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        Book One: The Sutherland Legacy

        A Stolen Bride Novel

      

      

      

      Betrothed to a princess until she declares his battle wound has incapacitated him as a man, Sir Niall Oliphant is glad to step aside and let the spoiled royal marry his brother. He’s more than content to fade into the background with his injuries and remain a bachelor forever, until he meets the Earl of Sutherland’s daughter, a lass more beautiful than any other, a lass who makes him want to stand up and fight again.

      

      As daughter of one of the most powerful earls and Highland chieftains in Scotland, Bella Sutherland can marry anyone she wants—but she doesn’t want a husband. When she spies an injured warrior at the Yule festival who has been shunned by the Bruce’s own daughter, she decides a husband in name only might be her best solution.

      

      They both think they’re agreeing to a marriage of convenience, but love and fate has other plans…
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            A Note to Readers

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      

      I’m thrilled to be writing in the Stolen Bride series again. And even more excited to be writing Arbella and Magnus’s (The Highlander’s Reward) daughter’s story. Get ready for this epic new spin-off of the Stolen Bride series—the Sutherland Legacy. There are currently five books planned for this series, one for each of Magnus and Arbella’s children.

      

      A note about some of the history in this novel. My hero in this story, Sir Niall Oliphant, is the fictional son of real-life figure Sir William Oliphant. His brother, Walter Oliphant, did actually marry Princess Elizabeth, the daughter of Robert the Bruce. The meeting at Arbroath Abbey between the clans in this novel is fictionalized, however, in the spring of 1320, a declaration for independence was signed at the abbey, (known as the Declaration at Arbroath) by the Bruce and dozens of Scottish leaders, including the Sutherland and Oliphant chiefs.

      

      Best wishes and happy reading!

      Eliza
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        Dunrobin Castle, Scottish Highlands

        Fall, 1306

      

      

      “I want to be knight for the day.” A petulant lass with golden locks crossed her arms over her chest and glowered at the line of grubby lads with their wooden swords tucked into the corded belts of their plaids. For the first time in her short life, she had the chance to prove something.

      “Ye canna. Ye’re a lass. Go back to the keep and help the maids with their chores.” Several of them snickered and rubbed elbows at that.

      Snorting, another added, “Aye, go and milk a cow.”

      “Or knead the bread.”

      The list of chores typically delegated to females continued on for several minutes. All the while, the young lass’s face grew redder and redder, her fists tighter and tighter, until one particular lad stepped forward.

      He opened his mouth to say something, but she didn’t let him get further than that. She tugged her arm back as she’d seen her brothers do, and let her tiny fist fly, landing hard on his chin.

      Zounds, that hurt.

      Her knuckles were instantly red and stinging. She thought the whole point of hitting a lad would be to hurt him, not herself.

      Surprised, the lad stumbled back a few paces, eyes wide. “What the hell did ye go and do that for? I was going to tell these raven-gut idiots to give ye a shot.”

      She was immediately contrite, but being as stubborn as she was, and feeling more than mildly embarrassed, she pursed her lips in a frown and refused to say anything at all.

      The other lads were laughing, doubled over as they slapped their knees and rolled around on the ground, clearly not taking her seriously.

      “Ye’re on your own then, wee chicken,” the lad said, backing away and rubbing his reddened jaw.

      “Wait,” she whispered, stepping forward and looking at him nervously. “Ye’ll really let me try?”

      He smirked, green eyes flashing with some emotion she couldn’t understand. “I’m not so sure anymore after the way ye just walloped me.”

      The lass stiffened her spine, knowing exactly what mocking was when directed at her. “Why’s that? Ye think I fight like a lass?”

      “Nay, just the opposite.”

      Most of the lads had stopped laughing long enough to listen, surprised perhaps that the older lad had just admitted her blow had hurt.

      “What do ye say, lads, are we scared to have her join in our tournament?”

      “Scared?” They laughed. “Not on her life.”

      “All right then,” the one she’d given a good smack to said. “We’ll let ye join us.”

      She’d not planned for them to actually allow her. Och, she had all sorts of plans involving revenge and sneaking in dressed as a lad, but not once had she thought they’d welcome her. “And if I win?”

      His smirk widened. “We’ll let ye be knight for the day.”

      Thrusting her chin forward, she gave him a righteous smile. The other lads balked, because it wouldn’t be right for a lass to be the knight for the day, given that she was…well, a lass.

      The lad, a little taller than his friends, raised his hand for their silence. “But laddies, ye recall what happens to the knight for a day?”

      They narrowed their eyes, unsure what to say, for there was an ominous tone to his voice.

      The lass wasn’t certain of what he spoke, either. She only wanted to prove she was good enough, show her da she could beat the lads at their own game, that sewing and wearing dresses wasn’t all she was good at. To prove that her brothers weren’t the only ones who could help defend their castle. But…what else happened?

