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      After a harsh betrayal, Magnus “Strath” Sutherland, Laird of Dornoch, accepts a commission from the king to squelch an English lord’s siege at the Scottish border. What better way to torment his new English enemy than to defeat his army and steal his beautiful bride? At first, Strath plans to toss the Sassenach lass into a dark cell and forget about her, but there is something about the way she defies him that he finds alluring, not to mention how very much he’d like to kiss her.

      Eva de Clare, youngest daughter of the Earl of Northwyck, is pledged in matrimony to a cruel lord blackmailing her family. Her salvation comes in the form of a terrifying Highlander who interrupts the ceremony. But salvation turns to horror when she’s plucked from where she stands and whisked across the Scottish border. Eva isn’t about to be made a prisoner of war, and once she sees the kindness beneath her captor’s hard exterior she decides she won’t be sent back to England to be wed either. In fact, she just might be the woman to warm the Highland warrior’s hardened heart.

    

  


  
    
      Copyright 2018 © Eliza Knight

      
        
        THE HIGHLANDER’S STOLEN BRIDE © 2018 Eliza Knight. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. No part or the whole of this book may be reproduced, distributed, transmitted or utilized (other than for reading by the intended reader) in ANY form (now known or hereafter invented) without prior written permission by the author. The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal, and punishable by law.

      

        

      
        THE HIGHLANDER’S STOLEN BRIDE is a work of fiction. The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictional and or are used fictitiously and solely the product of the author’s imagination. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, places, businesses, events or locales is purely coincidental.

      

      

      Cover Design by Kim Killion @ The Killion Group, Inc.

      Published by:

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            More Books by Eliza Knight

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The Sutherland Legacy

      
        
        The Highlander’s Gift

        The Highlander’s Quest — in the Ladies of the Stone anthology

        The Highlander’s Stolen Bride

        The Highlander’s Hellion — Fall 2018

      

      

      Pirates of Britannia: Devils of the Deep

      
        
        Savage of the Sea

        The Sea Devil

        A Pirate’s Bounty

      

      

      The Stolen Bride Series

      
        
        The Highlander’s Temptation

        The Highlander’s Reward

        The Highlander’s Conquest

        The Highlander’s Lady

        The Highlander’s Warrior Bride

        The Highlander’s Triumph

        The Highlander’s Sin

        Wild Highland Mistletoe (a Stolen Bride winter novella)

        The Highlander’s Charm (a Stolen Bride novella)

        A Kilted Christmas Wish – a contemporary Holiday spin-off

      

      

      The Conquered Bride Series

      
        
        Conquered by the Highlander

        Seduced by the Laird

        Taken by the Highlander (a Conquered bride novella)

        Claimed by the Warrior

        Stolen by the Laird

        Protected by the Laird (a Conquered bride novella)

        Guarded by the Warrior

      

      

      The MacDougall Legacy Series

      
        
        Laird of Shadows

        Laird of Twilight

        Laird of Darkness

      

      

      The Thistles and Roses Series

      
        
        Promise of a Knight

        Eternally Bound

        Breath from the Sea

      

      

      The Highland Bound Series (Erotic time-travel)

      
        
        Behind the Plaid

        Bared to the Laird

        Dark Side of the Laird

        Highlander’s Touch

        Highlander Undone

        Highlander Unraveled

      

      

      Wicked Women

      
        
        Her Desperate Gamble

        Seducing the Sheriff

        Kiss Me, Cowboy

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Under the name E. Knight

      Tales From the Tudor Court

      
        
        My Lady Viper

        Prisoner of the Queen

      

      

      Ancient Historical Fiction

      
        
        A Day of Fire: a novel of Pompeii

        A Year of Ravens: a novel of Boudica’s Rebellion

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For every woman striving to forge a path… You’ve got this!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Spring, 1322

        Northern England

      

      

      Eva de Clare had been told that every English lady looked forward to her wedding day. But she was pretty certain that was a lie. In her case, her wedding day was fast winning out over her worst nightmare.

      Standing in her father’s study was her betrothed—a man who’d been blackmailing her family for at least two years that she knew of. Somehow, he’d managed to wheedle his way down to this—her hand in marriage.

      Lord Belfinch stared down his nose first at her, and then her father. His thick brown hair was cropped close to his head and his face was as cleanly shaven as a sheep shorn too close to the skin, revealing pockmarks along his jaw line. Thin purple veins were visible at the plump parts of his cheeks, creating a map to his bulbous nose. Sharp, black eyes bore into her as he assessed her with a sneer of his yellowed teeth.

      This man who made her physically ill was to be her husband. Her father might as well have sentenced her to death, for she wasn’t only ill from looking at him, although he was extremely unpleasant, but rather because there was no blood pumping through his veins. Nay, a man that evil had to be filled with tar.

      Eva tried to hold in her shudder. She wished her sister, Jacqueline, was here to talk sense into their father. More than anything, she wished her mother was here to hide her in the woods on one of their wilderness adventures. A gust of wind banged against the closed shutters, as though her mother spoke to her from beyond the grave, or maybe tried to scare away the vile beast about to force her into marriage.

      Not a day went by that Eva didn’t mourn the loss of her mother, her dearest friend and champion. Lady Northwyck had allegedly passed away from a sweating sickness some years ago—after being abducted by the father of the man who stood in front of her.

