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        Three Highland warriors.

        Three fearless women.

        One fight to defend Scotland—and their hearts.

        These are the Guardians of the Highlands.

      

      

      Scotland stands on the brink of ruin—and only the bravest warriors will rise to defend her.

      

      Lachlan MacLeod, known across the Highlands as the Wolf of Skye, has never retreated from battle. Fierce, disciplined, and utterly loyal, he leads his warriors with the strength of a born commander. But when he is gravely wounded at the disastrous Battle of Falkirk, Lachlan is forced to leave the battlefield for the first time in his life. His orders from Robert the Bruce are clear: return to Dunvegan Castle to heal… and escort the king’s niece safely to Skye.

      

      Lachlan expected a delicate noblewoman. Instead he finds Isabel Bruce—sharp-witted, politically astute, and furious at being treated like a pawn in Scotland’s endless power struggles. Determined never again to be used as leverage in men’s games, Isabel refuses to quietly submit to the protection of even the legendary Wolf of Skye.

      

      But when whispers of betrayal begin to surface and a potential traitor hides among Scotland’s allies, Lachlan and Isabel must work together to uncover the truth before vital secrets fall into English hands. Thrown together in the windswept stronghold of Dunvegan, their uneasy alliance soon ignites into a passion neither expected. Because when loyalty, honor, and desire collide, Lachlan MacLeod will discover what it truly means to be a guardian of the Highlands—and that the bravest battle he may ever fight is for Isabel’s heart.
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        Lowlands, Scotland

        End of June, 1298

        Nearly a month before the Battle of Falkirk…

      

      

      

      Only villains and lovers meet in the dark, casted in shadows.

      And this party? Were decidedly not lovers…

      Torchlight casted shadows on the dampened stone walls of the ruined abbey. The group of questionable men gathered at the center of what used to be the nave. They were surrounded by their own nervous energy and stacked stones that were still black from a fire that had erupted and marred the rock. Even the stagnant stench of smoke lingered as if those who’d died in the blaze wanted all who entered to suffer the fear they had that night. It was a warning of an angry spirit’s possible return.

      Four men shifted uncomfortably in the darkened remains of a once grand abbey. Four looked toward a fifth. The clear leader of this clandestine meeting. Who stood still, staring through the space that used to be the roof. He gazed at the moonless and starless night, as if he were waiting for a message.

      It was well past midnight. Past the time any decent person would be out of their bed. If they were caught now, they’d likely never see another morning. They would need to be stealthy when they departed. Though it was dark, they would not risk anyone being able to identify them or even ask what they were doing here. Even if that meant slitting the throat of an unsuspecting witness. A body was easier to hide than a plot.

      The last thing they wanted was to explain why they were here…  What lie would they be able to tell that would make sense?

      The Guardians of Scotland would be sent to burst through their gates, take out their guards. They’d be dragged out of their beds in the middle of the night, tossed over the thresholds of their own doors and then thrown into the courtyards they claimed as theirs. Their fate would be sealed as a sword came down upon their necks in a swift execution.

      No trial. No leniency. For what rights did a traitor have to trial?

      Of course, they weren’t really traitors. What they were doing here tonight was for their country’s greater good. They were here for their people, their families, and maybe a wee bit for their coffers. They gorged themselves on their own lies, maybe one day, they’d even believe them.

      Two of the men, the weakest two, shivered, their eyes meeting, and then quickly darting away. Neither wanting the other to speak for fear they’d run, and running would only lead to their death. There was nowhere left to go but forward. They’d sold themselves, and treachery was not something easily refunded.

      The highest ranking among them cleared his throat and the rest of them stiffened, prepared to accept their orders. To execute his demands.

      In such a low, gravelly voice they had to lean forward to listen, their leader spoke, “Robert the Bruce is gaining support,” an innocent enough statement to test if his words would echo off the stone walls.

      They nodded in agreement and rain started to pelt through the opening of the roof, cold and stinging.

      “His influence is spreading like pestilence upon the land,” the man continued. “And what do we do with pestilence?”

      Again murmurs of agreement, and one man whispering, burn him.

      Most would not categorize freedom as a pestilence. But most were also not influenced by coin and land and titles offered by the English. Not when they were deciding between a patriotic order called by the heir to the Scottish throne, and blood-soaked coins from the hands of strangers. But in matters with men of questionable morals, money ruled.

      “We will need to gain trust. Infiltrate and control troop placement and movement. Robert the Bruce canna win.”

