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On a distant moor in a game of kings, where the cannon roar and the broadsword sings ...



-  from Redcoat by Forlorn Hope
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​Preface
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In 1745, Charles Edward Stuart, claimant prince to the unified thrones of England and Scotland, leads one final uprising to seize the crown for his father, James Edward Stuart. This is the third attempt by James’ followers, known as the Jacobites, to depose the ruling dynasty and restore the House of Stuart.

Though most Jacobites come from the Scottish Highlands, English, Scots, Welsh, and Irish alike fight for both sides, with few caring who occupies the throne. For many Scots, it is a clan war, a chance to settle centuries’ old scores. For others, it is a civil war, with red-jacketed soldiers compelled to fight their plaid wearing fathers, brothers, or sons on the opposing side.

“The ‘45,” as it is referred, is a dark chapter from a merciless age. The fate of the burgeoning British Empire, and that of the Highland people, will be settled in a crucible of cannon, musket, bayonet, and broadsword, all wrought with ruthless fury. Many combatants and innocents alike shall grievously suffer in its wake, with only the faintest glints of humanity. This is their story.

[image: ]

Britain during the 18th century
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Chapter I

Highbridge over the River Spean, Scottish Highlands

16 August 1745
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Highbridge, over the River Spean (1899)

(Note: Metal barriers atop were absent in 1745)

“Wake up, man!” a voice said into William’s ear, as he was shaken roughly.

Sleep came fitfully the night before for William MacIntyre. Like his fellow clansmen who’d heeded the call to arms, he lay wrapped in his great plaid amongst the rain soaked heather. He didn’t even know where they were or what day it was, only that it was sometime in August. He assumed they were somewhere near the River Spean.

His clan chieftain, Alexander MacDonell of Keppoch, was one of the first three to take up arms in support of the exiled King James VIII, when the latter’s son, Charles Edward Stuart, reached the Highlands the previous month. A simple tenant farmer, William cared nothing about the decades-long feud between the House of Stuart and the House of Hanover under the German-born King George II. Nor was he personally affected by the Act of Union from 1707, which unified the Kingdoms of England and Scotland. Keppoch, however, had declared this an act of betrayal. With Prince Charles’ arrival in Scotland, he openly declared his clan would take up arms in favour of the exiled Stuarts. That was enough for William. For in the clan system of the Highlands, the chieftain’s word was law, second only to God himself. And even that was debatable.

It was still pitch black, and William could scarcely see in front of his face. Suddenly alert, he recognised the voice as belonging to Archibald MacDonell, the tacksman upon whose land William and his wife, Katherine, were subtenants. In times of conflict, Archibald was captain over his tenants within the MacDonell of Keppoch’s Regiment. In both peace and war, his word was construed as coming from the clan chief himself.

William crawled out of his plaid and took up his few belongings. His weapons were an old French musket once belonging to his father, and a simple dirk. His musket’s bayonet was pitted with rust, though with enough thrust it would still skewer a man. A ratty haversack carried, amongst other things, a handful of lead musket balls and some equally hard bread.

The last thing he checked for was the locket around his neck, a gift from beloved Katherine soon after their wedding, two years prior. There was nothing fancy about it, just a simple circle of unknown metal, which she’d had engraved with their initials. Though both were illiterate, they at least recognised the characters symbolising them. For William, it was his most cherished possession. As long as he could feel it against his breast, so, too, did Katherine remain close to his heart.

William draped his plaid over his shoulder and searched through his haversack for the large pin which held it in place. He found it when his hand struck the sharp point. He stifled a yelp of pain. Though a mere prick, he could sense it starting to bleed.

My first wound of this damned war, he thought to himself with a trace of embarrassment.

He slapped his bonnet, a simple beret of faded blue wool, atop his head before following the gathering voices near the glow of an oil lamp. A dozen men were arrayed in a close semicircle near a man who William recognised as Donald MacDonell of Tirnadris.

Tirnadris was a taller, well-built man in his early forties. Cousin of Keppoch, he served as the clan’s regimental major. His plaid, predominantly red with cross patterns of green and black, was of finer quality and in far better repair than William’s own deeply faded and tattered garb. His dark blue bonnet was adorned with a white cockade. Also called the Jacobite Rose, it symbolised loyalty to the House of Stuart. He wore a basket hilt broadsword off his left hip. Archibald and the other officers also carried broadswords, though these were of far humbler quality.

“I just received a message from Keppoch that a column of Redcoats approaches from Fort Augustus,” the major said. “Like those from Ruthven Barracks our kinsmen captured two days ago, they march along the same road to Fort William.”

William had heard mention of around sixty soldiers being taken without a single shot fired. Now, it seemed even more were walking into the same trap.

“They’re in dire need of reinforcements,” Archibald mused.

“Which is why we must keep them from crossing Highbridge,” Tirnadris stressed.

The faint glow signalling the approach of dawn allowed William to see his surroundings better. Including the two officers and a piper, they numbered just thirteen men. Captain Archibald had twenty-five subtenants, often referred to as “human rent,” under his command. William saw the rest remained asleep. And what of the other tacksmen? He quickly dismissed the thought as it was not his concern. All that mattered was they had their orders, and they came directly from Keppoch.

Tirnadris and Archibald were both mounted, the rest on foot. William instinctively found himself marching next to John Kennedy, his neighbour who’d always acted like an older brother. John was in his mid-thirties, though a lifetime of toil at his humble potato patch left him weathered and appearing at least a decade older. He smiled at the younger man and gave a friendly nod as they shouldered their muskets. They followed at a quick step a dozen paces behind their captain.

“If we’re to fight the Redcoats, why only us?” William whispered to John. “And where are the other companies?”

“You know as much as I,” John reasoned. “Though I suspect the good major summoned us because we carry firelocks. Our companions have but pitchforks, scythe blades, and a few Lochaber axes. As for the other tacksmen, I do not know. Though if Keppoch himself is personally leading this fight, I expect they and our remaining lads have their own task ahead of them.”

William scrunched his brow and nodded, though he remained confused. John sensed this.

“It is not for us to concern ourselves,” he emphasised. “We need simply trust in our captain, and he in Major Tirnadris.”

The small detachment trekked cross-country through the heather and tall grass. The ground felt unstable beneath William’s feet, and twice he nearly stepped into a bog. Even the officers’ horses could only move at a slow trot. It was nearly an hour later when they heard the rushing torrent of the River Spean.

Passing through a glade, they came upon the main road, and could just make out the bridge through the dense foliage. Atop the steep slope leading down to the bridge lay a small inn nearly obscured by shrubs, stands of trees, and numerous large boulders covered in moss.

The bridge itself was a marvel of engineering. Constructed under command of British Field Marshal George Wade nine years earlier, it rose fifty feet over the raging current, spanning the width of what was otherwise an impassable gorge. This meant enemy soldiers had to come this way in order to reach Fort William.

Tirnadris and Archibald dismounted and tethered their horses behind the inn. They crouched near the rear corner and peered towards the bridge.

“We cannot let them cross,” the major said. “If they do, they’ll overwhelm us before help arrives.” He then gestured towards the road, which was smooth and surrounded by open fields. “And they’ll have an unimpeded march the remaining eight miles to Fort William.”

Tirnadris then ordered the men to spread out, using the terrain to mask their presence. William sat on the damp ground next to a large boulder. A jutting thicket offered some concealment, though it would do nothing to stop an enemy musket ball. The boulder itself was too large and slippery for him to make use of. He removed and opened his haversack. He set his powder horn and a few musket balls on the open flap. He cursed himself for neglecting to bring any paper or cloth scraps for wadding. At least he remembered some spare flints, which he fastidiously kept sharpened.

He then glanced up at the sky, hoping it would not rain. Dull flints and wet weather were the most common causes of misfires! Despite it being summer, the sun rarely shone for very long. The skies were thick with clouds, and he could not guess what time of day it was.

He was startled to feel Archibald’s hand on his shoulder. The captain crouched next to him.

“Do not remain in one place for long,” he said. “Fire your first shot, then seek different cover.”

William nodded and placed all but one musket ball back into his pouch. He then understood why they’d brought a piper. It was all part of an elaborate bluff.

