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Dedicated to the memory of my own Mama Bear. I will love and miss you forever, Mama.
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PROLOGUE

Merida

Princess Merida of Clan DunBroch squinted, bringing the funny-shaped knot on the tree trunk into focus. When she had been here a fortnight ago, she’d managed to hit it from thirty paces. This time, she backed up fifty paces. If she made this shot, it would prove that she was the best archer in all the Highlands. It didn’t matter that no one other than her was there to see it.

Merida straightened her shoulders and concentrated on pulling in slow, steadying breaths. She shut out the sounds of the forest critters going about their day. It was just her and the tree. For the next few minutes, nothing else existed.

She homed in on the knot, focusing on the center of it. She reached behind herself and pulled an arrow from her quiver. Merida slightly relaxed her grip on the bow, remembering the instructions her father had given her when she was but a wee lass. Too much tension could send the arrow flying past her target.

She fit the bowstring into the notch on the tail end of the arrow, pulled it back, and—

“Princess Merida!”

“Bloody—” Merida stopped herself before the rest of the curse could move past her lips.

“Princess, where are you?”

She released a frustrated sigh and turned in the direction of the voice.

“Over here, Thomasina,” Merida called to the woman, who worked as one of the queen’s maids. “What is it?” Merida asked, though she did not need to hear Thomasina’s answer. She already knew why the maid was here and who had sent her.

A moment later, Thomasina’s covered head crested the short ridge.

“Oh, Princess, there you are,” she said, puffing slightly as she climbed the rest of the way. “You must come now. You need to get ready for the evening meal.”

Merida frowned. She thought the maid had been sent to call her in for her lessons, not to prepare for dinner.

“Now?” She looked up at the sky. The sun was still high. “We won’t sit for a meal for some time.”

“The queen wants you washed and dressed in your formal léine and DunBroch tartan,” the maid said.

Merida drew her head back. “Why?”

She wore her formal léine only on special occasions. Why would the queen want her dressed in it for dinner? So that her three rambunctious brothers could cover it in whatever food the cooks had prepared?

“Do you not remember, lass? The King and Queen of Sinclair Kingdom are in residence tonight. Your mother wants you in your best attire. And for you to be on your best behavior,” Thomasina added with no small amount of judgment in her tone.

“Oh, bugger!” Merida exclaimed.

“Princess!” Thomasina shouted.

“Sorry,” Merida said. She had completely forgotten about the Sinclairs’ arrival, and what would be required of her because of it.

Merida resented nearly every single aspect of being a princess, particularly those as trivial as keeping up appearances. But during her many lessons on her duties as a member of the royal family, her mother had imparted the importance of presenting a united front when visited by the heads of other sovereign kingdoms. Clan Sinclair was as formidable in eastern Scotland as Clan DunBroch was in the north.

At least she would not have to speak all that much at the evening’s meal. Her mother would expect her to sit like a docile lamb and eat dinner while the adults at the table discussed boring kingdom business. She would take her cues from her mother, laughing when she laughed and remaining stoic when she did.

That should please Queen Elinor.

One thing that would not please her mother was if her daughter smelled like the forest when she sat down for dinner. Merida brushed her fingers through her hair and came away with several twigs.

“Perhaps I could do with a bath,” Merida muttered. She gathered her bow and quiver and, with Thomasina trailing behind, headed back to Castle DunBroch.

The castle was brimming with activity by the time Merida returned. She dodged servants carrying armloads of linens, platters, and other items that would be used to adorn the Great Hall. Her mother would insist it had nothing to do with impressing their guests, but Merida had attended enough of these gatherings to know better. Success would be measured by the amount of favorable chatter regarding the dinner that spread throughout neighboring clans.

Merida quickly made it to her room and, after scrubbing her skin to within an inch of her life, sat at her vanity while a maid fussed over her hair and gown. As usual, her riotous curls would not be contained, and after a half hour Merida told the maid to leave them be. She would rather have shown up for dinner with unruly hair than shown up late.

In the end, it did not matter.

Merida entered the Great Hall, head held high in perfect posture, only to learn that the King and Queen of Clan Sinclair had been delayed by weather. They would not be joining them that evening after all.

“Ah, look who got all dressed up for dinner.” Her father, King Fergus, laughed as he gestured to Merida with a pheasant leg.

Merida stared at the rest of her family, all wearing normal everyday attire.

“Why did no one tell me that we would no longer have guests?” she exclaimed. Her father only laughed harder.

Merida growled. “I am going to change,” she said, turning on her heel.

“Oh, don’t be foolish,” her mother called. “Come and sit before your dinner grows cold.”

“I do not care about eating cold pheasant,” Merida said as she marched toward the Great Hall’s entrance. “I am—”

“Merida,” Queen Elinor announced in her most queenly voice.

