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For my sisters, who share laughter and drink tea. You know who you are.
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First Witch: Where the place?

Second Witch: Upon the heath.

Third Witch: There to meet with Macbeth.

​— ​MACBETH, 1.1

The Weird Sisters, hand in hand,

Posters of the sea and land,

Thus do go, about, about;

Thrice to thine, thrice to mine,

And thrice again, to make up nine.

Peace! the charm’s wound up.

​— ​MACBETH, 1.3

The fearefull aboundinge at this time in this countrie, of these detestable slaves of the Devill, the Witches or enchanters, hath moved me (beloved reader) to dispatch in post, this following treatise of mine…

​— ​KING JAMES I OF ENGLAND, 1566–1625, DAEMONOLOGIE: PRINTED BY ROBERT WALDE-GRAVE, PRINTER TO THE KING’S MAJESTIE, 1597


ENGLISH PRONUNCIATION OF GAELIC NAMES AND WORDS


Boite mac Cináeda – Botie mac Sined

Coille fiadhaich – Cull-yay Fee-ah-hich

Cuilén – Coo-lin

Dawy mac Àid – Davy Mc Ahid

Draoidheach – Druo-ae-YAH – Dray-yoo-uch – it means magic or enchantment

Druimeinach – Droo-me- an- ACH

Eaun – Yoo an

Finnghuala – Fin-OO-la

Gillacomgáin – Gilla-Com-Gain

Gruoch – Grew-och (as in loch)

Lulach – Loo-lach (ch as in loch)

Mac Bethad mac Findláich – Mac-bet-had mac-find-lake

Mo leanbh milis fein – Me lan-ooov millish fane – it means my own sweet babby

Moireibh Moh-RIV – Moray Mormaer – Mor-mayr – it means laird

Muireall – Moiralle

Murriel mac Àid – Mureel Mc Ahid

Sidheag – Shee-ak

Soňa – Son-ya (Czech)

Tighernach O’Braein – Tig-her-nach O Bree-hahn

Ulchel – Ulch-ell (ch as in cherry)

Zerubbabel – Zer-OOO-bah-bell (Anglicised English)


GLOSSARY


bublanina – Czech fruit cake

brose – a simple dish of oatmeal and hot milk or water

flewsa – menstrual flow

leine – a linen smock or long tunic

simples – herbs

wortcunning – the ancient practice of knowing the medicinal and magical properties of plants and herbs. ‘Wort’ means plant and ‘cunning’ means knowledge or skill.


PROLOGUE
1048, MORAY, ALBA (SCOTLAND)


The young woman stood before the group of soldiers and her accusers, her head down, her wrists tied roughly with rope. She stared at her bare feet, her muddy legs. She didn’t look up: there were no friendly faces to offer any comfort. She was cold, so cold that her skin was a translucent shade of silver. Her hair stuck to her face; strands hung down in damp clumps. Her lower lip was swollen.

‘Say who ye are,’ a woman said. Isobel knew her. She’d known her all her life. And she knew how much power she wielded.

‘Ye ken who I am.’ Isobel could hardly move her lips.

‘Say your name,’ the harsh voice repeated, ‘so that all here present may see ye for what ye are.’

Isobel shivered. A raw wind blew from outside, from the forests, from the sea. She could smell the air, a tinge of smoke from the thatches in the village. The scent of the outside world that she’d never see again.

Her voice was a whisper. ‘When Mac Bethad mac Findláich returns from his travels, he’ll let me go.’

‘Your name.’

‘I beg ye.’ Isobel raised her head and her vision was blurred. She briefly took in the walls of the great hall, the high windows, the long table that was still filled with food from earlier feasting. The woman who sat opposite her was dressed in a fine leine, edged with fur.

Isobel swallowed, and when she spoke again her voice cracked with sadness. ‘Please, just one more time. Let me hold her in my arms.’

‘Never speak of her again. She’s gone from ye.’ The woman stood up and Isobel could see that her hair had been freshly plaited and coiled. ‘Let us finish this bad business, and then ye can be dealt with.’

Isobel wondered if there was any hope. Her body was frail, her spirit was tired now.

‘I’m Isobel Druimeinach.’ She felt a sigh shudder from somewhere deep. ‘I’m seventeen years of age, or so I believe. I’m the youngest daughter of Sidheag and Gamelin Druimeinach. My mother was a wise woman. My father was killed fighting in the battles with Mac Bethad and⁠—’

‘Enough.’ The woman raised a hand and Isobel was silent. She glanced away from the men who circled her carrying daggers, their faces expressionless. A servant stepped up and handed the woman a cup of wine. She sat down, frowning into her cup.

Isobel licked dry lips with a thick tongue. She hadn’t had a morsel of food or a drop of water in days. She asked, ‘What will become of me?’

‘Ye’ve been accused.’ The woman sipped delicately. ‘There’s one outcome for such as ye.’

‘Then speak to Lulach. Speak to him. He’ll say that I’m not what ye say I am. He and I love each other. We planned⁠—’

The woman recoiled from her chair like a snake and sprang, slapping Isobel’s face with a hard hand. Isobel did not move. She felt too weak to fight.

‘Say his name again and I’ll tell these men to cut out your tongue,’ the woman spat. ‘I’ve sent him away. He’s far from your wickedness.’

The words made something inside Isobel snap. A tear fell down her face, another, landing on the stone floor, disappearing. She blinked until the last tear was gone, until her vision cleared. The woman was inches away, her face twisted with spite.

In a whisper as dry as leaves, Isobel said, ‘I’ve seen what will come, what will be. Ye will become old, withered and alone. Everyone ye love will leave ye. Ye’ll never feel the warm happiness of true love.’

‘Ye lie. I have my husband.’ For the first time, the woman looked afraid. ‘I have my son, my…’

Isobel shook her head and the woman’s words stopped, as if trapped behind her teeth.

‘No, madam. Ye’ll have nothing. When people talk of ye, it’ll be of a woman of dust. They’ll remember ye for a while. Then ye’ll be forgotten.’ Isobel turned to the guards. ‘Take me to that place where ye keep me, where it’s cold and smells foul, where I’ll wait for death. It’ll bring me more cheer than being here.’

The woman moved to strike Isobel again but something in her expression had changed. Her face was taut.

‘Take her away. Lock her up. Give her no food or water.’ She watched as two guards gripped Isobel’s arms and dragged her away. Then, her voice wild with terror, she screamed, ‘Ye’ll not be there long, Isobel. I’ll see to that.’
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SIXTEEN YEARS EARLIER, 1032, MORAY, ALBA


‘Gillacomgáin isnae a nice man. I cannae bear him near me.’ The lady Gruoch’s face shone with tears, but she made no move to wipe them away.

‘He’s your husband, madam.’ Sidheag took her mistress’s hand. In the firelight, Gruoch looked even younger than her seventeen years. ‘He’s young and handsome.’

‘His breath is foul. He drinks ale every night. And when he comes to my bed, he’s rough and his beard scratches.’

‘Ye shouldnae speak ill of him. Someone might be listening behind the door and run and tell a tale.’

Sidheag glanced around the turret room. Moray Castle was vast and grand, but it was always cold. Her two small daughters were dozing in the corner, huddled together beneath a sheepskin rug, their faces angelic in the orange glow. Her third child, a girl of just a few months, was asleep on her lap, rosebud lips still pursed from feeding. Gruoch followed Sidheag’s eyes, her gaze falling on a tousled blond head on a low bed, half-covered in furs.

‘I care not who hears me – Gillacomgáin or his men.’ Gruoch returned her gaze to the flames in the hearth. ‘My son’s well and so am I. The tea ye gave me helps me sleep. What did ye say it was?’

‘I call it goose tongue, madam. And I put some ram’s head in, to help your stomach feel calm.’

‘Nothing can help me live with Gillacomgáin. I didnae want to marry him. He’s rough; he has a vile temper. My brother Maelbaethe made me do it. I’m the daughter of the House of Malcolm, a Scottish princess. I must continue the line. But Gillacomgáin treats me like his whore, not his wife.’

‘Ye have a son and an heir now. Perhaps ye’ll get some peace from your husband’s appetite.’

‘I hope so. He didnae request my company at the feast tonight. He’ll be in his cups, drunk and laughing. Gillacomgáin chooses servant girls to warm his bed most nights. He tells me he’s a lusty young man and must be satisfied. But oh, Sidheag, I hate him.’

‘Ye have Lulach, madam. He’s a beautiful boy.’

‘And I have ye to thank for that. The labouring was hard.’

‘But ye are hale now.’

‘Because ye gave me things to help me…’

‘Blood of Hestia, I call it – that’s chamomile. And pennyroyal.’

‘…or the bairn and I would both surely have died. Then ye helped me to feed him. And when he grew too big, ye gave me the salve to stop him sucking.’

‘Hawk’s heart makes a good ointment for the nipple. Some call it wormwood. A bairn hates the taste and will let go immediately.’

‘Ye’ve been kind.’

‘Ye need me less and less these days.’

‘But it comforts me when ye come.’

‘To see ye and Lulach thrive is all I ask for, madam. And to see my own three lassies grow to womanhood.’

‘Ye have no husband to care for ye, Sidheag. It’ll be hard.’

‘My man, Gamelin Druimeinach, was too good for this world. I couldnae keep him long.’

‘He gave ye three lassies.’ Gruoch glanced to where two of them were sleeping. ‘Merraid and Ysenda will be bonnie. They’ll soon catch husbands. And the one in your lap, wee Isobel, born soon after her father died – I remember the night: the heavens were full of wicked storms – she’s the image of ye.’

‘Aye, she’s very like me,’ Sidheag said quietly. ‘Merraid and Ysenda are like their father.’

‘I’ll repay ye for your kindness, I promise ye. Lulach’s the joy of my days. I had no idea being a mother could bring such happiness.’

‘It can. Yet it makes us she-wolves,’ Sidheag said. ‘We’re fierce – we’ll protect them, no matter what.’

‘I wonder what he’ll become, my boy,’ Gruoch said. ‘Will he be a great warrior, with his blond hair and those broad shoulders that almost killed me in birthing? Or will he be a swill belly like his father, always after the ale and the lassies?’

‘He’ll be what he’ll be,’ Sidheag said. In the flickering light, her face was gentle. She drew her finger tenderly across her baby’s face.

Gruoch grabbed her hand. ‘Please – I beg you – do that thing ye do when ye look into the fire.’ She stared into the flames. ‘When I look, I see only dancing light. But when ye look, ye see what’s to come.’

‘I begged ye not to mention it,’ Sidheag whispered.

‘But ye saw that I would have a boy child. And ye saw that your Gamelin would be killed in battle.’

‘Gazing into the flames makes me weary, madam And sometimes I dinnae like what I see.’

‘But what of my fate? Some people call it “wyrd”, which means our destiny, what is to come. Have ye heard of the Wyrd Sisters, the fates who spin the thread of life? All’s measured and we can do nothing to change it. But’ – Gruoch pressed Sidheag’s hand eagerly – ‘what will become of my Lulach? He’s three years old now. If I’m to spend every day with Gillacomgáin, and his awful breath and his spiky beard, I need something to keep my hope alive.’

‘I dinnae like to look at the future.’

‘Ye may see happiness for your girls too. Perhaps Merraid will have many bairns or Ysenda will have rich suitors. Or Isobel⁠—’

‘I’ve already seen in the flames what becomes of us. Isobel will heal people’s pains. Merraid and Ysenda are their father’s bairns. They’ll follow him.’

‘And Lulach? Oh, please – I beg of ye.’

‘I cannae refuse ye, madam. But once I see what I see, it’s hard to keep my tongue still, whether ye like it or nay.’

‘I’m not afeared of the truth.’

‘Then so be it.’ Sidheag turned to the fire with a sigh. Her fingers idly threaded through the copper skeins of Isobel’s hair. A frown deepened as she stared into the leaping flames.

Shapes began to merge. Her heart pounded. A feeling of grogginess engulfed her, pulling her into its centre.

Then she saw the figure of a tall young man, and another, broad-shouldered, wearing a crown.

Her voice came, thick with emotion, as if from outside herself.

‘I see a man who’s the king. Your son’s his favourite, like his own child.’

‘Then Lulach could be king one day.’ Gruoch clasped her hands. ‘He’s of the House of Malcolm, as I am. But who’s the other man?’

‘Wait. I see a woman, too – two women. He turns from one to the other.’

‘My son will have two wives – or two daughters. Does he have a son?’

‘I see a boy child… Oh, no, I see a fool.’ Sidheag’s voice faltered. ‘An unfortunate fool.’

Gruoch grasped at her sleeve and her mouth turned down sulkily. ‘What will happen to Lulach?’

Sidheag closed her eyes; the earth seemed to whirl. In a movement, she pulled baby Isobel tightly to her chest and cried out, ‘I smell burning. It’s in my nose, it’s all around.’

She was alert now. The heavy stench was in the room. Choking smoke seeped around the corner.

‘What?’ Gruoch rushed towards the bed where her child lay, scooping him in her arms. ‘I smell it too. A fire – downstairs, in the hall.’

Sidheag moved fast. She woke Merraid and Ysenda, bundling the sleepy girls into their blankets, shepherding them towards the door, Isobel tucked in the crook of her arm ‘The children need to be moved. We cannae stay here.’

‘What will we find down there?’ Gruoch hugged Lulach, still in his furry blanket. ‘I’m afeared.’

‘We’ll be safest beyond the castle walls,’ Sidheag panted. ‘Come, little ones. Merraid, hold Ysenda’s hand tightly. Madam, listen. There’s a fray in the great hall but my home’s just a few moments away. We may find safety there.’

Sidheag led the way down cold steps, her feet echoing on the stone. She was still dizzy; staring into the fire always left her faint. But, with one arm cradling Isobel and the other guiding the sleepy toddlers, she hurried to the open doorway that led to the great hall. She stopped, holding her breath for fear of choking in the billowing smoke.

A fierce fire roared at one end of the hall; piles of firewood covered in grease blazed. Shadowy figures rushed around, carrying burning branches, diving from behind the crackling wood that flamed red.

Sidheag clutched the children tighter, Gruoch behind her carrying Lulach. She watched men move slowly, their faces masks of panic. The intruders were now among them. Gillacomgáin rose from his bench, slowed by too much beer and food. Smoke filled the hall, suffocating heat spreading in clouds.

Sidheag shouted over the noise, ‘There’s a door near the dais, where the guests sit. Let’s get the bairns outside.’

They moved fast, dodging men with swords, once shadows, now murderers.

Sidheag ran blindly, sweeping her children towards the door, Gruoch behind, panting hard. A small hand clutched at her leine, grabbing at the fabric of the tunic. Ysenda was doing her best to keep up, but she was tiny. Sidheag lifted her quickly, head down to check Merraid was safely by her side. Screams pierced the air. The smoke made it hard to see. Someone shoved her hard; she stumbled and her arms tightened around baby Isobel and Ysenda. A figure loomed towards them. Merraid squealed and Sidheag held her too. Already, the fresh air from outside felt cool: they were paces from safety.

A man blocked the entrance: two men, one tall shadow, facing another.

Gillacomgáin, Gruoch’s husband, stood in the doorway, filling the space. He had made a run for it. Time slowed as he turned, realising too late that he was being attacked. A dancing figure hurtled towards him and Gillacomgáin reached for his dagger. Recognition filled his face as he looked into the eyes of a broad-shouldered, blond man. He seemed to recognise the same familiar curves and lines as in his own face, etched with the same expression.

The figure’s dagger was already drawn and raised. The marauder lunged, plunging the weapon into the soft flesh of Gillacomgáin’s stomach, and he tottered and tumbled, blood spreading in a dark pool.

Behind her, Sidheag heard the timber of the hall collapse and crash. The attacker turned fiercely, holding a dripping knife. His eyes narrowed as he noticed Gruoch.

‘The lady Gruoch,’ he said between clenched teeth.

Sidheag stepped forward. ‘Ye’ll do my mistress no, harm, master. We’ve children here, and ye willnae hurt them, or ye’ll find yourself cursed.’

‘Dinnae touch my child.’ Gruoch was staring at the body of her husband, clutching her son, unable to move. She raised her voice over the turmoil and chaos of men clashing in battle. ‘Ye hear me?’

‘I hear ye, woman.’ The man glanced at the children. ‘Are these bairns yours?’

‘Ye’ll not harm them.’ Sidheag stood her ground. ‘Nor my mistress. Now will ye please let us pass? It’s smoky in here – the wee ones cannae breathe, and my eldest already has an ague of the lungs.’

The man held his dagger high, still as a statue, looking from Sidheag to Gruoch. Then he took a step backwards. ‘Ye can pass, unharmed. I’ve killed the man I came for. He murdered my father, Findláich mac Ruaidrí. He willnae take life again.’

‘Thanking ye,’ Sidheag said, moving forward. The man stretched out an arm to stop Gruoch. She glared up at him, teeth bared, her son in her arms. He lifted her chin, examining her face. ‘Gruoch ingen Boite, daughter of Boite mac Cináeda. We’ve met before, Princess.’

‘We have.’ Gruoch didn’t flinch. ‘Ye and my husband met many times.’

‘Your dead husband.’ The man released his hold and turned his gaze to the child she held in her arms, who hid his face in the folds of his mother’s cloak. ‘This is your son, Lulach?’

‘It is.’ Gruoch’s eyes flashed. ‘Ye will let me pass.’

‘Of course. I willnae harm ye.’ The man almost smiled. ‘I apologise for burning the castle. But it can be fixed.’

‘Aye, it can,’ Gruoch said. ‘Along with my heart, for I willnae mourn Gillacomgáin long.’ She stepped forward with an imperious nod of her head and led the way into the cold night air.

Outside, Sidheag gasped fresh air as she hugged her children close. Merraid was crying. Sidheag kissed her and whispered, ‘We’ll all go back to the hut your father built for us. We’ll stay there and be safe.’

‘Thank ye,’ Gruoch said softly. She glanced over her shoulder, where more screams came from the great hall, and grey smoke billowed.

Sidheag looked up as a sliver of moon shifted behind a cloud, leaving a weak trail of milky gauze. This was a night she’d never forget. The air held tension like a magic spell. She whispered, ‘That man knew ye. Who is he?’

‘His name’s Mac Bethad mac Findláich. His mother was Donada, second daughter of King Malcolm the Second.’ She pressed her lips together, covering a secret smile. ‘And he’s my husband’s cousin. I believe we’ll see him again before too long, Sidheag. Did ye not see the way he looked at me?’
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THE PRESENT DAY, BRISTOL, ENGLAND


‘Look at me. I’m talking to you,’ the Dutch detective in the raincoat said. ‘Where’s your wife?’

‘Wife? She was nothing but a slut.’ The muscled man in vest and jeans folded his arms, making a barrier between them. ‘The slag had it coming.’

‘Where is she now? What did you do with her?’ The Dutch detective’s voice was hushed.

In contrast, the muscled man began to shout as two policemen restrained him. ‘You’ll never find her. And it won’t make any difference if you do. She’s stone-cold dead.’

‘Stone cold?’ the detective said flatly. He grimaced. ‘Check the basement.’

‘Cut.’ The director looked around. ‘Let’s do the scene where the body’s found in the basement. Can you get into the freezer please, er…?’

‘Ruthie.’ Ruthie stepped forward, wearing a skimpy nightie, her dark hair tousled over her face, a bruise painted on her cheekbone. She walked towards the chest freezer and clambered in, leaving the top open.

‘Right – when you’re discovered, Ruthie – I want eyes wide open, a glassy stare, lips parted as if the last thing you did was to holler for help. The shot will only take a few seconds but I want to shock the audience. It’s all about impact.’ The director adjusted his glasses. ‘Are you good?’

‘I’m good.’ Ruthie hunkered down as the lid descended with a clunk. She rearranged her limbs and her hair, and took a breath in the way she’d been trained to do. There was a pause, some low chattering from technicians, then she heard the Dutch detective say, ‘She’s in there, guys. I’d bet my pension on it.’

The lid was lifted and Ruthie did her best corpse impression. The moment held, a little longer. She heard the words, ‘Cut. Right, can we do it again? Different shots, different angles.’

‘Of course.’ Ruthie wriggled down inside the freezer, ruffled her hair, and called, ‘Ready.’

[image: ]


Six hours later, way past seven o’clock, she was home, starving hungry – she’d missed lunch. With expert fingers, she pressed the keypad to the marina and the gate swung open. Hands in jacket pockets against the light breeze, she made her way towards the little green houseboat, moored securely on the water.

She hurried into the galley kitchen crammed with all her familiar stuff, desperate for a herbal tea. As she filled the kettle, it occurred to her that even corpses found in freezers needed refreshment. The thought made her laugh as she opened the fridge and reached for a box of cooked pasta, left over from last night.

She took the steaming cup of tea and her pasta to the open-plan lounge with the huge sliding roof to let the sunshine in. It was too cool to open it now, although the May sun was still warm outside. She sat at the table and turned to her laptop. She needed another job. The money she made at the coffee shop kept her going, but each time she looked at the website Bristol Acting Jobs, Auditions & Casting Calls, she hoped she would find her big break.

The screen lit up and Ruthie scanned the jobs – ‘Brand Shoot, Models Needed’; ‘Serial Drama’; ‘Ongoing Work’; ‘Italy TIE Tour’.

Ruthie hovered the mouse over the blue letters and clicked. She’d done Theatre in Education tours before, the most recent being in Cardiff. Before that, she’d been one of the presenters of a dynamic travel documentary series, 12 Hours in Sweden. It had been good work while it lasted.

She read the job specifications out loud, practising her newsreader voice. ‘Do you love theatre and working with children? Would you like to join a company that provides interactive shows and fun theatrical workshops to Italian students wanting to improve their English? Rehearsals in Arma di Taggia, Italy; Tour nationwide. 1–3 weeks.’ She paused, taking a forkful of pasta, chewing. ‘View details and apply…’

Italy would be fun. Ruthie imagined the camaraderie, devising a piece for performance, playing in front of rapt young audiences. She might even have time to learn a bit of Italian. The details asked for fluent speakers. She wasn’t likely to get it.

After the pasta was eaten and the job applied for, Ruthie reached for her tea. It was cold now, and she felt chilly, too. Although the freezer hadn’t been switched on during filming, the icy air had whipped through the flimsy nightie and made her flesh numb. She glanced at the inviting woodburning stove in the houseboat, the eco radiator and the flat-screen TV. She deserved a cosy night in, a Netflix binge.

She needed to learn to slow down. Small acting jobs squeezed between too many shifts at the coffee shop made Ruthie a dull girl.

What had her friend Scarlet said? She needed to get out more.

Scarlet was wrong, though. Ruthie was fine. She stretched her feet out in woolly socks – despite the summer weather, she craved comfort – and gazed at the photos on the boat wall. One of her in Oh! What a Lovely War. In Pierrot costume, laughing, thrown over the shoulder of a strutting sailor. In Cabaret, full make-up, stockings. The show had had a good run: six weeks at the Hippodrome.

One of her in Angels in America: she wore heavy wings, her hair loose, carrying a large book, her expression sombre in judgement. Another of her wearing a long peach dress, as Sabrina Daldry in In the Next Room (or The Vibrator Play). And Ruthie in The Crucible as a shrieking Abigail Williams. Again, the dishevelled hair, the staring, glassy eyes. And finally, Ruthie as the Shrew at Bristol Old Vic. She’d been an understudy for the main role, doing the comic part of the Widow. But the actor playing Katherina had laryngitis and was away for three weeks, so Ruthie had enjoyed a long run; it had been one of her best. Being Kate the Shrew in a tight red dress and ringlets, teasing Petruchio in a hilarious battle of the sexes had been glorious.

Because her appearance was unusual – tall, slim, dark curly hair, prominent cheekbones, a spatter of freckles – she got the character parts.

But it was her life. Everything. Since she’d been a child, she’d taken every opportunity to perform. Now, at almost thirty years of age, she felt that theatre was the blood in her veins. Acting was in her soul.

Nothing else mattered. Nothing.

Ruthie flicked on the TV, lit the wood burner and chose Coronation Street. Purely research, of course. She’d been an extra in it a couple of times. Once she’d been a drunken woman who was causing a disturbance in The Rovers Return, and this made her remember that there was a bottle of beer in the fridge – she was thirsty.

She loved the houseboat, sharing water space with swans and ducks. She’d lived here for over a year, a short walk from Bristol centre, and she was desperate to stay put. The job at the coffee shop paid the rent, and Soňa, her boss, was good about allowing her to work flexible hours while she took acting jobs. The houseboat home made her feel independent, sophisticated even. Unique. There was a laundrette in the marina, even a place to lock her bike.

Ruthie yawned. It had been a long day. The adverts had started, so she shuffled in her socks back to the fridge.

Another programme began. Ruthie felt drained of energy. She stared into the fire, watching the embers burn. Small flames licked and flickered orange as her eyes closed.

Words lit up on her phone screen momentarily. She hadn’t heard it buzz. It was her friend Scarlet.

Are you free tomorrow lunchtime? Audition. Hippodrome. Be there.




But Ruthie was too tired to deal with it, curled up on the sofa, her head on a cushion. She stayed there for an hour, then woke feeling cold, dragged herself to her bed via the tiny bathroom, and immediately fell asleep.

The next morning, she looked at Scarlet’s message properly on the way to Soňa’s coffee shop. Soňa would be fine about Ruthie taking time off – it was part of their arrangement. But if there was an audition, she’d need to prepare.

It was pointless to ring Scarlet’s number, as she wouldn’t be up yet. Her partner, Phil, had a job in finance and earned enough for both of them to live comfortably, allowing Scarlet to take acting jobs. And to sleep in.

Ruthie pushed away envious thoughts as she thumbed a message asking Scarlet to get back to her. But in truth, she didn’t really envy her friend. Being independent suited her fine. There was no one and nothing to think about, other than her career. It felt good for the soul somehow. Being single suited her fine.

And when roles came, they were often just extras or ‘supporting artists’, as they were called now. She’d had so much experience playing corpses. And prostitutes. Dumped wives, and the worried mum with a child in the doctor’s waiting room. It paid the bills. But one day she’d land the role of her dreams, another Kate or Abigail.

Until then, she’d take what she could to pay the rent.

She turned the corner and a parade of shops opened out in front of her. Soňa’s coffee shop was the red-fronted building on the end and Ruthie hurried over. Soňa was already outside, setting out red metal bistro tables and chairs, and stand-up menus. She moved quickly, bustling in her black clothes and floral headscarf, blond hair piled up. She turned with a smile.

‘Good morning, darling. You’re just in time. The makovník pastries need to come out of the oven. And I put in a batch of croissants.’ Soňa rolled her eyes. ‘Croissants – people here love them but they make a mess all over the tables. All the flakes they leave behind.’ She put her hands on her hips. ‘So, I see it in your face – you’re going to ask me again. How much time you want off today?’

‘Lunchtime audition? Please?’ Ruthie raised begging paws.

‘Oh, of course, darling – it’s fine. It’s a good job my brother’s boy Tomáš can come in today. He’s a hard worker. He’s reliable.’

‘I’m sorry, Soňa. I’ll do all day tomorrow, I promise.’

‘Oh, what are you like?’ Soňa threw her arms around Ruthie and hugged her. Ruthie could smell floral perfume. ‘You’ll remember me when you’re a rich and famous actor?’

‘I will.’ Ruthie hugged her back. ‘Right, I’ll sort out the pastries.’

For the next two hours, customers came in dribs and drabs, then a tide of people on their way to work. Ruthie served up countless double espressos, lattes-to-go, Americanos, milky teas, breakfast smoothies. By ten thirty – she glanced at her phone – still nothing from Scarlet. She messaged her again.

What do I need to prepare for this audition?




There was a surge of orders for toast and eggs. Poor Luboš, Soňa’s ever-frazzled husband, who worked as the chef, was rushed off his feet. At eleven o’clock Tomáš, Soňa’s nephew, arrived. Tall and lean, speaking with a voice much deeper than normal for his nineteen years, he tugged on a pristine apron and began to wipe tables. He called to Ruthie as he served coffee, his expression mischievous. ‘I put my electrical engineering assignment on hold. The deadline’s tomorrow: I might fail my course. But Aunty Soňa says you have an audition with a Hollywood director and that comes first.’

‘Not exactly Hollywood.’ Ruthie wished she knew more. ‘But thanks loads for coming in.’ She glanced at her phone again. Still nothing from Scarlet.

‘It’s no problem. So this time you’ll be in a big play? You’re going to be the star?’ Tomáš asked.

‘It’s going to be Ruthie’s big break,’ Soňa called as she carried a tray to a table of six. ‘I saw it in the tea leaves.’

‘That’d be nice,’ Ruthie said, collecting plates.

‘Not a dead body in a fridge?’ Tomáš asked.

‘Or a sex worker?’ Soňa yelled, ignoring the shocked face of the smartly dressed woman at the table next to her, as she set down a cappuccino and a pastry.

‘I don’t know. Scarlet just said to turn up.’

‘Sex worker for you again then.’ Soňa glanced at the clock. ‘You should be going now. You need to be on time. Impress them with your smile.’

‘And your long legs,’ Tomáš teased. ‘I see you have the short skirt on today. That’ll get you the part.’

‘I hope my talent shines through.’ Ruthie whipped off her apron and looked down at her denim skirt, bare legs and trainers. She untied her hair and shook it loose, reaching for her jacket.

Perhaps Scarlet would text her while she was on her way to the Hippodrome. At least she could prepare a little, research the role on her phone, work on ideas. She stepped outside into the hot May air. There wasn’t a whisper of wind.

‘Here goes,’ she said to herself.

A sense of something uncomfortable wriggled in her stomach. Nerves? Something more? Foreboding? She wasn’t sure.

As she moved, the heat crackled, as if a furnace had sucked the air away. Ruthie pulled off her jacket to cool down and increased her pace. She didn’t want to be late.
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1037, MORAY, ALBA


Sidheag took her daughters onto the heath that looked out towards the woodlands. The sun shone over them like a halo as they sat in a circle, on the daisy-strewn grass, sharing stories.

Sidheag picked a single daisy. ‘Your grandmother Muireall had skin smooth as a pebble and shining hair, the deep red of an autumn leaf.’

‘Will my hair turn that colour in autumn?’ Ysenda asked.

‘No, ye have the hair of a raven’s wings, like your father. He was a handsome man, and a hero. We’ll ask for a blessing for him today.’

‘Why did he fight, Mother?’ Merraid asked.

‘As long as there are men, there will be battles. King Duncan willnae be on the throne for long. He married a Danish princess – he’s no fighter. Your father was loyal to Mac Bethad mac Findláich. Now, he’s a warrior if I ever saw one. But let’s remember the names of the women who brought us into the world. We’re here today in their shadow.’

‘But there’s no shadow. The sun warms my face,’ Merraid said.

‘I mean that they gave us life, as I gave ye life, as ye will one day give your daughters life.’ She turned to Isobel, who was sucking her thumb noisily. ‘Daughters who’ll change the world.’

‘I want to change the world,’ Isobel said. ‘But I’m only six years old.’

‘Ye’ll do it when you are grown. My daughters will be wise women. Ye’ll make the sick well and help those in pain. That’s women’s work.’

‘I thought having bairns was women’s work,’ Ysenda asked. ‘I want to have three girls, like you have.’

‘And ye will learn, all three of ye, to bring them into the world,’ Sidheag said. ‘Watch what I do now.’ She gathered a handful of daisies and her hands worked deftly, threading one stem through a small hole in another.

‘Do ye know why a daisy has its name?’

‘Because it grows for days?’ Isobel said.

‘A daisy flower opens its eye in daylight to show its face to the sun. It’s the day’s eye.’

‘Day’s eye,’ Merraid repeated.

‘Its centre is the warmth of the sun. On Midsummer’s Day – that’s today – it’s magical to fill our home with daisies. They bring blessings. Maidens wear the chains in their hair. Some even believe fairies will bring luck today, too.’

Ysenda plucked a single daisy and placed it in her hair. The white against the darkness was striking. Sidheag took her hand. ‘Ye will all find a beloved who will love ye back because ye have good hearts.’ She stroked Merraid’s hair. ‘On Midsummer’s Day my mother and I used to thread daisy chains, and we’d use them to make charms.’

‘What charms?’ Isobel asked.

‘New baby blessings, healing, joy, love.’ Sidheag lifted the long chain she had made. ‘See how strong it is, yet it’s delicate. Like life and love, like our mothers who went before us. We’re part of the chain. Singly, we’re beautiful, but together we’re stronger than earth and sky.’

‘But the stem’s easily broken,’ Ysenda said. ‘Like a heart’s easily broken.’

‘Like a life’s easily broken.’ Merraid was thinking of her father, who had so often been away from home.

‘But we’re a daisy chain, Mother, because we’re a family.’ Isobel’s small hands had already started to thread flowers together. ‘See? I’ve made a chain, too.’

‘That’s good work, Isobel. Let’s make chains and wear them in our hair.’

‘To attract a husband when we’re grown?’ Ysenda asked.

‘A charm for good luck,’ Merraid said.

‘To be strong together – like the eye of the day.’ Isobel arranged the daisy crown on her head, small flowers against copper curls.

‘We’ll remember our mothers and dance on the heath, as it’s Midsummer’s Day. Then we’ll pick herbs.’

‘I’ve heard if ye lie naked in a bed of lady’s mantle at dawn, it’ll bring good luck,’ Ysenda said.

Merraid was already busy picking daisies. ‘Or ye can pick nine different flowers and put them under your pillow to dream of your future husband.’

‘Ye told me ye used to take a seed from an apple, Mother, and ye’d name it after our father, and flick it to the roof. If it stayed, our father would return. And one day, when I was in your belly, ye flicked it and it fell to the floor.’ Isobel met her mother’s eyes. ‘I’ve heard ye say it.’

‘It’s true. But let’s make our chains,’ Sidheag coaxed. ‘Then when the sun’s highest, we’ll dance.’

Sidheag and her daughters selected the biggest daisies, linking them together, humming as they worked. Soon, they had daisy jewels to adorn their heads, their necks and wrists.

Sidheag said, ‘Now let’s sing the Song of the great bard Amergin, “I am Wind on Sea”. It is a good charm song. It’ll keep us bound tightly together, just like the daisies we wear.’

They stood, joining hands, Sidheag tall and lean in her long grey leine, Merraid and Ysenda, their dark locks to their waists, Isobel the smallest, with copper curls, her face open to the sun like the daisy itself. Their agile feet moving as one, their leines twirling around their ankles, they began to dance in a circle.

Sidheag lifted her voice strongly, and her daughters joined in.

M gaeth i m-muir,
Am tond trethan,
Am fuaim mara,
Am dam secht ndirend,
Am séig i n-ail,l
Am dér gréne.



They danced in the sun’s rays, their faces lifted to the light. Then they fell down to the earth laughing, hugging each other.

Sidheag muttered, ‘I’ll rest here a while. Then we’ll go into the woods. I want to show ye a strong plant. We call it the devil’s plaything.’

‘Yarrow,’ Isobel said.

‘And what is the real name for dragon’s teeth?’ Sidheag asked.

‘Vervain,’ Isobel and Merraid said together.

‘And dew of the sea?’

‘Rosemary,’ the three girls chorused.

Sidheag’s expression became serious. ‘I will teach ye about plants that carry death in their juices. They have good properties used well, but used wrongly they bring evil.’

‘Then why will ye teach us about them?’ Merraid asked.

‘To keep ye wise. That way, ye can be aware of their power. There’s the blind eye, that people call poppy, that can make people drowsy, but it can also ease pain. And the tree of doom, that people call elder. Some believe it’s bad luck, but it can bring down a fever and the berries are good taken in a drink.’

Isobel was fascinated. ‘I’d gladly remember all the plants’ names and how to use them.’

‘I’ll tell ye anon. First, I want to rest in the sun.’ Sidheag stretched her long legs.

A crown of daisies still in her hair, Isobel said, ‘I’m going to collect some sweet-scented flowers. I’ll pick a bunch for home.’

‘Ye may find bloody fingers – foxglove – pick some for me,’ Sidheag said as she dozed.

Isobel wandered away on light feet towards the distant clump of trees, leaving the warm embrace of the sun for the cool calm of the forest. She loved the way the birds chirruped up high, how she recognised each song. She knew the light chirp of the bittern, the throaty call of the pheasant and the way it beat its wings noisily.

There was some ground ivy beneath her feet, and she stooped down. The fresh or dried flowers were good for the stomach, and helped people who held too much water in their bodies. Isobel had heard her mother say this; she remembered everything.

The snap of a twig made her stand up quickly. Her keen eyes saw a movement beneath the trees, the flash of bright colour of a plaid. She paused, listening but there was no sound.

‘I know ye’re there,’ she said, unafraid of her voice in the silence. ‘I dinnae care if ye are man or goblin. I can run fast.’

A boy stepped from behind the tree. He was tall, blond, and his plaid and leine were a deep green. Isobel thought that he must be from the castle because most people in the village had dull-coloured plaids. He faced her and they eyed each other, not speaking.

He was older than Isobel – probably eight years old – and he looked strong and well fed. His eyes were a deep blue: the blue of the skies, of deep water. His face held a seriousness, as if he was often left alone, or he had never had fun. Isobel put her hands on her hips: she was about to change that.

‘Are ye from the castle?’

‘Aye.’

‘So why are ye here?’

‘My father and mother are kissing. I heard him say he wanted another son. So I came here. I’m not his real son. My father’s dead.’

‘My father’s dead too. He was a great warrior.’

‘My fathers both are great warriors, then and now.’

‘How can ye have two fathers?’

‘My real father was Gillacomgáin, and my new father, who’s now Mormaer of Moray, is called Mac Bethad mac Findláich. He owns all of Moray.’

‘He cannae. These are my woods, not his,’ Isobel said.

‘Are ye a sprite?’

‘What if I am?’

‘I’m not afraid of ye, sprite.’

‘But I can make a spell to have ye fall in my power.’ Isobel noticed how the boy believed her words, so she added, ‘I can do magic. My mother showed me how.’

‘Is that why ye are here? To do magic?’

‘Aye.’

‘Can ye make me king one day?’

‘Why would I do that?’

‘My mother wants me to be king more than anything. I heard her say it. She’s of the House of Malcolm.’

‘I dinnae care about Malcolm or his house,’ Isobel said. ‘I can run faster than ye.’

‘Ye cannae.’

‘Then try to catch me.’

‘I can catch ye easily.’

‘What’s your name?’

‘Lulach.’

‘I have heard of ye, Lulach. My mother used to visit your mother when we were small. She gave her soothing teas, and mixtures to help you sleep.’

‘Why does your mother not visit now?’

‘Your new father, the king, forbade it. He doesnae like the idea of potions. Besides, your family are seldom at the castle long, I hear.’

‘What’s your name?’

‘It’s Isobel.’

‘Then I’ll catch ye, Isobel, and if I do, ye have to give me something.’

‘What will I give ye?’

‘A kiss.’

‘Then ye willnae catch me.’ Isobel started to run deeper into the forest.

Lulach was at her heels, crossing the ground quickly, twigs snapping beneath his feet. He was a fast runner but Isobel was like lightning. She dodged behind a tree, darting away from his grasp, hiding behind another tree.

Her voice trilled, ‘Ye cannae catch me, Lulach. Ye are slow.’

He lurched towards her and she twirled with a swirl of her long leine, laughing, off into the distance. Lulach followed, crashing over branches and sticks, making too much noise, while she ran soundlessly on light feet.

Lulach extended a hand, grasping, and she laughed again, out of reach, and disappeared behind a tree trunk. A red deer watched at a distance, bemused, as Lulach stopped to catch his breath.

‘Ye are too fast. Ye have magic to take ye away from me.’

‘Aye, I have.’

‘Ye are a sprite, Isobel, with spells in your feet and flowers in your bright hair. What chance have I against that? I’m just a boy.’

‘Ye are, but my mother told me that people are stronger if they’re chained together. So…’ Isobel walked forward, removing the daisy necklace carefully from around her neck. She reached Lulach and placed it around his. ‘There ye are. I’ve given ye a daisy chain on Midsummer’s Day. Your dreams will come true.’

‘I believe ye.’ Lulach looked from the daisy chain and back to Isobel. His eyes met hers. Then in one movement, he leaped forwards and she was in his arms. ‘I have ye now. I caught ye.’

‘I let ye catch me. I felt sorry for ye.’

‘I claim a kiss.’

Isobel rearranged her face as if she didn’t care. ‘Just one. Then I’ll go.’

‘Where will ye go?’

‘Back to my mother and sisters. I tarry too long here.’

‘But I must have my kiss first.’

‘Ye may have just one.’ Isobel closed her eyes.

Lulach’s lips touched her cheek.

A kiss…

Isobel had never felt anything so warm, so tender. She stayed where she was, enjoying the long moment that passed between them.

Then she tugged away, scurrying back the way she had come. ‘Are ye coming with me, Lulach? Or shall I leave ye here to the wolves?’

Lulach thought for a moment, then he was running, trying his hardest to keep up with her, his daisy chain bobbing around his neck.
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1040, MORAY, ALBA


Three years passed. September of that third year brought in raw winds that blew bitterly around the cluster of little huts beyond Moray Castle. Sidheag and her youngest daughter huddled, listening to the low howl through the broom and straw roof. Isobel stared upwards, round-eyed, hoping the roof would not blow away and leave them exposed to the savage weather. Sidheag reached out a hand and ruffled the red curls. ‘Our home willnae fly.’

A small knot appeared on Isobel’s smooth brow. ‘But ye say our father flew away into the skies after he died in battle.’

‘Your father rests in peace. Each day we think of him.’

‘Did he build this home for me, and Merraid and Ysenda?’

‘Aye, he built it good and strong.’

‘But we’re poor as mice now.’

‘Well, the mistress sends coins when she remembers, but it’s true that I’m rarely called to take potions now. The king forbids magic in the castle.’

‘And the queen is often away.’

‘Her husband fights in battles, so they move from castle to castle with their son.’

‘Aye, I remember Lulach, Mother. One Midsummer’s Day, we played a chasing game but Lulach couldnae catch me so I let myself be caught, just to be kind.’

‘I doubt ye’ll see much of him now.’ Sidheag pressed her lips together, deep in thought for a moment. ‘Many things have changed and there’ll be more changes to come.’

‘Why?’

‘Things dinnae stay the same.’ Sidheag listened as the wind increased its whimper. ‘Ah, can ye smell the Bannock bread’s baked now? And the herby broth’s ready. The skies grow dark.’ She pressed Isobel’s cheek with the palm of her hand. ‘Set the food by the fire. I’ll call Merraid and Ysenda. They’re a long time collecting twigs.’

Sidheag wrapped herself up warmly and hurried to the door. She disappeared from view and Isobel picked up a black shovel, easing the Bannock bread carefully from the clach-bhannag, the hot stone in the fire. The warm oats smelled sweet and toasted.

A broth of turnips, carrots, peas, onions, herbs and beans was bubbling softly. Isobel loved the sound; it was as if the pot chattered to her, a round popping of rising water. Carefully, she stirred the pot twice and settled down to stare into the flames.

Something caught her attention there. A face.

She gazed into the licking flames, orange, red, a flicker of purple and blue.

There he was. A man, looking directly at her with serious eyes. He was broad shouldered; his hair was light. There was an air of arrogance in the way he held his chin.

Then he was gone and Isobel felt a pang of loneliness, as if the moment had been snatched away. She looked again, but there was only the blaze leaping high above flaking grey ash and crackling black sticks. She was too close to the heat so she sat back on her heels.

‘We’re here, Isobel.’ Ysenda rushed into the hut, dark hair flying loose. She dropped her armful of sticks by the fireside. ‘Oh, it smells good.’

Sidheag came in, windblown, hugging sticks and branches. Merraid trailed behind, hair in two long plaits. She looked tired. Sidheag dropped her kindling and ushered her eldest child towards the heat. Merraid coughed twice, and then said, ‘Dinnae fret, Mother. I’m well.’

Ysenda turned quickly, pushing back a stray curl. ‘The cold wind makes her chest wheeze.’

‘Aye, it comes from the ocean,’ Sidheag said softly. ‘I’ll give ye some motherwort and some onion eye. That’ll ease the breathing.’

‘It’ll help me sleep too,’ Merraid said, looking a little guilty. Her mother had struggled from the nearby woods, clutching her bundle so that she could walk behind without a burden.

‘I love the sea, though.’ Ysenda took a morsel of bread and bit into it. ‘I like it when we walk to Findhorn and sit on the beach in the sunshine. And in the evening, we make a fire and bake a fish. I love the way the foamy water rushes in and back out again, leaving little bubbles behind.’

