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Connie and Mia dedicate this story to you,
their readers. Without you, no magic can happen.

Thanks for bringing your imagination
along for the ride!



 

Chapter 1

The peat fire had burned out and the ash gone gray, but Rob MacLaren didn’t feel the least bit cold.
Not while his hot-blooded woman writhed under him. Their breaths mingled in the frosty air of the
bedchamber. Fiona tilted her hips, welcoming him deeper, and he bit the inside of his cheek to keep
from emptying himself into her.

It was too soon.
He never wanted it to end, this joining, this loss of himself in the woman he adored.
Rob raised himself up on his arms and gazed down at her. The candles had burned down to nubs but

still flickered enough to cast her in soft light. He could see his wife clearly. Her strawberry nipples
peaked, with cold or arousal he couldn’t be sure, but he loved looking at them just the same.

“What are ye doing, daftie man? ’Tis too cold!” Fiona raised herself up and clung to him for
warmth.

“That’s what ye get when ye marry a man on Christmas Day—a cold bridal night.” He gently
pushed her back down, and she sank into the feather tick.

“It doesna have to be cold.” Her skin rippled with gooseflesh. “Come back under the covers, love.”
“I canna. I need to see the lass I wed,” he said. “I want to watch ye melt for me, to see your face

when ye make that wee kitten noise just afore ye come.”
“Wee kitten noise, is it?” She shook with laughter. “Have a care, husband, lest I bare my claws.”
She raked her nails across his chest, and the sensation made his balls clench.
He lowered himself and kissed her, devouring her lips and chasing her tongue. He withdrew for a

heartbeat for the sheer joy of sliding slowly back into her slick wetness. Then he raised himself again
and reached between them to stroke her over the edge.

“Oh, Rob.” Her inner walls clenched around him, and he felt the soft tremor that signaled the start
of her release. “When ye do that, I don’t care a fig if it’s so cold I catch my death…my death…my
death…”

Her voice echoed round the chamber and faded into the distant thatch overhead.
Rob jerked awake.
He wasn’t in his bridal bedchamber. He was lying on stone-hard ground with a stone-hard cock still

primed to make love to the woman in his dream. Stars wheeled above him in a frigid sky. His band of
men snored nearby.

And the fact that Fiona was dead slammed into him afresh.
He’d married her two years ago at Christmas, and she’d been gone by Epiphany. Twelve days, he’d

been a husband. Only twelve.



 
And now a night didn’t pass without his wife visiting him as some phantom, sometimes tender,

sometimes terrifying. She lived in his dreams, but always he was powerless to hold her to earth.
She was so vibrant, so real by night, he suffered all the more in the waking world with the

knowledge that he’d not find her there.
One of the men in the clearing let out a loud snore and mumbled in his sleep. It was hours till

dawn, and even more till Rob could accomplish what he intended in the coming day. But he would not
seek sleep.

He couldn’t bear to lose Fiona again so soon.

***

Rob narrowed his gaze at the stone kirk across the glen. The bagpipes’ celebratory tune ended with an
off-key wheeze. He and his men, concealed on the edge of the forest, had watched the bridal
procession and the arrival of the groom’s party. Now he heard nothing from the kirk. The only sound
was the harsh cry of a jay from the branches above him.

The ceremony must have been beginning in earnest. Rob snorted, his breath like a curl of dragon
smoke in the chilly air.

“’Tis time, Hamish.”
“I wish ye’d reconsider.” His friend shook his head, his scruff of red beard making him look like an

alarmed hedgehog. Hamish never let his beard grow beyond the stubble stage. A metal worker
couldn’t chance much facial hair. Even his eyebrows were habitually singed off. “If ye go through
with this, folk will say ye’re…that ye’re—”

“Mad? They say that already.” Rob mounted his black stallion. The beast sensed his agitation and
pawed the dirt, restive and spoiling for action. “I see no other path before me. Now will ye help me or
no?”

“Aye, Rob, ye’ve no need to ask, but—”
“Then get the men ready to ride. I hope to be in a wee bit of a hurry when next ye see me.” He shot

his friend a mirthless grin and spurred his mount into a gallop across the glen.
It was possible the next time Hamish saw him, Rob might be in no hurry at all.
He could very well be dead.

***

The smell of incense was so cloying, Elspeth Stewart feared she might faint dead away. But a bride
must stand before the altar.

She drew a shallow breath and swallowed hard. That was better. As the priest droned on, she
sneaked a glance from under her lashes at the man who would be her husband.

Lachlan Drummond.
Tall and commanding in his dress plaid, he wasn’t altogether unpleasing. His face was tanned, and

the lines at the corners of his eyes suggested he’d squinted into countless northern suns. Those lines
didn’t trouble her. They proved the laird was a man of action, not like the dainty fops who visited
from the English court from time to time.



 
No, it was the deep grooves between his brows and the hard set of his mouth that gave her pause.
“Dinna fret yerself,” her mother had assured her when she complained that she didn’t know her

betrothed well enough to even speak to him if she met him in Queen Mary’s court. “An arranged
match is a safe match. Yer father has chosen the Drummond for ye, and ye’ll do well to bide by his
wishes.”

The queen had approved too. She’d angered so many of the nobles with her other policies, she
didn’t dare gainsay two of them on something as inconsequential as the marriage of one of her ladies-
in-waiting.

Inconsequential to everyone but me, Elspeth fumed.
An exchange of breeding cattle, a grant of grazing rights, a promise of fealty between their clans;

that was really all that was being solemnized now. It was certainly no marriage as she’d ever imagined
it.