      “The knight has to choose his lady. Who will be your lady?” the lad asked her, his grin growing wider.

      Well, she wasn’t going to be sucked into whatever trick he was trying to lay on her. Crossing her arms over her chest, she looked at him confidently. “Why ye of course.”

      At that, the other lads fell to laughing once more.

      But the older lad she’d addressed only smiled. “If ye can be a knight, then I supposed I shall honor ye with being your lady for the day.”

      Even the lass had to giggle at that. “Ye’re jesting with me.”

      “Mayhap.”

      “All right.” She beamed a smile at him. “Agreed.”

      She sauntered away, a skip in her step. Those lads were going to rue the day…

      An hour later, she arrived on the makeshift list field. The lads were all covered in iron-studded armor, their wooden weapons thwacking together as they practiced. With the permission of her ma and da, she’d trained with weapons since she could toddle around. And by nine summers, she was skilled with a bow, a sword and hand-to-hand combat. But she’d never been allowed to go up against anyone other than her father, uncles and brothers.

      Even still, she was certain these lads didn’t stand a chance. Their size didn’t matter to her. She trained with grown men who’d taught her how to go up against someone bigger.

      The lads snickered at her approach, but she didn’t let that bother her. Soon they would see that laughing was foolish.

      The children lined up, facing the target that had been erected for the first of the tournament rounds—archery.

      In the stands, all the parents and those of the clan sat and cheered the children on. Upon seeing the laird and lady’s daughter, a rush of chatter went up. The lass met her father and mother’s gaze unwaveringly, half expecting them to rush from their place of honor and physically remove her. But her mother placed her hand on her father’s arm, and the two of them simply nodded. With both of her brothers gone off with their uncle for two weeks of training, she was the only one representing their house. And she wasn’t going to lose.

      “Ready!” The warrior in charge of the event stood to the side, giving only a few seconds for the children to load their arrows. “Sight your mark!”

      She blew out a breath, feeling her pulse beat in her fingertips on the strings. The horn sounded for them to let their arrows fly, and she didn’t hesitate, watching as her handmade arrow flew through the air, the feather fletching fluttering in the wind. Hers sank home, dead center. Only one other was close. She turned to see whose smile was the broadest, only to realize it was the lad she’d whacked in the face that morning.

      He winked at her. Something she’d seen her father do with her mother, and she wasn’t certain how to react. So she stuck out her tongue at him, which only made him snicker more. Was this why he’d said she could join him? Because he didn’t think he would lose?

      “Ye two,” the warrior called. “Ready your bows.”

      She wasted no time in setting hers up, lining it with the target that had been moved at least fifty feet back.

      “Sight your mark!”

      Again, she blew out her breath and let the sounds all around her disappear.

      The horn blew, and she let go, staring without blinking as her arrow and the lad’s sailed side by side, fighting for air.

      They landed with a thunk, both of them dead center, battling for space.

      With breath held, the crowd leaned closer, their murmuring like bees buzzing around her head.

      “Tie!” shouted the warrior in charge.

      A tie. Och, but this was not going her way. She wanted to be the champion.

      “Seems I should have let the lads have their way,” he muttered beside her, nudging her arm. “Else I’d be champion.”

      She glowered at him. “And yet here we are, with me kicking your arse.”

      The target was moved another fifty feet back, and before he could comment, they were told to ready their bows once more.

      This time, when the warrior called for them to shoot, she waited less than half a second behind her opponent. There was only one way to beat the arrogant lad. And that was to split him in half. Just as his arrow landed in the center of the target, hers came crushing behind it, obliterating the shaft, and sinking into the hole where his arrow had been.

      “We have a winner!”

      This time it was her turn to smirk at him. “Better luck in the next set.”

      In the next round, the warrior called for everyone to prepare for hand-to-hand combat. And she could not wait. Her mother had taught her a specific move she’d used on her father early in their marriage—a simple strike at a place on the neck that took a person’s breath, and if successful, had them dropping to the ground in a dead faint. The lass smiled wide, for she’d used this move on each of her brothers with success. And she was going to take these rowdy pigs down. They grinned like fools, certain they would be able to take her out of the game now.

      Silly lads.

      She went through half the other competitors quickly. Many of them were too afraid to fight back, fearing her parents’ wrath should they strike her. After that, she taunted the lads into at least taking a swing before she ducked and brought the side of her palm down flat on the fleshy part where their necks and shoulders met. Another one flat on the ground.

      Finally, it came down to her and the lad she’d bested at archery. He had a smirk on his face that made her nervous. He’d been watching with interest every time she’d made her move, and she could see now he’d been figuring out a way to stop her, because with each arch of her hand, he blocked her.

      Sweat beaded on her upper lip. If she couldn’t hit him the way she needed to, there was a possibility he would win this round. And then they would be tied for first place.

      She let out a frustrated growl, her arms growing tired.

