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  Chapter one
A Hunter
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The Highlands, Scotland 1755 (or a variation thereof) 
The mist hung heavy over the ancient forest, tendrils of fog snaking around the broad trunks of gnarled oaks and towering pines. Damp earth and moss muffled Maeve’s soft footsteps as she made her way silently through the trees, her hood drawn up over her fiery auburn hair and a heavy pack upon her back. Her green eyes darted cautiously, taking in every detail of her surroundings. She moved like a ghost, blending seamlessly into the forest that sheltered her, her wide cloak and simple gown mimicking the colors around her, greens and browns winding together into something that belonged. 
Maeve paused, her breath catching at the snap of a twig underfoot, and her heart pounded in her chest as she listened intently for any sign of movement. Yet the only sounds to drift to her ears were the soft calls of birds and the whisper of the wind as it whistled through the leaves overhead, carried here from places far away. 
After long moments, Maeve let out a shaky breath and then continued on. She could never fully relax out here alone, not with the threat of discovery always looming. People were dangerous; Maeve had learned so early on. She tried her best to keep herself hidden, not to stray too close to any village if she could prevent it, and yet sometimes it could not be avoided. In these moments, fear held her body rigid as her mind struggled to keep at bay the awful memories that lingered at the edge of her thoughts. 
Aye, once she had had a family and lived among people. 
But no more. 
Now, at no more than eighteen years of age, the forest was her home. 
It was all she had now.
She had been Maeve Wallace once.
Now, she was simply Maeve.
With no family to call her own.
As Maeve ducked under a low-hanging branch, a raven cawed overhead, making her jump. She scowled up at it. “Are ye following me just to torment me, ye wee devil?”
The raven gave a raspy croak in reply, its eyes soulful, making Maeve wonder about the way it saw the world. Did it wonder about her the same way she wondered about it? Did it look at her thinking what sort of odd creature she was?
Shaking her head, Maeve turned away, reminding herself that she could not afford to lose focus out here. Not when her survival depended on staying alert. She had to keep moving, had to stay ahead of the dangers that pursued her. Dangers far worse than ravens or wolves…
With a weary sigh, Maeve pushed onward through the mist, determined to survive another day alone. Eventually, she paused beside a rocky stream, kneeling to splash some of the crisp, cold water on her face. Yet as she cupped her hands in the rushing water, her eyes caught on her reflection and a heavy sigh drifted from her lips. 
It had been a long time since she had last seen her reflection, seen it clearly, her eyes bright green and her expression one of joy and cheerfulness. Aye, once she had been happy. 
In some distant corners of her mind, memories lingered of smiles and laughter, of warm embraces and kind words, words of love even. 
Only many years had passed since. 
Now, Maeve hardly recognized the hollowness in her own gaze, the lingering shadows that seemed to trail over her features as though wishing to remind her of all that she had lost. Would she never forget? Maeve had wondered about this more than once, never quite certain what answer she hoped for. Indeed, some of her memories were beautiful, and yet now they were tinged with sadness and regret. Still, did she wish to abandon them, lose them, give them up for good? Were they not the only precious things she had left?
Years had passed since she had been forced from her home, accused of being witch for the strange power she possessed. She had been no more than a wee lassie, a child. Yet people had shown her no mercy, not even for one so young. The memory of the villagers’ hateful cries still echoed in her mind, their faces twisted in fear and disgust as they had come for her. “Monster! Devil’s spawn!”
Maeve squeezed her eyes shut against the painful memories. She had lost everything—her family, her home. Forced to flee into the wilderness or face the pyre. 
Taking a shuddering breath, Maeve rose and continued foraging along the stream’s edge. She plucked some wild onions and greens, expertly selecting only the edible plants. Though once a simple crofter’s daughter, she had become adept at surviving on her own out here. After all, she had no other choice. Not truly at least. Or was survival a choice one made? Maeve was uncertain.
As she gathered food, her thoughts turned to her strange abilities, the curse that had condemned her. She could hear people’s thoughts as though they were her own, dancing through her head in imitation of the voice that slipped from her throat. At first, Maeve had not even known these thoughts to be someone else’s. They had confused her, to be sure. Yet it had taken some time for her to understand that somehow another’s mind had entered her own, leaving behind a piece of itself. It had been nothing conscious, nothing she had intentionally done or sought to do. It had simply happened, and she had been unable to prevent it.
