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			“If history were taught in the form of stories, it would never be forgotten.”

			Rudyard Kipling

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE

			Saint Croix Island 

			Fall 1604

			As he had each morning since the strangers had come, the old warrior stepped out of the forest across from the rocky banks of the island just as darkness gave way to the cold, pale dawn. The only sound that disturbed the stillness surrounding him was that of the swift river before him splashing on nearby rocks. Peering through the early morning mist rising off the turbulent waters and over to where the strangers had made camp, he uttered a silent prayer in the hope the sunrise would find them gone.

			Yet even before he could see them, he knew they were still there. He could smell them. It wasn’t the smoke from their fires that set them apart from his people and those of other tribes he had come across in the past. Its burning wood smelt no different than that which warmed his own lodge. Rather, it was the stench that rose from the squalid living conditions the strangers seemed to revel in that marked them as being different, as different from his people as the white banner adorned with three yellow emblems of their tribe. Slowly, the warrior squatted down onto a comfortable position on a large, flat rock, from which he could watch the comings and goings of the strangers as they tended to their early morning rituals and tasks.

			One of the first stirrings that occurred each morning was the appearance of a handful of men dressed in armor. Once bright and shiny, but now, like the leaves on the trees, dull and lifeless by the passing of time. The stranger at the entrance to their crude log enclosure seldom greeted the group of men as they approached. Instead, with bowed head, the man left the spot where he had stood watch throughout the night and trudged away to join the others. This was done with less enthusiasm than a captive faced with certain death. In his place, another man, similarly dressed and looking equally dejected, took the first man’s place at the entrance. Once he had reached the spot that seemed suitable for him, the new guard lowered the wood and metal weapon he bore, eased it down until one end rested on the ground, and leaned against the post that the rickety gate hung on.

			It was only after he was comfortable that the new sentinel bothered to lift his gaze from the dirt at his feet. Slowly, more from want of amusement than from attentiveness, the sentinel surveyed the island he and his companions had chosen to occupy. The old warrior wondered if the strangers, with skin as white and as fair as any he had ever seen, and faces covered with hair, saw the same things that he saw. He liked to think that they did, that the strangers shared more than bodies shaped as his was. But the more the old man watched them, the more he came to realize that this breed of man was unlike any other human he, or anyone he knew, had ever come across. Even the shaman, after much contemplation and consultation with the spirits, was at a loss to explain who these men were and what their coming foreshadowed.

			Unable to find answers in the legends of his people or in the wisdom of the elders of the tribe, the old warrior decided to do what he always had done when faced with a new situation or challenge. He would study it, as often as he could and as long as he could. It was important, he knew, to be familiar with the land that surrounds you and all the creatures that inhabit it. While this simple prescription had failed to gain him sufficient triumphs to be considered a leader within his tribe, it had permitted him to live to an age none of his boyhood friends had, and to bask in the warmth of a family that honored him as if he were the greatest warrior chief who had ever lived.

			When the eyes of the stranger guarding the enclosure of the settlement on the island finally fell upon the old man, the stranger studied the warrior for a moment. There was no surprise in the man’s face, for he and his companions had seen the warrior and others of his tribe from afar on many occasions. Only the warrior seemed to show any real interest as the two men stared at each other for several minutes. One question, the same one that always came to mind whenever the old warrior knew he was being watched, was why the strangers, after all these months, still refused to make an effort to contact them. It was foolish, he thought, utterly foolish on the part of the strangers to stand aloof on their isolated island, in the middle of their own stench, and make no attempt to come to terms with the world or the people about them.

			Suddenly, the stranger’s eyes lifted slightly, so that they were now gazing over the old warrior’s head. Seeing something behind the old man that aroused his interest, the stranger pushed away from the post he had been leaning on and straightened up. For a moment, the old warrior perked his ears, but he did not turn around. There was no need to, for even with the noise of the turbulent river before him, his tired ears easily recognized the familiar footfalls.

			“Why have you come here, my child, and disturbed me?” the warrior demanded, not taking his eyes from the stranger.

			“I come here for the same reason you come, in search of answers,” the sweet voice of his granddaughter responded.

			“Then you are wasting your time,” the old warrior responded gruffly. “Men such as those can provide us with no answers.”

			With a smile, the young girl came up close to her grandfather and settled down next to him. Without a word, the two eased against each other, both for support and for warmth, as they had done on so many other mornings. Together the old, tired eyes of the warrior, set deeply in the crags of a face that had seen many winters, were joined on their lonely vigil by the wide, eager, bright eyes of a girl on the verge of womanhood.

			Across the way, another fair-skinned stranger emerged from the compound with a wooden bucket in each hand. When he came abreast of the sentinel, he stopped and looked across the river at the old warrior and his granddaughter. After a moment, the two strangers exchanged comments. The old man enjoyed listening to them talk. Though he had no idea what they said, their language had a lyrical quality that reminded him of a young woman’s song.

			“What do you suppose they are talking about?” his granddaughter asked, in the sweet tones that only an innocent maiden could manage.

			From the look in the stranger’s eyes, the old man knew full well what they were discussing. Yet he did not tell her. Instead, his response reflected his own feelings and beliefs. “It does not matter what they speak of. People who are foolish enough to settle on an island that has no game, no source of fresh water other than the river itself, and will wash away when the floods come in spring should not be listened to. They are like the rainbow, my child, perhaps beautiful to behold, but of no importance. In time, they will be gone.”

			His granddaughter thought about his words as she watched the man with the buckets move down to the river, fill them halfway with water, then trudge back to the enclosure. Finally, she turned her face toward the old warrior’s. “Do you really think that they will be gone soon?”

			That was a question that the old man had pondered himself many, many times. His brain told him that they would not, could not, last very long, not if their choice of settlement was any indication of their skill and wisdom. Yet, in his heart, he knew that there was more to be feared from these strangers than their actions to date indicated. As stupid as he liked to make them out to be in his own mind, the old man knew that these strangers had a presence about them that was, for the warrior and his people, ominous. In his dreams, these strangers had come to personify all the faceless fears and demons he had known since childhood. Though they had not done him or his people any harm, the old warrior had lived long enough to know evil when he saw it.

			“You fear them, too, don’t you?” his granddaughter finally stated as she looked back across the river.

			Taking his hand out from under the fur that had been keeping it warm, he grasped the girl’s hand. “No, my child, I do not fear these men, for I am an old man that is not long for this life. I believe that my eyes will not see many more winters. But,” he said as he squeezed her hand, “I fear these are not men, not as we know. In time we will be allowed to see inside their hearts and learn what it is that brings them here, to our shores. When we do, I fear our people will weep.”

			The chill that swept across them didn’t cut the young girl as deeply as her grandfather’s words had. For she, too, had felt the same foreboding the old warrior had put to words. Unable to think of a suitable response, the girl simply squeezed the old man’s hand and sat beside him in silence, watching, studying, and waiting.

		

	
		
			PART ONE

			[image: ]

			

			Distant Shores

		

	
		
			ONE
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			Culloden Moor, Scotland

			April 1746

			Blinking furiously, Ian McPherson tried in vain to clear the cold drops of rain from his eyes and lashes even as the wind whipped more of them into his face. From time to time, he did manage to clear his vision enough to allow him to catch a glimpse of the red-coated troops who stood motionless in line of battle some five hundred yards away. Like others around him, he scanned the length of their ranks for some evidence of a weakness that would be their undoing. But there didn’t seem to be any, at least not that he could see from his place in the rear ranks where he was surround by fellow clansmen like himself, men with no title or means to speak of. Frustrated, he gripped the hilt of the ancient broadsword tightly. He then lifted the arm holding the small, round targe, wiped his face on his sleeve, and shifted his weight from one foot to the other to keep his legs from cramping. Waiting in the closely packed clan ranks, he had found, was almost as unnerving as battle itself.

			On this day, the sixteenth of April, the wait was particularly trying. The night before they had been marched about in a futile effort to surprise the government forces in their camps with a night attack. Confusion, however, prevailed, ending that effort with a retreat near dawn to a soggy patch of ground where they were allowed to catch a few hours’ sleep. Near seven o’clock the pipes called the men back to the ranks. Without so much as a stale bannock to eat, the exhausted Highlanders were marched to Drummossie Moor and deployed for battle. Tired and disheartened, some of the men had failed to heed the call of the pipes that morning. And many of the rest had gone off alone or in small groups in search of the food their war chiefs seemed incapable of providing them. Those who stayed, like Ian, had little else to do but wait with their fellow clansmen, clustered shoulder-to-shoulder, and watch as the English troops of Lord Cumberland deployed from march column and wheeled into line on the boggy moor across from them.

			For Ian, watching the British was unnerving. Smartly dressed in baggy red coats topped with a rainbow of colors representing different regiments, they paraded about as if the army of Prince Charles did exist. Contemptuous of their mud-spattered foe, the English units performed their mechanical gyrations without the slightest regard for the massed clans that Prince Charles of the House of Stuart held in check. “We should go forward and have at them,” Ian muttered in angry frustration. “Now, before they’re set and arranged for battle. It makes no sense, no sense at all, to stand here like a bloody rock and let them prance about as they please.”

			From behind him, a low, gravelly voice responded to Ian’s utterings. “Be patient, laddie. You’ll get your chance to throw your life away soon enough.”

			Turning his head slightly and glancing over his shoulder, he glared at John McLynn. “You heard me, boy,” McLynn growled. “I do not know if Bonnie Prince Charlie or any of those fine Irish and French gentlemen who profess to lead us really know what they’re doin’, but I do know it’ll make little difference for us common sorts whether we go now, or wait a little longer.”

			“I expect they’re waitin’ for those who went aforagin’ to come back,” another voice from off to one side chimed in.

			

			“I see no sense in that,” yet another offered. “It seems to me the few we get back aren’t goin’ to matter when the English cannon start firing.”

			“We have our own cannon, you know,” stated a thin wisp of a man who was leaning on a Lochaber ax for support.

			McLynn was unimpressed. “Do you think the half-wits they have manning those guns will do us much good?” Not waiting for anyone to answer, McLynn shook his musket at the thin man and thumped his clenched fist on his chest. “This, twelve rounds of powder and ball, and our miserable wretched bodies is all we’ll have to throw at them when the time comes,” he growled.

			From somewhere in front of the packed mass of men, a shrill voice rose above the mutterings in the ranks. “All right, lads, settle down now. Have a little faith in Prince Charlie and yourselves.” It was their colonel, Charles Stuart of Ardshiel. Lethargic by nature and described by some as being ‘pretty,’ Ardshiel was not what Ian had imagined a clan chief should be. In part, that was explained by the fact that Ardshiel was not the clan chief, but only the clan chief’s tutor. Since the real Appin Stuart chief was still a child, Ardshiel, who had the reputation as a swordsman, was chosen to go in his stead. “We’ve seen this all before,” Ardshiel stated, as if scolding unruly students. “They couldn’t hold us at Prestonpans and Falkirk. They’ll not stop us today.”

