finished eating in silence.

“What will you do afterward?” the girl asked again.

“Will there be an afterward?” said Philip, as if he expected no
reply.

“Certainly. The winter will pass, spring will return. Everything
begins again.”

Esther rows with her eyes closed. Around her wrist she wears an
adoption bracelet. The coffin is on the canoe. Together we go upstream.

The white girl points the way. Isn’t that true, William? Your
granddaughter came to me telling me to remember. She deciphered
your words, the ones I couldn’t hear.

“ “The coffin holds the sky of the Mohawk Valley and the box is
made of the wood of the Longhouse.” ”

So is this what awaits us?

Come and find me, William, to banish the anger and fear I have
in my heart. The ordeal we must go through is still great. Smile at
me in dreams, because we were happy. When we meet again we will
remember everything. Our days, our breath, our embraces. Peter will
be there, too. He will find away to reach you, before I come to you.

This is the time, William. Now that our world is consumed in
fire. Now that the cycle is being completed. The oak becomes ash,
the ash feeds new roots.

There is one thing I still have to do. I must board the canoe, and

seek the Garden.
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Orders of George Washington
to General John Sullivan
at Head-Quarters May 31, 1779

The Expedition you are appointed to command is to be directed
against the hostile tribes of the Six Nations of Indians, with their
associates and adherents. The immediate objects are the total
destruction and devastation of their settlements, and the capture of as
many prisoners of every age and sex as possible. It will be essential to
ruin their crops now in the ground and prevent their planting more.

I would recommend that some post in the center of the Indian
Country should be occupied with all expedition, with a sufficient
quantity of provisions whence parties should be detached to lay
waste all the settlements around, with instructions to do it in the
most effectual manner, that the country may not be merely overrun,
but destroyed.

But you will not by any means listen to any overture of peace
before the total ruinment of their settlements is effected. Our future
security will be in their inability to injure us and in the terror with
which the severity of the chastisement they receive will inspire them.

Birds, birds of prey. Even the Indians’ features and way of carrying
themselves made them look like birds, somewhere between cocks
and crows, turkeys and eagles. And their way of speaking was like
a gurgle, a sneeze, more incomprehensible than Spanish or even
Chinese. Now their nests were burning one after the other: coming
up the Susquehanna along Iroquois territory, not one hovel, they had
not left a single savage stronghold standing. Goigouen, Chonodote,
Kanadasega. . . what was the point in giving a name to desolation,
to a ruin, to the desert? Virgin Territory, that was what they would
have to call it in the future. Redeemed Territory, granted to those
who would exploit it.
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John Sullivan had obeyed his orders to the letter. It was a new
style of warfare, dictated by contingencies, made possible by the
slackening of the British grip on the colony of New York. Scorching
the earth, destroying the seed of disorderly nations. The task was a
decisive one, even though the power of the Iroquois was a distant
memory: Mohawks, Onondagas, Cayugas and Senecas atoned with
lakes of tears and rivers of blood for the shortsighted arrogance of
their ringleaders.

Once upon a time, the men of letters in the coastal cities had
called these savages noble primitives, and the Athenians of America.
Geographical distance falsifies perspective: seen from close up, the
savages were sly, dirty, untrustworthy. Ready to prostrate themselves
at your feet so that houses, fields, and possessions would be spared,
ready to shoot you in the back at the first opportunity. Those
examples of primordial nobility were vindictive animals: better to
go all the way, wipe them out once and for all, to protect the future
and one’s own descendants. What was happening was like the Bible
stories: whole peoples swept away, generations erased from the
face of the earth, cities of which not so much as a stone remained.
All with the blessing of the God of Armies, protector of George
Washington, Destroyer of Cities.

Sullivan looked through the spyglass at the village burning half a mile
downstream and felt brushed by the terrible wing of history. Groups of
infantry and convoys of artillery were climbing the slope. Drums rolled,
fifes trilled. Columns of smoke rose on the horizon. The air echoed
with the final shots. Distant cries. You had to be accurate; that was what
worried Sullivan. The nests burned, but the savages still wanted to fight:
they retreated into the forests, lived off roots and bark; gaunt, dry as
skeletons, they kept the last breath that they had in their bodies to stick
a knife between your ribs. Just let them get away. They wouldn't find so
much as a grain of millet to calm their hunger.

Some villages were made of houses like the dwellings of civilized
people; others were nothing but collections of shacks. They all had
palisades around them, and some looked like real little fortresses,
with Union Jacks flapping around—the last, pointless provocation.
But it wasn’t a matter of besieging them: you took up position, set
up cannon and mortars, waited for the order, and started to rain just
punishment down upon the enemy.
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Artilleryman André Brillemann took a sip and passed the bottle
on.

The track that ran from the village was a long line of hollow faces,
drained and aching bodies. The prisoners—old men, women and
children— proceeded in silence. The women covered their faces
with the hems of the blankets that they wore as surcoats; their
infants rode on their backs or were strapped to their chests. The old
men kept their eyes on the ground, on the dust and the hardened
mud.

The artilleryman hated that part of his duty. Witnessing the
processions of the defeated, even of those defeated, did not thrill
him. Grief is a kind of aura, a mark of evil, and staying too closely
in contact with suffering makes the body’s humors rot, it makes you
age prematurely. The weeks of the campaign seemed like months,
years. When it came to setting up a gun, calculating its elevation,
loading it, and lighting the fuse, André was fine; those acts were
orderly, meticulous, a kind of art. The gun crew was a well-rehearsed
orchestra. It was clean work.

He thanked fate for making him an artilleryman. Raiding villages
and tormenting harmless people didn’t suit him. But here, he was
among infantrymen. They pushed the slower walkers with their rifle
butts, yelled and cursed and sniggered.

An old Indian woman tripped and fell to the ground. Without
thinking, Brillemann helped her to her feet.

“Why don’t you give her your jacket as well, Good Samaritan?”

The artilleryman stirred. The voice belonged to an ex-Mohawk
Valley militiaman who was scouring the countryside in the wake of
the rebel army, along with a gang of ugly thugs: a Delaware Indian,
an ex-merchant from Albany, two fur-hunters. The man’s face was
mocking and hostile. His name sprang into Brillemann’s mind.

“What do you mean by that, Mr. Klug?”

Behind Klug another of the thugs pushed his way through.

“I can’t stand emotion being wasted on people like that,” he said,
indicating the line of people behind him with a quick wave of his
hand. “No one can call themselves an American patriot and feel
pity for those animals.” The guide’s face radiated hatred. Behind
him was the group of irregulars, angular faces, eyes narrowed to
slits.

“Leave this soldier alone.”
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Sergeant Harinck’s low, resolute voice would have dissuaded
anyone. But before he could interpose himself between Brillemann
and his persecutors, Klug hurled himself at the artilleryman, who
fell to the ground, on his back. Klug held him tightly, pressing his
left hand against his throat, battering him with his right.

The artilleryman resisted with the strength of desperation. Their
bodies started rolling in the dust, followed by cries, kicks, curses, as
around them artillerymen and irregulars came to blows.

General Sullivan had been tempted to inflict exemplary punishment.
But he, at least, would adhere to the code of war. The men who had
passed before him had swollen faces, torn uniforms. No one would
confess the cause of the brawl. The irregulars who seemed to have
provoked it had disappeared. He would have to punish the victims:
the code of war was clear on the matter.

Sullivan thought of the blood that would flow under the lash.
Never mind, the earth was drenched with it anyway. He signed the
order. The men came out of the tent, cuffs on their wrists, driven on
by rifle-butts.

It was the last duty of the day. He called his batsman and told him
to let no one in. He poured a glass of sherry.

In the lamplight, on the table that served as his desk, Sullivan
opened the book that had gone with him through the whole of
his career. De bello gallico. It was appropriate for the context, and
rereading it had brought him moments of great enthusiasm, had
made him think, had given him countless models and examples.
They were approaching Fort Niagara, the Alesia of the loyalists.
The glory of the world is transitory. Once the fall of the Six Nations
would have been unthinkable. Now the death throes of that ancient
power were interwoven with the rise of a new nation.

At the start of the war, terror had run through the coastal cities.
It was believed that hordes of Indians might emerge from the
forests and set everything on fire. Burgoyne, who had surrendered
at Saratoga, had ridden out those fantasies and published a sonnet
in which he spoke of the Indians as “ten thousand dogs of Hell,”
ready to avenge the honor of England. Stupid. A tyrant protected
by a band of savages, that was the face he had given to his own king.

There was no room for the past in America.
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A beating of wings and wind in the feathers. The view precedes the
descent toward the column of smoke that will soon obscure the sun.
The bird flies over the blazing glade. Among the fields, skeletons
emerge that once were shacks, houses, storehouses. A town.