‘Ye are a dreamer, Ysenda. But ye are right – the fish taste good baked on the fire. Let’s eat.’ Sidheag noticed her youngest daughter staring, trance-like, into the flames. ‘Isobel, what keeps ye?’

‘Oh, forgive me, Mother. My thoughts were elsewhere.’ Isobel had been thinking about the young man she’d seen in the flames. Her heart ached for him.

They sat, eating quietly. Darkness crept into the hut as they huddled around the fire. The flames threw light onto their faces, but shadows lurked and shifted in corners.

Merraid said softly, ‘I heard that death sits in the dark and waits for ye to fall asleep. Then he comes out to take ye in his arms. He kisses ye with his mouth and it’s full of soil, and then ye die.’

‘That’s foolish talk.’ Sidheag warmed the span of her hands. ‘Ye are still a girl, Merraid. When ye are a woman, ye’ll learn more about life and death.’

‘When I’m thirteen years old,’ Merraid said.

‘I want to be a wise woman,’ Ysenda agreed. ‘Then important men and ladies will ask me to heal them.’

‘It carries a heavy burden. There will be times when ye cannae save a soul. Birthing can be hard. Last week I was called to deliver Murriel mac Àid’s bairn. Dawy mac Àid should marry a woman with birthing hips. His first two wives died labouring, and they were small women. He’s tall, with broad shoulders and a big head; the wee bairns have been the same.’

‘But ye saved the mother and the bairn.’ Merraid’s face glowed in the firelight.

‘It was a long, hard labour. And I doubt that Murriel will have another. But she adores wee Dawy. And he looks just like his father.’

‘I willnae marry a big man,’ Merraid murmured.

‘But they’re the most handsome,’ Ysenda protested. ‘Who wants a puny man, with little legs? I want a warrior, a tall, fine-looking man.’

‘A warrior finds his way into a battle, Ysenda,’ Sidheag said quietly.

‘All men find themselves in a battle.’ Isobel’s voice appeared to come from somewhere far away. ‘Aye, and all women, too.’

Sidheag turned sharply. ‘Isobel, ye’ve hardly touched the bread.’ She followed her daughter’s eyes. ‘Are ye staring into the flames?’

‘Aye, Mother.’

‘And what can ye see there?’

Ysenda laughed. ‘She’s looking for her future husband.’

Sidheag laid a gentle hand on Isobel’s shoulder. ‘Tell me what ye see, child.’

‘I see a man and a woman. The man has a crown on his head and he carries a sword.’

‘I looked into the flames first when I was almost your age: nine years,’ Sidheag said. ‘I saw many things, some good, some ill. My mother could do it too.’

‘Then why can’t I see my future there?’ Ysenda asked.

‘I see only the fire,’ Merraid said.

‘What else do ye see, Isobel?’ Sidheag asked quietly. ‘A man and a woman? Tell me.’

‘She’s a princess. And she has a boy child who is a young man now. A man stands beside her, a warrior. Now they’re in a big castle. He’s much older, but he’s weak for her.’

‘It’s Gruoch, and the man is Mac Bethad mac Findláich. They married not long after he killed her husband, Gillacomgáin. Now Mac Bethad is made Mormaer of the whole of Moray.’

‘No, he’s king now. Look.’ Isobel pointed at the flames. ‘I see our king, Duncan. He’s fallen beneath a dagger. People will say he died at Mac Bethad’s hand, but his own men turned on him – see.’

‘I cannae see it,’ Merraid said.

‘How can she do that, Mother?’ Ysenda’s mouth was open with disbelief.

‘It’s a gift – and a curse,’ Sidheag said. ‘I see it too, Isobel. I see a battle at Burghead. King Duncan has been beaten and his men murder him for it.’

Isobel was still hypnotised by the flames. ‘Mac Bethad mac Findláich and Gruoch are hand in hand. Lulach stands beside her. The crowd are cheering.’ Isobel sat back, blinking, suddenly weak. ‘Now the fire leaps and I cannae see any more.’

‘Nor I.’ Sidheag put her hands to her face. ‘Some water, please, Ysenda. For both of us.’

‘Of course, Mother.’ Ysenda was on her feet. ‘I wish I could read the flames.’

Isobel felt dizzy. ‘Why?’

‘I’d want to see the man I’ll marry.’ Ysenda clapped her hands excitedly.

‘And I’d want to see if I’ll be a great healer,’ Merraid said.

Sidheag smiled. ‘No more of this now. Clear the dishes and light a tallow candle. It grows dark.’

Isobel leaned towards her mother. ‘Is this all true, what I’ve seen here? Is the man who killed the mistress’s husband the king now? And is she queen?’

‘It’s so,’ Sidheag said quietly. ‘It’s happening as we speak.’

‘And Lulach?’

‘Gruoch will want him to be king after her husband. She thinks only of his future.’ Sidheag wiped the film of sweat from her brow; her head pounded and she shivered.

‘And will they still live in Castle Moray?’

‘They will, child, from time to time. And when they do, I’ll go to see the queen. Her husband has the toothache often. I’ll take some scale of dragon for him to chew.’

‘People call it tarragon,’ Isobel said.

‘Ye’ll become good healers.’ Sidheag smiled. ‘The mistress Gruoch pays well, when she remembers. And now her husband is king, she’ll want me to stare into the flames. She’ll ask me what lies ahead.’

Ysenda handed her a cup of water. ‘She’ll ask ye if she’ll have more bairns.’

‘And if Lulach will be king,’ Merraid said.

‘And she’ll ask me about the English, and if they’ll be a danger to us. She must fear there’ll be more battles – all kings will only live as long as they can win their battles. And others are always watching a new king, waiting for their chance. But I think Mac Bethad will be a good king.’

‘Then all will be well,’ Isobel said.

‘No.’ Sidheag shook her head slowly. ‘I hear Cnut of England is dead; his empire’s in turmoil. His sons, Harold Harefoot and Harthacanute, squabble over who’ll take the throne.’

‘They can share it.’ Merraid wrapped an arm around Ysenda and Isobel. ‘I share everything with my sisters. Including my bed. And I’m weary. I would go to it now.’

Isobel yawned. ‘Staring into the flames has tired me.’

‘It’ll do that every time ye look. But ye’ll be well again tomorrow morning.’ Sidheag kissed each of her daughters in turn. ‘Go. Brush each other’s hair. Wipe your faces. Say a blessing for your father and tomorrow, we’ll rise early. I need to pick some herbs on the heath. Old Ulchel in the village has broken a bone in his foot and I can ease the pain.’ Sidheag smiled. ‘Oh, ye are my good girls, the apples of my eye and the joys of my heart. Now get ye off to bed.’

Three kisses landed on Sidheag’s cheek.

‘Good night, Mother,’ Ysenda said.

Sidheag watched them rush to the corner of the room where their straw bed lay, Ysenda carrying a jug of water, still chattering.

She turned her gaze back to the flames. She saw three girls dancing there, as if together on the heath. She saw moonlight, the movement of trees, branches swaying. The girls’ arms were linked in the air, their long dresses spinning out as they twirled.

Then three became two.

She blinked and the image faded. Shivering, Sidheag pulled her sheepskin rug tightly around her shoulders.
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THE PRESENT DAY, BRISTOL


Ruthie listened to the ring of Scarlet’s phone, but Scarlet didn’t answer. A droplet of sweat trickled down her back. The May sun was sweltering, the pavements burning through her trainers like hotplates as she crossed the road, traffic buzzing, fumes filling the air.

Once she was in St Augustine’s Parade. Ruthie tried Scarlet’s phone again, but there was still no response. The Hippodrome was in sight. Ruthie knew it well – she’d been on stage there several times. She’d even run a masterclass there once, on physical theatre. The Old Vic was just a stone’s throw away as was the Tobacco Factory, that glorious old building that smelled of history, the dust and sweat that had etched itself into the fabric.

Ruthie had played on all those stages. Bristol was her second home.

She pushed open the swing doors and stepped inside. A board had been placed in the entrance, the words ‘DOCUMENTARY AUDITION’, and an arrow. Ruthie followed it and arrived at a door, where a piece of paper with the word ‘AUDITIONS’ was sellotaped. Inside, several women sat on red plastic chairs, some of them looking anxious, others professionally calm. She saw Scarlet, wearing a long black dress. Scarlet looked up and gave a furtive wave and Ruthie made a ridiculous face, tongue out.

At that moment the door opened and a suave voice said, ‘Hello. I’m Dominic. Casting director.’

‘Hello.’ Ruthie walked in, her face serene. ‘Ruthie Reed.’ She handed over her file, taking in his young face, and the powerful smell of cologne.

He said, ‘Have a seat.’

‘That’s my CV and my headshots.’ She sensed his lack of interest.

‘Right,’ Dominic said, tucking her file underneath his wooden clipboard, glancing at a door at the other end of the room. ‘The actors go in one at a time. We’re filming individually.’ He consulted a long list of names. ‘Scarlet Crosby, please.’

‘I’m here.’ Scarlet stood up, swishing her blond hair. Ruthie noticed she had lots of make-up on. She gave a little wave of her fingers, indicating to Ruthie that she’d see her later, and followed Dominic through the large door.

Ruthie sat down next to an elegant black woman with cropped hair. She too was wearing a long skirt, as were the three women next to her. Ruthie was painfully aware that she looked out of place. She’d hoped she’d be a blank canvas for whatever the role was, but she was clearly missing something important.

She turned to the woman next to her. ‘What role are you here for?’

‘The same one you are.’ The woman’s face didn’t change. ‘I don’t care which one I get.’ She almost smiled. ‘Number one, two or three.’

Ruthie groaned. It was another dead body role. The Ripper’s victims, perhaps. She said, ‘Right.’

‘Jayda,’ the woman said quietly in a velvety voice.

For a moment, Ruthie thought that was the name of the role. Then she realised the woman was introducing herself, so she said, ‘Ruthie.’

‘I heard when you came in,’ Jayda said. ‘Dominic said the auditions would be over in minutes. He said they’d decide almost immediately who they wanted. But we have to do a short performance on film.’

‘Oh?’ Ruthie waited for more information.

‘There’s only been one other black woman here today. She just left. Tall, beautiful. I bet she gets the role. That means I won’t – they’ll want two white women for the others.’

‘How do you know?’ Ruthie asked, and Jayda made a face like Ruthie was being naïve. Ruthie added, ‘Is that what they want? Tall and beautiful?’ She stifled a smile – she was tall. Halfway there.

Jayda sighed. ‘I’ve no idea. Dominic was cagey. He just said they’d choose the right actors for the roles when they saw them. For all I know, they want an old woman with warts and no teeth.’

‘I can do that.’ Ruthie thought Jayda was joking.

‘I’d kill for a role in this documentary.’ Jayda gave her a serious look. ‘I’ve had nothing but victims and criminals’ wives for ages.’

‘And corpses.’

Ruthie was about to come clean and ask Jayda what the auditions were for – she had no other way of finding out – when Dominic popped his head round the door and called, ‘Jayda Otele.’

Jayda stood slowly, dignified. Ruthie could tell she’d have a wonderful presence onstage. She couldn’t help herself. ‘Where’s Scarlet?’

Jayda spoke through the side of her mouth. ‘They send the ones who’ve done the audition out through another door so we don’t discuss anything.’

‘Right – good luck, then,’ Ruthie called as Jayda glided towards the door. It swung behind her as she disappeared. Ruthie tugged out her phone and began to text Scarlet furiously.

How did it go? What role did you go for?




‘You shouldn’t have that out in here.’ One of the other actors was watching her, a slim woman with abundant brown hair. ‘It’s unprofessional to have your phone even switched on at an audition.’

Ruthie shoved it back in her pocket: she knew that already. The other candidates were engrossed in reading books, probably researching. Ruthie glanced over the shoulder of the woman next to her and read the words, ‘James the First – James the Sixth of Scotland – united Scotland and England, changing the direction of English history. As the patron of Inigo Jones’s…’

Ruthie looked away. A clue? It must be a historical documentary. No wonder the women all wore long dresses. They were probably going for a serving maid role. Or a ghost. She tried to remember anything she knew about James the First. He was King of England from about… early sixteen hundreds, she thought. The son of Mary, Queen of Scots. He succeeded his cousin, Elizabeth the First. Another fact scratched inside her head: he was married to who…? Anne of somewhere? Denmark?

She’d have to wing it. There wasn’t much chance she’d get the part anyway, having done zero preparation. Still, Ruthie thought, she’d breeze in and give it her best shot. Nothing ventured…

Fifteen minutes later, she was sitting alone in the room of empty plastic chairs. There was a high ceiling, bare walls. The smell of furniture polish. She suddenly felt thirsty. It was her turn next. She glanced down. Bare legs. Trainers – pink ones. What had she been thinking? Once she was in the audition room, she’d come up with an excuse, depending on what they said about the role.

She’d use her wits.

‘Ruthie Reed.’ Dominic’s head appeared around the door, decapitated, no body. He said, ‘Just you left. Good. Then it’s home time.’

She followed him into a room where cameras had been set up, facing a white screen. The cameraman was broad-shouldered, a ‘New York’ baseball cap over his pale hair. He’d clearly been to the gym a lot; his T-shirt was tight around his arms. A young woman with a brown ponytail was sitting down, writing something on a notepad, a laptop next to her.

Dominic said, ‘This is Brad. And Alicia.’

‘Hello,’ Ruthie said.

‘Hello,’ from Alicia.

‘Hi,’ from Brad. ‘Can you stand in front of the screen? I’m just going to be a moment.’

‘Of course.’ Ruthie stood in position.

Dominic waved the file she’d given him. ‘Good CV.’ He sounded completely uninterested. ‘I’m surprised to see you dressed like that, though.’

‘Why?’ Ruthie needed clues.

Dominic looked surprised. ‘Most people would want something that flows, in order to create the character of a witch.’

‘My witch is a shapeshifter,’ Ruthie said quickly.

‘Not in the Scottish Play,’ Alicia grunted. ‘We had something more traditional in mind.’

‘Scottish Play?’ Ruthie’s mind raced. She now knew the Shakespeare play, and the role. Of course – Jayda had said there were three of them. Was there anything else she could find out? She tried an open-ended question. ‘So, what stage is this at, casting wise?’

‘We’ve filmed the Stratford stuff for the doc but Ross and Harry are keen to do some scenes in the place where the characters actually lived.’ Brad was fiddling with wires. Ruthie wondered who Ross and Harry were. She ought to know already.

So she said, ‘I bet that was good fun.’

‘It was. Harry’s wonderful to work with,’ Alicia said. ‘I love working with historians. And he’s so knowledgeable about Shakespeare.’

Harry Todd. Ruthie had heard of him. He presented documentaries on TV. He was smart, Oxford educated, good looking, a bit arrogant.

‘Right, I’m ready,’ Brad called.

Ruthie saw Dominic nod in her direction. ‘What do you want me to do?’

Dominic frowned. ‘You were asked to prepare the witch’s speech from the original text.’

‘Right, of course.’ Scarlet should have told her this. She tried for more information. ‘Anything you want me to bring to the role?’

‘We’re auditioning for three very distinctive witches. We’ll know it when we see it. Just give it your best shot.’ Dominic sighed audibly.

Ruthie tried desperately to bring any of the witches’ speeches to mind. Of course, she’d done them before. Who hadn’t, in her profession? The camera was pointing at her and Brad had given her the signal to go. She threw her hands in the air in a whoosh, clasping them high. Her voice was high, a loud cackle.

Double, double, toil and trouble;
Fire burn, and cauldron bubble.



Ruthie pronounced each word with what she hoped was a Scottish accent. She whirled around, impersonating a bat, then a cat, as if she was changing shape. Her physical theatre skills were good, her movements fluid. She gazed to one side, as if speaking to one of her sisters – it was important to include the other two witches, even if they weren’t there. Her voice was husky.

Fillet of a fenny snake,
In the cauldron boil and bake.



She turned to the other sister, lifting each ingredient and dropping it in the cauldron with a mimed plop.

Eye of newt, and toe of frog,
Wool of bat, and tongue of dog,
Adder’s fork, and blind-worm’s sting,
Lizard’s leg, and owlet’s wing.



Suddenly inspired, Ruthie decided to incorporate some dance into her monologue. She fell to the floor, staying low, using her hands to symbolise moving birds or bats, then she grew tall, spun around, threw back her head and laughed.

For a charm of awful trouble,
Like a hell-broth boil and bubble.



She finished with a clap of her hands and held them in front of her face. She’d vanished.

‘Thank you.’ Brad looked a little astonished as he emerged from behind the camera.

‘Well, that was… different,’ Alicia commented. ‘We’ve seen traditional witches for most of the auditions.’

‘You got two words wrong,’ Dominic said tonelessly. ‘Well, we have your details. Thanks, Ruthie.’

‘Wait.’ Alicia stood up as Ruthie moved away from the screen. ‘Can I just ask…?’

‘Of course.’ Ruthie was ready to go. There was nothing more to be said about a fluffed audition.

Alicia frowned. ‘Why did you do the witch like that? All the others have been much more…’

‘In keeping with the play.’ Dominic turned his back.

‘I wanted to create a modern witch. She’s fresh, feisty.’ Ruthie searched for another word beginning with F. ‘Feminist.’

‘Oh?’ Alicia leaned forward. ‘Go on.’

‘There’s a lot of literature about the portrayal of witches as women who are evil, hags, or young victims. But they were just ordinary women – midwives, healers.’

‘And your witch? What was she?’ Alicia asked. Both Brad and Dominic were looking at her now.

‘She’s celebrating who she is, hence my decision to wear ordinary clothes.’ Ruthie was improvising. ‘She’s just like you and me, Alicia: a young woman who’s in touch with her femininity, her power, her sexuality.’ Ruthie was on a roll; she had no idea what she was going to say next. ‘Men are intimidated by her because she’s a healer. She’s out there on the heath with her sisters, braving the fierce Scottish elements, the wind, the storm – in thin clothes – and she doesn’t care what anyone thinks. She’s focused only on her powers, her ability to attract and lure, and to bring down Macbeth, of course.’

‘She’s quite unusual looking, Dom.’ Alicia spoke as if Ruthie was not there. ‘Dark hair and freckles. Are you multi-ethnic?’

Ruthie shrugged. ‘My grandfather was red-haired and Irish, my grandmother was Nigerian. My parents live in Suffolk.’

‘Have you ever been in the Scottish Play before?’ Dominic asked.

‘Yes.’ Ruthie wasn’t exactly lying. She’d performed Lady Macbeth’s ‘Out, damned spot’ speech as an assessment piece when she was a student.

Dominic gave a light cough. ‘I have to ask everyone who auditions – are you available to travel to the Highlands for three weeks at the beginning of June?’

‘Of course,’ Ruthie said. She wouldn’t get the role anyway. But if she did, Soňa would give her time off from the coffee shop, although she wouldn’t be pleased.

‘Thanks for coming today.’ Dominic was on his phone.

‘Thank you,’ Alicia said. Brad was unplugging wires. Dominic looked up, as if Ruthie should have gone already. ‘Right, I think we’re all done here.’

Seconds later, Ruthie was out in the heavy Bristol heat. She exhaled in relief. Thank goodness that was over. She wanted to laugh. The experience had been ridiculous. She felt a tiny bit pleased with herself. She’d improvised well, under the circumstances. Busked it.

Scarlet was waiting at the entrance to the theatre. ‘How did you get on?’

‘I winged it,’ Ruthie said.

‘My bad. I just found the text I thought I’d sent you yesterday. I copied all the details from the audition website.’

‘Oh?’ Ruthie’s phone pinged.

‘I just sent it now. I’m sorry, I forgot to press send.’

‘Never mind,’ Ruthie said. It didn’t matter. ‘Fancy a coffee and we’ll do a postmortem?’

‘I could murder a latte. It went really badly, though. Alicia just kept staring and writing things down. Dominic was nice to me, though, and he’s the casting director.’

Ruthie grabbed her arm. ‘Come to Soňa’s. I’d better get back to work. I’ve already had too much time off for a role I’ve got no chance of getting.’
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1045, MORAY, ALBA


Isobel wandered towards the woods, as she often did at first light. Her mother was usually awake early, but this morning she was still sleeping in her straw cot, snuffling in the erratic wheezing way she had nowadays. Merraid and Ysenda were asleep too, Merraid curled up on her side, face tightly closed as if she was dreaming. Next to her, Ysenda clutched a sheepskin blanket in her arms as if she was embracing a lover.

Three deep sleepers were easy to leave behind.

Isobel approached the woodlands and wandered into the shadows, looking for lemon balm – called goose tongue – and peppermint, which made soothing teas. But mostly she wanted some Englishman’s foot – common plantain. She moved quietly, wrapped in a plaid, a thick grey cloak, her loose copper curls tied back with a fillet band so they wouldn’t tangle. Later she would plait her hair, cover her head with a bonnet and begin the day’s chores.

As she plucked herbs, she sang the song her mother always sang: ‘Mo Leanabh Milis Fein’ – ‘My Ain Sweet Babby’. She could smell wild garlic; the dew had settled and the scent was strong. It drew her deeper into the woods, where herbs grew more densely. She knew the trees by name: birch, hazel, pine and oak. As she passed, she reached out and touched the familiar gnarly bark, as if greeting a friend. Birds chirruped above; weak sunlight filtered through the branches. The earth was still damp, musty smelling. New leaves dripped watery pearls on the soft ground where delicate snowdrops emerged.

A twig cracked behind her and she paused, still clutching a bunch of heart of eagle. She drew herself up straight. There were wild animals in these woods – red deer, wolves – and her mother had told her about bears, too, although they hadn’t been seen in Moray for over a hundred years.

Isobel’s eyes were keen: there was no creature, no movement between the trees. Again the snap of a branch split the air. Isobel straightened and put her hands on her hips, unafraid. ‘Who’s there?’

A figure stepped from behind a tree, a man, carrying something heavy, bow shaped.

Isobel called, ‘What sort of weapon do ye have?’

The young man was blond haired; he wore a blue tunic and a heavy plaid cape trimmed with fur. His tread was confident as he took two paces towards her.

‘It’s an arbalest.’

Isobel laughed. She thought he looked foolish. ‘There’s no battle here.’

‘I’m practising.’ The young man let his words hang on the air. Isobel was unimpressed. He added, ‘I might shoot a deer.’

‘I’ve seen no deer this morning,’ Isobel said. ‘And they’d run, given the noise ye’re making.’

‘I’ll be a warrior, like my stepfather.’ The young man took in Isobel’s loose hair, her simple plaid, the leine tunic that came to her ankles, the basket of herbs on the ground. ‘Ye are Sidheag’s daughter.’

‘I am.’ Isobel wouldn’t let him know that she remembered his name too.

‘What do ye have in the basket?’

‘Simples.’

‘Do ye collect them so that your mother can do her wortcunning work?’

‘Not just my mother. I can cure coughs and agues too, and I’m learning how to deliver bairns.’

The young man hesitated for a moment. ‘I’ve a thorn deep in the flesh of my hand. I cannae bring it out.’ He took a step forward. ‘Can ye take it from me?’

‘I can. But I dinnae want to.’

‘Why?’

‘I dinnae ken who ye are.’

‘Ye do. Your mother used to come to see my mother. She needs her help now.’

‘Oh?’

‘My mother seeks to have another child. She and my stepfather want a son but she’s been married many years and still no child comes.’

‘Many women plant parsley seeds. When the seeds grow, so will a new life.’

‘She’s tried that.’

‘Then she should take a fish that’s been found inside another fish and fry it with a hare’s liver until both are dried. Then she must grind it to powder with flour and drink it in water.’

‘Will that get my mother with child?’

‘Aye, but only with another husband. I expect the problem’s not with Queen Gruoch, it’s with the man she lies with. But he willnae admit to it. My mother says he’s a stubborn man who dislikes healing women.’

‘He’s a great warrior.’

‘I care not for warriors.’ Isobel stared at the crossbow he held, thinking of her father. ‘And I care not for the arbalest ye carry.’

‘But it pleases my stepfather when I practise and my mother wishes me to be a great warrior.’

‘Do ye recall your real father?’

‘Gillacomgáin. He died when I was three years old.’

‘Drunk, in his cups. Your stepfather killed him. My mother told me.’

The young man frowned. ‘Ye are Isobel Druimeinach.’

Isobel stared at him. ‘I remember ye too, but ye’ve grown tall. It was Midsummer’s Day when I last saw ye.’

‘We played together in the forest, beyond the castle walls. It was hard to catch ye. Ye ran like a red deer. But I managed to get hold of you.’

‘Because I let myself be caught.’

‘And I kissed ye.’

‘Ye did. Once. Then I showed ye the way back to the castle because ye were lost. I had forgotten it until now.’

The young man held out his hand. ‘The thorn still pains me.’

‘Bring it here.’ Isobel plucked a leaf of common plantain from her basket. ‘I can use this, as it is. It would be better as a salve, but I’ll take the thorn out.’

The young man walked slowly towards her, putting his crossbow by his feet. His eyes, blue as the ocean at Findhorn, met hers. Isobel dragged her gaze to the hand he was holding out. There was a dark thorn embedded in the soft cushion of his thumb, vertical and deep. Isobel took his hand in hers and examined the thorn. Then she took the tender plantain leaf between her fingers and rubbed it hard to release the juice. She applied the leaf to the thumb and held it there for a moment.

Slyly, she looked back to the man to see if he was flinching but his eyes were steady, on her face.

Expertly, she held his hand firmly, pressing both sides of the skin where the thorn was embedded. Slowly, the tip of the thorn emerged and she gripped it with her fingernails and tugged it out. ‘There. All will be well now. Blackthorn spikes go deep.’

The young man exhaled slowly; he had been holding his breath. ‘Thank ye.’

‘It’s nothing.’

‘Can I give ye something for your pains?’

‘Your thanks are payment.’ Isobel stared into sea blue again, the serious face. For a moment, she thought he might kiss her again. She grabbed her basket from the ground. ‘I must go home.’ She turned abruptly and began to run the way she came.

His voice followed her. ‘I’ll see ye again, Isobel Druimeinach.’

She ran faster, but she was smiling.

He shouted after her, ‘Do ye always walk in these woods at dawn? I’ll come and find you.’

‘Ye may do as ye wish,’ Isobel called back. Her smile had become a laugh. She knew exactly who the young man was. He’d be sixteen years old now. He’d grown strong, and his eyes were soft as he looked at her. It made her pulse jump like a rabbit and… she couldn’t describe the way it made her feel. She’d never known a feeling like it. Butterflies fluttering beneath her skin. A hare that leaped where her heart was.

She slowed down as she approached the hut. She wouldn’t tell her mother she’d seen Lulach mac Gille Comgáin.

She looked at her hand that had held his and imagined his flesh against hers as she’d pulled the thorn. His hand had been broad, calluses on the fingers where he wielded a sword and held an arbalest. But his skin against hers had been tender. She’d felt a connection, like a flash of lightning.

She inhaled to steady her nerves, composing her expression. Her face might betray her feelings; she’d seen the son of the queen in the woodlands; she’d held his hand in hers.

Her pulse quickened with new feeling that she had no name for.
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Isobel needn’t have worried about the others noticing the change in her. Inside the hut, Sidheag was wrapped in a thick sheepskin rug by the fire. She looked somehow smaller, and she was wheezing. Ysenda and Merraid were by her side, giving her water. Isobel put her basket down.

‘Mother, what’s amiss?’

‘My cough ails me this morning. Let me catch my breath.’

Sidheag panted for a moment. Then she was racked with another spasm. She wiped her mouth on a piece of old linen and the rag came away spattered red.

Isobel rushed to her mother’s side, placing a hand on her back. She felt the rattle through her ribs. ‘We need a mixture of ass’s ear and liquorice root, a warm poultice to help ye take in air.’

‘I’ll make it,’ Ysenda offered quickly.

‘Let’s get ye to bed,’ Merraid said. ‘Ye are feverish.’

‘I must go out today. The mistress has asked to see me.’

‘Ye cannae go.’ Ysenda’s lip trembled. ‘Mother, go back to bed and we’ll bring water and bread.’

‘I’ve no appetite for it…’ Sidheag said.

‘She didnae eat well yesterday.’ Merraid exchanged looks with Ysenda. ‘Or the day before.’

‘I beg ye, rest in bed. I’ll go to see the mistress for ye,’ Isobel said, her eyes filled with fear.

‘Merraid can go.’ Sidheag was coughing again. The linen rag was spattered with bright blood. ‘Tell her I’ll come on the morrow.’

She allowed herself to be led to her straw cot. Three pairs of hands covered her with warm blankets. Three worried faces gazed as Isobel held a cup to her lips.

‘Drink this, Mother. It may help.’

Sidheag took a long draught. Droplets spilled from her lips. Ysenda eased her forward as Isobel lifted her shift and applied a poultice to her back.

When they had finished, Sidheag lay back and Merraid covered her with a fur cloak. Ysenda pressed a cool linen cloth against her mother’s brow. Her temples were clammy and her hair was damp.

The three sisters waited nervously.

‘Thank ye, my loves.’ Sidheag took a long breath that seemed to clatter in her chest. For a moment she was quiet as if she had something else to say, but it was too hard to speak. Then she closed her eyes.
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THE PRESENT DAY, BRISTOL


Ruthie tied her apron and took her place behind the counter. Tomáš winked playfully. ‘Maybe I can take my lunch break now. It’s only three o’clock. I haven’t starved yet.’

Ruthie said, ‘Thanks for covering for me, Tomáš.’

Tomáš pointed to Scarlet, who was sitting at a table, drinking a latte and munching a sandwich. ‘She’s an actor too?’

‘Yes. She has much more chance of landing the role than I do.’

Tomáš stared, a little too long. ‘She’s beautiful.’

‘They’re both beautiful girls, Ruthie and her friend.’ Soňa emerged from the kitchen carrying bowls of chunky soup. ‘You’ll both get parts in the documentary.’

‘I don’t understand.’ Tomáš tugged on his jacket. ‘Witches are old ladies with hairy chins.’

‘Not in this play.’ Ruthie picked up the bowls. ‘Table two?’

Soňa nodded. Ruthie carried the food to the table with professional briskness. She spoke to the young couple there who were holding hands: ‘Broccoli soup with dough balls. Enjoy.’

On her way back to the counter, she paused at Scarlet’s table and dropped into a seat. ‘Are you feeling better now?’

‘The sandwich was awesome. Potato salad, ham, egg, pickle, tomato. What’s not to love? Auditions make me hungry.’

‘Me too.’ Ruthie hadn’t eaten yet and was starving. ‘So, what did you think? Instinctively? Will Grumpy Dom give you the role?’

‘I thought he was really nice.’ Scarlet reached for her latte. ‘I hope I get picked. I’d love to work with Harry Todd. I’ve heard he’s lovely.’

‘Will he be there, in Scotland, when they film?’

‘I asked Alicia. She said he’ll be part of everything, although most of the location work in Stratford’s done. Oh, I so hope we both get it.’

‘I don’t fancy my chances. I think Dominic was ready to go home before I even started.’

‘At least fifty women must have gone through that door before you came.’

‘No wonder he had no time for me. Oh, well,’ Ruthie said. ‘I’d better get back to work.’

‘Can I have another latte?’ Scarlet asked. ‘Phil’s not home until late, and we’re going out. It’d be great if I’d heard about the role by then. We’d have something to celebrate.’

‘How would he feel about you spending time away in Scotland?’

‘Pleased – for me.’ Scarlet made an impish face. ‘I want this one. It could be a stepping stone to more documentary work. All we have to do is flit about in the woodlands and chant.’

‘Who told you that?’

‘Dominic. He said a hotel had been booked for three weeks, there was a filming schedule in place, but most of the time we’d be waiting around for it to stop raining. But ooh, Scotland. It’d be bloody glorious.’

‘Do you know the area?’

‘No,’ Scarlet said. ‘I’ve done the Edinburgh Festival but I’ve never been further north.’

‘Nor me. They’re filming right at the top. Inverness.’ Ruthie pushed back the chair. ‘I’ll get you that latte.’

‘Thanks.’ Scarlet put on an exaggerated accent. ‘Imagine, hennie. Me and ye. The Highland witches. Men in kilts hurling logs. Haggis. Lochs. Castles. Bagpipes.’

‘Whisky.’ Ruthie winked from the counter. A man in a suit and tie ordered a cappuccino and a slice of coffee bublanina cake.

Ten minutes later, Scarlet was about to leave. Ruthie was clearing a table when her mobile buzzed in her apron pocket and she tugged it out.

‘Hello?’

Scarlet was at her shoulder. ‘Is it about the part?’

Ruthie nodded; her pulse leaped scarily. ‘OK. Yes. Right.’

‘Have you got it? Have you got it?’ Scarlet was jumping up and down.

‘I see… Yes.’ Ruthie held up a finger, signing that she’d tell all in a minute, but she couldn’t help smiling. ‘That wouldn’t be a problem… Right. Can you email me the schedule…? Good – yes, that’s great… Of course… No. Thanks very much… Yes. I’m delighted, thanks.’ Ruthie finished the call. Her heart was thudding in her throat.

‘Did you get it?’

‘That was Alicia.’ Ruthie nodded furiously. ‘Apparently, she liked my interpretation. She said the decision wasn’t unanimous, but she persuaded the others to trust her instinct. I’ve got the part. Third Witch.’

‘Yaay.’ Scarlet threw her arms around her. ‘Well done, you.’

Ruthie returned the hug, then she pulled back. ‘I hope they call you next.’

‘Do you think they will?’

Ruthie chewed her lip. ‘I expect it depends on what they’re looking for. You know, dark-haired women, or⁠—’

‘I can wear a wig.’

‘Oh, Scarl, I hope they ring you.’

‘Me too.’ Scarlet’s eyes filled with tears. ‘Wouldn’t that be typical? I forget to send you the details, you busk it, and they love you. I spent hours swatting up on Macbeth, practising my monologue and then…’

‘I’m sure they’ll ring. And if not, something else really good will come up. There’s some Theatre in Education in Italy.’

‘I’ve already applied. I think they want Italian speakers, so we’ve no chance,’ Scarlet said sadly. ‘Oh, well.’

‘Ruthie, was that news from the audition?’ Soňa yelled from behind the counter. ‘Did you get the role, darling?’

‘I did.’ Ruthie shrugged, a sign that Scarlet hadn’t heard any news yet.

‘You haven’t eaten.’ Soňa waved a knife. ‘Come and have a slice of bublanina and an espresso. And your lovely friend. There’s enough for you both.’
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It was a warm evening; Ruthie sat in the open-plan lounge with the sliding roof wide, to let the sunshine in. She felt the lilt of the water and closed her eyes.

She was going to Scotland.

Alicia’s email said that she and the rest of the cast would meet on the first Sunday in June. They’d stay in a hotel in a small town twenty-five miles north-east of Inverness. She’d be picked up at Inverness Airport and filming would start on the Monday. Ruthie read through the details again carefully. The itinerary was weather dependent, but there would be plenty of time to film in the three locations: a forest, a heath and by the sea. Ruthie couldn’t wait.

She checked her phone again for a message from Scarlet and found an update.

Heard nothing, lovely. Given up. Off out for dinner with Phil to drown my sorrows. Not lucky this time but you’ll have a blast. xx




Ruthie placed her phone down, feeling sad that her friend hadn’t been selected, and went back to the laptop, bringing up a map of the place she’d be staying in. She looked at the names. Inverness, Nairn, Forres and, further east, Aberdeen. It looked gorgeous. She moved the mouse and highlighted Cawdor Castle, which might be an incredible setting, with its gardens and its old tower.

She wondered if she’d be filming where Macbeth actually lived. The idea was to make it authentic. Macbeth had been Thane of Cawdor – she remembered that – and Thane of Glamis, too. She typed in Glamis and another castle came up, not far from Dundee. This one looked even more romantic, older, lots of towers. Glamis was three hours away from Cawdor. Macbeth must have covered a huge distance on horseback as king. Hadn’t he also lived at Inverness Castle?

Ruthie decided she ought to watch the play again; she had a DVD of one somewhere with Michael Fassbender and Marion Cotillard as the Macbeths. She’d pay particular attention to the witches.

There was a rapping sound on the houseboat door. She recognised it immediately – four light knocks, a pause, then two more quick ones. She called, ‘Come in, Alfie.’

A tall man in his thirties stood in the doorway, clutching a bottle of red wine. He spoke with a West Country accent, his cheeks creased in a warm smile. ‘Ruthie, all right m’luv? I brought Merlot. I hear congratulations are in order.’

‘Come in, Alfie. Who told you?’

‘I saw it on Facebook. Your friend Scarlet was all over it that you’d been picked.’ Alfie ducked beneath the door to get in, then smoothed his neat dark hair, checking it was unruffled. ‘Besides, I’m all on my ownsome. Fancy a swift glug?’ He sat down on the wooden bench next to Ruthie and unscrewed the bottle lid.

‘I’m on it.’ In a single move, she’d reached the cupboard and taken down two coffee mugs. ‘Dry roasted peanuts or tortilla chips?’

‘Both,’ Alfie said. ‘So come on – tell your favourite neighbour all about the role.’

Ruthie began to pour wine into the mugs. ‘I was going to call round. I’m going to be away for three weeks. I wondered if you’d keep an eye on the boat.’

‘Glad to. I go into the office twice a week now, though. This working from home lark isn’t everything I hoped it would be.’

‘No.’ Ruthie knew Alfie was lonely nowadays. ‘I don’t suppose there’s any chance Josh will come back?’

‘We’re all done and dusted, me and Josh. He’s found another love.’

‘Oh?’

‘He’s taken up baking. I mean, he’s actually going to classes. I only know this because he was on Insta the other day, banging on about a gin and tonic cake he’d made.’ Alfie glugged wine from his mug. ‘I wish he’d made gin and tonic cake when he lived with me.’

‘Hang in there, lovely.’ Ruthie squeezed his wrist. Two weeks ago, she’d sat up half the night with Alfie while he sobbed and told her how much he still loved Josh, how he’d been the one. The next morning she’d had to play an extra, a young mum in a doctor’s surgery with a screaming baby. Her hangover had been hell.

She decided to steer the conversation elsewhere. ‘This wine’s good.’

‘French. On offer. Under seven pounds,’ Alfie said. ‘I bought six bottles – my need is great.’

‘Well, I’m not going to Scotland for another week or so.’

‘Do you have to be a Scottish witch?’ Alfie said. ‘With an accent?’

‘The schedule says we have to learn some text in advance.’ Ruthie sipped her wine. ‘There might be a bit of chanting.’

‘Hubble bubble toilet trouble.’ Alfie did his best impression of a witch, curved fingers and all.

‘It’ll all be edited into a documentary. Harry Todd’s been filming in Stratford. The facts about King Macbeth and the scenes with the witches provide cross-cuts to his narration.’

‘Oooh, Harry Todd, though.’ Alfie rolled his eyes.

‘He’ll be there. So, we’re going to the authentic landscape to film Macbeth’s story. The documentary’s called Uncovering Macbeth. Harry Todd’s already spoken about how the play went down with Shakespeare’s contemporary audiences.’

‘You’ll enjoy it.’

‘It’ll be hard work. And cold.’ Ruthie glugged more wine. ‘But yes, it might even be fun.’

‘Meeting Harry Todd?’

‘Being a witch. Casting spells with two other magical sisters.’

‘I would, though, wouldn’t you? Harry Todd, I mean? What a dreamboat. Those big brown eyes. And I have a thing for clever men with RP voices.’ Alfie finished his wine and set down the mug with a flourish.

‘Mm.’ Ruthie was noncommittal.

‘No?’ Alfie made an exaggeratedly shocked face. ‘I’m getting worried about you, my girl. No tall, dark strangers ever stop overnight on this houseboat. I never see Casanova creeping out at dawn.’ He wrapped an arm around her. ‘Aren’t you lonely?’

‘Never.’

‘Josh has only been gone fifteen days and I’m crawling up the walls.’ Alfie reached for the bottle. ‘Wouldn’t you love a little romance in your life?’

‘It’d interfere with my career,’ Ruthie said.

‘Can’t you meet a hunky actor? Someone in the same boat, so to speak.’

‘Not interested.’

‘A Benedict Cumberbatch? David Tennant? He played Macbeth.’

‘Or Daniel Kaluuya. Now you’re talking.’

‘Who?’ Alfie paused, bottle in one hand, mug in the other. ‘I worry about you, Ruthie. You work too hard.’

‘I love what I do.’ Ruthie tugged his sleeve mischievously. ‘And I’m not the one with the broken heart.’

‘Ah, well, I suppose you have a point.’ Alfie refilled both mugs. ‘But I’ll find someone else one day, and you’ll still be single.’

‘Single and famous, living my best life,’ Ruthie said. ‘So, what are you doing tomorrow night?’

‘I’ll be all on my lonesome on the little blue houseboat I used to share with the man I loved most in the world. Who dumped me because he said I was becoming too obsessed.’ Alfie hunched his shoulders to show that he was sad. ‘Why? What are you suggesting?’

‘Dinner and a movie, here. Michael Fassbender in Macbeth. Strictly research. And I’ll make your favourite chickpea curry. I might even make a cake, but it won’t be a gin and tonic one. They’re too hard.’

‘Definitely. I’d love to. Thanks, m’luv.’ Alfie raised his mug of wine. ‘Hanging out with my best friend is what I need most in the world, watching hunky warrior kings and wicked witches.’ He sniffed, his nose in the air. ‘Josh was a narcissist anyway. And he had cold feet in bed.’

‘Then Macbeth it is.’ Ruthie clunked her mug against his. ‘Here’s to dinner, and to playing a wicked witch. Alfie, I can’t wait.’
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1045 MORAY, ALBA


Spring was in full blossom and the birds sang sweetly in the branches, heralding the summer, when Sidheag breathed out for the last time. Isobel had seen in the flames that she was fading, but it didn’t stop the heartache.

Inside the thatched hut at the breaking of dawn, the three girls worked in silence, washing their mother’s body, whispering blessings of love. With each tender movement, they knew they’d never lift her arm again, or kiss her fingers.

Sidheag was cold now, her flesh the colour of tallow. Isobel closed her mother’s eyes gently against the light, as was tradition.

Together, they wrapped her carefully in a burial cloth, winding tightly. Sidheag had made her own winding sheet when she’d first married. It was what all wives did. It meant that she was prepared for what would inevitably come.

Others from the village carried Sidheag, placed her in the shallow pit, and the three sisters knelt and reached for each other’s hands. Ysenda’s sobs were convulsive. Merraid’s face was streaked with tears, her shoulders shaking, but no sound came from her mouth.

Isobel stared ahead, her eyes empty, as she clutched a branch of rosemary. She looked from one sister to the other, then down at the shrouded figure, who seemed so distant now, so disconnected from the warm, loving mother who’d held her so readily in her arms. In a moment, her mother would be covered with soil and small stones, until the grave was filled to the top. She would never see her face again.

It was hard to believe that the woman who had brought her into the world, and who had taught her everything she knew had gone.

Isobel glanced over her shoulder. The other villagers from the settlement had formed a quiet line, waiting respectfully. Everyone had loved Sidheag; she’d helped so many people, cured ailments, brought some of them into the world. The sun streamed down, making each blade of grass gleam. Isobel glanced towards the woodland and wondered if Sidheag’s spirit would return there.

Surely she couldn’t bear to be parted from her darling daughters for long?

Ysenda’s voice rose in a wail as grief tugged her into its centre. Merraid’s face shone with the tears she couldn’t wipe away. But Isobel didn’t cry. She wouldn’t allow a single tear to fall until she could weep alone. Instead, she leaned forward, placing the sprig of rosemary on the winding sheet, where Sidheag’s heart used to beat. With the May sunshine warming her face, her heart breaking in two, she began to sing quietly, ‘Mo Leanabh Milis Fein’ – ‘My Ain Sweet Babby’.

Sidheag was with Gamelin now. They were reunited in love. Isobel’s voice rose, singing for them both. Then she stopped dead. Sadness filled her throat and she couldn’t continue.

Life was short. Too short.

Isobel looked around. She’d hoped Queen Gruoch would be in the throng. Sidheag had done so much for her and for her family. But she wasn’t there.

What had her mother always said? The words were on Isobel’s lips even now. ‘She pays me when she remembers.’

Someone extended a hand over the grave and soil trickled in a long stream. Isobel watched the dark crumbling clods of earth against the white winding sheet, heard the light thud of stones. She wrapped her arms round Ysenda and Merraid, who were sobbing as the gaping grave filled with stones.

Isobel hugged them close. She was the youngest sister but she knew she was the strongest.

Later, as they sat in the hut in silence, shadows crept in to join them. The corners were dark, with only the glow of the leaping fire.