			Their colonel’s words managed to quiet the rumblings of the impatient men, for a while. They did nothing, however, to relieve the cold and hunger that gnawed at them. Nor could mere words dispel the growing uneasiness Ian felt welling up inside of him, like the bile that his stomach spewed forth every time the order to charge was given.

			The war Ian found himself a part of bore no resemblance to the grand and glorious tales his grandfather had spun for him when he was but a lad. Sitting before the aged, gray-haired warrior on the dirt floor of their hut, Ian would hang on every word that passed from the old man’s lips. On occasion, the old man would allow Ian to hold the great broadsword the elder McPherson had carried into battle in 1719. To Ian, those moments had been magical. The squalor he had been raised in disappeared as he became lost in his grandfather’s tales. The back-breaking toil of daily life that consumed every waking hour was forgotten as his youthful imagination carried him away to a place and time where mighty Highland warriors fought under their rightful king to defend their land and their freedom. Those must have been wonderful, glorious times, Ian told himself, and they were times that he dreamed he’d have a chance to experience.

			In the beginning, the rebellion he had run off to join had been just as he imagined, a grand adventure and a wonderful lark that took Ian away from the mundane chores of tending sheep and the odd head of cattle his father managed to procure every now and then from an unwary herder. As he entered his fourteenth year in the summer of 1745, Ian McPherson felt he was ready to take his place in the world, a world free from the oppressive traditions, feudal obligations, and poverty imposed by Englishmen that bound his family to land that wasn’t even their own. “What right does a foreigner have to run our lives?” he innocently asked his mother one day as they were making their way to the village to pay their rent.

			Ian’s mother was a humble woman who, despite being but a year past her thirtieth, already walked stooped over due to a life of hard work and long hours tending their meager crops. With a quizzical expression, she studied her son’s face for several moments as they continued along, hoping that he hadn’t suddenly been struck with simplemindedness. When she was sure he was in good health and serious, Ian’s mother shook her head. “It’s because that’s the way things are,” she replied bitterly.

			Ian thought about pursuing the matter with her, perhaps even explaining the strange thoughts that cropped up in his mind from time to time as he crossed from childhood into manhood, but he didn’t. It would be pointless, he realized, when he noticed the worried expression that creased her careworn face. Nor would he bother his father with such a question. Like the clan chief himself, his father ruled their small family with a firmness that left no room for compromise, leaving no doubt that any ideas contrary to his would not be tolerated. And though his father didn’t show any indication that he had inherited his own father’s martial skills, he was a man who was not to be trifled with.

			So, when word spread that Prince Charles had raised the Royal Stuart standard at Glenfinnan in August of 1745, Ian saw the return of their rightful king as a God-given opportunity that simply could not be ignored. Without a second thought, he turned his back on the only life he had ever known. His eagerness to fight for the prince was driven by more than a simple desire to seek a measure of freedom that his family and clan did not offer. As inviting as that was, Ian’s true goal was to make a mark for himself, one that the bards would sing of for generations, just as his grandfather had done. Armed with his family’s broadsword and a head full of romantic legends that told of the great deeds of Robert de Bruce, the courage of William Wallace, the cunning of Rob Roy, and brave deeds performed by legions of McPhersons who had sallied forth before him, Ian informed his father that he was going to answer the prince’s call to arms.

			“You’re a fool,” the older McPherson bellowed when Ian had announced his intentions. “What matter is it to us if it’s Stuart or a German king who claims to be our rightful ruler? McPhersons were here, on this land, long before any of them and, God willing, will remain long after all of their miserable bones have gone back to dust.”

			When Ian explained that it was freedom that he wanted, his own personal freedom as well as that of the Highland clans, his father laughed, then spit on the ground. “Freedom? What do you know of freedom? Nothing! I was born here, in this miserable pile of stone and thatch, just as my father was and his father before him. I’ve tended the herds, following the same dung-covered paths they did from one barren moor to the next since before I can remember. And I’ll do so, day after bloody day, till I curl up one day and die, just as my father did and his father before him. Freedom is a myth,” he concluded. “It’s a dream clan chiefs and princes wave before our poor, miserable eyes to enflame our passions so we’ll do their bidding. Only the dead are free, free from this miserable land and the suffering that this life has condemned us to.”

			The young McPherson, however, was not to be dissuaded. There was something better, he kept telling himself, to live for, to be achieved. There had to be more out there, beyond the misty moors of his homeland and squalid existence that drained away a man’s life and dreams like a deep wound that would not heal. What it was, he did not know. Nor did he know where he might find it. All he knew was that he could not, would not, sit idly by, as his father had, in the humble hut that generations of McPhersons had called home. He would not let his life slip away day by tedious day. So, one morning, while his father was off tending to the daily chores, Ian prepared to leave. Carefully, almost ceremonially, he wrapped himself in the McPherson plaid. With just as much reverence, he dug up the broadsword, the dirk, and the small, round, metal-studded targe his grandfather had kept hidden under the sod. Not waiting for the McPhersons’ own chief to call, Ian struck off alone and attached himself to the Appin Stuart clan regiment, following their Bonnie Prince.

			“There’s a cheeky bastard for ya,” McLynn muttered, nodding his head toward the center of the field that separated the two armies. Placing a hand on the shoulder of the man next to him for support and rising up onto his toes in order to see over the heads of the front-rank men, Ian caught sight of the lone English officer riding out from the government lines.

			“Now, what’s he after?” the thin man asked. He held firmly to the long pole of his ax and stretched his neck as far as it would go, until he looked like a stork.

			For the life of him, Ian could not imagine why anyone would ride out between the two armies as if he were alone on the contested moor. Still, the image of the English officer, turned out in glittering finery and mounted on a spirited stallion sallying out from the safety of his own lines roused Ian’s youthful admiration. Only when a cannon, off to Ian’s left, fired a ball that sailed over the lone British officer’s head did the mounted Englishman stop. Yet even then, he did so without betraying a hint of fright or concern. For a moment, the mounted officer stood stone still, surveying the jumbled clans assembled before him. Then, as if he didn’t have a care in the world, the Englishman casually turned his horse’s head away and began to ride back to his own lines.

			Without any prompting, the men about Ian began to cheer the brave show they had just been witness to. Moments later, the government troops across the way added their hoarse adorations to salute the officer’s bravado. Only after reflecting upon the Englishman’s recklessness did Ian begin to question the wisdom of the man’s actions. While it was obvious most saw this as a brave act, Ian found himself trying to understand what notion of duty or courage had compelled the man to so foolishly place himself in harm’s way. It had been nothing more than a fool’s errand, Ian concluded, and the English officer had been a great fool for performing it.

			Ever so slowly, the cheering died down and, for a brief moment, except for the ringing of the fading cheers in their ears, there was silence. Then, after standing silent for so long, the three- pounders that studded the long line of red-coated Government troops came to life.

			“We’ll catch it now,” the thin man moaned. “We’ll surely...”

			A sudden shove threw Ian off balance as a series of screams and animal-like yelps cut short the thin man’s dire warning short. Staggering, as Ian struggled to regain his balance, he looked about in an effort to see what had caused the sudden shift in ranks. To his horror, his eyes fell upon the writhing figure of the thin man lying at his feet, flailing his arms and hands wildly in the air, as yard after yard of intestine and bloodied organs spewed upon the ground from a gap torn through his midsection. Unable to take his eyes away from the man’s contorted face and bulging eyes, Ian watched as the thin man’s lips moved as if trying to call out for help or recite a final prayer. Yet no words could be heard. Only the rushing out of his last breath announced that death had come.

			From the front and flanks of the clan regiment, officers began shouting for their charges to close up the gaps and settle down. McLynn gave Ian a shove that managed to break the trance that had held him motionless. “Ye’ll see more of that,” McLynn barked, continuing to shove Ian into the vacancy made by their dead and dying comrades. “Either that, or ye’ll be dead if you don’”

			Stunned by the sudden shock of battle, Ian said nothing. There was, he knew, nothing to say. McLynn was right. Until the order to charge was given, he could do nothing but stand and wait. He had made his choice to be here, to be part of this many months before. There was no running away, no going back to what had been. Deserters were seldom, if ever, welcomed back by their clan with open arms. He could only go forward, into the smoke and flame of the enemy cannon that now obscured the government line from view. Forward, Ian thought, into that strange land beyond the moor that he had once imagined would be his salvation, his future. Preparing himself, Ian tightened his grasp on the hilt of his broadsword, choked down the bitter bile that burned his throat, and waited.
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			As if they were of one mind, Thomas Shields and his mount pranced about in nervous anticipation. First, the lively bay stomped his front hoofs in one direction, then, with a jerk of his head, he turned the other way, dancing back across the same beaten patch of bog. In unison, and without the slightest hint of effort, Shields, the second son of a minor baronet, swayed to and fro in the saddle, ignoring his mount’s antics. Like the other aides and staff officers gathered about the twenty-five-year-old William Augustus, the Duke of Cumberland, he kept his eyes on young Lord Bury, the twenty- one-year-old son and heir to the earl of Albemarle who had ridden out between the lines at the Duke’s request to discover “what, if anything, the Rebels have in mind.”

			Thomas, like Bury, had received his commission at age fourteen in the Coldstream Guards. Unlike Bury, this was his first action. At sixteen he had been hand-picked to accompany the Duke’s official family, as his personal staff was called, when the Duke passed through London in January of that year en route to assume command of the government’s forces in Scotland. For young Shields this appointment was more than a blessing, saving him from the drudgery of ceremonial garrison duty in London. It was an opportunity to become acquainted with, and known by, the senior commanders of the army. These men would, in the coming years, make or break his career. For while it was possible for his father to purchase a commission for him and provide him with the funds necessary to maintain a standard of living expected of an officer of the Guard, only distinguished and conspicuous duty on the field of battle could secure the fame and glory he so sought.

			“By right of birth, your brother Edward shall inherit all my titles and estates,” Thomas’ father had declared as he was bidding his second son farewell at age fourteen. “You will need to secure your own. I have provided you with as good a start as I could manage. What you do with that advantage is up to you. Good luck, Godspeed, and be gone.” That had been it. No undue sentimentality, no tears shed by either party. Though Thomas would have preferred to have gone into the Royal Navy, where service on a lucky ship commanded by a competent captain would have provided prize money, he had no love for the sea or the hardships that such a life demanded. So it was the army for him.

			Now, after less than two years of service, he was convinced he had made the right choice. Situated behind the Royal Scots, the Duke and his staff, arrayed in scarlet and blue coats, trimmed with yards of gold braid and lace, waited for the Highlanders to charge. The Duke, confident of victory, was satisfied to watch the cannon of brevet Colonel William Belford flail and hack at the tightly packed Highland mobs while the guns of Prince Charles did no harm to his own ranks. Behind him, his staff waited to be dispatched to any part of the field, carrying his orders to the earl of Albemarle, who commanded the first line, Major General John Huske, charged with responsibility of the second, Brigadier John Mordaunt, who waited at the head of the army’s small reserve, or Lieutenant General Henry Hawley, the army’s foul-mouthed cavalry commander.