      What their leader really meant was that Scotland couldn’t win. That King Edward I of England’s gold and promises of prosperity were more powerful, more enticing, than a free Scotland. What was the price of everyone else’s freedom if one had enough money and prestige to live the extravagant life they deserved?

      What did Robert the Bruce have to offer other than a broke and broken country? The choice was easy.

      “Robert the Bruce gathers wolves. Let him. Wolves starve in the winter. Scotland will no’ survive this war. But our clans will. Make no mistake.” Their leader punched his arm into the air, a wet grimace on his face, the rain making him look like a rabid dog.

      The four men standing before him nodded gravely, believing every word and already counting the money their bargains would provide. Mistakenly, they believed that bravery was what had led them here. But greed had a way of making a man blind. Mistakenly, they believed they had the courage to protect their clans, their country, when others would not.

      More fool them. Pride had a way of making a man go blind, too.

      “Ye.” The man in charge growled toward one of the men, pointing a finger scarred from battle in his direction. “Ye will go first. Come closer, so I can tell ye what must be done.”

      The others watched with solemn expressions as the man stepped forward, prepared to learn how he would betray Robert the Bruce and Scotland. He told himself it was to shield his family, but really it was to line his coffers with gold. Generations from now would thank him.

      He did not think about those who would curse him. More the fool him. Turning a blind eye had a way of, well, ye know the rest…
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        Scotland,

        July 22, 1298

        Battle of Falkirk

      

      

      

      On the battlefield at Falkirk, Lachlan MacLeod sat at the head of his Highland army, mounted on his warhorse, a strong, black Friesian named Dionysus. Rain spit down on them in what most men would consider bad luck. But rain from the heavens was a blessing, a sign of fruitfulness. He only prayed that the blessing was for his men and not those of the wretched English and their equally wretched king, Longshanks.

      Swords and armor clanked and leather creaked as the men shifted in their saddles.

      Lachlan pointed his face toward the sky, closing his eyes to feel the rain on his skin. And then it stopped. He glanced into the gray, to see that in fact, the rain had ceased and the sun was shining, a rare moment in time. The clouds had parted as if the sky itself and the heavens above were peering down to see who would dare battle on the gods’ earth.

      Dionysus shifted his feet, his flank bumping the horse beside him who grunted and chewed around his bit.

      Neither the rain, nor the sun were the blessings that Lachlan had hoped for. The reinforcements they’d been waiting to arrive, had still not been seen by any of the scouts.

      Much of the cavalry they’d relied on to fight the English seemed to have evaporated with the sudden stopping of the rain. And one of the clans he’d thought would be fighting beside his own was absent. There’d been no warning, no missive, unless the messenger had been captured.

      Lachlan’s gut churned. Instinct bade him to acknowledge that they had been betrayed somehow. And he always followed his gut. Tugging on Dionysus’s reins, he pulled out of line and searched the battlefield for the two men he trusted most on this earth. Callum MacDonald and Ewan Grant. He’d known them both since childhood when they’d met at a tournament. They’d been wee lads then, trying their best to fight with wooden swords.

      It seemed the leaders of the MacDonald and Grant clans were looking for him, too, for they both appeared down the line of men, riding side by side toward him.

      “Lads,” Lachlan grunted.

      Callum nodded, whipping his dark, rain-soaked hair from his eyes, and Ewan grimaced a half smile, as much as the scar on his cheek from some bastard’s sword allowed. Both of them took in the grave expression on Lachlan’s face, no doubt.

      “We are down men,” Lachlan said.

      “Do ye think they are running behind?” asked Ewan, also called the Black Stag. The twelve-point Black Stag he was named for was painted prominently on his targe.

      “Hardly,” said Callum, he touched his hand to the blood-soaked hilt of his claymore, where he got his own moniker, the Red Blade. “It appears that they may have abandoned us.”

      There had been rumors of betrayal that Lachlan ignored. Rumors were rubbish, and he had only time for facts. He’d refused to believe that anyone would want the English to win this battle. But war did things to men, and he was not immune to that himself. But he knew what was right and wrong. And he knew that they needed this country to be independent. And now, lacking the men he needed, he was aware of his error in not paying greater heed to the warnings.

      The men were growing weary, shifting from foot to foot, hungry after a year of war. Eager for this battle to be over so they could finally return to their families. Warm beds. Cozy fires. Stew with plenty of meat. Fresh warm bread. Lachlan too wanted all of those things.

