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Content Warning & Author’s Note
Black Skye is a Dark Time Travel Highlander Romance. It contains mature themes, graphic violence, and explicit sexual content that may be distressing for some readers. The dynamic between the main characters begins as captor and captive and involves intense power imbalances.
Please exercise discretion if you are sensitive to the following themes:
Dubious Consent & Non-Consent: The novel contains scenes of sexual intimacy that occur under duress, coercion, or without enthusiastic consent, including a scene of forced manual stimulation and consummation born of anger/punishment.
Physical Abuse & Corporal Punishment: Includes a scene where the hero physically strikes the heroine as a form of punishment/claiming.
Kidnapping & Confinement: The heroine is abducted, imprisoned in a dungeon , and chained to a bed for an extended period.
Graphic Violence & Gore: Detailed depictions of medieval combat, dismemberment, and berserker rage.
Medical Trauma: Graphic descriptions of primitive medical procedures, including cauterization of wounds with hot iron and the use of leeches/maggots.
Racism & Xenophobia: The heroine faces period-typical fear and hostility regarding her skin color, being referred to as a demon or bad omen by the clan.
High-Risk Pregnancy & Birth Anxiety: Discussions of maternal mortality rates and fear of dying during childbirth.
Primal Play & Somnophilia: Scenes involving "breeding" rhetoric and intimacy initiated during states of semi-consciousness/hypothermia.
Despite the dark themes and the hero's initial brutality, this story concludes with a Happily Ever After (HEA).

Chapter 1: The Storm
The tripod stood as a defiant geometric absolute against the crumbling medieval irrationality of the ruin. Dr. Nia Adebayo adjusted the phase-shift laser scanner by a single, precise millimeter. A satisfying click answered. Data points streamed, a quiet cascade of numbers painting a perfect 3D model on her tablet. Order from chaos. That was her job. That was her life.
The wind, a constant bully on the Isle of Skye, whipped a thick lock of her hair across her face. She tucked it back behind her ear, her fingers catching on the rough, coiled texture. The damp chill of the North Atlantic air worked its way through the high-tech fibers of her jacket, a persistent, unwelcome guest. She ignored it. Discomfort was just another variable to be managed. A problem for the body, not the mind.
Her tablet glowed, the point cloud of the castle's collapsed great hall resolving into crisp, measurable lines. She cross-referenced the scan with the original schematics from the nineteenth-century survey. The decay was predictable, following the established models of stress and material fatigue. A slow, mathematical surrender to gravity. There was a sort of peace in that. In the clear, unarguable truth of physics.
Unlike last Tuesday. A fresh wave of irritation tightened her jaw. Mark from marketing. He’d called her work 'fascinating' three times, his eyes glazed over with a polite incomprehension she knew well. He’d talked about his stock portfolio. He’d ordered a sweet white wine she hadn't wanted. He’d rested his hand on her forearm with a proprietary air that made her want to calculate the exact tensile strength of his wrist bones. The date had been an exercise in inefficient communication. A waste of 137 minutes she could have spent reviewing compressive strength reports.
She ran a diagnostic on the scanner. All systems green. Of course they were. She maintained her equipment. She maintained her body with five-mile runs every morning. She maintained her career with a focused, relentless drive that left little room for the messy unpredictability of other people. It was a closed system. It worked.
The ruin around her was the opposite. Gaps in the stonework showed the sky like missing teeth. Wind moaned through arrow slits. A stubborn, bright green moss grew in the cracks, a biological assault on clean lines. This place had been built for brutality and had failed, succumbing to the slow, patient violence of weather. A monument to poor planning and organic processes. She was here to document its failure, to contain it in a neat file of data and recommendations for the historical trust. To civilize it with numbers.
The light went first. The flat, grey sheet of the sky curdled, turning a bruised, greenish-yellow. It happened too fast. A check of her watch confirmed it. Not a normal sunset. The wind shifted from a persistent shove to a physical blow, carrying the metallic scent of ozone.