			Most of the staff officers gathered about the Duke were as young as the Duke himself. There was Charles Cathcart, who at age twenty-five was a veteran of Fontenoy and the ninth baron to bear that name. Next to him stood Colonel Joseph Yorke, the twenty-two-year-old son of the earl of Hardwicke. Behind them was Captain Henry Seymour Conway, at age twenty-five an accomplished man who had received his commission in the Coldstream Guards at age ten. Since then, Conway had served as a member of the Irish Parliament, seen action with the King’s army at Dettingen and Fontenoy, and lost an eye to a pistol ball in battle. And, of course, there was the young Lord Bury, returning from his hasty reconnaissance of the Highlanders’ line, turned out in regimentals as fine as those worn by his commander. Of them, Thomas was the youngest and, for the moment, the least distinguished, the only star among his peers who had not yet been afforded the opportunity to show how bright he could shine.

			In time, the Duke came to the conclusion that the Highlanders would soon be coming forward, throwing themselves at his silent ranks in the wild, desperate charge that was their hallmark. Not fully satisfied with his earlier dispositions, he set about making several corrections. With a wave of his arm and a few brief remarks, he dispatched one of his retainers to Brigadier Mordaunt with orders for him to send two of his three regiments over to the right in order to extend the army’s flank. As for his left, the Duke tasked young Yorke to ride over to Major General John Huske with instructions for him to detach Wolfe’s regiment from the left of the second line and send it forward, where it would wheel inward until it was at right angles with the first line.

			Thomas, sensing that the critical point of the Duke’s line would be there, on the right, where Wolfe’s regiment would stand with its back to a stone wall, was determined to be there. Bringing his mount up beside the Duke, he asked permission to accompany Yorke. The Duke, a young man whose own blood was already aflame from the rolling of the drums and the smell of burned powder that now permeated the air, smiled as he gave Thomas a nod without taking his eyes off the carnage that his cannon were visiting upon the Rebels. Whether Thomas returned with Yorke after the new orders had been passed on mattered little to the Duke. His line was set, his troops were ready, and the battle had been joined. It was now up to his counterpart, the twenty-five-year-old Charles Stuart, to make the next move.

			Freed from the necessity of having to wait in abeyance, the two young officers rode at a gallop between the two lines of red-coated soldiers in search of Major General John Huske. They found the leathery old man riding behind his troops, repeating his standing orders. “If you have time to load, do so,” he yelled, so as to be heard above the sound of the cannon. “If not, drive your bayonets into their bodies and make sure work of it.”

			It was, Thomas knew, the bayonet, and not the famed British platoon volleys, that would make all the difference in this fight. They would not be facing French infantry today. The foe they were about to take on was not trained to march to within musket range at a steady, measured pace and stand their ground, trading volley for volley with the Duke’s men. They were Highlanders, a fierce breed of warriors whose tactics were a throwback to those ancient barbarians relied on to topple the Roman Empire. When they came, they would charge forward at a run like packs of hungry wolves, closing with their foes as quickly as possible so that they could dispatch them with the naked steel of broadswords and pole axes. To meet this, the Duke had spent months drilling his own troops to ignore the enemy to his front. Instead, each soldier had been instructed to trust his comrade on his left and, against human nature, face to his right and use his bayonet on the enemy facing his neighbor. This action, they were told, would negate the effectiveness of the small round shield the Highlanders depended upon for protection, leaving them exposed to a quick, deadly thrust to the armpit. “Drive your bayonets, and make sure work of it,” Huske continued to yell, thrusting his right arm forward to emphasize his point.

			When they were within yards of the old general, Yorke and Thomas reined in their mounts and waited until they had Huske’s attention. Yorke, the senior of the pair and the one specifically charged with the task, relayed the Duke’s instructions as young gentlemen officers, no different than himself, closed up behind Huske and craned their necks in order to hear. When Yorke was finished, Huske turned to one of his aides and asked the clean faced nobleman if he had heard and understood the order. Nodding, the young gentleman officer indicated he had. With a wave of his hand, the old general sent him on his way to pass the Duke’s instructions along to his regimental commanders. Not waiting to be dismissed, or bothering to tell Yorke what he was up to, Thomas spurred his mount and followed Huske’s aide. If this was where the fighting would be the fiercest, Thomas was determined to be part of it, his obligations as an aide to the Duke be damned.

			Standing there, doing nothing as more three-pound cannonballs continued to slam into their tightly packed ranks was fast becoming intolerable for young Ian McPherson and the men to his left and right. As helpless as the men under their command until the order to go forward was given, all the clan officers in the front rank could do was shout out over their shoulder ‘Close it up’ after each round had finished gouging its way through flesh and bone.

			

			“Close up my arse,” McLynn shouted back from time to time, half in anger, half in frustration. “Take us forward, you bastards. Or take us away from this place.”

			Too caught up in the jumbling, pushing, and shoving, Ian had no opportunity to call McLynn to account for his sudden change in opinion. Besides, the mere fact that a hard-bitten type like McLynn was beginning to show signs of breaking under the stress and strain of the English fire was unnerving to Ian. Since the beginning of the terrible bombardment, Ian and his companions had seen nothing of the English line, hidden now behind billowing clouds of dirty white smoke generated by the enemy’s cannon. Only an occasional tongue of orange and yellow flame, heralding the discharge of another cannonball and the coming of more death, was visible. “Damn you, man,” McLynn screamed as an officer pushed him to one side to fill in the newest gap cut through their already decimated ranks. “Let us go forward and die like men, or lead us away from here.”

			Swaying to and fro, Ian found himself casting a wary eye behind him to see if anyone was bolting to the rear. Worn from hunger and lack of sleep, left to stand for hours in tightly pressed ranks, and forced to face a maddening slaughter by a foe he could not even see, much less strike at, Ian began to worry as he felt his own courage begin to ebb. If a man like McLynn couldn’t tolerate this, what chance did he have?

			The sentiment expressed openly by McLynn and felt by Ian was shared not only by many of the clansmen gathered about them but by those in the other clans as well. Some of those clans, like those standing under the banner of the Clan Chatten and led by Lady Anne of Moy Hall, collectively acted upon their frustrations. Without orders from the Prince or any of his advisers, the Chatten men tossed their bonnets over their heads and surged forward with a collective yell. Few of their officers dared try to stop them, for they, too, had felt the time for action was long past due. And with Clan Chatten, those of the Mackintosh followed suit, rushing forward into the smoke, yelling tribal cries such as “Loch Moy” and “Dunmaglass.” Even one of the pipers, as caught up in the moment as any of his companions, handed off his prized instrument to an attending boy, drew his claymore, and ran for all he was worth to join the frenzied charge.

			

			Like a wildfire, the urge to attack took hold, propelling other clans forward. Next in line after the Mackintosh, Clan Fraser joined the mad rush. After that, it was the turn of the Stuarts themselves. Ian heard no distinct command, no single voice urging them forward. All he knew was that at one moment he was all but pressed up against the back of the man before him, and the next that man was gone, taking great strides forward in order to keep up with the man in front of him. Even their colonel, thought to be a lethargic wisp of a man, was caught up by in the ensuing frenzy as he ran four to five paces in front of the nearest member of his own clan.

			Ian saw little more than the backs of the men in front of him and an occasional glimpse of the curtain of smoke that still hid the red-coated foe who waited for him as he joined the mad rush.
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			On seeing the clans surge forward, both Thomas and his mount stopped their nervous prancing about. Standing at the juncture where the right of Wolfe’s regiment of foot met the left of Barrell’s regiment, he watched as Colonel Belford’s gunners ceased ladling scoops of black powder into the hot maws of their guns. Instead of loose powder followed by a single solid shot, the crews took to ramming home large paper cases containing the charge and dozens of small balls, nails, odd pieces of iron, and any bits of scrap the gunners found laying about when they’d made up the cartridges. Grapeshot was the proper term, though one of Thomas’ fellow staff officers insisted on referring to it as partridge-shot.

			With detached interest, Thomas watched the gun crews go through their drill with hardly a word or a command needed to guide their actions. When the case was rammed home and seated at the base of the cannon’s bore, an assistant gunner reached over and shoved a pick that reminded Thomas of an oversized sewing needle into the touch hole located near the base of the cannon. When the pick was withdrawn, another gunner stepped forward with a small horn and poured fine-grain powder into the touchhole until a few grains spilled over the side. Stepping away, he cleared the way for the man with the linstock, a long pole measuring better than a yard in length around which a slow burning rope, called a match, was wrapped. At the lit end, the match was attached to a metal hook. When all was ready and the crew had stepped a respectable distance from the gun, the crewman holding the linstock was given the command to fire the piece. With practiced ease, he brought the lit match down to the vent hole and touched it to the powder. With a whiff, a small flame shot from the vent hole a split second before a greater one spewed the gun’s contents out the bore, throwing the entire gun and its carriage back like a great bucking horse. Once the gun had settled, the crew went about resetting the piece and swabbing out any burning residue with a wet sponge attached to the end of a ramrod, preparing to repeat the whole process. The speed and efficiency with which the gunners went about their tasks, ignoring the howls and screams of the Highlanders rushing toward them, made it all seem so easy to young Thomas.

			Looking up from the gun crew, he watched in amusement as two clans, still staggering under the brutal lashing Colonel Belford’s guns were inflicting upon them, came together and ground to a halt. As they milled about in the open, the clan officers leading them either turned their backs on the English line and took to screaming for their men to follow or literally pushing their charges forward. For his part, Thomas surveyed the long, quiet ranks of British musketeers to his left and right. No wonder, he reasoned, the Duke was so confident. Once those silent muskets were brought to bear, the rabble before them would be swept away like so much trash. Amused by this analogy, a faint smile lit across Thomas’ face. Digging his spurs into the flanks of his mount, he allowed the horse to dance about in a small circle as it burned off some the same nervous energy it shared with its impatient rider. Rather than the chaos and confusion he had imagined, Thomas found this battle, and the feelings stirring within him, more akin to a hunt, a sport that he much enjoyed and fancied himself quite good at. “Dear Lord,” he muttered to himself excitedly, “if this is what it feels like to be a soldier, why have I been forced to wait so long?”
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			Ian had no opportunity to raise his voice to his Maker, or to anyone else. He didn’t even have time to consider what he was doing, let alone what was happening all about him. The sudden halt that caused him to plow blindly into the back of the man before him was as a surprise to him as had been their sudden rush forward. Then, as men milled about in an effort to sort themselves out and start forward again, the grapeshot struck them, ravaging their ranks and laying men low by the score with the ease of a great, invisible scythe.

			Still, despite the carnage that surrounded him, Ian felt no desire to turn and flee. Nor did those about him, no matter how brutal the punishment heaped upon them grew. Enraged, McLynn threw away his musket without ever having fired a shot, drew his claymore, and pushed ahead until he was beside Ian. Together the two stepped off as soon as those still standing before them broke into a run once more. All about Ian, others were doing the same. Fathers stepped quickly over the writhing bodies of their slain sons, cousins pushed aside the bloody, staggering remains of stricken kinsmen they had known since childhood. Up ahead, Ian heard the hoarse voices of officers who were still on their feet. He could see them waving their broadswords over their heads as they competed with the echoes of cannon fire and the screams of the dying in an effort to implore their fellow clansmen to follow. 