      The lad’s smile grew, but he said nothing, just continued to let her swing. Slowly, she started to tire, muscles growing weak. Frustrated, she grew silent. She leapt forward in hopes of shocking him.

      The move worked, as he’d been expecting her to keep going, but instead of taking a step back, he stumbled forward, tripping over her feet. He came down hard on his knees beside her, and she thought quickly, kicking out until he rolled onto his back. She rolled over onto him, even though she knew that doing such a thing would mortify her parents.

      Too stunned to move, he watched with wide eyes as she brought the flat side of her hand down on the side of his neck. And his eyes closed.

      Huzzah! She’d beaten him again.

      They would not do a third round—weapons, as she was already the majority winner.

      She was tugged up by the cheering warriors to be carted around in the air, and as everyone shouted her name, she saw the lad peek beneath his lashes up at her.

      Her mouth fell open in shock. Her move hadn’t worked on him. The little rascal had outwitted her! Tricked her. But why?

      She started to sputter, but he squeezed his eyes shut. Why was he doing that? Why was he pretending she’d bested him?

      They started to put the winning garland around her neck, but the lass refused. “Nay, this belongs to us both.”

      “Both?”

      “The lad. The one over there.” She pointed to where he was getting up off the ground.

      “Nay, lass, ye beat him fair and square, both times.”

      “Nay, he—”

      They cut her off, with another shout of joy.

      But the lass was nothing if not stubborn. She struggled out of their grasp and ran toward him. Hands on her hips, she stared up into his clear eyes the color of grass in spring.

      “Why’d ye do that?”

      “Fall? Ye hit me.” He shrugged. “Ye won.”

      “I won at archery. But ye let me win just now.”

      He crossed his arms over his chest. “Ye canna prove that.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “I wanted to win. I wanted to be knight for a day, but I canna accept if I know ’twas not me who truly won.”

      “I dinna know what that has to do with me.”

      “Everything.” She stomped her foot.

      He chuckled. “Did your mother never tell ye that stomping your foot will get ye nowhere?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Dinna bring my mama into this.”

      “My lady?” The warrior in charge of the event appeared at her side with the garland.

      She took the garland from him, and with both hands wrapped around the loops, she tugged until she broke it into two pieces and then handed one to the lad. “For ye, ye sorry winner.”

      The lad’s face reddened, and he shoved it back at her. “This is not mine.”

      “The lass insists ye are tied.”

      “There canna be two knights for the day.”

      “Then ’haps there should be a knight and lady?” the warrior suggested.

      The lass pursed her lips in a frown, uncertain if she wanted to agree with that, either.

      The lad bent low and gallant. “Sir Niall Oliphant at your service, my lady.”

      She curtsied and tossed the garland at him. “Lady Bella Sutherland. And according to our bet this morning, ye’re to be the lady.”
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        Dupplin Castle

        Scottish Highlands

        Winter, 1318

      

      

      Sir Niall Oliphant had lost something.

      Not a trinket, or a boot. Not a pair of hose, or even his favorite mug. Nothing as trivial as that. In fact, he wished it was so minuscule that he could simply replace it. What’d he’d lost was devastating, and yet it felt entirely selfish given some of those closest to him had lost their lives.

      He was still here, living and breathing. He was still walking around on his own two feet. Still handsome in the face. Still able to speak coherently, even if he didn’t want to.

      But he couldn’t replace what he’d lost.

      What he’d lost would irrevocably change his life, his entire future. It made him want to back into the darkest corner and let his life slip away, to forget about even having a future at all. To give everything he owned to his brother and say goodbye. He was useless now. Unworthy.

      Niall cleared the cobwebs that had settled in his throat by slinging back another dram of whisky. The shutters in his darkened bedchamber were closed tight, the fire long ago grown cold. He didn’t allow candles in the room, nor visitors. So when a knock sounded at his door, he ignored it, preferring to chug his spirits from the bottle rather than pouring it into a cup.

      The knocking grew louder, more insistent.

      “Go away,” he bellowed, slamming the whisky down on the side table beside where he sat, and hearing the clay jug shatter. A shard slid into his finger, stinging as the liquor splashed over it. But he didn’t care.

      This pain, pain in his only index finger, he wanted to have. Wanted a reminder there was still some part of him left. Part of him that could still feel and bleed. He tried to ignore that part of him that wanted to be alive, however small it was.

      The handle on the door rattled, but Niall had barred it the day before. Refusing anything but whisky. Maybe he could drink himself into an oblivion he’d never wake from. Then all of his worries would be gone forever.

      “Niall, open the bloody door.”

      The sound of his brother’s voice through the cracks had Niall’s gaze widening slightly. Walter was a year younger than he was. And still whole. Walter had tried to understand Niall’s struggle, but what man could who’d not been through it himself?

      “I said go away, ye bloody whoreson.” His words slurred, and he went to tipple more of the liquor only to recall he’d just shattered it everywhere.

