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			For Lacey—

			I can never thank you enough for just being you.

			XOXOXO
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			August 1886

			Scottish Highlands

			Scarlet-soaked storm clouds loom overhead like the wool of blood-spattered sheep. I sprint over the hill, protecting the contents of my basket as best I can with my free hand.

			Those who say Red sky at night, shepherd’s delight! are not seventeen-year-old girls racing home through empty fields. I must return before nightfall has a chance to wring the last shimmer from the sun and leave me stranded alone in the darkness.

			Anything can happen in the shadows.

			Rivulets of sweat stream down my spine as I hurry to the barn to deposit the last batch of dried grass. When my brother Hamish is home from school, it’s his job to bind blocks of hay to feed the livestock over the long winter…But it was also his duty to cut and dry the fields of grass to begin with, yet I’m the one with calloused hands and a spasming back.

			With a grunt, I toss the basket into the barn and yank the heavy wooden door closed. The setting sun will glower with dangerous beauty for at least half an hour more, affording me enough time to make it home safely.

			It’s reckless to linger alone and unprotected after dark. The capricious fairies who lurk out of sight won’t protect me from trouble. Their whims and their magic are more frightening than any human mischief.

			Soon, I barge through the open doorway of my home with aching feet and a drumming heart. The hearth smokes faintly, the scent of soil and grass clinging to my mother’s skirts. She turns, broom in hand, and smiles at me. Relief floods the last remnants of fear from my tense muscles. I am home. I am safe. I am loved.

			It should be enough.

			Before Mother or I can utter a single word of greeting, raucous laughter erupts from the sitting room. Hamish and Father relax in comfortable armchairs, sipping mugs of ale as they play yet another round of draughts on the square table between them.

			“Catriona, wait,” hisses my mother, but I’m already crossing the threshold.

			I used to sit on my grandmother’s knee in this room to hear her clever tales. The whispered ones that were passed down from grandmother to granddaughter for generations.

			My father and brother are neither so old nor so wise, but their stories are irresistible all the same.

			Hamish is fifteen and has spent the past two years at his boarding school in Inverness, studying to become a solicitor.

			Words cannot convey the depth of envy that causes.

			I’ve never even been to Inverness, or to any big city, really. I’ve only left our small village in my parents’ company during holiday celebrations in the next town. I cannot imagine the sights Hamish has seen, the food he has tasted, the friends he has made.

			The cramped schoolhouse next to our church—both run by the same ancient minister—cannot possibly hold a candle to the sprawling grounds of the Royal Academy of Inverness. I’ve memorized every word my younger brother says about the buildings, the professors, the sporting clubs, the cèilidh dances. His experiences match the stories our father tells of his own years there, before he returned home to become a tanner and take over this farmland from my maternal grandfather.

			Hamish won’t have to come back at all, unless he’s of a mind to do so. My brother will go to university and become important and rich and happy. He’ll enjoy a career he likes and marry a lass he loves. He’ll know things, and have things, and do things. All because he happened to be born a boy.

			My eyes water at the unfairness.

			Hamish glances up from the black-and-white checked board as though the waves of bitterness and jealousy rolling off me had reached all the way across the sitting room to tousle his hair.

			We have the same big, thick black curls, though mine are stuffed in a lopsided bun, whilst he keeps his cropped closer to his head. Our skin is a similar shade of golden brown, neither the deep brown of our mother’s nor the bone white of our father’s. Both of us have wide smiles and apple cheeks blessed with dimples. Bright brown eyes and curling black lashes. Strangers can tell we’re siblings at first glance—though that’s where the similarities end.

			I need only to look over my shoulder at Mother by the fireside to know where my future lies.

			Father twists in his seat to see what has captured his son’s attention. “Catriona, there you are!”

			As if I spent all day from six in the morning to eight o’clock at night breaking my back in the fields because doing Hamish’s chores in addition to my own seemed more fun than drinking ale and playing draughts.

			“Here I am” is all I murmur.

			Father clucks his tongue. “You are rather unkempt and windswept. Won’t catch a husband that way, will you?”

			He always says things like this. As if it were possible to harvest fruit and shear sheep and cut hay whilst corseted and bustled into a floor-length silk gown.

			But I know better than to argue with a man.

			“Won’t catch one today,” I agree lightly.

			“We’ll see.” An unsettling twinkle in my father’s eyes sends gooseflesh skittering down my exposed skin. The words themselves aren’t unusual, but the way he said them…

			“I was telling Father about me winning the caber-tossing competition,” Hamish says, oblivious as always to any tense undercurrents. “Plenty of lassies were there to cheer my team on, though I daresay you would’ve spent the day indoors making dour crocks or weaving a creel.”