Or Seen it. Elspeth was gifted with a bit of the Sight, and never in all her prescient dreams had she
seen this match on her horizon.

This loveless ceremony was as far removed from the tales of courtly devotion in her precious little
book of sonnets as the distant moon.

Yet when the priest asked Lachlan Drummond to pledge his faith to her, his voice was strong, the
tone pleasing. He even sent her a quick private smile.

Elspeth jerked her gaze back to her folded hands. Her cheeks burned as if she had a fever.
She wondered if her mother was right.
“Passion,” Morag Stewart had said, “is a dish that flares hot, but then goes cold as a tomb often as

not. An arranged match is like a cauldron set to simmer over a low fire. A nourishing broth heated
evenly warms a body from the inside out.”

Elspeth wasn’t sure how she could do the things her mother said her husband would expect of her.
Bizarrely intimate things. Of course, she’d seen horses mate, and dogs too, but she never suspected
people did something as…primitive as the mere beasts.

And now she’d have to do it with a man she barely knew.
Silence jerked her back from her musings. The priest had asked her a question and was waiting for

a reply. She blinked stupidly at him. What had he said?
Suddenly the double doors of the nave shattered. A man on a large black horse was silhouetted in

the opening for a heartbeat. Then he urged the stallion into the kirk and charged up the center aisle.
“Mad Rob!” she heard someone call out.
Half the horseman’s face was painted with woad, and his cobalt eyes burned as brightly blue. With

his dark hair flying and the fierce expression of a berserker on his features, he certainly looked mad.
“The MacLaren,” shouted another.
Her bridegroom was silent, but a muscle worked furiously in his cheek.
Her father reached for the horse’s bridle, but the MacLaren shouted a command, and the stallion

reared, pawing the air. Then it lashed out with its hind hooves, and everyone scrambled out of reach of
the slashing kicks.

Elspeth watched in disbelief as the man drew a long claymore from the shoulder baldric strapped to



 
his back and laid the flat of the blade across Lachlan Drummond’s chest. Riding a horse into the kirk
was bad enough. Mad Rob had broken the sanctity of holy ground by drawing his weapon. All the
other men had laid their swords and dirks outside the doors, which now hung drunkenly from the
hinges.

Elspeth half expected the Almighty to strike the blasphemer down with thunderbolts from the altar.
“Twitch so much as an eyelash, wee Lachlan, and I’ll take yer head,” Mad Rob said as pleasantly if

he’d offered Drummond a plate of warm scones.
Then he leaned down and scooped Elspeth up with his other arm and dropped her belly-first across

his kilted lap.
She was too astonished to be afraid. All the air fled from her lungs with a whoosh. Her head and

arms dangled on one side of the restive stallion, and her legs kicked on the other. She couldn’t rail at
the man, since she was busy fighting for breath, but she struggled to free herself from such an
undignified position.

“Hold still, lass, lest my hand slips and I lop off a bit of your groom.”
Now fear sliced into her. She froze and looked at Lachlan. The madman’s blade had slid up to his

chin. Her bridegroom hadn’t taken his black-eyed gaze from Mad Rob’s face.
“I’ll be going now, Drummond,” Rob said in the same reasonable tone a man might use to discuss

cattle or the weather. “If ye’ve the stones for a fight, ye may collect yer bride at Caisteal Dubh. But
dinna show your face till month’s end. Come for her sooner or try to follow us now, and I might have
to kill her.”

Elspeth couldn’t look up at her captor’s face, but she heard a wicked smile in his voice.
Kill her reverberated in her mind.
And all she’d thought she’d lose when she woke this day was her maidenhead.
The madman wheeled the stallion around, and Elspeth hooked an elbow around his knee lest she

fall as the kirk and the people in it ran together in a blur of colors. Her mother keened like a lost soul
over the din of shouts. The stallion clattered back down the aisle and shot out into the crisp November
air, making a beeline for the distant forest.

With every jarring stride, Elspeth’s ribs took a pounding. Then she felt both the MacLaren’s hands
at her waist. He lifted her without slowing the stallion one jot, controlling the beast with his knees and
will alone.

“Can ye ride astride?” he shouted.
“Aye.” She threw one leg over the horse’s neck and settled herself before him, matching his

rocking movement to keep her seat. She dug her fingers into the horse’s mane. Trying to leap off at
this speed would mean a broken neck. There’d be another chance to escape later.

For she must escape. A month, even a night, with this madman would mean ruin.
Lachlan Drummond would surely come for her. He’d be obliged to, according to the contract

between him and the House of Stewart. And her father and his men with him.
She twisted and glanced under MacLaren’s arm. Men were milling before the church, not giving

pursuit, clearly taking Mad Rob’s threat to kill her seriously.
Once they reached the trees, a shout went up behind them. Rob pulled the stallion to a stop. Elspeth



 
gasped a shuddering breath as his arm around her waist tightened. They turned to see her bridegroom
and her father mounting up to follow.

“Apparently, they hold your life less precious than your honor, lass,” the MacLaren muttered.
“Hamish! Tell the lads to lay the trails. Now ride.”

A half-dozen other horsemen appeared from their places of concealment in the trees. They circled
the small clearing, obliterating any betraying tracks, and then they all hied off in different directions
to confuse Drummond’s men and cover Mad Rob’s escape.

Elspeth and her captor rode wildly over hill and down dale, eeling through copses of spindly trees.
The MacLaren’s horse was hill bred. Not as showy as the palfrey Elspeth had ridden to her wedding,
but hardy and deep chested and apparently willing to run till it dropped if the man on its back
demanded.

Shouts of discovery rose behind them. The men in pursuit must have split up, and someone
followed their trail. Elspeth’s heart nearly burst from her chest with hope.