Nia’s tablet flickered. A line of static fractured the perfect render of the great hall. She tapped the screen, an automatic gesture of control, but the image dissolved into a pixelated mess. The scanner head beside her whined, a high-frequency complaint of electronic distress, then powered down. Dead. Both of them. She frowned, a deep knot of annoyance forming between her brows. Solar flare? Some localized atmospheric disturbance? Her mind churned through possibilities, rejecting each one.
A low hum started. It was less a sound and more a pressure against her eardrums, a vibration that seemed to travel up from the soles of her hiking boots and settle in her teeth. It pulled her attention from the dead equipment to the circle of standing stones a hundred yards from the castle wall. The 'Hungry Stones,' the local guide had called them with a theatrical wink. She'd dismissed it as tourist bait. Now, the largest of them, a jagged monolith of granite nearly fifteen feet high, seemed to be the source of the thrumming.
Rain began to fall. Not a drizzle, but a sudden, violent deluge of ice-cold water that plastered her hair to her scalp and streamed down her face. Every instinct, every bit of rational thought, screamed at her to pack up, get to the rental car, get away. But the hum grew louder, more insistent. It was a question being asked directly of her bones.
She started walking toward the stones. Her own legs moved with a will that felt borrowed. Water squelched in her boots. The wind ripped at her jacket. This was stupid. This was dangerous. A lightning rod in the middle of a field. Her mind supplied the statistics on lightning strike survival rates. They were not encouraging. Still, she walked.
The air grew thick, heavy with electricity. The tiny hairs on her arms and the back of her neck stood on end. The great stone loomed before her, its surface dark and streaked with rain. It pulsed with a deep, resonant energy that made her stomach turn over. Her hand lifted, compelled by a force that bypassed every logical circuit in her brain. She had to touch it. To measure it. To understand the impossible physics at play.
Her fingers were an inch from the cold, wet rock when the sky split open. A bolt of lightning, blindingly white and spiderwebbed with purple, didn't just strike the stone. It lunged for it. It connected with the peak, and for a single, infinite moment, Nia's world became pure, searing light and the deafening crack of thunder.
It was not a journey. It was a demolition. Her senses were ripped from their moorings and thrown into a blender. The clean scent of ozone mixed with the thick, greasy smell of burning peat. The shriek of tortured metal ground against the wet scream of a horse. She saw the ordered grid of Chicago at night, its light a cold fire, superimposed over a sky choked with unfamiliar stars. A sensation of falling up. Of being turned inside out and reassembled incorrectly. The pressure mounted behind her eyes, a promise of utter annihilation. Then, nothing.
The first thing to return was the cold. It was a hostile, living thing, a predator. It seeped through her clothes, leached the warmth from her skin, and sank its teeth deep into her bones. Her cheek was pressed against something wet, soft, and yielding. Mud. Thick, gritty, and stinking of decay.
A groan escaped her lips, the sound foreign in the thick quiet. She pushed a hand into the muck, the cold a sharp shock to her system, and levered herself up. Her head pounded in a painful, syncopated rhythm. The world spun, then grudgingly settled. She was kneeling in a puddle of brown slush. Drenched. Shivering uncontrollably.
Her equipment was gone. The sleek, carbon-fiber tripod, the scanner, her waterproof pack with the backup batteries and tablet—all of it had vanished. Panic, cold and sharp, pierced the fog of her disorientation. She scrambled around in the mud, her fingers closing on nothing but wet earth and slick stones.
She finally pushed herself to her feet, swaying. The rain had softened to a persistent, miserable drizzle. She looked at the castle. The structure was there, a dark shape against the colorless sky, but it was wrong. A section of the eastern wall that had been a pile of rubble an hour ago now stood twenty feet high, jagged but solid. The great hall’s roof, which had been gone for centuries, was partially intact, its broken timbers stark like the ribs of a carcass.
This is not right. The thought was a small, steady bell in the chaos of her mind. She scanned the horizon. The access road was gone. The quaint little visitor's center in the distance, gone. No fences marked the sheep pastures. No distant gleam of car headlights on the A87. There was only the raw, untamed landscape, rolling hills of brown and dull green under a sky that felt immense and empty.