Ysenda said, ‘What shall we do?’

‘Do?’ Isobel’s brow knitted.

‘How will we survive?’ Merraid asked. ‘Without Mother?’

Isobel stared around the hut. ‘We can cook, make potions, treat ailments. We can deliver women of their babes.’

‘We can’ – Merraid said – ‘although I dinnae like being at a childbearing.’

‘Nor I,’ Ysenda agreed.

Merraid looked afraid. ‘But having children is what we must do.’

‘Why must we?’ Isobel’s frown deepened.

‘Because we’re womenfolk, and that’s our work,’ Merraid said. ‘To be married, to have babes.’

‘Aye, all women need a man to love and defend them. Merraid…’ Ysenda’s next words came like a prayer. ‘Merraid will be first, then I. We’ll each find a man who’ll care for us.’

Merraid’s voice trembled. ‘What if ye or I married one who had a bad temper?’

‘Then I wouldnae marry him,’ Ysenda said passionately.

Isobel smoothed the long plaits that fell to her sister’s waist, her tone gentle. ‘We shouldnae be talking about love now. We should remember our dear mother. She’d want us to carry on as she did. To heal in her name.’

‘Ye’re right,’ Merraid said.

‘But she’s gone.’ Ysenda’s eyes filled with tears once more. ‘How shall we be happy again?’

‘We’ll do it for her.’ Isobel leaned forward and grabbed Ysenda’s hand. Then she reached for Merraid’s, squeezing them both tightly. ‘Ye are my sisters. We’ll be powerful women, more powerful than all the men in the battlefield with their swords and their daggers.’

Merraid caught her breath. ‘Ye speak brave words, Isobel.’

‘But she’s right, Merraid. We have each other.’ Ysenda turned to the fire. ‘See the flames, how they suddenly leap high.’

‘Three flames,’ Isobel said in a whisper. ‘Three sisters. We three, for all time.’

‘For all time,’ Merraid and Ysenda repeated.

‘And nothing shall divide us.’ Isobel’s eyes gleamed.

There was a sharp voice outside. ‘Is this the home of Gamelin Druimeinach?’

‘Aye.’ Merraid got to her feet, taking a shaky step forward. ‘Who calls?’

‘I come from Moray Castle,’ a man’s voice replied. There was roughness in it.

Merraid hesitated. ‘My father, Gamelin Druimeinach, is no longer with us. Neither’s our mother. We buried her in the earth today.’

‘Aye.’ There was a pause, then the man said, ‘May I come in?’

Isobel and Ysenda scrambled to their feet. The three sisters moved closer together, huddled by the fire.

‘Ye may,’ Merraid said nervously.

A man stepped smartly into the room, his heavy plaid around his shoulders, pinned at the breast. He was handsome, in his twenties, and he seemed important.

‘I come from the castle.’ The man gave a slight bow. ‘I’ve been asked to tell ye that food will be delivered to ye tomorrow morning, at break of day. There’ll be vegetables, grain, fish. Ye’ll have enough.’

‘I dinnae understand,’ Merraid said slowly.

‘It’s a gift. From the castle. In the name of your mother, who’s gone from this earth.’ The man waited quietly as the three sisters looked at each other, surprised.

‘Thanking ye, sir.’ Ysenda blushed. ‘We’re honoured.’

Isobel found her voice. ‘Is this from the queen?’ She gazed at her feet for a moment, then she met the man’s eyes. It was up to her now to speak. ‘Our mother knew her since we were babes, and she’d sometimes pay us with food and blankets and clothes.’ She suddenly felt bolder. ‘Our mother did her much kindness.’

‘The gift’s not from the queen, lassie. It’s from another benefactor.’ The young man looked from Isobel to Merraid and then to Ysenda, as if appraising them. Ysenda squeezed Isobel’s hand tightly. ‘But the queen has work for ye, the sort of work your mother used to do. Can ye do it?’

‘Aye,’ Merraid said slowly. ‘We can.’

‘Will she pay us?’ Isobel said.

Ysenda shot her a look. ‘Isobel…’

‘Of course. Ye’ll be paid well. I’ll come for ye when she wants ye,’ the man said. ‘My name’s Eaun, and I’ll call from time to time with food. Your mother, Sidheag Druimeinach, was a skilful healer. All are sad to hear of her passing. That’s all I’m sent to say.’

‘Then thank ye, sir,’ Merraid said.

The man gave a small bow, his eyes narrowing, drifting from Merraid to Ysenda. ‘I bid ye all a good night. And I’m sorry for your mother’s passing. She was a goodly woman.’

‘Amen to that,’ Merraid said quietly. ‘Good night to you, sir.’

The man turned and was gone. The sisters looked at each other, their faces filled with relief.

‘Our mother still looks over us, even though she has gone,’ Merraid whispered. ‘All will be well.’

‘I think we’ll be seeing Eaun again,’ Ysenda said breathlessly.

‘I think we will,’ Isobel agreed.

But the bold way he had looked at Ysenda, and the way her sister flushed with excitement, filled her with a new anxiety. A sense of foreboding.
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THE PRESENT DAY, BRISTOL


‘I’ll only be away for three weeks, Mum.’

Ruthie could hardly hear her mother’s voice on the phone over the rumbling of passing cars and the drone of a descending aeroplane. People scurried past into the airport or on their way out. A gust of light wind blew her hair, which she’d tied back in a loose plait.

‘I’ll be back in Saxmundham in the summer, I promise… I know it’s been ages, but…’

She listened while her mother filled her in on the latest news. ‘Rachael’s been promoted at her job at the Maltings. Her two little ones are at that lovely age. I always think kids grow up so fast. Blink and you miss it. But Olivia and Evie stayed over last weekend. I’ve done your old room up for them, one of those tent beds. Oh, Evie’s the image of your dad. He spent the whole of Saturday night playing dressing up with them.’

‘I rang Rach this morning. She told me…’ Ruthie began.

‘It’s her birthday next month and I was thinking we’d all have a family get-together. And Sarah’s thirty-second was last month, Ruthie. We missed you.’

‘Sorry, Mum.’

‘Sarah’s baby’s due on 4 August. I’ve said I’d have little Oscar while she’s in hospital. This one’s a girl. Sarah wants to call her Amelia, but Ben likes Maeve. What do you think?’

‘I don’t know.’ Ruthie glanced up at the low-flying plane, silver against the grey sky. ‘Both names are nice.’

‘Oh, Ruthie.’ Her mother groaned and Ruthie knew what was coming. ‘Is there no chance you could get a job nearer home? I mean, family’s so important.’

‘It is. But I like Bristol, Mum.’

‘Rachael and Sarah have never wanted to stray. But I say to your dad, the eldest daughter’s always the bright one, the middle one’s dependable and the youngest child runs wild.’

Ruthie stifled a smile. ‘Mum, you know I love you all to bits.’

‘But acting’s no career for anyone.’

‘It is for me,’ Ruthie insisted. ‘I love it.’

‘Living on a houseboat, working in a café. Can’t you get a nice job in the Maltings with Rachael?’

‘I’m off to Scotland today, Mum. I’m in a documentary about Macbeth. I’m the third Witch.’

Ruthie heard her mother sigh. ‘We never should’ve encouraged you in those school productions. When you got that place at Bristol, I knew you’d never come back.’

‘It’s what I love.’

‘Your dad says he understands – he’d have loved to be on the stage, too. The pair of you, two peas in a pod. A family should be close, though.’

‘We are close.’ Ruthie had only phoned for a brief chat. Now she was getting a lecture. ‘Mum, I’ve got a plane to catch.’

‘Wait, your dad’s just shouted something across the room. What, John? Oh, he says, is the documentary on TV?’

‘Yes, it’s got Harry Todd in it. The historian.’

Ruthie heard her mum say, ‘Have you heard of Harry Todd, John?’ Her father’s voice came back, ‘Yes – he’s the historian.’ He sounded a long way away. Her mum piped up, ‘Oh, I know who you mean. The good-looking one. Well, you just watch out for yourself when you’re in Scotland.’

‘I promise I’ll stay away from the Loch Ness monster,’ Ruthie joked.

‘You don’t change.’

‘I have to go, Mum. I’ll ring when I’m back.’

‘You’re always rushing off, Ruthie.’

‘Love you. And Dad. All of you.’ Ruthie blew kisses into the phone. ‘I’ll catch up soon. Gotta go – bye.’

She pushed the phone into her pocket, grasped the handle of her suitcase and tackled the entrance doors.

Inside, the airport was all high ceilings, loud voices blaring from a Tannoy and people bustling towards an escalator. Ruthie followed them. She had to catch a plane to Inverness. Her heart bumped at the idea of it. Three weeks of intense filming. She couldn’t wait.

She took her place in the long line of people that snaked towards the security checks. The queue shuffled forwards slowly. Then a voice on the Tannoy announced the first call for the flight to Inverness.

Ruthie couldn’t believe it. She’d miscalculated the timings. She was late and there was no way she’d get to her plane. She spoke quickly to the passenger in front of her, a tall middle-aged man.

‘Excuse me, what flight are you catching?’

‘Venice.’

‘When’s it due?’

‘Not for two hours.’

A sweet-faced woman, who might have been his wife, said, ‘Is that the flight you’re waiting for?’

‘No – mine’s just been called.’

‘Well, you’d better go first,’ the man said kindly.

Ruthie waved her phone in one hand, dragging her case in the other. She began to ease her way through the line of passengers, all apologies. ‘Thanks – excuse me – my flight’s been called. Sorry. Excuse me, please – that’s my flight now… Thank you.’

She was allowed to push to the front. Most people didn’t mind. One or two passengers looked disgruntled. Her baggage was X-ray screened and she was ushered through the body scanner. The alarm bell sounded immediately, and Ruthie was asked to step aside so a security guard could perform a pat-down search.

‘It always happens to me.’ Ruthie grabbed her case, hurrying towards the waiting area, up an escalator. She heard the last call for flight EZY245 to Inverness. She’d just make it.

Ten out-of-breath minutes later, Ruthie found her seat, next to a window. Quickly, she stowed her baggage, fastened her seatbelt and leaned back, glancing around at the other passengers, wondering if there were any other actors from the documentary on the plane. She wasn’t sure if Bristol had been the only audition centre, but she was fairly sure it was. There ought to be two more witches at least, as they were being met at Inverness Airport.

Several women sat in front of her, including a middle-aged woman with a cloud of white hair, a teenager and a pale-haired woman in a suit. Did any of them look like they’d be cast as witches? What did a witch look like anyway? Did she look like one?

As she went to switch off her phone, she noticed several messages, all wishing her luck: Alfie, Scarlet, Soňa. From her handbag she tugged a book entitled Conjuring Darkness in Macbeth. She leafed through the pages, hoping for inspiration on how to interpret her witchy role and words jumped out at her.

Invocation. Conjuration. Darkness. Bloody. Dread. Murder.

She was in for an interesting three weeks.

Lost in thought, she closed her eyes and wondered what to expect. She knew she’d enjoy the role. She hoped they’d let her get her teeth into it. The last thing she wanted was to be a weak witch. She pictured herself all gleaming eyes and long legs, covered in mud, rolling in the soggy, boggy soil of a Highland heath.

Three sisters, fingers linked: ‘All hail, Macbeth.’

She imagined herself and Rachael and Sarah, together on the heath, cavorting around a cauldron. The idea made her smile. Her two older sisters were neat, sensible. They’d never cavorted in their lives.

Time passed. Ruthie gazed through the windows, looking down on a range of mountains. The Cairngorms? The peaks might have been snow-capped or engulfed in cloud. Her heart lifted – she was in Scotland already.

Her adventure had begun.

Then the plane was descending rapidly. Ruthie had a funny feeling in her tummy, although she was unsure if it was the effects of the landing, or excitement, or nerves.

The plane coasted along the runway and stopped. Eventually, the passengers clambered off, filing towards the airport, through the small lounge and out into the car park. It was after four; the skies were overcast and, as Ruthie emerged at the back of a long queue through the glass doors, the ice-filled wind from the mountains seemed to slice her in half. She hugged her jacket, wondering if Scotland was always this cold in June, and looked around.

A car – a black Ford Galaxy – was parked not far away and three people were standing in front of it. One of them, wearing a tartan scarf against the summer chill, was waving at her. Ruthie assumed this was her lift, so she waved back and dragged her case towards them, a smile of greeting on her face.

As she approached, the wheels of her case clunking, she took in the two women standing with the man. One was tall, blond, immaculately dressed in black. The other was a woman with cropped hair, swathed in a navy peacoat, who looked graceful, composed and aloof. Ruthie recognised her: it was Jayda from the Hippodrome audition. The man held out a hand.

‘Ruthie?’

‘That’s me.’

‘I’m Ross Osborne. Your director. And chauffeur, at the moment. Pleased to meet you.’

Ruthie took his hand, taking in his greying curly hair, gold-rimmed glasses, easy smile. She liked him immediately.

‘Glad to meet you, Ross.’

‘And let me introduce your Weird Sisters for the next three weeks,’ Ross said, clearly pleased with his reference to the text. ‘Ruthie Reed, this is Jayda Otele and Miranda Lucie.’

‘Hello.’ Ruthie extended a hand to each of them in turn. ‘Nice to see you again, Jayda. We met at the audition.’

‘We did.’ Jayda seemed a bit detached.

‘Good to meet you, Miranda,’ Ruthie said to the blond woman.

‘Likewise. Ross, can we get in the car now? It’s freezing.’

‘Yes, let’s go.’ Ross didn’t appear to notice Miranda’s prickly comment. He leaped into the driver’s seat and Miranda took the passenger side. Ruthie dragged her case in with her and sat next to Jayda. Ross began the slow drive through the car park and away from Inverness.

‘Our hotel is appropriately named The Cauldron. It’s just outside Forres, a little hamlet called Broom of Draoidheach,’ he explained over his shoulder. ‘It’s basic but comfortable. The whole crew will be there.’

‘I looked at the hotel online,’ Miranda said in a toneless voice that seemed to imply she wasn’t impressed.

‘I did, too,’ Jayda said.

‘Who are the rest of the team?’ Ruthie asked. She couldn’t wait to meet them.

‘So there’s me, and Harry’ll come tomorrow. He’s the driving force behind this project.’

‘I’ve met him,’ Miranda said. ‘We did a documentary a year ago about the Cathars in Carcassonne. It was a lot warmer there.’

‘Right,’ Ross said amiably. ‘And Maisie’s our make-up artist. She’s done work at the RSC, so she knows her Shakespeare. And Alexander.’

‘Alexander Driscoll’s Macbeth.’ Miranda stifled a yawn. ‘We’ve worked together a couple of times. He was Jimmy Porter and I was Alison.’ She paused and then said, ‘Look Back in Anger.’

Jayda wrinkled her nose, as if she was unimpressed. Then she took out her phone and began to text.

‘Jonny Calder’s DoP – he knows the area well.’ Ross turned the car towards Nairn and accelerated. ‘Then there’s us.’

‘And will we start tomorrow?’ Ruthie said, all enthusiasm. Immediately she thought her words sounded silly. Of course they would.

‘That’s why we’re here,’ Miranda said with something that could have been a tut.

Jayda was still texting.

‘You all have the schedule. Filming is in several locations so that we get the variety in the final edit. We’ll have a meeting straight after breakfast,’ Ross said. ‘I can recommend the porridge.’

‘Porridge?’ Miranda made a disgusted face and Jayda didn’t look up.

Ruthie looked through the window for the rest of the journey. The scenery was a huge part of the filming; it would create atmosphere. She took in the pale cloud-packed sky, the grey road, the rumbling lorries that passed by in the opposite direction. A sign proclaimed that the road was the A96. To one side, the fields were windblown grass; they passed a humble stone cottage, a clump of trees. Ruthie wondered how far they were from the sea. The schedule said they would be filming on the beach early on.

She rested her head against the window, imagining what the next weeks would bring. The other two witches didn’t seem particularly friendly. Ruthie, ever the optimist, assumed they’d bond as sisters after a good night’s sleep and some local porridge.

Ross was nice, though. It was always good to have a laid-back director. She’d met so many who weren’t.

The rhythm of the wheels bumping against gravel and the hum of the engine were soothing; Ruthie felt her eyes closing. She was drifting, daydreaming, then almost asleep. The Galaxy turned a corner and slowed down. They were here. What did Ross say the place was called? A hamlet. Broom of Draoidheach.

Ross got out of the car and helped Miranda with her baggage. She had several cases. Jayda had two, one in each hand. Ruthie followed behind, with her single case, a heavy coat over her arm. She glanced up at the hotel, The Cauldron. It was a small brick building with a neatly tiled roof, white patio tables outside, and a huge sign showing a black pot with smoke rising from it.

They were met at the door by a lean woman with short hair and a no-nonsense expression. She spoke directly to Ross. ‘The rooms are almost ready. And I’ve you all booked in for dinner tonight.’ She made brief eye contact with the three women. ‘No dietary requirements, I hope.’

‘I don’t eat potatoes, bread, rice or pasta,’ Miranda said tonelessly. ‘And I hate cucumber. And nuts. And I take rice milk in tea.’

The woman looked at her sharply. ‘Do you eat oats?’

‘Oats?’ Miranda didn’t seem to know what they were.

‘What about you two?’ The woman looked at Jayda, then Ruthie. ‘Please don’t tell me you won’t eat fish? We have Cullen Skink on the menu.’

‘That’s great,’ Ruthie said. She liked the woman already.

‘You’ll find your rooms comfortable but I have to ask you to go into the sitting room for a couple of minutes until we’re ready. I’ll call you. I’m Cora, Food and Beverage manager, so if you need anything, ask for me.’

She turned abruptly and led the way. Ross followed, still dragging Miranda’s cumbersome luggage. They were shown into a pretty room with floral wallpaper and a roaring open fire in the corner. Cora said, ‘We keep the fire going, even though it’s summer. In these parts, we appreciate the warmth.’ She turned to her guests. ‘Can I bring coffee or tea while you wait?’

‘Tea would be great,’ Ruthie said.

‘Not for me,’ from Jayda.

‘Coffee, black, two sugars,’ from Ross.

Miranda took a moment, then she said, ‘Do you have any hibiscus tea?’

‘I’ll see if we have anything herbal.’ Cora bustled away.

‘We won’t have to share, will we, Ross?’ Miranda whined.

Jayda was texting again.

‘No, you’re all booked in separately,’ Ross explained.

‘Thank God.’ Miranda threw herself into a soft chair and eased off her shoes. ‘I hope they have hot baths. Showers don’t do it for me.’

Ruthie took herself over to the log fire and sat down by the hearth, folding her feet beneath her. She felt cold; the wind outside was raw. She reached out to warm her fingers and stared into the leaping flames.

She stared harder. There was a figure, moving.

No, it was just a flame sparking.

Wait.

There was a young woman within the blaze; Ruthie could see her distinctly, undulating with each flicker, her arms raised. Was she dancing, or waving, or trying to run away? It was hard to tell.

Ruthie put her hand to her eyes and blinked.

The flame lifted, crackling, bright red, glowing orange, wrapping itself around a log.

There was no one there. The woman had gone.
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1045, MORAY, ALBA


Isobel awoke the next morning and peered out from the sheepskin rug. She stretched her limbs and realised that she was alone. It was usual for her to wake up squashed between her slumbering sisters, Merraid’s arm thrown over her, Ysenda hogging the blankets. And Isobel was always up first, with the morning songbirds. But now she could hear singing of a different kind. Ysenda’s clear voice came from the hearth as she stooped.

M gaeth i m-muir,
Am tond trethan,
Am fuaim mara,
Am dam secht ndirend,
Am séig i n-aill,
Am dér gréne.



Isobel clambered from the straw-filled cot, rearranging her night shift, reaching for her leine, unplaiting her copper curls, and joined in the song Sidheag had taught them as children, in Gaelic and Scottish.

I am Wind on Sea,
I am Ocean-wave,
I am Roar of Sea,
I am Stag of Seven Tines,
I am a Hawk on a Cliff,
I am shining Tear of the Sun.



Ysenda turned from the fire, where she was cooking brose. The oats and pease smelled good.

‘Ye’re up early.’ Isobel gazed around the newly tidied hut. ‘Where’s Merraid?’

‘Gone to fetch water.’ Ysenda smiled. Isobel noticed that she had taken pains to brush her dark hair until every strand gleamed. It was loose, held back with a fillet band. She wore her best leine, freshly washed.

‘Food’s ready. I made a special breakfast.’ She began to spoon the brose into bowls, breaking up Bannock bread. ‘I’m hungry.’

There was a rustle in the doorway and Merraid appeared, carrying a pail. ‘We have water – we can wash and make pottage now.’

‘Eaun has said he’ll bring more food today,’ Ysenda said. ‘I believe our mother sent him. He’s an angel.’

‘We willnae worry what we’ll eat for a while.’ Merraid busied herself warming ale. ‘It was kind of Queen Gruoch.’

‘But it wasnae the queen,’ Isobel protested. ‘Do ye not remember what Eaun said?’

‘He said the food came from the castle.’ Ysenda had been so intent on staring at Eaun that she’d hardly taken in his words.

‘That’s true,’ Merraid agreed.

‘No, he said…’ Isobel put on a deep manly voice. ‘“The gift’s not from the queen, lassie, it’s from another benefactor.”’

Merraid and Ysenda laughed and Ysenda said, ‘He had a lovely voice.’

‘I wonder who sent him,’ Isobel said.

Merraid looked momentarily worried. ‘Let’s eat our breakfast and not think on Eaun.’

Ysenda tossed her hair. ‘I cannae think of anything else.’ She looked at Isobel for approval. ‘Do ye not think he looked well?’

‘He was handsome enough.’ Isobel felt the anxiety return, like cold fingers. ‘I saw the way he looked at ye and Merraid, as if he’d gobble ye both up.’

‘He didnae,’ Merraid said, her skin flushing darker.

‘And what if he did?’ Ysenda smoothed her hair. ‘He may want for a wife.’

‘Merraid should be first wed, then ye.’ Isobel was determined to do everything her mother’s way.

‘Are ye not afraid to be last?’ Merraid asked.

‘We’re sisters. We’ll always be together,’ Isobel said from her heart.

‘But imagine being here, alone, with so many memories.’ Merraid looked as if she might cry.

‘I wouldnae be afraid. I’d make potions and collect herbs and bake bread.’ Isobel shrugged. ‘I’d do well.’

‘But do ye not want a man?’ Ysenda asked. ‘To protect ye and hold ye tight?’

‘I’d like that well,’ Merraid said quietly. ‘A man like our father with dark hair and eyes, like we have, Ysenda. I should like a man like that, to care for.’

‘And I,’ Ysenda said. ‘A handsome warrior.’

‘A warrior’s a foolish thing.’ Isobel sniffed. ‘He wields a sword and dreams of battle. But there’ll always be another warrior who’ll take his soul from his body.’

‘A warrior’s fine looking and brave,’ Merraid said.

‘Fine looking and brave he may be.’ Isobel closed her eyes, remembering Lulach, the queen’s son. ‘But he’s a fool. Only bad can come of a man with a sword.’ She stood, picking up her empty bowl. ‘Och, I’m but fourteen years old. Ye’re both women grown. Ye understand the ways of the world better than I.’

Ysenda smiled. ‘Ye’ll change when ye meet the man who steals your heart.’

‘I doubt it,’ Isobel muttered to herself. She’d not seen Lulach for a while. He’d promised to seek her out when they’d met in the woods but she imagined there were other pretty girls he spoke to, making such promises to them, too. She wouldn’t think of him again.

Standing in the entrance to their hut, Isobel gazed out. Many little thatched huts nestled nearby, smoke curling from the roofs. There were roughly built pens and shelters keeping animals safe from wolves: oxen to plough, sheep and goats for wool and skin, meat and milk. Old Ulchel and his strapping son, Young Ulchel, lived closer to the castle. He worked on the land, and had cattle and horses.

Over the last few years, he’d been kind to her mother; Isobel was fairly sure she knew why. He needed a new wife now. Although he was a peasant, he was well-respected: he kept fine animals. Rieinmelth, his wife, had passed away three summers ago and Sidheag had tended her to the end and washed her body for burial. Old Ulchel was grateful for her pains. Rieinmelth had never been strong, not since Young Ulchel was born some seventeen years ago. Old Ulchel would bring grain and vegetables; he had a soft spot for Sidheag. Isobel wondered if it was he who had arranged to send the food.

Beyond the village settlement, Moray Castle stood tall, a stone and wooden building at the top of the hill with a sturdy bridge and an enclosed area. It was a grand place, with servants who cooked venison and rabbit in herbs and spices, swineherds who worked on the surrounding land, fletchers who made arrows, coopers who made barrels, alewives and entertainers and ladies who weaved and embroidered linen. Isobel gazed from the castle to the settlement, where many workers lived.

The air smelled foul, of fires burning, animal and human waste, and unwashed bodies. Isobel wandered to the woods to find some sweet-scented flowers. There might be some wild honeysuckle or woodbine.

The stench of the village settlement carried on the wind. Isobel thought sadly that smells, unlike sadness, could be washed away. Old Ulchel would give her some neeps – the sap from turnips was good for the eyes and, when wiped on the body, it took away the strong odour of sweat. It reminded her how much her mother had taught her: the ash from the fire, the bile of the turnip – these would remove stains.

Smells brought memories. And with memories, the pain that came with loss. She missed her mother so much she could hardly breathe.

Isobel tried to stop the tears but they came fast, like rainfall. She was alone and now was the time to grieve.

She flopped down against the trunk of an old elder tree and great gulping sobs tore at her. It was as if her heart had been a stone for too long, not able to cry, not able to believe her mother was gone.

Now that stone had melted; it had become a river, and she couldn’t stop sobbing. Isobel heard her own voice calling for her mother. But there was no answer.

The air rang with silence.

Isobel wiped her face, hugging her plaid around herself for comfort. She’d go home, cover some goose tongue with hot water and drink the draught to help her sadness.

She’d stayed too long in the woods. The air was cooling now, and her sisters would be waiting. She grabbed her basket and started to hurry towards home. From the edge of the woodlands, she could see the little village, the pale coiling smoke through thatched roofs, the castle towering high above, on top of the hill. She increased her pace.

There were voices inside the hut; a man’s gravelly tone. Ysenda sounded excitable. Merraid gave a shy whisper. Then the man spoke again, confident, laughing.

Isobel scurried inside. ‘What have we here?’

She looked at the table laden with food. She saw bere barley, oats, rye, wheat and flax. There were leeks, cabbages, kale, onions and peas, and a side of pig. Isobel was mystified. ‘How will we eat all of this?’

Eaun gave her a slight nod of his head. ‘Ye’ll not go hungry.’

‘Is this gift from Old Ulchel?’ Isobel frowned, worried. ‘We dinnae wish to be in anyone’s debt.’

‘It’s from the castle, lassie.’ Eaun looked back to Ysenda and Merraid, who were both smiling shyly. He pushed back his shoulders, pleased with the attention. He was a man used to admiring glances.

‘It cannae be from the king?’ Isobel asked. ‘From Mac Bethad mac Findláich?’

‘No, he’s at the big castle in Inverness.’

‘He lives there?’ Ysenda asked.

‘The king has many castles,’ Eaun explained proudly as if they were his own. ‘He moves across the land, from Inverness to the royal palace in Dunsinane. But oft times he’ll stay at Castle Moray, because the queen loves it best.’

‘Is the queen here now?’ Ysenda asked.

‘She is,’ Eaun said. ‘She’s waiting there patiently for the return of her husband and her son.’

‘She willnae conceive more bairns that way,’ Isobel said bluntly.

‘That’s true,’ Eaun said. ‘But nevertheless, she’s asked for ye to visit on the morrow at noon. She’ll have ye do something for her.’

‘Just me?’ Isobel looked from Merraid to Ysenda.

‘She asked for the Druimeinach lassie called Isobel.’ Eaun’s eyes moved to Ysenda and he offered a sly smile.

Merraid looked worried. ‘Why does she want Isobel?’

‘The queen didnae say,’ Eaun said importantly. ‘But she bade me tell ye it’s a matter of importance.’

‘I’ll be there.’ Isobel’s smooth brow furrowed.

‘Then I’ll take my leave.’ Eaun nodded towards Ysenda, then Merraid, gave a smart bow and turned to go. The sisters watched him disappear.

Ysenda clasped her hands over her heart. ‘He’s wonderful.’

‘He’s handsome, I’ll grant ye,’ Merraid said. ‘And he has brought us all this food. We have bacon. We’ll eat like princesses.’

‘We will. But if the queen didnae send all this fine food, then who did?’ Isobel felt suddenly nervous. ‘And why does she ask for me to go to the castle?’

Ysenda and Merraid wrapped her in their arms. ‘I expect she wants a small potion to help her sleep,’ Merraid said.

‘The message came from Queen Gruoch, and she wants only me to go. Why would she ask that?’ Isobel felt a shiver go through her. ‘I’m afraid of what’s to come.’
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THE PRESENT DAY, FORRES, SCOTLAND


Ruthie slept deeply. She felt as if she’d crawled into a dark hole and slept for an eternity, and when she woke, she couldn’t remember where she was. She uncurled and blinked. No light came in from the heavy drapes. She wriggled from the bed in her pyjamas and, in two leaps, tugged the curtains apart.

Blinding sunlight illuminated the hotel room, making the green carpet and the beige walls seem suddenly brighter. She looked outside at the pretty flower-crowded garden and beyond. It was a golden day, completely different from yesterday, when her introduction to the Highlands in June had been all grey cloud-filled skies and biting winds. Beyond the hotel, she could see rolling hills and patchwork fields, a rising pine forest. She was immediately filled with the need to explore. She glanced at her phone – it was six fifty. Breakfast wasn’t until eight.

A quick scalding shower, into fresh clothes, denim jacket, and Ruthie was off, locking her door, padding downstairs in trainers and out into the sharp air of Scotland. There was a biting tang to it, whisky on a lover’s breath. Ruthie smiled at the thought and pushed her hands into her pockets. She wandered towards the lane in search of a path. She wanted to explore the woodlands, listen to the birdsong and get acclimatised to the Highlands. Yesterday had been sedentary, and her muscles needed to stretch.

As she walked down the path, a man was coming the other way, towards the hotel. He was thick-set, middle-aged, craggy-faced with a pale beard, wearing a heavy coat and a cap pulled down. As they passed, he gave a half-smile.

‘Good morning, lassie.’

‘Morning,’ Ruthie said, and she felt a sudden tightening in her chest. He had said ‘lassie’, hadn’t he? Or had he said her name? Ruthie?

She wasn’t sure.

He’d had a strong accent, and her ears weren’t accustomed to it yet, that was all. He was just a local man, on his way to work, being polite to the hotel guests. Nothing more. Pushing her hands even more deeply into her pockets, touching her phone as if for security, she reached the lane and crossed over to a wooden gate. There was a sign nailed onto it, with the printed words:

WILD DEER WOODS (COILLE FIADHAICH)

PLEASE KEEP YOUR DOG ON A LEAD.

COUNTY OF MORAY (MOIREIBH)

Ruthie pushed the gate open and walked through.

The woodland was suddenly cooler and darker. Immediately, ushered by crowding blackthorn bushes, she found herself on a narrow path that led deep into dense trees. She didn’t want to risk getting lost, so she decided to walk in a straight line for fifteen minutes, then turn round and walk back the way she’d come.

A squirrel scampered up a gnarly tree trunk, along a branch, into the impenetrable camouflage of russet leaves. A bird whistled, a persistent squeaking note like the rusty hinge on an old gate. Ruthie headed on, down a small dip, up a stony path where grass grew flat underfoot and old tree roots stretched through the ground.

Branches dipped low and Ruthie had to duck beneath them. No sunlight found its way through the lattice of leaves overhead. The air was cold now. Ruthie lifted her collar, hugged herself tighter inside her jacket. Twigs cracked beneath her trainers, the light snap of brittle bones. She walked on.

Something caught her eye, a slight movement behind a tree. At first she thought it might be a deer.

Ruthie stood absolutely still, feeling nervous. Then she saw it again. Something shifted. The light glint of long hair, the rustle of a cloak: someone was hiding behind a tree.

Ruthie’s breathing was ragged. She called, ‘Who’s there?’

Her words sounded hollow, the echo of someone who’d mistakenly thought they were alone. Her eyes fixed on the tree, she took two steady steps forward. Whoever was behind the tree would come out, surely.

But there was nothing but the whisper of leaves. The birds were silent.

Still she waited.

There was a muffled sound like a footfall. Ruthie whirled round. Again, she saw the dull grey material of a cloak, a swish of light hair, as someone veered behind another clump of trees and disappeared.

Ruthie had no idea what she had just seen. But she had been left with an ache beneath her ribs, a sadness she had never known.

She hurried back along the path the way she’d come. Increasing her pace, head down, not wanting to see anything else. There was a chill in the air; the woodland was tomb cold.

She couldn’t get back to the hotel quick enough.

The other guests were seated in the breakfast room when she arrived, but there was a chair empty for her next to Jayda, who was dressed in black jeans and hoodie. Miranda, in contrast, was all in white, a long dress and jacket. She was seated between two men Ruthie hadn’t seen before, although she recognised Harry Todd from TV. Suave, his eyes the dark chocolate brown Alfie had remarked upon, he had neat black hair, light stubble beneath chiselled cheekbones. Miranda was gazing at him as if he’d just uttered some amazing truth.

On the other side sat a man with a mane of dark hair swept back from a handsome face, low brows and piercing eyes. He wasn’t listening. He clamped his lips around a cup of coffee, brooding, completely uninterested. Ruthie assumed he was Alexander Driscoll, the actor playing Macbeth.

Ross Osborne was listening intently to Harry on his other side, while pulling apart a croissant. There was a woman with short flame-coloured hair and cherry lips, matching red fingernails and searching eyes. Ruthie guessed she must be Maisie, the make-up artist. She took her seat between Jayda and Alexander, who was now staring through the window. Ross nodded towards Ruthie and passed the coffee jug. Harry was still talking.

‘The witches are a nod to the storyline, a response to the widespread view of women in the Shakespearian era. The really important character in the play is Banquo.’

‘Not Macbeth?’ Alexander spoke without looking away from the window.

‘Shakespeare wrote his plays for English monarchs,’ Harry explained. ‘James the First believed he was a direct descendant of Banquo through the Stewart line, so Banquo’s central to the play.’

‘I never knew that,’ Miranda said, awe-struck. Jayda passed Ruthie a plate of croissants and rolled her eyes.

‘Macbeth was never Thane of Glamis either. Shakespeare made that up too.’ Harry looked pleased with himself. ‘He was Mormaer of Moray, though, which was the largest region in Scotland. Mormaer was a kind of earl.’

‘But James was paranoid, wasn’t he?’ Ross said. ‘An obsessive?’

‘Yes, he was an avid scholar of all things weird and superstitious,’ Harry agreed.

‘Really?’ Miranda gave a little shudder.

Maisie wrinkled her nose. ‘I’m not sure weird and superstitious go together. I’m superstitious – I never walk under ladders, I cross my fingers when I see magpies – but I don’t think I’m weird.’

‘Well.’ Harry gave a charming smile. ‘Weird in this context refers to the three Fates, and it was first used in the fifteenth century. The term comes from the Middle English word werd and the Old English wyrd, which means fate.’

‘I read that in a book on the plane,’ Jayda muttered.

‘So, based on what you’ve just said, are we making the witches look weird – as opposed to beautiful or terrifying?’ Maisie looked around the table. ‘It’s going to be great making you three up to look like witches – blond, dark, striking…’ She glanced at Jayda. ‘I wonder if we can keep your hair short like that.’

‘As long as you don’t put me in a pointed hat,’ Jayda said.

‘I’ll share my thoughts after breakfast,’ Ross said cheerfully. ‘Jonny and his crew are joining us. We’re going through the schedule, the three locations I’ve organised, then you’ll get the details.’

‘Wonderful,’ Miranda said. ‘Is it freezing cold out?’

‘It’s quite warm,’ Ruthie said. ‘I went for a walk in the woods earlier.’

‘The woods?’ Alexander seemed to notice her for the first time. Ruthie was aware of his rolling Scottish accent, his gravelly voice. Yes, she thought, looking at his brooding expression – he was perfect for Macbeth.

‘Coille fiadhaich – the wild deer woods,’ Alexander muttered.

‘Will we be filming in those woods?’ Jayda asked. ‘They’re just a stone’s throw from here.’

‘That would be ideal. A morning’s filming and back here for a wee dram or two,’ Maisie said.

Ross leaned forward. ‘Yes, later on, we’ll be filming in the forest. There’ll be a scene with the witches. Macbeth will be walking through the dense woods, oblivious, carrying his sword – he’s focused, a warrior in action. Then he glimpses something behind the trees. Witch One. He’s startled, and looks around him, unsure of what he’s seen. He walks on, but he’s wary. There’s another movement. Witch Two. He looks round again, he’s nervous now. Then there’s Witch Three. He draws his sword and – whoosh, they disappear into thin air, and he’s left alone and confused.’ He looked pleased with himself. ‘Macbeth is no longer the warrior – he’s afraid.’

‘You can see why I love working with Ross,’ Maisie said approvingly. ‘That’s visually very strong. The witches, in green and brown. Organic make-up, their faces the colour of foliage.’

‘It sounds amazing.’ Jayda perked up.

Ruthie’s thoughts drifted to her morning walk, to the figure moving behind a tree, just as Ross had described: there one moment, then, like a sprite, gone.

She wasn’t sure what she had seen now, to be honest. It might have been a deer. But at the time it had felt like… No, that was impossible. She’d been the only person in the woods. It couldn’t have been human.

But the feeling of penetrating sorrow had been real enough. She couldn’t deny that it had squeezed the breath from her in its arms.

Perhaps it was the atmosphere, the setting, playing tricks with her.

She heard a voice at her elbow. ‘Sorry?’

Cora, the Food and Beverage manager, was hovering, holding racks of bread. ‘Wholemeal or white toast?’ She gave Ruthie a kind look. ‘You’re half asleep, dear. Did you not sleep well?’

‘Oh, I slept like a log,’ Ruthie said with a grin. ‘Wholemeal, please.’

She thought she heard Miranda tell Harry that her bed was too hard. Then she remembered something she wanted to ask Cora. She recalled the thick-set man with the craggy face and pale beard who had spoken to her earlier.

‘Cora, I went for a walk this morning. I saw a man coming down the path and he was really friendly. Does he work here?’

‘Oh, yes. That’ll be Zerubbabel, our gardener.’ Cora’s eyes shone. ‘He’s from Broom.’

‘Zerubbabel? That’s a funny name,’ Miranda said.

‘It means offspring of Babylon,’ Harry said ominously. ‘Didn’t God tell Zerubbabel that he could move mountains?’

‘I don’t know about that. But our Zerubbabel’s from a good family. His mother knew my mother well.’ Cora glared at Miranda. ‘The family have been in Broom for many years. They’re kind people.’

‘Broom?’ Miranda giggled. ‘Like a witch’s broomstick?’

‘This little village is the Broom of Draoidheach – locals call it Broom.’ Cora sounded a little irritated as she placed toast on the table. ‘Broom means a heap or a hillock. There was a castle here, years ago.’

‘And Draoidheach means enchantment.’ Alexander finished his coffee. ‘Or magic.’

‘The hill of magic,’ Maisie said, her eyes shining. ‘Oh, that’s perfect for what we’re filming.’

‘A place brimming with history.’ Ross clearly couldn’t wait to get started.

‘Just the right atmosphere for the final piece of our documentary jigsaw,’ Harry agreed.

‘Are you from round here, Alexander?’ Jayda asked.

‘Aberdeen,’ he answered simply and held up his empty cup. ‘Can I have more coffee please, Cora?’

‘Of course you can, dear,’ Cora said, and scurried away.

‘Well.’ Ross looked from face to face. ‘This is going to be a really fascinating three weeks. We have just the right team to get the job done.’

Maisie reached for toast. ‘So this morning we’re going out for a recce and a mise-en-scène?’

‘Yes, and we’re meeting the camera crew,’ Miranda said. ‘It’s going to be a blast working with you again.’ Her eyes fell on Harry. ‘Carcassonne, remember?’

‘Of course,’ Harry said quickly. He clearly didn’t remember it at all.

Ruthie said, ‘I want to go to the beach. I’ve seen photos online and it looks beautiful and wild.’

‘It gets chilly – you’ll need a coat.’ Alexander’s heavy brows made his deep-set eyes glimmer.

‘Right, let’s have more coffee to keep the cold out,’ Ross said, rubbing his hands together. ‘Then we’ll set off. We have a busy day.’
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1045, MORAY, ALBA


The next morning, Isobel stood at the wooden table, pounding herbs. She was trying her best to get the potion right. ‘I need equal amounts of radish, bishop wort, garlic, wormwood and helenium. Our mother used to boil them in butter with celandine and red nettle.’

‘I remember.’ Ysenda was next to her, gutting a fish. ‘We can eat this with the bread.’ She smiled. ‘I must wash my hands, though – I dinnae wish my skin to smell fishy.’

‘In case ye see Eaun, and ye give him your hand to kiss,’ Merraid said slowly. ‘Ye like him too much.’

‘I like him well enough,’ Ysenda retorted.

‘It’s more food than we can eat.’ Merraid stared at the sacks they’d piled near the door to keep the contents cool.

‘I need herbs for a birthing bath.’ Isobel was making a list in her head. ‘There are women in the village who are ready to birth.’

Merraid wrapped an arm around Isobel. ‘We’ll help ye.’

‘Of course we’ll help. That’s why we’ll come to the castle with ye today,’ Ysenda added, although her expression showed that wasn’t the only reason.

‘But what will the queen ask? What will I need to take with me? Eaun didnae say,’ Isobel fretted. ‘What if I cannae do as well as our mother did?’

‘Ye’re just like her.’ Ysenda wrapped her arm around Isobel too. ‘She taught us all how to heal, but ye do it best.’

‘Is it nearly noon?’ Isobel said anxiously. ‘Should we leave now?’

‘We should go.’ Ysenda’s fingers flew to her hair, smoothing the locks. ‘Let me wash my hands again. And do ye have any of that hand cream ye make from oil and roses, Isobel? Or the sweet-smelling lavender? I’ll put some behind my ears.’

Merraid folded her arms. ‘Ysenda, don’t try too hard to please Eaun. Ye willnae catch him that way.’

‘Ye’re just angry because Eaun looked at me.’ Ysenda put her hands on her hips.

Merraid shook her head. ‘I dinnae have big eyes for him as ye do.’

‘But ye are in need of a husband before me.’ Ysenda’s delicate nostrils flared. ‘Yet I didnae see anyone looking sweetly at ye, Merraid.’

Merraid’s cheeks darkened with an angry flush. ‘That’s because I’m quiet around a man, not flipping my skirts and jumping up and down like a wanton lassie.’

‘How dare ye?’ Ysenda raised a hand as if she would strike her.

‘I dare because I speak the truth,’ Merraid retorted.

‘Hold off, the pair of ye.’ Isobel’s tone was firm. ‘This isnae how we should be together. We’re sisters, our mother’s children, and we must never forget it.’

The little hut was quiet, as each sister looked at the other. Isobel felt as if her mother stood there with them too. She took a moment to calm herself.

‘Ye are right,’ Merraid said, her eyes filling with tears. ‘Our mother would hate for us to fight.’

‘And I’m sorry for my part.’ Ysenda held out her arms and Merraid fell into an embrace. ‘Do ye think I’m too fond of Eaun? I cannae help it. When he looks at me, my heart’s like a butterfly trapped beneath my ribs. It flutters almost to my throat as if it needs to escape. And I’m filled with tremors.’

‘Then ye must take care to be calm,’ Merraid said. ‘Come, it’s time for us to walk up the hill to the castle.’

‘I’ll bring my bundle of herbs and salves, in case the queen asks for them.’ Isobel gazed through the door. ‘I hope I can find work at the castle. When this pile of food is gone, we’ll have to fend for ourselves.’

Ysenda linked an arm through hers. ‘Then we’d better all find husbands soon,’ she said dreamily. ‘I believe there’s someone out there for each of us, do ye not think so?’
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Isobel was waiting in the draughty castle hall, clutching her bundle. Ysenda and Merraid stood behind her. The castle walls were decorated with beautiful hanging tapestries. A servant walked through carrying a dead goose, its long neck hanging beneath his arm like a rope.

Ysenda whispered, ‘That must be what the queen’s feasting on this evening.’

Merraid shook her head. ‘Look at the belted plaid that man is wearing. It looks so warm. The colour’s deep and fine.’