“Hi-up!” Mad Rob bellowed at the stallion, and it leaped into a burst of speed as if being chased by
a thousand demons but feared the man on its back even more.

The MacLaren leaned forward. Elspeth bent over the horse’s neck, Mad Rob’s hot breath searing
her nape, and held on for her life. They dodged trees, leaped over fallen trunks, and splashed through a
burn in full spate. The world ripped by her in a green blur.

Her pearl-studded snood peeled off as the wind whipped past them. Her long brown hair uncoiled
and fluttered behind her. She hoped it was flying in the MacLaren’s face, but a quick glance back
showed it waving over his shoulder like a banner.

When they reached a rise, Mad Rob paused long enough to look back. A dozen horsemen were in
pursuit.

“Drummond is a better tracker than I credited him,” he muttered.
Elspeth drew several gasping breaths, trying to still her pounding heart after their mad dash. She

squinted at their followers but didn’t see her father’s dun mare in the pack.
“Your horse carries two,” she said. “Surrender, and I’ll convince them to spare you.”
“Drummond wouldna know mercy if it bit him on the arse.”
“Ye’ll never outrun them.”
“Then we’ll go to ground.”
An angry swarm of crossbow bolts buzzed around them. Mad Rob whipped the stallion’s head

around, and they plunged down the far side of the hill.
When they reached the bottom, he reined the horse to a slow trot along the base of the hillside.
Elspeth tried to wiggle free as soon as they slowed their pace.
“Hold still,” he snarled. “Dinna try me, wench. I’ve nothing to lose.”
She settled then, taking hope from shouts of the men following them. Their voices echoed from one

rise to the next. The horses’ hoofbeats on the far side of the hill sounded like approaching thunder.
Mad Rob seemed not to hear them. He just kept scanning the craggy slope. Then he turned the

stallion’s head back up the incline, making for an outcropping of dark granite.
“They’re almost upon us!” Elspeth shouted. “Surrender and live.”



 
He didn’t slow his determined flight toward the rocks. Then when they almost dashed into them,

Rob brought the stallion up so short it nearly sat on its haunches.
“Get ye behind the rock.” He nearly threw her off the horse and leaped down behind her. He pushed

her between a pair of cottage-sized boulders, leading the stallion behind him. “To the right.”
There was a yawning hole in the hillside, a cave whose entrance was hidden by the rocks. Elspeth

staggered into the darkness as the MacLaren and his mount followed. The ground was uneven beneath
her feet.

The cave was cool and dark and ripe with must. She extended her hands before her lest she walk
into a wall.

“How did ye know—?”
Mad Rob clamped a hand over her mouth and pulled her back against his chest. “Not a word if ye

wish to keep breathing.” His whisper tickled her ear.
She stood perfectly still, inhaling the scent of leather from his gloved hand. She heard his soft

breathing and the stallion’s trappings creaking as the horse shifted its weight. Then in the distance, she
made out the tattoo of hoofbeats and muffled shouts as the men who were pursuing them overran their
hiding place.

Then those sounds faded, and all she could hear was the pounding of her blood coursing through
her veins. The heartbeat of the man standing behind her thudded against her spine. He relaxed his hold
and removed his hand from her mouth.

She turned to face him and shouted out: “I’m here! Hel—”
His mouth descended upon hers and swallowed up her cry.
She’d been kissed sweetly before, stylized expressions of courtship during some of the dances

favored by Queen Mary’s court.
This kiss bore no resemblance to those. This was a ravishment, a demanding plunder of her mouth.
He stole her breath, but she was so surprised by the sudden invasion, she didn’t think to pull away.

She froze like a coney confronted by a fox.
He filled her with breath from his own body, warming her to her toes.
I should be revolted. I should be screaming to get away.
But then his mouth went suddenly soft and beguiling on hers. Elspeth had never imagined the like.
How strange, this shared breath, this mingling of souls.
Without conscious thought, her fingers curled around his collar. She received a flash of Sight. Not

exactly a vision. More like a deep Knowing.
Rob MacLaren had a hole in his heart, a void nothing could fill.
He no longer seemed mad to her. Just empty. Her chest constricted in empathy.
An image forced itself into Elspeth’s consciousness, creeping in softly but with determination. The

willowy form of a woman with long coppery hair took shape in her mind, distant and hazy. Elspeth
couldn’t see her face. The woman turned and fled into the mist.

She sensed deep sadness in MacLaren, an ache that wouldn’t be stilled. A loss for which there was
no comfort.

He’d abducted her from the altar, but she couldn’t feel anything for him but pity.



 
As the Sight faded, pain seared through her brain. It always did when she was touched by her gift,

but it paled in comparison to the nameless hurt he bore. Elspeth reached up a tentative hand to comfort
him, palming the cheek that wasn’t covered with woad.

He wrapped an arm around her waist and tugged her closer. Her lips parted. His tongue swept in.
Her belly clenched, and a warm glow settled between her legs.

He left her lips and began kissing her chin, her cheeks, her neck. “Ach! Ye’re sweet, lass.”
Pity dissipated like morning mist. Instead, little wisps of pleasure followed his mouth’s path. The

stubble of his beard grazed the tops of her breasts, and her nipples tightened almost painfully. She
sucked her breath over her teeth to keep from crying out in pleasure and surprise when his palm
covered her breast, the pressure sweet even through the stiff boning of her pink silk bodice.

She’d been sickened by the thought of submitting to Lachlan Drummond’s intimate caress. Now
her whole body thrummed with life. She tingled with awareness as Rob touched her.