Wing-beat. Another turn above the ruins. Corpses swollen with
the heat of the fire or twisted like pieces of dry wood. On a pile of
bodies, the only survivor, a dog, barks madly at the snake climbing
back up the hill. The woodpecker flies in that direction to get a
better view. The vast creature moves over the northwestern slope,
in search of fresh prey. A poisonous centipede, its tail pointed and
gleaming, its back bristling with prickles. The woodpecker makes
out men, animals, wheels, metal. It settles on a branch to watch
them passing below. The smell they give off is frightening, and their
eyes, as numerous as the stars, still reflect the glare of the fire, are
reddened by its fog. At the head there’s a man on a horse as black as
night. He wears a blue uniform and his name is Destruction. In his
saddlebag he keeps a book. With his gaze he guards the future. At
his side he carries a golden sword for the head of his enemy.

Wing-beat. The woodpecker flies away in alarm, heading west. It
passes the army, flies over the forest and the hill. The air is cool and
clean again. It looks down, scouring the dense growth of trees along
the torrent. A rank of men is climbing the ridge, moving rapidly to
reach the best position.

The woodpecker flies down. At the head of the group an Indian
runs, blood-red uniform open to show the marks of war. Crossed on
his chest are two big pistols, Hatred and Revenge. He is a warrior
and a chief. A thousand of them follow him, a pack of wolves, fangs
bared to gnash with rage in the face of destiny. They dart among the
trees like arrows, they vanish and reappear, forest ghosts clutching
at a glimmer of good fortune. They are Indians. They are white men.

They have been fighting together for too long to tell the difference.
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Another beat of the wings. The woodpecker dips to the side,
performs a wide turn and comes back above them, just in time to see
them arranged on the rocks, rifles aimed and hearts in their mouths,
waiting for the advancing horizon.

Wing-beat. The flight gains altitude, climbs over what remains
of Seneca territory. The monster tears up one piece at a time. The
fire burns the foundation of the Longhouse and climbs along the
walls.

The bird heads further to the northwest, very quickly, until it
glimpses the shore of the great lake and the squat battlements of
the fort overlooking the water. It passes over the camp of tents and
shacks that clings to Fort Niagara in a desperate embrace. It sees
the English sentries throwing the remains of their rations over the
palisade for the crowd waiting below. Children with swollen bellies
slip through the legs of the adults, hunting for the best morsels.

The bird’s descent reveals a little ship that has recently docked.
An effort to slow down and settle on the wall.

The woodpecker looks at the woman wrapped in a rough woolen
shawl, standing firmly on the fo'c’sle. The sun lights up her resolute
features. The sailors don’t approach or speak to her. She turns and
stretches out her hand to stroke the plumage of the creature, which
takes flight again a moment later.

Molly’s visions abandoned her. Again she saw the flat expanse that
separated her from the time to come, and her thoughts were honed
by the cold air of morning.

Come with me to the Garden, my love, in the middle of the Waters.

You are near, I feel it, on this lake that reflects our sky, the sky of
the valley that we will never see again. I bring it with me, tied to the
thread of hope that sustains the fate of our people. So little remains.
Our life is running out, and another must begin, if that is what our
Heavenly Father has in store for us.

He makes the wind blow and fill the sails. I need the speed of
flight. To Montreal and Quebec. They will have to help us or receive
my curse.

Peter died fighting the enemies of their king. My family left
behind lands, estates, farms. My people abandoned the belly of the
nation. They will have to grant us our due, or lose the last crumb of
honor before the generations to come.
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We are due a house, to welcome the children that still remain.
We are due a land, to plant the seeds that we have saved from
destruction. To make the grass grow above us, when the time comes.

We are due a new sky, free of cannon smoke, a sky we can ask for
a sign of the future with the serenity of the past.
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They reached the fort at midday. Marching at their head was Joseph
Brant, followed by a meager unit of Volunteers and Rangers.
Kanatawakhon, Oronhyateka and Kanenonte brought up the rear,
like dogs guarding a herd.

The Hough brothers and Daniel Secord had remained behind
with the bulk of the troop, along with John Butler’s Rangers. Many
others had gone back to their farms and families, too weary to keep
fighting. Some would turn up again in the spring, ready to start over.
There were few Seneca warriors still willing to fight; most of them,
exhausted, wanted to negotiate a separate peace with the rebels.

Colonel Bolton had lined up the garrison for the present arms.

As he crossed the camp and threw open the gate to the fort,
Joseph saw nothing but wretchedness. Fear had abandoned these
places, leaving only resignation. Refugees and prisoners mingled
in the large expanse of tents and shacks, crushed by the same fate.
Season after season the waves of human beings had superimposed
themselves upon one another, stratified within the battlements,
growths of moss on a tree trunk.

Another autumn was quickly approaching. The leaves slipped
onto the lake, to form moving islands of yellow and orange. Joseph
thought it might be the last one for all of them.

Bolton invited him into the officers’ quarters. Joseph followed
him, too tired even to reply.

“Captain Brant,” Bolton began when they were sitting down. “I
don’t imagine you bring good news.”

Joseph raised his chin to elude the sleep that had been pursuing
him for days. The march on Fort Niagara had been uninterrupted.
He said, “Sullivan is heading for Geneseo. In Newtown we set an
ambush for him, but he smelled a rat and started firing at us with
cannon. We could only look on as he destroyed the Seneca villages
one after another and burned the fields. He has four thousand men
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with him, and heavy artillery. We are organizing the last defense.
I’ve come to recruit all able-bodied men.”

“I won’t beat around the bush, Captain Brant. The situation
is desperate here. Half of these people won’t survive the winter.
Needless to say, when the continentals arrive I will be able to
evacuate only my soldiers.”

“Where’s my sister?”

Bolton sighed. “She has left for Canada. She wants to meet the
governor. They need ships and somewhere to take your people.”

Joseph thought of the mass of desperate people out there. He
thought of Molly on the far side of the great lake. He thought of
his son, who had sought refuge with Margaret in Cayuga. There was
still something he could do.

They hung on his lips as he showed them how to take aim. The
target was a log forty yards away. One at a time the boys tried to fire,
and received advice from Philip.

“You must never stay where you are after firing, but always run
after your prey.”

One of the older boys objected that if he missed, his prey would
escape and he would certainly never catch up with it.

Philip nodded. He said, “But what if it was injured? It will carry
on until it runs out of strength. Then you will be there beside it, to
take its life. You will thank its soul for granting you its flesh and
skin. You will thank God and your strong legs.” Then he noticed a
silhouette at the edge of the shore and stopped speaking.

“When will you take us deer hunting?”

Philip ignored the question. A familiar figure stepped forward.
Behind it he recognized Kanatawakhon, motionless as a statue, his
rifle held in the hollow of his elbow. The young men watched the
new arrival with big, attentive eyes.

Joseph spoke.

“You won’t be hunting deer this year. A more important task
awaits you.” His voice was firm. “An army is threatening the fort and
your families. You will have to fight for them.”

Silence fell.

“Who will lead us into battle?” someone asked. Everyone turned
toward Philip, waiting for an answer, but the hunter remained
impassive.
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“I, Joseph Brant””

The name made an impact: they knew it well. They craned their
necks, murmured to one another.

“We set off tomorrow at dawn. Get hold of a rifle. But any
other weapon will do.” With a nod he dismissed the boys, who ran
excitedly away.

Philip got up and walked to the water, letting the waves lap his
moccasins. Joseph joined him. Their footprints mingled in the sand
until they stood side by side, looking out at the great liquid surface.

Philip noticed that Joseph had aged. His face was lined, his body
a heavy hulk.

“Have you come to recruit the little boys?”

“And the old men, Joseph replied. “We’re marching against
Sullivan. I came to say good-bye. We might not see each other again.”

The sun was beginning to extend its trail of light across the water.
Philip said to himself that in view of such peace it was strange to
think that the world was coming to an end. Long blond hair flashed
through his mind. Something remote touched that final foothold
in that slow wait for the end. Molly had gone beyond the stretch of
water, in search of a future. There was no telling whether she would
come back in time.

“You remember many years ago, when we escaped the ford in the
river?” asked Joseph. “One of the two of us could have died then.
And yet we were the ones, and not the more expert warriors, who
killed the enemy and came out alive.”

Philip watched the waves smoothing the sand and erasing their
footprints.

“After all, we have been walking the same path since the start,
Joseph Brant”

“There’s still a way to go,” added Joseph.

Philip gazed at the lake again.
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The unit was ready at dawn. They filled their knapsacks with
provisions and ammunition. Boys with rifles longer than they were
embraced their mothers. Men bent beneath the weight of time
displayed old tomahawks and said good-bye to their ancient wives.

Tekarihoga witnessed the scene from a distance, murmuring a
litany. Wrapped in a colored blanket and with a crest of feathers on
his head, he looked like an emaciated rooster. In the Niagara winters
he had lost weight and a fair number of teeth.

A young child hid beside the box he was sitting on and peered out at
the preparations from behind the flaps of the blanket. The old man peered
at him from the corner of his eye. He looked intense and adult. Poverty
and hunger make you grow up in a hurry. War makes you decrepit.

“Don’t let them see you, or they’ll give you a rifle too,” he said.

The child retreated nervously.

“Master of Life, listen to me,” murmured Tekarihoga, as Joseph
emerged powerfully from his quarters. “Guide Thayendanegea’s arm
and keep his heart firm always.”