Isobel stared ahead, her heart beating quickly. She wondered what the queen wanted and if she would be able to rise to the challenge. She daren’t fail, for her mother’s sake.

A stooping man in a dark leine hurried towards her. ‘Isobel Druimeinach, daughter of Sidheag?’

‘Aye.’ Isobel nodded. ‘These are my sisters, Merraid and Y⁠—’

‘Follow me.’

The man scurried away and Isobel followed, Merraid and Ysenda at her shoulders. Their feet echoed on stone steps as they clambered high into a tower.

Ysenda whispered, ‘What’s that bad smell?’

‘We’re close to the castle garderobe, a hole above a cesspit.’ Merraid pulled a disgusted face. ‘Even the rich must empty their bowels.’

‘Come,’ the man hissed urgently, and they climbed another flight of stairs. He ushered them into a high room where a young man lay crumpled on a straw bed, his face to the wall.

The stooped man grabbed Isobel’s elbow. ‘Can ye do anything for him? He’s wounded. He’s one of the queen’s favourites – a friend of her son. He was injured fighting. Can ye make him well?’

Isobel approached the injured man. There was blood on the straw. ‘Where are ye hurt, sir? I’ll help ye if I can.’

The young man rolled over and Isobel saw that he was gripping his arm. He had a smooth face, fine features, but he was in pain. ‘I’ve bled much.’

Isobel spoke quickly. ‘Can ye bring me linen and clean water, vinegar and boiled wine? I’ll clean the wound. Oh, and bring honey if ye have any.’

‘I’ll fetch it all,’ the stooping man said, and was gone.

Isobel examined the young man who was still lying down. The sleeve of his leine was torn and the flesh beneath was ragged and bleeding. ‘What are ye called?’

‘My name is Lowrans,’ he said. ‘I’d like something to drink, I beg ye.’

‘Let me tend your wound first,’ Isobel murmured, and from behind her she heard Merraid whisper, ‘I’ll fetch water.’

‘Thanking ye.’ Lowrans’s lips were dry and his eyes dull.

‘So, Lowrans, this is what I’ll do,’ Isobel said. ‘I’ll clean the wound and wash it with vinegar and warm wine. I’ll put honey on it – to prevent it going bad – and bandage it tightly. I have root of hemlock to ease your pain. Just a little will help ye feel better.’

Lowrans nodded. Merraid took his hand in hers as Isobel busied herself with her bundle. The older man had arrived back, setting down linen, a jug of vinegar, wine, honey and a clean bowl.

‘Come, let’s make ye well.’ Isobel set to work, the clean rags quickly becoming red, the water in the bowl too, as she rinsed out the gash.

‘It was a blow from a sword,’ Lowrans said weakly. ‘I was sent south to Dunsinane. There was a skirmish…’

‘All will be well,’ Isobel said, and poured warm wine onto the wound. She felt Lowrans flinch in pain. Merraid was still holding his hand, soothing him. Ysenda passed Isobel a strip of linen.

‘I’ll bandage this,’ she said. ‘Then no blood will flow from the wound.’

‘I thank ye,’ Lowrans groaned softly. ‘It was worth all the pain to have such a kind lassie as ye to make me well again.’

Isobel noticed Lowrans’s gaze fall on her sister, and Merraid was staring back at him with the same look.

‘I hope to see ye all again, to thank ye properly.’ Lowrans eased himself upright.

‘I hope so too.’ Merraid’s cheeks flushed as she placed the cup of water against his lips, like a kiss.
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Sometime later, Isobel was still waiting in the castle with her sisters, but no one came. She wondered if she should leave, but the man who had bid her tend Lowrans had told her to wait. It had been a long time, and she was cold now, and becoming hungry.

Ysenda shuffled her feet. ‘Do ye think Eaun will come?’

‘Who knows?’ Merraid said. ‘But I’m glad we managed to help Lowrans. He was brave, the way he let ye bathe his arm.’

Isobel noticed Merraid’s expression. ‘I think he’ll be well now. Ye did a fine job, holding his hand.’

‘I could tell he’s a good man,’ Merraid whispered.

Ysenda gazed around. ‘Look, someone comes.’

A woman arrived, a lady-in-waiting in a long brightly coloured leine with a silver brooch at the breast. She walked upright, her face pinched, and spoke directly to Isobel. ‘Ye are to come with me – just ye, not them.’ She tossed her head in the direction of Merraid and Ysenda.

‘Where to?’ Isobel asked.

‘The queen will see ye now.’ The woman walked away and Isobel gave her sisters a nervous glance.

‘Go,’ Merraid said. ‘We’ll wait here.’

Isobel hurried after the elegant woman, through the hall, where a large fire roared and preparations were being made for dinner. She could smell richly baked meats and her stomach growled.

‘In here.’ The woman paused at the entrance to a chamber. ‘Go on – ye tarry. My lady willnae like to wait.’

Isobel walked inside. A woman was sitting by the fire, staring into the flames. The red glow showed her face was weary and her brow lined. She looked up, her eyes piercing.

‘Ye remember me, Isobel?’

‘I do, madam. My mother was fond of ye.’

‘And I of her. I was sad to hear of her passing.’ Gruoch stared into the flames again. ‘She was a skilful woman. And I hear ye are very like her.’

‘I can only hope…’

‘She could read the flames,’ Gruoch said. ‘Come – sit by me here. Tell me what ye see.’

Isobel sat down, feeling uncomfortable. ‘I cannae see much.’

‘Of course ye can. Ye are the third child.’

‘What does that mean?’

‘Sidheag told me that the third daughter of her family line can read what’s in store.’ Gruoch narrowed her eyes. ‘Ye are her third.’

‘My mother was an only child.’

‘She wasnae,’ Gruoch said. ‘She had two sisters. One died at birth. The other lived but three years.’

‘Oh?’

‘It matters little,’ Gruoch said. ‘Tomorrow I leave for Inverness to be with my son and my husband. I must find out what lies ahead. Will my husband stay king for long? Will my son be king after him? Will he have a line of descendants?’

‘Madam, I cannae say.’

‘Ye can.’ Gruoch’s face was suddenly hard. ‘Sidheag told me ye could do all she could, and more.’

‘But I’m weary.’

Gruoch leaned forward. ‘I’ll pay ye.’

‘There’s no need.’ Isobel sighed without meaning to. ‘I’ll try.’

She gazed into the flames. The red and orange glow hurt her eyes; the heat scorched her face.

‘I can only see the fire.’

She stared harder and finally saw the shape of a tall man. He seemed to be wearing a long plaid and a crown. Her vision blurred, her eyes felt as if they might melt. Now there were two men in crowns, side by side, holding swords, as if defending themselves.

One of the men fell backwards – his knees appeared to buckle and he crumpled. He didn’t get up.

Isobel passed a hand across her brow. She felt feverish. Was that Gruoch’s husband, the king, Mac Bethad?

‘Will I have more children? Will Lulach be a father?’ Gruoch wanted to know. ‘I’ll have the truth.’

‘I saw a man, a king, with a sword. He fights well.’

‘Is it my husband? Or Lulach?’

‘I cannae tell.’

‘And does he win the battle?’

‘All I see is that he’s strong and brave and he has a good heart.’ Isobel hoped that would be enough to please the queen.

It was not. Gruoch pushed Isobel with her hand, an impatient movement. ‘What will become of me?’

‘Madam, I cannae see more.’ Isobel felt suddenly faint. She almost fell forward and put out a hand to steady herself. ‘Today I healed a man whose arm bled from battle. I’m weary now. Perhaps if I rest a while, perhaps tomorrow⁠—’

‘Tomorrow will be too late. I will be leaving. If something should happen to my son⁠—’

‘Madam, I’m sorry.’

Gruoch’s lips were a tight line. ‘Go. I’ll call on ye again. Next time ye’ll not fail me.’

Isobel dragged herself to her feet and scampered from the room. She staggered down the cold steps, glad of the icy air to cool her face, as she ran towards her waiting sisters.

How could she tell the queen she had seen a fierce battle and the death of a new, young king?
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THE PRESENT DAY, FORRES


Ruthie followed eagerly as Harry Todd led the way down some wooden steps towards Findhorn beach, flanked by grassy dunes. He was still talking to Ross.

‘The play was first performed in 1606 for King James, but it wasn’t published until seven years after Shakespeare’s death.’

Ross was listening intently. ‘It’s only loosely based on fact.’

‘Exactly,’ Harry said. ‘All drama and action, a crowd pleaser.’

‘We don’t know much about Macbeth himself, though, do we?’ Miranda was almost hanging on to Harry’s arm.

‘Oh, we do. Records differ, but there’s quite a lot of information. You have to remember Shakespeare wrote to entertain his audience, not to tell them facts.’ Harry was leading the way towards the rolling waves. ‘In the play, Macbeth and his wife murder old King Duncan when he comes to visit their castle. In reality, Macbeth may have killed Duncan in battle. Duncan was only thirty-nine or forty. Macbeth either made himself king, or he was elected by others. There’s even the possibility that Macbeth didn’t actually kill Duncan himself, but that the king’s followers turned on him when he lost the battle. I believe the chronicler Tighernach O’Braein said that.’

‘What battle did he lose?’ Ross asked.

Harry had the answer ready. ‘The Battle of Pitgaveny, also known as the Battle of Bothnagowan, near Elgin. It was fought on 14 August 1040. Macbeth formed an alliance with his cousin the Earl of Orkney, and they defeated Duncan’s army.’

‘Just a few miles from here,’ Maisie said.

‘Thirteen and a half, to be exact,’ Alexander said, his hands pushed in his pockets.

‘So…’ Jayda turned to Ruthie. ‘We’re right in the heart of where the action took place.’

‘Exactly.’ Ross was delighted. ‘What we film needs to be authentic.’

Miranda threw her arms in the air. ‘I can’t wait to start.’

‘Jonny won’t be filming you today,’ Ross said. ‘We’ll do the mise-en-scène. He’ll meet us here, run through, then we’ll go for lunch.’

‘I know a good local place,’ Maisie said.

‘The Fisherman’s Table.’ Alexander almost smiled.

‘They do great chips,’ Maisie agreed. ‘And beer.’

‘Do they do anything else?’ Miranda looked concerned.

‘Oh, you’ll be fine,’ Maisie said dismissively.

‘This place is beautiful.’ Ruthie gazed at the beach and took a huge gulp of icy air.

They wandered past scrubby dunes, with rocks, pebbles and boulders, until they arrived on soft sand. There was a line of brightly painted beach huts and beyond, a sweeping crescent that stretched for miles.

Jayda closed her eyes against the sea breeze. ‘Scotland has a completely different feel to anywhere else.’

‘It does,’ Ruthie agreed. ‘It’s steeped in the past, and there’s the sharpness of the air and the wide-open spaces, that big sky full of clouds.’

‘Really?’ Miranda disagreed. ‘It feels the same as everywhere else to me.’

‘No.’ Alexander stared towards the ocean. ‘Here everything’s untamed. The landscape, the people, the history. It doesn’t conform.’

‘I know what you mean,’ Maisie agreed.

‘It’s the perfect location to film, full of light from the sea and the sky.’ Ross was excited. ‘And listen to those crashing waves. We’ll rehearse some stuff here: the witches together, making spells. It’ll be atmospheric.’

‘By the sea?’ Miranda frowned. ‘I thought the Weird Sisters were supposed to be on the heath.’ She quoted, to prove her point. ‘Where the place? Upon the heath.’

‘There to meet with Macbeth,’ Ruthie and Jayda chorused.

‘We’re pretty close to the actual heath, where we’re staying in Broom,’ Harry explained. ‘If the witches existed, they’d have met Macbeth on a wasteland near the royal castle at Forres. It’s called Macbeth’s Hillock and is located near Brodie Castle.’

‘A castle? Are we filming there?’ Miranda asked.

‘No. The landscape has changed a great deal since the eleventh century,’ Harry said. ‘It’s a glamping place now. But we’ll get some great footage in Broom. The local people would have lived there, around the site of the castle.’

‘But would the witches have come to the beach?’ Miranda enquired.

‘They may well have. It’s a five-mile walk from Broom,’ Alexander said. ‘But it’s well worth it.’

‘Or perhaps some warrior on a horse brought them?’ Maisie said.

‘Why would a warrior bring a witch here?’ Miranda looked confused.

‘Romance,’ Maisie said without thinking. ‘What else?’

‘Why not? Witches were just women,’ Jayda said. ‘Like us. They’d have loved this place.’

Harry said, ‘Every community had a wise woman or two.’

‘Or three.’ Ruthie smiled.

‘But oh, look – look at all this space. There’s hardly a soul around.’ Ross held his arms out wide. He was right: the expanse of beach undulated into the distance. There was a lone fisherman, a couple walking a dog, small against the vastness of the ocean. ‘It’s perfect.’

‘It is.’ A lightness filled Ruthie’s heart, a happiness that came completely from the chill air, the brightness of the sky and the crashing of the waves. It felt magical.

Ross was suddenly waving. ‘Jonny, over here.’

A muscular man was running towards them. Despite the cool breeze he wore denim jeans and a black T-shirt. His weatherbeaten skin made him look as if he was in his forties, but he could have been younger. He was bright-eyed with a ready smile. He immediately fell into a hug with Ross.

Ross hugged him back, then stared at his hair. It was short, curly on top, the back dyed the mid brown of autumn leaves. ‘Stylish, man. What happened to the cornrows?’

‘I got fed up with them – this is a burst fade cut. What do you think?’

‘Looks great,’ Ross said.

‘Thanks, bro.’ Jonny turned to the group. ‘Nice to see you all. Harry, pleased to meet you at last. And Alexander. Maisie, we meet again. And these…’ He stood back, smiling with approval. ‘Must be our three witches.’

‘Miranda Lucie,’ Miranda purred with the look of someone who wanted the spotlight.

‘Jayda Otele.’ Jayda shook his hand, her face composed and professional.

‘Ruthie Reed.’ Ruthie met his eyes.

‘Jonny Calder.’ His accent was not intensely Scottish; Ruthie guessed he’d lived in London a long time. ‘Well, what do you all think of this, then – the Highlands in all its glory? Macbeth’s kingdom.’ He indicated the beach. ‘The weather looks promising for tomorrow so I suggest we do our mise-en-scène today and film here early doors. I’ve got the crew booked for seven.’

‘Seven o’clock?’ Miranda blinked in disbelief.

‘We’ll rehearse, have lunch, then go back to the hotel for a briefing.’ Ross turned to Maisie. ‘The beach shots are first on the schedule. I thought we’d get the witches emerging from the waves, bedraggled hair, long dresses dripping.’

‘And I’m on a horse and they stop me, right?’ Alexander said.

‘Exactly.’ Jonny gave his wide grin. ‘I can make it look like they’re water sprites appearing from the waves.’

‘From the water? The actual water?’ Miranda was still shocked.

‘You’ll have a swimming costume underneath,’ Maisie said matter-of-factly.

‘It’ll be great,’ Ruthie said, with a sideways glance at Miranda. ‘Bring it on.’

‘You can all swim, I hope?’ Ross asked worriedly.

‘Like a fish,’ Jayda said.

‘I’m not bad.’ Ruthie gazed towards the crawling waves. She knew how many times they’d have to repeat the shots.

‘I haven’t been in the water for years,’ Miranda said, her face troubled.

‘Then it’s a good job you’ll be walking out of it and not into it,’ Alexander said drily.

‘I’m ready for lunch,’ Harry said, looking back towards the wooden stairs that led away from the beach.

‘Let’s do a couple of hours run-through, then go to The Fisherman’s Table,’ Ross suggested. ‘Then later this afternoon, we’ll finalise everything.’

‘But… do you mean we have to get in the actual sea?’ Miranda began, but Ross had already started to direct Jayda and Ruthie where to stand on the beach, with Jonny and the rest of the group. She shouted, ‘Can we wear wetsuits underneath our dresses? I haven’t got a wetsuit, though.’
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The mise-en-scène went on longer than planned, but Ruthie expected that. The witches rehearsed on the sand what would be filmed tomorrow, when they’d actually be immersed in the water. They had to emerge one after the other from the sea, terrifying Macbeth, before he entreated them to tell his future. They finalised the choreography on the beach, making him the centre of their spell.

Ross was still keen not to use much spoken word at this point. He favoured music and atmosphere over speech. Ruthie knew that she’d spend all day tomorrow between the cool air and the colder water in order for Ross and Jonny to create fifteen seconds of film. But she didn’t mind.

They spent four hours on the beach and missed lunch. Back at the hotel Cora brought tea and cake during the planning meeting. Ross was meticulous, explaining everything in detail, and the meeting didn’t finish until seven.

By the end of dinner, everyone was exhausted. Miranda had taken herself off to her ‘too hard’ bed to sleep. Jonny, Harry and Ross were sitting in the bar with Maisie, sampling whisky. Alexander had gone outside to speak to someone on the phone. Ruthie and Jayda lingered over coffee.

Jayda yawned. ‘Well, it’s going to be fun tomorrow. But it’ll be tough work.’

‘And cold.’ Ruthie was glad that Jayda was confiding in her; she’d let her guard down and seemed much more approachable.

‘I’m used to the cold.’ Jayda gave a slow smile. ‘I once played a duck, which involved me swimming in a lake for ten hours in a fluffy yellow costume. The pilot never even made it on to the TV.’

‘I played a body in the freezer,’ Ruthie said, not mentioning that it hadn’t been switched on.

‘In my last TV role, I played a showgirl who had to seduce a cop.’ Jayda raised an eyebrow. ‘I spent two days in a freezing cold garage rolling in engine oil, wearing nothing but a feather boa.’

‘I hate those roles,’ Ruthie joked.

‘I call them bread-and-butter roles – but only a thin smear of butter.’

Ruthie agreed. ‘Bread and marge.’

‘Bread and dripping.’ Jayda laughed. ‘It’ll be freezing tomorrow. I bet Miranda doesn’t even make it as far as the beach.’

‘She might surprise you.’ Ruthie was ever the optimist.

‘No.’ Jayda pulled an ‘I don’t believe it’ face. ‘I think her interest in the documentary starts and ends with Harry Todd.’

‘He doesn’t look as if he needs a girlfriend.’

‘He doesn’t. He has a husband called Damien, who’s a research analyst.’

‘How do you know?’

‘I looked him up. It’s important to know these things,’ Jayda said mischievously. ‘And I’ve seen Miranda’s CV. She’s been around the block.’

‘A lot of stage roles?’

‘Musicals, mainly. And she has a thing for directors. She’s well known for it.’ Jayda yawned again. ‘I’m going for a whisky with Ross and co. It’s good to socialise with the crew. Are you coming?’

‘I might, but I’m going to take a walk first – stretch my legs.’

‘I’ll see you in the bar, then.’ Jayda eased herself up languidly.

Ruthie wrapped herself in a warm jacket against the evening chill. Although it was summer, the air had cooled. She hurried through the foyer towards the exit, hearing a snatch of conversation from a man who was leaning against the doorpost, talking into his phone.

‘I can’t do anything from here, but you’ll be OK. I promise I’ll phone soon.’ His voice was low. ‘No, I’m filming tomorrow… Yes, and the day after that. We’ll discuss it when I’ve finished. You’ll be all right until then… Of course… No, no, I’m not sure when that will be.’

Ruthie looked at him to smile a cheery hello, but Alexander turned his back to talk into his phone, and Ruthie walked outside. The light was fading, the sky blotched orange, and there was a sweet scent of something floral in the air. She strolled towards the gardens where the man with the pale beard was putting his tools into a bag. He tugged his cap over his eyes and stood up straight. ‘Evening, lassie.’ His smile was warm, as if he knew her.

‘Hello. You’re working late.’

‘It’s the summer – the garden needs me,’ he said simply.

Ruthie remembered that his name was Zerubbabel. She said, ‘It smells gorgeous out here. What flower makes that sweet scent?’

‘Night-scented stock.’ Zerubbabel gazed around. ‘Best smell there is. Fresh, from nature. Natural’s always best.’

‘It is,’ Ruthie agreed with him. ‘Do you live locally?’ She remembered that Cora had said he did.

‘In Broom. Since the day I was born.’ He gave a smile, showing even teeth. ‘All my family live here. But you’re here to film, lassie? I heard you’re doing a documentary.’

‘That’s right.’ Ruthie wouldn’t bother him with the details. ‘We’re filming down by the sea tomorrow.’

‘At Findhorn?’ Zerubbabel picked his bag up and gazed into the distance. ‘It’ll be fine weather there tomorrow – some cloud cover, but not bad for filming, I’d suppose.’ He gave her a nod. ‘Well, the best to you, lassie. Good night.’

‘Good night.’ Ruthie watched him go. He’d called her lassie earlier, not Ruthie. She’d misheard. She turned a corner, wandering down a path lined with flowers to the bottom of the garden, where there was a swing seat on a patio. From this point, she could see the village of Broom, the fields and the forest, and the view towards the sea.

She sat on the swing seat, moving it forwards and back. It squeaked softly, an eerie, throaty creak. Her eyes followed the line of the field towards the woodlands. A wind whipped through the grass and circled her shoulders like an icy embrace, and suddenly she was shivering. A feeling came over her, a hopelessness, the sense of all being lost, and Ruthie felt a sob rise within her.

She thought she might cry.

Something tugged the wind away and the air was warm again. The feeling seemed to pass through her and disappear. In the distance the sun sank low, the orange of a glowing ember, turning the clouds red.

Ruthie stood up quickly and made for the hotel. The heat of the bar called her, and the friendly company of the others. There was a drink with her name on.

She needed something to take the cold away that had penetrated her bones and made her feel brittle and alone. And her heart was filled with more melancholy than she’d ever felt in her life.
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1045, MORAY, ALBA


Isobel held the old lady’s hand. ‘How do ye feel, Forsey?’

‘I think the fever’s gone away. What ye gave me to drink has cooled me. What was it I had?’

‘Coriander – that reduces fevers – and ass’s ear helps the lungs.’ She moved as if to go.

‘Will ye not stay and have a cup of ale?’ Forsey’s wrinkled brow creased more deeply. ‘I’m on my own all the time.’

‘I can stay a while.’ Isobel hunkered down next to the fire. ‘We have more food than we can eat at the moment. I can bring ye some good pottage.’

‘Everyone in the village says ye are as gentle as your mother, God rest her soul.’

‘We willnae see her like again,’ Isobel said sadly.

‘But I need to pay ye. I’ve some good oaty bread.’

‘Keep it.’

‘Ye are a good lass.’ Forsey lifted a clawed hand and stroked Isobel’s cheek. ‘I hear ye were at the castle yesterday.’

‘I was.’

‘And the queen’s going to join the king at Inverness.’

‘It’s true.’

‘And her son’s there, too, learning the ways of a warrior.’

‘I believe he is.’ Isobel remembered Lulach. It had been a while since she had seen him. Her eyes were drawn to the flames, as if to look for news. She dragged them away.

‘Och, I heard…’ Forsey put a hand to her watery eyes. ‘…when ye were young, ye and Lulach played together. He was fond of ye.’

‘I’ve not seen him for a while.’

‘When he comes back, he’ll be a king in making.’

‘And he’ll need to choose a queen.’

‘Aye.’

Isobel closed her eyes, imagining.

‘It’s time your sisters were finding husbands. They’re both of age.’

‘That’s true.’ Isobel thought of Merraid. She had woken this morning as if in a dream and Isobel knew she was thinking of the handsome young warrior Lowrans.

She opened her eyes and saw Forsey watching her keenly. ‘Isobel, do ye have anything for my sore hands? They pain me each morning and night.’

‘I do.’ Isobel rummaged in her bundle and took out a small jar. ‘This paste is made of henbane and hemlock, and will work well for aching joints. Come, let me massage your fingers.’ Isobel took Forsey’s claw in her own hand. ‘It’ll only take a moment. I can leave ye the paste to do it yourself.’

‘I like how ye do it. Ye have magic in your hands.’ Forsey watched Isobel as she rubbed in the ointment with soothing fingers until it was all gone.

Isobel stood up. ‘I must go. I need to make a potion of wormwood to treat stomach pains. Two of the villagers need it.’

‘They should chew their food.’ Forsey chuckled. ‘Although I only have three teeth left to chew with.’ She gazed up at Isobel. ‘Today I’m making cheese from the cow’s milk. When ye come by, I’ll give ye some.’

‘That’d be nice,’ Isobel said. ‘Ysenda loves your cheese – she says it keeps her skin soft.’

‘Ysenda’s too concerned with her soft skin and what handsome man might notice it,’ Forsey said with a laugh. ‘But I’m glad to see ye, Isobel. Come this way soon.’

‘I will.’

Isobel took her bundle and stepped outside into the light. Smoke coiled from the little huts with thatched roofs and the sky was rumpled with thick clouds. As she walked past a man who was stroking his horse she said, ‘Good morning.’

‘Aye.’ He nodded in reply and continued to tend his horse.

A very pregnant woman with unruly curls bursting from a cap was feeding chickens and she called out, ‘How are ye, Isobel?’

Isobel chimed, ‘I’m well, Eschina. How are ye? And your husband does well?’

‘He cannae sleep at night. The baby kicks him and it isnae even birthed yet.’ She laughed. ‘Will ye come by soon?’

‘To give him something to help him sleep?’ Isobel joked.

‘In truth’– Eschina straightened – ‘I think this little one willnae be long.’

‘Dinnae ye worry, I’ll be there when the pains start. Just send Cuilén round when I’m needed.’ Isobel gave a wave of her hand as she passed. ‘It doesnae matter what the time. I’ll be ready.’

‘Thanking ye.’

She drew level with a large hut that backed onto a field with cows, sheep and pigs grazing. A young, muscular man with a mud-stained leine was feeding them. He called to Isobel, his expression serious.

‘How are ye faring, Isobel?’

‘We’re all fine, Ulchel. How are ye? How’s your father?’

‘I’m well for seeing ye. But my father’s not good today.’

‘Give him some more of the wormwood and mint I left for him.’

‘I will.’ Ulchel watched Isobel as she walked away, then returned to the animals.

Isobel reached her family’s hut and paused. A fine dark horse was standing outside and she could hear voices inside: a man’s, deep and resonant; a woman’s, light and meek.

Inside, Lowrans was sitting by the hearth, his arm still bandaged, and Merraid was pouring ale into his cup. Ysenda sat at the table, preparing vegetables.

Merraid looked up awkwardly. ‘Isobel, Lowrans and I were just talking. Can I get ye some food?’

‘That would be good. I’m weary.’ Isobel sat by the fire. ‘How’s the wound, Lowrans?’

‘Thank ye, it’s much better. Ye did a good job.’ Lowrans looked back at Merraid. ‘I came to say goodbye…’

‘Lowrans is going to Inverness with the queen.’

‘Then I’ll be sent to Dunsinane to fight again,’ Lowrans said slowly. ‘But if I may, I’ll send a message to ye from time to time, and visit ye, when I’m able. And, Merraid, I dinnae leave for an hour. I’d be honoured if ye’d ride with me on my horse, and we can be together, just for a short time.’

‘I’d like that.’ Merraid glanced at Isobel and Ysenda, as if for permission. Ysenda gave a soft sound of indignation and returned to chopping vegetables.

‘Go,’ Isobel said kindly. ‘It’s a beautiful day outside. Ysenda and I will finish the chores. Go and take time to ride out together and enjoy the air.’

‘That’s music to my ears.’ Merraid ran to Isobel and hugged her. ‘I’ll see ye soon.’ She hugged Ysenda, too, who hugged her back with less enthusiasm, then Merraid followed Lowrans outside. Both sisters waited in silence, listening to the horse’s hoofs as the two riders hurried away.

Isobel turned to Ysenda. ‘They look well together.’

‘If ye say so.’

Isobel examined her sister’s sulky expression. ‘What ails ye?’

Ysenda stared down at the table and a tear plopped on the wooden surface with a splash.

Isobel wrapped her arms around Ysenda. ‘Come, leave the work. We’ll finish it later. Sit by the hearth. Let’s talk together.’

Ysenda wiped her face with the back of her hand. ‘Ye’ll think I’m jealous.’

‘Not I.’ Isobel linked her fingers through her sister’s as they sat. ‘But ye are unhappy. How can I help?’

‘Lowrans is handsome. I noticed yesterday how his eyes fell on Merraid. He has warm feelings for her.’

‘I noticed it too.’

‘I wish a man looked at me with love in his eyes.’

Isobel tilted Ysenda’s chin and gazed into her eyes. ‘It’ll come. Ye are bonnie. And ye have a warm heart. How can a man not love ye?’

‘Eaun never looks at me that way.’

‘I fear Eaun isnae ready to find a wife.’ Isobel remembered his appraising eyes. ‘He looks at women as if he is choosing a piece of beef for dinner.’

Ysenda began to cry again. ‘But if I’m bonnie, why does he not like me?’

‘All men are not the same,’ Isobel said. ‘Lowrans is looking for a wife. Eaun looks for something else.’

‘Then what shall I do?’

‘There are other men. Young Ulchel lives in the village, he needs a wife. And there are others.’

‘But I want a warrior.’ Ysenda grasped Isobel’s fingers tightly. ‘Look into the flames. Tell me, will I catch a nice husband?’

‘Ysenda, I dinnae want to.’

‘Please, I beg. I need to know if I’m to be alone all my days.’

‘Ye are young, ye have time…’

‘And I miss mother so.’ Ysenda’s face crumpled and she began to sob. ‘A man who loved me would bring such cheer.’

‘Then I’ll try, just for ye.’ Isobel gazed into the fire, watching the flames leap around the pot of boiling water there. She stared harder until her eyes glazed and her vison blurred. Her face glowed amber in the light.

‘I see…’

‘What do you see? Is it me and Eaun?’

Isobel saw a man and a woman riding a horse. The man was muscular; he dismounted and took her hand gallantly. She walked a few paces with him and he turned, as if he had something important to say. They embraced, their lips met.

It was Merraid and Lowrans.

Isobel shook her head, trying to dispel the image.

‘Can ye see me there, Isobel? Am I with Eaun? Does he love me?’

Another shape took its place. This time it was Ysenda. Isobel could tell by the way her hair flew behind her as she ran. It was hard to tell if she was being chased by someone or if she was in pursuit, but there was something desperate about her movements. And she ran heavily, as if weighted down. Crows flew around her head, the sign of foreboding; Isobel saw flying sparks that developed wings and disappeared.

‘Can ye see me?’

‘I can – and ye’re not alone, but I cannae tell who it is.’

‘Say it’s Eaun. Say it, Isobel.’

‘I cannae be sure.’ Isobel had already said more than she should. She settled for a lie, to appease her sister. ‘But I can see ye are happy.’

‘Can ye see that? Truly?’

‘I can.’ Isobel turned away from the blaze. ‘I’m too hot now, and tired.’

Ysenda was on her feet. ‘I’ll get ye a cup of ale.’

Isobel nodded thanks. ‘I’ll rest here a moment. Then I’ll help ye with the food.’

Time passed, and the food was bubbling in the pot. Ysenda was lying in her straw bed, snoozing. Isobel was at the table, making a paste of herbs. There was the sound of a horse’s hoofs outside the door, a pause. Then Merraid came in, her face flushed and her curls dishevelled from the ride. She stood still, panting, her hands to her face, as the horse was ridden away.

Her voice was a whisper. ‘He’s gone.’

Isobel walked over to her sister to comfort her. ‘He’ll be back.’

‘Will he? He’s a warrior and warriors die in battle. He said he’ll be away some time but he’s asked me if I’ll wait for him.’

‘And will ye?’

‘With all my heart.’ Merraid clasped Isobel’s hand and tugged her to the hearth. ‘He said many things. He wants me to be his wife one day. He said the moment he met me, he was sure it was to be.’

‘Aye, I’ve seen ye together.’

‘He spoke of Ysenda, too.’

‘Oh?’

‘I told him Eaun had been here with food for us, and Lowrans says he’s a man who has eyes for a catch, and he thinks Ysenda’s pretty. But his heart’s cruel and fickle. Eaun’s leaving with Lowrans today, so we willnae worry about him for a while.’

Isobel glanced towards the straw bed where Ysenda was still. ‘Then let’s eat. Let’s talk about happy times to come.’ She moved to the flames to stir the pot with the green-handled spoon.

‘He spoke of ye too, Isobel.’

‘Of me?’ Isobel laughed, a little awkward. ‘What did he say?’

‘He told me the queen’s son has been asking about ye. Lowrans and he fought together at Dunsinane and at Inverness. Lulach speaks fondly of ye.’

Isobel stood still, spoon in the air. ‘I havnae seen him for a while.’

‘He heard our mother had passed. It was he who sent the food to us and there will be more.’

‘Lulach?’ Isobel turned away. She hoped Merraid hadn’t noticed her wide smile. In her imagination, Lulach was high on a horse, just as Lowrans was, asking her to ride with him. He was offering an outstretched hand and Isobel clambered behind him before the horse galloped towards the forest.

‘When he comes back, a full-fledged warrior, he intends to call on ye.’

‘Does he?’ Isobel twirled her long leine, as if she didn’t care. ‘Come, let’s not talk of men and their foolishness. Let’s eat. And I can take some pottage to Forsey, and to old Ulchel. For we have some hearty food, thanks to Lulach.’

Isobel and Merraid eased the heavy cooking pot from the hook over the fire, lifting the pottage to the table. A curl of steam spiralled upwards.

They did not notice that Ysenda was wide awake. Or that her face was covered in tears.
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THE PRESENT DAY, FORRES


Four women stood in the hotel room that had been rented as a dressing room. The curtains were flung wide and bright light flooded the floors. Costume rails packed with dresses of many fabrics and designs stood against one wall, mirrors hanging in each corner. Maisie was putting the finishing touches to the witches’ outfits. They wore long lace dresses, sea green, aqua blue, with short sleeves that Ruthie knew would offer no warmth when they were in the water. The make-up was going to streak too – it would need touching up after each shot. Their eyes were darkly hollowed and their cheeks gaunt, to look like drowned women.

Ruthie and Miranda wore their hair long; when it was wet from the sea, it would drip, which the camera would love. Jayda’s short shorn locks would hold droplets in the curls as if covered in sea pearls. Maisie had placed some beads there already to reflect the light. Pieces of green gauze had been arranged around the actors’ shoulders to resemble seaweed. Ruthie thought she looked great.

‘I look like a sea urchin,’ Miranda pouted.

‘It’s perfect,’ Maisie said, painting black lipstick on her mouth. ‘You look brilliant.’

‘It’s just for the sea shots, though, right?’ Miranda said. ‘Ross said we’d have a different costume for each setting, so I’m hoping for a sexy look next.’

‘We’re going to look like camouflaged leafy trees in the woodland.’ Jayda was teasing her. ‘And when we do the shoot on the heath, we’ll probably be bog creatures, covered in mud.’

‘Oh, I hope not.’ Miranda took the bait. She turned to Maisie sharply. ‘Please don’t say I have to get covered in mud. I need at least one glamorous costume.’

‘Ah, we could have a problem, then.’ Maisie winked at Jayda. ‘I think we’re going to go traditional for the heath scenes. The witches will have pointy hats and warts, false noses and hairy chins.’

‘I’m not having warts,’ Miranda sulked.

‘When you think of it, it’s disrespectful to women,’ Jayda said. ‘Making the witches a caricature.’

‘Oh, it’s downright misogyny,’ Maisie agreed. ‘The witches were simple women who went about their daily lives, doing their best.’

‘Harry said the witches were just made up for the play,’ Miranda said. ‘They weren’t real. So we can do them how we like. I’d love a tight dress, red lips, a fountain of curls.’

‘Had they started persecuting witches by the eleventh century?’ Ruthie asked. She thought for a moment. ‘Mind you, I suppose women have always been persecuted.’

‘That’s why we need to make the witches glamorous,’ Miranda insisted. ‘That way we reclaim our femininity.’ Jayda and Ruthie exchanged glances.

‘They were just ordinary women who healed the sick with plants,’ Maisie explained.

‘Like midwives and homeopaths?’ Miranda asked, pleased with herself.

‘Communities relied on them,’ Jayda added. ‘Didn’t the witch persecution come much later?’

‘I’ll ask Harry,’ Miranda said, as if he was her personal best friend.

‘Oh, Harry’s already talked about it on film in Stratford.’ Maisie was putting the finishing touches to Jayda’s hair, adding dangling earrings shaped like seahorses. ‘He explained that even earlier than James the First’s persecution, witches were hanged in England. In Scotland they were strangled and their corpses were burned at the stake.’

‘Horrible.’ Ruthie shuddered. ‘So that narration’s already been done?’

‘Yes. The filming reflects what he said in Stratford. The witches are strong women. Magical and powerful, both in the costume and make-up design. So, no warts and false nose, Miranda. You’re off the hook.’ Maisie laughed.

‘Then can we be sexy witches?’ Miranda asked hopefully.

There was a knock at the door and Ross stepped in before Maisie could answer. Her expression was one of relief. She said, ‘Hi, Ross. We’re almost done.’

‘Good. We’re ready to go. The car’s packed.’ Ross, dressed warmly in an aviator jacket and sunglasses – clothes that Ruthie thought were vital for a Scottish summer day of filming – surveyed his witches. ‘This is perfect, Maisie. Just how we discussed it from our design meeting. Great job.’ His face shone. ‘Right, when we get there, we’ll film the scene on the sand first. Then we’ll get you in the water, do some shots of you coming out. And finally, Macbeth will arrive on horseback and you’ll circle him and say, “All hail, Macbeth.” You know what you’re doing.’

‘I think we can manage,’ Jayda said with a smile.

‘I thought you couldn’t say “Macbeth”. I thought it was bad luck,’ Miranda said.

‘When it’s the character you can say his name. But when we’re referring to the play, we usually say “the Scottish Play”. We don’t want to tempt fate,’ Ross said.

‘But it’s just a silly superstition, right?’ Miranda said. ‘I’m not afraid of saying it. Macbeth, Macbeth, Macbeth. There. See? Nothing’s happened…’

‘You can’t say it in the theatre, that’s an absolute given,’ Ruthie remembered.

‘It’s called the Scottish curse,’ Maisie explained. ‘I’ve done the play countless times and no one ever says anything but “the Scottish Play” when referring to the title.’

‘Quite right too,’ Ross agreed. ‘Speaking the name inside a theatre, other than when it’s called for in the script when rehearsing or performing, is considered unlucky. I think it’s fairly unlucky for performers in the play to say it.’

‘I don’t care.’ Miranda pulled a childish face. ‘Freezing to death on the beach is a curse in itself.’

‘We’ll have a great time.’ Ruthie was really looking forward to performing.

‘We’re heading to the bar straight after the shoot, though?’ Jayda said hopefully.

‘I’ve brought a change of clothes for you all, and blankets,’ Maisie said. ‘We’ll come straight back here for hot showers and a meal. The bar will be open and you can have a whisky to warm up.’

‘On us,’ Ross added.

‘Will Harry be there for the filming?’ Miranda asked.

‘He will,’ Ross said. ‘The film crew are setting up on the beach now. He’s with them. Alexander’s there, too.’

‘I did his costume and make-up earlier,’ Maisie explained.

‘I bet the water’s really cold,’ Jayda said. ‘But it’s good for the soul.’

Ruthie thought that Miranda looked nervous. ‘I just want to get it over with and come back to the hotel. I’m shattered. The mattress on my bed is so hard I can’t sleep.’

Ross gave her a warm smile. ‘Let’s get the show on the road.’

‘Definitely.’ Ruthie wrapped herself in a warm coat and scarf on top of her sea costume. ‘Let’s go and dunk ourselves in the Moray Firth. I bet the North Sea’s going to be gorgeous today.’
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Ruthie and Jayda sat in the Ford Galaxy, swathed in fleecy blankets, damp-haired, hollow-eyed and dripping. Miranda was huddled behind them while Maisie adjusted her make-up. She was wet and snivelling. ‘Do we really have to do that again?’

‘We’re pros,’ Jayda said between chattering teeth. Beneath the black lipstick, Ruthie noticed that her mouth was blue with cold.

‘Just once more unto the beach,’ Ruthie said with a grin. ‘I swear the temperature dropped below freezing that last time.’ She wrung water from her hair. ‘And this proves witches are still being tortured today.’ She smiled at her own joke as Jayda refilled her cup with hot tea from a flask.

‘Get that down you. It’ll warm your cockles.’

‘My cockles have fallen off with the cold,’ Ruthie joked. ‘I’ve so much respect for people who get in the sea for health benefits.’

‘There are no health benefits whatsoever as far as I can see,’ Jayda said grimly. ‘Pneumonia, bronchitis, hypothermia.’

‘Frostbite.’ Ruthie chuckled. Jayda burst out laughing as if in hysterics and hugged herself in the warm blanket.

‘It’s not funny.’ Miranda frowned. ‘This horrible water is doing my skin no good.’

‘It is, actually,’ Jayda said. ‘The sea water helps with eczema and psoriasis.’

‘I haven’t got eczema, and I don’t know what psoriasis is,’ Miranda wailed. ‘But my fingers have shrivelled.’

‘Cold water’s good for stress,’ Ruthie added.

‘Not mine.’ Miranda pouted.

‘It’s not doing my stress levels any good either. Sit still, Miranda, your eyeliner’s all over the place.’ Maisie raised her voice. ‘But seawater’s definitely packed with minerals, which are all great for the skin.’

‘And it promotes deep sleep,’ Ruthie said optimistically.

‘So does death,’ Jayda added, and fell about laughing.

Ross arrived, looking warm in his aviator jacket and cool in his shades. ‘One more time, girls – with feeling. In the water, out, then you dance together. Then we’ll do the scene with the horse and after that we can call it a day.’

Ruthie glanced further down the beach where the camera crew were ready. Jonny, in his baseball cap, was shouting instructions to his crew. Harry was in the centre of it all, looking cool in a dark jacket and jeans. Just beyond, Alexander sat astride a dark horse, dressed in a tunic and cloak, his hair swept back. He looked bored.

Ruthie forced a grin. ‘Right. I’m ready.’

‘That’s my girl.’ Ross glanced towards Jayda. ‘You good?’

‘As gold,’ she said, ever professional.

‘Miranda?’ Ross asked pleasantly.

‘I’ll never be ready for this if I live to be a hundred.’ Miranda wriggled from beneath Maisie’s hand that held a brush. ‘Let’s get it over with. I hate Macbeth.’

Ross ignored her last remark. ‘Right. Positions then, please.’

Ruthie shed her blanket reluctantly, got to her feet and led the way to the rolling tide, Jayda at her heels, yelling an expletive about the cold. Miranda trailed behind like an unhappy urchin, her face sullen.

Jonny was shouting to the camera crew while Ross was yelling instructions to the witches. Ruthie dragged herself deep into the crashing waves, feeling the bite of the cold water and the raw wind from the sea that seemed to chew through her clothes. Bravely she waded in to the waist, to her shoulders, then she turned, Jayda in the centre and Miranda on the right. Ross raised a thumb and shouted something, and the three witches submerged in perfect synchronisation.

Ruthie counted to five – those were her instructions. Then she stood slowly, staring ahead, and began to walk from the sea. Water dripped from her hair, from her nose. She did her best not to shiver. The sea-green dress plastered to her body, the tattered seaweed cape stuck around her neck, Ruthie marched forward doing her best deadly sea witch impression.

Jayda was two steps in front and, Ruthie assumed, Miranda was two paces further in front but she couldn’t see her. Their instructions were to rise at different times. ‘In canon,’ Ross had said.

Ruthie could tell by the straightness of her back and the slow pace of her strides that Jayda looked good on camera. A cross between a zombie and a sea nymph was what Ross had said he wanted. Ruthie’s eyes were glazed, which wasn’t difficult because they were full of seawater.

She was almost at the water’s edge, her arms by her sides, froth from the tide around her ankles, when she realised something was wrong. Their next move was to raise their arms in synchronisation as if making a spell but Jonny was yelling from behind a camera and pointing wildly. Ross and Harry were running towards the water, their faces contorted. Alexander, cape flying, was hurtling himself towards the sea as fast as his tunicked body would allow him. Ruthie turned to see what they were looking at.

There was no sign of Miranda. She was beneath the water, somewhere. The North Sea stretched like tinfoil towards a steel-grey horizon.

She could be anywhere.

Without thinking, Ruthie dived beneath the surface. She was already shivering with cold but the ice of the sea somehow seemed to warm her skin. She heard noises behind her: Ross, Jayda, all swimming against the tide, diving down. Then Miranda spluttered to the surface and Ruthie had her arms around her, dragging her towards the shore.

Ross took over at this point, lifting the dripping Miranda and carrying her out of the sea like prize bounty. She didn’t appear to be moving much; she flopped in his grasp like a fish.