			He doesn’t mean this with malice, I remind myself for the thousandth time. Hamish conflates what I do with what I wish to do because the only women he knows are me and our mother, and all he’s ever seen us do is work.

			Then again, he’s spent nine months of each year in Inverness since he turned thirteen. The boarding school may be all male, but the city isn’t. Surely some young woman somewhere in Scotland has the freedom to do as she pleases?

			“Pottery isn’t boring,” I reply. “Some artisans have remarkable craftsmanship.”

			Hamish’s eyes glaze over.

			“You began after the hammer throw…” Father prompts, all interest in me forgotten.

			Hamish lights up and is off and running again, prattling on about his endless heroic wins at feats of strength.

			I place my hands at the small of my back and attempt to rub some feeling other than pain into the sore muscles.

			This is but a wee a taste of what’s to come. Once Hamish goes back to school next week, Mother and I will no longer have to cook and clean for him…but his chores will fall to us. Or just to me.

			But he’s here right now. Couldn’t this tale of physical prowess have waited until suppertime?

			It’s not that I wish my brother to be stuck out in a field all day. It’s that I wish to heaven I had the same opportunities he does. Though I’d never say so aloud. Even thinking the word wish makes me flinch.

			In the Highlands, there is little more perilous. Never say the word without retracting your foolish statement and invoking God’s protection. Ever. If one of the many fairies overhears your wish, they might choose to grant it…in the worst way possible.

			According to legend, a mother once wished for enough money to feed her family—only for all three of her babes to turn into tiny figurines of gold. I heard a hundred more such stories at my gran’s knee. Wishing invites disaster.

			So I dream of a better life. One in which I’m as educated as my brother. I long to become an educator myself someday. A governess or a boarding school professor…

			Mother appears in the doorway. “The stew will be ready in fifteen minutes.”

			Father wrinkles his nose. “I don’t feel like stew.”

			My muscles tighten. He doesn’t feel like the specific dish he said he wanted this morning at breakfast, causing my mother to change her plans for the day and spend the hot August afternoon bent over a fire instead?

			“What do you feel like, my love?” Mother asks with infinite patience.

			She’s had forty years of practice. I’ve only had seventeen. With luck, there are many more decades to come, for us both.

			“Chicken tonight,” Father replies. “Catriona, go and butcher a few for your mother.”

			My mouth falls open. I hate killing animals.

			“But th-that’s Hamish’s chore,” I stammer. “He loves breaking their necks. And he’s sitting right here. Until he goes back to school—”

			“Father and I are playing a game,” Hamish chirps, swinging his mug of ale out of the way so he can hop one of his wooden pieces over one of Father’s. Hamish chortles. “Look, I’m king!”

			I step forward, my eyes flashing at the stupid game of draughts.

			Father glares at me. “Catriona, would you disobey a direct command?”

			“Of course not,” I mumble, regretting daring to speak up at all. I thought I’d buried that pointless urge long ago.

			“Good lass.” He raises his glass toward me. “I’ll have a surprise for you when you return.”

			My mother stops me at the door. The last glow of sunset is almost gone, so I expect her to tell me to be safe. Instead, she glances over my shoulder at Father and Hamish. “Be kind to them.”

			“Why must we?” I demand, matching her hushed tone. “Because Father and Hamish are wounded or stunted or otherwise incapable of awareness and empathy and mercy?”

			“No.” Her expression is pained. “They should be capable.”

			“Then why should I be the one to—”

			“Because sometimes family is the best thing you’ve got,” she says softly. “And other times…family is all you’ve got.”

			My fingers clench. “It’s not enough.”

			She touches my cheek, then turns back to the hearth. “You and I can eat the vegetable stew. Just fetch enough chickens for Hamish and your father.”

			“Yes, Mother.” I stalk out to the pen. Without the benefit of sunshine, the wind is cold and unforgiving. I should have grabbed a cloak, but I won’t be long. This isn’t a task I care to linger on.

			I visit the chickens every day and have never once given them a reason to fear me. They are fellow living beings, with lives and hopes of their own. We’re the same. Like me, they’ll never leave their pen. We’re all trapped.

			The first family story I remember hearing was that of my grandmother’s grandmother, a bonny lass named Davina.

			One day, after many years of relentless childbirth and cooking and cleaning and tending the livestock and tilling the land, weary Davina glanced out the open kitchen window at a glorious sunset and absently wished aloud for wings to fly away and enjoy the evening.