She’d never understood how a maiden could allow herself to be ruined before. Unruly, unwelcome
urges seared through her. The sensations were so unlike her, she wondered if they were somehow part
of what she’d Seen of the copper-haired woman.

To her amazement, she ached to lie down beside this man. To feel his body cover hers. To give to
him what Lachlan would have taken.

This was madness, but she couldn’t bring herself to end it. With each kiss, his sadness lessened and
her pleasure increased. She’d never dreamed she’d experience such astonishing delight.

Only a little longer, she told herself as bliss sparked across her skin. His kiss was like a draught of
heady wine. The discomfort that usually accompanied the Sight was leaving, but her head still felt
fuzzy. Was it clouding her judgment?

One kiss more. Then I’ll stop.
She splayed her fingers across his chest. His muscles were like a brazen shield beneath his shirt and

plaid. He growled with satisfaction. She smoothed her palms up to his shoulders and down his arms.
And encountered sticky wetness on the left side.
“You’re bleeding,” she whispered. One of the crossbow bolts must have found its mark.
He dipped his head and mumbled into the well between her breasts. “’Tis nothing.”
It was enough to recall her to sanity. To serve Queen Mary, she must be either a pure maid or the

wife of a nobleman. If she couldn’t remain the first, she’d never be the last. She pulled away from
him.

“Truly, ’tis naught but a scratch. Come, lass.”
He folded her into his arms again and delivered a string of kisses along the curve of her jaw.
“No!” she said
When he tried to kiss her again, she delivered a ringing slap to his cheek. Reason flooded her mind

again. Perhaps he was called “Mad Rob” because he could entice others to insanity. She jerked herself
out of his arms.

“Now keep away from me,” she ordered.
He chuckled mirthlessly. “Lass, I’ve killed dozens of men. Do ye really think ye can stop me from

whatever I may decide to do with you?”



 
He took a step toward her, his eyes glittering fiercely in the dark.



 

Chapter 2

Rob advanced steadily, steeling himself to ignore the way her brows drew together in fear.
“A man doesna name a horse he might have to eat come winter,” he said, his voice silky with

menace. “And he doesna befriend one he’s taken hostage.”
“Then why did ye kiss me?” she asked, scuttling backward over the cave floor.
He stopped. It was a fair question, and he had no answer. He didn’t know what was wrong with him.

He’d thought that part of him dead. Oh, he still woke with a cock-stand, and occasionally the thing
rose of its own accord when he caught sight of a well-turned ankle or the swell of a breast, but he
always tamped down the urge. He’d not truly desired any woman since Fiona.

Then he found this Elspeth Stewart in his arms, and all he wanted to do was rut her blind.
He curled his lip in a snarl. He didn’t want to feel those things for anyone but his wife. Certainly

not for Lachlan Drummond’s woman.
When he first conceived this plan, in the blackest part of his mind he’d thought to wound

Drummond by ravishing his bride. But when it came down to the actual doing of the deed, he didn’t
know if it was in him. Even if he was able to raise his cock long enough to take her maidenhead.

He’d done his share of lying and thieving and killing.
He’d never taken a woman unwilling.
But Elspeth Stewart hadn’t seemed particularly unwilling. At least, not at first. And he’d already

proved his body was up to the task if he should decide upon ravishing her.
Rob smiled because it seemed to unnerve her when he did. “I kissed ye because it seemed the best

way to shut ye up at the time. Though I didna expect ye’d like it so well.”
Her eyes narrowed at that. “I didna like it.”
“Liars go to hell, ye know.”
“So do men who steal brides from the altar,” she snapped back, still retreating, bunching the train

of her velvet skirt in one hand to keep from tripping on it. Then she reached the rear of the cave and
could flee no farther.

“Oh, rest easy on that score, lass. I was bound for hell long before this morning’s work.” Rob
closed the gap between them and laid his hand at the base of her throat.

She didn’t fight him, which showed intelligence. He might hurt her unintentionally if she struggled.
Her pulse raced like a hummingbird’s wings.

Plenty of men would kill her now, he knew. He’d certainly travel easier without her. Hidden in this
remote cave, her body would likely never be found. He could claim she ran away from him and must
have perished in the cold with no shelter from the elements. If their places were reversed, Drummond



 
would certainly kill his hostage and get away clean.

Rob tightened his grip experimentally. It would be easy enough, with a little neck like hers. One
good twist would do the trick. She’d feel little pain. The symmetry of the idea appealed to him.

Even the good Lord said “an eye for an eye.”
But that would mean punishing the innocent for the sins of the guilty. And Rob wasn’t quite mad

enough to see justice in that.
She swallowed hard beneath his hand. He loosened his grip but didn’t release her.
He’d seen men sniveling in the dirt over less threat to their persons, yet she didn’t plead. He

slanted a gaze of grudging respect toward her.
“Will ye no’ beg for your life, Elspeth Stewart? Aye, lass,” he said with a nod when her eyes went

wider, “I ken who ye are.”
“No, I’ll never beg.” She stood straighter and met his gaze squarely. “Why should I give ye what ye

want?”
The lass has spirit. Rob liked that.
Fiona’d had spirit too.
But Fiona wouldn’t be pleased with what he was doing now, he was certain. A half-heard sibilance

curled round the cave. He released Elspeth and cocked his head, straining to listen, willing the small
voice to come again. Was that Fiona trying to speak to him?

So often, while lying on his lonely bed, he thought he heard his wife singing to him just on the edge
of sound. If only he could listen hard enough, if only he could follow the song to wherever she was,
heaven or hell or that slice of a moment between sleep and wakefulness, it mattered not—

“Let me tend your wound,” the flesh-and-blood woman before him whispered. “You’re bleeding
badly.”