Merida stopped. She turned, making sure her expression conveyed her disapproval, but she would not get into an argument over such a trivial matter. When it came to her mother, she knew which battles were worth fighting. Having to eat pheasant in a starched léine was not one of them.

Taking a reluctant seat at the table, Merida dodged a barrage of peas that one of her brothers catapulted at her.

“Boys!” she barked.

“Harris, Hubert, Hamish, not tonight,” her mother said.

The redheaded triplets all sat up straight in their chairs, wearing innocent expressions. It was the reason they got away with everything. No one could resist those sweet faces.

Merida picked a stray pea from her hair and started on her dinner. She had to admit that her mother was right; the pheasant, peas, stewed kale, and oatcakes were best enjoyed hot. She shoveled the food into her mouth, suddenly realizing how ravenous she was after an afternoon of archery.

Merida mumbled answers to her mother’s inquiries regarding her whereabouts that afternoon, and quickly changed the subject, pivoting to the King of Clan Sinclair. But when the discussion turned to the Sinclair princess’s impending nuptials, Merida wished she had just admitted that she had been out with her bow and arrow. She detested all this marriage talk. She would never understand why so many lasses wished to tie themselves down before they had a chance to live.

“Are there not better things to discuss at the dinner table?” Merida lamented.

“What could be better than love?” her father asked. He leaned forward, a smile lifting the corners of his mouth. “Did I ever tell you the story of how I met your mother?”

“Please, Dad, not again.” Merida rolled her eyes.

“Ah, it’s your family history, Merida.” He turned to the triplets. “Boys, listen up, this is a great one.”

Merida sighed. “You were on the way to Clan MacCameron to deliver a message from the chieftain,” she recited under her breath.

“I was on the way to Clan MacCameron to deliver a message from the chieftain of Clan DunBroch,” her father said at the same time, lifting the other roasted pheasant leg from the platter before him.

Merida looked to her mother, who returned an indulgent smile as her gaze pivoted to her husband.

“You see,” her father continued, a far-off gaze on his face, “Clan DunBroch was under the rule of King Douglass MacCameron at the time. And while we were…friendly,” he said, gesturing with the pheasant leg as he spoke, “our clans were…”

“Not friends,” Queen Elinor said.

“We were friendly competitors,” King Fergus amended.

Elinor rolled her eyes. “If you say so.”

“Where was I?” Fergus asked.

Merida jumped in. “You were on a journey to deliver a message from the chieftain when your horse was spooked by a hare. The horse threw you, you hit your head on a big rock, Mother rescued you and nursed you back to health, and the two of you fell in love. The end.”

“No, no. You missed all the good parts,” her father said.

Merida sighed. She had been hearing this story since she was a wee lass. It was her father’s favorite. Well, his second favorite, right after the one where he single-handedly defeated the sinister monster of a bear, Mor’du.

“It was a sensitive matter of great importance,” he continued. “I had been sent because I was the chieftain’s most trusted soldier—and his favorite son,” he added. “My da knew that I would get word to King Douglass without delay.”

“But he did not know that you would be felled by a wee bunny rabbit,” Merida teased.

“That’s right!” Her father hooted, slapping the table with his massive palm and causing his goblet to teeter. “That little bunny shot from behind a tree like a bolt of lightning. Spooked my horse good. You would have thought the monster from Loch Ness himself was chasing us. I held on for as long as possible, but he still managed to throw me.”

“And that’s where I first saw your father—sprawled in the grass like a wounded animal,” Queen Elinor said.

“But you were brave,” Fergus added, pride beaming in his eyes. “She recognized my DunBroch tartan and was ready to put up a fight.”

“Until I remembered that we were to be friendly to Clan DunBroch,” Elinor said.

“She helped me climb onto her horse and brought me to MacCameron Castle. Of course, there were others in her clan who would have left me injured in the forest.” Merida’s father reached for her mother’s hand and captured it in his own. “She nursed me back to health, even though there were others with more skill to do so.”

“I felt responsible for you,” the queen said.

“I think you felt something else for me,” the king said, his eyes twinkling with mischief.

“Oh, Fergus.” She slapped his hand, her cheeks turning as red as Merida’s hair.

As much as Merida lamented hearing this story over and over again, she always found herself smiling when they reached this part. To look at them, many would say her mother and father were an ill-matched pair. But if there was one thing she was certain of, it was that they loved each other fiercely. And her father loved to tell people about it.

“You will one day have your own husband to contend with,” her mother said to Merida.

Merida tutted. “Not if I have anything to say about it.”

“It is your duty as a member of this family to marry so that you may begin assuming more royal responsibilities and maintain the peace between the clans. This kingdom depends on it, Merida. It is your fate.”

Her mother’s voice was resolute, but Merida would not be bullied into something so life-altering.

“Well, I refuse to believe that,” she said. “There must be another way to maintain peace without marriage being involved. Besides, I do not see why I must be concerned with any of that. There are others to help with running the kingdom.”