      Hell and damnation. The only way to get another bottle would be to open the door.

      “I’ll pretend I didna hear ye just call our dear mother a whore. Open the damned door, or I’ll take an axe to it.”

      Like hell he would. Walter was the least aggressive one in their family. Sweet as a lad, he’d grown into a strong warrior, but he was also known as the heart of the Oliphant clan. The idea of him chopping down a door was actually funny. Outside, the corridor grew silent, and Niall leaned his head back against the chair, wondering how long he had until his brother returned, and if it was enough time to sneak down to the cellar and get another jug of whisky.

      Needless to say, when a steady thwacking sounded at the door—reminding Niall quite a bit like the heavy side of an axe—he sat up straighter and watched in drunken fascination as the door started to splinter. Shards of wood came flying through the air as the hole grew larger and the sound of the axe beating against the surface intensified.

      Walter had grown some bloody ballocks.

      Incredible.

      Didn’t matter. What would Walter accomplish by breaking down the door? What could he hope would happen?

      Niall wasn’t going to leave the room or accept food.

      Niall wasn’t going to move on with his life.

      So he sat back and waited, curious more than anything as to what Walter’s plan would be once he’d gained entry.

      Just as tall and broad of shoulder as Niall, Walter kicked through the remainder of the door and ducked through the ragged hole.

      “That’s enough.” Walter looked down at Niall, his face fierce, reminding him very much of their father when they were lads.

      “That’s enough?” Niall asked, trying to keep his eyes wide but having a hard time. The light from the corridor gave his brother a darkened, shadowy look.

      “Ye’ve sat in this bloody hell hole for the past three days.” Walter gestured around the room. “Ye stink of shite. Like a bloody pig has laid waste to your chamber.”

      “Are ye calling me a shite pig?” Niall thought about standing up, calling his brother out, but that seemed like too much effort.

      “Mayhap I am. Will it make ye stand up any faster?”

      Niall pursed his lips, giving the impression of actually considering it. “Nay.”

      “That’s what I thought. But I dinna care. Get up.”

      Niall shook his head slowly. “I’d rather not.”

      “I’m not asking.”

      My, my. Walter’s ballocks were easily ten times than Niall had expected. The man was bloody testing him to be sure.

      “Last time I checked, I was the eldest,” Niall said.

      “Ye might have been born first, but ye lost your mind some time ago, which makes me the better fit for making decisions.”

      Niall hiccupped. “And what decisions would ye be making, wee brother?”

      “Getting your arse up. Getting ye cleaned up. Airing out the gongheap.”

      “Doesna smell so bad in here.” Niall gave an exaggerated sniff, refusing to admit that Walter was indeed correct. It smelled horrendous.

      “I’m gagging, brother. I might die if I have to stay much longer.”

      “Then by all means, pull up a chair.”

      “Ye’re an arse.”

      “No more so than ye.”

      “Not true.”

      Niall sighed heavily. “What do ye want? Why would ye make me leave? I’ve nothing to live for anymore.”

      “Ye’ve eight-thousand reasons to live, ye blind goat.”

      “Eight thousand?”

      “A random number.” Walter waved his hand and kicked at something on the floor. “Ye’ve the people of your clan, the warriors ye lead, your family. The woman ye’re betrothed to marry. Everyone is counting on ye, and ye must come out of here and attend to your duties. Ye’ve mourned long enough.”

      “How can ye presume to tell me that I’ve mourned long enough? Ye know nothing.” A slow boiling rage started in Niall’s chest. All these men telling him how to feel. All these men thinking they knew better. A bunch of bloody ballocks!

      “Aye, I’ve not lost what ye have, brother. Ye’re right. I dinna know what ‘tis like to be ye, either. But I know what ’tis like to be the one down in the hall waiting for ye to come and take care of your business. I know what ’tis like to look upon the faces of the clan as they worry about whether they’ll be raided or ravaged while their leader sulks in a vat of whisky and does nothing to care for them.”

      Niall gritted his teeth. No one understood. And he didn’t need the reminder of his constant failings.

      “Then take care of it,” Niall growled, jerking forward fast enough that his vision doubled. “Ye’ve always wanted to be first. Ye’ve always wanted what was mine. Go and have it. Have it all.”

      Walter took a step back as though Niall had hit him. “How can ye say that?” Even in the dim light, Niall could see the pain etched on his brother’s features. Aye, what he’d said was a lie, but it had made him feel better all the same.

      “Ye heard me. Get the fuck out.” Niall moved to push himself from the chair, remembered too late how difficult that would be, and fell back into it. Instead, he let out a string of curses that had Walter shaking his head.

      “Ye need to get yourself together, decide whether or not ye are going to turn your back on this clan. Do it for yourself. Dinna go down like this. Ye are still Sir Niall fucking Oliphant. Warrior. Heir to the chiefdom of Oliphant. Hero. Leader. Brother. Soon to be husband and father.”

