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She was supposed to be his prize... But not all rewards are sweet...

Laird Brody Keith, Marischal of Scotland, has been asked by his future king to travel with William Wallace to Dunnottar Castle, where they will seize the castle back from the English. If he completes his mission, the castle, the land and all it holds, will be his. Brody is more than eager to sink his blade into the hearts of his enemies after the brutal murder of his sister and father. But what he doesn't count on is finding an English lass in need of his protection...

Lady Guinevere has led a less than pleasant life in Scotland over the past year, and now she can either run for her life or accept the proposal of a man who should be her enemy. Survival bids her to acquiesce, but that doesn't mean she has to play nice. Except, she's coming to adore the people whom she's always been told she should hate, and respect the man who risked his life for her.

Joined for a mutual purpose, Brody and Guinevere seem doomed from the start, but as time passes and their true enemies draw closer, they'll form an alliance that not even the devil himself can break.
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Dedication


For you, dear reader. Thank you for reading my stories!
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DEAR READER,

In 1297, William Wallace led a siege on the castle, capturing 4000 English and burning them in the church alive. Dunnottar Castle was not granted to the Earls of Marischal/Clan Keith until much later in the 14th century, but for the purpose of this story, I have moved that date up. 

Here is part of a poem written about the event...

Therefore a fire was brought speedily: 

Which burnt the church, and all those South’ron boys: 

Out o’er the rock the rest rush’d great noise; 

Some hung on craigs, and loath were to die. 

Some lap, some fell, some flutter’d in the sea;

And perish’d all, not one remain’d alive. 

Extract of Blind Harry ‘Wallace’ c1470s

I do hope you enjoy this story!

Best wishes and happy reading,

Eliza
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SCOTTISH HIGHLANDS

October, 1297

“Your future awaits.” William Wallace, the Guardian of Scotland, smiled with glee, the brightness in his eyes bordering on maniacal.

Chief Brody Keith, Marischal of Scotland, returned the warlord’s grin, though his own was much more subdued. “I’m honored to be given such a reward from our future king.”

“Indeed. He is pleased with your service, as am I. Dunnottar and all it holds will soon be yours.”

All it held at present was a bunch of rotten Sassenachs, a reward not so sweet. Brody nodded grimly. He hated the English with a passion, but the one thing he loathed more than their blackened souls was what they were doing to his country and his people.

Brody was willing to cross any path, no matter how dangerous, to exterminate the vermin that had inhabited their lands. This journey was proving to be just that.

Surrounded on three sides by ocean, cliffs and gullies, the terrain to Dunnottar Castle was treacherous. More than once, a horse in the massive war camp’s caravan had slipped, causing injury and near death to several. There was also the unfortunate reality that the road to the castle allowed plenty of places to be spotted by one’s enemy.

With the onset of nightfall and clouds filtering over the moon, they had little way of seeing the path and were forced to make camp.

This did not bode well.

Brody had accompanied William Wallace and their armies comprised of six-thousand strong, on the orders of his soon-to-be king, Robert de Brus, to take back Dunnottar Castle from the bloody English who’d massacred the men of God that once inhabited the place.

The previous year, the bloody Sassenachs had sailed in on ships, thousands strong, and taken control of the castle and its village. The villagers were forced to run or bend to the will of the English. They were no match for the mass of English force and there’d been no time to call in reinforcements—until now.

Dunnottar had been a place of religious use and the damned English had run the men of God off. Those who’d stayed in the castle’s defense were quickly murdered. If that wasn’t saying they were dealing with the devil’s disciples, Brody wasn’t sure what would.

He climbed down from his horse, Thunder, rubbing the massive black warhorse’s neck and whispering his thanks. Thunder snorted, nudging Brody in the shoulder. After leading his mount to water and seeing that he had a bucket of oats as a prize for his good work, Brody made his way toward one of the campfires in search of sustenance and whisky.

“Marischal.” Wallace sat down beside him on the ground, passing him a leg of overcooked fowl.

Brody took a bite, and rather than grimacing at the burnt rubbery taste, he swallowed it down with gratitude that he had anything to eat at all.

“I have a plan, though it may be mad,” Wallace mused.