Joseph Brant wore a scarlet jacket over deerskin trousers. He had
shaved his head, and the tuft stood out on the top of his skull.

“See that he leads these men into battle like a great chief;
Tekarihoga went on. “And if his day should have come, grant him
an honorable death.”

Joseph reached the middle of the clearing, where Kanatawakhon
was waiting to hand him his weapons. He crossed the handles of the
pistols over his chest and gripped the rifle. At that moment he saw
the old sachem approaching.

“Bless me, noble Tekarihoga.”

The old warrior touched his forehead with his hand.

“The right way can be found within all men. May your star shine
over your path.” He raised his hand and kept it open. “I salute you,
noble Thayendanegea.”
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Joseph thanked the old sachem with a nod of his head.
He turned toward the throng, toward their tired and frightened
eyes.

It was not the night’s dreams that had put her on the alert. She had
woken before dawn, in Molly’s house, and understood why, the
previous evening, she had found a garland of wheat outside the
door. She had been stupid. She had been as excited as a little girl.
That nuptial symbol was not a gift, but a message. Joy had clouded
her mind. Now all was clear, though she would have given anything
to be mistaken.

She froze in the cabin doorway.

Philip was putting his bag over his shoulder. His rifle was beside
him, his knives were in his belt.

Esther was seized with rage.

“Why?” she asked.

Philip came over to her and touched her hand.

“They’re younger than Peter. 'm not leaving them on their own.”

Esther shook her head, unable to speak, and felt the tears finding
their way again, after staying buried in the depths of her soul for a
long time.

He shook her hand. She hugged him, her mouth very close to his
cheek.

“Take me away from this destruction.”

Philip stroked her hair and her face.

“Prepare a boat. I'll be back.”

Esther clung to him, breathing his breath.

“We must live, Philip. We must live for those who cannot.” Her
voice cracked.

He dried her tears with a caress.

Esther felt short of breath. She realized she couldn’t think about
the next moment, the coming hour, the next day. She was frozen on
the brink of an abyss, and begged heaven that she might really fall,
that they might be turned into statues, that nothing could dissolve
that embrace.

Philip hugged her harder.

“T'll come and get you and we’ll go away from here.”

“Swear you will,” she said.

“I swear it, Esther Johnson.”
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He pulled away from her and stroked her face once more.
“Say it again,” she hissed, holding back her sobs.

“I swear it.”

She felt him picking up his rifle.

She didn’t look up to watch him walk away.

Tekarihoga saw him reaching the group. The young men smiled.
Some raised their rifles in the air and uttered cries of enthusiasm.
Joseph gave the order and they began to run.

They passed swiftly and lightly in front of the sachems.

“Look, little one,” said the old man, turning to the child crouching
at his feet. “Look very carefully. One day, when I am long dead,
you will be able to say you saw Thayendanegea and Ronaterihonte
running together.”
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When he felt a splinter stuck under his eye, Henry Hough decided
he wouldn’t be caught like a rat in a trap. Time was on the enemy’s
side. Trusting to speed had been the only mistake in a simple plan.

Sullivan’s vanguard had lost contact with most of the army. The
cannon hadn’t been able to cross a ford, and the soldiers had had
to stop and build a bridge. Meanwhile the men ahead of them
had gained at least a day’s march. The idea had been to attack this
advance guard on the track, take them prisoner and then rejoin
the others for the great ambush. If Joseph Brant came quickly with
reinforcements from Niagara, so much the better. Otherwise they
would do it on their own.

John Butler had given the plan his approval. The encirclement
had gone smoothly, but those twenty bastards had taken refuge in
a clump of rocks, and they seemed to be the most accurate shots
in the whole of America. There was no way of flushing them out,
and the others might catch up to them before they used up all their
ammunition. Four thousand men and a battery of cannon. Some rat
in a trap.

Hough joined the Butlers, who were spying on the enemy from
behind a tree.

“They can keep us here as long as they like!” he roared. “We've
got to flush them out of there”

Walter Butler glared at him, as his father’s jaw flexed nervously.

“To hell with us!” he shouted in Hough’s face. “If they get away
from us, they’ll warn Sullivan and the ambush will fail”

Hough looked beyond the smoke from the guns. He could make
out the red hair of one of the snipers. He assessed the distance as
about seventy yards. They had to close in on them: there was no
alternative. Force them to give up those damned rocks, push them
even farther toward Secord’s unit, like birds in a net. Their own
numerical superiority was crushing, and if they stayed together they
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would sacrifice no more than twenty men. He hoped he wouldn’t be
one of that number.

As he started running, weapons in his fists, he saw that the others
were quickly gaining on him. He fired straight ahead, without even
aiming,

A few steps and the impact nearly threw him to the ground.

The bastards had launched themselves not back toward net, but
forward, toward the beaters. Birds never did that.

He saw his brother spitting blood, impaled on a bayonet.

He unsheathed his hunting knife and flung himself onward,
striking his adversary in the leg, the arm, the neck, until he slumped
to the ground.

He clung to his brother, who was panting on the ground. He
wrapped his arm around his shoulder to support him.

Blood stained his hands, his jacket, his face.

“Holy Christ, Johnny.”

“Henry. I'm dying, Henry. . ”

“Johnny.” He tried to lift his brother’s head, which had fallen
back. “Johnny”

His brother’s body slumped lifeless in his arms.

Secord’s unit was the first to return to camp. They brought
battered-looking men, with ropes around their necks.

“We took these four; left eleven more lying on the ground,” said
Secord. “If we counted properly at the beginning, five got away.”

The last words cut through the warriors like a knife. The survivors
would alarm Sullivan. The ambush would fail, and the capital of
the Senecas was less than ten miles away. If they couldn’t count on
surprise, there was no way of avoiding its destruction. The rebel
army would perform its task, with the attention to detail for which
it was already legendary. The western door of the Longhouse would
collapse, and from that doorway Sullivan’s cannon would aim at
Fort Niagara.

John Butler was grimly silent. He glanced at the prisoners. He
ordered the two white men to be brought to his tent and left the
Oneidas to the warriors, so they could vent their rage.

Henry Hough appeared in front of him.

“Why do they get to have all the fun?”

Butler stared into his eyes and what he saw there made him

shudder.
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“It’s what prisoners do,” he said. “Indians against Indians.”

Secord appeared behind his mate’s back, standing near the
entrance of the tent to which the rebels had been brought. Walter
Butler came and stood alongside his father, ready to pounce.

“Whites against whites,” said Hough.

Butler understood. He glanced around: no one was paying any
attention to what was going on. The warriors danced in a circle. They
had pulled out the intestines from the belly of one of the Oneidas,
and were using them to tie him to the trunk of an oak tree.

Sweat poured into his eyes. Hough was drenched as well, and he
lifted the brim of his hat slightly and ran a hand over his cropped
hair before turning to stare at him again. Butler felt his son slumping
forward, and stopped him with his hand.

“To hell with it;” he hissed, before walking away, dragging Walter
with him.

In the doorway they waited for their eyes to get used to the darkness.
They recognized the prisoners, sitting down, hands bound behind
their backs. Secord went and stood in a corner, found the tortoise
rattles and started shaking them. Hough went and sat next to the
fair-haired man and looked at him for a long time.

“Im Lieutenant Boyd, of the continental American army. I
declare myself a prisoner of Captain Brant.”

Hough nodded seriously.

“Lieutenant. Would you like to become captain? Or even
colonel?” He took out his dagger and began to clean his nails.

The prisoner looked at him in disbelief.

“I wouldnt” said Hough. “'m a volunteer, I have no
responsibilities. I'm leaving this war when I think the time is right,
and no one can tell me otherwise.”

He turned to the other bound man, who eyed the blade nervously.
Henry Hough leapt forward and cleanly cut through one of his
nostrils.

Blood splashed on the tent wall. The cries roused no one.

Boyd shrank, his face pale and terrified.

Secord shook the rattles again, with false cheerfulness.

“I'm here for only two reasons,” Hough went on. “The first was
to defend my house, down in Oquaga, but one of your men burned
it down.”
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He walked back to the lieutenant, grabbed the hair at the back
of his neck and slipped a handful of earth into his mouth. Then,
with his thumb, he began to press out one of his eyes, with the same
mechanical determination he would have used to remove a stone
from a peach.

“The second is that I've developed a liking for it” he said as his
fingernail plunged into the eye-socket.

The lieutenant groaned, gulped down the earth, tried to speak,
but a second clod shut him up.

The other man stirred himself. Blood ran down his neck and
chest. He said they had information to barter in exchange for their
lives. A punch in the mouth put him right, and the invitation to
express himself openly if his split lip permitted.

“Let me have a word with Captain Brant,” the lieutenant panted
before the other man spoke.

Hough looked at them, and without a word he left the tent.

He came back shortly afterward. Secord had stopped shaking the
rattles, the prisoners were naked, and one of them was sobbing.

The lieutenant was speaking agitatedly to the Indian who
crouched before him.