      Walter held his gaze unwaveringly. A torrent of emotion jabbed from that dark look into Niall’s chest, crushing his heart.

      “Get out,” he said again through gritted teeth, feeling the pain of rejecting his brother acutely.

      They’d always been so close. And even though he was pushing him away, he also desperately wanted to pull him closer.

      He wanted to hug him tightly, to tell him not to worry, that soon enough he’d come out of the dark and be the man Walter once knew. But those were all lies, for he would never be the same again, and he couldn’t see how he would ever be able to exit this room and attempt a normal life.

      “Ye’re not the only one who’s lost a part of himself,” Walter muttered as he ducked beneath the door. “I want my brother back.”

      “Your brother is dead.”

      At that, Walter paused. He turned back around, a snarl poised on his lips, and Niall waited longingly for whatever insult would come out. Any chance to engage in a fight, but then Walter’s face softened. “Maybe he is.”

      With those soft words uttered, he disappeared, leaving behind the gaping hole and the shattered wood on the floor, a haunting mirror image to the wide-open wound Niall felt in his soul.

      Niall glanced down to his left, at the sleeve that hung empty at his side, a taunting reminder of his failure in battle. Warrior. Ballocks! Not even close.

      When he considered lying down on the ground and licking the whisky from the floor, he knew it was probably time to leave his chamber. But he was no good to anyone outside of his room. Perhaps he could prove that fact once and for all, then Walter would leave him be. And he knew his brother spoke the truth about smelling like a pig. He’d not bathed in days. If he was going to prove he was worthless as a leader now, he would do so smelling decent, so people took him seriously rather than believing him to be mad.

      Slipping through the hole in the door, he walked noiselessly down the corridor to the stairs at the rear used by the servants, tripping only once along the way. He attempted to steal down the winding steps, a feat that nearly had him breaking his neck. In fact, he took the last dozen steps on his arse. Once he reached the entrance to the side of the bailey, he lifted the bar and shoved the door open, the cool wind a welcome blast against his heated skin. With the sun set, no one saw him creep outside and slink along the stone as he made his way to the stables and the massive water trough kept for the horses. He might as well bathe there, like the animal he was.

      Trough in sight, he staggered forward and tumbled headfirst into the icy water.

      Niall woke sometime later, still in the water, but turned over at least. He didn’t know whether to be grateful he’d not drowned. His clothes were soaked, and his legs hung out on either side of the wooden trough. It was still dark, so at least he’d not slept through the night in the chilled water.

      He leaned his head back, body covered in wrinkled gooseflesh and teeth chattering, and stared up at the sky. Stars dotted the inky-black landscape and swaths of clouds streaked across the moon, as if one of the gods had swiped his hand through it, trying to wipe it away. But the moon was steadfast. Silver and bright and ever present. Returning as it should each night, though hiding its beauty day after day until it was just a sliver that made one wonder if it would return.

      What was he doing out here? Not just in the tub freezing his idiot arse off, but here in this world? Why hadn’t he been taken? Why had only part of him been stolen? Cut away…

      Niall shuddered, more from the memory of that moment when his enemy’s sword had cut through his armor, skin, muscle and bone. The crunching sound. The incredible pain.

      He squeezed his eyes shut, forcing the memories away.

      This is how he’d been for the better part of four months. Stumbling drunk and angry about the castle when he wasn’t holed up in his chamber. Yelling at his brother, glowering at his father and mother, snapping at anyone who happened to cross his path. He’d become everything he hated.

      There had been times he’d thought about ending it all. He always came back to the simple question that was with him now as he stared up at the large face of the moon.

      “Why am I still here?” he murmured.

      “Likely because ye havena pulled your arse out of the bloody trough.”

      Walter.

      Niall’s gaze slid to the side to see his brother standing there, arms crossed over his chest. “Are ye my bloody shadow? Come to tell me all my sins?”

      “When will ye see I’m not the enemy? I want to help.”

      Niall stared back up at the moon, silently asking what he should do, begging for a sign.

      Walter tugged at his arm. “Come on. Get out of the trough. Ye’re not a pig as much as ye’ve been acting the part. Let us get ye some food.”

      Niall looked over at his little brother, perhaps seeing him for the first time. His throat felt tight, closing in on itself as a well of emotion overflowed from somewhere deep in his gut.

      “Why do ye keep trying to help me? All I’ve done is berate ye for it.”

      “Aye. That’s true, but I know ye speak from pain. Not from your heart.”

      “I dinna think I have a heart left.”

      Walter rolled his eyes and gave a swift tug, pulling him halfway from the trough. Though Niall was weak from lack of food and too much whisky, he managed to get himself the rest of the way out. He stood in the moonlight, dripping water around the near frozen ground.

      “Ye have a heart. Ye have a soul. One arm. That is all ye’ve lost. Ye still have your manhood, aye?”