			In her dreamy state, she forgot to retract her words and invoke God’s protection. A fairy, hidden in the brush beneath the windowsill, overheard Davina’s wish…and gleefully turned her into a chicken.

			Moments later, Davina’s husband—my great-great-grandfather—came home from having a pint at the pub. Upon discovering a chicken in the kitchen, he assumed the bird was meant for his supper…and slaughtered her.

			The warning has passed down from mother to daughter ever since.

			A prophecy of tragedy to come.

			I prefer to believe that my great-great-grandfather didn’t murder my great-great-granny. That Davina flew out that window, even if she only made it as far as the farmyard on the other side.

			Then again, had she done so, Davina would have been captured and deposited in the henhouse with the others. Her wings permanently clipped, if she made any further attempt to fly away.

			Is a lifetime encaged, laying eggs for the man who owned her, so different from the human existence from which she’d sought escape?

			Perhaps the sweet, gentle chickens surrounding me so trustingly right now aren’t brainless farm animals but my own kith and kin, descended from the same maternal womb.

			Only for my father to force me to wring their necks so that he can spear morsels of their flesh into his mouth along with his next pint of ale.

			I kneel onto the dirt amongst the birds. “I’m so sorry.”

			They rub against me, comforting me. It doesn’t work.

			Killing the first chicken would be too easy. They recognize me on sight. I’m the one who feeds them, who sings to them, who loves them. They gather around me in perfect trust, fluttering their wings against my skirts like feathery hugs.

			How can I destroy a creature like that?

			I spring to my feet, startling them. They cluck and flap their wings in confusion as I back away to the gate and throw it open wide. I cannot save all the chickens of the world, but I can save the ones here. Sometimes family is all you’ve got.

			“Go!” I shoo them out of the pen and into the night. “Fly away, cousins! Be free!”

			They waddle off in noisy wonderment. Melting into the dark forest. Vanishing into thick shadows.

			My father is going to be furious.

			But in the future, if he wants any other living thing on this farm killed for his supper—he’ll have to do it himself.
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			When I return to the house empty-handed, my mother doesn’t ask me what happened. She closes her eyes and sighs.

			I shift my weight. “What if they’re our cousins?”

			She looks at me. Not with shock or humor or disappointment, but with resignation. She doesn’t say I’m wrong.

			Maybe I’m not.

			Perhaps Davina’s daughter passed down a tale of her mother being murdered after having a wish partially granted because that fate seemed kinder than admitting Davina-the-accidental-hen had lived the rest of her short life in worse captivity, and we’ve been eating her other children ever since.

			“Catriona,” shouts Father from the parlor. “Get in here.”

			I glance at my mother. Did he see my grand rescue from the window?

			She doesn’t meet my eyes. Instead, she whispers, “I’m so sorry.”

			She sounds like me, about to slaughter a pet chicken.

			“Catriona!” Father repeats, louder this time. He doesn’t sound angry. He sounds…smug? Proud? Giddy?

			I hurry into the parlor. “Did you win the game?”

			His eyes are twinkling again. “The best game of all.”

			I slide my gaze over to Hamish.

			He points at the draughts board, then at his chest, mouthing, “I won the game.”

			Then what—?

			“Sit,” Father commands, gesturing toward the hardback chairs Mother and I use when we knit socks or card wool for yarn.

			I sit.

			Mother sits beside me.

			“I’ve wonderful news,” says Father.

			Thunder cracks outside, loud enough to rattle our windows. The storm foretold by the dark clouds is here. Rain pours down.

			“You may not have the wherewithal to think about your future,” Father begins.

			Oh, I’ve the wherewithal. All I ever do is think about the life I yearn to have! Unfortunately, I can’t do anything about it.

			Father leans back in his comfortable chair. “Since you were born, I have worried about you”—Translation: He despaired the moment he realized his firstborn didn’t have male anatomy—“and I’m delighted to inform you that I’ve managed to secure your future.”

			I blink at him in confusion.

			“I see you don’t understand,” he says gently.

			Father’s voice is always gentle when he speaks down to his meek, helpless, female-brained daughter. Never mind that I was the brightest child in the schoolhouse, or that if my further education is lacking, it’s because I wasn’t allowed to have one.

			“I’ve made you a match,” he explains with obvious pride. “You weren’t going to attract any husbands on your own, so I took it upon myself to procure one for you.”

			My flesh goes cold. “Wh-what? Who?”