			And forward they went, yard by bloody yard. Those who were still in the ranks howled for all they were worth, ignoring the terrible price they were paying for each foot of ground gained. In their wake, the wounded and broken men left behind added to the terrible roar of battle their own laments, moans, and animal-like shrieks.
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			With steady, measured commands that rivaled those of the gunners, the officers on foot began to take their charges through the drill they had practiced for hours on end. Divided into four grand divisions of two companies each and further broken down into platoons of thirty or so men, the foot regiments stood ready to deliver their devastating fire upon the wild men who were about to fall upon them. Most of these men, considered by their own officers to be the dregs of their society, did not share Thomas’ lighthearted appraisal of the battle. Having stood their ground against the best army in Europe at Fontenoy, they knew what battle was. Together with rumors whispered about the camps that painted the Highlander warrior as something more than mortal, few in the long, silent ranks had entertained illusions of an easy victory or dreamed of garnering the sort of glory only fools and poets spoke of. Survival and the chance to fight again, somewhere else, was the best they could ever hope for.

			Still, they were ready. Unlike their screaming opponents, the English had slept well the night before and enjoyed a sparse meal and a bit of brandy before marching out of camp. Thus fortified, they were ready to put into practice the tactics they’d been drilled in until they were able to carry them out with machinelike precision. When company officers finally did begin to call out orders, commands echoed by the beating of drums, the common soldiers in the ranks ceased to be individuals. Without thought, without hesitation, they responded as one, bringing their weapons to bear, step by well measured step.

			Absorbed by the spectacle of battle unfolding all around him, Thomas ignored the howling masses drawing ever closer. Mouthing the words as his hand subconsciously worked the reins to control his own mount’s excitement, Thomas followed the commands of the nearest captain of foot.

			Above the din of battle, Thomas heard the command, “Make ready.” Like a string of puppets jerked into action by their master, the soldiers of the front ranks dropped on their right knees while bringing their muskets in tightly at their sides in anticipation of the next command. With the order “Present,” all three ranks brought their muskets up, pulling the butt of the stock into their right shoulders and laying their cheeks against the cool, smooth wood. With great deliberateness, many of the veterans sighted down the barrel, from the tip of the cocked hammer to muzzle’s end.

			For a moment there was a pause, a hesitation, as soldiers and officers watched and waited for their frenzied foes to close on them. Thomas shifted his eyes from the line of waiting foot soldiers over to the masses of howling Highlanders. With kilts flying and flapping as they ran toward him, waving their assorted swords and axes madly above their heads, Thomas had a momentary pang of doubt. “Can we actually stop them?” he muttered.

			As if in response, company officers gave the command to fire. No one single musket’s report could be heard, no single soldier’s actions was distinguishable from that of his comrades to his left or right. While the cannon issued a roar when fired, the massed volley of musket fire ripped through the air with a series of thunderous, sharp cracks as each rank of each platoon fired in succession. First, those of the front rank let loose their fire. With cool, measured deliberateness, they were followed by the second rank, as those of the front rank sprang up and began the tedious process of reloading. Finally, when the men of the front rank were all back down on their right knees, the soldiers of the third rank took a step to the right, brought their muskets up between the heads of the men before them, and added the weight of their volley to the carnage the mass firing threw.

			Up and down the line, platoon by platoon, company by company, the ranks issued a devastating fire that was meant to be as physically shocking and overwhelming as it was deadly. With the same satisfaction that he derived when he saw hounds tear at a cornered fox on the hunt, Thomas watched the carnage as three-quarter-inch soft lead balls, weighing one and a quarter ounces each, tore their way into or through the bodies of their assailants. Full-grown men, as big or bigger than the average man in the government ranks, were thrown back as if kicked in the chest by a horse’s hoof.

			Through breaks in the great clouds of dirty white smoke thrown up by the steady discharge of musket and cannon, Thomas could clearly see the faces of some of the Highlanders as they went down. Those killed outright simply dropped in their tracks, falling with arms outstretched as their eyes rolled back into their heads and their faces lost all expression. Others, stricken with mortal wounds, howled or screamed with their last breath as their faces, etched with anger and hatred a moment before, were suddenly twisted and contorted into masks that betrayed the unbearable pain and agony they were suffering. Twisting or staggering in the throes of death, many of these poor souls clutched their nearest companion in a desperate search for aid or comfort. None could be found, however, as those they sought out for succor pushed them aside and continued to lunge at their assailants until they, too, were cut down like ripe wheat at the harvest.

			The lethal fire of the infantry, seen by Thomas for the first time applied to real flesh and blood, more often than not broke even the stoutest and most resolute foe. Panic and flight usually ensued after those behind the decimated front rank realized that their own death was a few scant seconds away. No one, Thomas suddenly realized, could stand up to such devastating fire. No one.

			[image: ]

			This was no time for hesitation, no time to stop. There wasn’t even time to think. Ian saw what was happening. He knew that where there had been three ranks in front of him a moment before, there were now but two, and soon, maybe none. Still, oddly, that didn’t make any difference to him. Whatever earthly concerns he had struggled with back there, where they had stood waiting for so long, were gone. The hunger and cold, the queasiness of his stomach, the fear that had gripped him were gone. In their place there was nothing left but a madness that drove him onward, a hatred that was focused squarely on the red-coated puppets before him. He no longer saw them as human beings. He felt no emotions other than a burning hatred and a blind anger that drove him on as those about him fell like the leaves in autumn.

			Without regard for those beneath him, Ian climbed on his hands and knees over the stacks of bodies, now three deep, that lay before him. He paid no heed to the writhing mass of clansmen as his eyes fell upon a young English musketeer. There was nothing that distinguished that particular red-coated soldier from another. No action or expression to mark him as any more dangerous than the one to his left or his right. It was just that this man, by luck of circumstances,  happened to be the one Ian’s eyes fell upon as he was in the process of navigating the grisly pile of the dead and near dead.

			The Englishman, betraying little concern for his plight, glanced up from the task of reloading his musket and saw, for the first time, Ian’s murderous expression. For the briefest of moments, he paused. With his eyes locked with Ian’s, he attempted to gauge the sincerity and power of Ian’s determination. Then, as if a voice from inside the soldier told him the wild Highlander bearing down on him was in deadly earnest, the Englishman quickened his pace as he went about reloading his musket with renewed vigor.

			Suddenly, the battle for Ian and this one English infantryman was reduced to the lowest possible denominator. For them, the thousands of other combatants who were all about them, pressing in on them from all sides, disappeared. Any thoughts of noble causes or quests for personal freedom were lost by the time Ian regained his feet and prepared to close with the one foe whose death, in the twinkling of an eye, had become his sole purpose for being. Hatred, unlike anything he had ever felt before, drowned out the crashing din of battle. Raising his broadsword above his head and bringing his targe up from his side to cover his chest, Ian let out a mighty scream and plunged forward.

			It was when he was little more than an arm’s length away that Ian witnessed the most incredible thing he had ever seen in his entire life. After coming to the realization he’d lost the race to reload and fire before Ian closed on him, without taking his eyes off him, the Englishman brought his musket up to the on-guard position. Ian, with his targe held close to his chest, prepared to parry the Englishmen’s bayonet thrust. That he didn’t deliver it, at least against Ian, was what caught Ian off guard. Instead, with little more than a sideward glance, the British soldier drove his seventeen-inch bayonet into the side of the clansman on Ian’s left. Both the stricken clansman and Ian were shocked: the clansmen by the sudden and unexpected blow that had blindsided him, and Ian by the strange disregard that the English soldier had shown in the face of certain death. Even as he felt a burning pain crease his right shoulder blade, Ian simply did not understand what was happening.

			Nor did he take the time to sort things out. Regaining his composure, he brought his right arm down with all his might, neatly cleaving through the shoulder straps, uniform, flesh, and bone of the Englishman he had marked for death. Honed to near razor-sharpness, Ian’s broadsword severed flesh and bone with shocking ease, casting off great spurts of blood as arteries were severed by the single, slashing hack.

			Only when he stepped back with his right foot in an effort to finish drawing his sword through the gaping wound of the stricken foe did he realize the soldier to his victim’s right had attempted to drive his bayonet into him, accounting for the sudden and unexpected pain he had felt across his back. Jerking his head in that direction, Ian caught sight of the horrified expression worn by the next Englishman over as soon as he realized that his strike had not been true. Rather than impaling Ian under the arm, as he had been taught, the English soldier had merely run his bayonet through the bundle of Ian’s plaid he wore over his shoulder, biting into Ian’s taut skin and along the shoulder blade but a little. And though he could feel the wound burning as if the cold steel of the bayonet had been heated in a flame, the injury was neither critical nor debilitating. Finished with the man who had, up to that moment, been the sole object of his attention, Ian shoved his targe into the chest of his new foe to throw him off balance as he stepped back and brought his sword up waist-high, making sure that he did not expose his flank to another unexpected thrust.
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			Had he not seen Barrell’s regiment buckle and give way under the onslaught of the wild men in plaid, Thomas would not have believed it possible. Time and again, he had been told by officers who fought the French no foe could stand the devastating weight of English firepower. “We’d wait until the Frenchies were but twenty-five yards away before letting fly our first volley, laying low their front rank and stopping them cold, just like that,” a senior captain of the Coldstream had bragged to Thomas, snapping his fingers. “Those who could still do so would make a show of it by returning a volley in order to satisfy their honor, not that it did them much good. In the end, they always saw the errors of their ways and departed peaceably, like good gentlemen,” the captain concluded with a bored sigh.

			These men, Thomas realized, weren’t gentlemen. Despite the devastating volleys Wolfe’s men were pouring into their flanks with a cool efficiency that surprised even Thomas, the crazed madmen in kilts continued to press forward. With the same frenzy that carried them over the stacked bodies of their own clansmen, the Highlanders hacked their way into and through the ranks of Barrell’s regiment. Thomas watched in utter amazement as one young British officer faced down a howling Rebel by raising his thin sword as if he were preparing to duel the ragged fellow. The Highlander, caught up in the heat of the moment and fury of the charge, simply tightened his grasp on the hilt of his sword, raised it over his head, and brought it down with all his might, severing the British officer’s sword arm in a single, swift motion. Pitching forward, the stricken officer fell to the ground before disappearing from sight under the feet of his screaming foes.