      Niall shrugged. Aye, he still had his bloody cock, but what woman wanted a decrepit man heaving overtop of her with his mangled body in full view.

      “I know what ye’re thinking,” Walter said. “And the answer is, every eligible maiden and all her friends. Not to mention the kitchen wenches, the widows in the glen, and their sisters.”

      “Ballocks,” Niall muttered.

      “Ye’re still handsome. Ye’re still heir to a powerful clan. Wake up, man. This is not ye. Ye canna let the loss of your arm be the destruction of your whole life. Ye’re not the first man to ever be maimed in battle. Dinna be a martyr.”

      “Says the man with two arms.”

      “Ye want me to cut it off? I’ll bloody do it.” Walter turned in a frantic circle as if looking for the closest thing with a sharp edge.

      Niall narrowed his eyes, silent, watching, waiting. When had his wee brother become such an intense force? Walter marched toward the barn, hand on the door, yanked it wide as if to continue the blockhead search. Niall couldn’t help following after his brother who marched forward with purpose, disappearing inside the barn.

      A flutter of worry dinged in Niall’s stomach. Walter wouldn’t truly go through with something so stupid, would he?

      When he didn’t immediately reappear, Niall’s pang of worry heightened into dread. Dammit, he just might. With all the changes Walter had made recently, there was every possibility that he’d gone mad. Well, Niall might wish to disappear, but not before he made certain his brother was all right.

      With a groan, Niall lurched forward, grabbed the door and yanked it open. The stables were dark and smelled of horses, leather and hay. He could hear a few horses nickering, and the soft snores of the stable hands up on the loft fast asleep.

      “Walter,” he hissed. “Enough. No more games.”

      Still, there was silence.

      He stepped farther into the barn, and the door closed behind him, blocking out all the light save for a few strips that sank between cracks in the roof.

      His feet shuffled silently on the dirt floor. Where the bloody hell had his brother gone?

      And why was his heart pounding so fiercely? He trudged toward the first set of stables, touching the wood of the gates. A horse nudged his hand with its soft muzzle, blowing out a soft breath that tickled his palm, and Niall’s heart squeezed.

      “Prince,” he whispered, leaning his forehead down until he felt it connect with the warm, solidness of his warhorse. Prince nickered and blew out another breath.

      Niall had not ridden in months. If not for his horse, he might be dead. But rather than be irritated Prince had done his job, he felt nothing but pride that the horse he’d trained from a colt into a mammoth had done his duty.

      After Niall’s arm had been severed and he was left for dead, Prince had nudged him awake, bent low and nipped at Niall’s legs until he’d managed to crawl and heave himself belly first over the saddle. Prince had taken him home like that, a bleeding sack of grain.

      Having thought him dead, the clan had been shocked and surprised to see him return, and that’s when the true battle for his life had begun. He’d lost so much blood, succumbed to fever, and stopped breathing more than once. Hell, it was a miracle he was still alive.

      Which begged the question—why, why, why…

      “He’s missed ye.” Walter was beside him, and Niall jerked toward his brother, seeing his outline in the dark.

      “Is that why ye brought me in here?”

      “Did ye really think I’d cut off my arm?” Walter chuckled. “Ye know I like to fondle a wench and drink at the same time.”

      Niall snickered. “Ye’re an arse.”

      “Aye, ’haps I am.”

      They were silent for a few minutes, Niall deep in thought as he stroked Prince’s soft muzzle. His mind was a torment of unanswered questions. “Walter, I…I dinna know what to do.”

      “Take it one day at a time, brother. But do take it. No more being locked in your chamber.”

      Niall nodded even though his brother couldn’t see him. A phantom twinge of pain rippled through the arm that was no longer there, and he stopped himself from moving to rub the spot, not wanting to humiliate himself in front of his brother. When would those pains go away? When would his body realize his arm had long since become bone in the earth?

      One day at a time. That was something he might be able to do. “I’ll have bad days.”

      “Aye. And good ones, too.”

      Niall nodded. He longed to saddle Prince and go for a ride but realized he wasn’t even certain how to mount with only one arm to grab hold of the saddle. “I have so much to learn.”

      “Aye. But as I recall, ye’re a fast learner.”

      “I’ll start training again tomorrow.”

      “Good.”

      “But I willna be laird. Walter, the right to rule is yours now.”

      “Ye’ve time before ye need to make that choice. Da is yet breathing and making a ruckus.”

      “Aye. But I want ye to know what’s coming. No matter what, I canna do that. I have to learn to pull on my bloody shirt first.”

      Walter slapped him on the back and squeezed his shoulder. “The lairdship is yours, with or without a shirt. Only thing I want is my brother back.”

      Niall drew in a long, mournful breath. “I’m not sure he’s coming back. Ye’ll have to learn to deal with me, the new me.”