Back in the Ford Galaxy, Miranda was wrapped in blankets, her face wet with tears. Maisie insisted that she put dry clothes on immediately and she’d drive her back to the hotel. Ruthie and Jayda offered encouragement as Miranda sobbed, her face red and puffy with cold.

Ross took over. ‘I think we’ve filmed enough. We’ll be fine with what we’ve got. If not, we can come back tomorrow.’

‘Tomorrow?’ Miranda threw him a murderous look. ‘I slipped on something out there. I felt my feet go from beneath me and I nearly drowned, and you want me to come back tomorrow?’

Maisie hugged Miranda tightly in the blanket, trying to make her warmer. ‘Let’s get back to the hotel, Ross.’

Jayda shivered. ‘I could do with a hot shower.’

Ruthie wondered what the time was. It must be past four in the afternoon and they’d had only cups of coffee and tea and a sandwich since breakfast time. She was feeling cold and hungry too, and the struggling swim at the end had really sapped her energy.

‘Let’s go.’ Alexander’s suave Scottish voice came from behind Ross. ‘Harry’s already gone. The film crew have packed up.’ He gave Ruthie an appraising look. ‘Are you OK? It was really something, how you got Miranda out.’

‘Someone pulled me under. I felt hands tugging at me. As if someone was trying to drown me. As if someone didn’t want me here to play the part of a witch.’ Miranda sobbed. ‘I thought I was going to die.’

‘You just went in too deep.’ Alexander spoke quietly. ‘We were all there for you. Ruthie just got to you first.’

‘Thanks.’ Ruthie gave Alexander a grateful look. ‘It’s been a bit of a shock, Miranda. Let’s get back to the hotel and warm up. Unless you need to pop into A&E? We’ll all feel better after a hot drink.’

‘I don’t want to go to hospital. I want to go home. I’ll never feel better, never. I tell you, there was something beneath the waves, dragging me down.’ Miranda sniffed angrily. ‘I hate Scotland. I hate the sea and I hate Macbeth. It’s the worst play in the world. I don’t care if I never see this place again.’
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1048, MORAY, ALBA


‘It’s just his gums. He’s only teething – your little boy’s in good health,’ Isobel reassured the anxious mother, holding the child expertly.

‘He willnae sleep and he willnae feed.’ Eschina looked tired. ‘Gillebride was a hard labour when he came into the world, and the second bairn too, although nothing will ever be as bad as the first one. But now this one does nothing but cry, day and night.’

‘It will soon pass when the tooth emerges.’ Isobel smiled. ‘I’ve given ye some herbs to rub on his gums, and let him chew on this root.’

‘How would I have managed to birth three bairns without ye?’ Eschina slumped into a wooden chair, taking baby Gillebride and hugging him. ‘Thanks to ye, I’ve given Cuilén healthy sons. Next time I hope it’ll be a girl, and she’ll be company for me.’

‘Let’s get ye some food.’ Isobel washed her hands and ladled stew into a bowl. ‘I’m sure ye havnae had time to eat.’

‘That’s true, but I cannae complain. My boys are the joy of my life.’ Eschina gazed lovingly at Gillebride. ‘The first boy is named Cuilén after his father, the second Aymer after Cuilén’s father. And this wee one is Gillebride, after his grandfather, but if I have a daughter next, I’d call her Isobel, after ye.’

‘Ye have three fine boys.’ Isobel began to tidy the house. The cottage had to be clean for when Eschina’s husband returned. He’d expect it.

‘There’s plenty of pottage in the pot for Cuilén’s supper. And I brought ye some fermented oats. Ye look tired, Eschina. We need to build your strength.’

‘I remember ye gave me that when Aymer was born. My mother has both boys today with her, while Cuilén works in the fields. He gets angry when Gillebride cries so often, so thank ye for calming him. A calm baby means a calm husband.’

‘I’m glad.’ Isobel touched the baby’s cheek with a gentle finger. She knew it was part of being a good wise woman to stay a while and listen to Eschina’s chatter.

Despite being tired, Eschina wanted to talk; she clearly lacked company. ‘It has been almost three years since your good mother passed.’ She met Isobel’s sad gaze. ‘And ye are now seventeen years old. Time passes quickly when a wife has bairns and a husband to care for.’ She reached for Isobel’s hand. ‘Much has happened since my first born. My father has passed – last winter did for him. His poor lungs couldnae stand the cold. Old Ulchel died last month and now his son looks for a wife.’

‘I believe he does,’ Isobel said.

‘He’s a fine young man.’

‘Aye, he is.’

‘And he has a large home, big enough for a growing family, and he has cows and sheep and pigs.’

‘He has.’

Isobel noticed that Eschina was studying her, looking for tell-tale signs that she found young Ulchel attractive.

‘Merraid will be married soon, Isobel. How does she fare, and her young man too? He’s a soldier, I believe.’

‘Lowrans returns home soon,’ Isobel said. ‘He and Merraid are inseparable whenever he’s back at Castle Moray. They’ll marry this month.’

‘And Ysenda? She’s bonnie.’

‘Aye, many think her the bonniest of all of us. She’ll find the man of her dreams one day.’ Isobel gazed towards the fire. It needed more wood to keep the hot water boiling. Her thoughts turned to Ysenda. Eaun visited her infrequently when he was home. The local talk was that there were women in Inverness and Dunsinane waiting eagerly for Eaun’s visits too. She didn’t like to hear such talk. She was constantly worried about Ysenda.

‘And what of ye?’ Eschina asked directly. ‘Ye deliver bairns, but ye are not yet a mother. Young Ulchel’s fond of ye.’

‘He’s a nice man,’ Isobel admitted.

‘I can see in your face that ye’ve given your heart to another,’ Eschina said cunningly.

‘Oh, not at all.’ Isobel felt her cheeks flush. But when Lowrans came to see Merraid, he brought food and a message from the king’s stepson that he thought of her. Isobel wondered if she would recognise Lulach now. He must be nineteen years old, and much changed.

‘Gillebride’s calm now.’ Isobel was eager to change the subject.

‘He’s almost asleep. And I’m weary. He’s tired me out.’ Eschina wriggled comfortably on her chair. ‘I’ll rest my bones a while. No doubt he’ll want to feed soon. Then my mother will be here with the two boys. Cuilén will be hungry when he comes in.’

‘There’s enough food in the pot for all of ye.’

‘Ye always have a good supply of food. Do ye have a benefactor at the castle? I know the queen was fond of Sidheag once.’

‘I havnae seen the queen in a long time,’ Isobel said.

‘But I hear she’s returning, and her husband too.’ Eschina yawned. ‘The battles lessen and he’s a good king, bringing peace. He has plans afoot to travel, but she’ll stay here.’

‘That’s good.’ Isobel’s eyes were drawn again to the leaping flames in the hearth, and she deliberately tugged them away. She didn’t like to gaze too deeply, for fear of what she might see. ‘I’ll go now, but I’ll call again tomorrow.’

‘Thank ye for your kindness, Isobel. What would we all do without ye?’

‘Ye need not worry.’ Isobel pressed her hand, allowing a finger to trail across the baby’s soft dough cheek. ‘Rest. And keep little Gillebride tucked beneath your arm.’

Isobel placed a blanket over Eschina and her child, making sure the baby was warm and that his face was uncovered. Eschina was almost asleep now, and Gillebride slept soundly, his cheeks flushed. Isobel collected her bundle and stepped out into the raw March wind that came from the sea.

She weaved through the smoky thatches towards her hut, past standing horses and stubborn cattle. Forsey was feeding chickens and she straightened up and waved. Isobel waved back. She passed Old Ulchel’s hut just as a broad-shouldered, handsome man stepped out. His leine was clean, and he was carrying an empty pail. He took a step backwards, as if surprised to see her.

‘Isobel.’

‘Ulchel…’ She paused. ‘I was sorry to hear about your father’s passing. I liked Old Ulchel. He was a kindly man.’

‘Thanking ye.’ Ulchel stared at her for a moment. ‘And thank ye for the bowl of fish pottage and the Bannock bread. It made a hearty meal.’

‘Ye are welcome.’ Isobel was about to go on her way but something about Ulchel’s expression made her pause. He seemed about to say something important.

‘Isobel. I hear your sister will be married soon.’

‘She will, this month.’

‘I hear there’ll be creeling…’

‘Aye. Lowrans will carry his creel filled with stones from one end of the village to the other, until Merraid comes out to kiss him.’

‘I like to see it.’ Ulchel had the slow smile of a romantic. ‘And then he’ll give the bride a gift to show his consent, and they’ll fasten hands.’

‘They will.’

‘And afterwards there’ll be feasting and dancing.’ Ulchel’s eyes shone. ‘My father would’ve loved to see me take a bride.’

‘He was a goodly man,’ Isobel said.

‘So – I wonder…’ Ulchel’s eyes didn’t leave Isobel’s face. ‘I wonder if ye’ll dance with me.’

‘I may, if ye ask me,’ Isobel said.

She wasn’t intending to be coy, she just had no idea how to reply. She took in his open face, his clear eyes, the honesty of his expression. He was tall and lean and muscular. And he clearly had feelings for her. Isobel felt suddenly sad. Many women would be flattered by Ulchel’s interest. He was hard-working, kind-hearted; he owned cattle and sheep. She thought for a moment, then she said, ‘And will ye ask Ysenda to dance, too?’

Ulchel’s face clouded. ‘I like her not as well as ye.’

Isobel was surprised by his frankness. ‘I’ll be honoured to dance with ye, Ulchel, as all maids would.’ She gave him a polite smile. ‘Fare ye well. I’ll see ye anon.’

‘Think of me, Isobel,’ Ulchel called after her.

Isobel hurried on towards her family’s hut. There was a horse standing outside. She recognised it as Lowrans’s mount. He was back already. She stood at the door, and listened, not wishing to interrupt. She heard Merraid say, ‘It’s so good to have ye back in my arms, my dearest.’ There was a silent moment – they were embracing. Then Isobel heard her sister say, ‘Lowrans, please, let’s wait. We’re not married yet.’

‘I’ve thought of nothing else but how much I love ye.’ Lowrans’s voice was thick with emotion.

There was silence. They were kissing again, then Lowrans said, ‘Soon we’ll be wed. I cannae wait until then.’

‘Lowrans, my beloved.’ Merraid’s voice was tiny.

Isobel deposited her bundle at the door and moved away quickly. She assumed Ysenda was out fetching water. Now Lowrans had returned from Inverness, the wedding preparations would begin in earnest.

Isobel wondered how Merraid and Lowrans must feel, to be so in love that they were swept off their feet. The thought made her shiver. She couldn’t imagine how wonderful it might be. When she’d spoken to Ulchel she had felt what? Respect? Kindness? A sort of fondness – he was a gentle man. But she didn’t feel unsteady on her feet, as Merraid felt for Lowrans and he for her.

Isobel took the path towards the heath. The stretch of the forest lay beyond, and further, the sea and the sky. She’d give Merraid and Lowrans time together – they clearly missed each other – and she was happy wandering through the dappled sunlight to find herbs. The leafy pennywort would be abundant now. The juice of it mixed with honey eased coughs. It was good for the heart, the skin. Forsey would find it useful for her aching joints. Isobel intended to pick an apron full.

She crossed the heath quickly, her leine trailing in the soft grass. There, pennywort grew in clusters, and she stopped to pick some, lifting her hem and placing handfuls in the fold. She didn’t hear a horse approaching until its snuffling snort sounded close by. She whirled round and looked up at the rider.

For a moment she didn’t recognise Lulach. He wore a bright plaid and a blue leine of expensive material. His hair was a blond mane, he was muscular, his shoulders broad, his face handsome. Isobel thought he looked like a lion made human, or a golden god, towering above on his horse, the sunlight shining behind him.

He extended a hand. ‘Isobel.’

‘Good day to ye, Lulach.’ She ignored the extended hand; king’s stepson or not, she had no intention of clambering up in front of him on the horse. If he wanted to speak to her, he could come down. She wouldn’t look up at him either. He sat high and regal, a proud young man.

She turned her back. ‘I’m busy culling herbs.’

‘I can see that,’ he said from on high. ‘It’s been a long time, Isobel.’

‘It has.’

‘Ye removed a thorn from my hand.’

‘I did.’

‘And I didnae forget ye.’

‘So I hear.’

‘I sent ye messages with Lowrans, and I sent food. I made sure ye and your sisters were looked after.’

Isobel whirled round to face him. ‘And I thank ye for it.’

‘Now I’m a warrior. I’ve been in many battles. My stepfather, the king, and my mother are here and they’ve great plans for me.’

‘Then I wish ye well. But it has little to do with me.’ Isobel turned her back again. ‘I bid ye good day.’

There was a pause. Lulach was clearly thinking about her words. ‘Why do ye turn away?’

Isobel breathed deeply to steady her knocking heart. ‘Because ye are Lulach mac Gille Comgáin and I’m just Isobel Druimeinach, and ye are back from the wars and ye think ye are a big warrior on your tall mount and I’m just a simple maid who⁠—’

In a single move, Lulach was down from his horse. He faced Isobel. ‘I’ve come back to Moray and I’ll stay here for some time now.’

Isobel feigned uninterest. She couldn’t allow the king’s son to think she was easily caught. ‘I’ve heard it.’

‘And your sister will marry soon.’

‘She will.’

‘And ye’ll dance with me when she does?’

‘I may or I may not.’ Isobel was imagining being in his arms. She allowed her eyes to close for a moment. Then she resumed her unconcerned expression.

‘When we were bairns, we played together in the forest, beyond the castle walls. Ye and I ran wild among the horse blossom and it was hard to catch ye – ye ran like a red deer. But I managed to get hold of ye.’

‘I remember.’

‘I would kiss ye again.’

Isobel’s eyes flashed. ‘Ye’ll do no such thing.’

‘Then we met again, one Midsummer’s Day. I had a thorn in my flesh and ye removed it.’

‘It was a long time ago.’

‘Do ye trust me, Isobel Druimeinach?’

‘Why should I?’

‘Do ye trust me enough to ride with me?’

‘Where would we ride?’

‘Through the forest. To the sea. To a place where there’ll be ye and me and no other.’

Isobel felt her legs tremble. It wasn’t the horse she was afraid of. ‘I willnae.’ She resumed picking pennywort. ‘Can ye not see I have chores?’

In the silence, she knew Lulach was thinking of a reply. He said, ‘I’ll ask ye again.’

‘And I may refuse ye again.’ Isobel knew, by the hard thud of her heart, that she wouldn’t.

‘Then I’ll ask ye again and again.’ She heard him clamber on his horse. ‘Ye’ve changed, Isobel.’

‘How have I changed?’ She did not turn to look at him.

‘Ye used to be a pretty maid.’ Lulach paused. ‘But now ye are truly beautiful and ye take my breath away. I’ll ask ye again and again until ye ride with me on my horse.’

‘And what if I willnae?’ Isobel concentrated hard on the green colour of the pennywort. ‘I’m no serving maid to be told what to do.’

‘Then I’ll say it over and over until ye realise that ye are my equal. Then ye might believe the truth of my words.’

Isobel whirled around, but Lulach and his horse were already speeding into the distance.

She watched him go, her heart thudding hard, but she was smiling.
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THE PRESENT DAY, FORRES


The following morning, on her way down to breakfast, Ruthie knocked on Miranda’s door. It was past eight – most of the cast would be having breakfast. Ruthie rapped again and put her ear to the door. She could hear running water: a shower, perhaps. Of course, Miranda was probably still bone cold and in need of the scalding water to feel normal again. She called, ‘Hi, Miranda. I’ll see you downstairs.’

There was no reply. Ruthie took the stairs two at a time. In the breakfast room, Cora was serving at the table and everyone else was tucking in to their meals. Harry and Ross were in conversation. Jayda was chatting to Maisie. Alexander patted the empty seat beside him and Ruthie sat down.

Cora poured coffee into her cup. ‘I hear you had a cold day yesterday.’

‘Filming was fun,’ Ruthie said. ‘Miranda had a bit of a scare, though. I knocked. She’s still in the shower.’

‘I did the same,’ Maisie added. ‘She came to the door in pyjamas. She looked like she hadn’t slept a wink.’

‘Poor thing.’ Ruthie felt genuinely sorry for her.

‘She’s never struck me as being very robust,’ Harry remarked glibly.

‘That’s unfair. We were all freezing in the water.’ Jayda had a challenging glint in her eyes. ‘You were standing round in a warm jacket, drinking tea.’

‘I may have kept you in the water too long,’ Ross said apologetically. ‘I’m a bit of a perfectionist. But we got some great footage.’

‘I spent the whole day sitting on that bloody horse – he and I don’t get on,’ Alexander grunted, and Ruthie thought that it was the first time she’d seen him smile.

‘I’ll bring more toast.’ Cora scuttled away.

Harry was still talking about Miranda. ‘The two witches came out of the sea looking like nymphs, started to dance, and I thought, this is looking promising, until I realised there was a witch missing. I thought, oh no, where the hell’s Miranda? I knew she’d let us down.’

‘An accident in the water is hardly letting you down,’ Alexander retorted. ‘The poor woman had hypothermia.’

‘It was numbingly cold, to be fair,’ Ruthie said kindly.

‘She said she felt someone with her in the water, pulling her beneath the waves,’ Jayda said, and Ruthie shivered.

‘No, I put it down to her saying the name of the play over and over. She knew it was bad luck,’ Maisie muttered. ‘She was told.’

‘I sat with her in the bar when we got back, just to make sure she was OK.’ Ross sipped his coffee. ‘She hardly said a word. I suggested she have an early night.’

‘She didn’t make it to dinner.’ Ruthie was still concerned.

‘Hopefully she’ll feel better this morning.’ Alexander reached for his toast. ‘What are we doing today?’

‘I’ve just been on the phone to Jonny.’ Ross waved a knife towards the butter dish. ‘The plan is to go back to the beach for a few hours and finish the witches’ spell around the king on horseback.’

‘Whisky hates me,’ Alexander said again. ‘I’ve never met such a stubborn horse. He’s hell to control.’

‘He was probably bored.’ Jayda laughed. ‘He should have been in the water with us. He’d have been numb from the mane down.’

‘So it’s on with the witches’ slap again – the clothes are all clean and dry.’ Maisie winked at Ruthie. ‘Miranda won’t be keen.’

‘I don’t think she’ll be joining us,’ Alexander said drily.

Ruthie followed his gaze to the large window. Miranda, her hair piled high, wrapped like a film star in a warm coat, was standing by a taxi while the driver stowed her luggage.

Ross stood up. ‘I should go and speak to her.’

‘I doubt it’ll help,’ Harry said.

Alexander turned to Ruthie. ‘Looks like we’re a witch down.’

Ruthie agreed. ‘But there have to be three.’

Jayda said, ‘She didn’t really want to be here. She wasn’t ever committed to the role.’

They watched from the breakfast table, no other sound than Alexander munching and an occasional slurp of coffee from Harry. Ross appeared in the car park, next to Miranda, and put a reassuring hand on her shoulder. She shrugged it off, then she turned to him and there was a lot of gesticulating, mostly from Miranda while Ross shook his head, and put his hands in his pockets. Miranda heaved the taxi door open and clambered in. Ross filled the gap, leaning towards her, offering her a hand to shake. Miranda turned away, then Ross closed the door and the taxi drove away. Ross turned to the audience watching through the large windows and shrugged elaborately.

A minute or two later he was back at the breakfast table, reaching for his coffee.

Harry said, ‘No truce was reached then?’

‘I’m afraid not.’ Ross shook his head. ‘She said something about hell freezing over before she’d get in the water again. In fact, if I didn’t know better I’d think she’d cursed the whole project.’

‘Why? What did she say?’ Harry looked alarmed.

‘I was trying to jolly her round. I said something about how we were a great team and she was an integral part of it and she said that she hoped we’d all burn in hell.’

‘She’ll be back in London by this evening, and tomorrow she’ll have forgotten all about us,’ Alexander said with a small smirk.

Maisie pulled a ‘who cares’ face. ‘She was hard work anyway. There must be another witch in the wings.’

‘Is there an understudy on standby?’ Jayda asked.

Alexander said something about the world being full of witches.

Ross shot him a warning look. ‘We need the right person, though.’

‘This is an opportunity. Not only do we need to get the right person,’ Maisie said, ‘but someone who can come at a moment’s notice.’

‘Can you put on a wig and help us out, Harry?’ Jayda teased, and Ruthie thought Harry looked unimpressed.

‘We need someone who’s the right physical type,’ Ross said. ‘Ruthie, Jayda, you two are unusually striking women. We want someone who has the same quality: ethereal or mysterious.’

‘I’ve never been called ethereal,’ Jayda said.

‘Nor me, although I’ve been called a lot of other things. Hang on a minute…’ Ruthie turned on her phone and handed it to Ross. ‘What about her?’

‘Who’s this?’ he asked, examining the photo of a smiling blond woman.

‘My friend Scarlet,’ Ruthie said. ‘She came to the audition with me in Bristol.’

‘Let me see.’ Maisie peered over Ross’s shoulder. ‘Yes. She’d work. They’d be three very distinctive witches, and she’s the same colouring as Miranda.’

‘I heard Miranda was picked because she knew the casting director,’ Harry muttered cynically.

‘It goes on.’ Alexander raised an eyebrow. He glanced at the photo over Ross’s shoulder. ‘She’s tall, looks a bit willowy. Do you think she’d be OK for four hours up to her neck in the cold North Sea?’

‘She’d be fine,’ Ruthie said. ‘She’s a trouper.’

‘I like her.’ Ross had made up his mind. ‘Do you think she can get here quickly?’

‘I can call her,’ Ruthie suggested.

‘No, I’d like to talk to her before I make the decision – may I take her number?’ Ross asked.

‘Of course,’ Ruthie said. Cora was at her shoulder, placing toast on the table.

‘That’s great news.’ Jayda leaned over. ‘We could be three witches cackling and drinking whisky together to keep the cold out. It’ll be just like a typical Sunday morning in Bristol. I think that’s brilliant, don’t you?’

‘Oh, definitely.’ Ruthie was pleased. It would be nice to have Scarlet working with her. She’d fit in and she’d love the work, even if it meant suffering the Highland chill. But then it was June, and Ruthie was ever the optimist – the sun might come out. She lifted her cup. ‘So I suppose we’re all back in the ocean first thing tomorrow? What’s happening today?’

‘Have a day of leisure,’ Ross said. ‘We have great footage from yesterday and I can use some of it. I need to have a swift meeting with Jonny first thing and we’re not too far behind schedule. Maisie, we’ll have a chat, based on the new first witch. Harry, join us. I want your thoughts on linking narration to action on the beach. The rest of you, take today off. You won’t have many opportunities to be tourists. Make the most of it.’
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Alexander stood in the foyer in leather jacket and jeans, dark hair swept back, smelling of something spicy. He jiggled a set of keys in his hand. ‘I have the Galaxy at the ready.’

‘How did you manage that?’ Jayda asked, looking cool in T-shirt, long skirt, huge earrings and a head wrap.

‘I got Ross to put me on the insurance.’ Alexander looked pleased with himself. ‘Extra drivers are always useful.’

‘So you guys know each other?’ Ruthie asked, pushing her hands deep into her jeans pockets.

‘We do,’ Alexander said. He was handsome, Ruthie decided. His face seemed warmer and he’d lost the moody edge he’d had at first. ‘It’s a small world. Ross and I’ve worked on a few films together. He has Scottish parents. He loves being in this part of the world.’

‘And you’re an Aberdeen boy?’ Jayda remembered.

‘I am, but I’ve worked all over. UK, Europe, Japan, South Africa.’ He waved the keys again. ‘How would you like to go into Forres and take in some Scottish history?’

‘And find out more about the Scottish king?’ Ruthie asked. ‘Of course I would.’

‘Maybe get a bit of background on him and his family,’ Alexander said.

‘As long as there’s coffee and cake at the end of it,’ Jayda said.

‘Always.’ Alexander waved the keys, stepped forward and the foyer doors seemed to open as if by magic.

They drove into Forres, past the beautiful historic buildings and an old clock tower. Ruthie, sitting behind Jayda and Alexander, pressed her nose to the window.

‘What a gorgeous town.’

‘The High Street is nine hundred years old,’ Alexander said, slowing down so that Jayda and Ruthie could take in the view. ‘That’s the tolbooth with the clock, and here’s the market square in the centre of town. We’ll stop and take a look round.’

‘I bet the tourists love this,’ Ruthie said.

‘As do the midges,’ Alexander joked. ‘Yes, it’s the home of Macbeth and the digestive biscuit. And there’s a distillery, sculpture gardens, a museum and a castle.’

‘Plenty to keep us busy,’ Jayda said.

‘In 1390, the whole town was destroyed by fire in an attack by the “Wolf of Badenoch”.’ Alexander explained. ‘Everything was burned to the ground, although archaeologists have found some stuff from the Bronze Age.’

‘So there can’t be many original Macbeth relics to be found here?’ Ruthie was a little disappointed. ‘What about the castle that’s just out of town?’

Alexander shook his head. ‘Brodie Castle? That’s not Macbeth’s. It was built in the 1600s for the Brodie clan. Macbeth’s castle had long gone. The mound on which the castle was built is still there, but all traces of Macbeth have disappeared.’

‘That’s a shame,’ Ruthie said.

‘There’s the Witches Stone at Cluny Hill,’ Alexander said.

‘What’s that?’ Ruthie asked.

‘An old stone by the side of the road, which apparently commemorates the death of one witch,’ Alexander replied simply. ‘It’s near the cop shop.’

‘I’d like to see it.’ Ruthie gazed through the window again. ‘Do you think Macbeth would have ridden his horse along the beach, like you’re doing?’

‘Maybe. There are eleven beaches around here, all stunning.’ Alexander slowed down, manoeuvring the car into a parking space. ‘I’m sure our Scottish king would have had a great time on horseback.’ He smiled. ‘As long as he had a happier nag than the one they put me on yesterday. Whisky has a real personality problem.’

‘Perhaps he was just cold,’ Jayda joked.

‘Let’s grab a coffee.’ Alexander was ready to go.

‘Great idea.’ Ruthie wriggled from her seat. ‘Do you know, I’d like to go to the beach again. As a tourist. It would be nice to see where the king and the witches might have met.’

‘Didn’t they meet on the heath?’ Jayda asked.

‘Where the glamping is now? Or where our hotel is?’ Ruthie wondered.

‘They probably never met at all,’ Alexander said. ‘The play’s just what Harry says, a misogynistic seventeenth-century tragedy Shakespeare made up to please the king.’

They began to walk along the road towards a pretty white-fronted café. Ruthie said, ‘I’m not sure.’

‘What do you mean?’ Jayda asked.

‘I think that Macbeth and the witches did meet. There’s a feeling I get when I’m in the hotel – well, not inside, more just walking round it.’ Ruthie frowned. ‘In the woods and in the grounds. I just have a real sense of the past and the people who lived there.’

‘That’s wild,’ Jayda said.

‘It’s not.’ Alexander’s face was suddenly serious. ‘Lots of people were saying the hotel’s built where a medieval village once was. Macbeth and his queen lived there in the eleventh century.’

Ruthie shuddered. ‘Who said that?’

‘Cora, for one. When I first arrived at the hotel, she was telling me, Ross and Harry that there’s loads of history here. It’s a really vibey place. And she’s right, you can feel it. The gardener’s family can trace their ancestors back for centuries, and they say there’s a ghostly presence in Broom. People claim to have seen it.’

‘A ghost?’ Ruthie shuddered. She recalled the sense of someone in the woodlands, and the moment she’d been looking over the heath and had felt a deep sadness for no reason.

‘I don’t believe in ghosts.’ Jayda’s lip curled.

‘I do.’ Alexander met Ruthie’s gaze. ‘Maybe we should talk to some of the locals. The old gardener and his family, for starters. If you want to know about the real goings-on behind the play, they’re the people to tell you about the true history. And since we’re the Scottish king and his witches, it’s down to us to find out as much as possible.’
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1048, MORAY, ALBA


Isobel arrived back at the smoky hut, the skirts of her leine filled with tumbling pennywort. Merraid was by the fire, watching the Bannock bread bake. She gazed up contentedly as Isobel came in.

‘He’s back.’

‘Lowrans?’ Isobel didn’t want Merraid to know that she’d heard them talking earlier. ‘That’s good news.’ She placed the pennywort on the table.

‘Isobel, we’ll be married soon. Whenever he’s away, I worry. I know he’s defending our borders from enemies, but I’m always fretful.’

‘I’ve heard people say that there are less battles now Mac Bethad mac Findláich is king; less good men are lost. The king’s a kind man. Someone said that he scatters silver to the poor like seeds.’

Merraid reached for her sister’s hands. ‘Long may it continue. And, aye, he’s a kind king. He’s told Lowrans that he’ll provide food and drink for our wedding, and Lowrans has already found us a hut.’

‘I’m pleased for ye.’

‘Oh, Isobel, I love Lowrans more than anything in the world. And we were talking this afternoon – we’ll have bairns, and the first one will be a boy. The second will be a girl and I’d like to name her Sidheag.’ Merraid’s face glowed in the firelight.

‘And I’ll be with ye when ye bring them into the world,’ Isobel said.

‘Ye’ll have some of your own and so will Ysenda. They’ll all play together on the heath. Isobel, I’m making a new leine from linen that Lowrans brought me. It’s a gift from the queen.’

‘Oh?’

‘Lowrans says she’s glad to be back at Castle Moray. She has her husband and her son with her, and she hopes to have another bairn.’

‘But Lulach’s a grown man.’

‘Queen Gruoch’s not too old to bear children. I hope she’ll have more. Then she may be happy. Often, I’ve seen her face, and there’s sadness there. And anger, I think.’

‘Anger?’

‘She’s discontented – she wishes for more than she has. But Lowrans tells me Lulach may marry soon, and he’ll give her a grandchild to dote upon.’

‘Lulach?’ Isobel felt her heart thud. ‘He’s to be married? To whom?’

‘There’s no one chosen yet, but one day he’ll be king. He needs a wife and an heir.’

‘No maid has been chosen?’ Isobel tried to compose her features so as not to look interested. ‘I mean, perhaps there’ll be another wedding here soon.’

‘Lulach has been a great warrior. Lowrans believes he already holds some lassie dear.’

Isobel felt her heart lurch. The fire hissed and flames leaped high. Water was boiling over from the black pot. She said, ‘I wonder where Ysenda is. It’ll be dark soon.’

‘She left early – I’ve no idea where.’ Merraid’s smooth brow creased.

‘She’ll be home when her stomach brings her,’ Isobel said wisely, but she had a good idea where Ysenda was. She’d just seen her in the flicker of the flames, beneath a tree. ‘Ysenda doesnae like to miss her food.’

‘I’ll light a tallow candle and we’ll eat. Tomorrow I’ll see Lowrans and we’ll talk more about our wedding.’

‘I cannae wait for it.’ Isobel clapped her hands excitedly. ‘I love the feasting and dancing.’ She recalled Lulach had asked her to dance with him. Ulchel, too. One man made her yearn to be in his arms. The other she admired for his goodness.

Her eyes were drawn to the fire again and she saw it there: a woman like herself, dancing, hair flying behind her, twirling alongside a young man. She could not see who it was, but she hoped it would be the king’s stepson.

She stared again and the image changed. Orange flames licked the side of the steaming pot, small blue ones hovering below. And she could see a woman, her leine trailing in the grass as she stood up shakily. Now she was running; something was not right. From the way she was moving, something terrible had happened to her.

It was Ysenda.
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It was dark in the hut and Merraid and Isobel had eaten their fill. Shadows from the tallow candle flickered on the thatched roof, but darkness hung in the corners and shapes shimmered like ghosts.

Merraid was concerned. ‘Where can she be?’

‘It isnae like Ysenda to stay out late.’ Isobel was equally worried. ‘She likes the warmth of the fireside.’

Merraid spoke slowly. ‘Lowrans told me Eaun’s back. He’s much changed.’

‘He’s older and wiser?’ Isobel asked anxiously. ‘He’ll be looking for a wife then?’

Merraid shook her head sadly. ‘He’s become cruel. He enjoys the moment he takes another man’s life. Lowrans says that when he’s in battle, he must fight hard for his king, and he wants to live for me, for our life together. But he’s fought next to Eaun, who’s cold-blooded and harsh.’

‘Ysenda loves him.’

‘He isnae a good man, Isobel.’ Merraid’s voice was a whisper. ‘He’ll never love one woman. He likes sporting too much. He drinks and spends time with bawdy women. And there are others, the spoils of war, who he uses against their will.’

Isobel shuddered. ‘Are there men like that?’

‘Aye, and Eaun’s one of the worst. Ysenda must avoid him, or she’ll bring shame upon herself.’

‘Young Ulchel’s looking for a wife,’ Isobel said. ‘Perhaps Ysenda may choose him?’

‘I’ve always believed he has eyes for ye,’ Merraid said. ‘Ye should look upon him fondly.’

‘Aye.’ Isobel wanted to change the subject. ‘The pennywort’s freshly picked. I must pound the juice before I go to my bed.’

‘I’ll help ye,’ Merraid said. ‘That way we’ll finish it quicker.’

They stood at the table, shoulder to shoulder, the green leaves between their fingers. There was a scuffling noise from the doorway and Ysenda rushed in. She had clearly been running. ‘I’m late for my dinner.’

‘Where have ye been?’ Merraid asked in the voice of a mother.

‘Oh, I was delayed, helping a woman in the village. She had a cut on her leg.’

‘Who was the woman?’ Isobel asked. ‘A neighbour?’

Ysenda looked away. She couldn’t meet Isobel’s gaze. ‘She’s newly arrived. She lives alone.’

‘And how did ye meet her?’ Merraid looked unsure of Ysenda’s story. ‘I may go to see how she is tomorrow.’

‘Oh, she’ll have moved on,’ Ysenda said quickly. ‘I think she came to see her son.’

‘Ye said she has no family,’ Isobel said.

‘But for the son. He’s a warrior, back from battle.’ Ysenda tried again. ‘She’s just a very old woman who wore a veil and I didnae see her face…’

Ysenda was lying, one untruth after another. Isobel knew the look; since she had been a child Ysenda had never been able to hide her guilt. The hem of her leine was wet and spattered with earth. Her cap was loose and her hair was dishevelled, as if she’d been in a hurry, or someone had been chasing her. There was mud on her face. Isobel remembered the image in the flames, the woman running wildly.

‘I’ll eat – I’m hungry as a bear. Then…’ Ysenda gazed around the room again. ‘I’ll wash myself. I long for warm water and some of the lavender-scented cream that ye make, Isobel. And then I’ll sleep soundly until tomorrow morning. I’m so weary.’

Ysenda gave a high laugh and hurried to the hearth, reaching for bread and pottage. ‘Ye’ve both eaten?’ she asked. ‘I tarried too long with the old lady.’

Merraid said, ‘Lowrans is back. I’m making plans for our handfasting.’

‘I’m glad for ye.’ Ysenda’s mouth was full of bread, and she spoke as she chewed. ‘It’s good that ye are to be married. Women of our age should marry. In fact, I hope that I’ll have a husband before long.’

‘Ye?’ A look of concern crossed Merraid’s brow. ‘Are ye thinking of being married?’

‘Oh, who can say? I’m of age,’ Ysenda said carelessly.

Isobel thought she seemed unsure of herself. Behind the confidence and the flurry of activity, there was something wrong, something sad. Something she was not saying.

‘And who’s the laddie?’ Merraid folded her arms.

‘Oh, I cannae tell ye – it’s a secret.’ Ysenda pushed more bread into her mouth. ‘Do we have any of the cheese that Forsey makes for us?’

‘Aye, there’s some by the door,’ Merraid said.

Isobel met Merraid’s glance and mouthed the word, ‘Eaun?’

Merraid closed her eyes for a moment and when she opened them, she whispered, ‘Aye, I fear it…’

[image: ]


The following morning, when Isobel woke, she was alone in the straw cot. Merraid was at the table, rubbing ash into a pale leine, her face fixed in a frown. She turned as Isobel stretched her limbs.

‘Ye are awake? There are oats by the fireside, still warm.’

‘Thanking ye.’ Isobel moved towards the fire and heaved a log onto it. Water bubbled in the black pot. She smoothed her wild hair. ‘Are ye washing your clothes today?’

‘This is Ysenda’s leine. It’s stained and needs cleaning.’ Merraid seemed sad. ‘She was up with the morning birds and on her way. She said she had to check on the woman whose leg she treated.’

‘There’s no such woman,’ Isobel said.

‘I believe Ysenda’s lied in order to be with Eaun,’ Merraid agreed. ‘I thought so last night when she came home. That’s why I’m washing her leine. There’s blood on it.’

‘Blood?’ Isobel frowned. ‘Has she hurt herself?’

‘I think not.’

‘But her flewsa is not due for two weeks. We sisters have our bleeding at the same time.’

Merraid stopped working. ‘It’s stained and I fear she too is stained. Isobel, ye have not yet lain with a man.’

‘I havnae.’ The image came to her in one powerful moment: Lulach lying in sweet long grass, his arms around her, brushing her face with his finger. Isobel’s pulse quickened at the thought.

‘Ye will one day and at first, it’s painful and there’s sometimes a little blood. Then love takes over and it’s like nothing ye have felt before…’ Merraid stopped herself. ‘Lowrans and I are to be married soon and our love is true. But I fear that Ysenda…’

‘What are ye saying?’ Isobel felt a surge of anxiety.

‘When I opened my eyes at dawn, she was already up, brushing her hair, scenting it. I saw her putting clothes in a bundle, and bread and cheese. I believe she’s gone to Eaun again.’

‘And will they run away to be together?’

‘No.’ Merraid continued with her washing. ‘Ysenda’s a fool. He’s had his way with her, and now she’ll follow him to the end of the earth. But Lowrans told me Eaun had many women such as Ysenda in Inverness and Dunsinane. He has children too, but he cares nothing for them. Oh, Isobel, I fear for her.’ Merraid’s eyes shone with tears. ‘She believes she goes to find a husband, but she’s lost her most precious treasure to him. All she’ll find now will be shame.’

Isobel’s fists became small balls of determination. ‘Then we must help her, Merraid. I’ll collect rue and tansy. Added to a bath, that will help her if she’s with child already. And she’ll need a potion of crushed yarrow that is…’

‘…called nosebleed. We’ll use it if we have to.’

‘For Ysenda.’ Isobel picked up her bundle, her mouth set determinedly. ‘Come, let’s pick some herbs. Then we’ll find our sister and tell her what needs to be done to save her reputation. I fear her heart may already be lost.’
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THE PRESENT DAY, FORRES


Ruthie looked out of the bay window from the breakfast room towards the car park. Rain fell in heavy spatters against the glass, drizzling downwards in wiggly rivulets, like liquid pearls. The sky was dishwater grey. She sipped her coffee. ‘We won’t get much filming done today.’

‘We won’t.’ Jayda glanced across the table where Alexander was tucking into scrambled eggs. ‘Just we three, then?’

Alexander finished munching. ‘Seems that way. Maisie’s eaten already. She’s sorting out costumes. And Ross has gone to the station to meet the new witch. She came on the overnight train. Harry’s gone with him.’

‘He didn’t fancy staying with us, then?’ Jayda said, her eyes twinkling.

‘I think Harry gets on with Ross best,’ Ruthie said. ‘I haven’t really had a chance to get to know him yet.’

‘He’s a bit stand-offish.’ Jayda reached for a slice of toast.

‘I think he’s just shy – one of those brilliant introverts who become extroverts in front of the camera,’ Alexander said kindly.

‘Like me,’ Jayda joked.

‘You’ll get to know him.’ Alexander followed Ruthie’s gaze. ‘It’s a good Scots downpour today – pebbledash.’

‘It certainly is.’ Cora was at his elbow, refilling coffee cups. ‘But it’ll improve later, I think. The storm clouds will blow over.’

‘I don’t suppose it matters if it’s raining or not, if we’re in the water. We’re filming in the sea again.’

Ruthie’s eyes moved to a man in a heavy blue jacket and wellington boots, standing alone outside. He had positioned himself at the end of the car park, bending forward, looking at a wall, a hand outstretched as if to feel the roughness of the stone. He was tall, broad-shouldered. A hood was pulled over his head, hiding most of his face, but she could see he had light hair. He extended a hand, examining the wall. His movements were easy, almost leisurely, but there was also something self-assured, as if the wall belonged to him.

She couldn’t help herself. ‘Who’s that?’

Cora held the coffee pot above Ruthie’s cup and began to pour. ‘Zerubbabel’s nephew, Seth Drummond. He’s come to look at the wall.’

‘Look at it? In this weather?’ The downpour had become even more vicious. Raindrops bounced on the tarmac. The man in the blue jacket didn’t move.

‘He’ll rebuild the dry-stone wall when the weather’s better. He’s just working out an estimate for now,’ Cora said, as if it was a natural thing to be standing outside in the rain. ‘He’ll be coming inside in a minute for a drink. Zerubbabel’s at home today. It’s his day off.’

‘It’s no weather for gardening,’ Ruthie agreed.

‘Oh, the Drummond family are hardy. They’re out whatever the weather. Seth’s mother keeps a good garden, and her eggs are the best in Broom. We always get them from her.’

‘They’re delicious.’ Alexander held up his fork with the last of the scrambled eggs.

Ruthie was still watching the man in the blue jacket. ‘And her son works here, too?’

‘Not just here,’ Cora said. ‘Seth can turn his hand to anything: cutting trees, tending sheep, farming, fixing and mending anything from bricks or wood. He’s always in demand. But if it’s a dry-stane dyke you want, there’s no one better than Seth.’

‘A what?’ Ruthie’s gaze hadn’t moved.

‘A dry-stone wall.’ Alexander pushed his plate away. ‘That was lovely, Cora.’

‘Oh, look – here’s Ross,’ Jayda said.

The Galaxy had swished through a puddle and into the car park. Ross hurried out from the driver’s seat, dodging the rain, followed by Harry and a blond woman in a kagoul who was struggling with two suitcases. Ross took one from her. She said something to him, but the wind whipped her hair and wrapped it around her face.

Ruthie was smiling, already on her feet. ‘It’s Scarlet.’

‘They’re just in time for breakfast,’ Cora added, before scuttling back to the kitchen.

Scarlet crashed in, abandoned her suitcase and fell into Ruthie’s arms. ‘I’m here. I’m number one witch and I’ve arrived. Ruthie, we’re both witches. I’m so happy.’

‘This is Jayda.’ Ruthie held out her arms and Jayda joined them in a group hug.

‘Pleased to meet you. The coven’s complete,’ Jayda said with a smile.

Ruthie hugged Scarlet again. ‘How was the journey?’

‘Those seats in the sleeper are hard on the butt.’ Scarlet grinned. ‘But Ross told me we’re off to the beach for the day. I can’t wait to stretch my limbs.’

‘Findhorn beach will be glorious.’ Ross was behind her; Harry too. ‘The weather’s due to lift.’

‘I’m on that bloody horse again,’ Alexander said. ‘I’ve never met such a difficult nag.’

‘We’ll get most of the beach filming with the witches done today,’ Ross said hopefully. ‘And I want Harry doing some more commentary with the background.’

‘I’ve put the script together, recounting the local myth about the stone in Forres that marks the place where a woman was apparently burned,’ Harry said. ‘I doubt the witches had anything to do with the Scottish king in reality, however, unless he went to a wise woman for his battle injuries.’ Harry sat down and helped himself to toast. ‘There wasn’t much room for women in Macbeth’s defence of Scotland.’

‘Might they have predicted the future for him, though, like in Act One, Scene Three?’ Ruthie rested her elbows on the table, watching Scarlet tuck in hungrily. Cora was back with more coffee, eggs and toast.

‘He might have wanted to know the outcome of a battle. People were superstitious,’ Harry suggested. ‘But I imagine Macbeth believed in his own strength and that of his men.’

‘I thought he was a bad king and got what he deserved,’ Jayda said.

‘Only in Shakespeare’s version,’ Harry said, grimacing.

‘And his wife was a real meanie,’ Scarlet agreed. ‘Didn’t she get him to kill King Duncan?’

‘It’s all a myth. No one knows much about Gruoch, just vague dates. I don’t suppose she did a lot except wait around in cold castles for her husband’s return,’ Harry explained.

‘It must have been an easier life being queen than the hand-to-mouth existence the poor local women lived, though,’ Ruthie said quickly. She had no idea where the remark came from. It just seemed to launch itself from her mouth.

‘Yes, the local folk would’ve lived a primitive life. They farmed animals, grew vegetables.’