“Tell Captain Brant, in exchange for his clemency we can let him
know General Sullivan’s plans.”

“What is he saying?” asked the Seneca, addressing Secord in his
own language.

“It doesn’t matter. Go on.”

The Indian got the embers ready. Hough took a bag of pigs’ ears
out of his knapsack and started chewing them along with his friend,
enjoying the scene. Secord picked up the rattles and started shaking
them again, to drown the screams.

At last the lieutenant raised a hand. Secord interrupted him.

Hough gulped down his mouthful, came over and listened to the
prisoner’s Whispers.

“Good, Licutenant Boyd, you were keen that Captain Brant
should know this,” he said. “I will tell him, you have my word.”

“Mercy;” Boyd managed to mumble.

His head slumped forward onto Hough’s shoulder. The other
man began stroking his golden hair, ignoring the prisoner’s pleas.

“Listen. My house isn’t there any more, as I've already told you,
and neither is my brother. He was an idiot, but I loved him and he
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was all the family I had. Maybe you killed him, maybe you didn’t.
As chance would have it, you were the one who crossed my path
today. The unfathomable will of God. For us, the war ends here. 'm
taking you with me to Genesco. I will receive your general in an
appropriate fashion.”
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They had been running for four days. They had allowed themselves
just enough time to eat and rest, to gather their strength. The oldest
were starting to lag behind. Philip had decided to march at the back
of the column, to be sure that no one collapsed. Even the boys were
tired. They had never made such an effort.

It wouldn’t be long now. Geneseo was about twenty miles away.
The next day they would reach Butler’s camp, join up with the bulk
of the contingent.

This could be their last moment of rest before the clash.

Sitting in the middle of the bivouac, Philip studied the faces one
by one, as if looking at a fresco. These bodies exuded an energy that
didn’t smell of blood and lead. They looked like the residents of an
unknown city, marching to stop a hurricane or a flood.

He looked at the little boys with their incredulous eyes, and
couldn’t imagine them fighting with knives. He saw them in the
forest, hunting deer, or swimming in a river. He watched the elderly
warriors and wondered not how many enemies they might kill but
where they would take their families at the start of winter. He saw
them surrounded by children and grandchildren, dying in their
parents’ village, not covered by dust and blood. He looked at the
white volunteers who escorted Joseph, and saw merchants, farmers,
blacksmiths, and carpenters.

He had new eyes. Perhaps he would see the same things on the
faces of the enemy.

Sullivan’s men were Germans, Dutchmen, English and Irish
Whigs, Corsican exiles, Swiss mercenaries, Oneida and Tuscarora
guides. Certainly, some of them were fighting for a principle, but
others for money, others still out of fear or a desire for glory. Some
had followed their older brothers, some had enlisted against their
fathers” will. Some were driven by hatred, others by personal gain.
Philip knew about the motto that Sullivan carried on his banners:
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“Civilization or death to all savages.” His soldiers yelled it in chorus,
in a toast to destruction. They yelled it at the stone houses and the
cultivated fields, at the woolen clothes and the rifles. They yelled it
at an alliance of peoples who had long ago adopted a law of peace.
They yelled it to say that anyone not like themselves deserved
extermination. And yet none of them resembled one another.

Philip looked at the plain again. After many moons he was ready
to fight once more, even if he no longer had a people to defend.

We must live, Esther repeated in his mind.

Had coming events permitted, he would have gone back to try

and find that new beginning she spoke of, that spring.

The sentries who signaled their arrival seemed to have picked up the
mood of the camp. A feeling of demobilization.

Joseph led the column of old men and children around the fires
that were still lit, so that they could rest and eat something. Philip
came up beside him and touched his arm. He pointed to the war
poles: under a cloud of flies, two eviscerated Oneidas. The younger
men looked at them, impressed.

Joseph froze. He saw John Butler coming toward him.

“The news isn’t good, Joseph Brant.”

In a few phrases Butler told them about the failed attack on the
enemy vanguard.

Joseph took the blow.

“Sullivan is too clever to be taken by surprise, now that he’s been
warned,” Butler added. “We can’t fight a battle in the open field.
There are too many of them. Geneseo is doomed.”

Joseph looked at Philip. He saw his own disappointment reflected
in his friend’s eyes. Running had been pointless. He gestured at the
men taking down the tents.

“Where are they going?”

“Home,” Butler replied, as he studied the ragtag band that had
come from Niagara. “Send these boys back. Let them go home to
their mothers.” Then he noticed gray hair. “And their children,
he added. “There’s nothing more we can do. It’s over, Joseph. The
Senecas were fighting for Geneseo, nothing else. Now they’ll come
back to die of hunger and cold in Fort Niagara.” He bit into a piece
of tobacco. “Our men want to go home as well. Those who still have
one. The others I'm taking with me to Oswego. When Sir John
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comes down from Montreal with reinforcements, we’ll resume the
war.”

“Are you abandoning Fort Niagara?”

Butler sighed and came closer, as if to share a secret.

“We have extorted information from the prisoners. Niagara isn’t
Sullivan’s objective.”

Joseph said nothing, assessing this most unexpected piece of
information.

“He’s heading east,” added the Irishman.

In the silence that followed, Joseph’s thoughts traveled quickly,
covering the plain as far as Five Fingers, and then still further, to the
Mohawk Valley.

“He wants to destroy the other towns, said Butler. “Sweep
everything away.”

Joseph stared at the embers. The temptation to call it a day was
strong. The weariness of the journey was about to defeat him. He
had used up his strength keeping anxiety at bay.

He thought of how the Six Nations would soon be ashes.
Abandoned to their fate by the allies. First Guy Johnson. Then Sir
John and Daniel Claus. Now, finally, John Butler. He had fought by
Joseph’s side until the last, but now, even for him, the Indians were a
millstone of three thousand starving people.

His son’s voice claimed Butler’s attention. Walter was ready, the
Rangers were arranging themselves in a column.

“Come with us,” said the old Irishman.

Joseph remained motionless.

“We will wait for you in Oswego,” added Butler, his face grim.

Behind him, the Rangers began marching, silent and weary.
The Senecas set off in dribs and drabs, little groups of warriors
disappearing along the path. Joseph checked the provisions and the
water in the canteen.

“Sullivan’s heading east,” he said, turning to Philip. “The first town
along the way is Cayuga. My children are down there. My mother.”

“It’s nearly ninety miles away.”

“Bring the old people and the children back to Niagara,” Joseph
ordered him.

“They’ve come as far as this. They’ll find their way back,” replied
his friend, slinging his rifle over his shoulder. “In Cayuga there are
old people and children. We must get them all out.”
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“Just us two?”

Philip pointed behind him.

“Apparently not”

Joseph turned and saw Kanatawakhon standing a few feet away,
leaning on the barrel of his rifle, ready to leave. Without another
word, the three men headed toward the edge of the camp, but the
figures of two warriors appeared on the path in front of them.

“Do you want to face Sullivan on your own?” asked Oronhyateka.

“We are going to save my children,” Joseph replied.

“A memorable venture?” asked Kanenonte.

“One worthy of a son of the Wolf clan.”

Kanenonte smiled, and Oronhyateka launched into the ululation
of war.

They walked across the plain and into the depths of the trees,
urged on by the twilight and by fate, an army of five men and many
ghosts.

They ran to save a clutch of souls from the Apocalypse. They ran,
because it was written thus. Time was ending, and everything was
reaching its conclusion.
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Left-Hand Twin is ice. He is the lord of winter, cold, slippery, sharp
as rock crystal. He is a storm from the northeast, a chill that slips
between the chinks of the shacks. Man of Ice, Cold Cold Heart,
Mirror of Stone: some say that his true nature is the Whirlwind.

Right-Hand Twin is fire. He is the lord of summer, hot, damp,
soft ground. He is a warm breeze from the southeast, he is a flame
that boils water and cooks food. Master of Life, Support of the Sky,
God the Father: some say that his nature is the Sun’s Ray.

Destruction, too, comes from the southeast, but it is a cloud full of
hailstones that gathers, filling the sky. Lightning rains down from its
belly; its messengers devastate the earth. In the cloud there is fire, but
it does not belong to Right-Hand Twin. The whites have usurped its
direction—since they crossed the ocean everythinghasbeen confused,
and mourning often comes from the east. Rum smallpox on a skeletal
horse, and now this: columns of rifles, bayonets, and cannon. Fire
drives the white man’s heart. Incessant, frantic blood feeds endless
expanses of men, more than one could possibly imagine, more than
the greatest flock of migrating birds. They wait for Destruction to
spill out like locusts and put an end to our days.

At the dimming of a short, cold day, General Sullivan made the
decision. A pale rain fell on the canvas of the tents and on his
tricorn; the horses’ nostrils gave off puffs of steam. The men walked
with their heads lowered. No drums, no fifes, flags drenched with
water. Weariness. Once past Geneseo, the next stage could only be
Niagara. An English garrison, refugees, many warriors. They would
certainly have received provisions and ammunition from Canada.
Winter threatened to be long and cold. It would be a terrible siege,
not only for those inside.