At the sound of kettle drums in the distance, William emptied a small charge of powder into the flash pan of his musket. He then poured more down the barrel, placed the ball, and took out his rammer. Without proper wadding, it took but a single strike to drive the ball home. And without the seal offered by wadding, he knew the velocity was greatly compromised. He wasn’t sure if the shot would even reach the near side of the bridge, a hundred yards away! Granted, any semblance of accuracy with a firelock musket was compromised at ranges beyond fifty yards.

He watched intently as the column of British soldiers came into view. Their red jackets contrasted against the deep green of the trees and purple heather.

“Damned Englishmen,” he said quietly.

“Not English, you fucking dolt,” a voice nearby said.

It was John MacDougall. A similarly young man in his mid-twenties, he was a fellow subtenant of Archibald’s. Though they’d known each other since childhood, the two could scarcely be called “friends.”

“Then who in the hell are they?” William asked, holding back his anger. Save it for the real enemy, he thought to himself.

“If you hadn’t been assing about getting dressed, you would have heard the major’s briefing,” MacDougall countered, his eyes now fixed on the column, which turned towards the bridge when suddenly it stopped.

“They’re not English, but something worse,” he added. “They’re traitors to their own people.”
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“Fort William requires immediate reinforcements.”

The orders came two hours before dawn from Major Hu Wentworth, governor of Fort Augustus. Despite Fort William’s considerable defences and firepower, including twenty-two cannon and a pair of mortars, they possessed a paltry garrison of just three understrength companies. These were further weakened by the need to deploy detachments to various outposts and work details.

Wentworth tasked two of his captains, John Scott and James Thompson, with taking two companies from 2nd Battalion of the 1st Royals, also known as the Royal Scots, to make haste for Fort William.

“Sixty men from my own 6th Regiment passed through here on their way to Fort William two days ago,” he reminded the captains. “They’ve not been heard from, and it’s uncertain whether they reached their destination.”

“We shall remain ever cautions, sir,” Scott assured him with just a trace of his Highland accent.

“Captain Scott, as you have seniority, you will be in command of this detachment,” the major said before dismissing the pair.

The order was quickly passed to their sergeants, whose bellowing orders echoed from the barracks rooms. Servants saddled and brought the officers their horses. A pair of lieutenants were also mounted. Meanwhile, the sergeants and corporals inspected their men’s kit before leading them at the quick step onto the cobblestone courtyard.

Captain Scott bit the inside of his cheek at the sight of the two companies, which were really companies in name only. Combined, they had a total of just three sergeants, four corporals, two drummers, and sixty-five private soldiers. What’s more, these were “depot companies,” who, aside from the non-commissioned officers (NCOs), were almost entirely new recruits. At first glance, it didn’t look like a single man in the ranks was older than twenty-one. Scott wondered if some had lied about their age when enlisting. They were a mix of both Highland and Lowland Scots.

“This lot can scarcely buckle their shoes or march in step,” Thompson muttered.

“At least they know their firelock drills,” Scott replied. “Sergeant Johnston has been drilling them relentlessly these past weeks.”

It was still another hour before sunrise, with thick clouds holding the darkness in. Several men were tasked with carrying oil lamps, including the private who acted as Scott’s personal servant. This man stood close to his master, rarely leaving his side.

“It’s less than thirty miles to Fort William,” he said to his fellow captain. “And being unencumbered by baggage carts, we should arrive by late afternoon.”

There was a trace of tension in his voice. Charles Stuart, the Young Pretender, had arrived in northern Scotland a month prior, slipping past the Royal Navy. What they could not know was how strong or weak his support was amongst the Highland clans. Some, such as the Campbells of Argyll, remained fiercely loyal to King George and the House of Hanover. Others were either fickle in their loyalties or downright hostile. It wasn’t a question as to whether any would take up arms against the Crown, but how many.

“Mister Ferguson,” Scott said to his nearest lieutenant. “Kindly lead us out.”

“Sir,” the young officer said.

As Ferguson’s horse stepped towards the open gate, the booming voice of Sergeant David Johnston bellowed, “Right turn! At the quick step, march!”

The new soldiers rather clumsily executed the simple manoeuvre, with the lead ranks hastening to keep up with the sergeant. They marched in a column six soldiers wide, muskets shouldered. Each wore a black tricorn hat and red coat, with red trousers and black shoes. Previously-white gaiters, which had since been dyed black, encompassed the legs from ankles up to midthigh. In addition to their cartridge boxes and haversacks, a triangle bayonet and brass-hilted short sword, commonly called a “hanger,” hung low off the left hip.

The sword was viewed with disdain as little more than an unnecessary encumbrance that required constant polishing. It was impractical in melee combat, when one already possessed a firelock and bayonet! As a tool it was utterly useless. A common complaint across all ranks was why the army didn’t issue them something practical, like a hatchet, instead. “Can’t even chop firewood with this worthless hunk of shit,” was muttered by countless soldiers in the field nearly every day.

As they made the long trek southwest towards Fort William, the two companies made surprising speed, given the untrained state of their men. Most were previously farm labourers, and thus were used to endless toil. At least the army didn’t require them to walk behind a plough!

A few miles past Fort Augustus the road paralleled the long, narrow Loch Oich, just off the column’s right. It was now light enough to see by, and the lamps were extinguished. All remained quiet, though both the officers and their NCOs kept a close eye on the steep ground, covered in trees and foliage, off to their left. The Oich soon gave way to the much longer and wider Loch Lochy. Captain Scott was glad the road kept so close to the water. This meant fewer sides to defend, should they come under attack.

Just after midday, they halted near where the road veered inland, away from the loch. The two captains allowed their men twenty minutes to rest and eat a hasty meal of mostly hard bread kept in their haversacks. The officers dismounted and stretched their legs. Sergeant Johnston approached Captain Scott and came to attention, the pike which signified his rank shouldered in the same manner as privates and corporals carried their firelock muskets.

“We’re nearly to Highbridge, sir,” he said. “It’s another eight miles across open ground and we’ll reach Fort William.”

“Thank you, Sergeant,” the captain replied.

“If I may, sir,” Johnston said. “If the enemy is mustering in this area, the bridge will be the perfect place to spring an ambush.”

“Yes, thank you, Sergeant,” Scott said, dismissing the NCO, who snapped to attention and stepped away.

“He’s right, you know,” Thompson said in a low voice.

“Of course, he is,” Scott replied. “But it’s not as if we have much choice. The Spean gorge is steep and rocky, and the river treacherous. There are no other places we can cross. We’ll have to remain cautious and not act in haste until we’re over the bridge.”

With a gesture from the captain, the two drummers beat the cadence for the companies to reassemble. Though the men were already worn, they hurried into their places, eager for the next few hours to be done. In between shouts of admonishment for their lack of haste and coordination, Sergeant Johnston and his fellow NCOs reassured the men they would have a chance to rest once safely ensconced behind the walls of Fort William.

David Johnston, as the ranking NCO, kept close to his captain. Scott may have sounded dismissive earlier, though in truth he relied heavily on the sergeant. At twenty-eight, Johnston was two years older than his officer commanding, and easily the most experienced soldier in either company. Guidebooks and pamphlets written by nobles and gentleman officers advised that only older men, preferably well into their thirties, be made non-commissioned officers. It was also stressed that NCOs should take care to never use profane language, nor tolerate it from their men, who should all be “God fearing Protestants.”

The first point was idealistic at best. Most who took the King’s Shilling were still in their late teens. Given the high rate of mortality and incapacitation, mostly from illness or injury, rather than battle, NCOs often needed replacing. While one did find sergeants in their mid to late thirties, and sometimes older, it was common to see these pike-wielding NCOs in their twenties, with corporals even younger. Much of this came down to literacy, an extremely rare trait amongst the working poor who joined the ranks, yet a crucial requirement for any wishing to serve in positions of leadership. Hence, when even a corporal needed replacing, it often came down to finding the first private soldier who could read and write, even if he was a lad of eighteen whose face had never required a shave.

The second point, regarding profanity, was downright laughable. Sergeants and corporals wielded vulgarity as deftly as their pikes and muskets. And whether men in the ranks were God fearing was up for debate. All who enlisted had to affirm their Protestantism, and there were certainly some openly pious Redcoats serving His Majesty, King George II. However, many were largely indifferent towards religion and whatever divines there may be. When Lieutenant James Ferguson, himself a devout Protestant and just twenty-one-years-old, questioned Sergeant Johnston about this, the NCO stated with macabre humour, “Sir, if you give an illiterate private a Bible, he’ll use the pages to make firelock cartridges or wipe his bottom.”