Her mother and father shared a look that put Merida on edge, but just as she was about to press harder, Hamish snatched a sweet from a platter and sent the entire thing crashing to the floor.

Chaos ensued. The dogs scarfed down all the cakes before anyone had the chance to rescue them. Harris and Hubert jumped out of their seats and started running around the dining hall, bumping into their caretaker, Maudie, and sending the basket of bread she was carrying flying into the air.

The dogs attacked the bread as fiercely as they had attacked the pastries.

“Boys!” Merida’s mother yelled.

Meanwhile, her father chortled, gaily helping himself to another piece of pheasant and a swig of mead.

A typical night at the dinner table in Castle DunBroch. Little did Merida know this rowdy meal with her family would soon be the least of her problems.


CHAPTER ONE

Merida

Three months later

Merida’s heart beat wildly as she marched behind her mother. She ignored the stares of the people who had just witnessed the most brazen act of defiance Merida had ever dared perform against her parents. When she hid the bow and arrows on the dais with the intention of shooting for her own hand at this year’s Highland Games, she had known that it would enrage her mother.

She did not care.

Nor did she care what the people of their kingdom who were gawking at her with such astonishment thought about her. They knew nothing of the pressure she felt—the weight of the responsibilities she carried as the daughter of the king. They could attend these games without worrying that their freedom hung in the balance.

Merida kept her head held high, never wavering throughout the journey across the grounds and into the castle and finally into the sitting room. Once they reached their final destination, her mother slammed the door and lashed out.

“I’ve just about had enough of you!” her mother hissed.

“You’re the one that forced me—”

The queen pointed at the door. “You embarrassed them. You embarrassed me! I told you before that this marriage is your fate! It is your responsibility to this kingdom!”

“But that is unfair! It is not my fault I was born into this family. Why must I suffer the consequences for something I never asked for?”

Back and forth they went, talking over each other, each trying to get her point across.

“I will not be forced to marry!” Merida yelled.

She drew a claymore from the display stand, not because she thought she needed the long sword for protection, but because she felt more at peace with its heavy weight in her hand. Her mother had never understood her. She wanted Merida to be like her, a prim and proper royal lady. But Merida had never felt drawn to that life. She wanted to be free.

She relished the feel of the wind in her hair as she raced her horse across the glen. Delighted in the exhilaration of hitting a target from fifty paces away with her bow and arrow, or tumbling in the dirt with her three brothers.

She was her father’s fierce lass, not her mother’s proper princess.

Years of pent-up frustration and resentment poured forth from Merida’s mouth. She knew she should stop. She knew her mother deserved her respect, not the venom she was now unleashing on her.

But she could not help it. She’d held in her feelings for too long, and look what it had led to: her mother believing that she could marry Merida off to some bumbling stranger just because he shot an arrow at a target. Was that all she was worth to her parents?

She would not stand for it.

“You’re acting like a child,” her mother said.

“And you are a beast!” Merida returned. She marched over to the tapestry her mother had been working on for years and poked at it with her claymore.

“Merida!” Her mother gasped when Merida twisted the sword’s tip into the fabric. “No! Stop that!”

But Merida was too far gone to see reason.

“I’ll never be like you!” Merida cried. “I’d rather die than be like you!”

She slashed the tapestry, ripping a huge gash right down the center.

What followed tore a hole through Merida’s soul. Her mother grabbed her beloved bow and threw it in the fire.

Merida fled the room. In moments she had reached the stables and climbed onto the back of her trusted horse, Angus.

“Yah!” Merida yelled, pressing her feet against his flank while snapping his reins. The horse shot out of the stable.

She could hear the people still enjoying the Highland Games, but she wanted no part of it. She no longer cared about the event; let them have it. She needed to be alone.

Unable to stop the tears from falling, Merida clutched Angus’s neck and wept like a baby as the horse galloped at full speed across the glen. Sobs tore from her chest. Fierce, tormented sobs. The mass of fury, hurt, and disappointment fueling her cries seemed to grow the farther they traveled.

She could not shake the image of her mother’s furious expression from her head. Worse than her mother’s fury had been her father’s look of disappointment.

What had they expected? That she would just go along with their plan? That she would marry that dolt from Clan Dingwall without objection? Or that cocky Macintosh lad? Did they not know her at all?

She reached the edge of the open glen, but instead of turning around as she had first planned, Merida encouraged the horse to keep going. Angus continued into the forest. Low-hanging tree limbs slapped her face, their knobby branches scraping her skin and pulling her hair.

Suddenly, Angus drew up, his thick hooves skittering along the ground. Merida couldn’t fight against the momentum that propelled her forward. She lurched, then went sailing off her horse’s back.

She hit the ground with a painful thud.

“Angus!” Merida called in an accusatory voice.

The horse ignored her cry as he stomped around in a tight circle, neighing and huffing and carrying on as if he’d been spooked by a ghost.