‘The poorest people doing honourable work.’ Ruthie looked for Seth, the dry-stone wall builder, but he had gone. The rain was easing.

‘So it’s costume, make-up and then we’re off to the beach,’ Scarlet said, still tucking into her breakfast.

‘And into the freezing ocean,’ Jayda joked grimly.

‘I’d swap you any time. I’ve got to sit on Whisky again,’ Alexander grumbled.

‘We’re getting you a falcon to hold, too.’ Ross grinned. ‘You’ll look every bit the rugged king. I’m not sure which will be more difficult to control, the horse or the bird.’

‘Thanks, Ross.’ Alexander rolled his eyes.

‘We must all suffer for our art,’ Ross said with a smile. ‘Hopefully no more bad luck for us now,’ he added. ‘Miranda’s gone, and we can just put her comments about the Scottish Play behind us and get the film done.’

‘Right, on that note, I’m off to get my slap on.’ Jayda turned to Ross. ‘Is Maisie in the usual room?’

‘Yes, let’s get started.’ Ross stared through the window. ‘There’s blue sky in the distance.’ He was joking, obviously. ‘It’s going to be a scorcher on Findhorn beach.’

‘I’ll come with you, Jayda.’ Ruthie was already on her feet. She turned to Scarlet. ‘You finish up here, have another hot coffee. It’ll be a long cold day.’ She winked.

Ruthie followed Jayda into the foyer where the man in a blue jacket was talking in a low voice to a short man in a suit. Ruthie assumed Seth was discussing his work on the wall with the hotel owner. His hood was down now, his blond hair tousled and damp. He turned as she passed him, a strong blaze of sapphire meeting her eyes. She noticed his handsome face, tanned as if he was always outdoors, the full mouth, lips parted as if he was in mid-sentence. He looked away as quickly as she did.

‘Good morning,’ Ruthie said to him confidently as she hurried past, without looking back.
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Hours later, Ruthie was swathed in a blanket, drinking hot coffee from a flask. Jayda and Scarlet were either side of her, teeth chattering, but smiling.

‘I’m up for a Scotch whisky,’ Scarlet said. ‘A double, in fact.’

‘Which one is your tipple?’ Maisie asked. Today, despite it being summer, she was wrapped in a thick coat.

‘I’ll work my way through the menu,’ Scarlet said with a brave grin. ‘I’ve never known such cold water.’

‘I’m glad Ross mentioned the shelf just beyond where the tide comes in. It gets suddenly deep, but if you go back a bit it’s shallower again.’ Jayda hugged her blanket. ‘That’s where Miranda went wrong – she didn’t go back far enough. I’m glad she’s left.’

‘She didn’t fit in?’ Scarlet asked.

‘I suppose she was a bit aloof,’ Ruthie said.

‘She was a pain in the arse,’ Maisie said honestly. ‘I think we have the right witch combo now.’

‘Look at Macbeth.’ Scarlet’s eyes followed Alexander, who sat nobly on a black horse in full tunic and cape, a falcon on his glove. ‘He’s every bit the warrior king.’

‘He is,’ Jayda agreed. ‘I thought he was miserable when we first met, but I like him now. We had a great visit to Forres.’

‘He’s single, too,’ Maisie said knowingly. ‘We’ve worked together a few times and he’s one of the good guys.’

‘He’s good looking,’ Scarlet said. ‘I’m spoken for, otherwise I’d definitely be interested.’ She turned to Ruthie. ‘Ruthie’s single.’

‘I’m not up for a fling,’ Ruthie said quickly.

‘Ruthie’s married to her work,’ Scarlet said affectionately, bumping shoulders. ‘What about you, Jayda?’

‘Bad question,’ Jayda said. ‘I’ve fallen for a wrong ’un. Older man. Rich. Married. Big mistake. But I just can’t seem to help it. I’m convinced one day he’ll leave the she-wolf and marry me. Oh, well, I can dream.’

‘Why does he stay with her?’ Maisie asked.

‘She’d take him to the cleaners,’ Jayda said sadly. ‘She knows about me. We’ve even met. She refers to me as the tart, just to annoy Spencer. Spencer’s terrified to leave her.’

‘That sounds like a tough situation. My partner’s in finance,’ Scarlet said. ‘He’s not remotely interested in anything to do with theatre and that suits us both. He’s supportive and sweet, but he doesn’t really mind what roles I get. He’s so down to earth.’

‘Phil’s a good guy,’ Ruthie agreed. ‘He puts up with a lot.’

‘What about you?’ Scarlet asked Maisie. ‘I mean, Alexander’s hunky and you’ve worked with him before.’

Maisie showed a gold ring on her left hand, an unusual cluster of jade stones. ‘My partner’s called Susie. She’s expecting our first baby.’ Her eyes moved to Alexander. ‘But Alexander’s a mystery. He’s apparently very much the untamed spirit. He’s perfect for Macbeth – handsome, brutal, wild.’ She turned to Ruthie with a smile. ‘You two seem to get on OK.’

‘Do we?’ Ruthie hadn’t really noticed. She liked Alexander instinctively. He was easy company.

‘He’s very much “what you see is what you get”,’ Maisie added. ‘Although I don’t know any of his romantic history.’

‘You and he would suit each other,’ Scarlet said.

Ruthie watched Alexander charge past on Whisky, the falcon having been restored safely to its handler. Alexander’s dark hair was swept back on the wind, his red cloak flying, his legs muscled and tanned. He was certainly rugged.

‘I’m not on the market.’

‘Just see how you feel after a week or so,’ Maisie said.

Macbeth rode up and down the beach a few more times. Then Ross called, ‘That’s perfect, Alexander. We’ll come back to this tomorrow, with the witches.’

Alexander muttered an expletive and clambered down. Whisky stood where he was, uninterested, while the falcon’s handler slipped the bird into its travelling box.

‘Ross is nice,’ Scarlet remarked.

‘His wife’s a feminist playwright. She’s called April Cooper. She’s won awards for her work.’ Maisie was the authority on everyone.

Scarlet hugged her blanket tighter. ‘Oh, look, Harry’s about to do his new bit on camera. Let’s get out of these damp things and watch.’

‘Yes, let’s,’ Ruthie said. ‘I like listening to Harry. His knowledge is amazing.’

Scarlet pulled her witch’s dress off over her head and accepted the towel Maisie offered, rubbing her skin hard. She tugged a T-shirt and a hoodie on. ‘Ah, that’s more like it.’

Ruthie and Jayda changed their clothes too and made their way over to Harry. Jonny was behind the camera, his familiar cap on. Maisie was immediately professional, stepping up with make-up, arranging Harry’s clothes. She said, ‘I’m all done. Looking good.’

Harry, in a parka jacket with a huge furry hood that ruffed and flattened in the sea breeze, took his position. Jonny made a few comments, moving equipment, shouting instructions, then he was ready. After the signal, Harry began to speak, syrup-smooth.

‘Macbeth’s meeting with the witches is very much a theatrical device for Shakespearian audiences.’ Harry’s voice was perfectly paced and modulated. ‘But if he did meet them, then it might have been in Forres, where Castle Moray was probably sited. Perhaps it was even here on this beach at Findhorn.’ He began to walk along the sand, the waves rippling a short distance away. ‘In Forres itself, there’s a granite stone in front of the local police station that’s said to mark the place that one of the witches died. It may look like an innocuous boulder jammed between the pavement and the wall, but the stone commemorates the women who were tortured and murdered.’

Ruthie exchanged looks with Scarlet and Jayda.

‘It’s a sad fact that in the eleventh century, witches were put to death in Forres.’ Harry paused, looking into the camera, his face serious. ‘Women accused of witchcraft were rolled down Cluny Hill in spiked barrels and, at the bottom, their broken contents were burned. A stone marks the site of one such burning and, according to local folklore, the witch in question was one of the three who prophesied that Macbeth would be the king of Scotland. Of course…’ Harry’s face was serious and thoughtful. ‘We all know that Shakespeare’s play is pure fiction. But the truth about the witches may be even more horrific.’

Ruthie gasped a shuddering breath. She felt cold to the bone.

There was a pause, then Ross gave a shout. ‘OK, Jonny?’

‘Perfect.’ Jonny’s voice came from behind the camera.

‘That was great. Filming at the stone’s scheduled much later but we’ll cross-cut to it in the edit.’ Ross rushed to Harry and hugged him. ‘I think we’ll call it a day. We should be getting back.’

‘That’s music to my ears,’ Scarlet said, snuggling up to Ruthie. ‘I’m freezing.’

‘Me too,’ Jayda said. ‘I’m definitely ready for that whisky. What do you think, Ruthie?’

Ruthie tried to say something, but she was shaking; she couldn’t reply. The ability to speak had left her.

She was still thinking about what Harry had said. Stones. Hills. Barrels. Witchcraft. Each syllable buzzed in her ears.

Words wouldn’t come. Her whole body was trembling. And her eyes brimmed with tears.

It was exactly the same sensation as she’d had when she’d sat outside the hotel on the swing seat. And when she’d been walking in the woodlands, and sensed a presence.

She felt vulnerable. Brittle. Alone. Sad.

But this time she knew these weren’t her own feelings. They belonged to someone else.
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1048, MORAY, ALBA


Three sisters, hand in hand, ran across the dunes towards the beach at Findhorn. Their faces were flushed pink with happiness and the effort of the long walk to get there. They were smiling and laughing.

Isobel said, ‘Tomorrow, Merraid, ye’ll be wed.’

‘Tomorrow ye’ll be Lowrans’ bride,’ Ysenda said. ‘Imagine it.’

‘I cannae wait.’ Merraid gave a small skip as they began the short descent to the sand, picking their way across pebbles.

‘There will be feasting and dancing.’ Isobel grinned. ‘So many people will be there to share the celebration of your handfasting.’

‘Let’s sit down together as we did when we were small,’ Merraid said. ‘I want to remember when we came here with our mother – how she’d tell us stories and we’d dance with our bare feet in the frothing water. We can make a charm for my happy marriage and all our futures.’

‘Let’s rest a while first. I’m so tired.’ Ysenda’s cheeks glowed red. She fell in a crumpled heap, spreading her skirts, and leaned back, her face upturned to the pale sun.

‘Mother would be so happy to see us now.’ Merraid sighed with contentment. ‘She’d love Lowrans. He’ll be a wonderful husband.’

‘Aye, he will.’ Isobel grasped her sister’s hand. ‘He’ll take good care of ye and your family.’

‘We want five bairns,’ Merraid said. ‘We’ll live in our big hut, and I’ll roast meat on the fire on Midsummer’s Day and ye can all come round with your husbands and your wee ones. Imagine how nice that will be.’

‘It will.’ Isobel sighed. It was an image she liked – three sisters, three husbands, laughter, children, feasting – but it worried her. She’d never seen it in the flames. She thought about the visions she’d had of moving figures in the leaping fire. She had seen herself with a man once, briefly, a man she knew she’d love. She’d been engulfed in a feeling of happiness, then the emotion had drained away and left her empty and shivering with a feeling of such sadness that she’d never experienced before.

Once, she’d seen two sisters dancing, but never three. She trembled again at the thought, although she wasn’t sure if it was the light breeze from the ocean through the thin fabric of her leine that brought a chill to her.

Ysenda was quiet, looking down, drawing a shape in the sand with her finger. Isobel thought it might be a woman, a round figure in a long dress. She asked, ‘Who do ye draw?’

‘Oh, it’s nobody. I was thinking of how beautiful Merraid will be tomorrow.’

‘She’ll be the most beautiful bride in Moray.’ Isobel smiled.

‘Until ye two wed,’ Merraid said fondly, looking from Ysenda to Isobel, meeting her younger sister’s eyes meaningfully. ‘D’ye think ye’ll be next, Ysenda?’

Ysenda’s eyes were misty. ‘I hope to be a bride soon.’

Merraid grasped Ysenda’s hand. ‘Young Ulchel’s looking for a wife. He’s a good man and handsome, especially when he smiles.’

‘He’s fond of Isobel.’ Ysenda watched as the waves crashed, splashing towards them, then fading, becoming froth and foam not far from their toes. ‘Young Ulchel’s not for me.’

‘Nor for Isobel, I fear,’ Merraid said. ‘Although he has plenty of animals to care for, and a big heart, and a big house, and⁠—’

‘And I wonder if he has a big something else a man keeps warm for a lassie underneath his leine.’ Ysenda clapped a hand across her mouth and giggled. Her colour rose, and she seemed awkward.

‘Ysenda?’ Merraid was in charge. ‘It isnae something a woman should speak of, even to her sisters.’

‘Ye think ye’re the only one who…?’ Ysenda made an attempt to meet Merraid’s eyes, but Merraid stared fiercely until Ysenda looked away. ‘I’ve heard ye and Lowrans together, making pretty talk and cooing like doves. Ye stand in the dark shadows and whisper and ye think no one can hear ye, but I’ve heard. Sometimes with a man and a woman, passion rises so high they cannae control what they do. A man’s kisses have that effect on ye. They make your heart beat like a drum and ye cannae help but want more of him, until ye have given everything in your heart, and more.’

Merraid’s glare was cold. ‘What have ye done, Ysenda?’

‘Perhaps I may marry soon,’ Ysenda said quickly. ‘He loves me, I’m sure of it, although he’s never said the words. But when I’m in his arms, the feeling’s real and it willnae die.’

‘Ysenda?’ Isobel touched her sister’s arm with light fingers. ‘Is it Eaun of whom ye speak?’

‘I’ve given him my heart.’ Ysenda’s voice was a whisper. ‘I cannae take it back now. It’s his to keep.’

‘And he’s promised to marry ye?’ Merraid’s tone was bitter. ‘Or is that the lie he tells to all the lassies?’

Ysenda was furious. ‘He loves me, I swear he does.’

Merraid was unconvinced. ‘Everyone says what kind of man Eaun is, Ysenda. Lowrans has told me of his ways.’

‘Ye are jealous, Merraid, because I’ve found a handsome man, too. He loves me with a heart of fire; he takes me in his arms and presses his lips against mine and I cannae resist him⁠—’

‘So when will ye wed? Has he spoken about a date?’ Merraid asked crossly.

‘Not yet, but he will.’

‘And has he told ye of all the other lassies he has tumbled, some against their will? Some have had bairns. I’m sure he told many of them the same silly tale so they’d fall into his arms.’ Merraid looked so angry that Isobel wondered if she’d strike Ysenda. But instead she wrapped her in an embrace. ‘Ysenda, I’m right. He’ll never make ye a bride. He’s had his way, and now he’ll lose interest.’

‘Dinnae say that, Merraid.’ Tears drizzled down Ysenda’s cheeks. ‘I’ll go to him tonight. I’ll tell him he and I are to be wed. And at your handfasting, I’ll dance with him and we’ll tell everyone there that we’re promised.’

‘Ysenda.’ Isobel’s voice was hushed as she took her sister’s hand in both of hers gently. ‘Have ye ever spoken together of marriage?’

‘He’s said nothing of it.’ More tears fell down Ysenda’s face and onto her lap.

‘What has he said then?’ Isobel tried again. ‘Has he told ye that he wants to be with ye forever?’

Ysenda shook her head. She slumped forward, as if she had given up. ‘He’s said nothing. It was just the once that we lay together. No, twice. Since then, he hasnae wanted to be near me, although I’ve begged him to take me in his arms.’

‘And what does he think of ye now, Ysenda?’ Merraid’s tone was irritated. ‘Did ye not tell him when ye lay with him that ye are a good honest woman and that he must marry ye because ye have given yourself to him, body and soul?’

‘I was afeared to say it.’

‘Why?’ Merraid pressed harder. ‘Why did ye let him touch ye?’

‘I couldnae help it. I wanted him to love me. He said if I didnae do as he wished, then there were other lassies who would. I wanted to keep him. He was so nice to me before…’ Ysenda’s shoulders shook. ‘I went to find him first thing at the castle, but he wasnae there. I asked one of the soldiers if he’d seen Eaun and he said nay, and then he laughed.’

‘Why did he laugh?’ Isobel was confused.

‘He looked at me as if I was nothing. He said Eaun had found another plaything to fill his time.’ Ysenda’s face filled with misery. ‘Then he said if I wasnae doing anything, he had something he could give me that would make me forget Eaun for a while.’

‘He had no right to speak to ye that way.’ Merraid was furious. ‘Eaun’s a wicked man. He’s been bragging to other soldiers…’

Her words were drowned by Ysenda’s rising sobs. ‘I’ve lost everything – it’s true. Merraid, Isobel, I’m ashamed.’

‘Ye’ve been tricked, Ysenda.’ Merraid spoke gently.

‘It’s not fair. Ye have Lowrans and he loves ye. Young Ulchel wants to marry Isobel and I – I’ve no one in the world.’ Ysenda looked up, her face tear stained and twisted. ‘I’ve given Eaun everything and now he’s had his fill of me he willnae want me again. I heard him use a word for other women he has lain with. He must think me one of those now.’

Isobel wrapped Ysenda in her arms, wishing she could protect her. But it was too late. ‘Forget him. He’s a wicked man.’

‘But I’m undone,’ Ysenda sobbed.

‘No, ye are not. We’ll not speak of it again. We’ll pretend it never happened.’ Merraid hugged both her sisters. ‘We’ll find ye a good man, Ysenda, one who loves ye, who’s kind and hard-working and⁠—’

‘It’s too late.’ Ysenda’s voice was lost in Isobel’s neck. ‘Too late.’

‘Why?’ Isobel felt troubled as she pushed Ysenda away to study her face. ‘What has he done to ye?’

‘Ysenda.’ Merraid looked over her shoulder, as if someone might be listening. ‘Do ye think ye may be with child?’

‘I’m yet unsure but…’ Fresh tears filled Ysenda’s eyes.

‘I feared this might happen. Merraid and I have already spoken of it.’ Isobel took a deep breath, a sign that she would take charge. ‘There are ways and means. I can help ye.’

Ysenda wiped her face with her hand. ‘But will it work?’

‘It may do,’ Merraid said determinedly. ‘Isobel will make the potion strong. No one will ever speak of Eaun.’

‘But I’ve lost everything,’ Ysenda said. ‘He’ll tell everyone.’

A sudden thought came to Merraid. ‘Then he has to leave here – go far away. Perhaps he’ll go to a battle on the borders and we’ll never hear of him again.’

‘But how can we make him do that?’ Ysenda asked.

‘Isobel can do it,’ Merraid said.

Isobel shook her head. ‘Me? How can I do that?’

‘Ye can go to the queen and offer to tell her the future in the flames. In payment, ye must ask for Eaun to be sent away.’

‘But I cannae.’

‘There’s no other way,’ Merraid said.

‘I dinnae think the queen would listen to me… but I’ll make sure he’s sent far away.’

‘What are ye thinking, Isobel?’ Ysenda asked.

‘We must make a charm.’ Isobel stood up. ‘We’ll dance together on the sand as our mother showed us, and entwine our hands, and call upon the fates to help.’

‘Can we?’

Merraid clambered to her feet. ‘We’ll do it now, Ysenda.’

‘I’m afraid of what may come.’

‘Give me your hand,’ Isobel said. ‘Yours too, Merraid. There’s strength in the three of us together. Our mother told us that. Come, let us sing and dance.’

‘We are three.’ Merraid smiled.

‘We’ll always be, for all time,’ Isobel whispered. ‘Never forget it.’

The three sisters clasped hands, lifting them up towards the sky, and began to dance. Their skirts twirling, their voices pure in a chant, they moved their feet as one, throwing back their heads and singing.

Isobel felt the pale sunlight on her face, Merraid’s hand in her left, Ysenda’s in her right. She gripped tightly as she circled, feeling giddy, losing her footing, falling, tumbling on the sand, laughing.

When she looked up, she could hear drumming, a thrumming sound echoing on the sand.

Soldiers. On horseback.

She glanced into the distance. Merraid was looking the same way; Ysenda, too. A dozen horses were galloping towards them, riders high, one man in front, his plaid flying. He raised a hand and the men behind him stopped immediately. Then he rode forward at a trot, his black horse gleaming with sweat, frothing at its mouth.

Isobel stood up. ‘Hail to Your Majesty.’

Merraid climbed to her feet and met the king’s eyes. ‘Hail to Your Majesty.’

‘Hail.’ Ysenda was standing too.

‘All hail.’ Their voices chorused as one.

Mac Bethad mac Findláich sat aloft, his hair wavy, his beard neat, and fire glowing in his eyes. His face was battle weary, a scar over one brow, but his expression was kind. His gaze fell on Isobel. ‘Are ye Isobel Druimeinach?’

Isobel didn’t look away. ‘I am. And these are my sisters.’

‘My wife has spoken of ye.’ Mac Bethad had eyes only for Isobel. ‘Is it true ye can read the future in flames?’

‘It is,’ Isobel said boldly.

‘And have ye seen what will become of me?’

‘I have.’ Isobel did not flinch. She was ready to say anything to help Ysenda.

‘I dinnae like all this superstitious magic but…’ Mac Bethad continued to stare, as if he could tell by her expression whether she was lying or not. ‘I’m going on a journey soon, to a far-off land. Will I be successful there, across the seas?’

Isobel stood absolutely still. ‘Ye will.’

‘And… will I live long? Will my stepson be king hereafter? Will I win all battles?’

‘Ye will. The future is good, all as ye wish it to be,’ Isobel said with complete conviction. ‘But I must beg of ye, Your Majesty. I’ve told ye the truth of what will come to ye, as I’ve seen it in the fire. Now I beg ye to do something for me in payment.’

‘Ask it.’

‘I’ve heard of a soldier of yours – he’s called Eaun.’

‘I ken the man ye speak of.’

‘Good,’ Isobel said. ‘Then please may I beg ye that he’s sent far from Moray?’

‘That’s a strange request.’

‘It’s all I want in payment.’

‘Why do ye ask it?’

‘Because Eaun’s not a good man. Because he’s filled with lust and I dinnae like his bad ways.’

‘I’ve heard as much.’ Mac Bethad did not take his eyes from her. ‘I’ll do as ye ask.’

Isobel whispered. ‘Then I’ll say a good luck charm, to bring ye back home safely to those who love ye.’

Mac Bethad examined Isobel through narrowed eyes, as if taking in the slight figure, the copper hair, the fierce expression in her eyes. His lips moved in thanks. ‘Aye, so be it.’

‘All hail, Mac Bethad, that shall be king for many years hereafter,’ Isobel said, and she watched as he spurred his mount and rode away along the sand and through the shallow waves.
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THE PRESENT DAY, FORRES


Ruthie couldn’t get warm. Back at the hotel, the heating was on full. Cora had remarked on how cold it was as she’d placed fish pie on the dining table two hours ago. ‘Even in June this place gets chilly, so we leave the radiators turned up.’

Dinner had been a cheerful affair, however. Scarlet, especially, was enjoying herself. She was the life and soul, laughing raucously every time Alexander and Ross said something even slightly amusing. She seemed fascinated by Harry’s wealth of knowledge, and it was as if she was Maisie and Jayda’s new best friend.

Ruthie was still lost in thought. Something had happened to her on the beach; something had changed and she felt a real sense of loss. Sorrow. It was Harry’s words as he’d been filmed. She shivered at the memory of them.

Stones. Hills. Barrels. Witchcraft.

Since she’d been in Scotland, her body had taken on a new depth of cold from which she couldn’t seem to recover. At moments like this, she was filled with the sadness she’d first felt in the woodlands. After dinner, when everyone moved to the bar, Ruthie made excuses and took herself off to the sitting room where the large log fire burned in the grate. She held out her hands to heat the skin on her palms, but she still didn’t feel warm. Tension had set hard like ice between her shoulders. She was shivering.

The leaping flames were hypnotic, the crack and spit of the logs, the way the fire was licking around them, orange, yellow, then a tentative tinge of blue. Ruthie could still hear Harry’s voice, an echo in her ears.

Witches were put to death right here in Forres.

A flame sputtered and leaped high, and in it Ruthie saw a shape. She leaned forward, staring at a young woman with wavy hair, a sprite almost. She was talking to a man who sat high on a horse. He was noble, upright. Behind him were an army of men on horseback. The sea rolled in and sucked away in the distance.

In her mind she could clearly hear the words the young woman spoke: ‘All hail, Mac Bethad, that shall be king for many years.’

Ruthie blinked. Those were the words of her script, that was all. The vision faded. Someone was speaking to her. She twisted round to look over her shoulder. ‘Pardon?’

‘You’re miles away.’

Alexander stood in the doorway with what appeared to be two shining golden globes, one in each hand. Ruthie blinked again to clear her vision. He held out one of the glasses of whisky for her. Then he came to sit beside her and she took the drink.

‘I brought you this. I hope you like Ballechin.’

‘Ballechin?’

‘Single malt. Slightly smoky. Citrus and almond flavours.’

‘Thanks.’ Ruthie took a sip. The drink was warming.

‘You were quiet through dinner,’ Alexander said. ‘Are you feeling OK?’

‘Yes, sorry.’ Ruthie hadn’t realised anyone had noticed. ‘It was a long day and I can’t seem to shake off the cold.’

‘That’s why you’re hogging the fire.’ Alexander smiled.

‘Sorry.’ Ruthie tried to change the subject. ‘How was the horse today? And the falcon? Did they behave?’

‘They’re both a bloody handful.’ Alexander was only partly joking. ‘I have to ride Whisky again tomorrow – we have to do the “All hail” bit on the beach with me holding that annoying fidgety bird.’

Ruthie was thoughtful for a moment. The whisky was sharp on her lips, and soothing. ‘Harry doesn’t think the witches ever really met Macbeth.’

‘He has a point. They’re more from Shakespeare’s era, and Macbeth’s around 1050.’

‘So the stone in Forres, the one by the police station, commemorating the witch – do you think something happened there?’

‘We can go and look at it if you like. It’s nothing spectacular. Just a big stone, a few words. Apparently, there are usually flowers laid on it.’

‘But do you think it’s really where a witch was killed? One of Macbeth’s witches?’ Ruthie asked.

‘Who knows?’ Alexander said simply. ‘Macbeth lived in the eleventh century. It was a long time ago.’

‘Wasn’t James the First the Scottish James the Sixth?’

‘He was. He had dealings with witches himself.’

‘I’ve read about this.’

‘When he brought his wife, Anne, back from Denmark, they were battered with storms, and witches were blamed for it. He had some woman called Agnes tortured and she confessed to everything.’

‘Poor thing.’ Ruthie shuddered. ‘He must have been really superstitious.’

‘He was a misogynist,’ Alexander added. ‘He said that the reason women were witches was because they were frailer than men and more easily trapped in the Devil’s snares.’

‘How do you know so much about him?’ Ruthie asked.

‘I’m playing Macbeth and I’m Scottish,’ Alexander said with a smile. ‘When I take on a role, I research the background.’

‘Oh, right.’ Ruthie’s eyes were drawn back to the fire. She searched the flames for another figure, a familiar shape, but found none.

‘So perhaps one of Macbeth’s witches really did find her end at the stone in Forres.’

Ruthie shuddered again at the thought. She heard Alexander move closer, take a sip of whisky.

Then he said, ‘We were talking before about this place having a creepy atmosphere.’

‘I think it has.’ Ruthie was still gazing into the heat. ‘Not this hotel so much. It’s when I’m outside.’

‘What makes you say that? I mean…’ Alexander chose his words. ‘Do you think there’s a strange feeling around here?’

‘I was in the forest and there was a sense of… I don’t know…’

‘A presence?’

‘Yes. A sadness.’ Ruthie turned to Alexander. The fire glowed gold in his dark eyes.

‘Just in the forest?’

‘No. I went for a walk in the gardens. I was looking out towards the heath. The wind that comes across from there is chilling but there’s something more. A sense of loss.’ Ruthie could see that Alexander believed her.

‘Have you spoken to Zerubbabel?’

‘The gardener?’

‘I was chatting to him the other day. He tells a good yarn.’

‘You don’t believe him?’

‘I didn’t say that.’ Alexander stared into his glass. ‘Zerubbabel’s family have been here for a long time, so they know all the stories. He was telling me that there’s a figure who… haunts, I suppose you’d call it, the woods and the heath, and appears in various parts of Broom.’

‘Has he seen it?’

‘He knows people who’ve seen it. Local talk is that the figure dates right back to the eleventh century, to Macbeth’s time.’

‘That’s eerie.’ Ruthie shivered. The feeling she had on the beach was back, making her skin prickle.

‘It is.’ Alexander finished his whisky with a large gulp. ‘What’s the time?’

Ruthie glanced at the wall clock. ‘Past ten.’

‘Are you off for an early night like everyone else, or…’

‘Or?’

‘Or do you fancy a walk outside, a bit of ghost hunting?’

Ruthie examined his face. There was no arrogance, no mockery. ‘What do you think we’ll see?’

‘See? Feel? Who knows? But I want to find out.’ Alexander was serious. ‘While we’re here, in the exact place where Macbeth and the witches were supposed to meet, where history was made, we might as well take a look around. What do you say?’

‘I say – why not?’ Ruthie was on her feet. She swigged the last of the whisky for courage: a shivery feeling of anticipation had enveloped her. ‘I’ll just get my coat.’
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Ruthie was dressed in boots, coat, hat and scarf against the cold. Alexander wore a heavy jacket and a tartan scarf, and carried a torch. They set off towards the gardens. Ruthie glanced up at the night sky, absent of stars, just a sliver of a moon gliding behind straggling clouds. Something made her want to take Alexander’s hand, or at least thread her arm through his for warmth. For comfort. She hugged herself instead.

‘What are we looking for?’

‘I don’t know.’ Alexander’s soft voice was soothing in the cold night air. ‘Zerubbabel referred to the person who’d been sighted as “she”. And he used the word “spirit”. And the word “troubled”. So those are our clues.’

Ruthie understood the feeling only too well. ‘A sad spirit haunting the place she can’t leave.’ Her words made her shiver. ‘I thought I saw a woman in the woods – it might have been a woman. It was hard to tell. I just felt cold and hollow.’

Ruthie and Alexander followed a path that led away from the neat gardens towards the heath. He shone his torch first on the small stones underfoot, then on some shrubbery. ‘There’s not much light here.’

‘No,’ Ruthie agreed. On either side of them leaves whispered in the looming trees; the lone sound of an owl hooting; a flutter of wings. Ruthie couldn’t help herself. She grabbed Alexander’s arm, leaning close to him. She felt a little warmer, and he didn’t seem to notice – or mind, she wasn’t sure which.

The path curved downhill, flanked by the tall trees. Alexander said, ‘There’s gorse on either side. It’s prickly, so watch yourself.’

The path levelled and she looked into the distance where a cluster of trees dangled their branches low. The moonlight gave a silver sheen to the ground, almost like a pale tunnel that glowed into the distance. Ruthie’s breathing had become shallow; fog hovered over the ground like swirling chiffon.

Alexander whispered, ‘Perhaps this wasn’t such a good idea.’

‘Shall we go back?’

He turned slightly. ‘Do you want to?’

‘Not yet.’ Ruthie took a deep breath for courage. ‘Let’s go on for a bit.’

There was no sound other than the snap of twigs beneath their boots, the soft squelch of mud. Something small ran across their path: a night animal. Ruthie hugged Alexander’s arm more tightly. The human contact made her feel safer. She swivelled her glance left. Small gold orbs, tiny lights, glowed from beyond the trees. She stiffened. Alexander stopped dead.

‘What’s that?’ Ruthie whispered.

Alexander directed the beam of the torch towards the gleaming lights. Ruthie stared. Tall horns, a sturdy body, unmoving, eyes glaring back. She caught her breath. ‘It’s a deer.’

‘There are a lot of them round here,’ Alexander said.

Ruthie gazed into the distance. The mist had loosened and gone. Beyond the clump of trees it was absolutely dark. She couldn’t make out what lay ahead, just a swirl of grainy blackness.

Then she saw movement. Alexander saw it too. It was as if the mist had reformed, taken the shape of a figure, a slight woman who stood absolutely still. Ruthie took it all in at once: the long hair, the features expressionless, as if nothing remained in her soul. Emptiness. A coldness passed through Ruthie, an intense feeling of sorrow. She trembled and for a moment she thought her legs would give way. The shape was still there, hands clasped over her heart, as if there was nothing beneath, a dark hole.

She was gone.

Alexander wrapped an arm around Ruthie. ‘Did you see her?’

Ruthie glanced at Alexander. He looked cold and scared, which was exactly how she felt. ‘Let’s go back.’

‘I think we should.’ Alexander turned on his heel, grasped Ruthie’s hand and pushed it through the crook of his elbow. ‘I’ve got a bottle of whisky in my room. I need a drink.’

Ruthie was trying to process what she’d seen. Her heart was knocking hard, and words wouldn’t come. She increased her pace – she wanted to get back, too.

Alexander found his voice. ‘Let’s just say what we saw to each other. To be sure we both saw the same thing.’

There was a pause, then Ruthie said, ‘A woman.’ She was shaking.

‘A young woman. Long dress. Long hair. Not modern.’ There was a crack in Alexander’s voice; disbelief, fear.

‘Sadness, emptiness.’ Ruthie found it easier to deal with emotions. ‘She seemed broken-hearted.’

‘I’ll try to talk to Zerubbabel tomorrow.’ Alexander was doing his best to touch base with reality. Ruthie felt a tremor from his arm. He needed to be close to her for safety. He was terrified too.

Ruthie whispered. ‘She appeared from nowhere…’

‘And then she was gone.’

They’d come to the end of the path, and were walking through the gardens. Ruthie could smell the sweet fragrance Zerubbabel had told her was night-scented stock. The hotel was in sight. Ruthie said, ‘I could use that whisky.’

‘Too right,’ Alexander said before stopping dead. ‘Can you smell smoke?’

‘Yes – I can.’ It filled Ruthie’s nose, a thick choking stench.

Then an alarm began to shrill. They stood together, unable to process what was going on, as smoke rose from the hotel, billows of it rising towards the sky.

Then there was a loud explosion.
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1048, MORAY, ALBA


The spring sun shone brightly, just for the bride. Merraid, in her new long leine, stood in a sweet-scented meadow. Her hand was bound to Lowrans’ with a piece of cloth. Her smile showed how deeply in love she was. Isobel’s heart expanded with love, too; her sister was happy and Isobel believed she’d be so for all her life.

If only their mother had been there. Isobel whispered a few words, hoping that they’d reach her beloved parents, wherever they might be. They’d be so proud of their eldest child. Merraid was beautiful, with bright flowers like jewels in her dark hair, handsome Lowrans standing next to her.

Isobel glanced around. A large crowd had assembled: villagers, people from the castle, musicians, servants placing dishes on a long table, food and drink enough for everyone.

Mac Bethad was not there, of course, despite providing the sumptuous feast. The king was riding to a far-off land. Scotland was prospering now. Mac Bethad didn’t expect to be usurped by another man eager for his title, so he could travel. He was going on a pilgrimage to a country where he would give money to the poor and meet a great man of the Church.

But for Merraid, today would be the best day ever, whether the king came or not. There was sunshine and celebrations, a happy bride and groom. Isobel inhaled the aroma of roasting meats and felt a pang of gratitude towards the king. There was no sign of Eaun now. Mac Bethad had been as good as his word.

There was no sign of Gruoch either. Isobel imagined her secluded at her loom, or sitting alone. But the queen had her beloved son. Lulach was staying in the castle; he would take charge in his stepfather’s absence.

Isobel looked around for him, examining every face in the crowd, watching for the one that would make her heart leap. She saw so many people she knew. Eschina was there with baby Gillebride asleep in her arms, Cuilén and Aymer clinging to her skirts. Eschina’s girth was becoming broad again, the bump in her belly was low, just like it had been with the other three boys. Isobel knew her fourth child would be another boy, and he’d be born later this year.

Old Forsey waved and beckoned Isobel over. She had something she wanted to discuss. Isobel smiled and inclined her head – she’d speak in a moment. She knew Forsey wanted a remedy. Even in the spring, the pain in her joints flared.

There was no sign of Lulach. She hoped he’d arrive soon. It gave her a moment of excitement to think that he might dance with her in front of everyone in the village. She wondered if he’d dance with other young maids, too. Ysenda would certainly want to dance with him. Isobel imagined her sister holding hands with the king’s stepson and she felt a momentary pang of insecurity. But she was sure he’d come. He’d promised to dance with her, and he’d keep his word.

Lowrans led his new wife to the centre of a circle of their clapping guests in the meadow, their hands still bound, and the music of pipe and tabor lifted on the air. The couple danced, their eyes only for each other. Isobel noticed someone glance towards her eagerly in the crowd. It was young Ulchel, handsome in his best tunic and plaid. He smiled, a tentative plea for Isobel’s attention. She smiled back politely. A hand squeezed her shoulder and Ysenda’s voice came from behind.

‘Did ye see that? He likes ye, Isobel.’

‘Ulchel’s a kind man.’

‘Maybe yours will be the next wedding.’

‘I think it unlikely.’

Isobel heard Ysenda sigh. ‘I’ll never marry now. No one will have me.’

‘Ye needn’t worry now Eaun’s been sent away.’ Isobel lowered her voice. ‘And the draught I gave ye to drink will bring on the flewsa. Then ye can forget about Eaun and start again.’

‘Do ye believe that?’

‘I do.’ Isobel whirled round. Ysenda was pretty, flowers in her glossy dark hair, wearing her best leine, but something had changed in her face. The innocence, the flush of sweetness that had once clung to her cheeks and made her eyes gleam had gone. Instead, a dull resignation had taken its place.

Isobel was determined Ysenda would be happy, today of all days. ‘Ye’ll marry a fine man and have ten bairns and be in love all your days,’ Isobel said.

‘But when?’ Ysenda’s expression became melancholy again. ‘Will ye look into the flames for me?’

‘Aye, I’ll do it later,’ Isobel said, but the feeling of dread came every time that was mentioned now.

A young man tapped Ysenda on the shoulder. He was a servant from the castle, small of frame, with large bulging eyes that gazed too eagerly. ‘Will ye dance, bonnie lassie?’ he asked, and before Ysenda could reply, he’d swept her into the throng.

Isobel watched her sisters and saw clearly that one was filled with joy and hope. Merraid’s smile was wide; she moved lightly on her feet. The other was sullen and moved awkwardly, as if she didn’t belong with rejoicing people. The experience with Eaun had weighed her down.

Isobel walked away and was immediately greeted by Forsey, who clutched her wrist. ‘Merraid looks bonnie.’

‘She does.’

‘She’s picked a fine husband. Look at his strong arms, like tree trunks. He’ll make her a happy woman tonight.’ Forsey cackled at her bawdy joke. Isobel looked away, so Forsey added, ‘Ysenda looks less pleased with her young man.’

‘Oh, it’s just a dance.’

Forsey tapped her nose knowingly. ‘Ysenda’s already given her heart to a soldier. But I hear he’s been sent away. He wasnae a good choice for any maid – if maid she still be.’

‘Ysenda’s the sweetest maid ye could find, and too good for the likes of Eaun. I pray ye keep the tattling to yourself.’ Isobel looked straight into Forsey’s eyes.

‘Oh, I’m sorry – I’m merry today. I’ve drunk too much ale, thanks to the kindness of the king and queen.’ Forsey changed her story to please Isobel. ‘I heard it said that Ysenda broke Eaun’s heart and refused him, and that’s why he left.’ She gave a hopeful smile. ‘So, can ye do something for my aching joints? I cannae sleep at night with the pain.’

‘I gave ye a poultice.’

‘It worked at first, but now it willnae come near it.’ Forsey held out a hand. Her fingers had twisted into talons. ‘Can ye help me, Isobel? It’s like a fire inside my bones the whole long night.’

‘I have something, but ye’ll have to take care ye don’t drink much. It’s powerful and it works fast.’ Isobel was thoughtful. ‘I’ll mix ye a potion of henbane and hemlock. Ye must take a small amount once a day in a cup of water. Just a few drops at a time.’

‘Thank ye.’ Forsey smiled. ‘Ye’re a good lassie. I expect ye’ll be getting married soon. Sidheag was a gentle woman, and ye’re just like her.’

‘She was the best of us all,’ Isobel said quietly.

‘Aye, she loved Gamelin Druimeinach with all her heart. And he left her alone with three bairns.’

‘My mother brought us all up well.’

‘She did. But it’s to be hoped that Merraid’s man doesn’t go the same way.’ Forsey turned to where the newly married couple were dancing, their eyes locked. ‘He’s a soldier too and a soldier’s luck doesnae last long.’ She met Isobel’s gaze. ‘A lassie might be advised to marry a man who’ll be in her bed all night and not away fighting the enemy at the border the next morning. Ye should choose a farmer or…’

‘Or a queen’s son,’ Isobel whispered under her breath. ‘Farewell to ye, Forsey. I’ll bring ye the remedy tomorrow.’ She turned and walked straight into the arms of a handsome man who was standing just behind her, in his best clothes. He pushed a hand through his sandy hair and said, ‘Isobel.’

‘Good day to ye, Ulchel.’

He was stiffly awkward. ‘Ye look fine today. The flowers in your hair suit ye well. And since it is the occasion of Merraid’s handfasting, I want to ask if ye would do me the honour of⁠—’

‘Of course I’ll dance with ye.’ Isobel smiled kindly. She noticed how his eyes flicked to hers, held a moment and then looked away.

He took her hand in his as if it was precious and led her to the circle. ‘Then we’ll dance.’

‘We shall,’ Isobel said, and they began to move with quick steps.

Ulchel was clumsy. His feet were large and he had no skill for dancing, but his face was creased with determination. At that moment, her heart went out to him. He was a good man, and he’d make someone a sweet husband. She hated to disappoint him.

They danced again, two reels, swinging round, and Ulchel’s brow was damp with the effort, although his legs were strong. He reminded Isobel of a sturdy horse, one that worked doggedly and loyally in the fields all day long. He stared at her, wiping sweat from his face, and grinned with embarrassment.

‘I’ve a thirst – I’ll get us a drink. Will ye have some mead?’

‘I will, thanking ye,’ Isobel said. ‘While ye are gone, I’ll just take a walk down to the meadow yonder. I want to pick some wildflowers for Merraid to strew on her wedding bed.’

Ulchel looked away again. Isobel’s words made his cheeks flush. ‘I’ll be back anon.’

She watched him go and turned, listening to the pipe music, the thrumming of the tabor. Humming to herself, she walked towards the meadow. There were early flowers there: mayweed, vetch and corn marigolds. Isobel bent to pick a handful ready to arrange on the straw bed in Merraid’s new hut later. The idea filled her with a tingling sensation that made her heart soften. Tonight, as darkness fell, Merraid would be married. That night she would hold Lowrans in her arms and kiss him, just as Ysenda had kissed Eaun, as Isobel imagined kissing…

‘Lulach…’

‘I promised I’d find ye, Isobel.’

He was standing in front of her, watching. She noticed his fine tunic, the leine made of good material, the light plaid held with a brooch. Lulach’s face was tanned, more handsome than ever. His blond hair shone and his eyes gleamed with a new tenderness. He was every bit the prince and the gallant soldier. Isobel was lost for words.

‘Ye look lovely.’ Lulach wrapped his arms around her waist. ‘I’d dance with ye now. Here.’

‘Here? But I am waited for.’

‘I saw ye dancing with the farmer.’ Lulach was immediately anxious. ‘Ye aren’t promised to him?’

‘No, no.’ Isobel was worried that she sounded too eager.

‘Did Lowrans tell ye what I said to him while we were away at battle? At night as we stared up at the stars? When we talked of maids and the women we would love for all time?’ Lulach held her closely but they weren’t dancing. His cheek was against hers and he smelled of something sweet. ‘Every night your name was on my lips. I believed it would keep me alive if I thought of ye. Because I wanted to come home to ye.’ His mouth brushed her ear. ‘When I was fighting the enemy in Dunsinane and the days were hard and the nights long and cold, I thought about ye all the time.’

‘What did ye think?’ Isobel closed her eyes. The moment was honey sweet and she wanted it to linger.

‘That I’d come back and tell ye what was on my mind. That there was no other lassie in my heart, not since we met in the woods when we were small and ye ran so fast, but ye let me catch ye.’ Lulach’s lips found hers. ‘Isobel, I would catch ye again.’

Isobel leaned against him, feeling weaker as the kiss became longer. Her fingers tangled in his hair and the wildflowers tumbled. Quickly, she pulled away; being so close to him made her dizzy. ‘It’s been a long time since ye left.’

‘Ye’ve been in my heart through all time.’ Lulach tugged her close again, whispering in her ear. ‘For many long years I’ve thought of no one else. I’ve seen other soldiers, men like Eaun. I sent him to ye with food when your mother passed. There are many more like him. They battle hard and they drink hard, then they love hard and care nothing. But for me there can only be one, and I’ve held ye in my heart since we were bairns.’