      Just a year ago they had won the Battle of Stirling Bridge, William Wallace the first titled Guardian of Scotland having led their charge. But the English had fought back, refusing to relinquish control of Scotland. Bloody bastards, the lot of them.

      The rain started up again, a loud thunderous crack in the sky. Followed by a flash of lightning that lit up the tips of his men’s spears which stood high, ready to be thrown into the enemy’s ranks.

      William Wallace rode his horse toward them, Robert the Bruce, helmet momentarily removed, on horseback beside him. Wallace was nearly a head taller than the Bruce who was no small man. As the Scottish leaders of this battle approached, Lachlan and his found brothers nodded with respect.

      “We canna wait much longer,” Robert the Bruce said.

      “We should take them by surprise,” William Wallace added. “Show them what true warriors are made of.”

      Lachlan watched Wallace who appeared agitated. After several losses, he appeared to be losing his grit. There was no surprising anyone on a battlefield once a man stepped forward. It was obvious what was about to happen. The signal to begin. Still, none of them wanted to argue, because Wallace was a brilliant strategist, and perhaps he had found a way to do just that.

      “My men will have no trouble going first.” The MacLeod warriors were feared among many. Champions at every tourney—unless Callum or Ewan’s men were there, then the competition was steeper. He prided himself on the strength and skills of his warriors. On their bravery and courage and fearlessness. Perhaps that was what made them the most frightening to their enemies, their lack of fear. “They have trained well and have been superior in all battles that we’ve come across.”

      And it was true. In the last few years, not one of his men had been lost in battle. A few fingers, teeth, a toe, but no lives.

      Callum stepped forward, pounding his fist against his chest, and flinging water from his brow with a flick of his head. “We will fight beside them.”

      “An honor, brother,” Lachlan said.

      Ewan stepped forward with a fist to his chest. “Let the honor also be ours.”

      “It is our three formations that will go first,” Lachlan declared.

      A raven flew overhead, flying swiftly across the sky. A cloud shifted into position, momentarily darkening the field to gray shadows. An omen. One that Lachlan took this time as being good for them, for in addition to the wolf on his crest, there was a raven.

      The horses of the Bruce and Wallace shifted impatiently on their hooves, waiting for the command to bolt forward. Interesting that all the animals present seemed to have the same battle lust Lachlan felt flooding his veins.

      Lachlan also just wanted to be done with it. He had promised his men a feast after this battle was won. They were wet, their tartans growing heavy. But none would complain; these minor inconveniences would not stop them from fighting until the last horn blew.

      Lachlan banged his sword against his shield, the clang resounding and echoing through the air. His men followed suit. The thunder of their thumping outdoing the rolling clouds.

      “I will give ye the signal and we will attack,” Wallace shouted.

      The line of Highlanders shifted, targes locking edge to edge, Ashwood pikes lowering until they formed a deadly wall of iron points. They’d fought with Wallace more times than they could count, and they knew what to do.

      Several hundred feet ahead of them, the English cavalry gathered, awaiting with their own deadly intent. William Wallace looked from their army gathered to the English across the way. Longshanks himself had come from England to see that this battle was won, as though his men were not doing the job well enough on their own.

      And it was true. The Scots had made enough headway to give hope for a victory soon to come. And with this battle, Lachlan prayed they might finally drive the Englishmen from their country.

      Drums beat from the other side of the battlefield, indicating that the English, too, were eager for this battle to be done. The Scots pipers blew, a haunting melody floating down over the glen.

      “We begin,” Lachlan bellowed, his gaze fixed briefly on the empty stretch behind them where the cavalry should have been. Then he started to trot his horse in front of them, shouting words of encouragement. “The horsemen are late, or lost, but we are no’. We hold here, for Scotland! We break them here, for our women, our children! And if there is a gap at our backs, then we become the wall that fills it. The English will dine no’ on our blood this day, but their own.”

      As he marched back and forth, meeting the eyes of his warriors one by one as he went, they bellowed back at him, eager for the battle.

      He had led them for many years, ever since he was a young pup of fourteen, when he’d had to take over his father’s army after his father was killed on the battlefield. Only a squire at that time and, brazen in his own thoughts as are often those of youth, Lachlan had taken up his father’s sword to continue to fight, howling with grief the entire way. It was only by the grace of God that he’d been victorious that day. But that moment had given him a name—the Wolf of Skye—and his father’s men had been eager to follow him ever since. It had been nearly two decades from when he had first kept his family’s land and clan safe.