By now, Brody should have been used to Wallace’s plans, having been with him most recently at the Battle of Stirling Bridge. Alas, anything unplanned, or even mildly mad, made Brody a little nervous. He was a warrior of action, aye, but also a man who plotted strategy taking risks into consideration. Despite his own reservations, Wallace had not led them astray just yet.

“I have faith your plan will benefit Scotland.” Brody took another large bite of leathered meat, swallowing it down with a great gulp of ale passed to him by his cousin and second in command, Noah.

Wallace chuckled. “Think ye there’ll be a pretty wench awaiting ye?”

Brody grimaced. De Brus had written an edict that Brody had rolled and tucked up his sleeve. Dunnottar and the lands were to fall under his jurisdiction. All he had to do was take it back from the English. Their future king had alluded that should he wish to take a bride, now would be a good time, but Brody had brushed away that comment. He wasn’t certain he ever wanted to wed. Aye, as a chief and laird, ’twas his duty to carry on his line. But, truth be told, he was so embroiled in the war with the English, he wasn’t certain he’d live long enough to see a bairn or spend enough time in his wife’s bed to see one created.

Brody swished ale around his mouth, trying to get the burnt taste out. “I’ve no use for a bride just yet. What is your plan?”

The first of several raindrops fell on his face. He gave it five minutes before the heavens opened in earnest. They were lucky with Beltane’s impending approach to have a mild night despite the rain. It wasn’t unheard of to already have frost come morning at this time of year.

“We will attack tonight,” Wallace said. “They will not be expecting it with the dark and now the rain. The English run and hide when it rains, as though a few drops might melt them.”

“Perhaps it does.” Brody chuckled. “They wouldna be expecting us, but what about the terrain? ’Twas dangerous to traverse dry, will be doubly treacherous wet. ’Tis why we had the men make camp.”

“Aye. But come morning, the guards at Dunnottar will see us and fire upon us.”

Brody snatched a stale bannock from a basket being passed, breaking it in half and handing a piece to Wallace. “So we must choose the lesser of two evils.”

Wallace bit into the bannock, crumbs gathering in his beard. “Aye. And we must climb.”

Brody raised a brow at Wallace’s outrageous suggestion. “Traversing the narrow passage to get to the gate is one thing, but asking the men to climb in the dark, that is quite another.”

“Nay, nay, ye misunderstand me, Marischal, ’twill just be ye and me doing the climbing. We’ll scale the cliff and creep toward the top of the tower where it meets. We’ll dispatch the guard there and open the portcullis to the men.”

Brody grunted. He was a good rock climber and so was Wallace. After the Battle of Stirling Bridge, when they’d crossed into the Grampian Mountains, the two of them had an ongoing wager about who could climb the fastest. Every cliffside they passed, they stopped to race to the top, the men cheering them on. The stakes rose with each additional climb until Brody allowed the new Guardian to win at de Brus’ urging.

While he hated to forfeit, Brody could see why it was important for the men to think Wallace was unbeatable. They needed to believe they were following the best man. And they were. No one else had Wallace’s drive, save for his cousin, Moray.

“I think we can manage,” Brody said. Aye, the plan was mad, but between the two of them, they could see it done. Besides, Brody loved a challenge.

“Good. Let’s tell the men. Finish up that goose and we’ll leave.”

Brody managed to choke down the rest of his charred meat, tossing the bone to one of the war dogs in their camp.

He took a swig of whisky and then stood, stretching out his spine, cracking his neck and fingers. To Noah, he said, “Ye know what to do should I fall and break my neck.”

“Marry your wee sister off to the lowest man in the clan and take your position as Marischal?” Noah winked. Since childhood, they’d made the running joke that with only sisters second in line, should Brody die, Noah would attempt anything to seize power. But a joke it was, for Noah was the most loyal of men, and with his betrothal to the Oliphant Clan lass, he was due to inherit quite a bit of land through marriage.

“As long as the man isn’t Blind Harry, then I’m certain Maire will be most pleased.” Blind Harry had to be over one hundred years old. He was the oldest man in the Keith Clan and he’d been around as long as anyone could remember. He’d been blinded by the enemy before Brody was born. But Brody could swear the man could see given the number of times he’d caught them misbehaving as children.

Noah reached up and Brody took hold of his arm, hoisting him up.