A brisk wind began to blow. Merida moved her hair from her face and pushed up from the ground.

“What…?” she started. She slowly twirled, staring in stunned silence at the towering menhirs that now surrounded her. Angus danced around the outskirts of the stone circle, pawing at the ground and huffing his disagreement with this entire situation.

Merida started for him, but a strange noise caught her attention. She whipped around, searching for its origin. And that was when she saw it—a tiny ball of blue hovering above the ground.

“A wisp,” she breathed.

Few people believed in the magical beings, brushing them off as folklore. But Merida knew they were real. She had seen them before, back when she was but a wee lass. Legend claimed that the wisps would lead you to your fate.

What were the odds she would see one that day, the day of the contest, of all days? It could not be a coincidence.

The floating lights multiplied. “Come on, Angus,” Merida whispered to her horse. He neighed again, shaking his head. “Angus,” she said more forcefully. She started forward, not wanting to lose sight of the wisps.

Merida tiptoed behind the tiny floating fairies, being careful not to slip as she traversed the dense forest floor, which was dotted with downed tree limbs and boulders. She was relieved to hear Angus behind her, but kept her eyes forward. Deeper and deeper they traveled, going much farther than Merida had ever ventured. The trees were massive, their trunks covered with thick vegetation. Their gnarled, spindly branches twisted and twirled, stretching above her.

At last, they came upon a clearing with an abandoned structure that had been swallowed up by the forest.

“Why would the wisps lead me here?” Merida wondered aloud. She slowly made her way to the door, surprised to find it unlocked. She pushed the wooden door aside and entered the dim cabin. Her brow furrowed in confusion at the sight of countless wooden bears.

“Oh, look around!”

Merida swiftly turned at the voice.

A short woman with wrinkled skin and a head of thick gray hair stood next to a large carving. “You holler if you see anything you like. Everything is half off.”

“Who are you?” Merida asked.

“Just a humble wood-carver.”

In an instant, the woman was at her side. Merida gasped, wondering how the old woman had made it across the room so quickly.

The wood-carver took her on a tour of the display room, pointing out the various offerings for sale. The woman held out a rather ingenious carving of a bear fishing for salmon. Merida’s brothers would have had a grand time playing with this toy. Before they broke it into a million pieces.

A swishing sound grabbed Merida’s attention.

She turned to find a straw broom sweeping the floor, without any help from anyone.

“Your broom!” Merida cried.

The woman responded with a quick explanation that Merida barely registered. There was something strange about this place. A feeling in the air that she couldn’t quite explain.

She came upon a crow that appeared to be the only thing that wasn’t carved out of wood in this entire cabin. In fact, it seemed…real.

“Oh, ah, ah,” the wood-carver said in a warning tone. “That’s stuffed.”

Merida poked a finger at the crow’s beak, and it snapped at her.

“Staring is rude,” the crow squawked.

Merida gasped. “The crow’s talking!”

The crow flapped its wings and started singing. Confusion and fear rippled through her. What was she seeing? This could not be real.

Then it dawned on her.

“You’re a witch!” Merida shouted at the woman.

“Wood-carver!” the woman rebutted far too quickly.

Merida knew it. She knew there was something strange—something mystical—about this cottage hidden so deep in these woods. She thought she would be more terrified if she ever came face to face with a real witch. Instead, Merida felt a sense of hope.

“That’s why the wisps led me here,” she murmured.

“Wood-carver!” the woman said again, demonstrating how expertly she carved wood.

“You’ll change my fate,” Merida said, excited now. This must have been the way the will-o’-the-wisps could do it, by leading her to a witch with the power to alter things. “You see, it’s my mother—”

“I am not a witch!” the witch cut her off. “Too many unsatisfied customers. If you’re not going to buy anything, get out.” The woman snapped her fingers and a dozen weapons appeared. Merida jumped back, her heart pounding against her chest as she stared at the gleaming blades. Axes, hatchets, daggers. All shiny and sharp and pointing directly at her.

Merida backed away, bumping into tables and stools. The door opened, illuminating the dark room with blinding sunlight.

“Get out! Shoo!” the witch proclaimed.

“I’ll buy it all,” Merida shouted, thinking quickly. “Every carving.” She reached behind her neck and unhooked the pewter chain she’d been given as a child. In the center hung a pendant emblazoned with the DunBroch crest, three bears disposed in a circle.

The weapons fell to the ground. The witch tried to take the pendant, but Merida held it out of her reach. “Every carving…and one spell.” She quickly explained what she wanted, making it clear she was serious.

“Done,” the witch said before snatching the chain from Merida’s hands.

The short woman walked out into the clearing. Then she turned and led Merida back to the cottage, but Merida didn’t enter. She stood in the doorway, once again stunned into silence.

The carvings were gone. There was not a bear in sight, wooden or otherwise.