Ferguson was mortified by this revelation, though he came to appreciate the sergeant’s candour. He also held direct charge over the sections under Johnston and relied on him even more than the captain. Thus, the two shared a brief discussion before the column departed.

“Sergeant, you should know that Major Wentworth appointed me treasurer over both companies,” the lieutenant said, patting his saddlebag. “I have the banknotes for the men’s pay here.”

“Good to know, sir,” Johnston replied. With a grin he remarked, “No letting your horse get spooked and running off with our wages.”

Drums struck up the marching cadence and the column moved out once more. Twenty minutes was just enough time for the men to scarf a scrap of bread and catch their breath, though most now struggled for the first few minutes, as their legs had stiffened up.

Rounding a bend in the woods, they heard the sounds of the rushing River Spean. Soldiers instinctively quickened their pace as they spotted the large bridge. On the far side, atop a steep incline, lay a small structure assumed to be an inn. Sergeant Johnston squinted his gaze and saw what may have been movement amongst the trees and moss covered boulders. He looked back to his captain and subtly shook his head.

“Halt!” Scott shouted, the order being echoed by his NCOs.

The drums immediately ceased as he rode up to Johnston. It was then they heard a dreaded sound on the wind.

“Fuck,” the sergeant muttered.

Captain Scott nodded, though refrained from using a profane outburst.

“Damned bagpipes,” he said.

“Not exactly subtle, are they?” Captain Thompson said, joining him.

Johnston made a gesture of levelling his pike across his body. It appeared he was simply stretching his arms and shoulders, but it was a clear signal to his captain.

“Sergeant, deploy both companies into line,” Scott ordered.

“Sir.”

Johnston snapped to attention then bellowed the order. Despite their fatigue and inexperienced clumsiness, the two companies moved surprisingly quickly into three ranks facing the river. A dozen men from Thompson’s company were kept in reserve, eyes fixed on the surrounding trees and undergrowth.

The echoing pipes grew louder, though, with the wind and the echo reverberating off the rocky gorge, it was impossible to know how many there were. Both Scott and Johnston saw shapes of what appeared to be men in tartan skirting amongst the foliage. The captain turned to his other sergeant.

“Sergeant Davies, take my servant and scout across the bridge. If there are any rebels, tell them we come in the name of His Majesty, King George II. They are to disperse at once, though, if any wish to parlay, you shall bring them to me.”

The sergeant nodded and waved for the young soldier-servant to accompany him across the bridge.
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​Chapter II
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***
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William watched in disbelief as only a pair of men stepped onto the bridge, while their companions stood in three ranks on the other side. One carried a musket, the other, for reasons William did not understand, carried a pike. He also wore a crimson sash around his waist and his uniform looked to be in far better repair. William then assumed he was a leader of sorts, though likely not an officer, as he saw several of these mounted on horseback.

While he could not see them through the dense trees, he knew Tirnadris, Archibald, and at least four men were crouched near the inn. The Redcoats were heading straight for them, though William wasn’t certain if they’d spotted his companions. He held his musket close, though, from where he sat, he was at the wrong angle to engage. His gaze then returned to the line of Redcoats just across the river. They stood unmoving, even the officers and their horses.

Through the thick brush stand, he could just see the two soldiers halt a dozen paces from the front of the inn. The one bearing a firelock held it against his chest nervously. From what William could see, he was very young, a few years younger than he! The man with the pike then spoke. His voice echoed across the landscape.

“In the name of His Majesty, King George II, rightful sovereign of these lands, we demand—”

He never finished. William jolted as a salvo of musketry erupted both from the rear corner of the tavern and nearest foliage. Thick clouds of black powder smoke obscured his view of the two soldiers. Despite the great distance, knowing he could not possibly hit anything across the river, he shouldered his weapon and squeezed the trigger. He felt relief when the flint managed to spark the powder in the pan, as a half-second later his musket fired. Several other various firearms sent shots towards the far side. Remembering Archibald’s orders, William took up his musket and satchel, hastening to the edge of a boulder, about twenty paces away. He leaned against the back side, and with his hands trembling began to reload.
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Captain John Scott bit the inside of his cheek and closed his eyes as the crash of musket fire erupted across the bridge. He watched both the sergeant and soldier-servant fall, their bodies torn apart by the close range salvo from a previously unseen foe. The sergeant’s hat flew from his head, likely indicating a head shot. He sprawled onto his back, body convulsing a few moments before falling still. The young private lay on his side, clutching at his stomach and chest as blood covered the front of his waistcoat. Scott knew the poor man would not be long for this world. Shots rang out from various points along the trees and boulders, though at such a range, and in the hands of untrained amateurs, this amounted to little more than making noise.

“Sergeant Johnston!” he called out, keeping his voice calm.

Without waiting for further orders, the ranking NCO called out the musketry drill which he’d been bludgeoning into the new recruits for weeks.

“Take care! Rest your firelock! Poise your firelock! Recover your firelock! Cock your firelock! Cast about to charge! Handle your cartridge ...”

The sergeant continued to shout out the sequence, a mind-numbing thirty steps, which could easily take more than a minute to complete. Captain Scott found it excessive to the point of ridiculous. Every regiment had its own musketry protocols, and it was not unheard of for the orders to be substantially abbreviated, at least when drilling experienced soldiers. With new recruits, however, Scott conceded it was likely best the drill be followed to the letter.

“Cock your firelock!” Johnston boomed. “Present! Fire!”

Scores of muskets thundered. With very little breeze, it would take time for the choking cloud of smoke to dissipate. This gave the Redcoats time to reload. Several weapons had failed to fire, likely owing to misaligned flints. Corporals checked these weapons, berating their bearers for any mistakes, often with a sharp cuff across the back of the head.

“Reload, but hold your fire,” Captain Scott ordered.

He then rode to the edge of the gorge a few dozen yards left of the bridge. Shots continued to ring out, though it was impossible to tell just how many rebels they were facing.

“First shots of this damned uprising,” James Thompson said as he joined him. “I’m sorry about your men. Beastly bad luck.”

“We still have more than sixty we need to take care of,” Scott muttered. Trying to contain his frustration, he added, “What’s more, we have no idea what we’re facing.”

“It seems they’re goading us into pushing across,” Thompson speculated. “That’s a confined space on the bridge, not to mention plenty of exposed open ground once we’re over.”

“And if they’re facing us with so much as equal strength, even these savage amateurs will shoot half our lads to pieces before we can reach the treeline,” Scott said, struggling against feelings of utter defeat.

He looked around but knew only two options lay before him. The gorge was very steep, the river swift, with no other crossings for miles. He then remembered promising Major Wentworth they would act with caution. Across the bridge, only death or capture awaited. And Fort William would still be without its reinforcements. He then recalled the castle they’d passed, which lay near the Laggan Plain, in between Loch Lochy and Loch Oich.

“Make ready to retire!” he called out. “Form both companies into a hollow square. We’ll head for Invergarry Castle, establish a defence, and assess the situation.”

It was a hateful order, but the captain felt it was their only option. At least the castle offered substantial protection against any Jacobite warbands. He could then send word back to Fort Augustus, requesting reinforcements, if necessary.

Privately, he wasn’t certain if even this plan would work. After all, Invergarry was seat of Clan MacDonell of Glengarry, who’d been among the first to declare for the Old Pretender during the previous Jacobite Uprising in 1715. The loyalties of the current lord, John MacDonell, remained unknown. None had ventured forth to oppose the Royal Scots’ march. And he’d secured a charter for Knoydart from John Campbell, the late 2nd Duke of Argyll. The Campbells of Argyll were the most fiercely loyal of the Highland clans. Scott hoped their influence still held over Glengarry.
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“By God, those filthy bastards are retreating!” William heard John MacDougal shout.

He had just begun reloading his third shot, when he peeked around his boulder. Sure enough, the Redcoats were moving away from the bridge. They’d formed into a hollow square, with the mounted officers in the centre.

“Men of Keppoch, assemble!” Tirnadris’ voice shouted from near the inn.