			“Seumas Grant,” he replies with satisfaction.

			“The butcher?”

			Bile rises in my throat. Father isn’t providing for my future. He’s signing me up for a living hell. A lifetime as the marital property of someone who will empathize with me even less than my own father. A man who wouldn’t hesitate to wring the neck of a helpless bird, even if he knew it had once been his wife.

			“Seumas has had his eye on you for some time now,” Father continues. “We’ve been negotiating long enough that he’s willing to forgo a dowry altogether to wed you.”

			“Congratulations,” I choke out.

			Seumas the butcher is almost as old as my father, and so much worse in every way. If killing chickens makes me sob into my pillow, I can’t marry someone who slaughters animals as a profession. He’ll come home drenched in their blood. Wearing gore-spattered clothing I’ll be expected to clean. Touching me with hands stained red, dark crescents of clotted blood beneath his fingernails.

			It’s my personal nightmare.

			“You can’t,” I whisper, but this is a lie. Arranged marriages are common and rarely designed to benefit the bride.

			“Does this mean we can have all the fresh meat we want for free?” asks Hamish.

			Is that the reason?

			Our family isn’t poor. At least, we have enough money for Hamish to attend a prestigious boarding school. Maybe we’re counting on Hamish becoming a success in the big city and sharing his wealth with the rest of us. Between that day and now, a lot can happen.

			“Anyone but Seumas,” I try again. “Please.”

			Father isn’t listening. He’s droning on about how it’s the perfect match because Father is a tanner and Seumas is a butcher, and between the two of them, no part of any animal will go unused. Every organ, every drop of blood, every scrap of skin…

			“Why don’t you marry him, then?” I burst out.

			The parlor turns as frigid as the Highland winds raging outside.

			“What did you say to me?” asks Father, his voice sharp.

			“That I don’t want to marry him!” I slide from the chair to my sore knees on the hard wooden floor. “Please, Papa. I’m begging you—”

			“This isn’t your decision. The arrangement has been made. You’ll do as I say.”

			Hot tears spill from my eyes. Not in sadness, but in rage. At him, for not caring what I might think—worse, for not believing me even capable of rational thought—and bitter anger at the world, at my own self, because he’s right about one thing.

			I’ll have to do as he commands. A lifetime of misery awaits.

			Unless I can change his mind?

			“What about Duncan?” I blurt.

			Hamish perks up. “Who’s Duncan?”

			“A nice lad her age who sits behind us at church,” Mother murmurs.

			In the few years we shared together at the schoolhouse, Duncan never spoke more than three words to me or to anyone else. Lately, he blushes every time I catch him watching me.

			“His father sells cheap tallow candles that smell like burnt lard,” Father says flatly. “There’s no advantage to marrying Duncan.”

			“I like him.” Surely that’s an advantage. Shouldn’t my happiness factor into the choice?

			“I like meat,” says Hamish. “I’m looking forward to that.”

			I glare at him.

			He grins at me. “I’ll even dress nice for your wedding.”

			I could throttle my brother. “I don’t give a rotten egg about who wears what to the wedding! I’m concerned about all the other years I’ll have to survive after the vows. I want a life I can look forward to. A future I choose for myself.”

			“Catriona,” Father says in warning.

			I crawl toward him on my knees. “Please, let me have a life first. Or at least an education, so that I can forge my own path.”

			He appears exasperated. “Women cannot—”

			“Women can,” I interrupt desperately. “Mary Somerville—”

			Father flings up his hands. “Not this again!”

			“A Scottish woman,” I say even louder, “and the first female member of the Royal Astronomical Society.”

			“Honorary member,” Hamish corrects me.

			“Eliza Wigham,” I continue stubbornly. “Scottish abolitionist and suffragist.”

			“Not successful at it,” Hamish puts in. “Females won’t ever have the right to vote.”

			“And a good thing, too,” Father replies, “if this is a female’s idea of a compelling argument. You’re not those lasses, Catriona. You’ll never be one of them.”

			“Sophia Jex-Blake,” I crow in triumph. “A few years ago, she was part of the first group of seven women to study medicine at the University of Edinburgh.”

			“An Englishwoman,” Father says dismissively.

			“And the university repealed all their degrees,” pipes up Hamish. “Too many people protested.”

			“Too many men protested, you mean,” I mutter.

			Protest sounds so civilized, when in fact those seven brave, pioneering women were bullied, assaulted, and terrorized on a daily basis. The newspapers printed lurid details of the Surgeons’ Hall Riots week after week.