      From what Eva had gathered, the illness had come about swiftly and ravaged her mother’s once-strong body. No matter how many times Eva tried to escape to go to her mother’s side, even if that meant she would be abducted as well, her father stopped her. She’d not even been able to say goodbye. Mother had never been sick in all the days Eva could remember. Imagining her wasting away and being helpless to do anything had only made Eva more aware of the fragileness of life.

      Eva had always wondered if her death was real or not, because just last year she’d received a letter in her mother’s hand saying that soon she would work out a plan to rescue Eva. But nothing had come of it. Her father had raged about falsehoods and trickery when he’d seen the letter. After that, any correspondence that came to her was opened and read by her father first.

      And now, it was painfully evident how much she missed her mother’s level-headedness.

      Belfinch’s blackmailing had started shortly after her mother’s death.

      With her sister married off to a lord nearer to London, and her mother gone, the only one she could argue her case with, and the only one who should protect her, was her father. But apparently, Lord Belfinch had a tight hold over her father.

      She’d discovered her father was being blackmailed by accident. She’d seen Belfinch leaving her father’s study two summers prior with a large jingling sack. Shortly thereafter, her father had levied an additional tax on their tenant farmers. Many were already struggling to make ends meet, and the tax nearly broke them. Eva had taken up the cause with her father, and when he’d stubbornly refused to back down, she’d asked about the coin he’d paid Belfinch. The look on her father’s face had been all the confirmation she’d needed. When he then admitted he didn’t have a choice, and he would not give her the reason as to why Belfinch was blackmailing him, Eva guessed it must have something to do with her mother’s disappearance. But instead, her mother’s disappearance had only been the beginning.

      Despite her pleading, her father had continued to make exorbitant payments to Belfinch without explanation. As a result, their farmers were defeated in mind and spirit, and even in body. And so was Eva. Where was her mother? Was she truly gone?

      Eva did all she could to help her people. She even wrote to her mother’s family in Scotland, but when she never heard back she assumed either her father was taking the letters or they’d not written her back. Jacqueline, too, tried to write to their family in Scotland, but when her husband found out, he burned the letter.

      After pilfering a few coins from the coin purse her father was supposed to give to Belfinch, she’d finally been able to convince a traveling bard to take a letter and send it out. Still, she’d not heard back.

      Too keep herself from going mad, Eva continued her wilderness excursions, teaching women to forage for food in the forest, since they often went without even their own portions of farmed produce. Jacqueline sent money that Eva snuck to the farmers so their children wouldn’t starve. But this couldn’t go on forever. Belfinch had to be stopped.

      But how? Was this it? Would spending the rest of her life with the lout be payment enough? And how would her people get on without her?

      There would be a revolt. The people of Northwyck would be in danger and once again, she felt completely helpless.

      Over the last few weeks while the negotiations were taking place, her father’s hair had grayed completely and lost the luster it had once held. New deep grooves had etched themselves in his face, and the whites of his eyes had gone yellow. Was it the stress of Belfinch’s noose closing around her father’s neck, or the guilt for the wrongs he’d done himself?

      “Papa,” Eva pleaded. She grasped her fingers tightly in front of her waist, wanting desperately to tell her father all the reasons this was a bad idea, but the man standing two feet away held a power over her that made her tongue dry and brittle.

      Even with the short distance between them, she felt like he was on top of her, suffocating her.

      Lord Belfinch was twice her age, and where her father had gone completely gray, this man looked to be getting younger. Not a wrinkle marred his eyes despite his years, and not a single gray strand colored his hair. There was a gleam of malice in his dark eyes that frightened her, and the way her father’s shoulders stooped as though the devil himself had given him a whipping was extremely disheartening.

      It would seem the only one who could stand up for her in this situation wasn’t her father, but herself.

      Turning from her father, she faced Lord Belfinch head on. Shoulders squared, spine straight, her stance belied the fluttering in her belly.

      “Lord Belfinch,” she started, fixing him with a steady gaze. “While I confess I do not understand the arrangement you’ve had with my father—”

      “You are correct,” he cut her off, sounding strangled, as though it took all of his willpower to keep himself from shouting.

      Eva pretended as though he’d not just interrupted. She was certain any reaction would give him the satisfaction he was looking for. “I am not chattel up for bidding. I must beseech you—”

      The man held up his hand, interjecting once more. “That is where you are wrong, young lady.”

      Eva bristled at his tone and his use of young lady, as though a lass of twenty-two summers were a mere babe. Well, in his case, she practically was. Even still, her chest tightened with anger. She stood so erect her spine might snap. It was hard for her to hold her tongue. Her mother had believed that children or women should be seen and not heard, and she’d grown up voicing her opinions, much to the irritation of her father. Lord Northwyck had indulged his wife, but could not tolerate the behavior in his children. But with Belfinch… Her throat was tight, and she lost her senses and the ability to speak.

      He rolled his eyes, disgust wrinkling his nose as he spoke low and nasally. “You see, you are chattel. Every daughter is.”

      Her belly threatened to upend its contents. Daughters were currency to him. Zounds, but if she were to actually marry him—which she swore right then and there she’d never do—Lord save her from having any daughters.

      She had to get away from him.

      “He’s right, Daughter. You must do your duty.”

      Another gust of wind rattled the shutters. Even her father, who stared hard at her as though he were mentally willing her to be quiet, jerked up as though the rattle had been just for him.

      “And this you must also understand,” Belfinch said. “I am not bidding on you, quite the contrary. Your father wants me to marry you so badly he is willing to part with a small fortune in order to see it done. I am getting paid to take you off his hands.”