The witch began telling a story about some long-ago prince, but Merida barely heard the words. She was trying to get over the shock of what she was seeing. A black iron cauldron stood in the middle of the dark room. The witch clapped her hands, and a fire ignited underneath it.

She continued with her story of the prince who had sought a spell to change his fate.

There was that word again. Fate. It rang in her ears.

“My mum thinks she knows what my fate is, but she’s wrong,” Merida said.

“Is that so?” the witch asked, tilting her head to the side as she studied Merida. “Your mum is trying to control your destiny, you say?”

“Yes, but I will not let her. My mum does not understand that I have much to do with my life before I am married—if I am ever married.” She began to pace. “This is all happening too soon. I need my freedom! I need more time! I cannot be tied down in a marriage. I will not stand for it!”

“So it is more time you seek?” The witch tapped her finger against her chin. “Time,” she repeated. “And a different fate.”

Merida nodded.

“I had a spell in mind, but I believe there is another that suits this situation even better,” the witch said. She reached into her garment and retrieved a glass vial. She tossed its contents into the cauldron, along with various other objects.

The liquid sizzled and popped, changing color with every item it consumed. Without warning, the witch slapped her hand over Merida’s eyes. Even with her eyes covered, Merida could feel the energy from the bright light that shot out from the cauldron. She heard Angus neighing outside, clomping around after being spooked yet again.

“Now, let’s see. What have we here?” the witch said.

She lifted a pair of metal blacksmith tongs and lowered them into the thick sludge that bubbled in the cauldron. She retrieved a small disk of some sort and carried it over to a table.

The disk was…

“A cake?” Merida asked with an incredulous frown.

“You don’t want it?” the witch asked.

“Yes, I want it.”

Unsure that a simple cake could be the thing that altered her future, Merida asked the witch if this spell would change her mother. If she could change the queen and her rigid adherence to tradition, perhaps her mother would not be so determined to see Merida married.

“Trust me. It’ll do the trick, dearie,” the witch answered. She wrapped the cake in cloth and handed it to Merida. “Give this to your mother, and a great transformation will be made. And you will have all the time you need to do the things you want to do before you are required to marry. Now, off you go,” she said, shoving Merida toward the door.

The witch spouted off something about Merida’s purchase—she’d already forgotten that she’d bought hundreds of wood carvings. The only thing Merida could think about was this cake, and the power it supposedly held. This small, unassuming sweet was her ticket to the life she’d hoped for.

Merida held the package against her chest as she left the cabin and headed toward Angus.

She thought she heard the witch’s voice. “Did you say something?” she asked over her shoulder. She turned to find the grass-covered cabin had disappeared. Just like that, she was standing in the center of the tall menhirs.

“How…?” Merida breathed. How had she ended up back in the ring of stones? She’d walked at least a dozen yards before she’d reached the cabin, hadn’t she?

What did it matter? She had her answer now. Wrapped in this piece of cloth was the thing that would put her mother—and her—on a new path.

But as she considered returning to the castle, all Merida could think about were the things that wouldn’t change, despite the witch’s spell.

Even if her parents became more accepting of Merida’s wishes, it wouldn’t alter the archaic tradition her people had adhered to for centuries. This spell wouldn’t change the expectations of those three lords, who all believed their sons had the right to her hand in marriage without any thought to what Merida wanted.

This was not only about her mother. This was about her and where she fit in this world.

Even if the witch’s spell changed her mother, Merida would still be the Princess of DunBroch. And, as princess, she would be expected to marry, because that was their custom. It was as her mother said: it had become her fate the moment she was born into the royal family.

If Merida wanted any authority over her own life, she was the one who needed to change. Not her mother.

She stared at the package ensconced in her palms.

With shaking fingers, Merida peeled the fabric away, revealing the tiny cake. She felt the wings of a thousand butterflies fluttering about her stomach as she brought the cake up to her mouth.

“With this, I will win my own hand,” she whispered.

And then she took a bite.

Merida grimaced at the tart, gamy flavor. The witch’s cake might have looked appealing, but that was where its pleasant qualities ended. The chalky texture stuck to the roof of her mouth. If she were to lick the sandy shoreline that ran along the edge of the river at the bottom of the gorge, it would probably feel this way. She had thought the gooey center was made of her favorite dark cherries, but it tasted more like dirt.

She stood in the middle of the ring of stones, impatiently waiting for something to happen. She was not quite sure what she had expected to happen, but she had been assured by the witch that something would.

“Well,” Merida called out. “Why am I not changing? Why is your spell not working?”

Frustration bubbled up in her veins. She should have known better than to trust that charlatan, with her mystical phrases and stories of past princes whom she’d helped. The witch was nothing but a trickster. Merida wouldn’t have been surprised if the woman had no magical powers at all.

How could she have been so gullible? The triplets were but wee lads, but surely they wouldn’t have fallen for the ruse. She had been so desperate that she had been willing to believe anything.