			Though he had no command here, Thomas could not hold back. The situation was desperate. Most of the officers of Barrell’s regiment were down, and those men who still had their wits about them were teetering on the brink of panic. His duty was clear. Drawing his own sword, he dug his spurs into the flanks of his horse, causing the lively bay to jerk forward, away from safety of Wolfe’s ranks and into the swirling mass of madmen in plaid and soldiers in scarlet.
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			Like a ghostly apparition, a mounted British officer, slashing and waving his sword over his head, burst out of the smoke and pandemonium in front of Ian. With an expression every bit as fierce as those worn by the grim clansmen around him, the Englishman squared up as soon as he laid eyes on Ian, leveling his sword right at Ian’s heart as he dug his spurs into his horse’s side with all his might. For the first time that day, Ian realized that he was going to die. Yet he was no more ready to surrender his life as he was his freedom. He had vowed that he would never bow his head under the yoke like a beast of burden as his father had done. Ian’s dreams and aspirations, though still as shapeless and distant as ever, were too much a part of him to give up. Tightening his grip on the handle of his targe, he spread his feet apart, locked eyes with the British officer, and held his sword at the ready as he prepared to parry the Englishman’s thrust.

			Thomas saw the look in the young Rebel’s eyes and the upward movement of the boy’s shield as he prepared to receive his attack. With a jerk of the reins, Thomas veered his mount over to one side as he prepared to brush the wild-eyed Highlander with the flank of his horse. If he managed to throw his foe off balance, he would be able to deliver a clean, downward thrust as he rode past. Yet before he closed the pitiful few yards that separated him from his intended prey, things went terribly wrong. For the first time that day, the lively bay did not respond to his wishes. Instead, the animal bucked and reared up on its hind legs. With a scream and whinny that cut through the tumult that surrounded him, the bay tried to throw Thomas and flee the wretched field strewn with dead and dying men. Reluctantly, Thomas turned his head away from the Rebel who stood ready to receive his attack to find out what was causing his horse to buck and rear.

			Set to face the mounted officer, Ian was slow to react to his sudden change of fortune. Instead, he watched as John McLynn leaped over the corpse of an English musketeer and ran his sword into the flank of the officer’s charging bay. The reaction was both instant and advantageous for Ian. In pain, the horse reared, throwing the rider back, almost onto the animal’s rump, breaking the man’s concentration.

			But the English officer proved himself to be an accomplished rider, a man of great poise and swift reactions. While still struggling to control his mount and maintain his seat, he shifted his gaze away from Ian to search out the source of the unexpected pain his horse was responding to. When his eyes fell upon McLynn, the officer’s response was both swift and deadly.

			With his own sword driven into the side of the horse almost to the hilt, McLynn dropped his targe and grasped the hilt with both hands in a desperate effort to free his weapon from the bucking and rearing animal. This left him open to the single, neat swipe that the English officer delivered across the top of McLynn’s bare head with the sword Ian had been prepared to parry or receive. He watched as the three of them, McLynn, the horse, and the English officer, tumbled down upon one another like a pile of sticks that had been loosely stacked.

			For a moment, Ian stood rooted to the ground, gasping to catch his breath as he gazed at the squirming mass of horse and men before him. He had survived, his stunned mind announced joyfully. The sour, caustic John McLynn, for whatever reason unknown to Ian, or simply by a fortunate stroke of faith, had saved Ian’s life at the price of his own.

			There was no time, however, to ponder what lay behind this sudden and timely reprieve. Though his first thought was to leap forward over the kicking and screaming horse now stretched out upon the ground and dispatch the English officer who was pinned beneath the dying bulk of his own mount, Ian hesitated. Instead, he looked around, noticing that the fury that had taken him and the clansmen who followed the yellow and blue silk Appin regimental standard had been spent. Instead of throwing themselves into the solid ranks of the British second line, those who were still on their feet were backing away, taunting their foes but showing no sign that they wished to close with them.

			It was over. The same mysterious voice that moments before had told Ian that he could not simply give in to fate and die without a struggle now told him that there was nothing to be gained by going forward or standing his ground. If the other men of the clan regiment, officers included, deemed it was time to leave, that was good enough for him. What would come next, after this battle, was a mystery he had no time to ponder. That there would be a future for him, he was sure of. All he needed to do at that moment was survive till the next. And after that, survive until the next. And then the next.

			Slowly making his way backward, stepping carefully so as not to trip over the bodies of the fallen while facing the enemy, Ian melted into the ragged and tattered mass of beaten and disheartened clansmen who had defied the British Crown. Until he knew what those blurred images out there on the far horizon were, he would let fate be his guide and his master.
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			Though fate had denied Thomas Shields his first kill of the day, the wisdom of the Duke of Cumberland and the steadiness of the British infantrymen would provide him ample opportunity to make good that missed opportunity. Pulled out from under the heaving mass of his dying mount, Thomas assumed command of the first body of soldiers he found without an officer. Falling into the vacant position of their dead company commander with the ease that a spare part is fitted to a broken machine, Thomas drove his men forward when the order was given to pursue their broken foe.

			Grimly, the reformed ranks of Barrell’s decimated regiment marched back over the ground that they had been forced to yield moments before. Their dead and wounded comrades lay mixed with those of the enemy. They ignored their own, but those of the enemy, however, were a different matter. The grim-faced men in red coats with yellow facings streaked with blood and grime hardly paused as they twirled their long muskets about and drove their bayonets into the chest of each wounded foe they passed. Some, unable to bring the bayonet to bear in the tightly packed ranks, used the butt of their muskets to smash the skulls of any Highlander who still showed signs of life.

			Even Thomas, a gentleman by birth, had no qualms when it came to dispatching a wounded Rebel. Like the men of his adopted command, his blood was still up. Only the spilling of more blood would quench the burning passions he felt at that moment. In time, it would pass, as would the sharp, uncompromising picture of hell on earth that filled his eyes wherever he looked. In its stead the warm, soft glow of glory and honor would fall upon his brow, as it had on the other officers who had followed in the Duke of Cumberland’s wake.

			With each step forward, the pain Thomas felt in his hip and leg ebbed away as he realized that he had found his place in life. He was to be a soldier, as his father had so wisely decreed. And, he told himself as he reviewed his actions and feelings while they were still fresh in his mind, he would be a good one. The fact was, Thomas had enjoyed the experience. The scent of burned powder, wool uniforms soaked in sweat and blood, and men fresh from a desperate struggle were as intoxicating to Thomas as the most expensive perfume. This, he decided, was where he belonged. From that point on, every step he took was to be measured by the fame he had set out to find.

		

	
		
			TWO
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			Along the Maumee River

			October, 1751

			The crisp fall wind weaved its way through the forest like a tide, never stopping, always in motion. Sometimes, its force slackened and receded. But then, without warning, it gathered new strength from some unseen source, swirling its way around the trees, whistling mournfully like a squaw’s death chant as it did so. Except for the rustling of dead leaves, pulled loose from their moorings by the movement of the wind and cast adrift, the wind alone provided the only sound. In time, even this would stop, as every one of the countless leaves, whether already ripped from the branches or struggling to hang on, would be silent. Driven along by a force they could not resist, they would scatter and fall. In time, all would rot and crumble before disappearing forever into the same earth that had once given nourishment and life, leaving only the wind to make its way through the barren forest.

			The young Caughnawaga Mohawk brave caught in this quiet tempest wasn’t concerned with the subtlety of nature’s rhythms. To him, the wind and the scattering leaves were little more than an annoyance, a hindrance to his ability to hear the return of the two older braves he was accompanying or the approach of an unexpected foe. Even before he had started this quest, he knew he could not depend on his brother Gingego for very much, at least not when it came to matters that were of real importance. Though Gingego was older, and squatting with his back against the same tree Toolah himself was resting against, Gingego had never shown much interest, or aptitude, for the ways of a warrior.

			Toolah viewed his brother with the same contempt that he held others of his tribe who found themselves lost between the world of the whites and his own people’s past. Lured away from their parent tribe, the Mohawks, by French missionaries generations ago, the Caughnawaga lived in a land the whites called Canada. There, they labored under the watchful eye of white priests who worked with great zeal to separate them from their old ways and teach them a way of life that was foreign to the Caughnawaga. First, and always foremost, was an insistence they dedicate themselves to a god whose only son had been a white. Simultaneously, the Caughnawaga were instructed in the ways of the priests’ native land, a place located across an ocean Toolah had never seen. Everything, from their language to loyalty to a white king who had never stepped foot in Canada, was hammered into them over and over again, and again. “By casting off your savage ways and embracing the true faith and civilization, you can achieve true redemption in the next life,” the priests admonished Toolah and his peers. The only thing that rivaled their endeavors to teach the Caughnawaga to love the French god were the priests’ efforts to encourage Toolah’s people to kill the English, another nation of whites who shared the same god as the French but served different kings.

			Unlike Gingego, who spent far too much time trying to reconcile the often vulgar habits of the French traders who frequented their villages and the lessons the priests struggled to convey, Toolah rejected everything any white said out of hand. “Their ways can never be our way,” a young brave who served as Toolah’s guide repeated time after time. “Whites will never see us as equals. To them, we are less than beasts. When there is peace, we are treated as women, forced to carry furs taken from land that was once ours to trade with the English and Dutch for goods and silver they never share with us. And when there is war between the whites, we are expected to do their killing and dying. No,” the older boy exclaimed solemnly as he looked across the fire into Toolah’s eyes during one of the many secret gatherings of young braves that Toolah attended. “We must close our ears to their lies. We must follow our own spirits, find our way back to our old ways. We must be men again, and live as our creator meant us to.”

			To this end, Toolah sought his guardian spirit, as his ancestors had, by submitting himself to a dream quest. In the late summer, when he felt he was ready, Toolah left his village and made his way to one of the small, uninhabited islands that dotted the Saint Lawrence River. There, with only the trees for companions, Toolah fasted for three days, taking neither water nor nourishment, though both were abundant all about him. He denied his body’s urge to sleep, forcing himself to sit before a fire he kept burning day and night, chanting songs in an effort to evoke a response from the spirit world.

			During the first three days his only rewards were hunger and fits of self-doubt. Hour after hour, twin fears, unlike anything he had ever experienced, grew within him and threatened to overwhelm him. Before starting each new incantation, Toolah found himself facing these fears, fears that were becoming as real to him as the bared teeth of a vicious wolf. The first was a sense of dread that the spirits of his ancestors, so long ignored by his people, could not hear his chants. The second, and most disturbing, was a growing apprehension that perhaps he was not worthy of a spirit guide. Perhaps he had lived too long with whites. Perhaps he had allowed himself to be wooed by too many of their lies.

			At dawn of the fourth day, as the sun began its arduous climb into the sky, Toolah found that he had reached the end of his tether. Even as the sun bathed all it touched in vibrant shades of crimson, Toolah felt his last bit of resolve slipping away. All efforts to stop his body from weaving this way and that failed. Even his parched throat refused to yield up a sound as he struggled to evoke a final, desperate plea to the spirits of his ancestors. Closing his eyes, he prepared to meet his failure as best he could.