      Eva opened her mouth to respond, but no sound came out. Her tongue and throat were so dry, she was certain if she were to breathe, her insides would turn to dust. How had he done it? How could he make her feel like less than nothing with a few disdainful looks and hurtful words?

      But perhaps it was not so much the power he had over her, but instead the lack of objection from her father. The fact he was allowing all of this to happen. Deep down, Eva questioned whether her father could truly want to get rid of her. In her heart of hearts, she just couldn’t believe that he would pay anyone to take her. He was being forced. That had to be it. Her father was forceful, harsh sometimes, but he couldn’t be completely without feeling, could he?

      What hold did Belfinch have over him? If he’d only trusted her enough to tell her when she’d asked those two summers ago, she might have been able to stop it.

      Feeling the telltale sign of tears prickling the backs of her eyes, Eva shifted her gaze to her father, who wouldn’t look at her.

      “Please, Papa…” She hoped her plea and the hurt she knew must be showing on her face would jar her father out of his decision.

      Before her father could answer, Lord Belfinch was once more interrupting.

      “The deed is done, my lady. The contract is signed. And I’ll teach you a lesson in contradicting me.”

      “Contracts can be broken.” The words escaped her before she had a chance to pull them back.

      Before she even knew what was happening, there was a loud crack, and her face exploded with pain.

      Eva stumbled backward, her mind a mushy jumble. Tears blinded her as the truth of what had just happened dawned on her. She caught herself, righting to her full height once more, the pound of pain in her face, the taste of blood on her tongue.

      Lord Belfinch had hit her.

      In front of her father. And her father had done nothing to stop it.

      Eva brought her hand to her face, feeling the heat of where his fist or palm had connected. She shot her father a look of pure exasperation. He was no longer looking at the floor. His gaze held hers, and he shook his head. Was she imagining it, or was it sorrow making the grooves in his face even deeper?

      “That is only a taste of what you can expect should you raise your voice to me again.” Belfinch stood before her, puffing his chest, his yellowed teeth bared.

      She hadn’t raised her voice, merely contradicted him. Done only what she’d done all her life, which was to express her point of view.

      But with a man like Lord Belfinch, any sign of disagreement would be seen as hostile. From this day forward, if the priest should give his blessing, if she was not able to escape, she would be his property, and all opinions she might have would be forfeit.

      Eva would rather die.

      And she’d just had a taste, as he said, of his temper—which was probably child’s play compared to whatever his true rage must be.

      She might actually die.

      The way he was looking at her now, she wasn’t so certain he wouldn’t kill her on their wedding night. Or was he more sadistic than that, excited about the prospect of tormenting her for the rest of her life?

      A fiery heat fluttered in Eva’s chest. She couldn’t decide whether to escape or to fall to the ground in a trembling heap. She’d never felt it before, this fervent, contradicting itch in her heart. Her hands started to tremble, and she had the intense urge to run. But where could she go?

      When had her life turned to this? How had she not seen it coming?

      Curses were on the tip of her tongue, demands that he never touch her again. But if he were willing to hit her with her father present, and now knew her father would not call the guards or tear up the contract, what worse thing would he do next?

      Her mind raced as she waited to see.

      She calculated the number of steps it would take to get to the door. How many seconds it would take for her to reach the stairs, the bailey, and what she could say to convince the stable master to give her a horse then demand the gates be opened without argument. How long would it take to ride to her sister’s? Two weeks, at least.

      But the odds were not in her favor. As soon as she reached the door, Belfinch’s vile hands would no doubt grasp her and tug her back. Then he’d likely beat her within an inch of her life and her father would just watch.

      Mayhap the priest would see the red on her face, the slowly manifesting bruise, the swelling of the corner of her lip, and call off the wedding. Or maybe he would look the other way. She had to figure out how to get out of this. To escape. To help her father, else he be dragged to an early grave by the greedy bastard. Or by his rebelling peasants.

      “Let’s go.” Belfinch didn’t even wait for her. He turned his back and headed to the door, so confident that she would follow.

      When her feet made no move to step forward, her father manifested beside her and took her by the elbow, tugging.

      “Forgive me,” he murmured, true anguish in his voice, but how could she take him seriously?

      Anger now boiled inside her. Whatever hold Belfinch had, it couldn’t be worse than giving away his own daughter.

      How could she truly believe his anguish when he was for all intents and purposes leading her like a lamb to slaughter?

      “Save me, Papa.”

      “It is done.” His response lacked emotion, as though he’d already long ago resigned himself to this.

      “Nothing is ever only one way. Please,” she pleaded, her voice cracking. She dug her heels into the floorboards, refusing to move.

      Belfinch returned suddenly, perhaps having taken note of their whispered words, and gripped her other elbow, his fingers pinching into her soft skin.

      Instantly, her father let go.

      A startled cry sounded from somewhere, like a wounded animal, and at the growl of her betrothed, Eva realized the noise had come from her.

      All the saints above, someone rescue me.

      But there was no one.

      Her sister was far away and unaware of what was happening. For certes, if Jacqueline had a clue, she would have raised an army on her own to come and save Eva.

      Belfinch dragged her down the stairs, his steps long as he skipped them two at a time. Without the use of one arm, Eva fumbled with her skirts to keep them out from under her feet, afraid if she told him she was having trouble, he would simply toss her the rest of the way down.

      At the bottom of the steps, a priest in long black robes waited, as though he’d been summoned even before she had. But it wasn’t their usual priest. Belfinch must have brought this man with him.