“Magical cakes,” Merida muttered.

Of course, there still was no explanation for the broom that swept the floor on its own. Or the crow that talked. And there was the matter of the hundreds of bear carvings that had disappeared in the blink of an eye.

It had to have been a trick. If the witch’s spell were real, Merida would have felt something.

She took a step toward Angus but stopped mid-stride.

Something was…off.

She felt woozy, as if the ground had started to undulate beneath her feet. Merida stretched her hands out, reaching for an invisible wall on which to steady herself. The imposing menhirs surrounding her swayed back and forth, as if the thick stones were doing an old Scottish folk dance.

Merida turned in a slow circle. The menhirs had doubled. So had the trees. There were scores of them all around. Their leaves and branches waved as if caught up in a strong wind.

She looked for Angus and saw two horses. Both neighed, stomping their hooves against the trampled grass. She blinked hard, bringing her horse into focus. He was still fuzzy around the edges, but at least there was only one of him now.

“Ang…Angus,” Merida muttered.

She tried to walk to him, but instead of moving forward, each step took her sideways. She moved the other way, tumbling to the right. Then to the left. Then right again. Her head spun like the wooden top her brothers played with back home.

“Angus,” she said again, the word barely making it past her lips. Dark clouds drifted overhead, casting sinister shadows around the ring of stones.

The last thing Merida saw was the glow of a wisp before she passed out.


CHAPTER TWO

Elinor

Cognizant of the short window between when lute practice ended and when her lessons on the kingdoms of ancient Scotland would begin, Princess Elinor MacCameron moved about her bedchamber with haste, shoving her thinnest kirtle and hose into a linen sack, along with an extra pair of slippers.

She reached for her hairbrush, but then decided against it. Her head would be covered for much of her journey. She would secure a new hairbrush once she reached her destination. She had to keep the sack as light as possible. Anything too heavy would only slow her down.

Elinor stopped, her hands arrested on the bag.

She tilted her head to the side, listening intently to the sound of footfalls in the corridor. She halted her breath as the seconds ticked by.

The footsteps grew louder, and louder still. Just as she was about to stuff the sack underneath the bed, they stopped.

Elinor closed her eyes and sucked in a relieved breath, but then she quickly returned to the task at hand. Time was of the essence, and she could not waste any more of it.

She picked up three tallow candles she had pilfered from the wall sconces in the east wing and tucked them into the sack. They were all partly burned, but her presence would be questioned if she were to go to the chandlery for new candles. Besides, she could not spare the time. Her maid would be here to call her soon.

Elinor gathered the last of her supplies, including the dagger she had taken from the castle’s armory. She had a knife of her own, of course. Every lass in the kingdom received one once she reached a certain age, but she could not escape to the Lowlands with the modest blade she had been given to celebrate turning five and ten. The dagger she had stolen from the armory was for protection, not ornamentation.

Elinor hoped she would not have to use it, but she was prepared to do so if need be.

Her hands shook as she tried to close the open end of the sack with a sash from one of her night rails. Rope or twine would have worked better, but she would have encountered the same questions she would have received from the chandlery maids were she to go to the stables or kitchens inquiring about rope or twine. Princesses had no use for common household items.

Elinor took a moment to calm her frayed nerves.

She could not panic. Panic was her enemy. Panic would cause her to make a misstep. And a misstep could very well cost her the one thing she coveted most.

Her freedom.

The weight of her impending betrothal squeezed against her chest like a corset pulled too tight. So little of her life was her own; once betrothed and married, she would control nothing. Any decision she made would have to be approved by her husband, just as any she made now had to be approved by the king and queen. She was in danger of having her entire life dictated by others.

It was why she had to leave.

She deserved to taste freedom, to know what it felt like to rise in the morning and not have the weight of an entire kingdom on her shoulders. To go about her day doing the things she wanted to do, and not what others demanded of her. Just the thought of having such liberty sent a jolt of anticipation down her spine.

She retrieved her favorite pewter-colored cloak from the wardrobe, but just as quickly shoved it back. She needed something old and dingy, something that would not stand out in the forest. Elinor searched through the kirtles and gowns, determined to find a more appropriate garment.

That was when she spotted it: the worn brown cloak she had borrowed from Ewan, the stable hand, back when she had been caught out in the rain. She had meant to return it ages ago but had held on to it for some reason.

“This is the reason,” Elinor whispered, holding the cloak up to her chest.

It was a sign. The universe must have approved of what she was doing. Why would it provide this cloak if her true destiny was to remain here at MacCameron Castle and take her place as the future queen?

She bundled the cloak up in her arms and raced to the bed. Elinor glanced out the window on her way back to the wardrobe and did a double take. She could have sworn she had glimpsed a streak of red among the trees.

Could it have been a bird? No, it was too big for a bird. A deer, maybe?

An uneasy feeling settled in the pit of Elinor’s stomach.