As far as Maeve had been able to unearth in the years since she had first taken notice, proximity made her curse more powerful. The closer someone stood to her, the louder his or her thoughts rang in her head. Yet it was not simply closeness of location. Indeed, her parents’ and her younger siblings’ thoughts had been most prominent upon her mind whether they had stood right beside her or far across the village with many people standing between them and her. Aye, closeness of the heart mattered as well.
At first, Maeve had been simply intrigued. Unsettled, to be sure. Yet her innocent mind had not on its own strayed to something evil. Only when she had begun to speak of it had her perception of her ability turned. Aye, Maeve remembered her mother’s frightful expression upon first hearing her daughter speak of such a thing. She remembered her father insisting she keep it a secret and not mention it again. At not even ten years of age, Maeve had tried to heed her parents’ warnings, and yet her young mind had been too intrigued. 
And then she had taken one wrong step and…
Shaking off her dark reflections, Maeve moved deeper into the misty forest. She had to keep going, keep surviving. What else could she do? She was alone in this world now, with only the ancient trees as her companions. 
Somewhere in the distance, a raven cawed once more as if reminding her that it, too, stood at her side, and a soft smile graced Maeve’s lips as she made her way through the dense forest. The trees rose like silent sentinels all around her, their gnarled branches disappearing into the low-hanging mist. She took a deep breath, inhaling the rich, earthy scents—the mustiness of fallen leaves, the sharp tang of pine, the clean smell of the damp soil. 
These woods felt more like home than any place she had known. Here, she did not have to hide who she was. The trees did not judge or condemn her for her strange ability. They simply accepted her, offering solace and shelter within their ancient embrace.
Maeve placed a hand against the rough bark of an oak. “If only ye could speak,” she murmured. “Then I’d have someone to talk to.” She smiled ruefully. Was she truly so desperate for companionship that she was talking to trees now? 
Ever since she had been cast out, she had yearned for somewhere to belong, for someone who would understand her. Aye, Maeve knew that companionship with other people was something she would never have. She had lost the only family she had ever had, and she did not dare seek out others more often than need be for fear of their reaction. Still, occasionally, she dreamed of simply exchanging a few words here and there. Was that perhaps why she spoke to the animals and trees? To hear her own voice and remember that she was still here? That she had not perished somewhere deep in the woods?
If only she could speak to the animals or rather they could speak to her. Yet whether they possessed thoughts of their own, thoughts similar to those of people, Maeve could not hear them. Nay, their minds remained quiet and far away from her own, leaving her utterly alone in a world where she was not wanted.
Maeve froze as again the snapping of a twig cut through the silence. Her breath caught in her throat as she scanned the misty forest. Had she imagined it? Or was someone else out here?
She listened intently, her body tense. There—another crackle of leaves, too heavy to belong to a raven or a rabbit. Maeve’s heart pounded, and her right hand went to her belt, silently unsheathing the dagger she kept there. It was her only protection against the wild, against anything or anyone who wished to do her harm. Yet, she knew quite well that it was not much.
On quiet feet, Maeve darted behind the thick trunk of an ancient oak. She slowed her breathing, willing her frantic heart to still, wondering if the sounds she heard belonged to a grazer or perhaps a predator. 
Carefully, Maeve peaked around the trunk, her gaze drawn ahead to a soft rustling in the underbrush. 
And then she saw it. 
Colors that did not rightly belong in the forest. At least not in these shades. 
Aye, in autumn, leaves showed shades of red while blue hues could be seen in rippling waters or brilliant skies. Yet in this moment, neither color was where it was supposed to be.
“Footsteps,” Maeve murmured under her breath as she stared through the thicket at the moving colors, now certain that it was no animal she was facing. Nay, it was a man judging by the heavy thud of his steps.
Maeve’s heart flew into a panic as the footsteps grew louder, grew closer, accompanied every now and then by an almost guttural growl that made Maeve think of hungry wolves on the hunt. 
Yet it was a man, and her mind raced through her options. Was she to flee deeper into the woods? Confronting him, of course, was out of the question. Nay, she could not let him see her. That would only lead to questions, suspicions… torches and pitchforks.
The footsteps halted, close now, and Maeve glimpsed a shadowy figure through the trees. Tall, broad-shouldered, with a shock of pitch-black hair. 