      Which meant the priest would not help her. He wouldn’t care about the ache in her cheek or whether she consented to this marriage at all. The man would do as he was told, likely fearing for his life.

      A shudder took hold of her, and she hugged her middle, trying to tug free of Belfinch’s grasp.

      Eva looked around the great hall desperately, taking in the stunned expressions of the servants and the warriors that stood on the perimeter. Would one of them step forward? Would one of them question this farce? At some point in her short life, she’d helped every one of them. Given them food, coin, sewed their shirts, made a tincture for an illness, or comforted a wife when her husband went to battle. She had given them the very best of her.

      But no one stepped forward.

      One by one, they looked away.

      Eva’s heart broke then, shattering into a million tiny pieces. This was really happening; they would simply let her go, and there was no way for her to be saved. Holding back tears, she stared each of them in the eye as she passed, silently lancing them with her pain.

      I have to save myself. Somehow.

      “Take us to the chapel,” Belfinch ordered her father.

      With stooped shoulders and a slow, shaky gait, her father led them out of the great hall and into the bailey of their castle, the distant mountains looming up in the afternoon gloominess.

      Overhead, the clouds covered the sun, making what should have been a bright day very dull indeed. Gloomy. As though Mother Nature knew exactly what was happening and somehow wished to warn the world of the impending doom.

      “Wait,” Eva said, stalling. “I am not dressed for a wedding. At least let me put on my best gown.”

      “What you wear doesn’t matter,” Belfinch said dismissively, yanking her along. “It is the deed itself.”

      If they were talking about anything other than a wedding she didn’t want to happen, Eva might have thought his words wise.

      “But every woman dreams of wearing a beautiful gown on her wedding day.”

      “Not my wife.”

      Eva bit her lip against the retort, still feeling the sting in her cheek. His wife wouldn’t have an opinion or dreams.

      “At least allow me to get my mother’s necklace.”

      At this, Belfinch paused, and she could see the gleam of greed in his eyes. “Necklace?”

      “Aye, she gave it to me before she… passed away. It is made of pearls and gemstones in the most brilliant colors.” She was exaggerating, but it didn’t matter, she just wanted to get away from him, lock herself in her room if she could, anything to put this wedding off.

      “All right. I shall allow it.”

      He turned them back around, steering them toward the castle again. Once inside, he started to lead her up the stairs.

      “I can go myself.”

      Belfinch let out a short, sharp laugh. “I don’t trust you’ll come back.”

      He wasn’t a stupid man, that was for sure.

      “I swear I will,” she lied, her voice not even shaking, even though she was one giant wave inside.

      Belfinch narrowed his eyes. “If you’re not back in five minutes, I will kill your father.”

      Eva gaped at him but nodded anyway, because he was allowing her a few moments alone. As she climbed the stairs, she let the tears stream down her face. Because she wasn’t going to lock herself in her room. Even if her father had betrayed her, she couldn’t let him be killed.

      Once in her room, she hurried to her wardrobe and unlocked the special chest her parents had given her as a young child to hide her most sacred treasures. Inside was her mother’s necklace, the only thing she’d brought with her from her clan. It was indeed made of pearls, fine iridescent pearls that took on pink and purple hues in the right light. The clasp was gold, and there was a large sapphire in the center of the necklace. Scattered throughout the pearl strand were several other light-blue beryl stones. Not as glamorous as she’d made it out to the greedy monster, but it meant the world to her. Clutching the necklace, Eva raced from the room. She’d need help with the clasp to put it on, and there was not enough time to struggle with it herself. Taking the stairs with her skirts clutched up, and without someone dragging her, was a lot easier this time around.

      But once she made it to the bailey, tension filled the air, and the men looked to be on edge. Eva stopped short, the pearls digging into her palm she gripped them so tightly.

      “What is it?” she asked, looking toward her father, whose pallor had turned gray.

      She’d only been gone a few minutes, what could have possibly happened?

      “Get in the chapel,” Belfinch ordered.

      But he made no attempt to go with her. Instead, the priest took her arm and hurried her inside with several servants. Once inside, they barred the door.

      Eva yanked free of the priest’s hold. “What is happening?”

      The priest stared gloomily toward a stained glass window of the Virgin Mary. “Riders were seen. They fear an attack.”
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      What is the bastard up to?

      Magnus “Strath” Sutherland, the Laird of Dornoch and Earl of Strathnavor, sat on his horse in the woods just beyond the perimeter of Northwyck Castle. He’d been sent south on a mission by his King, Robert the Bruce. One, to determine if the daughter of Lord Northwyck was dead as had been claimed, and also to stop a certain vile Sassenach lord from his continued raids at the border, who may or may not be holding her captive. That man was in the castle before him.

      A plan to ambush Belfinch and his men on the road had been thwarted when the whoreson disappeared. Unfamiliar with the land this far past the English border, Strath and his men had found their quarry on the moors riding at a clipped pace toward this castle. This turnabout would work in their favor it seemed, since he could now take care of both of his king’s requests at once.

      The keep was only about four stories high, if he had to guess, and the wall was about half that. There was a thin moat around the perimeter, and a village to the west. Smoke filtered out of a few chimneys in the village, but it was only late afternoon, so most of the peasants would likely be in the fields working. Smoke came from several chimneys in the castle keep.

      From the intelligence Strath had been able to gather, this was the home of another man, the Earl of Northwyck. None of Belfinch’s men had waited outside, which meant the Earl of Northwyck was used to the men coming here, or he’d been forced. But Strath was betting on him being an ally. If that were the case, which seemed likely, it would behoove him and his men to remove all the threats.