			Father’s voice is sharp. “It doesn’t matter if Queen Victoria herself trains to be a barrister. You are marrying the butcher.”

			“I’m seventeen!” I cry.

			My flimsiest argument yet. By law, girls can marry as young as twelve. The only other lass in the schoolhouse with me—my closest friend—married last year at fifteen. I haven’t seen her since.

			She and I wouldn’t have been there at all, if Scotland hadn’t passed a law several years ago mandating education for lassies and laddies until the age of thirteen. That only gave us a few short years of education, but it was long enough to learn how to read. And to dream of more.

			“That’s true,” agrees Father. “You’re seventeen. A second ago, that made you old enough to be a surgeon and a suffragist and an astronomer. Which means you can also be a wife and a mother.”

			“I’m old enough to go to school,” I clarify. “To learn how to be something that will help others. I’d like to be a professor.”

			He sighs. “Catriona, I’m not immune to your youth or your perspective. Which is why I’ve negotiated an extended betrothal with Seumas. You won’t wed until you’re eighteen.”

			Hamish’s spine shoots up, and his mouth falls open. “I have to wait an entire year for free beef?”

			“You’re the one in school,” I snap. “Become a fancy lawyer and buy your own beef.”

			Father sends Hamish a quelling look before returning his firm gaze to me. “I surmise this arrangement isn’t as you might have wanted—”

			He surmised that, did he? What phenomenal male intellect. Full marks in deducing the obvious.

			Of course this isn’t what I want. So much for following a passion, exploring the world, starting a career. Now it seems I’ll never leave this village.

			“Don’t sulk,” Father scolds me. “It’s unbecoming and unnecessary. All an education would do is fill your pretty head with silly ideas.”

			I open my mouth.

			He barrels on before I can share a few choice words.

			“Your mother can’t read and never missed it for a moment,” he says with confidence. “She’s never once aspired to anything grander than serving me, because there is no higher post for a woman than wife to a man.”

			Even without looking at the hard wooden seat behind me, I can feel my mother deflate like an old balloon. After twenty long years, her husband still doesn’t know her. Or, believes all he has to do for a thing to become true is to say it out loud with authority.

			Hamish smirks. “I wish you could attend a boarding school, if one would even have you. You’d come crying home before the end of the first week and beg to marry the butcher. After the first day!”

			A growl of thunder rattles the windowpanes.

			I flinch. “Hamish! You know you shouldn’t say—”

			Mother erupts into a coughing fit, distracting me from my brother’s thoughtless words. I thump her on her back with growing concern for a long moment before she’s able to regain her composure.

			Hamish doesn’t even acknowledge the interruption.

			“You wouldn’t survive an hour in one of my classes,” he says with a laugh. “Educate a girl? The headmaster would laugh you right out of—”

			Lightning fills the room, and thunder shakes the windows again, matching the fury inside my heart.

			I scramble to my feet. “Of all the ignorant, immature, mean-spirited things you’ve ever said—”

			A knock shakes our front door.

			We all fall silent, staring at one another. Who would be foolish enough to venture out-of-doors in a storm this violent?

			Actually…I cock my head to listen. I can’t hear the rain anymore. The nails shivered in the timber seconds ago, but suddenly, it’s so quiet that I could almost believe the world outside these walls ceased to exist.

			The knocking sounds again, louder this time. A draft slithers under the door, carrying the chill of damp earth.

			“Don’t stand there, Catriona.” Father makes an impatient shooing gesture. “Go answer the door.”

			Hamish leaps up from his armchair and races to beat me to the entryway. He is the one to turn the handle and fling open the door.

			On the other side stands a tall, thin stranger with dark skin and a dry cloak and black eyes shadowed beneath the equally dry brim of a black top hat.

			I glance over his shoulder. The storm is gone. It looks like it never happened at all. The ground is dry. No breeze rustles the leaves of the trees. Stars fill the cloudless sky.

			Something is wrong.

			Hamish puffs up his chest. “May I help you, Mr…. ?”

			The stranger looks bored, in as much as his half-visible expression can be read. “Ross. Reporting to take Miss Catriona Cameron to school, as requested.”

			I stare at him. “What did you say?”

			“School?” my brother repeats, flabbergasted. “No one requested that.”

			“I’ve the papers right here.” Mr. Ross lifts a black-gloved hand. A sheet of tri-folded parchment pokes from his fingers.

			Hamish snatches the paper from the stranger.