Elspeth Stewart’s voice brought him back.
Now that she mentioned it, his arm did sting a bit. He’d thought the steady drip on the cave floor

was water pattering from the stone vault overhead. It turned out to be blood trickling from the fingers
of his left hand.

“Let’s get you into the sunlight where I can see what’s needed,” she said, taking his good arm.
“Clever, lass, but no,” he said. “We’ll no’ need to leave the cave just yet. Yer bridegroom might

turn back this way. Come with me.”

***

Elspeth drew a deep breath and followed her captor back along the cave’s main corridor. At least he no
longer seemed disposed to harm her.

Madmen were changeable as weathercocks. One moment he was making love to her mouth and the
next he threatened to squeeze the life out of her. She’d have to tread warily to avoid setting him off
again.

He turned sharply down a narrow passage she’d missed when she was backing away from him.
“The outside entrance is hidden by rock, and inside, the cave hides its secret room the same way,”

he explained. After a tight turn, the cave expanded into a high-ceilinged second chamber.



 
A shaft of golden sunlight poured from an opening high overhead, illuminating a small pool of

water bubbling in the center of the vaulted space. Moss clung to the rock walls, creating a natural
underground hothouse. The air was several notches warmer here than in the other chamber of the cave.

Elspeth halted midstep. She’d never dreamed once about her wedding with Lachlan Drummond, but
she’d been in this very room shrouded in the mists of the Sight more times than she could count.
She’d never Seen why she was in this cavern, but the fact that she recognized her surroundings gave
her confidence it was Meant. The realization steadied her.

“I know this—” She stopped herself.
How would a madman respond to claims of foreknowledge? He might demand she look into the

future for him, and that was not how her gift worked. She could not summon it at will. The Sight came
when it would, in hazy impressions or blinding flashes, and showed her what it pleased, not what she
asked. Elspeth rarely shared that part of herself with anyone since doing so marked her as different,
maybe even fearsome. She decided not to chance telling him of it.

“How did you know this was here?”
“I’ve reived a herd or two in these parts,” he admitted, speaking in a normal tone of voice now. The

moss climbing the walls seemed to absorb the sound and freshened the air with the green breath of
growing things. “It’s good to know where the hidey-holes are. I spent most of a week here once when
Drummond’s men would have stretched my neck if they’d caught me. The water is good.”

He knelt at the edge of the spring and splashed water on his face. The blue clay he’d painted
himself with ran off his skin in indigo runnels. Then he dunked his whole head and came up, shaking
like a spaniel. Dark hair flying, he sprayed the space with droplets of sparkling water.

The woad swirled in blue ribbons around the spring and then disappeared under the rock shelf into
an underground stream.

Now that he wasn’t painted for battle, Rob MacLaren looked younger, not so many years older than
she. His jaw was firm and sported a shadow of a dark beard. His mouth slanted across his face in a
sensual, cocky half smile. He was tall, well favored, and muscular. She’d have thought him handsome
beyond the lot of mortals if he hadn’t abducted her from her wedding.

However, his eyes stopped her cold. They were the brilliant blue of a loch in high summer, but the
soul behind them was deadened by grief. He was a man who might do anything.

No wonder folk named him “mad.”
Elspeth knelt to drink, dipping with both hands. The water tickled down her throat, bracing and

sweet. The cool water steadied her. “Take off your shirt, and I’ll tend your wound.”
“After I see to my horse. He’s served me well this day. I’d be worse than a knave if I repaid him

sore.”
He left her alone, diving back into the dark corridor to fetch the stallion. Elspeth walked the

perimeter of the chamber. There seemed to be no other way out except the small opening far over her
head. She was as good as in prison with nothing to do but watch the sunlight track across the cave’s
floor.

Rob returned, leading the horse. He unsaddled his mount, but left him haltered and tied him to a
narrow column of rock rising from the floor of the cave.



 
“Guess no one’s been here since me,” Rob said as he stooped to pick up a discarded leather bucket.

“I was wondering where I’d left this.”
He filled it and gave his horse a drink. The stallion whickered his thanks and then fell to munching

oats in the nose bag Rob settled over his head.
Tending the horse seemed to settle the MacLaren. Elspeth was grateful. She wasn’t sure how long

she’d stay alive with a madman. Rob sounded like any other Highlander when he crooned soft
endearments to his horse.

He patted the stallion’s arched neck. “Aye, Falin, eat yer fill. There’s a good lad.”
“Falin? So he has a name?” Elspeth said. “I thought a man didna name a horse he might eat come

winter.”
Rob chuckled. “I’d be eating my shoes before I butcher this fine fellow. Falin’s too valuable. He’ll

strengthen the MacLaren herd for generations to come.”
“So ye gave him the name of a demon?”
“Ye didna see him before he was broke. He earned the name, believe me. Even now, he’ll suffer

only me to ride him.”
“He let me ride him,” Elspeth pointed out.
“Aye, well, I didna give either of ye any say in the matter.”
Rob shrugged off the blue and green MacLaren plaid draped over his shoulder and peeled out of his

shirt. His brawny chest and arms were thickly muscled, and whorls of dark hair swirled round his
brown nipples. Blood oozed from one thick bicep.

He settled next to Elspeth near the spring.
“Do your worst,” he said sourly.
“I’ll have you know I’ve doctored my father before, so I’ll have none of your sauce.” She examined

the wound, which appeared to be a straight-edged gash. She couldn’t tell for certain till she cleaned it
up. “Do ye have anything we might use for a bandage?”