      This was war, after all. And if he let them go, they’d only continue the border raids he’d been sent to stop. Strath wasn’t about to disappoint his king. As to why the king cared about a lass, that was a question he’d have to leave unanswered, for his liege had not offered the information.

      “What did ye find?” he asked when Tomaidh, his finest scout and best mate, returned.

      “Two entrances that I could make out. The main gate has a wide drawbridge over the moat, still lowered from when Belfinch’s men went inside, and a postern gate that looks to be accessible only by a narrow drawbridge, but it was not lowered. The walls are guarded by a dozen men, more concentrated on the front gate with only a few at the postern. And I think one spotted me.”

      “Damn.” Strath, as any warlord about to lay siege, much preferred the element of surprise.

      “I was careful, but when I mounted my horse by the woods, I think my sword hilt caught the sun just when there was a break in the clouds. I heard a horn blown in the distance, which I’m guessing was the warning. I didn’t come straight here. I rode in the opposite direction and circled back through the woods in case they sent anyone out to follow me.”

      “Ye did good.”

      “I’m sorry, laird.”

      “Dinna fash over it, Tomaidh. We’ll wait then. If they spotted ye, they’ll likely be preparing for an unwanted guest. With enough time, they will think spotting ye was nothing more than someone riding through. They will let their guard down.” Probably not all the way, but enough so he could still attack with success.

      And he would succeed.

      There was only one thing he hated more than a butchering bastard, and that was a Sassenach butchering bastard.

      Lord Belfinch’s nasty deeds were known well across the Scottish borders.

      Just this morning, prior to Strath’s arrival, they’d passed an annihilated Scottish town. Strath and his men had stopped to see if they could help anyone, but they’d arrived too late. The bastard had killed everyone and burned it to the ground, leaving his signature as a way to scare the Scots—a finch with a bell tied around its neck and its foot tethered to a stake.

      A tremor of rage shuddered through Strath. He wanted to stake the bastard himself.

      Belfinch was attacking Scottish towns for no other reason than he didn’t like that the Scots were fighting back. Prior to Robert the Bruce sending Strath on this mission, one of the towns Belfinch had attacked was ready for him. They’d fought back—and fiercely. In return, he’d burned their supplies and executed their livestock. There’d been no point to it other than to torment the surrounding people. After that, his attacks on border towns had picked up, though he’d not had the ballocks to attack Berwick-upon-Tweed, the border holding the Scots had just so recently regained.

      Nay, Belfinch preferred to fight those he deemed inferior, like the true villain he was.

      If only Strath had gotten here a day or two earlier, he might have been able to save those who were killed so recently. But he couldn’t blame himself. He’d left as soon as he’d received the command. If there was one thing he could make certain of, it was that Belfinch would not lay a hand on anyone else.

      “Have the men rest,” Strath said. “I’ll keep watch for now.”

      “Aye, laird. I will, too.”

      Tomaidh issued the orders to their warriors. The men dismounted, ate dried venison and bannocks, and rested in silence for the signal from their laird.

      Strath’s men were good at being silent. He’d taken them into the wild for weeks of training in the past. They were the Bruce’s silent brigade, and they’d earned themselves quite a reputation for being so in the Highlands. Strath took pride in his men and their skills, because he’d taught them himself. His father, the Earl of Sutherland, and for whom he was named—was one of the most well-respected warriors in all of Scotland. Magnus senior had taught his son everything he knew, and then some.

      Tomaidh handed him an apple, and Strath nodded his thanks, dismounting to take watch on his feet and give his warhorse, Beast, a rest.

      Strath should be the proudest man in all of Scotland, but after what had happened so recently in Sutherland, the weight of disappointment hung like iron shackles around his neck.

      Regret had left a bitter sting in his gut that didn’t seem to dissipate with time. If only he’d seen what was coming, he might not have essentially led an enemy right to his father’s doorstep. The blow had been significant to Strath’s ego, and he wasn’t certain if he was more upset with the idea that his father would not look at him the same way again, or that he’d been completely betrayed by someone he’d trusted.

      The woman he’d been handfasted to had tried to pass off the child in her womb as his. As a result, Strath had broken the handfast, delivering her to her father, Laird Guinn, along with the man she’d sinned with. Humiliated, her father had attacked—but instead of striking Strath’s castle at Dornoch, Laird Guinn had attacked Strath’s father in Sutherland. Luckily, the Guinn attack had not been successful, and the official marriage between Strath and Jean Guinn had never taken place. But that didn’t mean the damage to his ego and reputation had not taken a hit.

      Och, but his da had tried to comfort him, had not openly claimed to be disappointed, but Strath couldn’t believe his father wasn’t. Sutherland lands and the clan had been in danger because Strath had been blind to the truth.

      Trust was not something to be considered overrated.

      To a warrior, trust was the difference between life and death. Trust between a man and a woman was the difference between knowing if her heart was his or not. Trust between clans was the comfort of your borders being safe, or having danger lurk right next door. Trust between father and son was the entirety of a man’s honor.

      For Strath, his trust had been obliterated, and he’d not even seen it coming.

      Soon after the incident, he’d helped one of his sisters, Bella, and her husband, Niall, in thwarting an enemy attack, but that did not prove to assuage his own guilt at being the cause for his father’s holding being attacked.

      So when the king had approached him about taking on this task, Strath had jumped at the chance to redeem himself in his father’s eyes, and his own.