“In all honesty, cousin, I will look after her and be certain she marries a man who will carry on your legacy with ye in mind. I will look after everyone. Ye can trust me.”

“I know it, Noah.” Brody grinned and slapped his cousin on the back. “But we need not worry. I shall see ye on the other side of that tower. I will not let a little thing like death stop me from beating Wallace at a climb.”

“I have no doubt.”

With one final, masculine embrace, Brody approached William Wallace.

“Are ye ready, Guardian?”

Wallace grinned, that maniacal smile, shadows from the campfires bouncing on his bearded face. “Want to put a wager on it? Our morning rations?”

“Aye.” No warrior wanted to go hungry. And especially not after a battle they’d be fighting tonight.

Wallace turned to the men. “Be ready to storm the entrance, even if we’re only able to get the portcullis up a quarter of the way. With only the two us against a rumored English garrison of four thousand, we’re going to need all the help we can get.”

“Aye,” the men said in unison.

“After ye,” Wallace said, his tone a might too jovial for what they were about to undertake.

With the men preparing to leave camp in a line behind them, Brody and Wallace crouched low, keeping close to the one hundred sixty foot tall cliff. The rock-strewn ground beneath their boots was growing slicker with the increasing rain—which only meant the rocky crag upon which they were about to climb to reach the top of the tower would also be slippery, made more so by mossy growths.

They were two miles from the front gate. There were only two other entrances besides the main gate. A steep stone staircase carved from the cliff down near the beach—one hundred sixty steps in all and visible from the heavily guarded postern gate.

The other was an escape hatch, nearly twenty feet in the air, meant for those coming out, not going in—and it was somewhere near the top of those stairs.

The gate tower must have stood forty feet in the air, which was how high they’d have to climb to reach the top—if they weren’t spotted first.

They paused when they were roughly a quarter mile away. They’d have to round a bend and if the moon was to shine in just the right way, the guards on the tower would see them clearly.

“We will need to move fast,” Wallace said. “Else they spot us.”

Brody squinted at the tower. “From the looks of it, there are only two guards on duty.”

“Aye.”

Keeping to the wall, they slid slowly another tenth of a mile, stopping to make certain they were still not seen.

The high, imposing and treacherous crag served as the walls to the fortress above. One only had to scale it—and not be seen—to lay siege to the keep beyond. No one had been brave enough to try it yet.

Before agreeing to Wallace’s plan to lay siege to the northern fortress, Brody had reservations. He agreed, without a doubt, it was an important stronghold that should be under Scottish rule, but he wasn’t certain it could be done. The cliff and surrounding territory were seemingly impenetrable. If they could draw the English out, they could fight them and win, but should the bastards hole up behind the solid fortress, there was little hope of getting inside without considerable losses on their part.

The English had taken it from religious men, men who would not raise a sword, but rather their hands to the heavens. And many had died. The few who escaped, including a bishop, had found de Brus and Wallace and told them of what happened.

Wallace, who’d had dealings with the English general residing there now, had needed no time to think on the matter before deciding they would lay siege.

According to historical scrolls in de Brus’ possession, there had been a few successful sieges beforehand, dating back six hundred years. If their forefathers could take the castle, then perhaps there was hope they could as well.

Brody was the Marischal of Scotland after all. He was in charge of protecting the king’s body and the Honours of Scotland. If his future king requested something of him, he was obligated to see it done.

Dunnottar would prove to be the best place to house the king’s regalia—for when it was time to officially crown de Brus King of Scotland, Conqueror of the English. Currently, the items were placed in a locked chest hidden in an underground tunnel at Brody’s castle, Keith Marischal, in East Lothian. But despite the reinforcements put into place there, dangers were still posed. Not like here at Dunnottar.

The English had ships and he’d commandeer them after taking the castle, sailing the North Sea back to East Lothian, where he could gather his family, the crown’s regalia, and bring them back, rather than risking his sister’s life on the rocky terrain. Brody hadn’t seen any ships as they traversed the landscape, but they were likely moored on the northern shore of the castle. And once he took down the English bastards, he would claim them as his own.

After all, de Brus had said in his edict the castle, the lands, and all it held. With his already large army, adding a fleet of ships would only increase his own might and ability to protect his future king.

“Let us climb,” Wallace said.