			“I’m so sorry,” I tell Mr. Ross with embarrassment. “I’m Catriona Cameron. My brother—”

			“It says you’re to report to boarding school,” Hamish exclaims. “On the Isle of Skye!”

			“What? Let me see.” I pluck the paper from his fingers and scan the contents in confusion. Floodbane Academy? Never heard of it. “It says…they approved my application.”

			Hamish goggles at me. “I didn’t know you’d applied.”

			I didn’t.

			Though as far as mistakes go, this is the best one that has ever happened to me. I hate that I must confess to Mr. Ross that I won’t be—

			“Did it work?” murmurs my mother’s voice behind my ear.

			I spin to ask her what on earth she’s talking about, but the urgency in her brown eyes gives me the answer. It’s the same expression she wears when passing down tales from my gran.

			I wish you could attend a boarding school, my brother had snarled at me.

			Without retracting his words.

			Without begging God for protection.

			And tonight, the fairies decided to grant a young boy his wish.

			“It’s happening,” I whisper back in shock.

			The fairies are trickster sprites. They love to grant wishes in the opposite way from how they were meant. My brother’s intention was to shame me. To assert that girls neither deserved nor could qualify for the same advantages as boys.

			Instead of shaming me as well, the fairies are offering me what I’ve always wanted. A path that didn’t even exist until Hamish opened his mouth.

			“Floodbane Academy?” My brother seems to be equal parts flummoxed and impressed. “You?”

			“She can’t go,” Father says flatly. “Seumas won’t marry her if she gets some fancy education.”

			“Unsurprising. Seumas doesn’t give a pig’s knuckle about my brain,” I retort, clutching the letter to my chest for dear life. This academy on the Isle of Skye may not compare to the esteemed Morrison Institute for Young Ladies in Edinburgh, but I’ll take it. Hell, I’d take a wooden raft across the Atlantic before I’d subject myself to a miserable marriage.

			“You’re not going anywhere,” Father repeats, his face red. “I won’t pay a penny for it.”

			Exactly the same words he spoke when he sent Hamish off to school, and Mother tried to convince him to send me as well. The Morrison Institute for Young Ladies isn’t a finishing school for future aristocrats, full of embroidery and waltzes. Not only are the students taught to be future educators themselves, but the headmistress also prides herself on placing the brightest of each class in paid positions upon graduation. A school like that would have changed my life.

			I guess so would marrying the butcher.

			“Parents needn’t pay,” says Mr. Ross, pointing a black-gloved finger at the letter in my hand. “She’s received a full scholarship. All Miss Cameron needs to do is climb into the carriage. If she’d like to, that is.”

			As if on cue, a horse neighs outside. I didn’t even notice a vehicle before, but there it is: a sturdy four-wheeled carriage resting behind two large geldings.

			“I’ll pack our valises,” Mother suggests. “Obviously, I’m coming with you to see you settled in.”

			Of course she is. My heart warms. Mother was my first and best educator. The lessons she taught me will be with me always. Although I’m about to embark on a new chapter, I’m not ready to let go of her hand yet.

			“Nobody is packing any bags,” Father roars. “I said Catriona shan’t go anywhere. I’ve an agreement with the butcher.”

			“I never agreed,” I say. Father neither hears me nor cares to.

			“No need for luggage.” Mr. Ross glances at a pocket watch tucked into his gray waistcoat. “Uniforms and other necessities are provided to all students. To make it back to Skye safely, I must leave within the next few minutes. With or without you.”

			I look over his shoulder at the waiting carriage.

			Father growls, “Don’t you dare.”

			Mother steps between the two of us, setting me free.

			I leap past Mr. Ross before my father can stop me, racing to the carriage as though my life depends on it. My future very well might.

			If the fairies are willing to offer me wings…

			I shan’t refuse an opportunity to fly.
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			Though I cannot hear the driver’s boots on the ground behind me, when I arrive breathless at the carriage, Mr. Ross is right there to hoist me up.

			My father swears from the front doorstep. He must think words alone can cage me.

			“Get back here. I forbid your education!”

			Can he stop me? The fairies have already made the impossible, possible.

			“I’ll disinherit you!”

			From what? I’ve no dowry and was about to belong to some other man.

			“We’ll disown you for the rest of your life!”

			He can try…but no matter what Father threatens, I’ll never lose my mother.

			She sprints toward me.

			Mother arrives at the carriage as Mr. Ross takes his perch as driver. Before he can whip the horses into motion, she presses something small and pointy and warm into my outstretched palm and closes my fingers around it. My strong, brave mother blows me a kiss as we drive away, tears streaming down her smiling face.