Concussion. That was it. She’d been hit by lightning, or the concussive force had thrown her. She was hallucinating. A traumatic brain injury creating a complex, vivid delusion. She did a quick neurological self-check. Followed her finger with her eyes. Recited her dissertation title. Everything tracked. But the cold mud clinging to her legs and the raw, unfamiliar smell of woodsmoke on the wind argued against a dream. The world felt solid. Terribly, horribly solid. And she was alone in it.

Chapter 2: The Black Wolf
The stag’s blood was a hot, coppery promise on the wind. Lachlan tasted it, his tongue tracing the grit on his teeth. Rain slicked his hair to his skull and ran in cold rivulets down the scars on his face. It was a good day for a hunt. The beast was heavy, its tracks sinking deep into the peat. Enough meat to quiet the grumbling bellies in the hall for a week, if they were careful. His plaid, heavy with water, clung to his shoulders like a second skin. The cold was a familiar ache in his bones, a constant companion in this wet, unforgiving land.
He held up a hand, a silent command that stopped his three men in their tracks. Their breath plumed in the damp air. They were good men. Hungry men. Their eyes were fixed on the trail, hollowed by the lean season. Ahead, the stag’s path veered toward the standing stones, the ancient teeth of the land that chewed on the sky. A place of power. A place of ill omen.
“Laird?” It was Donal, his youngest hunter, voice a low whisper. “It goes toward the Hungry Stones.”
Lachlan grunted. The stag knew what it was doing, seeking sanctuary in a place men were wise to avoid. But the clan’s need was a sharpened blade at his back. They would follow. He took a step, his boots sinking into the muck, and then he froze. His gaze dropped. Another track, laid over the cloven hoofprint of the stag. It was wrong.
He knelt, ignoring the cold water that soaked the knee of his trews. He traced the shape in the mud. The print was long and narrow, with a strange, repeating pattern in the sole. No boot he had ever seen made such a mark. No bare foot had such a shape. His men gathered around him, their expressions a mix of confusion and dawning dread. “What is it?” Eoin asked, his hand going to the dirk at his belt.
Then came the smell. It was sharp, unnatural. It cut through the earthy scents of wet soil and decaying heather. It was clean in a way that felt foul, a chemical tang that reminded him of the alchemist’s fire he’d seen once in Inverness. It clung to the air around the strange footprints, an invisible trail leading away from the stones. His nostrils flared. The hunt for the stag was forgotten. This scent, this track… it was an intrusion. A puzzle. A threat.
“Fae,” Donal breathed, making a sign against evil. “Or a Campbell witch, working some dark magic.”
Lachlan rose to his full height, towering over his men. His eyes scanned the grey, rolling landscape. The curse on his bloodline felt like a cold stone in his gut. The Unseelie were known to play tricks on desperate men, offering poisoned gifts that looked like salvation. A rival clan would use any means to see his line extinguished. He looked at the tracks again. Whatever made them, it was wounded or lost. And it was heading toward his lands. “We follow,” he commanded, his voice a low growl that left no room for argument. “The stag can wait. I want to see what kind of creature walks in such strange shoes.”
The trail led them into the scraggly woods that bordered the moor, the strange chemical scent growing stronger with every step. It clung to the damp bark of the birches and settled in the hollows. Lachlan moved with a hunter’s grace, his large frame making almost no sound on the leaf-strewn ground. He felt a predatory hum under his skin. The unknown was a beast to be cornered and understood, or killed.
Through a curtain of dripping branches, he saw it. A figure huddled at the base of an ancient oak, back to them. It was a woman. Her skin was the color of rich, dark earth, a stark contrast to the pale greens and browns of the forest. Her hair was a rope-like mane, black and intricate. She wore clothing of an impossible design, tight-fitting and strangely lustrous even in the dim light. She was an anomaly, a thing that did not belong.
His men saw her too. Donal gasped, and Eoin tightened his grip on his axe. Lachlan silenced them with a sharp gesture. He watched her, his mind racing. Fae creatures were said to be beautiful and strange, sent to lure men to their doom. Was this a test from the gods? A temptation? Her shoulders shook with a small tremor. She was cold. Fae did not feel the cold.