She would ignore it. She had to. Fear was as detrimental to her plans as panic. She would not allow either to deter her.

“Princess! Princess, it is time for your lessons.”

No!

This was what she got for dawdling.

Elinor grabbed the sack and stuffed it in the bottom of her wardrobe just as the maid entered the room.

“Princess, your lessons,” Orla, her mother’s most trusted maid, said.

“I shall be there soon.”

Orla gave her a look that closely mimicked the one her mother, Queen Catriona, would have given had she come to fetch Elinor. Her spirits sank. The queen’s maids were loyal to a fault, Orla more than any of the others. She would not leave Elinor’s side until she had delivered the princess to her lessons, just as Queen Catriona had ordered, no doubt.

“I shall follow you there now,” Elinor amended.

Orla gave her a firm nod.

She had missed out on her chance this time. She would not make the same mistake again.


CHAPTER THREE

Merida

Merida tried to lift her head, but it felt as heavy as the chain mail that hung from the suits of armor lining the halls of Castle DunBroch. Twin throbs beat at either side of her head, the rhythmic thumping worse than any headache she’d experienced before.

The air was redolent of the forest, musty earth and decomposing leaves. Thin blades of grass pressed against her cheek. She could feel them imprinting on her skin but could not summon the strength or will to do anything about it.

She needed rest, even though it felt as if she had been sleeping for a fortnight.

And as much as she wanted to spend the rest of the day snoring atop her grassy bed, Merida knew she could not. She had to get home. Her parents would be wondering where she was. She mustered just enough resolve to push herself up from her prone position and into a kneeling one.

She had to steady herself on a nearby boulder, the throbbing in her head intensifying as she attempted to stand. Merida clasped her head in her hands and discovered a chicken-egg-size bump near her right temple. She gingerly pressed around the tender flesh, pulling back fingers that were sticky with blood.

“Well, that’s just great,” Merida groused.

She looked down, noting the impression her body had left in the grass.

Just how long had she been lying here? She was lucky some wandering clansman hadn’t trampled her with his horse.

Horse?

Angus!

“Angus!” Merida called. She moved on wobbly legs, trying to shake off the dregs of sleep. She had to find her horse. “Angus! Angus, where are you?”

Her already weak limbs shook in relief when she heard him neigh. Merida rushed toward the sound and found her horse hiding behind one of the menhirs. He was skittish at first, backing away from her.

“You’re well, boy,” she said, trying to coax him from behind the stone, but he refused to leave its safety. She moved slowly toward him so as not to spook him.

“You’re well,” Merida said. She ran her hand along Angus’s thick mane, grateful that he’d started to calm down. As she comforted her horse, Merida noticed that something didn’t seem quite right with the menhir. Frowning, she swiped her hand along the smooth, grassless surface. She could have sworn the bottom half of the stone towers had been covered in moss, the kind of moss that grew over time.

The lack of moss on the menhirs was not the only thing that gave her pause. The trees also seemed different. Many of them were shorter and their trunks were not nearly as wide as she remembered. And there were more of them standing. She was certain at least a dozen of the trees that now stood tall around the ring of stones had been on the ground. Their stumps had been covered with the same moss that had covered the menhirs.

Clearly she had hit her head quite hard after eating that blasted cake.

“Come, Angus,” Merida said. She untied the bow she’d taken before leaving Castle DunBroch and draped it across her chest. Then she tightened her grip on Angus’s reins. “Let us go home.”

She had no doubts that her mother would be in a snit when she returned, but Merida did not care anymore. After all those hours on the cold ground, she could think of nothing better than standing before the warm fire that burned in her bedchamber.

She ran her hand through her knotted hair and came up with several blades of grass.

There was something better than standing before the fire. Soaking in a nice warm bath and washing the events of the day away along with the grime sounded heavenly.

Merida tugged on Angus’s reins, urging him to come along. She was still feeling somewhat dizzy and did not trust herself to climb atop the horse, especially after the way he had thrown her. She decided it would be better to make the first part of this journey on foot. She would mount Angus once they reached the glen, where the terrain was flatter and littered with fewer hazards. She started walking west toward home.

At least, she thought this was the way. She had never journeyed this far into the forest before, and after all the time that had passed since she’d stormed away from the castle in tears, she could not be sure she had not been turned around.

Merida heard what sounded like thunder coming from somewhere in the distance. She looked to the sky, but it was clear: no sign of the thick, dark clouds that had previously cast threatening shadows. She stopped to listen and realized it was not thunder she had heard; it was horses.

“Thank goodness.” Merida breathed a sigh of relief. It was probably members of Clan Macintosh. Their lands were to the east of DunBroch, so they likely traveled this route to return home. She would stop one of them and make sure she was indeed heading back to Castle DunBroch.

But as the party of horsemen drew near, Merida could see that their tartans were not the red and green of the Macintosh. In fact, the purple-and-orange tartan did not belong to any of the clans of their land.