Isobel caught her breath. ‘I’ve thought of ye, too.’

‘We are the same, ye and me,’ Lulach said. ‘From the minute we met, it was as if our hands were fastened by an invisible ribbon. Ye have hauled me back to ye. Now I’m here, let’s spend our time together.’

‘How can we meet?’

‘My father’s away on a pilgrimage. My mother’s often in her cups – she likes to drink mead and wine. I’ll come to ye.’

‘When?’

‘Every day. Tomorrow.’ Lulach kissed her again; it was hard for her to resist. ‘I’ll meet ye here at noon, and we’ll ride to the beach.’ He smiled, the sweet smile of an angel, and his eyes shone with love. ‘Ye refused me last time, Isobel, when I asked ye to ride with me. I hope ye’ll not refuse again. I want to take ye to the sea and talk about our future. And then…’

‘And then…?’ Isobel watched his mouth move. It fascinated her; it was the most beautiful mouth.

‘I want to kiss ye over and over.’ His lips brushed hers. ‘And I want to tell ye how I feel.’

‘How do ye feel?’ Isobel was wrapped in the warmth of his arms. She wanted to stay there for ever.

Lulach kissed her forehead, caressed her hair. ‘I’ll tell ye tomorrow. But for now…’ He tugged a blue flower gently from her hair. ‘I’ll sleep with this under my pillow tonight and I’ll dream of ye.’ He kissed her again, then he tore himself away. ‘Think of me, bonnie Isobel. Ye are in my thoughts. Until tomorrow.’

Isobel watched him turn and run back across the meadow, towards the castle. Her pulse was still racing. For a moment she couldn’t move. The taste of his lips was still on hers.

Then she remembered she needed to pick flowers for Merraid’s bridal bed. She ought to return to the wedding feast, to drink mead with young Ulchel and dance with him one more time for kindness.

But Isobel knew she’d never be the same again, not now. In just a few moments, too much had changed.
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THE PRESENT DAY, FORRES


Ruthie watched as smoke spiralled into the sky and figures hurried outside swathed in coats and blankets, some with pyjamas beneath. She saw Ross first, then Maisie and Harry, and other guests followed looking bewildered and half awake. She recognised the small man in the suit whom she’d seen in the foyer, talking to Zerubbabel’s nephew. He was shepherding other people outside, telling everyone, ‘Move away from the hotel, please. The fire brigade’s been called. No, please don’t go back inside. Leave all belongings.’

Scarlet dashed towards Ruthie in pink pyjamas and a parka jacket, her boots still unlaced, her face filled with confusion. ‘What’s happening?’

Jayda joined them. ‘The fire’s spreading. I heard someone say we should assemble in the car park.’

Alexander looked around. ‘Are we missing anyone?’

‘No.’ Ruthie watched smoke billow, the night sky filled with grey. ‘What happened?’

Ross was waving a hand. ‘Come on. Let’s go to the car park and wait for the fire engines.’

They stood in the cold, stamping their feet to keep warm. Ruthie hugged her coat and pushed thoughts of the spirit she had seen from her mind.

Harry, in a heavy jacket, said, ‘I’m going to ask the management what back-up plans they have. I might start phoning around for another place to stay.’ He strode away purposefully, intent on buttonholing the small man in the suit.

Maisie pointed a finger. ‘Look, half of Broom’s here to watch the blaze.’

Zerubbabel, his arm around a small woman wearing a hat and scarf, was watching from the edge of the car park at a safe distance; there were other people gathering behind him. A siren wailed in the distance and Ruthie saw flashing lights as a fire engine hurtled towards them, then another. Fire fighters were suddenly busy with hoses, fire extinguishers and water pumps. One of the officers was talking to the small man in the suit, who waved his arms nervously.

Alexander’s phone rang and Ruthie noticed his face fill with anxiety as he answered. ‘Hello… No, no, just try to sleep. Well, go and get a drink of water, see if you can relax. It’ll be all right tomorrow… Yes, I’ll call you then. Just try not to worry. I’ll call – I’ll sort it… No, things’ll be all right, I promise. Love you, too… Yes… Good night.’

Ruthie watched the fire fighters shouting to each other and scurrying around the hotel. She thought about Alexander, about who he’d been speaking to. On the phone he’d sounded tender, his voice filled with concern. It was as if he was pacifying someone who missed him. A wife perhaps, or a child. But Maisie had said he was single.

She remembered that she’d heard him having a similar conversation in the foyer when she’d first arrived. Alexander clearly had dependants, a history with someone who still needed him. She watched him as he gazed at the blaze, his face illuminated in the flashing lights of the fire engine. He was lost in thought.

Ruthie liked him. Instinctively, she trusted him. He had integrity, he was talented, intelligent. Handsome.

Ross appeared with Cora at his elbow. She was dressed in a thick coat and boots, and she carried a huge bag. She plunged a hand inside and handed Ruthie a flask. ‘The whole of Broom’s turned out. We’ve brought you hot drinks. It seems you’ll be here a while.’

Ruthie accepted the flask gratefully, unscrewing the lid as Cora said, ‘It’s only tea.’

‘Tea’s wonderful, thanks.’ Ruthie glanced towards the nearest fire engine. ‘Does anyone know how the fire started?’

‘Someone said there was a problem in the kitchen. An electrical fault, then a gas explosion, perhaps?’ Ross said. ‘It’s freezing out here. We need somewhere to sleep. Harry’s going to ring around Forres and see if there are any hotel rooms available.’

‘Good idea,’ Alexander said.

‘There won’t be much. It’s summer – places will be booked up.’ Cora shook her head. ‘But you won’t be able to go back in there.’ She pointed to the hotel where fire fighters were still shouting instructions and dragging hoses.

‘Let’s hope there’s no one still inside,’ Alexander said.

‘Norris is doing a roll call. He’s the general manager.’ Cora pointed to the small man in the suit, who was strutting round with a clipboard. ‘Then he’ll tell you what’s happening.’

‘What time is it?’ Alexander asked.

‘Almost midnight.’ Ross looked tired. ‘This is a huge setback. We’re due to film first thing.’

‘I’m dead on my feet,’ Jayda groaned.

‘Can’t we just sleep in the car?’ Scarlet yawned. ‘At least it will be warmer in there.’

‘It might come to that,’ Ross said sadly.

A cold breeze penetrated Ruthie’s coat and she shivered. Scarlet wrapped an arm around her. ‘Well, this is a turn up.’

‘I totally blame Miranda for this,’ Maisie said quietly.

‘Why?’ Ruthie asked. Then she remembered.

‘She said the name of the Scottish Play. It’s bad luck,’ Jayda reminded her. ‘And do you remember, she hoped we’d burn in hell.’

‘The Scottish Play’s not unlucky for me – I’m here in her place.’ Scarlet smiled, full of positivity.

Ross seemed anxious. ‘Come on, Harry, do your magic,’ he muttered to himself. ‘Let’s hope he tells everybody he’s a famous historian and they offer us their best rooms.’

‘We’ll be lucky,’ Alexander said drily.

Ross pulled a set of keys from his coat. ‘Thank goodness I’ve still got these, and my phone and wallet.’

Alexander turned to Ruthie. ‘I’ve got all my stuff in my pocket.’ He looked thankful.

‘Me too: phone, bank cards.’ Ruthie noticed Scarlet was looking at her with one of those ‘what have you been up to that I don’t know about?’ looks.

Then Harry joined them, purposeful and in charge, his phone in his hand. ‘Right, I’ve got news. It’s good in parts.’ He turned to Ross. ‘Norris, the manager, says we’ll have to find alternative places to sleep, probably for the rest of the time we’re here. The damage looks extensive. I’ve been ringing round; there isn’t much. I managed to book you and me into a hotel in Forres, Ross. The last twin room, but it’s a swanky place, so I’ve made a definite booking. And I’ve got a triple room in another hotel for three of the girls. But that’s all I can find so far.’

‘Please let me have a bed.’ Scarlet looked dead on her feet.

‘What about the other two of us?’ Ross was concerned.

‘Wait there. I’ve an idea,’ Cora said, and took off into the night.

‘At least I’ve found us some accommodation, Ross.’ Harry looked at the others for thanks. ‘Does anyone else have any better ideas?’ Tiredness had made him irritable.

‘I’ll sleep in the car,’ Alexander said.

‘You can’t do that for the rest of our time up here. Our schedule’s for three weeks.’ Ross frowned. ‘We’ll have to find somewhere.’

‘At least three of us have a room in Forres. That’s better than nothing,’ Jayda said. ‘All my stuff was in my room: my cases, my clothes.’

‘They might let us go back in there tomorrow,’ Maisie said hopefully.

‘But there’ll be smoke damage,’ Harry groaned.

‘At least we’re all in one piece.’ Alexander turned to Ruthie. ‘Are you OK?’

‘I’m fine.’ Ruthie couldn’t help shivering again. The emotions raised by what she and Alexander had seen still held her in their grip.

Cora came back with Zerubbabel and the small woman. Cora took charge. ‘Right, I have a solution. You’ – she turned to Alexander – ‘can stay with Zerubbabel and Elizabeth at their cottage in Broom.’

‘We’ve met already – we talked in the garden,’ Zerubbabel said with a smile. ‘Elizabeth and I have a spare room in the cottage and we’d be glad to put you up.’

‘That’s kind, thank you,’ Alexander said, although he looked unsure.

‘My sister lives next door to us, and she can take one,’ Zerubbabel said to Ruthie. ‘You’d be welcome to stay with her.’

‘Thanks.’ Ruthie was just relieved to find somewhere to sleep.

‘So we’ll both be staying in Broom, Ruthie,’ Alexander said conspiratorially. Ruthie knew that he was thinking about the spirit they’d seen in the woods; he clearly wanted to find out more about her.

Ruthie felt suddenly exhausted. She nodded weakly.

‘That’s settled, then.’ Harry folded his arms in triumph. ‘The rest of us are in Forres.’

‘We’ll pick you up tomorrow morning.’ Ross was matter-of-fact. ‘We’ll have a slightly later start than the schedule. It’ll give me time to organise a few things we’ll need. Ten thirty? And we’ll be at the beach for eleven.’

‘With the horse and the falcon again,’ Alexander groaned. ‘Deep joy.’

‘Can we go to bed?’ Scarlet groaned. ‘I just need to sleep.’
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Ruthie and Alexander followed Zerubbabel and his wife through the village to a pair of cottages set back from the path. Ruthie’s legs moved but her brain was almost asleep. She was cold beneath the coat, and desperate for a warm drink. Zerubbabel opened the first wicker gate. ‘Right, Alexander, in you come. Ruthie, just go next door, down the path, and knock at the door. Mercy’s waiting for you.’

‘OK,’ Ruthie began, but Zerubbabel was leading the way to his cottage already, talking to Alexander and Elizabeth about having a glass of whisky before bed. Ruthie wondered if she’d be treated to the same hospitality. She ambled down the path through a little garden, although she couldn’t see much in the dark. A dim light glowed from an upstairs window. She rapped on a green door with a bronze knocker but there was no answer. She knocked again and waited.

Finally the door opened and a woman stood inside the cottage, blinking through tired eyes. She was small, her soft grey hair piled and clipped, wearing round glasses on a sweet face. She said, ‘Hello?’ in a way that made Ruthie wonder if she knew she was coming.

‘I’m Ruthie Reed.’

‘The actress?’

‘Actor, yes, that’s right.’

‘You’re staying with me?’

‘Thank you, yes. Zerubbabel said you’d kindly put me up. There was a fire at the hotel⁠—’

‘Yes, come in, come in. Sorry, I was reading. I’m Mercy Drummond. Pleased to meet you. Come…’

‘Right.’ Ruthie followed Mercy inside and was immediately struck by how warm the house was. It had been icy cold outside, but the warmth enveloped her like a hug and drew her inside. She paused in the hall to gaze at a painting of open grassland flanked by trees, the sun illuminating blue cornflowers. ‘Isn’t that the heath?’

‘It is.’

‘Did you paint it?’

‘No, not me.’ Mercy hurried into the living room, beckoning Ruthie to follow. True to her word, she had been reading; a book was upturned on the rug next to the open fire. There was a black cover with the words Dream Psychology on it. Beside it was an empty cup, the dregs of something dark inside. Mercy turned with a dimpled smile. ‘You must be frozen. And tired.’

‘Yes.’ Ruthie peeled off her coat and scarf, removing her hat.

‘So the hotel caught fire?’ Mercy’s eyes met hers and Ruthie noticed the quizzical look, as if she had something else to say about it.

‘Electrical fault, a gas explosion, someone said.’

‘Mm. Perhaps.’ Mercy seemed to be thinking about a reply. ‘Sit by the fire. I’ll get you a hot drink.’

‘Thanks…’ Ruthie was about to ask for tea but Mercy had gone. She extended her hands towards the fire, warming her palms. The intense heat was comforting. She thought for a moment about how nice it was to feel warm again, how unpleasant it was to be so cold, and as she did a flame leaped in the hearth and smoke coiled up the chimney. For a moment, Ruthie thought she could see a movement inside the flame, the twirl of a dance, the reach of a slender arm.

‘What are you looking at?’ Mercy stood in the doorway holding a mug.

‘Sorry, I was half asleep,’ Ruthie apologised.

‘You must be exhausted.’ Mercy handed her the mug. ‘Hot chocolate. It’ll help you sleep.’

‘Thanks.’ Ruthie cupped her hands and began to drink. Her eyes were closing.

‘I’ve put you in the spare room. Zerubbabel said you’ve left your things in the hotel room, so I’ve put some clean pyjamas on the bed, and a few bits and pieces, a toothbrush and toothpaste. Is that all right?’

‘That’s really kind,’ Ruthie said.

‘I’ll make breakfast for eight o’clock.’ Mercy reached out and placed a hand on Ruthie’s shoulder. ‘My brother’s looking after your friend. He said a car would pick you both up at about ten thirty. I thought you’d want a nice bath before you go.’

‘Thanks.’ Ruthie was moved by Mercy’s kindness.

‘And tomorrow you can tell me all about the film. Zerubbabel said you’re all down by the sea at Findhorn?’

‘We are. Then we’ll be filming in the forest, and later at the heath. It’s a documentary with Harry Todd, about one of Shakespeare’s most famous works.’

‘Oh?’ Mercy was interested.

‘It’s the Scottish Play. I can’t say the title, or it’ll bring bad luck. It probably has already.’ Mercy looked confused, so Ruthie added, ‘It’s the one about the three witches.’

‘Is it, indeed?’ Mercy’s expression was difficult to read.

‘They’ve done the preliminary filming in Stratford. Now the director wants the dramatic shots.’

‘To bring the past to life?’

‘Exactly,’ Ruthie said.

‘Aye, and that’s exactly what they’ve done, I think.’

‘Pardon?’

‘Finish your hot chocolate,’ Mercy said quietly. ‘You’re tired. I’ll be in the kitchen tidying before I go up. Your room’s at the top of the stairs on the right, next to the bathroom – the door’s open.’ She stood up to go. ‘I’ll bid you a good night.’

‘Good night,’ Ruthie said, watching Mercy make her way towards the door. She sipped her drink thoughtfully and her eyes were drawn back to the blaze. Smoke coiled from a log, three separate strands, and rose up in the chimney like a spell.
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1048, MORAY, ALBA


Isobel felt strange, now it was just her and Ysenda sleeping back-to-back in the straw bed in the hut. Ysenda seemed to take up more room than ever and slept soundly, but Isobel was wide awake. She missed Merraid, the warmth of her body, the loose arm thrown across her shoulder, and for a moment she imagined her eldest sister and her husband in each other’s arms, their bed strewn with wildflowers.

But something else was keeping her awake.

She recalled being in Lulach’s embrace and it made her breath quicken; her mind was filled with buzzing thoughts. The truth was, she’d always loved him. Their mothers had sat together in the castle and spoken of their futures. He had been the boy who’d chased her, the handsome young man with the thorn in his hand, the warrior who looked her boldly in the eye and asked her to ride with him as his equal.

Now he was the man who’d kissed her and made her heart beat fast, whose heart kept time with hers. They shared the same soul, as if their hands were already fastened by an invisible ribbon. He would be in his room at the castle now, unable to sleep for thinking of her, she was sure of it.

Tomorrow she’d ride with him to the waves at Findhorn, and they’d spend the afternoon at the beach where she’d danced with her sisters, where she’d seen his stepfather on horseback. He’d declare his love and promise to be hers for ever. And she wouldn’t hold back now.

Isobel imagined herself as Lulach’s wife. She wondered if they’d live in a hut with a thatched roof, like Merraid and Lowrans, or if she’d move to the palace, with servants and fine clothes. One day, Lulach would be king, but she wasn’t afraid of the responsibility it would bring. They’d have children. She imagined her daughters dancing on the beach, on the heath. She wanted to teach them the secret names of plants, how to cure ailments and deliver babies. And her sons would be strong and handsome, like their father. One day her eldest son would be king.

Why not? She and Lulach loved each other. That was all that mattered.

She rolled over and inhaled the sweet straw of the bed. Ysenda was still slumbering, and Isobel felt a moment of anxiety. Ysenda, the prettiest one, the one who had been too foolish. She’d lain with Eaun twice, and perhaps her life was ruined. Isobel had given her a strong draught of rue, but her flewsa had not come, and Isobel knew enough of the ways of women to notice that Ysenda carried herself differently now. There was a sheen to her skin that hadn’t been there before. She prayed that all would be well, for her sister’s sake.

Isobel wrapped her arms around herself and thought again of Lulach, imagining him there, breathing next to her, whispering words of love. The sensation was delicious, unlike anything she’d known, and she closed her eyes and drifted into a dream.

She woke as the sun rose, pulled on her plaid and collected water from the river. Back at the hut, she set the pot over the flames to boil. She would wash herself, prepare her bundle with herbs and potions: she had some people in the village to visit before noon. Then she’d make her excuses to Ysenda, hurry to the heath, and Lulach would be there with his horse, waiting.

A voice from the straw bed was low and disgruntled. ‘You’re up early, Isobel.’

‘Ysenda.’ Isobel whirled round. ‘I’ll make us something to eat. We’ve good oats.’

‘Why does the food still come from the castle, even though Eaun isnae here to bring it?’

‘Another man delivers it.’

‘The queen sends it – no, I forget – who sends it to us?’

‘It’s from the king.’ Isobel knew who had been sending food, but she lied. She couldn’t tell the truth.

‘I’m hungry.’ Ysenda struggled from her bed. Her eyes were a little glazed. ‘I wonder if our sister had a restful sleep. Or if she’s been swived all night…’

Isobel ignored the vulgar word. Ysenda must have heard it from Eaun. She changed the subject. ‘Before we eat, I’ll make ye another brew of rue and pennyroyal.’

‘No. It tastes horrible.’ Ysenda stood up, her hair dishevelled, her leine embedded with straw. ‘I’d rather have a cup of ale and some eggs. Did we not have some eggs from Ulchel? I like Ulchel. I saw ye dancing with him yesterday. Are ye sure you won’t marry him?’

‘I’m sure, Ysenda. Now let me bring the brew.’

‘I willnae drink it. Do ye think Ulchel might find me pretty? I could marry him. He has strong arms and a nice home, and he’d be a fine husband. D’ye think he’d like me?’

Isobel held out the cup. ‘Drink the brew I’ve made ye.’

‘I willnae.’

‘Ysenda, ye must. What if your flewsa doesnae come soon?’

‘I threw all the others away.’

‘But—’

‘Leave me be.’

‘Ysenda—’

‘Leave me.’ With her hair unkempt and her teeth bared, Ysenda looked like a wild woman. She shrieked again, ‘Dinnae look at me like that, Isobel. Merraid’s gone. There’s just ye and me here and I’m the older sister. Ye’ll do as I bid now.’

Isobel faced her. ‘I’ll make ye some eggs, some oats and bread. Then ye have chores to do.’

‘What chores?’

‘There are clothes to wash.’

‘I dinnae care if my leine’s clean or not.’ Ysenda sniffed. ‘I care nothing for chores and I willnae drink any brew ye give me. It’s too late now.’

‘What are ye saying?’ Isobel was astonished.

‘At Merraid’s wedding I danced with a serving man from the castle. He was small and nasty with bad teeth, and he squeezed my flesh as we danced.’

Isobel was already fearing the worst.

‘I told him that he was hurting me and I wouldnae dance with him again and he said to me, “Ye are the pretty maid called Ysenda who I heard of from Eaun. He tells me ye’re free with your favours.” Then he pinched me and tried to kiss my cheek. I ran away from him and I didnae dance with anyone again.’

‘Oh, Ysenda.’ Isobel moved towards her sister to hug her.

‘Nay, I willnae embrace anyone.’ Ysenda drew herself up tall. ‘I am what I am. So I’ll be off back to my bed and sleep the day away where no one can say anything else about my…’ Her face became clouded. ‘My favours. I wish I’d been born ugly and not pretty. Then Eaun would never have noticed me.’

‘Ysenda.’

‘Leave me alone. Young Ulchel wants to marry ye and Merraid has married her handsome soldier, and I’m ruined.’ Ysenda’s face was covered in tears. ‘Please, leave me be.’

‘Why don’t ye sleep for a while, and we’ll talk later?’ Isobel tried again. ‘Perhaps I may find some St John’s wort for ye and mix it in a little ale. It may lift your spirits.’

‘No. Leave me be, please.’ Ysenda wiped her face and snivelled. ‘I’ll take a little food, please, Isobel. Then I’ll sleep. When I’m asleep, my troubles are smaller.’

She plodded back to the straw bed and covered herself with sheepskin blankets. Isobel watched her for a moment, wondering how she could help.
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Ysenda was sleeping soundly when Isobel left the hut with her bundle. Her first call was to Forsey, with a strong potion to help her aching joints. Forsey was sitting by the fire, drinking warm ale, keen to talk about Merraid’s wedding and the wonderful feast, but Isobel had another call to make. She pressed the potion into Forsey’s hand and reminded her that it was powerful and should only be taken in small amounts. Forsey seemed more interested in pouring her next cup of ale.

Isobel hurried on, her mind filled with thoughts of meeting Lulach at noon. She arrived at Eschina’s hut and found her outside, cleaning clothes with ash and urine. She looked up, flustered, her hair escaping in wisps from her cap. She grumbled, ‘My bairns’ clothes are dirty just as soon as I get them clean.’

‘How are the boys?’ Isobel gave a friendly smile. ‘More importantly, how are ye?’

Eschina didn’t look up. ‘I’m tired. I don’t sleep well. My back plagues me with an ache. And my bladder’s full all the time.’

‘The baby will be due at the end of the summer,’ Isobel said. ‘I’ve brought ye a tonic of ginger and cassia bark. And ye must eat chicken in small amounts. That will give ye strength. And dinnae eat salty fish or the bairn may be born without hair or nails.’

Eschina was staring. ‘How can ye tell I’m with child again?’

‘I can see it in ye,’ Isobel said kindly. ‘And this one will be a big boy, so ye must take rest when ye can.’

Eschina pushed back a lock of stray hair. ‘Rest? With my bairns? Gillebride still cries all the time. His gums are red again. The last two boys never cried so. And my man Cuilén has become lazy. There’s mending to do in the hut, but he just drinks ale each evening.’

‘I’ll bring ye something more for Gillebride. Fennel and ginger will help. And don’t forget to rub his little gums with your finger if he has more teeth coming.’

‘I wish I could rest,’ Eschina said wearily. ‘But thank ye, Isobel. And do send my best to your sister and her husband. Yesterday was a fine feast indeed.’

‘It was.’ Isobel turned to go. ‘Try to rest, Eschina. The summer’s on its way. Spend some time in the sunshine. It’ll do ye much good.’

‘I’ll try.’ Eschina returned to washing clothes and Isobel hurried on. She glanced towards the sky. The sun was high already. He would be waiting for her on the heath.

She passed Ulchel’s hut, and increased her pace, knowing he’d want to talk. But as she passed, he was there, outside, waiting for her. His knife in hand, he was seated on the ground, carving something.

He looked up hopefully. ‘Isobel?’

‘Good day to ye, Ulchel.’

‘I wanted to speak with ye.’

‘How can I help?’ Isobel stopped, taking in his tanned face, his muscular arms. For a second, she wished she had stronger feelings for him.

‘I’m making a fine wooden chair.’

‘I can see that. It’s good workmanship.’

‘And I’ll carve the letter U on top. U is for my name, Ulchel.’ Ulchel’s face showed that he felt awkward. ‘It was nice seeing ye yesterday; I liked dancing with ye.’

‘It was indeed a great day.’

‘I’m no dancer, Isobel.’

‘But ye carve well.’

‘I do.’ Ulchel took his chance. ‘And I’ll carve two letters on the chair. U for my name, Ulchel. And another letter, for the name of the lassie who’ll be my wife.’

‘Oh?’ Isobel took a step back.

‘But I wanted to ask ye… I could learn the letter for your name, I could carve it next to mine. It would be a chair for ye, when ye came here, when ye came to live with me as my wife.’

‘Oh, no, I cannae marry ye.’ Isobel felt ashamed as the words exploded from her lips. She saw Ulchel’s face fall, and she hadn’t intended to hurt him. ‘I mean, I’m too young. My sister must be next, and not me. Ye – ye could ask Ysenda.’

Ulchel frowned and Isobel examined his face to see if there was any sign that Eaun had spoken to him about her sister, but his expression remained open and honest.

He said, ‘Ysenda’s pretty. But she’ll have none of me.’

‘Have ye talked to her?’ Isobel asked, a little too enthusiastically.

Ulchel shook his head.

‘She likes ye. She said to me yesterday when ye danced with me that she wished she’d danced with ye instead of the servant from the castle.’

‘Did she say that?’

‘She did.’ Isobel felt the sun warm her face. It was almost noon. ‘Ye should speak to her.’

‘But I like ye most.’

Isobel gave a small wave. ‘Think on her kindly, Ulchel. She’s the best of sisters. She’d make a good wife.’

Ulchel nodded, unsure, and Isobel was on her way again.

Her feet suddenly felt light. If only Ulchel and Ysenda could be a happy couple, everything would be perfect. Isobel passed the smoky huts and rushed down the path, through the gate and onto the heath.

Lulach was waiting, astride a white horse. She ran to him and he reached out an arm and pulled her up in front of him to sit side-saddle.

‘My own Isobel.’ Lulach kissed her lips and she kissed him back eagerly. His breath on her neck, his body against hers, he spurred the horse on and they rode towards the woodland. The blue line of the sea came into sight and Lulach tugged her closer. The horse galloped across uneven dunes, across the sand, into the splashing waves and Isobel squealed with laughter, twisting round.

Lulach kissed her again, and she could taste the tang of salt on his lips.

She had never been happier.
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THE PRESENT DAY, FORRES


The sun streamed through the little leaded-light window and Ruthie woke to find herself wearing strange daisy-patterned pyjamas. She sat up in the single bed and stared through the window onto a front garden of neat herbs and flowers. In the light, she realised that it was really the first chance she’d had to get her bearings. She’d been cold, tired and a little bewildered last night, and she’d slept like the dead. The room was small and pretty, with chintz curtains, a sheepskin rug and a wicker chair.

She wondered how Alexander was getting on next door at Zerubbabel and Elizabeth’s cottage. She imagined him sleeping in clean tartan pyjamas he’d never seen before – Zerubbabel’s – and she was overcome with emotion for the kindness of the family – what was their surname? Drummond.

She leaped out of bed and was face to face with a painting similar to the one she’d seen in the hall, the one of the heath. She felt sure it must be by the same painter. But this one was focused on a tree in a forest. She padded over in bare feet to examine it. There were other trees in the picture, but the one in the foreground was unusual. The bark was stripped from it, and beneath, the tree was flesh coloured. The roots were sunken deep in the ground, but the trunk divided into two and twisted, as if two figures clung to each other, their bodies entwined, locked for ever inside the tree.

Ruthie looked closer and realised that the tree was dead.

It was an unusual painting in oils, lots of light and shade, a rough layered texture, like Turner had used. What was that called? Scumbling? She looked for a signature and found one in the corner. It was a single name, ‘SID’.

Ruthie went downstairs, through the living room where the fire glowed softly in the hearth. It amused her that here in Scotland a fire was kept alight all year round. She found Mercy in the kitchen, which was surprisingly big, a scrubbed wooden table in the centre, fresh herbs and flowers in a jar.

Mercy turned from the old range and smiled. ‘Tea? Porridge with honey?’

‘I can’t think of anything I’d like more.’ Ruthie was amazed. ‘How did you know?’

‘Last night you were cold and tired. Today you’re off to Findhorn to stand on the windy dunes all day. Porridge is what your body needs.’

‘Thanks.’ Ruthie was filled with gratitude as Mercy placed a bowl in front of her.

‘Did you sleep well?’

‘Really well.’ Ruthie met her eyes. They were a green colour, soft. ‘Mercy, thanks so much for taking me in.’

‘It’s a pleasure,’ Mercy said kindly. ‘I’ve eaten already. I got up early with my son. He’s at work now. He was asleep last night when you arrived.’

Of course – Ruthie remembered – Zerubbabel had a nephew. She said, ‘Is he out working on a dry-stone wall?’

‘It’s a bit early in the year for that,’ Mercy said. ‘You wouldn’t want to disturb any nests. Although if there are none, it’s fine. Late summer and early autumn’s best. That avoids the nesting season and winter.’

‘Right.’

‘Seth’s out with the sheep.’

‘I see.’ But Ruthie didn’t. She supposed he was a shepherd as well as his other jobs. Without thinking, she asked, ‘And your husband?’

‘Never had one,’ Mercy said. ‘I never felt the need.’

‘I’m sorry.’ Ruthie put a hand to her mouth, embarrassed by her mistake – she knew there were only two people in the house other than herself, but she was still too tired from the night before to think sharply. She said, ‘Have you heard anything about the hotel, what started the fire?’

‘I spoke to my brother earlier.’ Mercy folded her arms. ‘The hotel’s closed for the foreseeable future, in need of some big repairs. You might be able to collect some of your things. Some of the belongings upstairs were salvageable. The fire started in the kitchen, apparently. Then a gas stove ignited. No one knows what caused it yet. It might have been electrical.’

‘Oh, yes. I’d heard something like that.’

‘Strange business, if you ask me.’ Mercy seemed to be lost in her own thoughts.

Ruthie went back to eating her porridge. ‘I wonder if any of the costumes are intact. We had a room full of them. We won’t be able to work without them.’

‘Zerubbabel said that more costumes were sent for last night and are on their way. And you can use the church hall in the village to store them and to get changed.’

‘Oh.’ Ruthie brightened. ‘That’s great news.’

‘Broom’s a close community,’ Mercy said. ‘Many of the families have been living here for years. We go back a long way and we help each other out.’

‘I’m grateful for that,’ Ruthie said.

‘Well, I’ll have something ready for your tea when you’re back. I’ll give you my number. Text me when you’re an hour away. You’ll be hungry after a long day at Findhorn.’

‘Thanks.’ Ruthie shovelled porridge into her mouth, flooded with a feeling of optimism. The day ahead stretched like the long seven-mile beach they’d be filming on, but she felt sure that today would be a good one.
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It was noon by the time Ruthie reached the beach in a makeshift costume Maisie had put together, with her hair and make-up done, and by one o’clock Jonny was still not quite ready to film. Alexander was in position, with his cloak and falcon, sitting high on Whisky. The three witches were chatting to the historian about their overnight accommodation.

‘My hotel’s perfect,’ Harry said cheerily, wrapped in a warm jacket against the breeze. ‘Much more comfortable than the one in Broom. And breakfast was to die for – salmon and eggs in this amazing Hollandaise.’

‘I had dry toast and jam,’ Jayda said. ‘And, Scarlet, you were snoring all night.’

‘I was not.’ Scarlet folded her arms across her floaty black dress. ‘I hardly slept a wink. The bed was like a pudding. The mattress was full of lumps.’

‘At least we’re together.’ Jayda glanced to Ruthie. ‘You drew the short straw, Ruthie – all by yourself in creepy Broom.’

‘No, I like being in Broom. Mercy’s lovely. I slept really well.’

‘And you’re next door to the gorgeous Alexander,’ Scarlet said. ‘Which reminds me, we all came out in pyjamas and coats last night when the fire alarm went off, and you’d both just got back from somewhere in outdoor clothes, arm in arm. What’s going on, Ruthie?’

‘Night-time liaison, was it?’ Jayda asked mischievously.

‘We were ghost hunting,’ Ruthie said by way of explanation.

‘Oh, you should have said. I’d have come too,’ Scarlet said. ‘Did you see anything?’

‘We might’ve – I’m not sure. It was misty.’ Ruthie didn’t feel right, discussing the spirit in the woods.

‘We should go back there,’ Jayda said.

‘I was talking to some of the locals.’ Harry’s voice was full of authority. ‘They believe there’s a spirit that walks the heath, a witch even, from the eleventh century. Of course, she’s bound to be one of the Weird Sisters from the Scottish Play. That makes her an early witch.’ He sniffed cynically. ‘It’s all good publicity for the area, I suppose.’

‘Don’t you think the witches’ story should be told properly?’ Ruthie couldn’t help herself. ‘I mean, we’re here to tell the tale of the king of Scotland, who he was, and the witches are just a bit of a distraction in the background. Surely we owe these women more than that.’

‘They probably didn’t exist,’ Harry said. ‘Or if they did, they were just ordinary women.’

‘Maybe, but as healers they’ll have cared for the community,’ Ruthie retorted, thinking of the image in the fire. ‘And they might have met the king and given him advice.’

‘Exactly. They were women who were discriminated against,’ Jayda added. ‘Called witches.’

‘By men with too much power.’ Scarlet had the final word as ever.

‘Yes, it might be interesting to research these eleventh-century women, and find out who they really were,’ Harry conceded. ‘I could talk to Ross. It’d make a good follow-up documentary.’

‘Their history’s interesting in its own right,’ Ruthie agreed. ‘If the witches lived in Forres in the mid ten hundreds, then who were they? We don’t even know their names.’

‘We don’t know Lady Macbeth’s name,’ Scarlet said.

‘Yes, we do. She was called Gruoch. She’d never have been called Lady Macbeth,’ Harry explained.

‘But do we know anything about her? Did she lose her wits and take her own life, like in the play?’ Jayda wanted to know.

‘No, she certainly didn’t, although we don’t know what became of her. She outlived Macbeth. She had a son, Lulach, not with Macbeth, but with her first husband who, as you know, Macbeth killed before marrying her.’ Harry was full of himself. ‘It was a man’s world then.’

‘It still bloody is,’ Scarlet grunted.

‘Where does all this information come from?’ Ruthie asked. ‘Is there any way we can research it and find out more about the witches?’ She shivered at the word. A gust of wind blew in from the sea and whipped her hair around her face. She removed the strands carefully, not wishing to spoil her make-up.

‘There’s more info than you’d think.’ Harry paused. ‘But if it’s primary evidence you want, you could do worse than start locally. Talk to someone in Forres town hall – there’ll be a mine of information there. Or ask some of the locals in Broom.’

‘Mercy might know,’ Ruthie said. ‘I’ll talk to her tonight.’

‘It’s a fascinating angle that they might have been Macbeth’s healers,’ Harry suggested. ‘Hence all the herbal spells in the play.’

‘And as we’re the three witches,’ Jayda said, ‘we owe it to them now we’re here to find out about them.’

Scarlet agreed. ‘I mean, which actual one am I? The first witch. She’s not even credited with a name. She must have had one. Griselda or Esmeralda.’

‘Or an old Scottish name – like Flora,’ Jayda suggested.

Harry took over. ‘No, they’d have had Gaelic names. The language was dominant in Scotland in the tenth and eleventh centuries. A woman might have been called Besseta or Bethóc.’

‘Harry, you know so much.’ Scarlet patted his arm, all flattery.

‘You could help us find out – seriously.’ Jayda’s eyes shone. ‘It’d be great to come back and do another documentary about these women, and tell their story.’

‘We ought to uncover what we can while we’re here,’ Ruthie suggested.

‘Don’t be disappointed if you struggle to get anything concrete,’ Harry said. ‘I wouldn’t be surprised if all the locals have to go on is a few made-up stories about spirits that haunt the heath.’

‘Perhaps that’s the place to start.’ Ruthie recalled the image of the woman in the woods, a pale mist, her sense of sadness.

Maisie’s voice dragged her from her thoughts – she was still out of breath from running across the sand. ‘We’re ready for you now. Can you all come over to Macbeth on the horse. It’s time for your spell scene.’

The three witches took their positions and Ross gave them the final instructions. Jonny was filming, as they started to dance, arms high, chanting.

Wool of bat, and tongue of dog,
Adder’s fork, and blind-worm’s sting,
Lizard’s leg, and howlet’s wing –
For a charm of pow’rful trouble,
Like a hell-broth boil and bubble.



They moved rhythmically, a tribal stamping of feet, arms lifted, heads thrown back. The wind took their hair and they moved in the style they had choreographed. Scarlet’s influence was ballet, Jayda brought in foot stomping and Ruthie had remembered some of the ethereal swirling moves she’d used when she’d worked on Paganini’s ‘Witches’ Dance’.

Alexander, horse and falcon, were watching them carefully as they finished the sequence. Then Alexander said,

How now, you secret, black, and midnight hags!
What is’t you do?



Scarlet’s voice was light as air, Ruthie’s cold and cunning and Jayda’s low, sinister. They intoned,

A deed without a name,



and glared at Macbeth as one.

Alexander frowned, handsome and brutish. The wind ruffled his hair and the falcon’s feathers flattened. Whisky’s eyes blazed as Alexander said in his boldest actor voice,

I conjure you by that which you profess –
Howe’er you come to know it – answer me.
Though you untie the winds and let them fight…



At that moment, a strong breeze blew hard from the sea. It was as if an unseen hand tugged at the horse’s reins. Whisky’s eyes blazed with fear and he reared, neighing shrilly. Alexander gripped the reins and the falcon on his glove shrieked and beat its wings, taking to the air.

Ruthie heard Ross shout, ‘Cut, cut.’

Alexander circled and brought Whisky to a standstill, using his horseman skills to calm him. ‘I don’t get it. He just reared out of the blue. I’m usually good with horses; I’ve never known one to be so nervy with me.’

Ruthie took a deep breath and felt the familiar feeling of absolute sadness pass through her. Then she looked down. Something she’d seen startled her. Suddenly she was trembling, staring hard, not believing what she was seeing.

There were footprints in the sand, next to the horse. Indentations of small, bare feet.

But nobody was there.

She watched as the footprints moved away, walking towards the water. The shapes left behind became less distinct, then they faded to nothing.

Someone, something had frightened the horse. Someone had stood in front of Whisky, unseen.

Then whoever it was had turned from the horse and rider and walked straight into the ocean.
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1048, MORAY, ALBA


Isobel and Lulach clambered down from the horse, their feet splashing in the ocean. Lulach wrapped her in his arms. ‘It’s just me and ye today – and Moonshine. He’ll wait here while we walk.’

He took her hand and they strolled across the sand, their feet leaving light prints. ‘I’ve longed for this moment, to say what’s in my heart.’

‘I wasnae sure ye thought of me.’

‘I thought of nothing else. I’m the king’s stepson, Isobel, and it brings responsibilities, which has meant I’ve been away for too long. We’ve fought hard for this good time of peace. But I’m not a natural fighter. I hate to kill another man.’

Isobel remembered him in the forest, the arbalest in his hands. She knew then that a weapon of war didn’t belong there.

‘Then why did ye fight? Why did ye not stay home and do something else? Ye are the king’s stepson – he would’ve said yes.’

‘Ye’re innocent and I love that about ye,’ Lulach said. ‘Above all other women, ye are the sweetest. Every day and night, I thought about no one else, and it was the remembrance of your sweet face that woke me each morning.’

‘Lulach…’ Something had been on Isobel’s mind for some time. ‘Ye spoke to me of Eaun, of soldiers who forced themselves on women against their will. Many men do this when they are away from home, fighting. War makes them brutal.’ Her thoughts drifted to Ysenda and she wondered if her sister was still asleep. ‘My sister’s husband, Lowrans, is a good man. But what of ye? Have ye and other women…?’ She didn’t know the words for her thoughts. Lulach understood.

‘Ye are the only woman whose lips I’ve kissed. The only one I’ve loved. Or ever will. Once I was introduced to a woman at Inverness Castle and I think she thought me fair. She was called Finnghuala Ingen Sinill. Her parents were staying with us as guests and it seemed then that my mother thought she’d make a good wife, but I didnae want to talk to her.’

‘Why?’

‘My mother’s of royal blood. She’s of the House of Malcolm, and so am I. It’s important to her, but Finnghuala was never the maid for me. She looked at her feet all the time – she had nothing to say that was interesting. Whereas ye…’ Lulach kissed her again. He couldn’t help it. ‘Ye’re fascinating. It’s as if I’m under your spell.’

‘And I’m under yours.’ Isobel leaned against him as he wrapped an arm around her.

‘Ye are in my mother’s mind too. She spoke about ye this very morning.’

‘What did she say?’

‘That ye were clever, that ye could see the future in the flames of a fire. That Sidheag could do it and so can ye.’ Lulach pulled her closer; a breeze blew from the ocean. ‘I care not for the future. I think only of now, of me and ye.’

‘What made her speak of it?’

‘My mother worries.’

‘What does she worry about?’

‘My stepfather’s on his way to Rome on a pilgrimage and I’ll be taking his place in his absence. He trusts me to govern in a time of peace. My mother longs to believe he’ll return safely. And she wonders if there’ll be more battles, although I told her we’ve quelled them. She wishes me to be king one day, which is why my stepfather has left me to take charge of his affairs.’

‘Of course.’ Isobel looked up at Lulach nervously. ‘And ye’ll need a queen, I suppose.’

‘I’ve found one,’ Lulach said with a smile. ‘My mother lacks a child of her own now I’m grown. She thinks of nothing but grandchildren.’

‘Does she?’

‘I’ll tell her I’ve met the lassie I wish to wed. That’s if, Isobel…’ Lulach turned to face her. ‘If ye’ll agree to be mine.’

Isobel tumbled into his embrace. ‘Of course I will.’ He kissed her and Isobel felt herself lifted up high, into his strong arms.

Later, as the light was fading from the sky, Lulach helped Isobel down from the horse and kissed her again. They were standing in the meadow, where he’d met her at noon. He whispered into her hair, ‘I dinnae want to leave ye.’

‘Nor I ye.’

‘Night’s coming.’ Lulach took her hand. ‘I wish I could take ye back to the castle and we could spend time looking out at the stars until dawn.’

The thought made Isobel’s heart race. ‘I wish we could.’

‘One day ye’ll be my queen and we’ll lie in each other’s arms and do all the sweet things lovers do,’ Lulach said. ‘It’s hard to let ye go now.’

Isobel kissed him again. ‘I’m late – my sister will wonder where I am.’

‘Tomorrow, at noon, I’ll wait for ye.’

‘Where will we go? To the beach?’

‘Or to the forest. There’s a tree there that makes me think of ye. It has one root, but the trunk is cleaved in two, like two bodies that are entwined. I call it the lovers’ tree. I’ll take ye there.’

He kissed her again. ‘I’ll dream of ye tonight and then tomorrow I’ll come for ye again.’ His eyes met hers, twinkling sapphires, and she understood his thoughts.

‘Until tomorrow, my love.’ Isobel tugged herself from his arms. ‘I cannae wait until then.’

‘Nor I…’

Isobel set off at a run. The light had almost gone and the moon was high. She realised she was hungry and ran faster towards the cluster of little thatched huts, smelling the smoke of cooking pots and fires.

She rushed inside to see Ysenda seated at the table eating pottage from a wooden bowl, chewing dark bread. She glanced up as Isobel came in. ‘I left some supper in the pot for ye, but I’m hungry. It has almost all gone. There’s good bread, though, and cheese. Forsey brought some round.’

Isobel examined Ysenda to see how she was. Her hair had been combed and it gleamed. Her eyes were bright and she was wearing a clean leine. She had done her chores and cooked food. She looked well and Isobel was relieved. ‘The sleep did ye good.’

‘It did. And I’ve been busy today.’ Ysenda watched as Isobel helped herself to the scrapings of the pot. ‘Can ye pour me some ale from the jug while ye are there?’

Isobel poured them both a drink and sat at the table. It had been freshly scrubbed. The hut was neat and tidy. ‘I’m glad ye have had a good day.’

‘I have.’ Ysenda reached for the cup of ale. ‘Merraid came round. She looked so happy. Being a wife suits her. She believes all lassies should be wed.’