			Then, with a jerk, his body stopped its uncontrolled gyrations. All sounds and smells, even the terrible pangs of hunger that moments before had dominated every fiber of his tired mind, disappeared. Opening his eyes, Toolah was greeted with the image of a forest awash in deep, blood-red hues and shadows. Looking about, his eyes came upon an apparition that emerged from those shadows like a mist rising from the water. It had no discernible form or features that Toolah could make out. Only the image of a hatchet decorated with two red feathers stood out in contrast to the dark, nebulous mass that presented itself before Toolah. Instinctively, Toolah stood and followed the apparition when it began to move away from the fire, for he sensed that it presented no danger to him.

			

			While he followed in its wake, Toolah tried to determine if this spirit was man or beast. He marveled at its ability to move without effort or noise, leaving not a trace or track upon the ground it trod upon. Whatever it was, Toolah sensed that it had power, real strength that comes from within. Slowly, carefully, the young brave crept through the trees behind the apparition, trying hard to make no noise. With each step, he found this task becoming easier, less demanding, allowing him to concentrate fully on watching his guiding spirit.

			Then, without warning, the image of a man appeared before the apparition. The man who had come from nowhere stood before Toolah’s apparition, tall and erect, showing no fear of either the apparition or Toolah. Without hesitation, the hatchet borne by the apparition flashed before Toolah’s eyes, rising high above it before being brought down with a terrible swiftness that struck down the man with a single, clean strike. Strangely, Toolah saw no blood, for the man, dressed in red, was already drenched in the bloody crimson light cast off by the sun itself.

			Toolah had no time to reflect upon this strange sight, for other men, men without count, suddenly sprang up before the apparition with stunning swiftness. With equal speed, the apparition cut them down with its hatchet. Each blow struck true with such force that the bodies of the new victims were thrown here and there without rhyme or reason. In awe, Toolah watched this horrible execution until, when it seemed as if the very floor of the forest itself could hold no more corpses, the apparition stopped its terrible work. For a moment, the two stood there, Toolah in wide-eyed amazement, and the apparition surrounded by the lifeless bodies of the dead. Then, as new hordes of men appeared, the apparition held out before Toolah the bloody hatchet with the two red feathers. Needing no encouragement, Toolah seized the hatchet and ran forward. With a scream unlike any he had ever issued forth before, Toolah waded into the mass of men in red, hewing them down with an ease that rivaled the way the women of his village cut ripened wheat.

			When he finally came to his senses, Toolah found himself alone, in the woods, far from the campfire where he had kept his lonely vigil. The sun was well up in the sky. All about him, the traces of the red dawn that had greeted him that morning in his dream were gone. The only red left was that on the end of a stick Toolah held in one hand. Looking down, he saw the quivering body of a rabbit at his feet. It was bleeding from its mouth and a gash along its side. Looking back at the stick, then up to the sun, Toolah realized that he had met his guide spirit. In an instant, he knew what his dream had meant. Dropping to his knees, he raised his bloody stick to the rising sun and chanted a song of praise.

			After rendering praise to the spirits of his ancestors, in recognition of his conquest, he carefully laid the stick beside him, took the rabbit up in both hands, and thrust his fingers into the gash. With one mighty jerk, he all but ripped the rabbit apart, exposing its red, glistening entrails to the harsh light of early morning. In part as a gesture to symbolize what he would do one day to all his conquests, and in part out of sheer hunger, Toolah buried his face in the exposed cavity of the rabbit’s side, swallowing the warm blood as he gnawed at the soft, raw flesh in search of nourishment.
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			The memory of that vision caused Toolah to chafe at the indignity of being left behind while the two older boys tried to find the whereabouts of the trappers they had been stalking. When the four young warriors had left their village, Toolah did so with the understanding that they were doing so as equals, youths untried in a quest to collect their first coup. It quickly became obvious, however, that neither of the two older boys intended to let Toolah do so if it meant that they themselves might lose their opportunities to prove their courage. For even though he was three years their junior, and barely beyond the threshold of manhood, Toolah’s physical presentation was both intimidating and ominous. His ability to move his lean, muscular body with a grace and speed that rivaled that of a deer amazed all who saw him at play and on the hunt. “He will be a mighty warrior, without equal,” Toolah’s father bragged, after watching him run a buck to ground.

			Toolah’s mother, Steyawa, a powerful woman who was destined to become the chief matron of the Chanters of the Dead, believed her youngest son’s skills would be his undoing. Toolah’s father knew better than to cross his wife on such matters. Her skills when it came to dreams and matters of the supernatural were unquestioned, even by the tribal shaman. Rather than attempt to discuss the subject, Toolah’s father dropped it. In his heart a voice told him she was right, otherwise she would have said nothing. Still, he had no intention of allowing her to soften Toolah to the point of ineffectualness, as she had done to his older son, Gingego. Only once had they openly debated the subject of how they would raise their sons. “You may allow Gingego to listen to the priest’s words and learn their tongue,” he had concluded after becoming frustrated by Steyawa’s skilled arguments. “But you must permit our other son to follow our ways. Only in that way can we be sure that we have chosen right.”

			“Even if it means one may die before his time?” she whispered.

			Turning his face away, Toolah’s father hesitated before answering Steyawa. “I fear soon our people will no longer be free to choose as they wish,” he stated calmly as he turned his head and looked into her eyes. “Even our deaths will be in the hands of others.” By others, Steyawa knew, he meant the whites.

			Having reached the end of his patience, Toolah jumped to his feet and drew forth his tomahawk, adorned with two small red feathers. “I will not sit here like a child,” he proclaimed, more in an effort to steel his own nerve than inform Gingego. This outburst came as no surprise to Gingego. If anything, the older boy had been wondering why his brother had been so accommodating and placid until now. Without saying another word, Toolah stalked off in the direction the older boys had disappeared. For his part, Gingego did nothing. To have attempted to dissuade Toolah would have been a waste of time. No one, it seemed, had the power or the courage to govern Toolah. Even his own mother had come to the realization that his soul had been touched by a spirit she believed was malevolent. As Toolah s footfalls disappeared in the distance, Gingego sighed, shook his head, and went back to watching the leaves before him twirl and flit about as the invisible wind carried them along. They would all need to come back to him, Gingego knew. He was carrying their shelter and food. Even a self-imagined warrior such as his brother would soon tire of war when his stomach was empty.

			It wasn’t long before Toolah came upon the two older boys. Both were lying on their stomachs, burrowed in the newly fallen leaves on the crest of a slight rise behind trees. Only their heads, poking fugitively around the trunks of the trees, broke the outline of the crest. The two boys were watching something on the other side. Toolah didn’t bother to stop and ask, for he knew what they were studying. He didn’t even slow his pace in order to allow them to rise up and join him. His blood was up, boiling in his veins like water held over a fire too long. Drawing deep breaths as he went, he quickened his pace, swinging his unsheathed hatchet at his side as he pumped his muscular arms to gain speed.

			Without pausing, Toolah ran between the trees his companions lay behind. In shock and confusion, they looked up as their young protégé charged past them at a dead run. It took them several seconds before they realized the apparition flying past them was Toolah. By then, it was too late.

			Bursting over the crest, Toolah gained speed as he ran downhill. In a single glance, he took in everything before him. There, down by the creek, a man, a white trapper, was bending over a trap he had just fished out of the water. To his side was a woman, his squaw, waiting to take the dead beaver as soon as the trapper freed it from the trap. Off to one side a boy, ten years of age, Toolah guessed, stood holding the reins of two heavily laden pack horses as he watched the trapper and the woman.

			Even before the trapper looked up, the rhythm of Toolah’s footfalls and his panting warned him of the approaching danger. Pushing his way past his woman, the trapper reached for a rifle Toolah hadn’t seen leaning against a tree at the back of the creek. It was a race now, Toolah realized, between him and the white man, a race he knew that would end all matters for him. Either his dream had been a true one, and he would win the contest and kill the white, or his spirit quest, like the words of the priests, would prove to be a lie. In a second, all would be settled.

			For the briefest of moments, it seemed as if the trapper would win. No man survived in the wilderness long unless he had skill, instinct, and luck. When any one of them failed, even the luckiest of men died.

			Redemption came when one of Toolah’s older companions realized what was afoot. Leaping to his feet, the older boy yelled out to Toolah in an effort to stop him, “No! They are French! Don’t, Toolah, they are ...”

			The young man’s words were cut short by the discharge of the trapper’s rifle. Hearing the shouted warning before he had yet looked up, the trapper instinctively oriented himself and the muzzle of his rifle to where the shouting brave stood. In one swift motion, the trapper brought his rifle to his shoulder, aimed, and fired, hitting the Indian square in the chest. Under other circumstances, such skill would have been laudable, giving the trapper the edge in the coming fight. But not now, for it was luck that deserted the trapper. Even before he had started to lower his rifle, Toolah’s frenzied form entered his field of vision for the first time. Now it was he, and not his assailant, who was at a disadvantage.

			Still, there was no thought of yielding, either to the Indians or to his fate. Twirling his long rifle with the hand that had held the stock steady, the trapper prepared to use his firearm as a club to deal with Toolah. There was no fear in the man’s eyes that Toolah could see, not even a hint of surprise. This pleased Toolah. He raised his hatchet high over his head just as the trapper’s right hand came to rest on the warm barrel of the rifle he was whirling over his head with the other hand.

			Without a pause, without hesitation, both men went at each other. All their moves were swift, smooth, and sure. In the end, it was the trapper’s hasty decision to fire at the most obvious noise that cost him his life, though not by much. Even as Toolah was boring down with his hatchet, the trapper was bringing his clubbed rifle to bear. But the trapper was a second or two off, and Toolah’s blow was sure and true. It caught the trapper in the left side of his neck, drawn taut and exposed by the trapper’s own efforts to bring his rifle’s butt up and over his right shoulder in preparation to strike.

			When he felt his hatchet bite into the trapper’s neck, Toolah turned his face toward him. The look of shock in the trapper’s eyes and the geyser of blood that spewed forth on either side of his blade told Toolah that this man was dead. The spray of warm blood on his hand and face excited him, confirming for him his first victory in a physical manner that no words could match. Even as he felt the body of the trapper begin to fall away, tugging at the hatchet wedged amid shattered bones, Toolah stood there and continued to stare into the trapper’s eyes. He watched as all life drained from them and they rolled back into the man’s head. This was a moment to be savored, a feeling unlike any he had ever imagined, even in his dream. He was a man now, a warrior, and no one, no lies from the priests or sanctions from his revered mother, would ever take this feeling away.

			The boom of a musket shot broke the momentary trance Toolah had sunk into. Turning, he looked down at his feet, where the trapper’s woman lay on the ground cowering. Then he looked over to where the boy had been holding the horses. The youth was partially obscured by a cloud of white smoke. Only the quivering barrel of the musket he held pointed toward Toolah was visible.

			With a jerk, Toolah freed his hatchet from the trapper’s shoulder, walked past the screaming woman, and resolutely began to march toward the boy. As the smoke cleared and the boy realized that his shot had missed, the boy panicked. Toolah’s face, covered with the blood of his father and set in an expression of hatred that was utterly uncompromising, sent the boy backing up until his retreat was blocked by one of the horses he had been holding. This kill, Toolah saw, would be easy.