“No.”
“What about a needle? This wants stitches. And spirits, if ye have aught.”
“That I do.” He stood and went over to rummage in his saddlebag again. “Mayhap a bit of your

skirt will serve as a bandage.”
Her bridal dress had seen hard use already. But with nothing else readily available, she had little

choice.
Elspeth’s mother had been particularly partial to the wine-colored velvet skirt and decided adding

pink silk piping at the hem would be the perfect way to mate it with the pink bodice to make it special
for the wedding. Elspeth wouldn’t be able to rip the thick velvet, but the silk was much frailer. With
silent apologies to her mother, Elspeth picked at the hem until she parted a few of Morag Stewart’s
fine, even stitches and ripped a length from the bottom.

When she looked up, Rob was staring down at her exposed ankles, need straining his features. She
tucked her feet under the velvet, realizing there were other ways the MacLaren could harm her that
would probably grieve her family more than finding her dead.

“Looks like something else will want stitching as well,” he said, his voice strangely tight.



 
“I’ll see to turning my hem after I tend ye. The gown’s no’ bleeding, ye ken. But should my ankles

be exposed again, I need ye to avert your eyes, as a gentleman should.”
“As ye will.” He settled beside her with sewing supplies and a flask of whisky from his saddlebag.

“But ye’re mistaken, mistress, if ye think me a gentleman.”
A sizzling retort danced on her tongue, but she reminded herself that baiting a madman was a fair

definition of lunacy. Instead, she dipped the pink silk into the cool spring and then dabbed at his
wound.

“Ye were fortunate,” she said. “The bolt grazed ye and went through clean.”
“Drummond’s a tetchy bastard. Shooting off crossbows when his bride is in the line of fire,” Rob

said with a black frown. “It might have just as easily been ye who caught the business end of a bolt.”
She narrowed her gaze at him as she gave his arm a thorough scrubbing. The same thought had

occurred to her. She’d already decided Lachlan must not have been thinking clearly when he gave the
order to shoot, but she didn’t appreciate this man pointing out her betrothed’s error. She enjoyed Mad
Rob’s yelp when she poured whisky on the wound.

He grabbed the flask from her and took a swig, muttering about wasteful females.
“If ye’re so concerned for my safety, perhaps ye might have thought of that before ye dragged me

from the altar,” she said. He was the villain, not Lachlan. “I’ll thank ye not to disparage the man who
will be my husband.”

“Why is that, by the bye?” He cocked a brow at her. “Did wee Lachlan court ye sweet?”
“That’s none of your affair,” she said brusquely. There’d been no courtship at all, sweet or

otherwise. ”And why do ye name him small? He’s as tall as ye.”
He snorted. “Men are measured in all kinds of ways.”
“Aye, in kindness and courage,” she said with conviction.
“And in other ways,” he said with a smirk. “Granted, I’ve no sure knowledge, but men like your

intended, who are small of spirit, are often deficient in other things as well. But perhaps as a maid,
ye’re ignorant of such details.”

Innocence and ignorance didn’t always hold hands. Elspeth had heard some of the other ladies-in-
waiting tittering behind their fans over who among the queen’s courtiers was naturally well endowed
and who padded their codpieces with rolled-up stockings. Only Highlanders didn’t follow fashion and
wore nothing beneath their kilts but what God gave them. Her gaze flicked to Rob’s lap.

A hot blush crept up her neck. Where had that come from? She wasn’t the sort to ogle a man’s
groin.

At least, she hadn’t been.
“Kindly remember, sir, I am holding a needle with intent to use it.”
“Duly noted,” he said with a smile in his voice. He reached over with his right hand to stroke her

arm.
Even though her chemise and a detachable silk sleeve separated them, she felt the heat of his palm

on her skin. All the small hairs on her arm pricked to attention, and her flesh shivered with
expectancy.

“Are ye cold, Elspeth?”



 
“Aye, but I dinna expect ye to care.” She jabbed the needle through his skin with more force than

necessary.
He didn’t so much as twitch, though his hand squeezed her arm slightly and his lips tightened in a

grimace.
“This will hurt ye more than it does me,” she said as she pulled the thread through his skin.
“Nay, lass, you’re but tickling me,” he said, his eyes never leaving hers. His thumb rubbed back

and forth over her forearm.
“What are ye doing?” she demanded.
“Hmm?” He blinked, all innocence.
She looked pointedly down at his hand. His thumb stopped.
“I was just distracting myself a bit from the pain,” he said. “Ye’re fair soft.”
“Ye’re accustomed to scratchy wool. That’s just the silk ye feel.”
“No, I can imagine ye beneath your clothes,” he said. “I’m thinking your skin puts silk to shame.”
“Aye?” She jabbed him again.
He groaned. “Aye. Your father may let ye tend him, lass, but ye must admit, ye’ve no’ got a

healer’s touch.”
“And what’s a healer’s touch like?” she asked, working quickly to push the needle through and tie

off another knot, closing his wound with each stitch.
“Light as a feather. Like this.”
He moved his hand from her arm to her breast. His fingertips brushed the bared skin above her

bodice in teasing strokes. She held herself still, beguiled by the sensation. She’d never have guessed
her body would react so to a man. She should be afraid, she knew, but her only fear was that he’d stop.

His touch moved down, between the stiff boning of her bodice and the soft, thin chemise, circling
her nipple slowly through the cloth of her undergarment.

Oh, how he made her ache. He tormented that needy skin with his nearness. She fought the urge to
squirm into his touch. When he finally flicked a nail over it, a jolt of wickedness shot from her breast
to her womb.