Sullivan had thought for months and months about the wedge-
shaped fortifications. The walls were solid. There, even the Tories
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had cannons. Sullivan thought again of recent events. War between
different peoples, without laws, is inevitably cruel; there are no
pauses for pity, and the beast reveals itself in its most repugnant
forms. In his mind Sullivan saw Lieutenant Boyd tied to a tree on
the path to Geneseo. Decapitated, eviscerated—his own innards
the cords that bound him, like a grotesque ornament, a hideous
offering to the demons of the savages. He felt in the depths of his
soul that his mission must be pursued to its conclusion, coldly and
intelligently, to free the future nation from such scandalous and
immoral neighbors.

Sullivan had made his mind up. He would turn back, he would
not contravene Washington’s orders: to lay waste the territory of the
Six Nations, and sow their fields with salt. Delenda est Carthago.
Every house had to be destroyed, all farmland ruined, all traces of
the presence of the Indians erased.

The right thing to do. Veer eastward, toward Cayuga and the
Mohawk Valley.

There are times when wisdom is folly, recklessness the only wisdom.
The death of a man gives life to worms and larvae. Then they, too,
die, and from the loam arise the village fires. Children nurse, and
young men paint their faces, preparing to deal out more death.

Sky Woman asked the Twins: “Do you know where you came
from? And do you know where you will go when your journey on
this earth is over?”

Right-Hand Twin replied: “I know: we descended from the sky,
from the world above the clouds. I will not forget it. When the time
is right, I will return to the place I came from.”

Sky Woman rejoiced. “I will call you He Who Supports the Sky.”

Then she turned to the other one. Left-Hand Twin said: “What
need have I to know where I come from and where I will go when I
leave the earth? Don’t give me a headache by talking about another
world, because now I am in this one. I am young, I am strong, and
there is plenty of amusement here.”

They were always like that. Following the army, finishing its work.
Sullivan concerned himself with laying waste, destroying, uprooting:
the plundering wasn’t too accurate. After the last rearguard action
came the turn of the irregulars.
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When the soldiers had passed the horizon, or lost themselves in
the dense belly of the forest, the women who had managed to flee
returned, the bravest first of all. They came back in dribs and drabs:
if you concentrated on the first group, you had all the time in the
world to do what you needed to do. You had to stay in hiding, spy
on their movements, see where the savages had hidden the most
precious things. Usually they buried them. Then Nathaniel Gordon
and his men came out of hiding and began the dance. There is no
war without plunder, no plunder without rape, and a good rape is
crowned with a killing.

Klug counted the gold coins drawn from a coffer of wood and
leather. There was a lot of money in there. He told himself again
and again that his choice had been right: after being thrown out of
the militia, he had thought he would need a bit more war and a few
more scalps before returning to German Flatts as a patriot.

He glanced inside. Nathaniel Gordon was giving orders to the
others; the Delaware guide was laughing and running after a dog.
His hat with the ears fell and rolled in the dust.

At some point the dog stopped, turned around, legs straight, and
started barking and baring its teeth. The Delaware crushed its head
with his tomahawk.

Christ, what was the savage doing? He had taken out his knife
and opened up its belly, started skinning it, exposing the muscles
and thin layer of fat to the cold. The others had lit a fire.

“Do you want some, too, Klug?”

“Christ, no! I don’t eat the food of savages, for God’s sake.”

Nathaniel Gordon sniggered. “You really are a peasant, Klug.
And I thought these weeks would have weaned you.” His cold eyes
stared into the German’s. “As far as I’'m concerned, this meat is
excellent” He bared his yellow teeth and bit into a haunch of the
dog. He chewed complacently. “After waging war, I get incredibly
hungry. I'd even roast the savages’ kids, if I could find any.”

The company burst out laughing. The Delaware cleaned his teeth
with the tip of his knife. Nathaniel Gordon went on: “Come on,
Klug, you don’t know what you're missing. I don’t want you to
offend your primitive friend.”

Klug noisily exhaled. His companions were scary. All too easy to
displease these people. And yet he hadn’t pulled out, not even of the
most repugnant ventures.
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The crows described broad circles above the smoke of the ruins. A
cloud of steam formed in front of mouths and noses, before quickly
vanishing. Klug gulped and accepted a piece of meat. He brought it

to his mouth and began to chew.
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Another month, then the frost, the snow, lethargy. Big prey was
rare in the cold season, and the forests around Lake Cayuga were
no exception. That month would let everyone know whether Isaac
Brant was a good hunter. Whether he could kill his first deer at the
age of twelve, like the best warriors of the nation.

As he cleaned his rifle he studied the day ahead. Veils of mist
passed over the village. The big houses of squared-off tree trunks
came into view, and beyond the palisade the crests of beech trees
broke through the gray.

When he emerged, the sun was behind the mountains and the
toads were out enjoying the damp air. He took a little flask from
his pocket and poured into his throat rum that tasted of molasses
and tobacco. He checked his gunpowder, cartridges and knife one
last time, then had another swig. He could take it easy: no one
was waiting for him apart from the deer he had dreamed of. For
months he had gone hunting on his own. There wasn’t much choice
of company in Cayuga: little children, women, old men with poor
eyesight who didn’t want to make fools of themselves in front of a
boy. Other young men hunted in groups, but they made so much
noise that they never caught anything,

Grandma Margaret’s voice struck him in the back of the neck.
Isaac saw her and stayed at a distance: the old woman’s stench turned
his stomach. She was always wrapped up in that blanket, sitting in
her armchair, all day and at night as well.

“There’s a dark patch on the sun and the wind smells of fire and
carrion.”

Isaac walked away, cursing. The sun hadn’t yet appeared and the
wind hadn’t breathed for days.

In the road, a little boy waved to him over his mother’s shoulder.
Isaac quickened his pace: a real hunter has eyes only for his prey.
Women and kids are pointless distractions.

484g.indd 463 31/03/2010 17:27:18



464 WU MING

He took a path into the forest that crossed a deer track, five miles
uphill. He hadn’t walked two hundred yards when a sound made him
freeze. Feet running, branches breaking. A hubbub that no hunter
would make, not even when following a fawn at breakneck speed.

Isaac hid behind a tree trunk, his mind in torment. His right half
hoped they were strangers, his left that they were enemies.

He raised the barrel of his rifle and at that precise moment the
sound stopped. Silence, except for the distant wailing of doves. Then
a rustling sound that started at a point high up the hill, multiplied,
and ran in several directions.

They were surrounding him. He instinctively ran down the hill.
One of his pursuers yelled, and Isaac recognized the war cry of the
Wolf clan, slowed down for a moment and turned back. Out of
the corner of his eye he spotted a shadow coming toward him, but
didn’t have time to move. He found himself on the ground.

“Isaac? Stop, it’s Isaac.”

It was the voice of Jacob Kanatawakhon, who was already getting
to his feet and holding out his hand.

Immediately after him came Isaac’s father. “Where are Christina
and Margaret?”

Other men from Canajoharie appeared. Philip Lacroix, Jethro
Kanenonte, Paul Oronhyateka.

“Get up, we have to warn everyone. Sullivan’s army is a few miles
from here.”

Isaac ignored the hand and got to his feet by himself.

He opened his eyes wide. He was surrounded by the bravest
warriors of the clan, and felt that this day would stay in his memory
more than any great hunt.

He beckoned them to follow, and set off headlong for Cayuga.

The nights were cold and tense, a dark abyss. Beneath the weight of
the blankets, Klug lay cramped like a sick animal, his back and legs
shivering. After drowsing for a long time, he fell asleep just before
dawn, only to be immediately woken by a kick in the ribs, a furious
cry. The life of a raider was hard. And then there was that business
about the dog meat. He didn’t know why, but he had a sense that
after that episode something had changed.

Now they were on reconnaissance. They couldnt light fires

to cook, so for days they had lived on dried meat, and Klug had
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a knot where his guts should have been. He never dreamed. For a
few minutes he went into a funnel of darkness, when the thoughts
running through his head left him free. For days, that was the only
sleep he had had.

A damp sensation on his forehead and his cheeks. He opened his
eyes and looked up. The face struggled to take shape, emerging out
of a vague blur: Nathaniel Gordon, tall as a giant, was pulling on his
breeches. Klug suddenly sat up. The band exploded into grotesque
laughter. The Delaware’s body shook, his eyes streamed, his mouth
laughed and laughed, coarsely, shrilly. A wail came from his throat,
like a skinned pig or an Indian squaw when you opened her legs.

Nathaniel Gordon suddenly changed expression. Everyone fell silent.

“Move yourself, Klug. You're always the last, you're a millstone. I
don’t know if I can be bothered to take you with us.”

He turned to the rest of his mates. “Come on, the village is
waiting for us.”

One of the raiders broke in. “That’s right, Nat. The village s waiting
for us. Perhaps it’ll be like it was in Secondaga, an old man jumping out
of nowhere and shooting at us. Wouldn't it be better to wait for Klug as
well? There could be some surprises, so the more of us the better.”