      As the sun settled around them, the lights from the castle and village twinkled in the distance. No one had either arrived or left the castle, which led Strath to believe they were letting their guard down after all, though they had raised their drawbridge with the setting sun.

      Perhaps Belfinch and Northwyck were settling down for a mug of ale as they sat before the hearth and chatted about the heinous things they would do together.

      Northwyck’s name had only been mentioned briefly by the Bruce, and though he’d not associated any of the raids with the man, he hadn’t said he wasn’t part of them. Northwyck could simply be the supplier for Belfinch’s army. Funds, weapons, food, horses. It all had to come from somewhere, because the Belfinch estate was impoverished, or at least that was what intelligence had uncovered.

      And still, Strath wondered what that had to do with the lass? Her name was Lady Eva. What role did she play in all of this?

      “Will we wait until midnight?” Tomaidh asked.

      “Nay. I think now. That way we can ride back to Scotland under the cover of darkness.”

      “Good.”

      “Ready yourselves,” Strath said quietly to his men. “’Tis time.”

      Without hesitation, they rose from their positions and mounted their horses. The men knew who they were looking for and what needed to be done.

      When they were all ready, Strath gave the signal for them to move. They spread out, leaving spaces between them so as to not appear as an obscure cluster moving over the darkened moors. It was a trick of the eye he’d learned on many a raid. They moved slowly, so anyone who spotted them would wonder if their sight was playing tricks on them.

      A gentle breeze blew across the heath, ruffling Strath’s shirt, plaid, and Beast’s mane. Crickets chirped, and in the distance, an owl hooted. The sky was ominous. Clouds covered the moon and stars, blanketing them in darkness.

      Be afraid, Belfinch, be verra afraid.

      The closer they got to the castle, the hotter Strath’s blood ran. He loved a good battle, especially when he had the chance to defeat an enemy who thrived on tormenting others.

      They were nearly halfway there, and still no calls of warning had gone up over the walls. A grin spread over Strath’s face. He loved surprising nasty bastards.

      Three quarters of the way there…

      Closer…

      Closer still…

      He sent out a hawk call to the man at the outer flanks of his brigade, and they peeled off. They would meet at the postern gate and be ready. A second call sent the second regiment to the sides of the outer wall, where they would toss up their grappling hooks and start climbing.

      As for himself, Tomaidh, and the half dozen other warriors he had left, they stopped just out of range of the torchlight.

      The men up on the wall suddenly came to life, straightening and peering into the darkness as if having sensed their presence, although their horses had made not a sound.

      “Who’s out there?”

      Strath grinned. “Just a few men on the way to Berwick looking for shelter.” Strath used his best English accent, one he’d practiced often with his uncle Blane. Blane had been a spy, and had often been sent to the border and to England for his king. Though of late, he’d retired from the ruse, moving into more of a leadership position.

      “Our village has a tavern. Go there,” was the answering call.

      Strath was prepared for that. “We’ve no need for food. But we wouldn’t mind sleeping in your stables. Please, good sir, we promise no ill will.”

      From what he could see, the guards on the wall were all moving toward Strath to see who was out there, exactly what he wanted, leaving much of the wall unmanned. Good. They were all idiots.

      “Go on to the village. We’ll not be opening the gate for you.”

      Strath inched closer, giving them a shadow, but nothing more. “’Tis far and we are weary. We’ve got coin. We can pay ye for the night.”

      “We’re not a bloody inn. Get out of here afore I have one of my men shoot you.”

      Strath grinned into the night, knowing that while he argued with these foolish bastards, his men were likely nearly over the wall on the east and west sides of the fortress.

      “Oh, come on then, there’s no need to be hostile,” Strath said in his perfect English accent. “We heard the Earl of Northwyck is known for his charity.”

      The men on the wall scoffed, confirming what Strath had already surmised. Northwyck was anything but generous. In fact, he’d been taxing his peasants to the point of starvation.

      “Don’t know who you’ve been getting your information from,” the man called down, “but I warned you.” An arrowed whizzed down, splashing into the moat. Either the man had terrible aim, or he thought a move like that would scare someone. He was wrong. “Next one goes through your heart.”

      Strath held up his hands in surrender, though he was certain the man couldn’t see him fully.

      “All right, we get the message.”

      Just then, a rumbling sounded from the men on the wall, and they all jerked around toward the noise of weapons being engaged. And just as quickly, Strath’s men appeared, and the Sassenach imbeciles dropped like flies. The clink-clink of metal hadn’t lasted more than a few moments.

      A few seconds later, the drawbridge was lowered, but the gates weren’t opened. The shouts from inside warned Strath that more enemy warriors were about to engage. Lucky for his men, they had the advantage of being on the wall, and they made use of the arrows left behind to shoot anyone climbing the stairs to the ramparts.

      But Strath didn’t want to be a bystander, and his men needed the seven of them out here to be in there helping. The quicker they got this done, the better.

      “Get your hooks ready.” They would climb the wall and join the fray since the gates had yet to be opened.

      But seconds later, just as their hooks attached to the top of the wall, the gates were thrown open by one of his men, and Strath and his six wasted no time in riding over the gate to engage the enemy. On horseback, he was at an advantage against those in the bailey.

      If he had to guess, there were about twenty warriors left.

      As they fought knights with both Northwyck and Belfinch livery, one thing became evident—the two bastard lords were missing.