William shouldered his musket and practically crashed through the low lying branches of the nearest tree as he hastened to the major’s call. All were gathering near the front of the building, where three men were looting the bodies of the slain Redcoats. One had laid claim to the younger man’s musket and cartridge bag. Another was devouring a chunk of bread taken from their haversacks. None claimed the pike of the other soldier.

William stared at the bodies for a few moments. The younger soldier lay on his side, eyes open and glassy. His tongue protruded slightly out the corner of his mouth, where a trickle of blood streamed. He’d been shot through the chest and stomach, his hands still clutching stiffly at his guts. The older soldier lay on his back, his head turned away, a pool of blood soaking into the damp ground. William noted the hole in the skull, where a musket ball had exited. The hair was matted with blood, bits of bone, and brain.

The young Jacobite suddenly felt ill and was glad he’d not done the actual killing. These men were the enemy—at least that’s what he’d been told—but they were still men. And to see their lifeless bodies stretched out before him twisted his guts. He especially felt for the younger soldier, who in all likelihood was still well shy of twenty.

“We’ve repelled the enemy, but cannot finish him alone,” Tirnadris said. “MacDonell of Glengarry has answered the prince’s call. His regiment is assembling south of Laggan Plain. The Camerons approach from the far side of Loch Lochy. And Keppoch himself comes to trap the enemy.”

William snapped out of his brooding at the mention of their clan chieftain. Keppoch himself was coming! He’d only seen the great man a few times in his life, and never actually met him. Perhaps this would be his day.

“And what will you have of us, sir?” Archibald asked, his expression grim and determined.

“We shall take the valley of Glen Loy and get in front of the enemy,” Tirnadris said. “Let them think a great host blocks their path and may pursue.”

“Instead, they march straight into the very foe they wish to avoid,” Archibald added with a malicious smile.
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Despite moving in a hollow square, the two companies of Royal Scots still managed to keep a pace of around three miles per hour. Those in the rear kept constantly turning around, keeping a wary eye out for pursuers. Thankfully, there were none. The square was adjusted to just three sides once they reached Loch Lochy, with the lake acting as the fourth. The ground on what was now their right was steep, rocky, and covered in foliage. Captain Scott grumbled under his breath that Field Marshal Wade should have deforested the area when building the road.

As if the fates were reading his thoughts, a slew of scattered musketry burst forth from the rocky high ground. This was far more intense than what they faced at Highbridge. It was also at a much closer range. Untrained as these Highlanders may be, when scores of weapons fired from such a distance, some shots were bound to hit.

Three men cried out. One fell to a knee, the outer edge of his right trouser leg torn away, blood already seeping from the grazing shot. Another fell backwards, having taken a shot to the left shoulder. The third screamed loudest of all, clutching at his face, blood streaming through his fingers as he collapsed forward into a waist-high boulder.

At Scott’s command, the front and rear sides of the square swung around like a pair of doors until the entire formation was in line. The sergeants and corporals executed volleys by platoon, rather than the entire formation firing at once. A stiff breeze blew in from the northeast, channelled along the loch, quickly dissipating the clouds of smoke. A silence fell, with every man taking quick breaths, hearts pounding in their chests. No more shots came from their unseen enemy. Without scaling the steep rocks, there was no way of discovering whether they’d hit anything. After a few moments, with the loud crack of musketry leaving their ears ringing, Sergeant Johnston bellowed out the sequence to reload.

“Take care! Rest your firelock! Poise your firelock ...”

Meanwhile, the lieutenants, remaining sergeant, and drummers, having no firearms to reload, helped the two wounded men to their feet. Neither injury appeared immediately fatal, though infection was always an acute risk. A surgeon would need to extract the musket ball from the soldier struck in the shoulder. Though the other man appeared to be in greater pain, his injury was mostly superficial. A rag was tied around his leg, and he was told to have one of his mates help him.

As soon as Sergeant Johnston finished giving the last order to reload, Captain Scott ordered the formation reassembled. The soldier who’d been shot through his face had either expired or fainted. Even if he still breathed, his life was ending. A pair of soldiers were ordered to collect his musket, ammunition bag, and haversack.

“Remove his coat, too,” the captain said. “That can be reissued.”

There was a slight uncomfortable pause, but then the men complied.

Drums sounded the cadence of march once again. Thrice more, they came under attack from bands of Jacobite skirmishers. Though it was now clear they had the Redcoats outnumbered, they failed to materialise. Two men received minor injuries, though thankfully no more were killed or mortally wounded.

“No Highland charge from this lot,” Lieutenant Ferguson said.

Captain Scott didn’t reply. Quietly, he had the same thoughts as his subaltern. The enemy knew they had a long retreat ahead of them, and were content to simply pick them off at each step of the way. As they neared the northeastern edge of Loch Lochy, Scott checked his watch. It was nearly 4:00 in the afternoon. He let out a sigh. Had they been able to press through the ambush at the bridge, they would have reached Fort William at least thirty minutes earlier. Now, they were following an ignominious retreat. At least now they were within roughly three miles of Invergarry Castle. One more hour, and they’d reach safety.

Not all were so certain about their salvation. Lieutenant James Ferguson, who carried the companies’ pay in his saddlebag, sidled his mount over to Sergeant Johnston.

“I fear if we fall into ambush again, there won’t be time to keep our pay from falling into enemy hands,” he said quietly.

“Then we must dispose of them, sir,” the NCO replied.

“Yes.”

Ferguson gave a nod and directed Johnston to fetch the bundle of bank notes from his bag. He then tore off the numbers of each before handing the bodies to the sergeant.

“These will serve as proof needed to be reimbursed by the government,” Ferguson reasoned. “Now be a good man and dispose of the note bodies.”

Handing his pike to a nearby soldier, Johnston took out his tinderbox, and proceeded to burn the bank notes, letting the cinders fall in a trail behind him. Soldiers marching behind him winced as they saw their pay go up in flames. It also served as an ill omen for what lay ahead.

Devoid of the lake’s protection on their left flank, the square was re-formed once more into four sides. As they crossed onto the Laggan Plain, leading towards the castle, they heard the sounds of bagpipes and piercing war cries in a foreign tongue echoing from all sides. Though he had rarely heard it spoken since his youth, John Scott, like most of his Highland soldiers, could understand enough.

“Long live James Jacobus, King of Scotland by the grace of God!”

“Hail, the Bonnie Prince Charlie!”

“Death to the German Georgie!”

As even more musketry was unleashed, this time from all sides, Scott felt as if he’d been struck by a hammer in the upper right arm, sending him backwards off his horse. A private soldier cried out as he also fell wounded.
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The Glen Loy valley was largely overgrown, with MacDonell of Tirnadris’ small party having to force their way over fallen trees, boulders and through large thickets. However, they were not impeded by having to constantly defend themselves against ambush, nor encumbered by wounded companions. It was still an arduous trek and, by the time they pressed ten miles, past the end over Loch Lochy, William was completely exhausted. His companions were likewise. They’d gotten little sleep the night before, though they reckoned Tirnadris had even less. The cousin of Keppoch still had his horse, which he’d been compelled to dismount and guide on foot through the rougher ground.

The sounds of pipes in the distance brought a grin to the small band of Jacobite fighters, reviving their spirits.

“That will be the Camerons,” Tirnadris speculated, noting the sound came from the northwest. “The Glengarry Regiment and Keppoch with the rest of our men are likely converging on our prey.”

They climbed up a gradually sloping hill of rain-flattened grass and heather, emerging on the rock-strewn plain. William saw a large band, which he assumed to be the Camerons, heading south before taking up positions amongst the trees and rocks. He could not tell where the Glengarries were, but he saw a sight off to his left that made his heart soar.

A force of around 300 men marched together. Some wore tartan of red with green and black, similar to William MacIntyre’s. Though unlike the stereotype perpetuated by the English, there was no standard plaid worn by every member of a given clan. While there were often similarities, a man’s tartan was usually whatever threads his wife or mother could attain. What said these were his people was the square flag bearing MacDonell of Keppoch’s unmistakeable coat of arms. In the upper left corner of the shield was a red lion on a yellow background. Next to this was a red fist holding a black cross on a white background. On the lower left, also on a white background, was a black ship. And next to this was a grey fish on a blue background.