Nathaniel Gordon shook his head. “By the time we get to the
village, Klug will have joined us. Even if he stays behind, it'll be no
great loss.”

The gang walked along the path that went down toward Cayuga.
Klug moved as quickly as he could. His bones ached, but he hated
being left behind, on his own, in the middle of the forest. He
looked anxiously around, pricked up his ears, as his companions’
backs disappeared toward the valley. He quickly gathered his things
together, hoisted his rucksack onto his back, then stopped for a
moment. He set down the rucksack and quickly loaded his rifle.
The first cartridge fell, spilling its contents on the damp ground.
He cursed and finished the operation—cartridge wad, stuff it right
down to the end of the barrel—and slung the rifle over his shoulder,
looked at the path and set off.

His companions had disappeared into the half-light of dawn,
behind the last bend.

Philip walked slowly. He reviewed the column of refugees.
Everything was ready for their departure.
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About fifty people, perhaps sixty. Women, children. Old men
whose arms couldn’t have supported the weight of a tomahawk.
Children clutching sticks, knives, even, some of them, rusty rifles
left over from the last war. At best they could have been used as
cudgels. Oronhyateka and Kanenonte were joking, weighing those
wretched weapons in their hands, prompting admiration by relating
their feats of war.

Kanenonte struck his chest with a fist, then pointed at Philip.
“You see? We're fighting alongside Joseph Brant and the Great
Devil. They trust us.”

Philip walked on. Kanatawakhon stared at the trees around
them, and the bushes, and the rocks in the path, as if waiting to see
enemies emerging in the shape of lizards.

Isaac was at the head, first in line, armed, frowning, proud. He
looked straight ahead and took a deep breath, swelling his chest.
He was shivering and trying not to let it show. He looks like Joseph
when he was a boy, Philip thought.

Joseph was at the rear, busy persuading his mother.

“I told you, Margaret. We have to leave right away, we can’t wait
as much as the flutter of a wing.”

The old woman, wrapped up in her musty blanket, pressed
Christina to her and looked at the trees, like Kanatawakhon.

“I tell you that the wind smelled of carrion. Of fire and carrion.
We can’t leave now, we'll end up in the stench and the flames.”

“There isn’t so much as a breeze, mother. The fire will break out
here, if we don’t leave quickly.”

“Idon’trecognize you any more, Joseph, you seem like a white person!
Can’t you smell the stink? The carrion is further down the path!”

Philip felt the hairs on his arms standing up. He walked over to
Kanatawakhon. “What’s worrying you, brother?”

“Noises, Great Devil. They are faint, but I had them in my ears,
I'm sure of it.”

“With all this shouting, your hearing might have deceived you.”

“No, Great Devil. I have trained my ears not to make fun of me. I
heard something beneath the voices.”

“Sullivan?” asked Philip.

“No. Those would be big noises, heavy as bears. These are insects.”

They walked over to the mother and son, who were still

squabbling. Philip put a hand on Joseph’s shoulder. “Maybe your
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mother is right,” he said. “Strange movements around here. Better
go and see”

Joseph frowned.

“Listen to your friend, Joseph,” said the old woman. “He’s a good
Mohawk, even though he’s French.”

They called Oronhyateka and Kanenonte. After a swift
confabulation, it was decided that the column would leave, but
cautiously and in silence. The five warriors would walk half a mile
ahead, along the sides of the path, moving swiftly from one tree to
the next. If they intercepted the enemy, they would try to surprise
and eliminate him, as the column proceeded along the path. Then
they would rejoin the column, to escort it upon its long journey.

Joseph called Isaac over. “You're a man now. We must check that
the escape route is not dangerous. Until we come back, I entrust to
you the protection of Margaret and Christina.”

Isaac froze as if standing to attention, lifted his chin and said
between gritted teeth, “I will defend them.”

Joseph heard a hiss. He turned around and saw Philip crouching
behind a tree, sniffing the air that came down from the hills.

A click of the tongue from one warrior to the next brought the
group together. They started to climb the ridge, then Philip gestured
to them to spread out. Oronhyateka and Kanatawakhon squatted
down in the shelter of a big pine tree. Philip, Joseph and Kanenonte
hid in the tall grass. Philip hunkered down, supporting himself with
his rifle. He looked at the ground, breathing slowly.

Klug walked quickly. He realized that he could put a foot in a trap.
The path was steep and uneven, and his back was burdened with the
weight of the sack and the rifle. He was utterly exhausted, in pieces,
wrecked, and with each step he swore he would go home to German
Flatts and immerse himself in politics, now that he'd been in the war
and everyone knew it.

Where were the others? Klug looked for the rest of the unit, then
saw them eighty, ninety yards ahead. He gazed after them as he
quickened his pace.

There was a shot, a cloud of smoke. One of his companions fell.
The others picked up their rifles. A crisp, shouted order. Nat’s men
threw down their arms. Indians emerged on either side of the path.
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A cold shudder ran through Klug. He felt his guts twisting. He
squatted down behind a rock.

Joseph studied Nathaniel Gordon. “Your face is familiar.”

The man spat contemptuously on the ground. “I've never seen
you before. I don’t know who you are.”

Joseph’s face wasice. “Soon you won’t want to defy me any longer.”

Oronhyateka lifted the fur hat off the Delaware’s head and turned
it around in his hands. Kanenonte pointed his finger at the tobacco
pouch that the Delaware wore on his belt. A sudden awareness
spread through the minds of the Mohawks. The Delaware shivered.
Kanenonte emitted a high-pitched, terrible cry.

Christ, it looked as if they hadn’t noticed him. The path sloped
downward, and it wasn’t yet broad daylight. Klug felt an impulse
to turn around, to flee as quickly as he could. But there was a figure,
there at the end, that he couldn’t take his eyes away from.

He gave a start. Holy Christ, it was Joseph Brant. Lobster-colored
jacket and war paint. His way of moving was unmistakable. Careful
as a cat, Klug took out his spyglass. Nat Gordon’s face was livid. The
Delaware was a wall of stone. And the chief of the savages really was
Joseph Brant.

His heart beat like crazy. Klug felt the cold determination of
hatred stirring his limbs. Before wondering if he was capable of
carrying out his task, he had raised his Kentucky carbine. He pulled
the trigger.

Just a faint metallic click and the spark of the flint. He thought
he'd loaded the rifle, but the barrel was empty.

He cursed between his teeth, prayed that he would be granted
enough time. He reloaded carefully, heard cries, looked down the
hill. The situation was coming to a head.

He shouldered, aimed. The hero who would wipe out Monster
Brant was there, behind the rock, and his name was Klug. He pulled
the trigger. A cloud of smoke hid the scene. Klug tilted his head
to one side to check the effect of the shot. There was a man on the
ground, the Delaware was fighting with another savage, and perhaps
his companions would prevail, but Klug’s legs decided to flee.

Run, one step after the other. He, Jonas Klug, the man who had
wiped out Joseph Brant.
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Philip saw Molly, in pale blue, and took a step forward to climb the
hill. He breathed in air and light, the world was calm, the corn was
ripe and meditative, the wounds of the world were cool dew. Molly
was far away, up at the top, but he knew he would reach her. After so
long his feet moved lightly, and the grass responded to their touch,
bent and allowed him to pass. The universe listened curiously. The
war was over and there was sun everywhere.

Molly waved and smiled. Come, from here you can sce
everything, fields and lakes, mountains and oceans, cycles reaching
completion.

Philip was close to her, looking straight ahead. The world no
longer had a horizon, it stretched as far as the eye could see, and
went on, increasingly narrow and dense, vague and drenched with
air, without ever disappearing.

Peoples and colors, lives and destinies, all alive in that thin strip.

There at the end, we are seen from behind, thought Philip Lacroix
Ronaterihonte. If the arrow of my eye reached so far, it could stick
into the back of my neck.

Molly Brant Degonwadonti took him by the hand.

The air formed hesitant little whirls.

Philip spoke.

It’s time for me to know why you chose me.

Cast your eye to the end, drummer boy. And behind us, and all
around. We are at the peak of time, where the reply precedes the
question, the effect precedes the cause, death precedes birth.

You had to climb that hill to understand your journey.

Without your mother and father, you died as a Frenchman to be
born as a Mohawk, the day Hendrick fell in battle.

That day Sir William’s world put down roots.

You had to die to avenge Hendrick. But you escaped, and a new
cycle opened up.
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The nation gave you a father and a mother. You have been a great
warrior. You have endured ordeals. You walked with the Mohawks.

Then the nation lost you, and you lost the nation. The
incompleteness of your cycle unbalanced the world, and the Master
of Life knew it.

You had to come back to the world, Ronaterihonte, to be able to
die, to illuminate the fate of the Longhouse.

Philip spoke.

I, without a mother, no longer know how many times I was born.

You are the first midwife and the last. You turned me into a
Mohawk and you have called me back for the first time.

Now you are death.

Molly spoke.

One circle is closing, another is opening.

Molly spoke.

The Six Nations will live.

Philip sighed, his eyes filled with tears.