Warning bells jangled in her head.
“Stop.” She covered her breast with her own hand. “That’s no’ a healer’s touch.”
His smile was sin incarnate. “Ye’ve the right of it there, lass. That’s a lover’s touch. And ye’ve had

only the smallest bit of the pleasure, only a taste of what I would give ye an’ ye allow it.”
“No.” She scrambled to her feet to put some distance between them. “An’ ye try to take me, I’ll

scratch yer eyes out, Rob MacLaren.”
“I’d not take ye. Not a step further than ye wish. I ken ye’re a virgin and wanting to stay that way,”

he said earnestly. “But there’s great delight for a man in the giving of pleasure, ye see. And ways
around a maidenhead that’ll leave ye still pure when we’re done.”

She’d forgotten to breathe as he spoke. Now she sucked in a quick breath.
“Shall I pleasure ye, Elspeth?”



 

Chapter 3

She blinked at him, like a small brown squirrel caught in the gaze of an adder. Then she gave herself a
shake.

“No, of course not!” she said, backing away from him again. “Ye’ve stolen me away from my own
wedding! How could I suffer ye to touch me so?”

“It didna seem to me that ye were suffering.” Rob never claimed to know much about women, but
he recognized waking passion when he saw it.

“I hardly know ye.”
“Ach.” He nodded. “Then I take it ye must know Lachlan Drummond well.”
With a few quick steps, she managed to put the spring between them. “We met at the altar, if ye

must know. He was my parents’ choice.”
“Well, that’s a point in your favor, lass. Otherwise, I’d mistrust your judgment.” Rob liked the way

her cheeks flamed with color. “But still ye intended to bed him this night, did ye no’?”
Her brows drew together in distress. “He’d be my husband. I’d have to.”
“So enthusiastic,” he said, his tone laced with sarcasm. “And here I thought ye were a besotted

bride.”
“I never said I was besotted.”
“If your heart’s no’ engaged in your marriage, then ye shouldna be averse to a wee bit of lust

outside of it,” he said, advancing around to her. She made him feel pleasurably male again. He decided
to listen to his groin and not stifle the urge.

Lust wasn’t the same as love. Surely it wouldn’t be a betrayal of Fiona if he used his body to wreak
vengeance on his enemy. Especially not if he convinced Lachlan’s bride to succumb willingly.

“Ye interrupted the ceremony before the vows were complete. I’m no’ even officially a wife, I
dinna suppose,” she said, still circling the spring to keep her distance from him.

Her nipples stood out beneath her bodice, whether from cold or the memory of his touch, he didn’t
much care. They were a fine sight in any case. He ached to suckle them.

“I’m a maiden, which means I need to refrain from lust of any kind.”
“Ye dinna strike me as doing especially well with restraint,” he said, switching directions and

gaining on her by doing so. “I’ve kissed ye, lass, and ye seem prone to passion. I felt the way your
body responded to my touch. Ye wanted me, if ye dinna mind my saying so.”

“Would it matter to ye if I do mind?”
“No’ in the slightest. Truth must be spoken or ’twill burst out of us, lass.”
She caught a toe in her broad skirts and went down on the rocky cave floor. Rob ran around and



 
knelt over her. “Are ye hurt?”

She looked up at him, her eyes enormous. He noticed they were hazel, the sort that picked up
whatever hue was near. Now they were the same shade of green as the moss ringing the cavern. She
shook her head at him. “The only thing that can hurt me here is you.”

She balled her fingers into fists but kept them clenched on her lap. He sensed she wanted to strike
him but wisely contained herself.

“Why are ye doing this to me?” she demanded with a hint of a suppressed sob.
“That should be obvious. Your intended husband owes me a debt he canna repay.”
“So I’m to suffer for it?”
“No, I intend that he should suffer the loss of you.”
“Then…” Her voice tremored, and she swallowed hard. “Ye do intend to kill me still.”
He sat down beside her. Tears trembled on her lower lashes.
Deliver me, O Lord, from a woman’s weeping.
“No, ’tis no’ in me to do ye harm,” he said softly. “Though wee Lachlan couldn’t have known that.

I threatened to kill ye if he followed, and yet he came after us. If I were ye, I’d think twice over giving
your loyalty to a man who puts so little thought to your safety.”

She chuckled mirthlessly, pulling her knees to her chest and hugging them to her. “As if ye care for
my safety.”

He gazed into her eyes. There were little flecks of gold ringing her pupils.
Now that she wasn’t running from him or terrified by him, he realized Elspeth Stewart was really

quite a beauty. Her lips were full and lush. By some trick of musculature under her smooth skin, the
corners of them turned up naturally in a beguiling half smile, as if she were hugging a delicious secret
to herself. There were soft hollows beneath her rosy cheeks, a sign of the bone-deep loveliness that
only ripens with age.

“Lachlan Drummond is a lucky bastard,” Rob said with conviction.
“I dinna imagine he’d agree with you.” She picked absently at her frayed hem. “He did lose his

bride at the altar remember.”
“Aye, so he did.” Rob leaned closer. She smelled faintly of heather and evergreen boughs. Scent

was an extravagance. He wondered where she dabbed the fragrant oil. The thin skin of her wrists? The
pulse point at her white throat? Or maybe in the sweet hollow between her breasts?

Thinking about all those soft, forbidden places made him feel rampantly, throbbingly male. He
wanted to search out those tender spots, bury his nose in them, and lave them with his tongue.

She scooted away from him, but he closed the distance between them so he was still sitting beside
her.

“Then what do ye intend to do with me?” she asked in a small voice.
“Most men in my position would take your maidenhead and be done with it.” If he listened to his

swollen cock, he’d be on her in a heartbeat. She might fight him at first, but she’d melted under his
kisses before. She would again.