He stepped into the clearing. The snap of a twig under his boot made her head whip around. Her eyes were wide, dark, and filled with a sharp intelligence that immediately dismissed the idea of a mindless pixie. She saw them, all four armed men, and her body tensed. A cornered hind looks for an escape. This woman looked for a weapon. Her gaze darted to a fallen branch, assessing its weight. There was no plea in her eyes. Only calculation.
“Hold, lass,” Eoin said, taking a step forward, his tone meant to be placating. “We mean ye no harm.”
She rose to her feet in a fluid motion. She was tall for a woman, her limbs long and athletic under the strange garments. “Stay back,” she said. Her voice was clear, the words oddly clipped and accented, like nothing he had ever heard. “Don’t come any closer.”
Eoin chuckled, a condescending sound. “Just a wee lost thing. Come now.” He reached for her arm. The movement that followed was too fast to track. A blur of motion. Her arm twisted, her body pivoted. A sharp crack echoed in the clearing as her elbow connected with Eoin’s nose. He staggered back, howling in pain, blood pouring down his face. Donal and the other man stared, dumbfounded. Women screamed, or cried, or swooned. They did not break men’s noses with a single, precise strike.
Lachlan felt a jolt, a raw, hot surge of admiration that was almost painful. She stood her ground, her fists raised in a bizarre, unfamiliar stance, her eyes blazing with defiance. She was magnificent. A wild thing. A storm contained in flesh and bone. The fear in his men’s eyes was a pale, weak thing next to the fierce possessiveness that seized him. He wanted that fire. He wanted to own it. He smiled, a slow, predatory curving of his lips. “Leave her,” he rumbled, his voice stopping Donal from drawing his sword. “She is mine.”
He circled her slowly. She moved with him, a fixed point in the center of his world, her dark eyes never leaving his. The bloodied Eoin and the others had retreated to the edge of the clearing, watching their Laird confront the strange she-demon.
“What are you?” he asked, his voice low.
“A person,” she snapped back, her chin high. “And you are trespassing. This is a protected historical site.”
He had no understanding of her words, but the tone was pure defiance. It pleased him. “You are on MacAlpin land. And you have injured one of my men.”
“He touched me,” she countered, shifting her weight. “I will not be touched.”
“You will,” he promised, the words a guttural vow. He lunged.
She was ready. She sidestepped his initial grab, her hand chopping down at his extended arm. The blow was sharp, stinging, but it was like a fly striking an ox. He grunted, more in surprise than pain, and used his momentum to spin, catching her off balance. He wrapped an arm around her waist, pulling her flush against his chest. Her body was solid muscle and furious energy. She smelled of rain and that strange, clean scent that was hers alone.
“Let me go!” She struggled, a wildcat in his arms, all claws and teeth. Her knee came up, aiming for his groin, but he was a warrior and anticipated the move, twisting his hips to take the impact on his thigh. She cursed, a stream of sharp, foreign words.
“Such spirit,” he breathed into her strange hair, his mouth close to her ear. The heat of her body was a brand against his. He felt the hard swell of his own desire, born of violence and her fierce resistance. He tightened his grip, one hand tangling in her roped hair, forcing her head back to expose the long, smooth column of her throat.
“I will kill you,” she hissed, her voice trembling with rage, not fear.
“You will try.” He pinned her against the rough bark of the oak, her back arching against him. He trapped her flailing hands in one of his massive ones, pressing her wrists to the wood above her head. With his other hand, he tilted her chin up, forcing her to meet his gaze.
“You fight like a wildcat,” he said, his voice a raw rasp. “But you will yield like a woman.”
Her eyes were twin flames in the gloom of the forest, burning with a hatred so pure it was almost beautiful. She spat at him. He barely flinched, the spittle tracking down his cheek. He simply held her there, a captive storm, until the furious energy in her began to fade, replaced by the exhaustion of a battle lost.