The lead had torn the flesh to pieces, severed a vein, freed the blood.
Someone called a name: “Ronaterihonte!”
Someone intoned a question.
Someone grunted a reply.
The last human figures crowded into the corners, increasingly
veiled.
Teeth would be ground, fists clenched.
Weeping, and singing, and farewells.
Philip was ready.
I’m returning to the world’s womb, mother, my origin, my nation.
In the warm, welcoming darkness of the earth.
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Joseph remembered the first time he had seen Philip. A frightened
boy, in uniform, maybe white or maybe Indian.

Joseph, too, had been a boy, too young to fight. Molly had
brought him with her to Lake George. He had to help the women
treat the injured: run to fetch water to wash the wounds or rum to
anesthetize those with bullets stuck in their flesh. Help support the
ones who could barely walk.

That day she had seen Sir William coming back from the camp
on a stretcher. The men escorting him had told her: Hendrick was
dead.

Shortly afterward, standing next to Molly, he had witnessed the
arrival of the convoy of prisoners, among the shouts of rage and pain
of the warriors and the groans of people being dragged along and
kicked.

The little boy was exhausted. Joseph was sure that his blood
would soak the grass. Instead, his sister had darted forward, proud
and furious. She had defied the warriors, had shamed them, made
them feel stupid and irrelevant to the history of the Six Nations. At
one point Joseph had seen himself being pointed at, for Molly had
used him as an argument: that boy is the same age as my brother.

That day the nation adopted the future Grand Diable. And
Joseph’s life changed forever.

Now the world had opened up its mouth full of ulcers and rotten
teeth and swallowed Philip up.

Joseph could feel it: the bullet been meant for him.

A note of pain rang out among gums, temples and eyeballs.
Overlapping orders roared in his ears, mumbled and lost in echo,
increasingly meaning]ess.

Around the dying, everything was quickly changing.

Joseph would see. He would have time. He would speak to the
ghosts. Time to think, remember, blame himself, exculpate himself.
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And live in the place of the dead, /ive, because that’s how it is, you
live or you die. And the living take care of the living, of those left
behind.

Sullivan was a threat hanging over them. They had to assemble
a stretcher for Philips body and reach the column of survivors.
Christina, Isaac, Margaret. Save them all, leave this crazy world.

“We're staying here, Thayendanegea,” said Oronhyateka, pointing
to the prisoners. “There’s something to be done, at long last, you
know.”

“Since this story began,” added Kanenonte.

“Sullivan’s on his way,” replied Joseph. “There’s no time. .

“You and Kanatawakhon can escort the refugees without our
help,” said Oronhyateka.

Kanenonte smiled. “We’ll see each other where the Great Devil
waits for us, one day.”

Joseph narrowed his eyes, sucked air through his nostrils,
hunched his shoulders as if he were cold. He opened his eyes again
and said, “So be it.”

The man who had introduced himself as Nathaniel Gordon,
sitting on the ground with his wrists tied behind his back, looked at
Joseph with pleading eyes.

“I can tell you the name of the one who fired at your friend,
Joseph Brant! He’s a fellow villager of yours! Klug! Damn the day
that German joined us!”

The warriors gave a start, glances flew from one face to the other.
Joseph clenched his fists on air, until he felt pain in his wrists.

“Everything finds its place, Thayendanegea,” said Oronhyateka,
then turned toward Gordon: “Nothing you tell us will save your life.
You and your friends must pay much more than this.”

Gordon uttered a wail and deflated like a pierced water-bottle,
drained of all energy. “Please, Joseph Brant.”

Joseph stared at him contemptuously. “You have done nothing
for yourselves. How could I do anything for you?”

Kanenonte and Oronhyateka wept and laughed, covered their faces
with their hands, slapped each other on the back. They looked as if
they had lost their senses, yet they were getting drunk methodically,
they were skillfully reviving the flames, and however much rum they
drank, they always came back to torture the prisoner tied upside
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down by the fire. Each scrap of flesh cut away bore a name: “This
is for Samuel Waterbridge. This is for Royathakariyo. This is for
Sakihenakenta. This is for Ronaterihonte.”

The Delaware didn’t cry out, not so much as a grunt. Scalped,
skinned, arms burned and hot ash on the exposed flesh.

The others had to watch, kicks and slaps if they closed their eyes.
They prayed like children. Each of them had vomited and pissed
and shat himself. Gordon had no more tears to weep.

“Did you hear that lovely phrase of Thayendanegea’s?” said
Kanenonte, laughing and showing his teeth. “I wish I'd said it! “You
have done nothing for yourselves. How could I do anything for
you?’”

“Thayendanegea is a great warrior,” observed Oronhyateka.

“And what about us? Are we great warriors?” Kanenonte asked.

Oronhyateka didn’t reply. For the umpteenth time he walked
over the prisoner.

He raised the knife, carved out and removed a scrap of skin.

“This is for Oronhyateka.”

He immediately cut away another.

“This is for Kanenonte.”

Laughter, sobs and prayers. Crackling flames.
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The carth was damp and soft; the digging spades encountered no
obstacles. Joseph and Kanatawakhon worked quickly. Isaac wrapped
an arm around Christina’s shoulders. Margaret hovered around the
two warriors and looked at them as if making sure the work was
going well. The rest of the column was bivouacked a short distance
away, but only the Brant family witnessed the burial of the Great
Devil. A burial without rites, neither Christian nor pagan, before
resuming the journey. Fort Niagara was a long way away.

Philip’s body was wrapped in Margaret’s blanket. The old woman had
seen him dead, lying on the stretcher of branches and vines. Murmuring
something, she had taken off the big dusty rag and stepped forward.

“Are you sure, Grandma?” Isaac had asked. “The air is cold.”

“No matter. I have not many moons remaining. Soon I will put
it back on.”

Joseph had given his mother his own woolen jacket. The old
woman wore it sleeveless, as if it were a shawl.

In a few minutes, Joseph and Kanatawakhon had duga ditch five
feet deep.

Now it was time to lower the body. Joseph felt duty and effort
constricting his throat, like two hands attempting to strangle him.
He felt himself tottering on the edge of the hole. Kanatawakhon
gripped him by an arm.

“This grave claims me too,” Joseph said, “but the time has not yet
come.

“Sit down, Thayendanegea, you're tired,” said his companion.

“How long is it since we last slept, Kanatawakhon?”

“I've lost count of the days, brother.”

“So have 1 Joseph walked a few feet away and called his son:
“Isaac, give me a hand. Learn to bury the dead”

Isaac broke away from his sister, and Joseph took his place. The
lictle girl gripped her father’s leg.
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Kanatawakhon and Isaac lifted the body by the shoulders and the
feet, carried it over with abrupt solemnity and dropped it into the
ditch.

Ronaterihonte’s final journey was a quick flight, and his landing
made no sound. The soft earth received the body and seemed to
shape itself around it. The warrior and the boy gripped their spades.
Joseph stopped them.

He turned to his mother: “Margaret, you are the oldest. You
represent the clan, the nation. Say a word for this warrior.”

Everyone fell silent. The old woman moved, bent and tottering.
She stopped a foot away from the edge.

“My dear ones loved you well, Philip Lacrosse. My daughter gave
you life. Part of my son dies with you.”

Joseph felt the vise tightening around his throat, squeezing his
head, forcing it to throw out tears. His eyes welled up.

“My grandson buries you. I shall be the last to salute you. We will
all pray for you.”

Having said these words, she walked away. She passed by Joseph
and Christina and walked one step at a time toward the refugee
bivouac.

Joseph gave the signal. The spades lifted piles of earth.
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“Master of Life, you have been joined by a great warrior, who knew
the People of the Flint in their adverse times and wove his destiny
with theirs, like the wampum I clutch in my hands. His name is
Ronaterihonte. The rivers and valleys have known his fame and his
courage. He has defended the nation in danger, has lived with us
through times of famine and wretchedness. He has taught us that
when the shadow falls upon the earth it is not honor that counts,
but the safety of those under threat. Our brother Ronaterihonte
obscured his light to pass through the darkness along with his
people. Master of Light, welcome him as you would welcome the
noblest of men. Amen.”

Johannes Tekarihoga lowered the arms that he had stretched
toward the sky, lit by the sun. By the rock where he liked to go and
contemplate it, the lake glittered golden.

When he heard the beating of wings, he smiled. He turned his
head and saw the woodpecker flying along beside him.

“You have come back, my friend””

He was aware of the warmth of midday, although the bite of
November was already there. He took a deep breath and felt a sense
of ancient vigor, of renewed energy passing through his limbs.
He savored the wind that slipped among the willows. He felt the
water around him flowing in his veins, as he seemed to hear the
announcement of a propitious event. The surface of the lake was
populated by spirits: birds, warriors, sachems and matrons of the
land, aware of the fate of their own descendants.

The woodpecker alighted on his shoulder. The old Mohawk’s face
relaxed.