      “Belfinch!” Strath bellowed. “Northwyck! Show yourselves, ye cowards.” Gone was his pretense of an English accent; he wanted the bastards to know exactly who’d come for them. “Attack the Scots, and we’ll come back to haunt ye.”

      Several of the English knights crossed themselves as though Strath was serious. It could be they were a suspicious bunch, but more likely, they were guilty of heinous acts and feared for their souls.

      The Sassenach knights started to line up in front of the chapel, as though to defend it from Strath and his men.

      Strath grinned. “Ye gave them away ye slimy bastards.” Didn’t they know they’d show him exactly where to look for Belfinch and Northwyck with that simple act?

      Strath urged Beast forward, and his men followed. If they thought he was going to politely wait for them to move or beg them to step aside, they were denser than he’d originally thought. Strath did not wait, just barreled over the knights, trampling those that didn’t leap out of the way beneath his warhorse. And those that did leap took the brunt of his men’s swords.

      Strath raised Beast up on his hind legs in a move they’d practiced countless times, allowing his warhorse to pummel the chapel door until it splintered. Whatever bar they’d used to block his entrance shattered under the weight of the horse, and the door burst open to reveal the inside of the dimly lit chapel.

      Without dismounting, Strath rode his horse right inside, passed the worn wooden pews, and took in the sight before him.

      Standing before the altar with a priest were two men, one older than Strath’s father, the other a decade or so older than Strath, and a terrified looking lass. Was it the one he was looking for? The younger of the two men held her elbow tightly enough that the knuckles of his fingers stood out white. She trembled, her eyes wide as she glanced from him back to the men. They could be none other than Belfinch and Northwyck. By the way they were standing, it was obvious this man was attempting to wed the wench. Perhaps she was Northwyck’s presumed dead daughter after all.

      She was beautiful even in her terror. Wide blue eyes, a shocked red mouth, and pale high-arched cheeks—except for a slowly growing bruise marring her cheek and scab on the corner of her lip. Had someone hit her?

      Golden hair in disarray looked as if it had been braided but that frightened it had come loose from its confines. Had he come upon a struggle? Instinct knotted his gut. If he were to hazard a guess, she’d fought this wedding. But then again, she was an English wench. Mayhap she was simply clumsy and had tripped as she ran to the altar to be wed to the jackanapes. What did he care?

      The older man rushed to stand before his daughter, though the only weapon he grabbed was an altar candlestick. The lass, rather than looking ready to faint as he would have expected, seemed to straighten.

      The middle-aged one—Belfinch—withdrew his sword and took two steps forward. “How dare you interrupt my wedding ceremony? How dare you attack this castle!”

      Strath raised a brow and suppressed the urge to chuckle. “Och, but that’s where ye are wrong, ye limp goat, I dare a lot. And I’ll dare to fight ye, too. Though it willna be as much of a challenge as I typically prefer.”

      Belfinch sputtered, and in the background, the lass now looked to be trying to convince the older man of something. She took up a candlestick of her own, as though she were prepared to go into battle, too. From the look of it, she might even use it on the old man.

      What the devil?

      Belfinch waved his sword, making a circle in the air, his face full of a rage that was actually comical.

      This time, Strath did laugh, and he exaggeratingly looked toward the Englishwoman. “What were ye thinking, lass? Ye’d have done much better with a real man than this pathetic slop heap.”

      The lass’s gaze darted back to him, and she looked confused before a spark of spirit soared into her eyes. But there was no time for him to admire her spunk, because Belfinch rushed at him haphazardly with his sword drawn.

      With an arc of his claymore, Strath blocked the blow and sent the man stumbling backward. His foot caught on a pew, and he fell over, his arms flailing madly before he lost all balance and hit his head against the stone floor with a resounding thud that echoed in the small enclosure. He didn’t move after that.

      For the love of all things holy… Strath dismounted and sheathed his claymore, not at all worried about being attacked by the three standing before the altar. By the time he reached Belfinch, a pool of blood flowed beneath his head.

      “That was entirely too easy,” Strath muttered. He held the back of his hand against the man’s mouth. Slow but steady breaths came from him.

      Strath glanced back toward the lass, who did not seem in the least horrified as she regarded the felled man. When her gaze met his, there was a bit of terror that flickered. At least she wasn’t completely daft.

      Turning his attention back to Belfinch, he rolled the man’s head to the side to get a look at the wound. On closer inspection, he could see that the blood spilling from the gash on Belfinch’s head only looked terrible. He would probably wake with a tremendous headache and need a few stitches, but the wound had not crushed his skull. The bastard would live.

      He’d live for Strath to kill him.

      He pulled his sgian dubh from his boot, pressed it to the man’s neck. A simple flick, and the bastard would bleed out. No more attacks on his people. But his king had demanded he bring Belfinch back to him in one piece.

      As Strath looked toward the lass, an idea sparked in his mind. If he were to finish off the man while he lay unconscious, that would go against his own sense of pride. He liked men to fight him back.

      Their journey back to the Highlands would be long and treacherous if they had to bring along an injured English lord. And Strath wasn’t going to sit here and wait for the man to heal. Not with his own small band of warriors. They’d come prepared for a sneak attack, not a massive battle should reinforcements arrive.

      Strath touched the sgian dubh to Belfinch’s neck. Mayhap, he should just slit the bastard’s throat and be done with it.