      And he intended to do so again right now.

      There was no room for loss in this war. They must get the English back across the border. They must secure their lands for future generations.

      Wallace gave the signal, fist in the air as he bellowed. The Bruce rode back behind the infantry where he would observe from behind until he, too, needed to engage the enemy.

      From across the way, the English king had shot up, aware now of the Scots plans.

      Lachlan MacLeod raised his fist in the air. Turning once more to his men, he shouted the motto of their clan. “Seasaibh is brisibh iad!” Stand and break them. And break the bastards they would.

      There was a coolness that came to his blood then, something that surged through his veins and gave Lachlan energy. His vision became sharper. His ears keen to the sound of an approaching enemy. No man was safe in his vicinity.

      “Forward!” Lachlan shouted.

      Boots churned the wet ground as they drove ahead, the formation tightening, every man shoulder to shoulder, shield to shield. Their cries carried down the line as they advanced, a wall of steel and muscle pushing toward the enemy.

      But then the sky darkened.

      “Targes up!” Lachlan ordered.

      The first arrows fell in a hushed whisper and then a roar. They struck hard, thudding into wood and leather and flesh. Rattling against the iron rims of the targes, a relentless drumbeat as the men kept their shield-covered arms raised overhead. The sound was deafening, like hail hammering stone, only more deadly and violent.

      Lachlan held his ground beneath the strain of the arrow shafts slamming only inches from his face. One iron head managing to pierce through to graze his cheek. When the volley passed, the line stood, prepared to continue forward.

      They were lucky with this round; not one of his men went down. But he could see that other clans had not been so fortunate. Men staggered with arrows buried deep in their thighs and chests, some collapsing where they stood. Others were dragged back through the mud as the formation closed ranks.

      This kind of death was a brutal thing. The very reason Lachlan himself had not taken a wife or started a family.

      Battles were often romanticized by the bards. They could make songs and music about the epic swordsmanship and the victory that followed. In reality, it was a gruesome, deadly business. But it was his business. And he was damn good at what he did.

      He was bound by duty and determined to make sure that not one of his men fell on this day.

      And with that renewed vigor forced through his skin, he swung his sword toward the enemy.
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        Scotland

        July 22, 1298

        Caisteal Dubh (Castle Black)

      

      

      
      The mere fact that there was a battle going on didn’t mean that Lady Isabel Bruce was going to stay hidden away in her bedchamber. She was just not that kind of lady, she did not wring her hands, her shoulders did not tremble.

      The men were gone to war less than a day’s ride away. A battle that was likely to take all day, if not all night, to run its course. She prayed it was sooner rather than later, and that they returned well-speckled with the blood of their enemies. After what she’d been through, she felt she deserved that unkind thought.

      Isabel and the other servants in the house had prepared for the warriors’ return, making sure there was plenty of food and drink, linens, and other medicinal herbs and salves ready to tend the wounded, and plenty of whisky to provide succor and strength to the weary.

      This was not her first battle, not her first loss–

      Isabel cut off her line of thinking. Digging metaphorical nails into the open doors of her grief and slamming them shut. She was no priss who’d get into hysterics over a silly war between men. Nay, she knew; she and the other women around her would be the ones left to pick up the pieces. Some of the men around her liked to pretend her brain was only good for knitting, but she herself thought that was laughable.

      So, if she was going to be left behind during battle, which she conceded was a sound idea given if she was seen on the battlefield all the men on both sides might faint from shock. And then who would be left to cut the firewood? Plus, while she was skilled with a small dagger, that was nothing compared to the sharpness of her mind.

      Isabel had a talent for strategy and anticipating what an enemy may do. In many scenarios, she’d been able to take a look at a battle map and give several winning outcomes depending on the tactics used. As a child, her uncle had encouraged her, support that had continued into her adulthood, until recently. If she were a man, she’d have been lauded for her capability. But alas, she was of the weaker, feebler, less intelligent sex—according to those with male organs. Even though it appeared that those organs were weaker, feebler, and less intelligent than her own, if witnessing how being hit in the nether regions brought a man to his knees was any indication.

      And so, Isabel’s warnings had been ignored, and she’d been barred from her uncle’s solar at the behest of his council whom he seemed to listen to even above his own conscience. Well, none of them were here now. Her uncle and guardian, Robert the Bruce, was off fighting.