Brody nodded, tugging on his leather, iron-studded gloves. He’d had the tanner and blacksmith who traveled with them to make weapons and armor for the men create the special gloves. The iron studs were on the fingers and palms, and the leather tightened at his wrist with a small belt. Special climbing gloves. He attached the iron spikes to his boot tips and Wallace followed suit. When they’d been making sport of climbing the Grampians, Brody had gifted their Guardian with a set of each.

They crossed themselves and sent up a prayer that God would honor their lives in revenging Scottish monks and in saving their beloved country.

Brody grabbed hold of a rock overhead, testing its wetness and sturdiness. It came loose and tumbled to the ground. He swept his hands along the rock’s face taking note that there were many loosened stones.

“Careful,” he warned Wallace. “’Tis made of puddingstone.”

Wallace let out a frustrated sound. “Ballocks, this is going to be harder than we thought.”

“Check the strength before putting weight to it,” Brody said, gripping on to another rock. This one felt solid.

He found a foothold and hoisted himself up. One foot down and thirty-nine to go.

Taking his time and feeling each rock before gripping it or stepping onto it, he slowly ascended the cliffside. Halfway up, he nearly lost his grip, but had a good enough hold with his other hand that he didn’t fall. Wallace also had a near miss, but soon, they were both at the top, crawling forward onto the wet grass and collapsing. Brody’s lungs stung from alternately holding his breath and gasping. This might have been the hardest climb of his life. In the dark. In the rain. He was damned lucky to make it. Wasn’t that a sure sign that Dunnottar belonged to him?

Hearts pounding, they tucked away their gloves and boot tips, and instead pulled out their swords. They knelt upon a grassy bank. Just fifty feet away was the top of the gate tower where the men walked, seemingly oblivious to their impending death. In the torchlight, Brody made out that they wore the livery of Edward I, more appropriately named Longshanks for his long legs, which Brody wouldn’t mind personally lopping off.

Though his younger sister, Maire, and his mother were alive and well at home in Keith Marischal, his older sister, Johanna, had been brutally raped and murdered by the English the year before. The Battle of Dunbar had claimed their father’s life and the English, high on their victory, tried to lay siege to Keith Marischal—their intent to steal the King of Scotland’s Honours and present it to Longshanks. Well, as it turned out, the only things they were able to steal were his sister and father’s lives.

Brody had yet to get his hands on the man responsible. Another Sassenach general, a man named Gray, but when he did, he was going to unleash all holy hell on the bastard.

Glancing toward his friend and leader, Brody said, “Time to thrash some Sassenach arse.”
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LADY GUINEVERE SIPPED a cup of spiced wine by candlelight in her chamber, surrounded by her three ladies-in-waiting. They each held some clothing they were mending; shirts, nightrails, gowns, her way of giving back to the people. They sewed and mended for the people who served her husband and the castle, even though most of them despised her for being English.

The last year in Scotland had been utter hell for her. The daughter of noble English parents, she’d been married off at the young age of nineteen to an Englishman of equal standing. Baron de Ros, a knight and general in King Edward I’s army, had barely waited a day before forcing her onto a ship—part of her dowry—to traverse the choppy swells of the North Sea and lay witness to the carnage he and his men had seen done to the poor men of God upon arriving at Dunnottar.

Even though they were Scottish, she’d spent every day since praying for the souls of those departed and, begrudgingly, for that of her husband and his men.

Her husband, Baron de Ros, was a man of fortune. His king had gifted him many gold coins for having taken such an impressive holding, a place for the English to hold quarter while seizing the Highlands.

Guinevere despised de Ros.

She despised Scotland.

In fact, she despised this sickening sweet spiced wine, too.

She longed for the wine that always graced her mother’s table. Her father was the Earl of Arundel. Since she was the oldest of his daughters—no sons—her husband had been promised by the king to have the title of earl on her father’s passing if he were to come north. Her three younger sisters were still unmarried, living at home.

With each prick of her needle and thread through the fabric, she counted the ways in which she hated this dreaded country.

It was always cold here. The air was damp even when the sun was shining. She was isolated with no castles or English nearby. There were never any festivities, but instead much doom and gloom. They were at war and a constant fear niggled at the base of her skull. She could barely sleep because of it—and because of the cold.