      The lass let out a whimper, stilling Strath’s hand. Had she guessed what he planned to do? When he looked at her, he saw that the old man had collapsed to the floor and was holding his heart. Poor bastard was having a fit of apoplexy. Served him right for having taken up with bloody Belfinch. The man hadn’t even tried to fight Strath. The way he had weakly cowered with the lass had Strath pausing over whether or not he could have been a willing participant in the destruction of the border towns. Then again, the man had an army at his disposal and could have put a stop to it.

      Tomaidh stood at the entrance to the chapel, his expression not giving away his thoughts, and no help at all for Strath.

      “Ballocks,” Strath muttered. There was only one thing he could do that would satisfy both him and the king.

      He needed Belfinch to come to him. And there was only one way he could think of to make that happen. He had to leave the bastard alive.

      Without hesitation, he took a large coin purse from Belfinch’s belt, the rings from his fingers, the heavily jeweled collar from around his neck, and a large iron key he found strapped to a girdle at his waist. Then he marched toward the altar.

      The lass leapt to her feet from where she’d knelt beside the old man, brandishing the candlestick as though it were the mightiest of swords. In her other hand, she clutched a pretty necklace, reminding him of the bobbles his sisters coveted.

      “Take the necklace.”

      “Adorable,” Strath muttered sarcastically. “But I fear it is not to my taste.”

      He tossed the other items he’d filched to Tomaidh and closed the distance between himself and the lass. As predicted, she swung the candlestick at his head, but he caught it mid-air, and with a flick of his wrist pried it from her hands. It landed several feet away with a dull ping.

      “I won’t let you kill him,” she said.

      “Kill who?”

      “My father.” The long-lost lass…

      “Are ye Lady Eva?”

      A flicker of question flashed on her face. “Aye.”

      “I’m not going to kill him, my lady.”

      “I won’t let you take him either.” Her arms were outstretched, blocking the man from Strath’s view. “Take me instead.”

      He’d already decided to do just that. What better way to show his king that he’d found the alleged dead lass than to drop her at his feet?

      “If you insist.” Without hesitating, he lifted the lass up off her feet and tossed her over his shoulder. She beat at his back, shouting nonsense. When he reached his horse, he tossed her over it, face-first, placing his hand on the small of her back to keep her there.

      At the altar, her father sat up, still clutching his heart and staring at them in stunned silence.

      Strath caught the old man’s gaze. “When Belfinch wakes, tell him to come find me in the Highlands, and should he harm anyone along the way, I’ll kill her. And ye’d best accompany him, old man.”

      “Nay!” the lass shouted, struggling to shimmy off his mount. “Belfinch won’t care! He won’t come!”

      Strath mounted behind her, holding her belly first over his lap. “Oh, he’ll care. Trust me, lass. A man doesna like when his enemy takes his possessions, and I’ve taken his coin and his woman.”

      She let out a bellow that sounded like a wildcat shot with a bow. Angry, in pain, and hell-bent on destruction.

      “Scream like that again, and I’ll have ye gagged. Besides, ye asked me to take ye.”

      With that, he turned Beast and rode out of the chapel. In the bailey, his warriors were tying up the men who’d surrendered. A hell of a lot less than those who’d given their lives. A shame. If they had simply let him in and laid down their weapons, he would have only disposed of Belfinch.

      Strath whistled for his men to mount up, and they left the castle without anything other than the lass and a large coin purse.

      His men had sustained only minor injuries, thank the saints.

      The woman no longer made a peep, though she did struggle every once in a while. Apparently, his threat of a gag had worked, or else she’d remembered that she’d offered herself. Luscious curves rubbed against his thighs, and he could feel the indentation of her narrow waist and the swell of her hips beneath his arm. Against his better judgment, his body reacted with primal desire, blood rushing to his groin.

      Strath ground his teeth together. This was going to be a long ride. If he was a man like Belfinch, he would slake his need on her body and then continue on without the distraction. But honor won out. He was not a ravager of innocents. Even if he was abducting one.

      Mayhap they should have taken a horse for her. Then again, that would have only made it easier for her to escape him. Ruminating on maybes and should haves would not help the situation, and he wasn’t turning around to get her a mount.

      After they crossed the heath and entered the forest, they slowed their neck-breaking speed to a trot. “What were ye going to marry that bastard for anyway?” Strath asked.

      “None of your business,” she ground out, punching his thigh for added insult.

      “Well, I’ve made it my business.” And the king needed to know that the lass he’d been looking for was possibly an enemy of Scotland.

      She didn’t reply, but he didn’t find it annoying. Instead, he was amused by her spirit and surprised. Weren’t all English lasses supposed to be limp rags? Besides his mother, of course, who was well and above all women in the world.

      “Suit yourself.” He chuckled and tapped her on the rear, biting the tip of his tongue to keep from making a comment about how it bounced seductively against his palm.

      That sparked a whole new round of bucking and hitting. “Let me off, you savage oaf,” she demanded, her words stilted as her belly bounced against his lap with each of the horse’s trotted steps.

      “Not going to happen, Princess.” Strath tightened his hold around her hips.

      “At least let me sit up.” The lass flailed again, and he was in serious danger of tossing her off just to teach her a lesson. Then again, having grown up with three meddling sisters, he was well aware of how to negotiate with a woman. Perhaps such a tactic would work on this one.

      “If I let ye sit up, will ye quit flailing?”

      She stilled and contemplated that for several moments. “Aye.”

      “Good.” Strath lifted her up around her ribs, the undersides of her breasts brushing his fingertips. He gritted his teeth as he plopped her bottom on his thighs where her belly had been. And promptly groaned. So lush…

      Perhaps tossing her off the horse would have been a better idea.
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