The very moment Maeve spotted him, the man’s thoughts emerged as a rumble in her mind, like distant thunder. Maeve clenched her fists and pinched her eyes shut, pushing back against his mind with every bit of strength she had. She could not afford to slip, to let her ability loose, for it confused her mind and twisted the world. Whenever another’s thoughts rummaged through her head, Maeve no longer knew who she was. She felt robbed of every conscious thought, unable to clear her mind and use it as she otherwise would. In a word, she felt helpless.
The man turned, peering into the woods. Looking for her? Maeve shrank back against the oak, relieved to find that the shadows and fog shrouded her. Her hands remained clenched, and she gritted her teeth, fighting against the onslaught of the man’s thoughts. 
After a moment, the man continued on his way.
Maeve released a shaky breath. That had been close. Too close. She had to be more careful, keep her guard up. Clearly, the Highlands were not as empty as they seemed.
Only when the sound of footsteps had completely faded did she slip from her hiding place and pick her way silently through the trees, moving in the opposite direction from the mysterious man. Her pulse still thrummed, but she forced herself to focus, drawing deep breaths into her lungs. Surviving alone required vigilance and skill. She could not let fear override her instincts.
Kneeling, Maeve inspected some promising plants nestled between tree roots. Chanterelles. Perfect. She harvested the orange fungi with deft fingers, tucking them into a pouch on her belt. Food for tonight, and perhaps some to dry for harder times. 
Satisfied with her find, Maeve stood and continued deeper into the misty forest. She kept her senses alert, listening for any signs of animals or, heaven forbid, people. Solitude was her ally, her protector. As long as she remained hidden, she was safe.
A clearing opened up ahead, dotted with scraggly bushes. Maeve recognized the oval leaves immediately—blueberries. A smile touched her lips, and she hurried forward, plucking the ripe berries and savoring their sweet-tart juice. They would make a fine dessert after the chanterelle stew.
For the first time since her close call with the man, Maeve’s shoulders relaxed, for the familiar work of gathering food centered her. She had survived this long on her own. After all, she was a child of this forest—and the forest provided for its own.
By the time Maeve finished harvesting the blueberries, her fingers were stained purple. As she stood, a raven’s hoarse cry echoed overhead, and she glanced up, watching the glossy bird alight on a nearby evergreen bough. “Hello, wee rascal,” Maeve called on a laugh, savoring the sound. “’Tis good to see ye again.”
The raven cocked its head, regarding her with one obsidian eye, as though it objected to being called a rascal. 
Maeve often spoke to the creatures of the forest this way, for their presence soothed her, reminding her that she was not entirely alone. “I suppose ye’re hungry, too,” she murmured to the bird, plucking a juicy berry from her pouch. She tossed it upward and the raven caught it in its beak, gulping it down. “Plenty more where that came from,” Maeve assured the bird, feeling a sense of satisfaction at providing for another—even if only in such a small way.
The feathery creature cawed as if in thanks before taking flight again, its wings sweeping through the misty air.
Maeve watched it disappear into the trees, and a pang of envy pierced her chest. The raven lived as part of a flock. It was never isolated as she was, cut off from her own kind. What would it be like to have someone to talk to, to confide in? Someone who knew her secret yet accepted her still?
Shaking her head, Maeve dismissed the fanciful thoughts. After all, such dreams were dangerous. She had learned long ago that she was meant to live apart. That her destiny lay far away from those of other people. Though she dared seek them out when trading fruits of the forest for a new blade or a piece of linen to fashion a new dress or cloak, she never risked lingering too long near villages or even small settlements.
Hoisting her satchel of berries, Maeve continued onward, wondering about this new stretch of forest, fresh ground beneath her feet. For fear of discovery, she never stayed in one place for too long, worried a hunter or traveler of some sort might come upon her by accident. Especially when caught off guard, Maeve knew that her curse often revealed itself.
And she could not risk that.
Rolling her shoulders against the heavy weight of the pack on her back, Maeve had only gone a few paces when a snapping branch stopped her short. She froze instantly, her body tensing. Had the mysterious man from before found her trail? Was he perhaps following her?
Although a rational corner of her mind argued that it could not possibly be so, that no one in these parts had ever laid eyes on her, Maeve still felt every inch of her begin to tremble. Her limbs grew weak, and she held her breath as she peered through the trees, trying to glimpse what had caused the noise.
There, just up ahead, a figure moved through the mist—tall and broad-shouldered. A man indeed. The same man as before. His dark hair fell into his face as he moved with slow steps, a heavy cloak draped upon his shoulders and a fierce-looking blade at his belt.