Their cook, whom she suspected must have been a seamstress or some such before, was terrible at her duties because the food itself was terrible, though neatly dressed.

The food was so unappetizing, in fact, Guinevere had lost several inches and had to have her dresses taken in. But every time she tried to speak to Cook about various recipes she’d had at home, the woman raised up her butcher knife as though she wished to chop it right through Guinevere’s throat, and so she backed out of the kitchen, returning to her room, and the undercooked chicken, or overcooked fennel.

The worst part, though, was what this place and marriage to a selfish warmongering man had done to her head.

Guinevere was not a hateful, spiteful person. She’d never been predisposed to mood swings or the like, but it seemed like ever since she’d said her wedding vows, all she could do was complain and nag and the urge to cry was incessant.

Saints, but it was horrible. This was not her. This was not her mind. And yet it was. Silently, she fought this internal battle, waiting for the day she would open her eyes, breathe in a sigh of relief, and simply be happy.

At first, her ladies had insisted she must be with child. Why else would her moods so swiftly have changed? Abigail, Claudia and Elinor had been in her household since they were girls—fostering with Guinevere’s mother, the Countess of Arundel—and they knew her better than anyone else. But she was certain she was not with child. In order to be with child, one had to... do the deed.

There had certainly been enough tries on de Ros’ part, but never had he actually succeeded. She wondered if it was because he’d never been with a woman before, which he’d admitted one drunken night. Or perhaps it was because he came to bed inebriated, or maybe it was her and she did not rouse him to do the deed. But after he grew frustrated one night and slapped her for it, she decided to make good use of his drunken states. She pricked her finger and smeared blood on his withered member, her thighs and a little on the sheets. That had been back at his castle in England, before they’d made the treacherous journey to Scotland. He’d not tried when they were aboard ship, for she’d been vomiting the entire crossing, and then when they’d arrived he’d been quite busy maiming and murdering. When he did find time to come to her room, she served him a cup of wine filled with herbs that helped him into sleep and the next morning she praised his prowess. The times that he’d not accepted her wine, she’d learned to perform other acts with her hands and mouth that left him satisfied and herself intact. For some reason, she held on to the fact that either he would die in battle soon, for these ferocious Scots would not let him live long, and then she could still be married high for having kept herself intact, or if she gained enough courage, she could appeal the wedding, begging for an annulment citing lack of consummation as the reasoning.

Her secret, that she was still a virgin, though wed for over a year now, she’d not even shared with her ladies. They thought the herbal wine was her own, to help her sleep given so much change had certainly caused a shock to her system.

Her ladies were to serve with her for two years and then they were each promised to return to England and whatever fates were in store for them, marriages most likely. And though Guinevere would miss them immensely, for she couldn’t remember a time without them, she was also glad for them to find their own happiness. To return to a place that was not always filled with fear. And to stop having to lie to them about what she’d gone through with her wifely duties thus far—or lack of going through.

Elinor stood by the window, gazing out toward the gate. “It’s raining again,” she muttered.

“When is ever not?” Guinevere replied dryly.

“Shall I call for the fire to be stoked?”

Guinevere stood. “I can do it myself.” Most of the servants were Scottish, beaten into serving her husband and his men. They were worked to the bone and given the darkness, most would likely be exhausted. She hated to work them harder than necessary. Besides, tending a fire was an easy sort of thing and she could stab at the logs pretending they were her husband.

Her legs felt heavy as she trudged toward the fire. She stared into the flames as she took hold of the poker. She prodded the burning embers, watching sparks fly, one coming dangerously close to the hem of her skirt, but she didn’t even jump back. She simply watched it sizzle and pop on the wood-planked floor.

Abigail joined her, bending to put two logs crisscrossed over the charred and burning ones. Tiny sparks caught against the sides of the logs, igniting in a blaze.

Guinevere returned the poker to its holder and rubbed her hands in front of the newly brought to life flames. She covered her mouth as a yawn took over.

“Shall I help you to undress for bed?” Abigail asked.

“I suppose we should be going to bed.” Though she’d yawned and her body was exhausted, she didn’t truly want to sleep either.

“Did... the baron say if he was coming to visit you this evening?” Abigail asked softly.