A cheer arose from Tirnadris’ small gathering as they saw the two men riding at the head of the formation. Both wore white powdered wigs beneath their dark blue bonnets, distinctly accented by the large, white Jacobite cockade. They wore dark blue greatcoats over their plaid, with a white silk scarf around the neck. A black circular shield, known as a targe, with iron décor hung from their respective saddles, with each wearing a broadsword off the left hip.

Despite their elaborate style of dress, they gave off an air of nearly divine leadership and ferocious courage. The man on the left was Donald MacDonell, younger brother of the great Alexander MacDonell of Keppoch, who was to the right and slightly ahead. Tirnadris galloped his horse and raised his own blade in salute.

“Hail, noble Keppoch!” he called out for all to hear. “We have driven the enemy from Highbridge and into your clutches!”

“And hail to you, most noble cousin!” Keppoch said in return before eyeing Tirnadris’ detachment. “By the grace of God, you drove away the Redcoats with so few men. You are indeed blessed by the Almighty!”

The two exchanged a few more words before Tirnadris nodded to Archibald, who guided his men to take up a place at the right-front edge of the column.

“No, my good captain,” Keppoch called to him. “You and your men shall march in the centre, directly behind me.”

William was practically blushing at this esteemed honour. He and his companions were being recognised for their cleverness and bravery by the clan chief himself!

As they followed the road, with the clan regiment fanning out to either side, they spied the advancing Redcoats just as musket fire erupted all around them. To their credit, the British held to their formation and loosed their own volleys in return.

“It is time to end this,” William heard Keppoch say. “Brother, you will remain with our men. Cousin, you and your companions will accompany me.”

He and Tirnadris’ horses moved at a swift trot, the bedraggled yet invigorated band, who’d already trekked more than a dozen miles this day, moved at a jog behind them. Keppoch kept well in front of his men, even as they approached the lead ranks of enemy soldiers, who were reloading their muskets. The chieftain neither hefted his shield nor drew his broadsword. Instead, he raised a hand, ordering the small detachment to halt before proceeding a few more paces forward.

William noticed one of the British horses was riderless, and saw a man being helped to his feet. Blood seeped from a wound to his upper arm. Like Keppoch, he also wore a powdered wig. His uniform was also of far greater quality than his men, aside from the musket ball tear and blood stain, which shone black against the red fabric. William reckoned his attire cost more than every man under his charge earned in a year! It was he to whom Keppoch spoke. He addressed the officer in English, of which William could not understand a word.
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Captain Scott was still dazed, his vision blurred as several men helped him to his feet, including Captain Thompson and Sergeant Johnston.

“Enemies to our front, sir,” Lieutenant Ferguson said, struggling to keep his voice calm.

“Hold your fire!” Scott called out, clutching at his aching skull. He couldn’t even feel the pain in his upper arm, though it refused to function properly.

Taking a few slow breaths as his vision returned, he saw just a dozen men advancing towards them, with hundreds more a quarter mile further back. Though they could scarcely see those who had them surrounded to the flanks and rear, their echoing bagpipes made their presence known. Scott knew he was hopelessly outnumbered and trapped. He turned his attention to the well-dressed Highlander who rode up to within a dozen paces of their formation. Scott gestured for his men to help him back into the saddle. It was then that shocks of pain jolted down his arm, causing his vision to blur once again. His adversary waited until he was settled before addressing him.

“Officer of King George II of England,” he said. “I come on behalf of Prince Charles, rightful heir to his divinely appointed majesty, King James VIII of Scotland. Your men fought well. And as you personally face me, despite your injuries, I cannot help but admire your courage. I, therefore, ask you not throw away your lives, but surrender with all due honour.” Raising his hand he then said, “I give you my word that none of you will be further harmed. Your wounds, and those of your men, will be treated, even if we have to send for your own surgeons from Fort William. For we know that is where you were headed. Come, let us end the bloodshed this day.”
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​Chapter III
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***
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All told, between both companies, the two captains, two lieutenants, two surviving sergeants, four corporals, a pair of drummers, and sixty-two private soldiers from 2nd Battalion of the 1st Royal Scots were taken prisoner. Six of the privates were wounded to various degrees. A sergeant and two privates, including Captain John Scott’s soldier-servant, were dead. He would later learn from his captors that the sixty men from the 6th Regiment, who’d passed through Fort Augustus two days prior, met the same fate. Only they were taken without a single shot fired.

It was only after a reluctant pause that Sergeant David Johnston handed over his pike. A Jacobite then began rummaging through his haversack. As he started to remove a book, Johnston clasped him by the wrist, wrenching the hand away. He then shoved the man back, face red, eyes filled with rage. Several enemy combatants surrounded him, weapons brandished, shouting at him in Gaelic. A sharp word from their captain silenced them, and they stepped back. The Jacobite officer then held out his hand, locking eyes with the sergeant. David shook his head.

“No.” The two men kept their gazes locked for a full ten seconds before David said, “Look, this isn’t some fucking collection of battle plans.”

“Then what is it?” the captain demanded, hand still held out.

His anger threatening to turn to blinding rage, David took out the battered book and thumbed a few of its pages towards the man before shoving it back in his haversack. He placed a hand protectively over the flap.

“It’s a journal to my daughter!” he snapped. “You fucking cunts can take it from my bloody corpse.”

He saw the briefest twinge cross the Jacobite officer’s face. Was it sympathy? He didn’t know. Thankfully, the man lowered his hand and nodded for his men to back away. David let out a sigh, his composure returning. He rarely lost his bearing, especially in front of his men, who were staring at him, wide-eyed. None had even known he had a family. And this journal, which he’d never spoken of to anyone, was the one thing he would die to protect.

The exhausted companies of Redcoats, along with their equally spent Jacobite captors, made the journey southwest once more. This time, they followed the northwest side of Loch Lochy. The ten-mile trek took nearly four hours, given the state of the injured British soldiers. Their only reprieve came from the loss of carrying the extra weight of their firelocks and cartridge bags, which were all procured by the rebels. Each musket alone weighed ten pounds. David Johnston and the other surviving sergeant were likewise relieved of their pikes.

Captain Scott’s right arm felt numb, and he constantly flexed his fingers, attempting to regain some feeling. Any attempts to raise the limb were met with savage jolts of pain. He and Captain Thompson, along with Lieutenants Ferguson and Rose, were allowed to keep their swords, though relieved of their pistols. Scott was invited to ride with Keppoch and his colleague, Donald Cameron of Lochiel, chieftain of Clan Cameron and one of the most influential men across the Highlands.

“We can promise you hot food and a warm bed once we reach my estate at Achnacarry,” Lochiel said.

“What of my men?” Scott asked.

“They’ll be housed in either the barns or servants’ quarters,” the Cameron chieftain stated. “Which is more than can be said for my own troops, who will spend this night, like every night, sleeping on the ground.”

Scott eyed both Lochiel and Keppoch. Both men’s faces appeared worn, despite living a far more privileged life than the clansmen who served them. The captain reasoned it was the same for gentry officers and the private soldiers in King George’s service. He knew that his wig and hat alone cost more than a private soldier earned in a year. He guessed both men were in their early to mid-fifties, roughly twice his own age. Indeed, he noticed the clan officers trended older than their British counterparts. The same could be said of the enlisted ranks. The common Highland fighter crossed a vast age spectrum, from teenage youths to men in their fifties. By contrast, the vast majority of British Redcoats were in their late teens to mid-twenties.

Achnacarry Castle was more of an elaborate estate than fortified stronghold. Built ninety years prior by Lochiel’s ancestor, Sir Ewen Cameron, it served as the seat of their clan. A red sun shone through breaks in the clouds to the west. Scott checked his pocket watch and saw it was exactly 7:00. Aside from a hundred men tasked with guarding the prisoners, the men from both Lochiel and Keppoch’s regiments, nearly a thousand in all, spread out along the grounds into small groups as they made ready to have a cold supper before settling in for the night. Many had simply wandered off to go sleep well away from the threat of being assigned guard details or other undesirable tasks.

As promised, the British officers were taken into the manor house, while the enlisted ranks were gathered into a large barn with attached stables. Lochiel ordered servants to bring bread for the prisoners, while a meal was prepared for his “honoured guests.”

In addition to Lochiel and Keppoch were the latter’s brother and cousin, along with several of Lochiel’s own relations, including his wife and two sons. The eldest appeared to be in his early teens. He stood wide-eyed at the sight of the red-jacketed officers.