He released her hair but kept her wrists pinned. “You are mine now, creature,” he declared to the forest, to his men, and to the furious woman in his arms. “My prize.” He lifted her with an easy grunt of effort, throwing her over his shoulder. She pounded on his back with her free hand until he cinched his arm tight around her legs, stilling her movements. He turned and began the long walk back to his keep, the weight of his strange, beautiful captive a satisfying burden.

Chapter 3: Inspection
The journey was a blur of jolting motion and the smell of unwashed man. Every slam of her body against his shoulder sent a shockwave through her skull. He moved with a heavy, ground-eating stride, a human battering ram pushing through the resisting bracken. Nia stopped fighting after the first mile. It was a waste of energy, a resource she needed to hoard like a dragon's gold. Instead, she let her head loll, cataloging the data points. The air was colder, cleaner than it should be. The scent of diesel fumes and distant industry was gone. It was just wet earth, crushed pine, and the man carrying her. A concussion, she reasoned. A severe one. Hallucinations. That was the only logical framework. The visitor's center, the road, the fences—they couldn't just vanish. Her brain was glitching, filling in the blanks with some historical romance novel garbage.
The end came with a change in sound. The soft squelch of mud turned to the scrape of boots on stone. A wall of heat hit her, thick with peat smoke and the aroma of roasting meat. It made her stomach clench with a hunger so sharp it was a physical pain. He didn't slow, just bellowed something in that guttural language. A heavy door groaned open. Then, plunging cold again. Down. A spiral of stone steps worn smooth in the center. The air grew heavier, tasting of damp and mildew. He stopped. Without ceremony, he swung her from his shoulder and dropped her.
Nia landed hard on a bed of damp, musty straw, the impact jarring her teeth. A metal clang echoed, loud and final. The sound of a heavy bolt sliding home. She lay there for a long moment, listening to his footsteps recede up the stone stairs, her cheek pressed into the filth. It was real. The cold seeping through her performance fleece was real. The ache blooming in her tailbone was real. This wasn't a hallucination. Her mind, her greatest asset, was failing to find an exit ramp from this impossible reality. She pushed herself up, joints protesting. Her breath plumed in the frigid air. A single, high slit of a window showed only a flat grey sky. Bars, thick and rusted, were set deep into the stone. The cell was small, a stone box. The straw on the floor was thin, crawling with things she refused to consider. A wooden bucket sat in the corner, the source of a sharp, ammoniac stench. A primitive toilet.
This was a dungeon. A literal, honest-to-god dungeon. A deep, shuddering tremor started in her core, a seismic event of pure terror. She wrapped her arms around herself, digging her fingers into her biceps, trying to hold herself together. "Okay, Adebayo," she whispered, her voice sounding small and thin in the oppressive quiet. "Analyze the problem. Isolate the variables." The variables were insane. Time travel? Alternate dimension? A ridiculously elaborate kidnapping by historical reenactors with a Game of Thrones budget? She pushed herself to her feet and paced the tiny space. Three strides one way, three strides back. The stone was cold and unforgiving under the thin soles of her hiking boots. The pattern on the soles. The tracks they'd found. That's what had given her away. The precision of modern manufacturing. Her mind latched onto the engineering problem. The stones. The Hungry Stones. A phase-shift laser scanner. A lightning strike. An intense energy discharge at a specific geological and possibly electromagnetic focal point. Could it… could it have opened something? A rupture in spacetime? It was a hypothesis as insane as the dungeon she stood in. But it was the only one that fit the facts. Her fists clenched. It didn't matter what the theory was. The practical application was this: she was a prisoner, in a place without modern law, held by a man who looked at her like she was a piece of meat he'd just won. Survival was now the only project worth engineering.
The bolt scraped again, a raw metal scream that tore through the quiet. The heavy wooden door swung inward. Lachlan filled the doorway, a torch in one hand casting his scarred face in a play of monstrous shadows. He ducked under the low stone lintel and entered the cell, bringing a wave of cold air and the scent of woodsmoke with him. He said nothing, just stood there, watching her with an unnerving stillness. The torchlight glinted off the hilt of the dirk at his belt.