“If you intend to ravish me, you’ll have to gag me.” Her chin lifted in defiance. “Because I’ll
scream my bloody head off.”



 
“Will ye now?” He lifted a hand and ran his fingertip across the lace at her bodice. He’d been no

monk prior to his marriage, but losing Fiona had made him realize it was possible for a man to
forswear women. Since he lost her, he’d not been tempted by a single lass.

Except this Stewart maiden.
But this was a special case. It didn’t count as a betrayal if his heart wasn’t engaged, did it?
“As I recall,” he said as his fingertip skimmed the tops of her breasts, “I enjoy the sounds a woman

makes when I pleasure her.”
“Ye’d not enjoy these sounds.” She slapped his hand away. “And if ye take me, there’d be no

pleasure.”
“As a maid, ye canna know that,” he said, lifting one of the long locks of her chestnut hair to his

lips and inhaling her scent. “And I dinna think ye’ll scream, not in the way ye mean, in any case.”
“Ye’d have to tie me up and force yourself on me, because I’d fight ye, tooth and claw,” she said

with assurance.
“Now there’s a thought,” he said. “I’ve heard some lassies enjoy being tied up.”
He could picture her in his mind, bound tight, her breasts bared, her legs splayed with her soft core

wet and ready. She’d be helpless before him. He’d make her beg for release. He stood and walked to
his horse to retrieve a length of rope.

“Shall we give it a try?”
“No!” she said, scrabbling away. “Please, no.”
“Dinna fret, Elspeth. I’ll no’ force ye,” he crooned softly, as if she were a frightened mare. He

settled beside her. “That’s no’ my way.”
The image of her bound form faded only slightly in his mind, but not in his groin. If only he were a

little more mad, it definitely could be his way. He shook off the lurid fancy and focused on the matter
at hand.

“But I do intend to tie ye to me,” he said. “We’ll travel by night, so we need to get some sleep now.
And I’ll no’ find rest if I’m worried ye may be trying to hie yourself off to your betrothed.”

He looped the rope around her waist before she could protest.
“Where are you taking me?” she asked.
“To my home, to Caisteal Dubh, o’ course. Though we canna take a direct route. Ye’ll be safe

enough there.”
“The Dark Castle?” she said with a shudder. “The name doesna bring me comfort. Is it haunted?”
“No,” he said curtly. Not unless he counted the way Fiona haunted his dreams. “’Tis named for the

black stone it’s made of.”
“Not for its black-hearted laird?”
He frowned at her. “If ye dinna make a fuss, I’ll spread my cloak for ye. Twill be more comfortable

than the cave floor. Will ye be good now?”
She nodded with obvious reluctance. “And ye’ll not…?”
“No, lass. I’ve never taken a woman unwilling, and I’ll no’ start with ye. I give ye my word.” He

grinned wickedly at her. “O’ course, there’s them who says the word of a madman isna worth shite.”
She seemed to ponder that for a moment. “Are ye truly mad, then?”



 
“D’ye think a madman would know?” he said, trying to make light of her question. He rose and

fetched his cloak and warm plaid to make a pallet for them. In his mind, he still struggled to close the
door on the image of her trussed up and bound, awaiting his pleasure. He’d never imagined the like
before, and it made him wonder about himself. “Sometimes, aye, I think I am mad.”

That deepened her frown.
He slammed that door in his mind so hard the hinges rattled. Could there be any pleasure between

them if she continued to stare at him so warily, as if he had two heads?
“A man is judged by his action, so by those lights, aye, I expect I am mad. In some ways,” he

admitted. “But no’ completely, ye ken. If I promise ye something, I’ll deliver. Lie down, Elspeth.”
She stretched out on the cloak, stiff limbed and watching him as a mouse eyes a cat.
“Turn on your side.”
She bit her lip, but she did as he bid. Rob knotted the other end of the rope around his own waist

and lay down behind her.
“Lift your head.”
When she did, he slid his arm under her neck.
“There ye are, lass, as fine as ye could wish. A pillow for your head and all.”
“Aye, never let it be said the MacLaren didna care for the comfort of his captives,” she said

tetchily.
“Ye’ve the right of it now. We’ll deal together well, ye and I.” He pulled her close and spooned his

body around hers. Then he covered them both with the end of his thick plaid. She wouldn’t be able to
twitch a muscle without his knowledge, so he could catch the sleep he’d need for the coming night
without fear of her escaping.

She lay stiffly, every muscle clenched. But Rob kept his breathing even, and she relaxed by finger-
widths until he heard a very soft, very ladylike snore.

Poor lass. She probably didna sleep much last night with thoughts of the wedding dancing in her
head.

Rob settled a hand on her hip, and she didn’t stir.
However, he did. His body roused to hers again. His cock swelled, and his ballocks tensed, but he

held himself perfectly still. He’d made a promise, after all.
As he sought sleep, it occurred to him that the best revenge on Lachlan Drummond wouldn’t be to

kill his betrothed. Or to rape her. Or even tie her up and torment her into surrender, pleasurable as that
might be.

If Rob could seduce Elspeth Stewart into giving herself to him willingly, his enemy would be
thoroughly shamed. The name of Lachlan Drummond would become a byword, held up for ridicule by
all as the cuckolded bridegroom. Bards would compose songs about it, and folk would laugh at him
over many a winter fire.

Drummond would be so furious, he’d respond to Rob’s challenge of single combat at last.
And then Rob would send him straight to hell. Even if he had to go through the flaming gate with

him.
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