			From behind him, he heard the cries of the surviving warrior. “No, Toolah. They are French. The priests sent us out to kill only English traders and trappers, not them.”

			Toolah paid no heed to the words of the older boy, his supposed guide. What difference did it make whether they were French or English, Toolah thought, closing on the trapper’s boy, now scrambling with shaking hands to reload the musket. Toolah had never paid much attention to the explanations of the priests as they tried to teach them that the English traders and trappers were their natural enemies and the French coureurs de bois were their friends. To Toolah, both were evil and vile. All needed to be destroyed.

			From the crest where he had been hiding, the second warrior rushed to the white boy’s side. “We will be punished,” he shouted to Toolah. “We were sent with the French priests’ blessing only for the purpose of killing English.”

			Toolah heard the words, but ignored them. Unlike others of his tribe, he saw no room for compromise, no room for accommodations with the whites, whether they be French or English. The issues before them were clear, as clear as the vision the spirits had presented to him during his dream quest. Without pausing or taking his eyes from the panicked eyes of the boy who stood rooted to the ground in sheer terror, Toolah shoved his companion to one side with his free hand and swung the hatchet he held in the other across a wide arc. With a jar that Toolah’s muscular arm barely felt, the blade, still smeared with the blood of the boy’s own father, came smashing into the side of the boy’s head. Like before, his blow was true and deadly, though not as gratifying to Toolah. Still, the hot-tempered warrior thought it just as noble as he watched the corpse before him crumble to the ground at his feet, the scalp undamaged by his carefully aimed blow.

			Finished, Toolah turned to face his companion, now scrambling to his feet. He pointed to the squaw, still shrieking in hysteria. “Go, bind her. We will take her with us. Tonight, we will deal with her as our people have always dealt with their foes. Her death, and that of these interlopers, will be celebrated by our people and the spirits of our ancestors.” Then a smile crossed his lips for the first time. To his companion, the look in Toolah’s eyes and his shameless smile were as frightening as his deeds had been. “We shall even win the praise of the priests themselves for what we have done. After all, French scalps smell no different to a white nose than English scalps,” Toolah added, a note of mockery in his voice as he settled down to the grisly task of collecting them.

			Versailles, France

			Late November 1751

			Tired and depressed, the colonial minister threw down the dispatch from the governor of New France, pushed himself away from his desk, and stormed over to the window that ran from floor to ceiling. Folding his arms tightly against his body, he stared out into the gloomy late afternoon shadows that had descended upon the vast garden below. After standing motionless for several minutes, the minister realized that not even the view of the magnificently laid out and manicured hedges and walks could dispel his anger and frustration. Turning his head, he looked back at his desk. The letter from Governor Jonquiere spoke of nothing but troubles and woes. It was as if, the minister thought, Jonquiere allowed his own illness and bleak state of mind to permeate every line of his reports.

			Returning his gaze to the garden below, the minister pondered the sad state of affairs in New France. The last war had solved nothing, either in Europe or in North America. If anything, conditions in France’s colonies on that distant continent had worsened. Before the war, the Indians had been either helpful allies or, at worst, a benign presence. Now, however, it seemed that not a month went by without a new report telling of another cruel depravation being committed against a French settler, trapper, or soldier. Unable to undersell the English traders who were roaming farther and farther inland, French traders found it difficult to maintain the loyalty of the Indians they had come to rely on. With such serious inroads being cut into the tribes scattered along the long, vulnerable frontier of New France, the minister realized that if nothing was done, it would not be long before that colony became untenable.

			That the English needed to be kept in check was without question. How best to do that with state finances in total disarray was the only real question. The French settlers themselves, in both New France and Louisiana, were too few, too thinly scattered, and too near the brink of survival themselves to be relied upon for even a partial solution. And the policy of depending on the Indians, it now seemed, was unraveling. They all too often proved as capricious and feckless as the king’s mistress. With each passing year, it became increasingly obvious that sooner, rather than later, the waves of English immigrants would burst over the Allegheny Mountains and spill into the river valleys of the Ohio and, if left unchecked, the Mississippi itself. When that happened, the lucrative fur trade, New France’s only redeeming quality, would be lost.

			Heaving a sigh, the minister let his arms fall to his sides. Eventually, he realized, they would need to sink more troops, and money, into a proposition that was, even at its best, of marginal value to France. Coming about, he made his way back to his desk, but stopped short of it. After staring at Governor Jonquiere’s report for a moment, he decided to push that problem aside, if only for a while. Instead, he took up a letter from a dear friend he had not yet found time to finish. 

			Collapsing into his chair and leaning back, the minister began reading where he had left off when an aide had brought in the Canadian dispatches. 

			As you know, his friend wrote, my son, Anton, will soon be finishing his studies at the Royal School of Artillery and seeking an assignment. 

			The minister chuckled. At least, he thought, his friend had had enough sense to pull his bastard son out of the university, where he had been exposed to the worthless babbling of philosophers, and secure him a commission in the artillery. There, he would not only learn the meaning of discipline, but the boy might even become an asset to his ambitious father, a man who was wise enough to know that commissions in the infantry and cavalry belonged to the legitimate sons of France’s nobility. 

			While I do wish the best for the young man, and have worked to provide for him as circumstances permitted, I do not want him, shall we say, underfoot. In considering this problem, the thought came to me that perhaps you might be able to find a suitable position for him, either in India or New France. It would be ideal for me as well as the boy, in that it would provide him an opportunity that his situation might not allow if he stayed here, in France. 

			As well, the minister thought with a cynical chuckle, a wonderful opportunity to die honorably for the king, earning his grief-stricken father the gratitude of his sovereign, while bringing a lifelong embarrassment to an end.

			He tossed the letter onto his desk, where it landed on top of Jonquiere’s report. Seeing this caused the minister to laugh out loud. “Oh, the irony of fate.” Leaning forward, he took up a pen from the inkwell and scratched out a note to an aide on a scrap of paper, instructing him to make arrangements for young Ensign Anton de Chevalier to be assigned to the garrison of New France as soon as he had the king’s commission in hand.

			“There,” the minister proclaimed triumphantly as he stood up. “I have responded to Monsieur Jonquiere’s request for assistance and solved an old friend’s problem, all in one fell swoop. “Now,” he announced to an empty room, “I may dine in peace.”

		

	
		
			THREE
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			Alexandria, Virginia

			March 1754

			With the first hint of spring in the air, the old cook threw open the windows and doors of the small plantation cookhouse. Everyone, including Maggie O’Reilly, an indentured servant and newest member of the plantation’s small staff, reveled in the breeze that carried away the heat of the cookhouse oven. “Enjoy it now while you can, girl,” a thin black slave warned Maggie. “Comes April, when the flies thaw out, we’ll be shuttin’ this place up like a tomb. Miss Agnes Bell don’t like no flies lighting in her puddings.”

			Agnes, the stout old English cook who ran the kitchen with a firm, yet judicious hand, looked up from the bowl of dough she was kneading and made a face. “I’m paid to feed Master Richfield, not his flies,” she snapped. “And your indentureship was bought by ’em so I could have some decent help for a change,” she added, pinning at the newest member of her staff with a scathing glare that would have caused a lesser being to shudder.

			

			Bent forward with her bare forearms resting on the windowsill, Maggie pretended she didn’t hear Agnes’s admonishment. Instead of paying attention to Agnes and learning the proper, English way to cook, her mind, like her eyes, was fixed squarely on the young wheelwright working in front of the carriage house across the yard from the kitchen. “Do you suppose he’s thirsty?” Maggie mused.

			“Well,” Agnes snorted as she lifted the dough and slammed it down onto the wooden table in preparation for rolling. “If the effort he’s put into his tasks is anywhere close to that which you’ve put forth since he’s come, I seriously doubt he’s been able to break a sweat.”

			“Oh, but he has,” Maggie replied brightly as she turned and looked back at Agnes. Ignoring the old cook’s scornful glare that had grown fiercer with every minute Maggie had squandered watching the wheelwright, the young Irish girl leaped to the wheelwright’s defense. “In fact, he’s almost finished. T’would surely be a sin if he were sent away without one of us making so much as an offer of our hospitality.”

			For a moment the old woman stared into the longing eyes of the lively Irish girl. In a flash, the image of a slovenly servant was transformed into that of a young maiden, poised on the threshold of womanhood. Like Agnes herself, Maggie had been sold into indentureship by a widowed mother with more mouths to feed than her meager means allowed. Though charged with running the plantation’s kitchen and training a girl who would one day replace her, Agnes could not ignore the fact that Maggie was still a fifteen-year-old child struggling with the trauma of leaving the only home she’d ever known. Until she got out whatever was in her system, the old cook realized Maggie would be worthless to her. Turning to the slave girl, called Bessy, Agnes gave a wink, then looked over to Maggie. “You’re right, child,” she replied, with a kindly tone so unlike her usual sharp voice that often reminded Maggie of a dog’s bark. “It would be rude of us to do so. Bessy,” the old cook commanded, “fetch some of that ale I keep in the storehouse and take it to the poor, hard-working lad.”

			Before Bessy could utter a word or move to comply, Maggie was up and away from the window, shouting as she flew out of the room, “No need to bother yourself, Bessy. I’ll tend to it.”

			As she listened to the young servant girl stumble about in the storeroom, the old cook smiled. “That one has plans, all right. She’s not been here but four months and already she’s tryin’ to snare the first poor man who’ll help her find her dream.”

			Watching through the doorway as Maggie struggled to wrap her shawl around herself without spilling any of the rum-and-water mix, Bessy sighed. “And what, Miss Agnes, would that dream be?”

			Agnes snorted as she slammed the dough down on the table again and worked it out with her hands. “She’s Irish. She wants what every Irishman who steps foot off a boat in this colony wants, land. A patch of earth they can call their own to build a house on in which they can dally with their mate ‘til all hours and stuff the place full with noisy, rude children.”

			Bessy turned and stared at the old cook as soon as Maggie rushed out the door. “You make it sound as if a dream such as that is, well, wrong or somethin’.”

			“It’s a fool’s dream, girl,” Agnes barked back. “She knows nothing of this place, nothing of the dangers that wait beyond the mountains where the only land available lies. She still thinks that the counties west of here are like the tidewater, cleared and peopled with decent folk. What she and the others like her mistake for freedom is nothing more than a sentence to hardships, dangers, and a short, dirty life in the wilderness. She’s a fool.”

			Bessy looked at the old woman for a moment, then out the window to where Maggie was crossing the yard. Going west, over the mountains, might be foolish, Bessy thought, but at least in four years she’d have the freedom to try. All the white folks, Bessy knew, even those as low on life’s ladder as Maggie, had something that she and most of the black slaves in Virginia would never have: opportunity and, most importantly, freedom. No, Bessy concluded. The girl was no fool. She was anything but.
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			The young man, stripped down to his sweat stained shirt, was nearly done when Maggie approached him. Even from behind, she liked the looks of him. In his early twenties, the man had a good, straight frame and powerful arms, arms strong enough to lift the carriage wheel without any undue strain or grunting.