Nia forced herself to stand her ground, meeting his gaze. "A bit drafty for a five-star accommodation."
His brow furrowed, a deep line appearing between his eyes. The English words were familiar, but the arrangement was alien. "What devil's tongue do ye speak?"
"It's called English. Widely spoken. You might have heard of it." She kept her tone level, conversational. Show no fear. Never let them see the fear. "Now, are you going to tell me what this is all about, or are we just going to have an awkward stare-down?"
He took a step closer, the torchlight dancing. "I will ask. Ye will answer."
"Fair enough. You first."
A low growl rumbled in his chest. "Who sent ye?"
"Nobody sent me. I was working."
"Workin'?" He spat the word. "Spyin', ye mean. For the Campbells."
"The who-bells?" Nia asked, genuinely confused. "Look, I don't know any Campbells. My name is Nia Adebayo. I'm a structural engineer."
He stared at her blankly. "That is no clan name I know."
"It's not a clan name, it's my name. And 'engineer' is my job. I build things. I analyze structures. Like this one." She gestured at the crumbling stone walls. "Poor mortar, by the way. You've got water ingress issues."
"Witch," he breathed, his eyes narrowing. "Ye speak in riddles to cloud my mind."
"They're not riddles, they're facts." The adrenaline was making her sharp, reckless. "Where am I, exactly? What's the name of this... estate?"
"Ye stand in the dungeons of Dunvegan, home of the MacAlpin," he said, his voice laced with a dangerous pride. "And ye are my prisoner."
"Dunvegan?" The name was right. The castle she was scanning. But this place was whole, alive. Not a ruin. "Okay. Okay, good. That's a data point." She began pacing again. "What's today's date?"
His patience snapped. He crossed the distance between them in a single stride, his big hand shooting out to grab her jaw, his fingers digging into her skin. The torch sputtered, casting his face in stark relief. "Enough of yer games. Are ye Fae? Sent from the Unseelie to plague my lands?"
His grip was crushing, but she met his eyes without flinching. Her heart hammered against her ribs. "I don't know what that is. Let go of me."
"Answer the question."
"I can't answer a question that makes no sense! I'm a human being. Just like you. Well," she amended, looking him up and down, "a much smaller, less hairy version."
His grip tightened for a second, then his eyes flickered with confusion. A ghost of something—amusement? bewilderment?—crossed his features before it was gone. He released her, shoving her back a step. "Yer clothes. They are unnatural."
"They're GORE-TEX. It's a synthetic waterproof fabric."
"Sorcery."
"It's science."
"I will have the truth of ye," he snarled, turning his glare from her face to her body. "One way or another. We will see what witch's marks ye hide beneath these strange skins."
The threat hung in the air, thick and suffocating. "You're not touching me," Nia said, the words coming out low and steady, a direct contradiction to the frantic drumming in her pulse.
Lachlan gave a short, harsh laugh. It was a humorless sound. He set the torch in a wall sconce, plunging the corners of the cell into deeper shadow. The world shrank to the two of them, bathed in flickering orange light. He drew the dirk from his belt. The blade was long, wicked-looking, and gleamed as it caught the light. He didn't point it at her throat. He pointed it at the hem of her fleece jacket. "Take it off."
Her throat was dry. Swallowing was a conscious effort. Every self-defense class she'd ever taken screamed at her to create distance, to find a weapon. But there was nowhere to go and nothing to use. The only weapon she had was her will, a shield she held up against the sheer physical reality of him. "No."
He didn't argue. He simply stepped forward and sliced. The blade was lethally sharp, parting the high-tech fabric with a soft, tearing sound. It felt like he was slicing her own skin. He ripped the jacket from her, the motion rough, sending it to the filthy straw. The sudden cold was a shock, raising goosebumps all over her arms. She stood in her thin base-layer long-sleeved shirt. His eyes raked over her, lingering on the way the fabric clung to the curve of her sports bra.
