
[image: image]



[image: image]





Map

[image: image]



Contents

Cover

    Title Page

    Map

Chapter One: Under Siege

Chapter Two: The Gates of Hell

Chapter Three: A Perilous Journey

Chapter Four: Death Sentence

Chapter Five: Begging the King

Chapter Six: Lady Nithsdale’s Plot

Chapter Seven: Eve of Execution

Chapter Eight: Lord Nithsdale’s Disguise

Chapter Nine: A Grisly Sight

Chapter Ten: Lord and Lady Fugitives

Epilogue

Author’s Note

Selected Bibliography

Excerpt from Great Escapes #6: Across the Minefields

About the Author

About the Editor

Books in This Series

Back Ad

Copyright

About the Publisher



[image: image]

Chapter One

Under Siege

Preston, England—13th of November, 1715

William Maxwell, 5th Earl and Lord of Nithsdale, clutched his musket with sweaty hands and gazed at the battle before him. All around, Scottish rebels were being ripped apart by British artillery, their blood spilling on the cobblestone street.

The tall, bearded Maxwell, or Lord Nithsdale as he was better known, crouched behind a wooden barrel as musket and cannonballs flew through the sky overhead. Black smoke from burning houses clogged the air and reddened every man’s eyes, making it difficult to see.

The kilted Scottish Highlanders—Nithsdale’s comrades from the mountains—were fighting to keep a hold over Preston, the northern British town they had invaded just four days earlier. Unfortunately, they were greatly outnumbered by red-coated British soldiers. They’d set up barricades to keep the British from entering the city, but holding them became increasingly difficult as the redcoats swarmed the town like fire ants.

Cold sweat ran down Nithsdale’s bearded face, and his thumping heart felt as if it was going to beat out of his chest. He peeked around the wooden barrel and saw another Scotsman fall, killed by British musket fire as they tried to hold the makeshift barricade.

What are you doing? Nithsdale scolded himself silently. You’re the commanding officer in charge of that barricade! Get up and fight!

And yet he stayed hunkered down. He thought of his wife, Winifred, and his son, both safe back home in Scotland, and wanted nothing more than to be back with them at their castle.

Why did I ever agree to go to battle? I’m no soldier!
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Something zoomed through the air close by. Nithsdale jerked back as a cannonball crashed down on the street a few feet away, showering him with piercing shards of cobblestone fragments. The heavy iron ball bounced and then tore through a crowd of oncoming Scots like they were nothing more than sheets of paper.

The men’s screams almost drowned out the gunfire. One of the Highlanders lay only a few feet away from Nithsdale, writhing in agony.

If you’re not going to fight, you must at least try to help that man! Nithsdale thought. He closed his eyes, said a quick prayer, then hunched down and scrambled over to the fallen Scotsman.

The man lay in a pool of blood, his red eyes looking skyward, his teeth clenched. The cannonball had taken his arm off.

“Easy, lad,” Nithsdale said.

He dropped his musket and, with some effort, managed to a scoop the screaming Highlander up over his shoulder. The two lumbered down the street and out of the line of fire, the Highlander cursing with every step.

By the time Nithsdale handed him off at the hospital tent, the Highlander was deathly pale. Nithsdale watched as others tried to stop the bleeding.

Poor devil. He ran into battle as I cowered behind a barrel, and yet he’s the one who pays the price.

“Nithsdale!” His friend Lord Kenmure approached. “The British have us surrounded. There’s no escape! We should have fled with the others when we still could.”

Nithsdale didn’t want to admit it, but perhaps Kenmure was right. The previous night, dozens of the Scottish rebels managed to silently slip out of town. A few of them had tried to convince Lord Nithsdale to join them.

“To stay is suicide,” one said. “It will only end with your head on the chopping block.”

Nithsdale had considered it. Though born in northern England, he had deep Scottish roots. On his twenty-first birthday, he had sworn his allegiance to the exiled Scottish king James—the same king the rebels were fighting to put back on the throne.

Feeling bound by honor and duty, Nithsdale chose to stay in the besieged town.

As he looked upon the dying Highlander, he couldn’t help but regret that decision.

That night, Nithsdale and the rest of the leaders of the Jacobite forces met in a house. Jacobites were those who were fighting to get a Scottish king back on the throne. As the others talked about what to do, Lord Nithsdale peered out the window. Flames from the burning town licked the night sky. Beyond, camped on the hills just outside the city walls, was a sea of British tents with no end in sight. They clearly aimed to crush this rebellion now before the Scots made it farther south.

There must be at least three thousand redcoats out there, he thought. When the Jacobites had arrived in Preston, they numbered four thousand. Now they were less than half that.

“The British have the advantage,” Nithsdale’s friend Lord Derwentwater said. “It’s over. We must surrender!”

“Aye!” Lord Kenmure said.

“Nithsdale,” Thomas Forster, the general of the Jacobite forces, said from across the room. “What say you? Are you for surrendering, or shall we fight it out?”

Lord Nithsdale turned toward his fellow Jacobite noblemen. He ran a hand through his black hair and took a deep breath.

“The British have the town surrounded,” he said. “And we’re heavily outnumbered. I see no other option but to surrender and throw ourselves at the mercy of King George.”

“Never!” barked a gruff voice.

The Jacobite noblemen looked over to a corner of the room where several Highlanders were gathered. Up until now, they had been silent. Old Brigadier Mackintosh of Borlum, leader of this group of Highlanders, stood up. “You noblemen may do as you wish, but there’ll be no surrender from us. Our men can crush these British, and to surrender in an effort to save one’s own skin would not only be foolish but an act of cowardice. We’ll have no part in it.” He let the words sink in. “Good night, gentlemen.”

The Highlanders turned and walked out of the room.

No one said a word for a good minute. Nithsdale and the others waited on their
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