Hide, her instincts told her. And fast.

Quickly tugging Angus behind the trunks of two trees growing closely together, she flattened her back against one of them, grimacing as a sharp piece of bark dug into her flesh where her gown had ripped. Her heart pounded as she listened to the mounted men drawing closer.

These lands had not seen invaders since her father was a young man—well before the neighboring clans had reached an alliance. If the trespassers were here to seize their kingdom, the Princess of DunBroch would be a grand prize. She would not put herself in a position to become a bargaining chip.

But it would seem she didn’t have to worry about being captured. The group of men rode right past her. Still, Merida waited several minutes longer before stepping out from around the tree trunks.

She needed to get home. She had to warn her father and the other chieftains about what she had seen. Their four clans were no longer enemies; they would band together to fight these marauders.

And she would help!

Adrenaline surged through Merida at the thought of using her skill with the bow and arrow to help save her kingdom from an attack. She could show her mother that she was good for something other than playing a lute or hosting a dinner.

Or being someone’s wife.

Merida gathered Angus’s reins, invigorated by newfound purpose. She kept her eyes open for the landmarks she normally used to guide her when she came out for rides. She was bound to encounter the small hill that lay just beyond a group of boulders, or that massive tree with a trunk the size of three horses. She would often stop to sit underneath it. When feeling a bit whimsical, she would entertain herself by imagining it as a home for magical woodland creatures.

But the more she walked, the less familiar her surroundings appeared. Had she been traveling in the wrong direction? She had never been on the other side of the forest, toward the lands where Clan Macintosh resided. Maybe she had been turned around and not realized it.

Merida decided to stick to the course she had set upon. If she did reach Clan Macintosh’s dwellings, at least she would know that she needed to head in the opposite direction to make it back home.

She looked up at the sky and realized the sun would be setting soon. She would have to rely on Lord Macintosh’s hospitality for the night. Merida doubted he was feeling very hospitable after the way she had behaved toward his son, but there was nothing to be done about that now. No matter how upset he was, the chieftain would not turn away their kingdom’s princess. He would direct his household to treat her with generosity and respect.

Her mother, however, was another story. Merida feared the queen’s earlier ire was nothing compared to what she would face when she returned to Castle DunBroch.

After more than an hour of travel, the dense clusters of trees began to thin, an indication that she was drawing nearer to home dwellings. Her father had taught her that trees closest to the edge of the forest were the first to be chopped for firewood.

Merida wasn’t sure if her wobbly knees were due to exhaustion or relief at the first sight of a thatched roof. She quickened her steps, buoyed by the thought of getting some help and maybe a bite to eat.

“Wait here, Angus,” she said, tying the horse’s reins around a tree trunk. “I promise to bring you an apple.” She would have to rely on the charity of others on behalf of her horse as well, having bartered the only thing of value she’d carried with the wood-carver.

The witch, Merida reminded herself. A witch who had sold her a faulty spell. If changing her fate meant getting lost in the forest, Merida wanted her pendant back.

She gave Angus’s neck a reassuring rub before she took off down the trampled path that led from the forest to the edge of the small burgh she had happened upon. The strong odors of drying animal hide, dung, and fish hit her before she made it to the first structure.

Merida tried not to judge the rudimentary architecture, but if this was how the Macintosh clan lived, she’d had every right to try to get out of marrying the eldest son. The villagers around Castle DunBroch had stopped using heather and reed for their roofs a long time ago, but those seemed to be the materials of choice here. The buildings were squat and narrow.

Several skinny horses drank from a trough that sat between a blacksmith shop and a butcher. Merida’s mouth watered at the sight of the plucked pheasant on display. It made her long for the succulent dishes their cook prepared for their evening meals.

She clutched her stomach. What she wouldn’t give for a big bowl of mutton stew.

She entered the butcher shop, but before she could speak, the man took one look at her and said, “Nae, lass. Yer kind is not allowed. Get out.”

Her head snapped back at his rudeness. “I am Prin—”

“Out!” The man shoved her. “I do not care about all the new talk about peace. Yer kind is not welcome here.” He closed the heavy wooden door in her face.

Merida was too shocked to form a response. Her people were rather informal, but never had anyone treated her so. And what did he mean by her kind? Was it because she was a girl? Were the Macintosh so backward in their thinking that they did not believe women could buy meats?

And what new talk of peace? The Macintosh and DunBroch clans had forged their alliance when the Vikings invaded north Scotland. The only story her father told even more than the one about the day he met his dear Elinor or when he faced Mor’du was the story of how he saved the clans from the towering Nordic warriors who arrived in their huge boats, ready to conquer the land and all the people who resided on it.

Maybe Merida should remind these Macintosh that they would not have businesses to kick her out of if not for her father.

She raised her fist, preparing to knock on the door, but then decided it wasn’t worth it. She did not want advice
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