      “New ye, old ye, still ye.”
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      If there was one thing Lady Bella Sutherland loved, it was a good challenge, which was why she snuck from the castle at dawn to go down to the beach, set up a target and blindfold herself with a strip of plaid.

      She was already a master archer. Had been practically all of her life. Her mother and father had both seen to her training, believing that a woman should never be left defenseless. In fact, every woman in her family had some sort of special skill. While Bella seemed to have soaked up each of those skills, her absolute favorite was archery. This was a skill she knew, well…blindfolded.

      Some might say she led a charmed life, being the daughter of the Earl of Sutherland and Chieftain of the Sutherland Clan. Aye, her father was a powerful man. A legend, in fact. But she tried not to let that overshadow her own talent.

      Bella felt over her shoulder for the feather fletching of her arrow and tugged it out. She nocked her arrow and tilted her head toward the sky, breathing in deeply and feeling the sun as it rose. It gave off an odd feeling of warmth in the brisk winter chill.

      With every shot she took, she remembered how she’d proven her skill to everyone as a lass with that simple decision to wait a half second after her opponent, Sir Niall Oliphant. She’d not seen him since that day. Not heard much news of him, either, but she thought of him often.

      He was a few years older than her. Had he grown into a handsome man? Had he retained his skill at archery? Undoubtedly. There had not been anyone that rivaled her since him. After they’d tied in the competition, everyone had asked for them to put on another archery show with challenging targets. Bella had wanted him to do so in her gown and she in his plaid, but he’d refused, and she’d not argued the point. They’d gone head-to-head for an hour or so until their arms gave out and fingers were covered in new blisters. She’d not found a suitable partner since.

      She focused her energy on pulling the bowstring taut and then let go, leaving herself blindfolded and listening to the whistle of her arrow cutting through the air toward its mark.

      Thunk.

      She grinned and pulled another arrow from her quiver, nocked it and set her blinded sense of sight toward the target. She let go again, waited for the thunk, and repeated the move until her quiver was empty.

      Only then did she tug the blindfold from her eyes and settle it at her neck to see her arrows were almost in the center of the target.

      “Dretch,” she murmured.

      Bella sauntered toward the target, her eyes drawn to the lapping water that flowed over the pebbles, shells and sand, creating foamy patterns at the water’s edge, only to wash them away. She paused a moment to enjoy the fresh sea-salt air, the gentle spray of water. There was something so mesmerizing about the sea. Something that drew her there again and again. In fact, when she wasn’t dragging her target down here to practice, she was sitting on the beach contemplating things like the phases of the moon and why ants worked in groups. Perhaps after she was done with practice, she’d sneak away to the part of the beach obscured from the castle and go for a swim.

      After tugging her arrows from the target and refilling her quiver, Bella marched back fifty feet down the beach and then backed up another twenty-five. What was the point in challenging one’s self if it wasn’t truly a challenge? She was about to lift the blindfold back into place when she heard her name carried on the wind.

      “Lady Bella!”

      Tugging the cloth away from her eyes, she scanned the land behind her. One of her father’s men stood some two hundred feet away, waving his arms. Grinning mischievously, she lifted the bow without an arrow notched and pretended to shoot. He dropped to the ground, pretending to be frightened for his life, but she knew her father’s men could block anything hurtled at them. She laughed and put the blindfold back on. The game they all played with her never seemed to get old.

      Ordinarily, she would not have been so disrespectful as to ignore a summons, but she had an idea of what that summons was regarding. And she didn’t want to be any part of it, so she turned back around to face her target.

      Just before retiring to her chamber the night before, she’d walked past her father’s study and heard her parents discussing a suitor coming this morning. Even the word suitor left a sour boulder in her belly. She’d barely been able to sleep at the thought of what would happen. Potential grooms coming to see her was embarrassing and awkward. To have a man stand there and tell her all the reasons why he would be good for her and why she should choose him. To have him even go so far as to say why he’d chosen her. For all of them, she gave the same practiced negative response she’d been giving for years, and it was…humiliating. There had been plenty of good ones that had asked, and several she might even have said aye to if not for the one she’d been holding out for.

      This was the reason she’d woken before dawn to come down to the beach to practice. She’d wanted to work off some of her angst before the inevitable, while secretly hoping no one would realize where she was and send the man away.

      The sea air, the sound of the waves and the exercise often set her mind to rights, but this time it hadn’t. And until she’d seen the guard waving his arms around like a windmill, she’d almost forgotten about what was most likely going to happen today when she disappointed her mother and father once more.

      Blowing out a breath, she let her arrow fly, imagining the sharpened point sinking into the very desire her suitor had to marry her. Crushing it. Obliterating it. Perhaps if she thought hard enough, if she wished most fervently, whoever he was would turn around on his noble horse and ride away.

      “Lady Bella!” The guard was not going to give up.

      With a sigh of frustration, Bella tugged the blindfold off and glanced his way.