			I stare until the sloping hill swallows her up. The farm where I’ve lived since birth disappears from sight. Only when all I see are the stars and full moon do I face forward in my seat and uncurl my fingers, careful not to let the bracing wind steal my sole treasure.

			This is my mother’s parting gift: a small metal cross, half as tall as my pinkie, dangling from braided twine. My mother’s grandfather was an ironworker. He forged this pendant for my great-grandmother, for protection. She corded the yarn for the necklace from the sheep on these rolling hills.

			Like our legends and stories, this necklace has been passed down from mother to daughter for generations. Always for protection. Which, until now, meant always on a wedding night. For what could be more dangerous than becoming the property of a strange man?

			Apparently, my mother thinks my impending education might be as perilous. I cannot imagine why. Boarding schools are gender-specific, which often includes the professors themselves. I’m unlikely to see any men at all, much less one with the legal right to own me.

			Or perhaps nothing is more terrifying than watching your baby chick attempt its first flight from the nest.

			I loop the necklace over my head and slip the cross beneath my bodice, to nestle it against the bare skin above my heart. An organ currently flailing against my ribs.

			All right, it’s not just mothers who panic without their daughters. The coach has been traveling for less than ten minutes, and already I miss her so much I could cry. If only we’d been spared a moment for a final embrace! No hug, no cloak, an empty belly—

			“There are two baskets behind your seat,” Mr. Ross says without turning around. “One has blankets and outerwear, and the other contains nourishment for the long journey.”

			I stare at the back of his top hat. It’s as if he overheard my thoughts.

			Ridiculous. Naturally, I must be thinking about supper and warm clothing. He arrived at dinnertime during a storm. I tilt my head and frown. Little is stronger than a Highland wind. Yet Mr. Ross’s top hat perches immobile atop his head. With my wild black curls flapping at my ears and the loud clomping of the horses’ hooves as they drag the wooden carriage wheels over dirt and rock, I shouldn’t have been able to hear his soft speaking voice at all. Nonetheless, the gusts of air themselves somehow carry each syllable to my ears.

			I kneel on my seat and turn around. The carriage is a rectangular box with a collapsible hood over the rear half. Wide enough to seat two people hip-to-hip on the bench, with the driver’s high seat up front, and room for a small trunk or two behind.

			Or in this case, two large, woven willow baskets. Sitting where my valise would be, if I’d been allowed to bring one. I place both baskets onto the bench beside me.

			I open the first and discover a pelisse in shimmering yellow. An odd choice, for an ankle-length coat. Yellow shows dirt, and here in the Highlands, colors have meanings. During harvest, yellow signifies a healthy yield. But at other times, yellow symbolizes sickness or caution. It’s a color to be avoided, unless you wish to summon illness and bad fortune.

			The pelisse unfolds to reveal two more surprises.

			First, it appears tailor-made for my precise form. There’s even a fancy vent in the rear to accommodate a bustle, if I were the sort of lass who minced about in the latest fashions instead of hauling bales of hay across fields.

			Second, there is a large, embroidered patch covering most of the left breast. It’s a coat of arms containing four interlocking symbols. An annulet, signifying strength. A lynx, symbolizing vigilance. An arrow, signifying readiness. And a cauldron, symbolizing willingness to battle. Or witchcraft, depending on your interpretation.

			“That’s the academy’s coat of arms,” says the driver without turning around.

			“A bit paranoid and bloodthirsty, isn’t it?” I jest nervously. “Are the girls at this school meant to be military warriors? The boys’ schools must quake in fear.”

			“Floodbane Academy is an all-boys school,” Mr. Ross answers.

			The pelisse falls from my fingers. “Wh-what?”

			“Until now,” he clarifies. “Unless you’d rather go back home.”

			My stomach bottoms. Mother was right to worry. The fairies couldn’t allow me to have a peaceful, joyful education. Damn Hamish and his cursed wish! But I cannot return to the life that awaits me at home.

			“Am I…the only lass?” I croak.

			“There are six of you,” he replies. “If you all show up.”

			“I’m going,” I whisper.

			My intestines churn. Am I making a wise decision?

			Country folk like me tend to follow tradition without question. My father tried his best to provide me with the only future he understands.

			My fingers curl into determined fists, and my spine straightens tall. Succumbing to infinite misery because someone else cannot envision an alternate future isn’t the answer.

			This coat of arms is for me, now, too. For all six of us girls. We will be strong. Vigilant. Ready for anything. As many women before us strove to do, we shall battle our way to an equal education.