"And that," he ordered, his voice a gravelly rasp. He gestured with the knife. She didn't move. He tore that from her, too, the material offering little resistance. Now she was just in the sports bra. His gaze was heavy, a physical weight on her exposed skin. He looked at the thick straps and the firm, compressive fabric with a profound confusion, as if it were some unknowable armor. He reached out, not with the knife, but with his fingers, and hooked one under the band between her breasts. He tugged. The material stretched, then snapped back. A low sound escaped his throat.
"Now the leg-coverings," he commanded, his eyes still fixed on her chest.
Her jeans were sturdy denim, a product of modern industrial looms. They wouldn't tear so easily. She stood frozen, a statue of defiance. He knelt before her, a predator assessing its prey. The heat rolling off his body was immense. He laid the flat of the dirk against her thigh, the cold steel a jolt against her skin. He pressed the tip against the seam near her hip and began to cut. The sound of rending denim was obscenely loud in the small cell. He worked his way down, the blade tracing a line along her outer thigh. He was careful not to break her skin, a terrifying precision in the act of violation.
He reached the strange metal teeth of the zipper and stopped. He poked at it with the tip of his dirk, then with a grimy finger. "What devil's device is this?" he muttered, more to himself than to her. He frowned, his frustration mounting, before he abandoned the puzzle. He simply hooked his fingers into the waistband of the half-severed jeans and her underwear and pulled. Hard.
The fabric tore the rest of the way, and he dragged the ruined clothing down her legs, forcing her to stumble to keep her balance. He tossed them aside. She stood before him, naked from the waist down, the torchlight flickering over her skin. The cold air was a physical assault. A tremor ran through her, one she couldn't stop. Humiliation burned in her throat, hot and acidic. He remained kneeling, his gaze sweeping over her legs, her hips, the triangle of dark hair at their apex. He was looking for marks, for signs of witchcraft. His inspection was clinical, detached. For a moment.
Then his breath hitched. His gaze softened, losing its hard, interrogative edge. It became something else. Something darker, more possessive. He reached out and laid his palm flat against her stomach. His hand was huge, calloused, and shockingly warm. Her skin flinched at the contact, but a traitorous heat bloomed beneath his touch, a deep, coiling warmth that spread through her belly. It was horrifying. It was undeniable. He slid his hand lower, his rough fingers brushing against the sensitive skin of her inner thigh. A choked gasp escaped her lips. His eyes shot up to meet hers. They were dark, the pupils blown wide. He saw the conflict in her face, the shame warring with the involuntary physical response. And he smiled. It was a slow, predatory curving of his lips. He wasn't inspecting anymore. He was claiming. His thumb stroked upward, a deliberate, possessive caress that made her entire body clench. He leaned in, his breath ghosting across her stomach. "No marks," he murmured, his voice thick. "But ye are mine all the same."

Chapter 4: The Transfer
The acrid smoke of burning herbs clawed at the back of his throat. Lachlan ducked under the low lintel of Morag’s chamber, a space so thick with fumes and hanging bundles of dried things that it felt like stepping into a bog. The old woman did not look up. Her back was a bent twig over a bubbling pot, her bony fingers sorting through a pile of knuckle bones on a stained wooden board.
“Old woman.”
“The Wolf paces,” she rasped, her voice dry as dead leaves. “He has the scent of a strange kill on him. Something new. Like sky-metal after a storm.”
“The captive. The one from the moor.” He kept his voice low, a command. He was Laird here. Even her madness would bend to him.
“The moor gave her.” A bone clattered onto the board. “The moor does not give gifts lightly.”
“What is she? Is she Fae? Some Campbell witch sent to twist my mind?”
Morag finally turned her head. Her eyes were milky with age, but they seemed to see right through his flesh, into the marrow. “She is not of the Seelie. Nor the Unseelie. She carries no Campbell stink.”
“Then what?” The frustration was a hot knot in his gut. “Her skin is the color of a raven’s wing. She speaks in a serpent’s tongue. Her clothes are made of… nothing I ken.”
“She is a Key, Laird MacAlpin.”
The words hung in the smoke. Lachlan’s hand went