“He did not. Judging from his disposition at dinner he is most likely snoring in the great hall.” Thank goodness for small favors.

Elinor left the window to place some flat rocks by the hearth where they would heat and then be added beneath the sheets and blankets of their beds to keep them all warm at night.

Claudia poured fresh water from the basin into the pitcher for Guinevere to wash her hands and face. 

Their routine rarely wavered. The only difference was if her husband was coming to visit. Instead of climbing into bed, she donned a robe over her nightrail and sat by the hearth waiting. Her ladies left the chamber to sleep in the adjoining bedchamber. If he wasn’t coming, then her ladies took turns sleeping beside her. The more warm bodies together, the better.

Guinevere turned around so Abigail could begin untying her gown, when there came a single shout from outside.

“What the devil?” Guinevere murmured.

That shout was not followed by any other and had sounded rather like it was cut short. Perhaps the guards were being idiots? She wouldn’t be surprised. But still, warning pins and needles were jabbing her insides. Guinevere eased her way toward the window and stared down at the bailey below.

Several men that had been sitting around a bonfire in the center of the bailey, stood and looked about them in confusion. In the quiet solitude of this treacherous mountain, they seemed quite alone. But it would appear that was not quite the case.

One of the guards on the wall shouted something that didn’t quite catch on the wind.

Guinevere gazed toward the gate tower. There were two men there. Just as before. They raised their hands toward the other men, an indication that all was well.

Why then did she still feel as though something were terribly wrong?

She leaned closer toward the window, squinting her eyes. What were the men doing? They looked to be raising the portcullis. Was the shout perhaps a greeting? Had someone arrived?

“Someone has come,” Guinevere said.

“I did not hear mention of anyone arriving,” Elinor murmured. She was in charge of figuring out the plans for the castle and reporting back to Guinevere. She knew if a messenger had arrived, if a missive was sent, who came and went. She was quite adept at sneaking about and making friends with anyone who would talk.

“Perhaps they were not invited,” Claudia said, a shiver in her voice.

Guinevere watched intently, listening for any unusual sounds. Her eyes continued to be drawn to the two guards raising the portcullis. They looked... different.

The men in the bailey below seemed to take notice of the portcullis being raised and they shouted to the men on duty. But the two opening the gate ignored them, no longer waving their hands in signal, but moving faster and faster with the portcullis ropes.

And that was when a shout of warning was issued by the guards in the bailey below. Men roused from barracks stumbled out just as a horde of savage warriors ran through the gate, swords drawn, their wild hair waving in the North Sea breeze. Legs exposed to the elements, slick with rain. They were violent in their entry, brutal in their attack on the tired English soldiers. Hacking and stabbing.

Guinevere’s knees buckled and she grabbed hold of the windowsill for balance. They were under attack!

“Oh, heaven help us.” Guinevere crossed herself. She had often wondered when such a thing would happen, not even if it would. Nay, there had never been a question of if.

Since their arrival at Dunnottar, the Scottish uprising had grown in strength. There were rumors of a warrior, a man who fought for the king, that he was as tall as an oak and as brave as iron. That he faced death daily and laughed in the devil’s face. He’d been sacking one English-controlled castle in Scotland after another and most recently had gained a victory over the English at Stirling Bridge, nearly ten to one.

Was this he? Was this his horde?

“We are going to die,” Claudia whispered.

“We must hide,” Abigail said.

“We must run,” Elinor countered. “There is an escape hatch. The drop is steep, but it leads to the stairs leading down to the beach. We will run and then we will hide.”

“We’ll never make it,” Claudia said, hugging herself, her teeth chattering.

“We have no choice,” Guinevere said. “We must try, or die without having at least attempted to save ourselves.”

“Guin is right. Get your mantles on. We must go now before they breach the doors to the keep.”

They hurried to tug on their mantles, and then headed for the door. The shouts of pain and death filled the bailey below and floated up through every window in the keep, surrounding them in a ghastly cloud.

“Where is the hatch?” Guinevere asked. “You lead the way.”

She’d not done much exploring of the castle herself, preferring to keep to her chamber as much as possible. A mistake she now regretted.

“This way.” Elinor grabbed a torch from the wall and hurried down the corridor toward the stairs.