			“The rest of your uniform is in your room on the isle,” Mr. Ross comments.

			I shove my bare arms into the pelisse. “There’s more clothing for me?”

			“A fortnight’s worth in an armoire. Your scholarship includes food and other supplies, for as long as you reside at the academy.”

			Fairies truly have no limits.

			In this case, I choose to interpret their gifts as a good omen. If I learn enough at school, if I make all the right connections…I will not only escape marriage to the butcher, but also be able to provide a better life for my mother with my future salary as an educator.

			My stomach growls, so I open the second basket. I gasp. The basket is filled to the brim with all my favorite treats. Fresh bread, somehow warm from the oven. Fruits I could have sworn were out of season. Pudding pots with clootie dumplings and cranachan.

			“Don’t expect to eat like that at the academy,” the driver warns. “That’s to tempt you into its walls.”

			“I was as hooked as a fish the second you said ‘scholarship,’ ” I inform him, my mouth full of raspberries and honey. I’m glad he can’t see me shoveling sweetened berries and whiskey-soaked oats into my mouth like a pig feeding at a trough.

			When we crest another hill with the roof folded back and the open air all around, I cannot help but feel exposed. Out here, I’m an easy target in a bright, moonlit clearing.

			For an unsettling moment, I’m no longer sure whether I’m running away or being kidnapped.

			“How long is the journey?” I venture.

			“About ten hours.”

			I nearly fall out of the open carriage. “Ten hours?”

			“Try to sleep if you want it to go faster.”

			We’re already further from home than I’ve ever been. If this were daytime, I’d stay awake so as not to miss the swaying of a single blade of grass. But I’m trundling alone in a carriage helmed by a strange man, as he ferries me from my home to a remote, sparsely populated island.

			My skin prickles. “How far is Floodbane Academy from its closest mainland village?”

			I’m expecting an answer like two miles, but instead Mr. Ross replies, “Three hours.”

			“What do people do in the event of an emergency?” I stammer.

			“Pray,” he answers grimly.

			Goosepimples scurry across my flesh. My throat has gone dry.

			The horses snort white clouds into the air. At every rut, the carriage wheels jump, and the axles groan. The night’s muggy breath clings to my suddenly clammy brow.

			“Don’t do this,” Mr. Ross says quietly.

			I jerk my startled gaze to the back of his top hat. “Don’t ask questions?”

			He shakes his head. “Ask far more. Listen to the answers. You seem a sweet lass. Floodbane Academy isn’t always a nice place. You should choose a different life.”

			Uncertainty tickles my skin.

			“This is my different life,” I manage. “I am choosing it.”

			He makes no further comment. For the next hour, we travel in silence, save for the occasional eerie cry of a bird of prey, triumphant at having captured and killed its unsuspecting supper.

			I try not to think about the sound tiny bones must make as they’re ripped apart by talons and crushed between strong beaks.

			“Does the Isle of Skye have lovely beaches?” I ask in a small voice.

			At first, Mr. Ross doesn’t respond. Perhaps he didn’t hear me.

			But then he says, “Not anywhere near Floodbane.”

			A flash of disappointment shoots through my chest. There must be other wonders to behold.

			“What is near the campus?” I try again.

			“Cliffs,” he answers without hesitation. “Fog. Deep, freezing rivers. Steep hillsides. Uneven, rocky terrain. Thick forests. A few swampy bogs. And watch out for adders. They’re the only venomous snakes in Scotland. We have an infestation.”

			At this point, I’m unsurprised that poisonous serpents are crawling all over my new school. Probably as invisible in the fog as the sharp cliffs leading to freezing rivers.

			I’ve never felt more unprepared in my life.

			“It’s not too late,” he offers.

			I swallow hard. “You’d take me home?”

			His shoulders twitch in the moonlight. My question has made him chuckle. “I was never going to take you back home.”

			My clammy fingers grip the yellow pelisse. “But you said—”

			“I’ve been summoned to perform a job. In this case, deliver you to the academy. Should you choose to leap out of the barouche and return home on foot, I’d make no attempt to chase you. My role isn’t to abduct schoolgirls. It’s to provide transportation.”

			Grimly, I fold my hands over my chest and fight a shiver. If I feel exposed in this tall sturdy carriage, it would be a thousand times worse picking my way alone through the dark Highlands on foot. It’s too late for that.

			But I have no second thoughts. At home, I haven’t even the illusion of choice. This is my path now. A better one. Floodbane Academy is going to change my life in ways I cannot even imagine.
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