Scott was first taken into a side room, where Lochiel’s personal physician examined his wound.

“I’m afraid I have not the proper tools to extract the shot,” the doctor said. “I shall recommend word be sent to your people at Fort William. Perhaps they can send surgeons for both you and your wounded men.”

Scott bit the inside of his cheek at the mention of Fort William, the very place he’d been heading for that day. The doctor then applied a dressing to the wound and helped the captain don his jacket once more. They then joined the Scottish nobles and fellow officer prisoners in the dining hall. He also noticed another man who’d recently arrived. He wore a blue French officer’s uniform, yet, when he spoke, his accent wasn’t French, but Irish.

“Captain Scott,” Lochiel said before gesturing to the other officer. “May I present John O’Sullivan, Colonel in Service to his Catholic Majesty, King Louis XV.”

O’Sullivan stepped forward and made to extend his hand when he saw the bandage around Scott’s arm. Instead, he offered a short bow.

“Captain,” he said. “The good Lochiel and Keppoch speak well of your men’s discipline and your own courage. It is a pity we are on opposing sides, particularly as you, like them, are a fellow Highlander.”

“I may be of the Highlands, sir,” Scott said, his tone flat. “But I am foremost a British subject to George II, rightful king over all Britain, and your own native Ireland.”

“The question of who is the lawful sovereign of these lands is the subject of considerable debate,” O’Sullivan replied, ignoring the remark about Ireland being under dominion of the House of Hanover.

“The very idea of ‘Britain’ is a ridiculous notion,” Keppoch said from his place at the far end of the table. His tone was stern, though calm. “The Act of Union was a betrayal to all Scots, yourself included, Captain. As is having a German usurper laying claim to the Crown of Scotland.”

“On those matters, we will have to respectfully disagree,” Scott replied.

Lochiel then said, “While we can differ with respect amongst ourselves, I regret the matter will only be resolved through unfortunate bloodshed.”

“Indeed,” O’Sullivan concurred. “Prince Charles Edward Stuart, heir to the true King of Scotland, James VIII, has boldly crossed the sea to restore his father’s throne.”

Scott did not reply, though he clued in on O’Sullivan mentioning James Stuart as just the King of Scotland. Had his father not been deposed by James’ much older sister, Mary, and her husband, William of Orange, more than five decades prior, he would have become James III of England and VIII of Scotland. Scott wondered if, perhaps, there were disputes within the Jacobites as to what the final outcome of this uprising would be. Did the young Charles Stuart wish to restore his father to the thrones of England, Scotland, and Ireland? Or did he seek to abolish the Union, with James Stuart ruling over Scotland alone? He kept his thoughts to himself.

“We may have been enemies this day,” Keppoch said, his tone softening from before. “But the prince has need of officers of your calibre, and that of your companions.”

Scott looked to Captain Thompson and Lieutenants Ferguson and Rose. None had said more than a few words since their capture. He then looked to Keppoch.

“I’ll not speak on behalf of my fellow officers, but only myself.” He then raised his wine glass with his left hand. “And while I appreciate you master’s courteous offer, I must reaffirm my allegiance to His Majesty, King George II.”

“Here, here,” Thompson said, raising his own glass. The two lieutenants did likewise.

Keppoch let out an exaggerated sigh, though it was clear he had not expected a different outcome.

“Very well,” Lochiel said. “We need not argue further this night. And so you know, after speaking with my physician, I shall send one of my fastest riders to Fort William at sunrise. Your wounds require a surgeon with more assets than we can supply here. And you have several wounded men who require attention.”

“Yes, your men,” O’Sullivan said. “They’re mostly Scots, too?”

“Aside from my ranking sergeant, two corporals, and a few private soldiers, they’re mostly Scotsmen,” the captain confirmed.

“Then I would like to speak with them, with your permission, of course.”

Scott gave a short nod. He was in no position to stop his captors from addressing his men. Still, he did appreciate the Irishman’s decorum.

“Of course, sir,” he replied.
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Sounds of loud snoring emanated from both levels of the barn and adjoining stables. The noise was only drowned out by the pounding of rain. Though the roof leaked in places, the British captives knew they had it much better than their gaolers, who were completely subjected to the elements.

Despite his own mind-numbing fatigue, Sergeant David Johnston found sleep eluded him. Struck with feelings of dejected humiliation, it was his burning rage which kept him awake. His paternal ancestors were Scottish, though his family had lived in Yorkshire for over a hundred years, with his mother from Leeds. At least two generations of grandmothers on his father’s side had been English. His only remaining Scottish aspect was his surname, with only the faintest trace of northern blood. Yet when he left home at seventeen to “take the King’s Shilling,” he’d attested into the 1st Royals, now commonly referred to as the Royal Scots, partly as a means of forging a link with his father’s ancestors. Though as common as the surname Johnston was, he knew not whether his family had come from the Highlands, or more civilised Lowlands. He hoped it was the Lowlands. For aside from his soldiers, with whom he only rarely had to use the lash to maintain order, he now held a special loathing for the Highland Scot.

With a loud creak, the main doors to the barn were forced open. Ten rebels entered, each bearing muskets with bayonets fixed. These were in better condition than Johnston would have expected from weaponry belonging to such barbarians. This meant these had until recently belonged to his men. His rising anger was tempered momentarily when he noticed the man in the centre, who was not armed and wore a blue greatcoat.

“On your feet, lads!” the sergeant called out. “It would seem our hosts wish to have a word with us.”

All manner of grumbles and curses came from the darkness. A pair of oil lamps were hung off hooks near the doors, which were hastily closed as a stiff wind blew in the rain. The man removed his hat and surveyed the prisoners for a moment before speaking.

“Gentlemen, my name is Colonel O’Sullivan, in the service of King Louis XV, and now adviser to Prince Charles Edward Stuart of Scotland.”

“I know your sort,” Johnston said, stepping into the light, arms crossed. He kept his expression neutral, despite his boiling rage. “Irish traitors who sold their souls to the bloody frogs. Couldn’t serve your own rightful king, yet you took the commission of our enemy. Forgive me, then, if I don’t address you with the courtesy deserving of a man of your rank, Colonel.” He said the last word with utter disdain.

“That is where you are wrong,” O’Sullivan replied, surprisingly calm despite having just been insulted by a mere ranker. “King Louis is not your enemy. And I do serve my rightful king, James VIII of Scotland, and, by extension, his divinely appointed heir, Prince Charles. It is he who I represent. The prince extends the hand of friendship to his fellow countrymen. He asks that you take up your arms once more, this time in service to a true Scot, and not a German pretender.”

“I thought Charlie was Italian,” a voice called from the darkness.

Another answered, “I heard he was Polish.”

“Born to a Polish mother and a Scottish king,” O’Sullivan replied. “And, therefore, your rightful prince. Any man who wishes to take up arms in his noble task, ordained by God himself, shall be immediately set at liberty and welcomed amongst his brother Scots.”

“Fuck the Stuarts!” another man spat, stepping into the light. It was William Allen, one of Johnston’s corporals. “Prince Charlie? More like Cunt Charlie!”

This drew a chorus of guffaws and further insults from the Redcoats, most of whom were near delirious with exhaustion.

“I think you have your answer,” Johnston said evenly. “Skulk back to your master, Colonel. Pray you live long enough to return to the foreign king who so easily purchased your loyalty.” He then nodded his head over his shoulder. “These men may only be a step above the scum infesting your little rebellion. Right bastards, the lot of them. But at least they remember their oaths. There’s more nobility amongst the worst of their lot than among you powder wig wearing shits combined. So, I say to you, on behalf of all the Royal Scots Regiment, fuck Charlie and his pathetic father who hides like a coward in Rome.”

“Yeah, fuck Charlie!” several voices called out in the dark.

O’Sullivan said no more, though Johnston thought he saw his face turn red in the lamplight. None of his escorts had understood a word of the exchange, though the laughter from their prisoners, coupled with the biting tone in their rebukes, told them plenty. O’Sullivan turned about and gestured for the men to open the doors. Soon the captured Redcoats were left in darkness once more. David Johnston sat on a pile of straw, his head leaning against a support pillar as he fell fast asleep.
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“Your men’s responses were rather candid, if less polite than your own,” O’Sullivan said after returning to the manor.