“There. Our fathers await me.” The chief of the Tortoise
clan breathed in deeply through his nostrils and looked at the
woodpecker again. “My heart will be with you, in the Garden in
the middle of the Water,” he whispered quietly between his lips.
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He half-closed his eyes and seemed to be sleeping. The woodpecker
flew away, toward the lake, where dark outlines of ships appeared
on the horizon.

A salvo of cannon-fire and the cries of the lookouts rang out from
the towers of the fort, while the body of the old sachem slipped into
the water.

Guy Johnson was striding back and forth on deck, slowed down
by the mass of wretched figures boarding the ship, with clutches
of children, household goods and scrawny animals. As soon as he
stepped on dry land he was struck by their silence, as if everyone had
decided not to be heard, fearful that the road to safety might close
as it had opened.

He understood that he had arrived just in time. The journey had
lasted more than a year. Soon after he sailed from New York, at the
beginning of autumn in 1778, a terrible freeze had left him stuck in
Halifax until the spring, when he had continued on to Montreal.
Then down along the St. Lawrence to the lake, and now Niagara.

The tales of poverty and hardship had not prepared him for the
impact with the reality. A proud, tenacious people had known defeat
and abandonment, famine and death. Little scraps of other peoples
had also coagulated in that corner of the world. They followed the
fate of the Iroquois, and now all were mixed together in a great mass
of flesh. Still loyal, whether from convenience or conviction, to the
king in London.

He managed to make his way through the crowd and reach the
slope leading to the fort and the refugee camp. He stopped to get his
breath and studied the spectacle of all that activity under a bright
sky that turned the walls white. Aching bodies, consumed with
hunger, dragged their feet along the shore. The few soldiers of the
garrison regulated the flow without much effort.

A lugubrious procession, it was all that remained of the Six
Nations.

Little more than five years had passed since William Johnson’s
funeral, but they had been worth a century, and upon a dream that
had once looked like solid rock was heaped a pile of misery and
death. He thought of how much he had struggled and risked to
obtain the post of superintendent of the Indian Department, and
how little that meant now.
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He studied the crowd once more. In each of the faces, whether
familiar or unknown, he traced the common feature of the material
they were shaped from. Dark soil from the night of time, the faces of
the old people. Red soil of striated rock, the faces of the last warriors.
White marble dust, the faces of the young women.

One of them came over. Guy was struck by her grief-stricken
expression.

“Father,” she said.

He looked at her in astonishment, unable to recognize his
daughter in that woman. She wore her hair in the Indian style.

“Esther. Good God, Esther” He wanted to hug her but didn’t
know how: a whole ocean had interposed itself between them, and
then a continent. They were strangers, but Guy hoped he could still
offer her an ally and a new life. He had crossed America for this.

“What are you doing here?”

Guy read grief in his daughter’s eyes, but also the innate strength
that had disconcerted him since she was a little girl. Now he
recognized it: it was the look of William Johnson.

“I'm bringing you back to New York. We will leave this place.”

“It’s too late,” said Esther.

She let her father take her hand between his.

“That’s not so,” Guy insisted. “We can go back to London, far
from the war.”

“You know I won’t come.”

“I'm your father, 'm not leaving without you.”

The woman did something unexpected. She smiled at him.

“The future is not behind us, but in front of us,” she said. “Beyond
this lake. The Thousand Islands. That’s where we’re going.”

“I must forbid you.”

“But you won’t” She came over to him and stroked his cheek
with her hand. “Take care of yourself and my sisters.” She pulled
away from him and immediately checked herself. “Please, have no
regrets. It’s how it had to be””

She went down toward the deck, where Molly Brant stood
waiting for her, wrapped in a white cloak.

Guy wanted to restrain her, but could neither speak nor move.
Arms dangling at his sides, mouth tightly closed.

Joseph recognized the solitary figure at the top of the hill. Of all

the white men he expected to see, Guy Johnson was really the last.
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He felt a twinge of compassion, as if aware of the effort that it had
taken him to get there.

“Joseph,” said Guy, stunned. “I've lost everything, even my
daughter.”

“She has found her place,” said the Indian, watching the woman
walk away. “Can we say the same thing about ourselves?”

Guy looked resigned.

“What will you do now ?” he asked.

Joseph answered without thinking.

“I'will use the time I still have left to fight. I will die with honor”

The Irishman straightened his back, regained control of himself.
“I'wish you good luck.”

The Indian took the outstretched hand. Under his tricorn hat,
Guy Johnson’s bitter expression disappeared. Joseph watched him
walk off toward the dock and pass through the crowd gathered
around the boats. For a moment his hat reemerged from the sea of
heads, and then it disappeared completely.

Joseph nodded to Kanatawakhon and went down to the lake.

Molly supervised the boarding, watching the slow exodus that
was about to begin. The final act of a journey that had begun four
years before.

“You have come to tell me you aren’t coming with us.”

“We still have scores to settle.” She hugged him. “Protect my
children and our mother.”

Isaac, Christina and Margaret were already on one of the boats,
watching him uncertainly. He himself had ensured that they were
among the first to board. Isaac turned to look in the other direction.

“We will wait for you,” said Molly.

Joseph picked up his knapsack and slung it over his shoulder. He
walked slowly behind Kanatawakhon, against the current of human
beings pouring toward the shore.

Esther watched the land drifting away one last time. She touched
the wampum that she wore around her wrist.

Soon she would see Philip again. She knew the road, she had
traveled it before.

There is no grieving for those capable of dreams.

You said you would keep a boat ready for me, my darling. Here
it is.
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Philip would climb on board. Together they would cross the lake,
so big you couldn’t see where it ended.

Esther looked at Molly, standing on the fo’sle. The sight of the
woman gave her courage.

There is no destruction for those who understand the law of time.

She thought of what she had seen in her sixteen years and the
world that had collapsed around her.

She thought of the life that awaited her and the new world they
would build, in the Garden in the middle of the Water.

The Thousand Islands.

Manituana.
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Valley of the Mohawk River, 1783
The man slipped in the mud and got back to his feet. He trudged

across the plain toward the forest, his hand pressing against his
injured hip.

The rain had transformed the field into a bog, and his feet sank
into it.

One knee gave, and the man found himself on the ground once
more. He pulled himself up, and went on walking bent forward,
his lungs filled with fear and the sharp smell carried on the wind.
Houses were burning less than a mile away. He uttered a strangled
cry, a sob of terror as he rolled in the mud. He managed to sit up
and slip the pistol from his belt. The gun misfired. He threw it at his
pursuers with the yelp of a hunted animal.

They caught up with him easily and stopped to look at him. The
man was panting with terror, his eyes filled with tears.

The two Indians nodded to one another. One of the two raised
his saber. The man screamed.

His head rolled away.

The rain was falling thickly, in little drops, enveloping everything
in gloomy peace. Kanatawakhon pointed the blade downward,
letting the blood soak the earth. He murmured words in the
language of his forefathers.

Joseph picked up the severed head. He took a fistful of mud and
stuffed it into the open mouth.

“You wanted my land, Jonas Klug. Here it is. It’s yours now.”

He put the trophy in a sack and threw it over his shoulder. The
weariness of the long years of war made the burden even heavier.

Revenge. His gift to Molly. He had put the valley to the sword
and flames, once, twice, but Klug had always managed to escape. He
had flushed him out only now that the war was ending.
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The air carried the sound of distant gunfire, signals of assembly.
The Volunteers’ work was over. From the Schoharie to German
Flatts, the houses of the settlers were in ashes. Sir William’s dream
had vanished forever; no one else would take it on.

The two Indians walked slowly to the top of a ridge. They stopped
to look at the devastation that surrounded them. Smoke rose from
the four points of the compass, the fields were burnt or ruined,
cattle that had escaped the raid wandered aimlessly.

Kanatawakhon spoke a few words.

“Yes.” Joseph nodded. “We won’t be coming back.”

The war had been lost. The latest news was that in Paris the white
men were talking of peace. The English were negotiating surrender,
but no Indian sat with them. Joseph Brant was an inconvenient ally
now. The survivors of the Six Nations lived on a handful of islands
at the mouth of the St. Lawrence.

Joseph’s mind rose above the rubble of Iroquireland, traveled
back up the river, flew across the lakes. The vision of Christina
playing in the sun lightened his heart. Isaac swam to the shore and
splashed his sister with cold water, making her laugh, then followed
her inside the log cabin Molly had had built for them. There were
others, blazing fires, vegetable gardens, boats coming and going.
And there was she, Degonwadonti, the living image of Sky Woman,
telling the littlest ones the legend of the Garden of God and the
thousand fragments that escaped destruction. A thousand drops of
Paradise where hope could be reared. In the yard, a young woman
with fair hair chose the seeds that would germinate in the spring.
The descendants of Corn, Bean and Squash.

Joseph knew: he would not see that harvest. Not after the end
of a war that had cost him everything and expected to dismiss him
without noise or compensation. He would hold the white men to
their promises, with his last remaining breath. He would go back to
London, if necessary, to ask the king in person. There was still a long
journey to travel. He gripped the edge of the bag.

“We will have to get marching again.”

The two Indians went down toward the river. Their outlines
blurred until they vanished beyond the curtain of rain.
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