      “Ye’re needed at the castle.”

      She waved one hand and looked away, gazing longingly down the beach. She could run. She could hide in the woods that lined the edge of the beach away from the castle walls. Or she could steal a birlinn and row herself out to sea, find some remote isle and live the rest of her days off the land. She knew how to hunt, how to fish. When she was younger, she and her brothers had even built their own shelters out of debris in the woods for fun. She could make it. Though she’d be lonely.

      The sound of the guard’s heavy footfalls as he jogged toward her sounded from behind while she collected her arrows.

      “I’ll get the target for ye, my lady.”

      “Thank ye,” she murmured.

      They walked silently back to the castle, her steps lagging just a little behind his. Why did it feel like she was marching to her death?

      “In his lairdship’s study, my lady.”

      Bella hesitated. “I’ll be down shortly. I just want to put these away.” She held up her bow and quiver full of arrows with a sheepish smile.

      The guard kept his gaze steady, but she could practically read from his body language that he didn’t believe her. “I was told to escort ye directly, my lady.”

      Bella frowned, gave a little huff and a stomp of her foot. “I am not presentable. If ye must escort me, than ye can wait.” She didn’t normally snap at the servants or her father’s men. In fact, it was so out of character for her that her father’s man stepped back. “Apologies, Sir Finley,” she said. “I but want to put this in my room and…well, I need to…um…”

      His face reddened, seeming to take in her drawn-out silence for something more private. “Ye need not explain. I will put the target away and meet ye at the stairs outside your chamber.”

      “Thank ye.” She had the forthrightness to look down with humble gratitude.

      “No thanks required.”

      Without dragging it out further, she nodded and hurried back into the castle. She rushed up the stairs to her chamber with her skirts lifted past her ankles and promptly slammed the door closed and barred it behind her. She was not going to go to her father’s study. Feigning a headache or vomiting ought to do the trick. Or maybe she should pretend to have spots. A rare fever.

      “I thought you might do that.”

      Bella whirled around to see her mother sitting on the cushioned bench by the window. “Mama.”

      “I trust you had a good morning on the beach?” Voice soft and distinctly English, Lady Arbella, Countess of Sutherland, nodded toward the bow and quiver full of arrows. Her golden hair, streaked with white strands that only made her hair shine, was braided into a crown around her head. Laugh lines framed her eyes and mouth. She was without a doubt the most beautiful woman Bella had ever seen, not that she was biased by any means.

      “Aye.” Bella opened her wardrobe and placed her weaponry on the special hooks that had been designed for them.

      Her mother’s smile was soft, sympathetic and full of love. She’d never been anything but warm, gentle and supportive of Bella.

      “Am I to understand you are hiding from your father?”

      Bella pursed her lips and marched toward her window to stare outside over the moors.

      “Ah, I take by your silence you also hoped to avoid me.”

      Bella whirled around. “I know what this is about.”

      “Do you?”

      “Aye. Another suitor.”

      Arbella nodded, her eyes crinkling at the sides.

      “Mama, I dinna want to see another suitor. I want to stay here with ye. The entire process is humiliating and ye know I will only deny the man.”

      “I used to feel the same way.” She smiled nostalgically. “But you’re one and twenty, long past the time we should have seen to your future. Meet him first before you decide his fate.”

      “Please, Mama. Give me more time before ye make me marry.” A lifetime in order to avoid the inevitable tying down, the taming, and the disappointment when her future husband realized she would not birth him children.

      Her mother gazed into her eyes, studying her. Softly, she touched Bella’s cheek. “You’re so beautiful, clever, so kind and gentle, and yet you have a warrior’s heart.”

      Bella smiled. “Da says I am the perfect combination of ye both.”

      The countess’s smile broadened. “I believe he is right.”

      “Please, Mama,” she whispered. “Send the suitor away.”

      “I want you to meet him first. If you are not satisfied, we will send him away.”

      “Promise?” No matter how appealing the man was, even if he gifted her with a golden bow, she would turn him away. Bella could never marry, else her entire family would face the inevitable humiliation when her groom sent her back home.

      “Aye, my sweet darling girl.”

      Bella embraced her mother and breathed in the subtle floral scent of her hair, felt the warmth of her body. Her mother never changed.

      “I love ye, Mama.”

      The countess tugged gently on Bella’s long braid. “I love you, too, dear one.”

      Her mother waited as Bella freshened up, and then they ascended the stairs together with Sir Finley behind them.

      In her father’s study was a large golden-haired warrior with brown eyes that held a spark of mischief.

      “My lady.” He bowed low, then stood and flashed her a friendly smile.

      Bella nodded but did not curtsy. She never curtsied to the men her da introduced her to. It was her subtle attempt at keeping control and letting whoever sought her hand know she was not a simpering lass willing to drop to her knees and declare her willingness to obey for the rest of her days.
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