Heart pounding, Maeve backed away slowly. Run! It was like a scream inside her head, and Maeve flinched. All of a sudden, the pack on her back felt too heavy, its weight dragging her down as her limbs began to tremble in earnest. She knew she ought to flee, yet she could not seem to bring herself to move. Memories returned with full force, and panic and pain clawed at her heart. Dimly, she felt the straps of her pack slide from her shoulders and into the soft cover of leaves upon the ground. Her hand clasped a low-hanging branch, her fingernails digging into its bark as she fought to remain upright, fought to banish the memories that suddenly resurfaced. Run!
As though someone had shouted that word straight into her ear, Maeve flinched... and the man spun around and looked directly at her.
Their eyes met through the thicket of brambles, twigs, and leaves, and even through the haze, Maeve could see the man’s sharp grey gaze. 
A hunter! The voice screamed, and Maeve’s pulse hitched. Run!






  
  Chapter two
A New Laird
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Ewan MacDrummond kneeled by the babbling stream, cupping the crisp water in his hands. The chill bit into his skin, grounding him in the moment. He splashed his face, wiping away the sheen of sweat from his brow. The walk through the misty glen had been a welcome respite from the chaos back at the keep. Here, surrounded by ancient oaks and the rolling hills, he could pretend the immense weight on his shoulders did not exist. 
A raven’s caw drew his gaze upward. The sleek bird perched on a branch, sharp eyes studying him. Ewan’s mouth quirked. “Fancy seeing ye here, friend,” he exclaimed, feeling a certain sense of camaraderie to the creature. “It seems we both needed some time away.”
The raven ruffled its inky feathers before launching into the air, and Ewan watched it soar, a pang of envy hitting him. How simple the life of a bird, able to roam wherever it pleased. No burdens, no expectations, no legacies to uphold. 
With a sigh, Ewan rose, brushing the leaves from his plaid. He knew he could not linger here much longer. Soon Cromartie would send out a search party, furious at his disappearance. 
Ewan smirked, picturing the dour man’s tomato-red face. Aye, his father’s old advisor meant well, and yet Ewan could not help but needle the man, even if it was childish. After all, Cromartie took himself far too seriously, his expression always earnest, always full of concern. Ewan could not remember ever having seen the man smile, his thoughts were constantly revolving around clan matters, around the future and how best to ensure it. It was a noble sentiment, to be certain; yet Ewan wondered if the man even knew how to live. Truly live. Or was this perhaps the essential piece of the puzzle Ewan could not quite seem to grasp? As laird of a clan, even one who had only just reached his twenty-second year, was he not supposed to have a life? 
As Ewan meandered through the trees, the ancient pines creaked in the breeze. It was a soothing sound, familiar as a lullaby. How he wished to lose himself in this forest and leave the world behind. But he had made an oath, sworn on his father’s deathbed to protect the clan no matter the cost. 
The memory tightened Ewan’s chest, and for a brief moment, he closed his eyes, remembering that dark moment barely a fortnight ago. Always had his father been like a force of nature, his voice booming across the great hall, his fist tight around the hilt of his sword, his eyes seeing, aware of everything that happened within his clan. He had been a great leader, devoted to his people.
Devoted to his son as well.
And now, he was gone…
… and Ewan was the new laird…
… responsible for his people.
Ewan sighed, his boots crunching on the needled ground. He knew he ought to return and face his duties. As much as he dreaded the negotiations with Lord Rutherford, he needed to prepare; he knew so even without his late father’s advisor reminding him day in and out. Indeed, Ewan knew that he fell far short of his father’s capabilities. He was still young and inexperienced, a burden that rested upon his shoulder’s day and night. He had not expected to lose his father so soon, to be forced into the role of laird before he felt ready.
Now, though, the time had come whether he liked it or not, and he had made his father a promise. Still, deep down, Ewan wondered if he would be able to keep it or if he would let down his entire clan, unable to protect them from the English. Aye, his father had warned Ewan to be wary of the English lord, a distant relative on his mother’s side. “Rutherford’s a sly fox,” he had croaked, his voice barely audible as his weak hand had clutched Ewan’s arm. “He’ll try to trick ye into an unfair bargain. Hold yer ground and keep the interests of our people first in yer mind.”
A heavy sigh drifted from Ewan’s lips. If only the matter could be solved with a clash of swords instead of words. Ewan smiled ruefully, his hand drifting to the hilt of his blade. He felt far more comfortable wielding steel than navigating tricky negotiations. 
A sudden crack of a branch
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