Only Lochiel and Captain Scott remained. They were now sitting in the study by the fire. Keppoch, his kinsmen, and the remaining British officers, had taken to bed. A servant brought a decanter of brandy and offered a glass to O’Sullivan, who accepted.

“A pity, that,” the Irish colonel said to Lochiel. “I expected more from your fellow Highlanders.”

“These men were mostly recruited from the Lowlands,” Scott corrected. “Though there are a few Gaelic speakers in our ranks.”

“Ah,” O’Sullivan said with an understanding nod.

Lowlanders were considered Scottish in name only by their Highland neighbours to the north. In language, culture, and dress, they more resembled the English and were therefore more likely to be hostile towards the Jacobite cause. Still, there were many, if a minority, who’d flocked to the prince’s banner.

“But do not think you’d receive any more favourable an outcome with our Highland soldiers,” Scott added. “The Royal Scots are a prideful regiment. Numbered first among the king’s regiments, they do not take their loyalties lightly.”

O’Sullivan snorted in reply. He remained standing as he took a drink off his brandy and addressed Lochiel once more.

“His Royal Highness is assembling at Glenfinnan, where he will raise his standard in three days.”

“Yes, most of my men are still retrieving their arms,” Lochiel said. “I, myself, will be present. As will Keppoch and the John Gordon of Glenbucket. Though Glenbucket’s advanced age will keep him from the campaign, he has pledged the support of every fighting man in his lands.”

“Splendid,” O’Sullivan said. Shooting a sidelong glance to Captain Scott, he remarked, “And I shall bring with me the company of Redcoats captured just two days ago. Captain John Sweetenham leads them. Though our friend, Captain Scott, will be unable to travel with his wounds, I think we should include his men as honoured guests.”

Outside the manor, tucked away in a darkened corner of the outer wall, beneath a large oak tree, William MacIntyre unfurled and wrapped himself in his plaid. The secluded corner and mighty oak offered significant protection from the pouring rain. Held protectively close was his newly acquired cherished possessions, a British land pattern musket and cartridge pouch. Though most of the captured arms were taken and placed in a tarp covered cart, the men of Tirnadris’ force were each given one of the prized weapons as reward for stopping the British at Highbridge.

This type of firelock was slightly heavier than his French Charleville musket, with larger calibre ammunition. It was also in far better condition than the old firearm he’d inherited from his father. The stock was kept oiled, the action crisp. The triangular bayonet was both sharp and devoid of rust pitting. William intended to keep it this way.

He and his companions gave their old weapons to their captain, who had them distributed to men devoid of firearms. Even a marginally maintained Charleville with rusted bayonet was preferable to a Lochaber axe or pitchfork!

His mind raced, despite his numbing fatigue and having only half a loaf of bread for his supper. So much had happened since he was first shaken awake by Archibald MacDonell, his captain and tacksman. For the first time in his life, he’d wielded a firearm with the intent of killing his fellow man. It was highly unlikely any of his shots found their mark, which he found strangely comforting. He didn’t know if he was alone in his hesitation to kill, and was too afraid to voice his misgivings. John MacDougal would certainly mock him as a “weak and feeble old woman.”

He then placed a hand gently over his locket, which always brought a smile to his face. His thoughts turned to Katherine and their unborn child. He thought it unlikely he’d be home in time for the birth, and so gave a silent prayer that God would watch over his family. He said another prayer of thanks for Isla Kennedy, the wife of John Kennedy, who’d promised to look after them.

“Sleep well, my love,” William whispered. These were his final words every night before slumber took hold.
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Achnacarry Castle, seat of the Camerons of Lochiel

17 August 1745

***
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True to his word, Donald Cameron of Lochiel sent a servant on horseback to Fort William at first light. It was a twelve-mile journey each way, and the messenger wasn’t expected to return until midafternoon at the earliest.

“I hope the Governor of Fort William will not be long in his response,” Lochiel said. “Are you acquainted with him?”

He and Captain Scott, along with Keppoch and his cousin, Tirnadris, walked the grounds of the estate. Keppoch’s brother, Donald MacDonell, his lieutenant colonel, was seeing to their regimental duties. Captain Thompson and the two lieutenants were left to their own devices, each also taking a stroll of the estate, with only minimal presence of Lochiel’s men. These seemed more like personal guards rather than gaolers. Indeed, all had given their word, as officer-gentlemen, that they would make no attempts at escape.

The enlisted men, under Sergeant David Johnston, were allowed out of the barn and stables, though not permitted to wander far. And as they were no more gentlemen than their Highland captors, they could not be trusted to refrain from absconding.

“Not personally,” Scott replied to Lochiel. Briefly glancing towards Keppoch he remarked, “I know he’s a Campbell.”

This made Keppoch’s face twitch and drew a scowl from his cousin. Scott knew that, amongst the rival highland clans, few held greater hatred towards each other than the MacDonells and Campbells. Some officers mused that the fierce loyalty from the Campbells of Argyll was less about allegiance to King George II, and more about the opportunity to kill their blood rivals.

“Your horse,” Keppoch then said to Scott. “It is a rather splendid grey gelding.”

“That it is,” Scott concurred, curious about the sudden interest in his mount.

“With your wounds, you are unable to travel,” Keppoch continued. “And it is too fine a beast to simply leave here.”

“Speak plainly,” the captain demanded. “I’m in no position to stop you from claiming my horse.”

“True,” the Highland clan chief said. “Though I daresay you will not be pleased with what we’ve decided.”

Scott stopped and turned to face him. His face was pale from lack of sleep, owing to his wound. His right arm had since been placed in a cloth sling. There was a dull ache near the right shoulder, with an intermittent numbness to the hand and forearm.

“It shall serve as a prize to be given to the Bonnie Prince,” Tirnadris spoke up.

“I see,” Scott said, angry though unsurprised. “Then I hope it’ll perform suitable duties under his charge.”

“By which you mean you wish it throws him the first time he seeks to ride it,” Tirnadris said with a chuckle.

Scott simply shrugged.

“We shall be departing in two days to attend Prince Charles’ muster,” Lochiel then said. “You and your wounded men will remain here. The rest, including your fellow officers, will accompany us. They may have a change of heart once they are in the presence of their rightful prince.”

There were many breaks in the clouds, with the sun shining down. Lochiel’s servant returned just before noon, much sooner than anticipated. He, regrettably, came alone.

“Apologies, my lord,” he said with a bow to Lochiel. “But the fort governor has adamantly refused to send one of his surgeons to aid his fellow officer.”

“Typical of the Campbells,” Keppoch scoffed.

“Then there is nothing for it,” Lochiel remarked. Turning to Scott he said, “Our only choice is to send you to Fort William, provided you give us your parole. I know it is no small irony, as that was your destination.”

“You shall have my parole,” Scott replied. “Provided you send my wounded men with me.”

Lochiel first looked to Keppoch. Though he held greater sway amongst the clans and could therefore be considered his senior in the prince’s army, it was Keppoch who captured the Redcoats. His fellow chieftain gave a subtle nod.

“I see no harm in granting this request,” Lochiel replied. “Six men, even if their wounds don’t prove fatal or debilitating, will make little difference in this conflict. I shall, of course, demand they first give their parole as well.”

It was a sensible answer, though none expected mere rankers to feel in any way honour bound to such an oath. In truth, they were little more than an encumbrance upon Lochiel, who he was obliged to feed and house until the gathering at Glenfinnan. Even if none changed sides to fight for the prince, they would then be Charlie’s problem and not his.
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It was at least twenty-five miles from Achnacarry to Prince Charlie’s rallying point at Glenfinnan, near the northern edge of Loch Shiel. The lack of improved roads and hilly terrain meant this would take the better part of two days.

Sergeant David Johnston fully expected to depart at first light the following morning. Instead, there seemed to be much confusion amongst the Jacobites. Though undoubtedly tenacious fighters, in the sergeant’s eyes they lacked discipline or any sense of organisation.

Had they faced us with equal numbers, even my untrained recruits would have torn them to shreds, he thought bitterly.