			Stopping just short of him, Maggie waited until he had finished aligning the wheel’s hub with the refurbished spindle and slid it on. Holding the wheel with one hand, the wheelwright bent down and stretched in an effort to retrieve the cotter pin that would hold it in place. It was then that he noticed her standing behind him. “Well, girl,” the wheelwright called out in a gruff Scottish accent. “If you’re gonna stand there agawkin’, you might as well make yourself useful. Fetch me that pin off the ground there, the one layin’ on the cloth.”

			Looking about, Maggie spotted the black iron pin, already coated in grease. Stooping, she carefully set the tankard on the ground, fetched the pin off the rag it was nestled upon, and handed it to the wheelwright. The Scotsman, watching her every move, took the pin, then went back to his work without so much as a smile. Sliding the pin through the hole in the spindle, he secured it at the other end. After giving the wheel a wiggle to make sure that it was firmly seated, he stepped back a bit, grasped the carriage wheel on the outer edge, and gave the wheel a spin. As it rotated, he watched to make sure it spun freely and easily about the hub without wobbling. When he was satisfied his efforts had been good and true, he placed his hands on his hips and nodded. “Well now, that should hold up so long as the fine gentleman who owns this lovely carriage doesn’t take it where it wasn’t meant to go.” Then he turned and looked at Maggie. “But, then, dear girl, he wouldn’t be a proper Englishman if he didn’t, would he?”

			Not sure how to respond to the man’s cutting remark, Maggie wiped the grease off her hands onto her apron, reached over to retrieve the tankard of grog, and offered it up to the wheelwright. “We were watching you from the kitchen and thought that perhaps you might be thirsty.”

			Slowly, the harshness left the man’s face as he accepted the pewter mug. “From what I could see, you were the only one doing any watching.”

			As he took a long drink, Maggie tucked her head down to hide her crimson cheeks. “I ... I didn’t think I was being that obvious.”

			“Obvious?” he roared loudly. “If you had hung out that window any further, you’d have fallen to the ground flat on your face!”

			Embarrassment gave way to anger. Drawing herself up to her full height, she advanced until she was toe-to-toe with him, looking up into his grinning face. “You’re a cruel one, you are. Have you no manners, sir?”

			With one hand on his hip and the other holding the tankard off to one side, he leaned over Maggie, forcing her to bend over backward to avoid contact. “And have you no decency, girl? Or is it true what they say about Irish women?”

			“And what, sir, do they say about Irish women?”

			Backing away until she could stand upright, the wheelwright took a sip of grog, wiped his lips with the sleeve of his shirt, and smiled. “I’ve been told that they are impetuous, hot-blooded, and,” he added with great emphasis, “bad tempered.”

			With her ire piqued, Maggie glowered. “Better to be an impet- u-ros . . .”

			“That’s impetuous, girl,” the wheelwright corrected her.

			“Well,” Maggie continued, becoming more flustered as she went on, “whatever that means, I’d rather be it than a sour, tight-fisted Scotsman interested only in hanging on to his gold.”

			“Ha! You can rest assured, lass, if I had a bit of gold to hang on to, I’d be miles away from this place, workin’ for myself.”

			Suddenly, his words struck a cord. In an instant, Maggie’s expression changed from one of fury to an excited, quizzical look. “And if you were doin’ your own work, where might you be doin’ it mister, ah ... ?”

			Noting her change in demeanor, and having no desire to say anything that would cause this girl with soft, clear skin, fetching green eyes, and flaxen hair to go away, the wheelwright lightened his tone. “McPherson. Ian McPherson.”

			“Megan O’Reilly of County Cavan.”

			“Well, Miss O’Reilly of County Cavan, it is my pleasure,” Ian responded with a clumsy bow that he had meant to be a mockery of English ways, but which Maggie took to be charming. “I’d be as proud of my late home, as I am sure you are of yours, if it were still mine,” he said sharply, turning to give the wheel another spin in the opposite direction.

			

			A slight frown crossed Maggie’s lips. “Are you a convict?”

			Without facing her, he wiped his hands on his shirt as he watched the wheel slow to a stop. “That, dear girl, is a matter of opinion. There are those who would call me a patriot.”

			In an instant, it all became clear to Maggie. “You’re an exile. You marched with Bonnie Prince Charlie in the ‘45, didn’t you?”

			Slowly he turned, looked over at her, but said nothing. His expressionless face betrayed no thoughts as he slowly bent over, set down the half-empty tankard, and began to gather his tools and rags.

			Worried that she had said something to upset him, Maggie’s brain worked feverishly in an effort to find the right words to get the conversation headed back in the direction she wanted to take it. It was Ian, however, who took up where she had left off. As if struck by a sudden spell of exhaustion, he eased himself down until he was sitting on the ground, resting against the wheel of the carriage with his bag of tools between his legs. After dropping a wooden mallet into the bag, he looked up into Maggie’s eyes. “I can’t say that I am thrilled to be here, laboring for another man like a slave. As much as I’d regret saying so, if I had me way, I’d be back in the Highlands tending my father’s flocks and land. Unfortunately, I have no ancestral lands to go back to,” he continued, taking on a sad, mournful tone as he bowed his head for a moment. “My kin, and everyone I knew, were swept away during the Great Clearance.” There was a pause, after which he looked back up at Maggie. Though there were no tears, Ian’s eyes told of a great sorrow that cut him through and through. “I don’t even know where my parents went off to.” Looking over his shoulder, he nodded as if he were referring to some faraway place. “I have nothing back there.” With a slow turn of his head, he looked past Maggie, in the direction of the setting sun. “I have only myself now.”

			He almost told her of his desire, his dream, of going back to Scotland to reclaim the heritage that was rightfully his, but he didn’t. This girl, he realized, wouldn’t understand such sentiments. He could see this in her wide, doe-like eyes, eyes that betrayed nothing but innocence. Instead, he told her what he told everyone who managed to incite him to speak of his future. “In time, I suppose, I’ll go off and start my own place, off to the west, where there’s more land than any one person can own and no landlords.”

			“Will there be someone to share this land with you, when you find it?” Maggie asked cautiously, lowering herself down to the ground next to Ian.

			Surprised by the girl’s boldness, Ian pulled back from her and stared at her for a moment. Then he laughed, despite the deep emotions their conversation had brought to the fore. “If it’s a proposal of some sort you have in mind, I’m afraid you’re sniffing around the wrong tree. I have nothing except the clothes on my back and this bag of tools to claim as my own. And come two weeks hence, when my indentureship is at an end, I won’t even have them. The tools, that is.”

			“You’ll have a trade,” she said excitedly as she drew closer. “There is much opportunity for skilled workers in the colonies, or so I’m told.”

			“Yes,” he replied dryly, “if you’re of a mind to enslave yourself to another and do their bidding, as we both have had to in order buy passage to this forsaken land. No,” he stated solemnly as he looked down at the bag of tools and shook his head. “I’ve had my fill of working for the benefit of others. In two weeks, when I hand these tools over, I’m done with mending wheels.”

			“But how will you earn the cash you need to purchase the land and supplies you’ll need to establish yourself beyond the mountains?”

			Drawing his knees up to his chin, Ian wrapped his arms around his legs as he took to staring off in the distance toward the setting sun. Resting his chin on his knees, as he had done so many times when he was troubled as a boy, he thought a moment before he answered Maggie. His story of going west, so long little more than a ruse to cover his true desire for revenge, was becoming, as of late, his only viable option. There was, after all, no point in returning to Scotland now, since there wasn’t even the hint of another rising. And the idea of selling his soul to a foreign army as a mercenary just so that he could indulge in the pleasure of killing Englishmen was quite unappealing, especially since the world was, for the moment at least, at peace.

			“I don’t know,” he finally sighed. “In the beginning, when I first started working here, I lived like a monk, buying only that which was necessary to sustain life. I had hoped that by doin’ so, I would be able to scrape a few shillings together by the time my term of service was over.” Lifting his chin, he looked into Maggie’s eyes. “But they never gave me a chance. It’s all fixed, you know, from the start. It’s no different here than it was back in Scotland.” Stretching out his arm, he held his hand before his face, then curled his fingers into a tight fist. “They take you, they take everything you own, and then they squeeze you till there’s nothing left of you, not even your soul.”

			Though Maggie had no idea who ‘they’ were, she listened attentively to Ian.

			“In four years, I’ve not managed to save a single bloody shilling. Not – one - shilling! Everything, from the moldy straw used to stuff me mattress to the puny tallow I have to light my hovel, I’m charged a fortune for. The sorry old sod doesn’t even bother to give me an excuse whenever I make mention of this. When the old skinflint does dignify me with a response, it is only to remind me of how fortunate I am to have been given an opportunity to learn a trade.”

			Though she hadn’t expected such a response, and felt quite sorry for the man, Maggie’s mind was too animated with what she thought seemed to be an obvious solution, one that would serve both her and Ian. “Have you heard about the offer the governor’s made to all the men who’ve joined the Virginia Regiment?”

			Lifting his chin off his knees, Ian glared at Maggie, telling her that he’d not only heard of it but disapproved of the very idea. “Do you think our fine, English governor and those gentlemen in the House of Burgesses are going to pay up when the bill comes due?” he all but barked.

			“They’ll have to!” she exclaimed innocently. “It’s all part of the enlistment terms. I heard Mr. Richfield and Lieutenant Colonel Washington of the Virginia Regiment discuss it over dinner one night. The governor has set aside over two hundred thousand acres of land for those who volunteer to serve. And that’s not to mention the pay.”

			“Eight pence a day?” Ian scoffed. “And that’s before they take money out for uniforms and other such things. Eight pence a day to risk life and limb, not to mention disease and bad food for any poor sod foolish enough to go. And as to their promise of land, well, no one seems to notice that the land the governor is being so generous with is the same land the Ohio Company is setting claim to,” Ian added with great scorn. “No, I’ve not given the matter a second thought.”

			“Then you’ll be content to sit here in Alexandria and pine away, dreaming about all the land you’ll never have while slaving for another?” Maggie taunted.

			Half in surprise by Maggie’s rebuke, Ian snickered. “You’re a saucy lass, aren’t you?”

			Jumping to her feet, Maggie snatched up the tankard. “And you, sir, are a miserable excuse of a man. I was foolish to think that you’d be worth my time or effort.”

			Before he could respond, she had turned her back on him and marched straight back to the cookhouse. For a moment, he watched her as she crossed the yard with great, bold strides. When she was gone from sight, Ian rested his chin back on his knees and gazed off at the setting sun. He sat there like that until the cool air of the early evening became too much for him. With a blink of his eyes, he shut away his dreams and thoughts and returned to the task of taking the repaired carriage off the blocks he had set it upon while he worked. It was a long walk back to his small room in Alexandria, and it would be long after dark when he reached it. But that didn’t bother him. He had much to think about while he was walking, not the least of which was how best to court the young, fiery-eyed Irish girl who had managed to enflame passions he had long thought were dormant.
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