      Standing outside her uncle’s solar now, she instructed her maid to be on the lookout in case any servants should come by and see her. Isabel gently slipped into the chamber, closing the door behind her. Her maid, Elsa, had argued in vain about her going into her uncle’s private domain, but knew Isabel was not to be thwarted in this mission.

      Freckles, her mischievous pet ferret, wriggled in her bodice, popping her head from the loose boning at Isabel’s breasts, trying to free herself from the confines of her carriage. All of Isabel’s gowns were especially designed to accommodate her companion. Freckles was meticulous about her grooming, unusual for a ferret, and so never offended Isabel’s nose, and she was happy to keep her close at heart.

      “Would ye like a good snoop, then?” Isabel pulled Freckles from her bodice and set her down, watching her brown body wriggle away in glee to do her business and find a snack. “Best find something good!”

      She wanted to know exactly what was going on at Falkirk, and what her own fate might be. The only way to do that was to study the battle map and any correspondence her uncle had left behind. They had no desire for her help on the field, but had left her in charge of the castle, and any protection it might need from an invading army. Perplexing to say the least.

      A saltire, a white St. Andrews cross on a blue background, the flag of Scotland, hung above the hearth, over the place where her uncle’s sword and shield would be returned. Isabel crossed herself, hoping that day was today. If only so the women with husbands and sons in the army would quit their simpering. She was sympathetic to their worry, but fretting didn’t save lives, preparing, assisting, and pushing did.

      She ran quickly to the desk where her uncle kept his papers. Page, or whatever his actual name was, her uncle’s shadow, was always lurking somewhere nearby to tell her what to do, and she needed to be quick before he emerged from his hiding place.

      The entire surface was covered in reports, ink splotches, quills, some snapped in half, and bottles of ink, some empty, some nearly so. When she’d been allowed in, she’d kept everything in order, but now it looked like a toddler had gone in search of a plaything.

      Isabel turned to the large oak table topped with a cloth painted map. Stones and other carved wooden pieces depicted landmarks. Small wooden figurines of soldiers, horses and warriors holding spears fought a make-believe battle on the map, where their real life counterparts might have been able to prepare their strategies.

      But first, the missives. Isabel returned to the desk, sifting through the various documents. Isabel was different from many women, because she could read, and read well. It wasn’t a skill that she bragged about. Not because it was unseemly for a woman to know how to read and write, even though it theoretically was—men wouldn’t know what unseemly was if it punched them in the face—but because it was just one more advantage she could use against those too willing to underestimate her.

      In fact, it had been her mother who had taught her in secret, her father knew they could both read and disdained them for it. But her mother had found good use for reading in the course of her life and had decided to gift the ability to her daughter as well. When Uncle Robbie had found out about her learnedness, she worried he would have been angry but was exactly the opposite.

      A sudden pang of sadness came over Isabel as she thought about her mother and father, both of them gone the last decade. Her mother from a plague surge that had hit their village, and her father in a battle with the bloody English. Isabel had been lucky not to have been struck with the plague, nor the scourge of the English, and had instead tended to her parents on their deathbeds.

      This, too, was news that she did not share with anyone because it would have been cause for concern, they might think she still carried the plague on her even though it had been years since. Uneducated minds were often the breeding grounds of superstition.

      After her parents had died, she’d been sent to live with her uncle and had resided with him, wherever he went ever since. Currently, they were in Caisteal Dubh on the Firth of Forth.

      Lately, she had been seeing her uncle stare at her, giving her looks with contemplative expressions covering his face. As if he’d just discovered something. And Isabel hated to think it had to do with a marriage. Uncle Robbie was having whispered conversations with his council, meetings behind closed doors she wasn’t privy to, and this made her gut churn. She’d always felt like a protégé to be kept close at hand, not a pest to be trapped and released somewhere far away.

      Isabel had not forgotten the last time her future was decided for her. Her parents had died and she’d been left alone, an orphan at age fourteen, with quite a sizable dowry but no one to look after it, and of course, her. The whispers had finally stopped when Uncle Robbie walked into the great hall of her family’s castle and declared she was his ward.

      Isabel’s fingers skimmed over the letters, trying not only to find something that might give her a clue as to what her future entailed, but also perhaps to this war’s outcome.

      But there was nothing upon the desk which mentioned her by name or any other such scheme that might mean that she was soon to leave the safe haven of her uncle’s home. Plenty however, of war plans, and none of them looked good.