He’d proudly served in the ranks of the 1st Royal Scots for eleven years. Being the first numbered regiment of the British army, they were considered its most senior. They also, unlike most, were not named after their regimental colonel, such as Howard’s 3rd Buffs, Barrel’s 4th (King’s Own), or Munro’s 37th Regiment of Foot. David knew the precedence of the 1st Royal Scots was not lost on their enemy, who likely considered their capture a massive political victory. Yet strategically it meant little that they’d captured less than seventy men, most of whom were raw recruits, who the rebel bastards had outnumbered twenty to one!

It was an hour past noon when Captain James Thompson and both companies’ lieutenants approached the sergeant, who came to attention.

“Due to his injuries, Captain Scott will not be accompanying us,” Thompson said. “I and my fellow officers are obliged to accompany our enemy’s nobles. Therefore, you, Sergeant, are in charge of our companies.”

“Yes, sir,” Johnston replied.

Thompson then stared intently at the NCO.

“I expect we’ll be paroled, which means, as gentlemen, we’ll be honour bound to make for London and sit out the rest of this war. If, at some point, you are also offered parole, I suggest you take it.”

His hard gaze was met by a grin of utter malice.

“Of course, sir,” the sergeant replied. “We’ll make any pledge that is expected of true gentlemen.”

Thompson did not reply, nor show any change to his countenance. His eyes, however, showed Johnston they understood each other.

He then returned to where the remaining sergeant, four corporals, two drummers, and sixty-two private soldiers were gathered just outside the barn. The six wounded sat together, their bloody bandages causing the sergeant some concern.

“You men will remain here,” he explained. “The enemy nobles have assured the officers that they are attempting to get one of our own surgeons to see to both your wounds and those of Captain Scott. I wish you all well.”

“Thank you, Sergeant,” a young, wounded private replied, clutching at his right arm, which was bound in a sling.

David could not recall the man’s name, only that twice he’d had to soundly thrash him with the “cat,” as they called the feared whip, for failure to obey orders during the earliest days of training. The lad had since turned into a passable soldier and acquitted himself well during the recent fighting. A shame to see it end for him so quickly. It wasn’t certain how bad his wound was, whether he’d keep or lose his arm, or if infection would cost him his life. David gave a final nod to the men and returned to the others.

He would march at the head of the two companies, in place of where the officers commanding would ride. The sergeant from Thompson’s company would march at the very back, keeping watch for stragglers. The four corporals would each take charge of their sections. There was one from Scott’s company, William Allen, who David had recently begun keeping a close eye on. Though just twenty-one, he’d proven his calmness under pressure and kept his men from panicking, mostly by his own example. He was also clearly educated, which made some question what he was doing in the army. Probably running away from an unhappy home life, David had thought. Regardless, should they manage to return to their regiment, and if his word meant anything, Johnston would recommend Allen replace the unfortunate sergeant killed at Highbridge, a man he realised was the first fatality of this war.

It was another half hour before they received any sign that they would be departing soon. Scores of Highlanders, some of whom Sergeant Johnston recognised from the same force that had demanded their surrender, filed in loose formation to either side of the Redcoats. David had learned that they were from the MacDonells of Keppoch, and that Keppoch himself had been the one who compelled Captain Scott’s surrender. The sergeant intensely hated Keppoch, and swore a silent oath, be it to God, the Devil, or whatever divines there may be, that he and the Royal Scots would be avenged on this despicable traitor.

A man carrying a circular targe, with a well-crafted broadsword slung off his hip, approached the sergeant. His attire was less faded and better maintained than his companions’. David presumed he was their captain. He was also the only one he’d heard speak English, albeit with a heavy accent. He then recognised him as the same man who’d first attempted to claim David’s journal.

“Sergeant,” the man said. “I am Captain Archibald MacDonell of Keppoch’s Regiment. My men and I will escort you to Glenfinnan, where you shall witness the raising of the prince’s standard, as he reclaims these lands for his father, our rightful king.”

“Then we’d best make a start,” Johnston replied, stifling every effort to refute this man’s arrogant claim. To debate the righteousness or abhorrent treason of their cause was beneath even a common sergeant.

Without waiting for a response, he turned and bellowed for both companies to fall in. Every man knew his place as they formed into two files.

“Right, lads,” Johnston said. “Let’s show these barbarian cunts how real soldiers march.”

He then turned back to face Archibald, who appeared to either not hear, or at least paid no mind, to the grievous insult. Sergeant Johnston gave him a nod, a look of impatience on his face. The enemy captain returned the nod and shouted orders to his men in Gaelic.

As both Jacobites and Redcoats began the long march, David noted their enemy’s numbers were significantly fewer. Unbeknownst to him, Lochiel had already departed with his much larger regiment that morning. He had seen nothing of the other clans who’d surrounded them during the retreat from Highbridge. The British sergeant then reckoned there were no more than 300 rebels taking them to wherever Glenfinnan was.

If we but had our muskets and bayonets, we could bloody these filthy cunts straight to hell, he thought bitterly. He then chastised himself for such false bravado. As much as he despised their enemy, the Highland warrior was a skilled and incredibly tenacious fighter, especially in close quarters. Even the best trained Redcoats could not resist the onslaught of such a host who still outnumbered them five to one.

Keep your bearing, Sergeant, David then thought to himself as he marched with his head tall, shoulders back at the head of his two companies. Vengeance and redemption for the Royal Scots will come neither easily nor quickly. Take this one day, and one step, at a time.
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William MacIntyre walked with his captured firelock held close to his chest, bayonet fixed. If the British knew it was he and his companions who repelled them at Highbridge, they made no sign of it. Granted, this was extremely unlikely, as they’d begun their retreat while Tirnadris’ tiny force remained hidden.

Despite their harrowing ordeal, coupled with fatigue, hunger, and dejection at their defeat, the Redcoats marched with surprising pride, purpose, and speed. They knew where they were headed and why, yet, instead of showing signs of dejection, they appeared even more eager than their captors to reach Glenfinnan. Indeed, Archibald had to order them to slow their pace several times during the afternoon trek from Achnacarry. An early evening storm soaked the column, dampening the spirits of even the most defiant Redcoats and their Jacobite gaolers.

Possessing no watch, William knew not what time it was when they stopped, nor how far they’d managed to travel that day. There were a pair of tents carried in a small baggage cart, one for Keppoch and his kinsmen, the other for the British officers. The enlisted men were kept clustered together near the cart, surrounded by Jacobites, who were assigned to watches. William was assigned to the second, which he found most disagreeable. This meant he’d only just managed to get to sleep when he was awakened. And it felt as if he’d barely dozed off again when the regiment was roused to continue the march. He was among those tasked with tearing down and packing the tents. It was still dark, though the rains had stopped. At least an inch of water covered the ground, and twice William nearly fell on his face when tripping over unseen tent ropes. John MacDougal was not so fortunate, and he fell with a loud splash right at William’s feet.

William, who could not resist the urge to chastise his neighbour, oft rival, kicked him in the side.

“Get up, you clumsy twat,” he snapped.

MacDougal swore a litany of curses as he stumbled to his feet and swung his fist into the darkness. John Kennedy was immediately between them.

“Enough!” he snapped in a low voice. “Do not disgrace our good captain in the presence of Keppoch or his English guests!”

None of the men knew that most of the British soldiers were in fact fellow Scots. To them, any who donned the Redcoat was English by default. What was important was the men of Keppoch’s Regiment not resort to brawling with each other in the presence of the clan chief.

Everyone, Jacobite and British alike, dined on a humble breakfast of hard bread with a small chunk of cheese. It was not lost on William and his companions that the enemy prisoners were consuming a sizeable portion of their daily rations. Yet Keppoch himself insisted they be given the same as his own men.

The ground was muddy and rocky as they made the long trek to Glenfinnan. All were eager to finally see the Bonnie Prince for themselves! He was said to be as gentlemanly as he was brave and charismatic. Regrettably, their pace was at a near crawl compared to the previous day. It wasn’t until around 4:00 that they heard the sounds from scores of pipes playing in the distance.

“There!” Archibald said from astride his horse. He pointed down the winding slope to a large open glen near the northern edge of what William would later be told was Loch Shiel.

Thousands of clansmen were gathered along the field. And much to the MacDonells of Keppoch’s dismay, the prince’s standard had already been raised. This particular flag was a simple white square on a red field.

“The standard which we will follow into battle as we restore King James to his throne,” John Kennedy said appreciatively.
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