They made it down one circular round to the floor below before the doors to the keep were breached. The stomping of boots, scrape of metal and cries of those in the main entryway struck their ears.

“Oh no.” Claudia gripped the wall.

“Come, we can still make it,” Elinor said. “’Tis just beyond the great hall.”

They continued slowly down the stairs, trying not to make a sound. Breath held, hands fisted in their skirts, lifting the hems from their feet, Guinevere pushed her fears away, while Abigail whispered to Claudia to hush every time she whimpered.

They stepped off the stairs, faced by four doorways—one that led to the garrison below, one to the great hall, one toward the main doors and one to the kitchens.

But when Elinor reached for the iron handle leading to the great hall, the angry voice of Baron de Ros could be heard through the iron-studded door. “Who the bloody hell are you?” he shouted.

There was a low rumble of an answer and then the clashing sound of swords. Angry shouts. With every clang, Guinevere jumped.

Keep it together. Stay strong.

“We must hide.” Guinevere pointed toward the great hall. “There is no way we’re going in there and there is no other way to get to the hatch.” She took a deep breath. “Back upstairs. We’ll barricade ourselves in my chamber.”

“Or mayhap we should dress as servants in the kitchen?” Claudia suggested. “Servants are less likely to be killed.”

“But the Scottish servants already here will tell who we are.” Abigail’s lips were pinched thin, white in the torchlight.

“We must go back to my chamber,” Guinevere said. “They are less likely to kill ladies, I should think.”

“Did you see how uncivilized they were?” Claudia asked. “They’ll hack us to bits without question.”

Guinevere suppressed a shudder, her mind dredging up the images of the savages bursting through the gate and slicing into any man they saw. “All will be well.” But her tone, no matter how calm she tried to make it, sounded decidedly shrill. And she was lying through her teeth.

Had she truly traversed all this way, made it thus far with hopes for widowhood or an annulment, to be murdered before her life had truly started?

“All will be well,” Elinor murmured, nodding at Guinevere, a silent agreement to stay strong.

Claudia and Abigail mumbled the same, though the looks in their eyes was telling. The two of them were terrified, perhaps even more so than Guinevere.

“Pray, my ladies,” Guinevere said. “God will protect us.”

Hand in hand, they hurried up the stairs to Guinevere’s chamber, barring the door.

“The wardrobe,” Guinevere said.

She went to one side and Elinor to the other, but even the two of them pushing couldn’t move the massive oak piece.

“Come help us.” Guinevere’s tone brooked no argument and Claudia and Abigail rushed to help. 

With the effort of all four of them they were able to shove the mighty wardrobe in front of the door, completely covering it on both sides.

“That should hold them.” Guinevere shuddered. She wasn’t truly certain it would. The savage way they’d come through the gate only made her imagine that they’d hack their way through her door and then the wardrobe just to get at them. And surely the loud sounds of scraping must have drawn the attention of the warriors below.

“Pray don’t let us die tonight,” Guinevere said, gazing at the moonless sky as dark and forbidding as the savage warriors below.
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Chapter Three
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ANYTHING THAT SEEMED too easy, usually was.

At least that had always been Brody’s belief. So why did it appear that besieging Dunnottar was too easy?

The sleepy English knights had been unprepared. Just as Wallace suspected, being in this remote location, the sun set and rain falling, they’d never suspected a thing.

Even when he and Wallace jumped down from the grassy knoll onto the gate house battlement, the men had seemed too surprised to even react. As though perhaps they had hoped it was all a bad dream. They stared up at Brody and Wallace like apparitions from the sky.

Brody almost didn’t have the heart to smash in the man’s skull until he recalled just want had happened to his da and sister, and then watching his blade sink into the man’s eye socket had been a pleasure. An eye for an eye? Nay, he’d take the whole damn body.

After raising the gate, they’d had to fend off the other guards on the wall, most of whom seemed to be in their first month of training for none of them knew how to wield a sword properly. They’d climbed down to the bailey, fighting the lazy knights who clambered, half dressed, from their sleeping mats in the barracks.

There was not nearly four thousand men. Five hundred at most. Which meant either the bishop had been exaggerating or the general here had already sent his men out into the Highlands. No matter, if the bastard had sent his men out they would be welcomed back by the tip of his sword. 
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