      Satisfied—or rather unsatisfied—Isabel went back to the table with the maps. She studied the placement of the horses and the schiltrons, a circular formation of spears meant to stop cavalry. Behind them were more spearmen, warriors with long spears that would attack the cavalry so they could not penetrate the line, allowing the infantry behind them to come in for the final kill. There were two particular horse warriors who were taller than the rest, one depicting William Wallace, and one who wore a crown on his head, which indicated her uncle, Robert the Bruce.

      She had eavesdropped on enough battle talk and asked enough questions of her uncle to understand their schemes and strategies.

      Her finger traced along what was drawn onto the map—waterways, mountain ranges, gullies, and dips. The terrain was different from that of England, which would be in their favor, but she was frustrated by their placements. The Scots had not changed their way of fighting even though the English would have learned what their battle strategy was by now. They needed to try something different that would take their enemy by surprise.

      As she studied the placement of the little warriors with the shields that held the different clans’ coats of arms, she saw one allied clan’s troops were positioned strangely, almost as if they were exposed near the front lines. Perhaps they had a new strategy that she wasn’t aware of that might help them, but this did not look to be any sort of helpful way.

      In fact, in her mind’s eye she watched the battle from several angles, and none of it turned out in these Scot’s favor.

      She recalled a conversation that she had heard in the hallways after a particular feast a couple of weeks ago. It hadn’t seemed like anything at the time, just idle chatter and the selfish notions of men who often referred to women as chattel. But someone had mentioned that if the Bruce were to fall in war, the English would want hostages, which they had demonstrated before, but also, they would want marriages. Hearing this, she, of course, shuddered at the thought of being married to an Englishman, and vowed to slit their throats, or her own before they could.

      But when the beastly man had been talking, it had seemed he was almost gleeful rather than fearful that one of their womenfolk might be married off to the enemy.

      She quickly shook her head. Her uncle was a powerful man. While he had many enemies, none would be so brazen, and so stupid.

      This little trek to her uncle’s solar was indeed disappointing all around. She did not feel as if she knew anything new at all and, in fact, was going to leave feeling more confused than ever.

      “Freckles, we must cease.”

      Freckles chittered from behind a wardrobe and returned to Isabel holding a coin. She returned Freckles to her gown and stared at the silver piece in her hand noting that it looked decidedly English. Isabel narrowed her eyes. Why was there an English coin hidden in her uncle’s solar?

      Heaven forbid her uncle was waging a marriage bargain for her with an Englishman. That was a death sentence for them both.

      Nobody asked Isabel what she wanted. And she had never asked herself, too aware of the disappointment that would come when she knew she couldn’t partake in it. Those were dreams from another lifetime. A lifetime that had passed with her parents.

      While her father had filled her with the notions of fanciful love in the stories he’d told around their hearth, Isabel knew how fruitless the idea of love was for herself. Uncle Robbie had made it clear he was of no soft disposition the first time she’d asked him to tell her a story. Perhaps his recent loss of his wife had been a part of his inclination. Or maybe being Robert the Bruce meant that every action he took was one of strategy, and any marriage she had was just another key player in the games of war and power.

      While her fate was not yet her own, and she hadn’t discovered any of her uncle’s plans, she wasn’t even close to giving up. In fact, she should go upstairs and find her uncle’s bedchamber and search there instead. Perhaps he kept his most secret correspondence underneath his bed and Freckles would find it. There had been no locked coffer in the solar, which led her to believe it must be elsewhere.

      She opened the solar to find Elsa wringing her hands raw in front of her.

      “Oh, my lady, we shouldna be here… if they find ye.” Elsa jerked her head around as if she expected a specter to leap from the walls. When she turned back and opened her mouth to speak, Isabel calmly cut her off before the woman had a fit of nerves right there on the corridor floor, which would only serve to draw more attention.

      “They expect me to embroider while men decide the fate not only of Scotland but of its womenfolk,” Isabel said plainly. “I canna allow that to happen without me knowing exactly what is going to befall me—and ye, for that matter. Let us go up to my uncle’s bedchamber. I have need to look there.”

      Elsa shook her head vehemently, moisture gathering in her eyes. By all the saints, was she on the brink of shedding tears over it?

      “Oh, my lady, we canna do that. What if someone were to see ye going in there? Your uncle’s page is ever so keen for ye to make a mistake. Ye will surely be punished.”

      Isabel lay a calming hand on the poor lass’s trembling shoulder. “I will no more be punished than an apple decides no’ to fall from its tree limb. Let us go. Do no’ argue and do no
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