‘She may be right.’ Isobel’s thoughts went immediately to Lulach.

‘Merraid says Lowrans is the best husband. Her cheeks went the colour of poppies when she said it. She loves him very much.’

‘She does.’

‘I’d give anything to feel that way. She and Lowrans will have many bairns. She’s afraid, as so many women find birthing hard, but we spoke about Eschina, who has three fine boys, and have ye heard another child’s coming soon?’

‘I visited her today and we spoke of it.’

‘Then Merraid left and Forsey came round with some cheese. She told me to say that she’s taken the potion ye gave her and she hopes it will bring relief.’

‘I hope she’s not taken it all. It’s very strong.’ Isobel began to spoon food into her mouth. She was hungry and the pottage was good.

‘Then I had another visitor. Someone else came round. He brought some eggs.’

‘Oh?’

‘A young man who would walk in the meadow with me tomorrow. He stood in the doorway and told me about a chair he’s making. He’s carving it with the letter of his name and the name of the lassie he’ll wed.’

‘Oh?’ Isobel said again, recalling the exact chair. So Ulchel had visited.

‘He asked how to write the first letter of Ysenda. He’s a nice man, Ulchel. I like him a lot, Isobel.’

‘He’s very kind.’

‘And gentle. He has a handsome face when he smiles, and his muscles are strong. I think he’d be a good husband. He has chickens and goats, too; sheep, a pig, cows. And he lives alone in the big hut.’

‘Ye’ve spoken to him of this?’

‘He was here all afternoon, telling me of his dreams. He works hard and all he asks in return is a maid who will love him, who he can love with all his heart. He wants a wife, I’m sure of it. He says it’s difficult being alone now Old Ulchel has died. He has no mother, and he longs for company during the dark nights.’ Ysenda clapped her hands. ‘Oh, Isobel. If I marry Ulchel, all will be well.’

‘I pray it may.’

‘Eaun wasnae a good man. He said nice things, then when I… when I fell for him, he became nasty and he hurt me. Ulchel would be gentle.’

‘I believe he would.’

‘And ye dinnae mind if Ulchel and I walk in the meadow tomorrow?’

‘No. I’d be happy for ye.’

‘Thank ye.’ Ysenda drained the ale from her cup. ‘I’m thirsty tonight. And hungry too. I’ll have some more of the cheese Forsey brought, and some Bannock bread.’

Isobel smiled. It was good to see Ysenda looking well: her skin glowed. Ulchel was the best of men. He’d be a good brother. She realised Ysenda was speaking to her and turned.

‘Ye were saying?’

‘I asked ye what ye were away doing today, Isobel. I didn’t see ye this afternoon.’

‘I went to the meadow.’ Isobel wondered why she was lying. She wasn’t yet ready to trust her sister with the secrets of her heart. She’d known Lulach for so long and she’d never spoken of him to anyone. It had been her own story, too special to share.

‘And to the beach at Findhorn, it seems?’ Ysenda gave a sly smile.

Isobel wondered how she knew. Then she followed her sister’s gaze to the hem of her leine. It was damp, sand glued to the fabric.

‘I took a walk.’

‘It’s a long way.’

‘That’s why I was late.’ Isobel hoped her expression wasn’t giving her away. But Ysenda was tearing bread, pushing cheese into her mouth. She was still thinking of Ulchel. ‘He likes me, Isobel. He was sad when I told him he needed to go – I had chores to finish. But his eyes were on me all the time, and he said I was bonnie.’

‘Ye are – the most bonnie of us all.’

‘But what of ye, though? If I marry Ulchel, ye’ll be here alone.’

‘I don’t mind.’ Isobel imagined Lulach visiting her. They would spend time together unseen. She imagined them lying together on the straw bed, her arms around his neck.

‘If I was married, would ye look for a husband then?’ Ysenda asked.

‘I might.’

‘And who would ye pick? Is there someone in the village who catches your eye?’ Ysenda said and Isobel felt herself blushing. ‘There is – there’s some laddie ye’ve set your heart on.’

‘Perhaps.’

‘Tell me his name.’

‘I’ll tell ye when I’m ready, Ysenda. It’s too soon.’

‘Is that where ye were today, at the beach with a handsome laddie? Is he a soldier? Is he from the castle?’ Ysenda’s eyes widened at the new knowledge; she understood her sister too well. ‘I can see it is. It’s a soldier, someone who’s recently returned to the village. Who is it?’

‘Very well.’ Isobel took a deep breath. It was time to say his name. Ysenda was her sister – they’d always shared secrets. She could trust her. ‘I’ll tell ye. But ye mustn’t breathe a word.’

‘I’ll tell only Merraid.’

‘Merraid’s our sister – it’s right that I tell her too. But no one else. It’s too early.’

‘Too early? What do ye mean?’

‘He wishes to marry me.’

‘Then we’ll be all three wed.’ Ysenda clapped her hands. ‘What if on Midsummer’s Day we’re married, ye and I, here in the village, to Ulchel, and… ye havnae said his name.’

Isobel’s voice was a whisper. ‘He’s called Lulach mac Gille Comgáin.’

Ysenda was staring. ‘The king’s son?’

‘Stepson. The queen’s son.’

‘The boy who chased ye in the woods? The soldier? He has come back to Moray?’

‘He has. And he loves me, Ysenda. He wants to marry me.’

‘Then that’s wonderful. Ye are beloved of a man who may be king one day. If it was me, I’d want the whole village to hear of it.’

‘He hasnae told anyone yet. Not the king. Not his mother. But he will. Then we’ll be wed, Ysenda. He loves me more than anything in the world. He has sworn it on his life, on my life too. And I believe his word is true.’
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THE PRESENT DAY, FORRES


As Ruthie wandered along the path to the cottage with the green door where Mercy Drummond lived, she was thinking about secrets. She’d just shared one with Alexander, who was on his way back to Zerubbabel and Elizabeth’s home. The couple had no children, and Alexander said they had welcomed him like one of their own, Zerubbabel wanting him to taste different whiskies and Elizabeth desperate for him to try her desserts. Tonight they were having a Tipsy Laird, which Alexander explained was a trifle.

Ruthie had told him about the moment the horse reared, and how she’d seen footsteps in the sand. She’d watched the colour drain from his tanned face.

‘Maybe that explains why Whisky was so difficult to handle, why I felt so nervous sitting up there. I’ve ridden horses all my life, but I’ve never had a problem like that.’

It was their secret, although Ruthie felt she should have probably spoken to Jayda and Scarlet. It should be the three witches’ secret, too. But she and Alexander had seen the spirit in the woods and they’d agreed to find out everything they could from their respective hosts that night. Tomorrow was a leisure day, Saturday, and they planned to meet and share what they’d found out. There would be time to talk to Scarlet and Jayda after that. They were all going out to dinner in Forres on Saturday evening. Filming would recommence on Sunday.

Ruthie knocked on the door and Mercy opened it immediately, a smile on her round face. Her curls tumbled from the clips that held them in place.

‘I’ve had a key cut for you, so you can come and go. And Norris brought your things round earlier. I’ve given the clothes a wash. They smelled a bit smoky, so I hung them in the fresh air.’ She glanced up towards the sky. ‘Tomorrow will be a nice day.’

Again, Ruthie was overwhelmed with gratitude. The Drummond family were so kind, and she’d warmed to Mercy straight away. Ruthie followed her inside. ‘Something smells good.’

‘We’re having Scotch pies with greens. And Elizabeth’s made Tipsy Laird pudding, and she’s given me two extra helpings.’

‘Two?’ Ruthie hoped she’d meet Seth, and that would mean three helpings. ‘What about your son?’

‘He’s off playing shinty for the weekend.’

‘What’s shinty?’

‘All the local boys play it – girls too, although I’ve never fancied it myself. It’s played with sticks and a ball. He comes back covered in bruises, but he’s very good. He’s gone up to Caithness. I dare say there’ll be a lot of beer and whisky drunk after the match.’

‘Oh.’ Ruthie felt a little disappointed.

‘I’ll be glad of the company.’ Mercy led the way to the kitchen. The table had been laid for two. ‘I’m often by myself.’

‘That must be a bit lonely?’

‘No, I keep busy. I was by myself for several years. Seth’s only just come back here to live.’ She gave a slight smile. ‘He’s finished wandering. Now he’s home to stay.’

Ruthie thought Mercy seemed a little sad, so she asked, ‘Did he wander far?’

‘Oh, all over. He was a student, then there was a serious girlfriend in the picture, and they lived in Mexico, then he realised that he belonged in Scotland and he came back.’

Ruthie was thoughtful. ‘My parents would love me to go home.’

‘Where are you from?’

‘Suffolk, Saxmundham. But I live in Bristol, on a houseboat.’ Ruthie felt momentarily nostalgic. She loved her home, the water, her neighbours. She reminded herself to text Alfie.

‘Are you a big family?’ Mercy began to serve the food.

‘Yes, quite big, and we’re close – Mum and Dad, my sisters, Rachael and Sarah, their kids.’ Ruthie picked up her fork. ‘I suppose I’m a disappointment. Mum would love me to go back to Suffolk and settle down, have a normal job.’

‘But acting’s in your soul,’ Mercy said.

‘It is – it’s what I love most.’

Mercy nodded as if she understood. ‘And you’re the youngest? Of three?’

‘I am.’ Ruthie assumed Mercy had guessed.

‘That explains it.’

‘Explains what?’

Mercy seemed to be searching for a reply. She settled on, ‘Why your mother wants you home, I suppose. But you must follow your own heart. I told Seth that. He’s almost thirty now, and he shows no sign of settling down.’

‘I’m the same,’ Ruthie admitted. ‘I live for the next role. I don’t care where I work. My last acting part was as a dead body in a freezer…’ She grinned.

‘That’s the way,’ Mercy said. ‘Live your life how you want. We women have always had to fight for our independence.’

‘That’s refreshing to hear.’ Ruthie was impressed.

‘My parents were very strict, especially my mother. She was Presbyterian and she thought the Drummonds were a bad lot. In some ways we are – we’re an old family, from these parts. But she came from religious people, full of superstition, and my father loved her and followed her ways. That’s why Zerubbabel and I have religious names. And my two elder sisters, Hope and Faith, and my other brother, Ezra. We were teased for it at school. I suppose it was only natural that I rebelled. I left home at sixteen. I had a great time travelling around: Europe, mostly. And the USA. At twenty-two, I had a boyfriend in a rock band and I spent three years bopping on the stage most nights with all the groups his band supported. He played with The Rolling Stones on one tour, and I spent every night for a month dancing in a spotlight a few feet from Mick Jagger.’ Mercy smiled. ‘Sex, drugs and rock and roll. That was my rebellious stage.’

‘It sounds like fun though.’ Ruthie was more impressed than ever.

‘Oh, it was. Then much later, I moved up to Glasgow with an artist, lived in a basement flat and I got pregnant. My boyfriend was all for us getting married but that wasn’t for me. I had Seth and I brought him up here. I chose a Biblical name for him too. I suppose in my heart I wanted my parents to love him. But it was just him and me.’ Mercy closed her eyes for a moment, remembering, as if it was a dream.

‘That must have been tough.’

‘Quite the opposite. I bought this piece of land next door to my brother. He and Elizabeth helped me out. I lived in a caravan with my baby through the summer, then I had this place built, and we got chickens and a few sheep. I make a living. I’ve never looked back.’

‘What a life you’ve had.’

Mercy smiled, down to earth again. ‘I’m still having it.’

‘Well, that was a delicious pie.’ Ruthie’s plate was clean. ‘I’m full.’

‘Shall we save the Tipsy Laird for later?’ Mercy had only eaten half her food. ‘We can sit in the other room.’

‘That’d be nice.’

Ruthie followed Mercy into the living room. Mercy sat down in front of the fire and patted the rug beside her, a signal for Ruthie to sit.

‘I love it here, by the hearth. There’s something primitive about fire, don’t you think? Something to do with life and power, wisdom and knowledge.’

Ruthie was unsure. ‘I’ve never thought of a fire as representing wisdom.’

‘Oh, it does. Fire has symbolised knowledge in so many cultures. Think about a flickering candle in the darkness. The Vestal Virgins tended to the sacred flame that represented the eternal power of Rome itself. Did you know Macbeth went to Rome?’

‘Did he? I thought he was the king of Scotland. I didn’t realise he travelled so far.’

‘Scotland was called Alba then, the Highlands. He lived here, in Moray. But yes, he went to Rome to see the Pope. Macbeth was a religious man. He gave money to the poor.’

‘So he was a good king.’

‘He was.’ Mercy held her hands out to warm them. ‘In those days, women cooked over an open fire, boiling water and food in cauldrons.’

‘I’d love to hear about that. I’m playing a witch in the documentary.’

‘The third witch.’

‘Yes.’ Ruthie didn’t remember having told her. ‘Women would make potions in cauldrons to heal people, that’s where the witches’ spell comes from in the play.’

Eye of newt, and toe of frog,
Wool of bat, and tongue of dog…



Ruthie quoted with a smile.

Mercy seemed fascinated. ‘But do you know where those terms came from? Wool of bat was simply another name for moss. Tongue of dog was the gypsy flower.’

Ruthie was puzzled. ‘I thought it was a spell.’

‘No. Many healing women would keep the identity of plants and herbs to themselves by giving them secret names. Words like “eye” just meant seeds, so eye of newt was the seeds of the mustard plant. They were old names. Lizard’s leg was ivy; toe of frog was the petal from a buttercup.’

‘So there were no nasty ingredients in the witches’ spell?’

‘No, they were just old remedies.’ Mercy sat back on her heels. ‘It was a code between the cunning women.’

‘Cunning?’

‘The knowledgeable ones. Wise women. Some words identified parts of a plant. “Head” meant blossom, “guts” were roots or stalks, “tail” was a stem, “heart” was a bud.’

‘That’s fascinating.’ Ruthie took a breath. Now was the time to mention the spirit. ‘Mercy…’

‘I know what you’re about to ask.’ Mercy’s eyes, green eyes with flecks, met Ruthie’s. ‘You’ve seen her, haven’t you? The woman who walks in these parts, on the heath, in the woods.’

‘Yes, I think so.’

‘She doesn’t show herself to everybody.’

‘Have you seen her?’

‘I have. Not often. But then she’s been dead a thousand years. I think it’s nearly time.’

‘Time?’

‘There’s an old children’s rhyme in these parts, that comes from the eleventh century.

‘She’ll ne’er sleep, for a thousand year.
Then when it’s time, she’ll reappear.’



‘What does that mean?’

‘It means she’s not far away.’

‘Not far?’ Ruthie shivered despite the heat. It was that cold again, the one that seemed to settle in her bones.

‘Tell me,’ Mercy said quietly, as if someone might be listening. ‘What do you see when you stare into the fire?’

Ruthie jerked her head up as if she’d been stung. ‘You mean the shapes?’

‘Do you see shapes in the flames?’

‘I have done, just a couple of times.’

‘Since you’ve been in Broom?’

‘Yes.’ Ruthie’s voice was small.

‘What have you seen?’

‘A woman. Talking to a man sitting up high on horseback. He had an army of men. Why?’

‘Have you seen anything else?’

‘No. It’s hard to look for long. It makes me feel a bit dazed.’

‘It will.’ Mercy heaved a sigh. ‘It happens sometimes to the third daughter. It happened to my grandmother, who told me about it. It’s happened to me.’

‘What have you seen?’

‘A young woman, same as you have, Ruthie. Sometimes a woman and a man. A king. And once, a man and two women.’

‘What does it mean?’

‘I’m not sure. Tell me – and this is important – what feelings do you have when you see these things?’

Ruthie took a deep breath. She felt shaky just talking about it. ‘Sad, I suppose. Overwhelmingly sad.’

Mercy nodded. ‘And you’ve seen her, you say. The witch?’

The words made Ruthie jolt. ‘So she’s definitely a witch?’

‘I always think of her as a witch. Not just a restless spirit but a healing woman who was falsely accused, as many were.’ Mercy took her hand. ‘I’ve seen her often in the flames.’

‘Today on the beach, the horse Alexander was on nearly threw him off when we were filming. He’s an experienced horseman, but Whisky had been really unsettled for days.’ Ruthie blurted the words. ‘After he reared up, I saw footprints on the sand, as if someone was walking there, but there was no one. The footprints led into the sea and disappeared. I promise you I saw them.’

Mercy turned pale. ‘Did anyone else see it?’

‘Just me. I told Alexander. He was on the horse. He’s staying with your brother next door.’

‘Well.’ Mercy’s eyes were drawn to the fire. The flames made her face glow bronze. ‘I think we’ve had enough talk of witches for one day. I don’t know about you, Ruthie, but it’s taken it out of me.’

‘Me too.’ Ruthie was tired. And cold.

‘Let’s have the Tipsy Laird, shall we?’ Mercy smiled. ‘And maybe a tot of something before bed. Things will be different tomorrow. And anyway, I need some time to think about this.’

‘About what?’

‘About what you’ve told me. What it all means. You see, I believe the fire at the hotel was no accident. I saw in the hearth here that you were coming, that you’d play the third witch. I even heard your name spoken by the others in the flames when I was dozing one night, before you arrived. I mentioned it to Zerubbabel. I think that you may’ve been led to me, that there are signs, meanings, that we need to puzzle out.’

‘About the spirit? The witch?’

‘Some things that have needed resolving for a long, long while. And now you’re here, telling the story a thousand years later, it’s time.’ Mercy made a long, low sound as if she was casting her own spell. ‘Like I said before, Ruthie. She’s not far away…’
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Isobel held Lulach’s hand as they walked across the heath towards the trees. It felt good, his strong hand grasping her smaller one, fingers entwined, their steps in time. She knew everything was as it should be.

Isobel said, ‘Merraid came round this morning. She has a bloom on her cheeks such as I’ve never seen. And Ysenda’s spending time with Ulchel. He’ll be good for her. And she for him. Together, they’ll be complete.’

‘Like ye and me.’ Lulach squeezed her hand. ‘Last night I spoke to my mother about ye.’

‘Oh?’ Isobel felt her heart skip a beat.

‘I told her I’d met the woman I’d love for ever. I didnae mention your name, but I said that I’d made my choice.’

‘What did she say?’

‘She seemed pleased to hear it. My mother longs for grandchildren. She said I was of an age to marry, and that a wedding in the castle would be joyful.’

Isobel was suddenly nervous. ‘A wedding in the castle? Not a handfasting in the meadow?’

‘We can join hands in the meadow first if ye wish,’ Lulach said. ‘Then there’ll be feasting in the castle for the whole village, and we’ll dance together in front of everyone.’

Isobel imagined herself in a new leine, a pretty blue one, with sapphire-coloured flowers in her hair. ‘Will it be this summer that we can wed?’

‘I told my mother that I wanted it to be soon.’ Lulach sighed. ‘I cannae wait to hold ye in my arms all night, Isobel, to be with ye as we both want.’

‘Nor I.’ Isobel’s skin tingled at the thought.

‘My mother thinks I should wait for my stepfather to come back from Rome.’

‘How long will that be?’

‘It’s a lengthy journey. He’s not expected to return until next year.’

‘But that’s too long.’ Isobel turned to Lulach. ‘Why must we wait until then if we love each other now? I let ye catch me years ago. I want ye to catch me again.’

‘Isobel.’ Lulach’s voice was husky as he pulled her to him and she saw a new softness in his eyes. ‘We dinnae have to wait, if it’s what ye want as much as I do.’ He kissed her lips with such tenderness that Isobel thought she would melt with the passion of it. Love had made her weak, but strong desire filled her heart.

‘Then we willnae,’ she whispered determinedly. ‘I’ll lie with ye now.’

‘My love.’ Lulach’s voice was barely audible. He took her hand and they walked towards the forest. ‘Ye are my wife in all but name. I’ve chosen ye for my queen.’

‘I love ye for it.’ Isobel’s heart was thudding.

‘And I ye.’ Lulach smoothed her hair with gentle fingers. ‘But are ye sure, my love? If ye wish it, we can wait until we are wed.’

‘I love ye with all my heart.’ Isobel turned her mouth to him for another kiss. ‘We both want to seal our love for ever.’

He kissed her, and Isobel felt a new passion clutch her; there was a hunger in their embrace and she let it take hold. She pulled away, catching her breath, and they walked on, deeper into the woods, through wildflowers that came to their ankles, past the sweet-smelling wild garlic. Birdsong lifted on the air, a hare hurried through the undergrowth. They paused by a tall tree, the roots deep, the bark cleaved in two. Isobel studied it – she had never seen a tree like it before. This must be the one Lulach had told her about, two people tangled together in an embrace.

‘This will be our tree,’ Lulach said. ‘One root, one soul, two parts. See how the branches reach high, as if they feel such happiness, such delight in each other. And the bodies are entwined for ever, as ours will be from this day onwards. We’ll be one, beside this tree, if it’s what ye desire.’

‘With all my heart.’ Isobel faced him.

They gazed at each other for a moment, their breathing quick. Lulach unfastened his brooch and removed his colourful plaid, spreading it carefully on the ground. Isobel’s eyes were still fixed on his as she lay down, watching his every move as he knelt beside her, taking her hand in his and kissing the palm. Then he was lying next to her, his mouth against hers, and Isobel’s eyes closed as their breath mingled. She shuddered with anticipation; Lulach caressed her hair, kissed her shoulders and whispered that he’d love her until the end of time.

It was all she wanted, to hold him, to be his for ever.
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As they walked back to the village, Lulach’s arm around her waist, Isobel was in a daze. She had never known such a feeling of belonging. She loved him so much, it had taken her close to madness and held her there. She longed to live with Lulach more than ever, and he had said as much to her.

Now as they crossed the heath without words, they were lost in thought, in the moment that had joined their souls for all time.

They stood at the path that led towards the village, the smoke from the huts curling in the distance. Lulach said, ‘I cannae leave ye.’

‘Nor I ye.’

‘We should be together. I’ll speak to my mother.’

‘What will ye say?’

‘That I willnae wait until my stepfather returns. I wish us to marry now.’

‘When?’

He smiled. ‘Midsummer’s Day. The longest day.’

‘It cannae come soon enough.’

‘Oh, Isobel, I love ye more than anything in the world. Nothing will ever take ye from me.’

‘Or ye from me.’ Isobel reached up and their lips met again. She felt the last rays of the sun warm her face as she wrapped her arms around him and he lifted her high.

‘My own love,’ he whispered. ‘I’ll tell my mother what’s in my heart. She’s never denied me anything, and when she realises how much I love ye she’ll love ye too.’

‘Amen to that.’ Isobel smiled. Someone was calling her name, running towards her. It was Merraid, her skirts rustling as she hurtled forwards. She paused, giving Lulach a quick glance, then she said, ‘Ye’ve been called for, Isobel. Ye must come quickly.’

‘Why? What’s amiss?’

‘Old Forsey’s sick. She cries out in pain and begs for ye to come to help her.’

Isobel reached for Lulach’s hand, holding it in both of hers, pressing it to her lips. ‘I must go.’

Lulach brushed his lips against hers. ‘I’ll wait here tomorrow.’

‘My love,’ Isobel whispered before she set off running towards the huts, following Merraid until she stopped at Forsey’s house.

‘May I come in?’

A moan came from inside and Isobel didn’t wait to hear any more. She pushed through the door, Merraid at her shoulder, to find Forsey lying in the straw bed on her side, rolled into a ball, her face wet with perspiration. Isobel sniffed the air. She could smell something musty, like mouse or urine. A look of terror passed over her face. ‘Forsey, where’s the mixture of hemlock I gave ye?’

Forsey groaned and retched. Isobel took in the pale face, how she clutched her belly, the dilated pupils. ‘Forsey, can ye hear me? Where’s the potion I gave ye? Tell me ye took it as I suggested, a small drop in water.’

Forsey continued to shake and to groan, as if she couldn’t hear. Isobel looked around. There was an empty cup on the table – it smelled of ale. Water bubbled in a pot over the fire; there was some cold water in a jug. Isobel found a piece of linen, soaked it, and held it against Forsey’s forehead. ‘This will cool ye.’

Merraid held a cup of water to Forsey’s lips. ‘Drink.’

Water dribbled down her chin; she couldn’t swallow. Isobel saw the empty jar. When she had given it to Forsey it had been full of a potent mixture. She tried again. ‘Forsey, the hemlock I gave ye – did ye drink it all at once?’

‘I woke in the night.’ Forsey seemed to hear her for the first time. ‘The pain in my joints was so bad that I drank it all down.’ She clutched her stomach. ‘I cannae breathe.’

‘Have ye been like this since the morning?’ Isobel asked nervously. Forsey nodded weakly and her eyes closed.

‘Forsey’ – Merraid held the cup to her mouth – ‘try to drink the water.’

Isobel’s eyes were wide with fear. ‘There’s nothing I can do.’

Merraid grasped her sister’s wrist. ‘There must be some remedy. Water to flush it out? Or we can make her be sick?’

Isobel looked at Forsey’s leine. It was stained and yellow down the front. ‘I fear she’s been sick already.’ She put a hand out to steady herself. ‘She’s poisoned.’

‘But there’s a remedy in all plants – our mother taught us. For every herb there is its opposite.’

‘Not this. Hemlock’s a strong poison. I seldom use it – I fear its power – but Forsey was in such pain. It should have lasted her three months.’

‘What will we do?’ Merraid’s eyes were wide.

‘We’ll give her comfort,’ Isobel whispered. ‘There’s nothing else for her.’ She placed a cool hand on Forsey’s head. ‘Try to rest, Forsey.’ She found a blanket and placed it over the old woman, who pushed it off again.

‘My chest burns as if I’d swallowed fire…’ Forsey groaned from somewhere deep. ‘And oh, my side hurts. And my heart was going fast, fast, but now it isnae…’

Isobel whispered, ‘It willnae be long.’ She took the old woman’s hand. ‘Forsey, I’m here with ye. I’m truly sorry for your pain.’

Forsey didn’t appear to hear. She was moaning, rasping hard. She began to struggle, her mouth wide, gulping air, but she couldn’t breathe in.

Merraid was terrified. ‘Who can help her?’

‘Only we two. She’ll pass soon. Then we’ll need to wash her body, wrap her in the winding sheet.’ A tear glistened on Isobel’s cheek. ‘I’m truly sorry.’

‘It wasnae your fault.’

‘But I gave her the mixture in good faith.’

Merraid touched her sister’s shoulder. ‘No one will say it was ye. Forsey wasnae well.’

‘Oh, Merraid.’ Isobel watched as Forsey’s breath shuddered. She exhaled slowly, mouth open, and Isobel waited for another breath. Forsey gasped once more, then she opened her eyes as if in pain. The out breath did not come. Both sisters watched her for a moment, waiting.

Merraid said, ‘She’s gone. She willnae suffer more.’

‘All of this is because of me.’ Isobel began to cry.

Merraid wrapped an arm around her. ‘We willnae speak of this again. Ye hear me, Isobel?’ Isobel was still holding Forsey’s hand, tears dripping from her face. Merraid raised her voice. ‘D’ye hear me? I saw ye today with your young man. I could see ye are both in love. That’s what ye must think of now. It’s Lulach, Gruoch’s son, isn’t it?’

Isobel still stared at Forsey, gulping back tears. She turned at the mention of Lulach’s name. ‘We plan to wed.’

‘Then think of him. Forsey’s lived a life and now she’s passed. Let’s show her the last respects.’

Isobel nodded slowly, moving towards the fire to fill a jug with water. Then she paused, staring into the flames. She blinked several times to clear her vision. In the brightness of the leaping fire she could see Lulach clearly.

He was climbing the steps towards a room in the castle. She could see a turret. Then she saw a high-walled room, a tower. Lulach was talking to a woman with coiled hair and a long leine. It was Gruoch, his mother, holding a goblet, drinking. At first they spoke closely, Gruoch smiling.

Then they were arguing, Gruoch shrieking. Isobel knew Lulach’s every movement so well. He was protesting, telling his mother what was in his heart. Perhaps he was explaining how he had found the woman he loved, the one he wanted to marry. A village girl.

Gruoch’s expression changed. She shook with fury. She yelled something in anger.

Then she struck her son hard across the face.
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THE PRESENT DAY, FORRES


On Saturday morning, Ruthie slept in and when she woke, she found herself alone in the cottage. A note on the fridge door explained that Mercy had gone out shopping and was calling on friends in Nairn. She’d be back late, so Ruthie should help herself.

Alexander texted to say that Zerubbabel had taken him into Forres to the distillery where his friend worked, to sample some local brew, which Zerubbabel said was nectar. Alexander invited Ruthie along, but she guessed that Zerubbabel was keen to show off his new guest.

Scarlet wanted to spend the day sleeping; Jayda had booked herself into a spa for a massage and everyone else was happy to meet that evening for a meal at the local tandoori.

Ruthie made brunch and went for a walk around Broom. She passed the hotel, with its blackened exterior, the fire damage evident in a skip full of burned furniture and kitchen equipment. There was an acrid smell about the place: soot and smoke and sulphur. But no one was hurt. An electrical fault, Mercy had said.

Ruthie recalled Mercy’s expression. She clearly didn’t think that was the cause of it. She’d muttered to herself, ‘A woman pulled beneath the waves? A fire, footprints? It’s no coincidence. These are signs. She’s here.’

Her hands in her pockets, Ruthie walked down the path to the heath, across the scrubby gorse land and towards the woods. The sunlight faded; the temperature dropped and she hugged her jacket tighter. Flowers grew in clumps: foxgloves, ragged robin and meadow buttercup. Looking up, Ruthie saw sunlight filtering through the branches, dappling the ground. The woodlands smelled of pine and that sharp Scottish scent of clear air and salty ocean.

They’d be filming in these woodlands next week, and in the final week they’d film on the heath, according to the schedule.

The path circled round and Ruthie found herself walking back towards the heath. She felt perfectly safe; there was no sense of anything sinister in the woods today. She recalled the figure she and Alexander had seen in the mist, and the conversation with Mercy about the shapes in the flames. It was hard to believe, but she’d seen it herself. What had Mercy said about the witch?

She’s not far away.

Ruthie felt her skin prickle. The spirit – the witch – didn’t even have a name. Was she the one whose murder was commemorated by the stone at the foot of Cluny Hill? She increased her pace and hurried back towards the sunlight, to the open heath.

She wanted to do something normal like watch television until it was time to meet the others.

Ross called for Ruthie and Alexander at seven, and by seven thirty they were sitting with Maisie, Jayda, Scarlet and Harry in the local tandoori. Ross was driving but for everyone else the evening was going to be a classic, cathartic actors’ drinking session.

By ten, they’d all eaten, and drunk far too much. Harry tried three times to bring the conversation round to the Scottish Play, to suggest a trip to Dunsinane, so that he could be filmed talking about its significance.

‘Dunsinane’s in Perthshire, the traditional site of the 1054 Battle of the Seven Sleepers,’ he announced.

‘We’re the seven sleepers.’ Scarlet laughed raucously. ‘I’m shattered.’

‘We should go to Dunsinane, though, Ross.’

‘We can schedule it in, Harry.’

Jayda said, ‘Oh my God, Alexander, when that horse nearly threw you off, I thought you’d hurt yourself.’

‘I was fine.’

‘Dunsinane.’ Harry was still talking to Ross. ‘We should get some footage of the location. Siward, Earl of Northumbria, and Malcolm Canmore defeated Macbeth there.’

‘But you won’t need the witches,’ Jayda said.

‘You and Harry go, Ross. The rest of us can go to the beach for the day.’ Scarlet was tipsy. ‘Then we’ll come back here in the evening and get pissed.’

‘We ought to film something about Macbeth’s final defeat. Although it’s possible that Macbeth’s stepson and heir may have been killed first,’ Harry said.

‘We might fit it in,’ Ross said. ‘We’re making good time. The weather’s been kind.’

‘It’s been a long week.’ Maisie held out her glass as Scarlet reached for a wine bottle.

‘A successful one, though,’ Ross said.

Alexander was interested in Harry’s comments. ‘How can Macbeth’s stepson have been killed first? Didn’t the son take over being king of Scotland after his father died?’

‘He may have, but there are different versions of the timings.’ Harry still wanted to talk about history. ‘There’s some evidence that Macbeth gave the kingship to his heir – Lulach – because he wanted to retire. I mean, Macbeth was in his late fifties when he died.’

‘Tell me what you know about Lulach.’ Alexander leaned forward; Ruthie did the same.

Scarlet rolled her eyes, ‘Oh, for goodness’ sake, it’s our night off.’

Ruthie winked at Alexander. ‘We can talk about it when we get back.’ She noticed Scarlet raise an eyebrow.

‘Right.’ Alexander nodded. ‘It’s a plan.’
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They were dropped off in Broom just after eleven. Ruthie and Alexander, both more sober than the others, walked towards the cottages, speaking quietly.

‘Mercy seems to know a lot. She’s quite a spiritually sensitive person. She said that something seems to be shifting in terms of our ghost.’

‘How do you mean?’ Alexander asked.

‘Things are accelerating.’ Ruthie took a deep breath. ‘It’s everything really: the fire, what happened to Miranda, the horse rearing up, the footprints on the sand. Our sightings of the spirit. Mercy thinks she was a healer, accused as a witch. She thinks that it’s time for her truth to be told. Mercy’s really in tune with it.’

‘Zerubbabel said as much.’

‘Oh?’

They paused by the gate and Alexander said, ‘He thinks we should find out more about the king’s stepson. Harry didn’t have much information about him, but Zerubbabel believes he’s a link.’

‘Why?’

‘He was Macbeth’s heir. He’s a mystery.’

‘And Mercy’s seen the shape of a young man in the flames.’

‘A young king?’

‘I’ll ask her.’

‘Right.’ Alexander shuffled his feet. ‘So we have some research to do.’

Ruthie met his eyes. ‘Bringing together real history and what we can glean from local knowledge.’ She thought for a moment. ‘Talking of which, we must go ghost hunting again.’

‘We must. So, I’ll research Lulach.’

‘And I’ll talk to Mercy.’

‘Right.’

‘We’ll catch up soon.’ Ruthie scurried down the path towards the door, vaguely aware of a different car parked outside, some sort of four-by-four she hadn’t seen before. She went inside, enjoying the immediate warmth of the cottage as it collected her in a hug. She was thinking about Alexander. They were becoming close friends. He was attractive, good fun. She trusted him.

She headed to the living room where the fire still burned in the hearth and, immersed in thought, she threw on a new log and stared as the flames licked.

There it was.

In the fire.

She stared harder. The same woman, the long dress, the long hair, wrapped in the arms of a man. Ruthie couldn’t make out his features, but he wore a cloak and his bearing was regal, confident. Ruthie felt instinctively that it must be the queen’s son. She said under her breath, ‘Lulach.’

‘Hello.’

Ruthie looked up, blinking at a tall man, blond, broad-shouldered. He had something of a Viking about him. Something of a prince. She frowned. ‘You must be Seth?’

‘Yep. Hi, Ruthie. Mum said you’d be here.’ He held out a hand. ‘Pleased to meet you.’

She shook it; the strong, hard hand of a man who built stone walls. Ruthie grinned. ‘How did the game go?’

‘Shinty? We won. And then we had a few beers.’ Seth smiled back and Ruthie could imagine him scoring goals, celebrating with the boys.

‘Is Mercy…?’

‘In bed. Asleep.’ Seth seemed wide awake. ‘Can I get you a drink?’

‘That would be nice. Coffee… black, no sugar.’

‘Won’t it keep you awake?’

‘I’ve been drinking – two large glasses of wine, but that’s a lot for me.’

‘Mum said you had an actors’ night out in Forres.’ He was on his way to the kitchen. ‘Coming up.’

Ruthie followed the clanking of cups into the bright kitchen. She leaned against the counter and watched him at work for a moment, thinking of what to say. ‘Um… Mercy tells me you build walls. I saw you at the hotel.’

‘Before the fire. Yes. There’s a herd of sheep I’m looking after at the moment. I’m Jack of all trades. Whatever pays the bills.’ He handed her a cup. ‘And I paint.’

‘Oh?’ Ruthie was interested. ‘So are they yours – the “SID” pictures?’

‘That’s my signature. With my middle name.’

Ruthie thought for a moment and guessed. ‘Isaac?’

He made a face, indicating she was wide of the mark. ‘Ignatius. It means fiery.’

Ruthie couldn’t help but smile. ‘Of course.’

She remembered the paintings. ‘I’ve seen a painting of a tree. Like a couple, embracing – it’s amazing. Is that one of yours?’

‘It is.’

‘It’s really powerful. Is the tree in Broom?’

‘No.’ Seth shook his head. ‘I dreamed it.’

‘What?’

‘When I was a kid – well, a teenager – I was always in the woods, and one summer I fell asleep in the sunshine on the heath and I dreamed the tree.’

‘It’s very vivid.’

‘The dream was quite real. I saw her as well.’

‘Her?’

‘The woman whose tree it was. I painted her. She’s in my room, on the wall.’ Seth’s expression didn’t change. ‘Do you want to see her?’

‘Oh.’ Ruthie was momentarily stunned, although she knew Seth wasn’t propositioning her. He was just offering to show her his painting. ‘All right.’

‘Bring your coffee. I don’t want to wake Mum.’

Seth led the way upstairs, across the landing past Ruthie’s and Mercy’s rooms, pushing open a door to a large room with a double bed and plain green walls. A lamp glowed in the corner, and Ruthie’s eyes were drawn to an oil painting of a woman. She was young – probably not even twenty – her face hopeful, wide-eyed, framed by copper curls. She wore a grey cloak, a dull dress; beneath it she was slender.

Ruthie said, ‘She’s lovely. Is she…?’

‘The woman my mother’s seen in the fire? Yes.’

‘I’ve seen her too.’

Seth understood. ‘I saw her once, in my dream.’

‘And you painted her?’

‘She was very real,’ Seth said.

Ruthie was aware that he was watching her. A muscular, handsome man, close enough to reach, to touch with her hand. She turned back to the painting quickly. ‘You’re very good.’

‘There are more. I sell a few. But I won’t sell this one.’

‘No. I get why you wouldn’t.’ Ruthie was aware that he was standing behind her. She whirled round, her mug a barrier between them. ‘Well, thanks. I think I’ll go to bed now. It’ll be a long day tomorrow.’

‘Me too.’ He smiled. ‘Are you filming in the woods?’

‘We are.’

He studied her face for a moment and Ruthie expected him to say something about the forest being haunted. Instead he said, ‘I’ll see you at breakfast. Nice to meet you.’

‘Yes… thanks for showing me the painting.’

Seth watched as Ruthie hurried towards the door. She was about to say good night, when he said, ‘I know her name, too.’

‘Who? The woman?’

‘She whispered it while I was dreaming.’

‘Oh?’ Ruthie stood in the doorway. She turned back. ‘What was she called?’

‘Isobel,’ Seth said simply.

As she hurried to her own room, Ruthie felt a cold draught wrap itself around her. She had no idea why.
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The sunlight was like honey as Isobel, Merraid and Ysenda sat, their skirts spread wide, among the flowers on the heath, threading daisies into chains. ‘I’m still sad about Forsey. I liked her,’ said Isobel.

‘I liked her too. I can’t believe it’s already four weeks since they put her in the ground,’ Ysenda said, her mind elsewhere.

‘She was a nice woman but there was nothing ye could do, Isobel. Life’s for the living.’ Merraid sighed. ‘Sad as I am, we must think of ourselves. I long for a bairn.’

Isobel took her hand. ‘If ye drink the tincture I gave ye, I’m sure a child will come soon.’

‘It’s not from lack of trying, but I’d hoped it would happen straight away.’ Merraid glanced away shyly.

‘Some of us cannae get with child and some of us cannae stop it,’ Ysenda said bluntly.

‘Ysenda?’ Merraid turned to her sister sharply. ‘What are ye saying?’

‘Ye dinnae need to worry. I’ve everything in hand. I’ve something to tell ye – a secret.’ She almost smiled. ‘I’ll have a bairn late this year.’

‘Eaun’s?’ Merraid was shocked.

‘It is. But tomorrow Ulchel and I will fasten hands in this field. And I’ll tell him the bairn’s his, that it’s born early. And ye’ll help me with the birth, Isobel.’ She grasped her sister’s hand. ‘Promise ye will.’

‘Of course.’

‘We want to be wed.’ Ysenda was pleased with herself.

‘Should ye deceive your husband?’ Isobel asked.

‘We’ll have more bairns. He’ll love them all.’ Ysenda grasped her sisters and tugged them to their feet. ‘Let’s dance as our mother taught us, with flower chains in our hair.’

‘And say the charm, that we may all be blessed.’ Merraid’s eyes were soft with the thought of a child.

‘Lulach and I talked of marrying on this Midsummer’s Day.’ Isobel arranged a daisy chain in Ysenda’s dark hair, then in Merraid’s. ‘But the queen wishes him to marry when his father returns.’

‘She’s happy for him to wed?’ Ysenda asked.

Isobel’s face shone. ‘It’s what Lulach and I want most, and the queen’s keen for him to have an heir.’

‘Then ye will be queen one day,’ Merraid said, arranging the daisy-chain crown on Isobel’s head. ‘I’m happy for ye.’

‘I’m blessed. And on this day, we’ll remember our mother, who’s always in our hearts,’ Isobel said. ‘Let’s dance for her.’ The sisters linked fingers and reached up to the cloud-filled sky.

Merraid said, ‘This charm will keep us bound tightly together, just like the daisy flowers we wear.’

The sisters began to sing, their voices sweet and high, circling on light feet.

M gaeth i m-muir,
Am tond trethan,
Am fuaim mara,
Am dam secht ndirend…



The sound of drumming hoofs on the earth made them pause. Isobel watched as Lulach approached on Moonshine, waving a hand. He slid from the saddle and took her in his arms. She noticed his fine new plaid, pinned with a blue brooch, and that his expression was troubled.

‘Isobel.’ He kissed her, then he seemed to notice Merraid and Ysenda and nodded a greeting. ‘My love, I must go to Inverness.’

‘Must ye?’ Isobel studied his face. ‘What’s amiss there?’

‘Some business of my father’s that I need to resolve. I’ll be away a few weeks.’

‘Weeks?’

‘My mother’s sent me, but I willnae be long. And when I return we’ll arrange our marriage.’

Isobel was still in his arms. ‘I think of nothing else.’

‘Here.’ Lulach tugged a gold ring with a sapphire stone from his smallest finger and placed it on Isobel’s. ‘Wear this, a token of my love. My father gave it to my mother and she to me. It means that we belong to each other.’

Isobel glanced from the sapphire to the blue of his eyes. ‘Ye’ll come back soon?’

‘I wish I didnae have to go.’ Lulach kissed her again. He turned to her sisters. ‘Isobel will be my bride, and then ye’ll be my family.’

‘And I’ll be wed tomorrow,’ Ysenda said proudly. ‘Ulchel’s to be my husband.’

‘I wish ye joy. But, Isobel.’ Lulach kissed her again. ‘I must make haste. I’ll return to ye.’

‘My love…’ Isobel watched him swing up into the saddle, dig in his spurs and turn Moonshine, riding away. Isobel sighed deeply.

Merraid took her hands. ‘Ye’ll miss him.’

‘Aye, I will.’
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Early the next day, in their shadowy hut, as Ysenda was singing happily, dressing herself in her finest leine, Isobel noticed for the first time how tightly it clung to her waist. Ysenda looked every bit the radiant bride, her cheeks flushed, her hair glossy. She hugged Isobel. ‘Am I not bonnie? My Ulchel will be so happy to see me waiting for him in the meadow.’

There was a loud crash of thunder outside and Isobel ran to the door. Above, the skies hung menacingly low, with bruised clouds. The rains fell in hard torrents, hammering on the straw roofs, dripping on the earth, spattering into the fire.

Isobel felt a tremor pass through her. It was ominous, this downpour; a crack of lightning, the growl of thunder.

But Ysenda didn’t appear concerned. ‘The storm will pass and then we’ll be wed. The sun will come out again, we’ll dance and all will be well.’

‘Amen to that,’ Isobel whispered. She missed Lulach, and the truth was, she felt a little lightheaded. Perhaps it was the strength of the storm. She stood at the door as the rain splashed miserably in pools of mud. The skies were gloomy, heavy again as if the shower would never stop. Lightning split the sky in a flash, then all was dark again.

Ysenda began to sing ‘Mo Leanabh Milis Fein’ – ‘My Ain Sweet Babby’, and Isobel went over to her, smoothing her leine, handing her a bunch of posies she’d picked. ‘Ye are indeed lovely.’

Ysenda smiled at the compliment. ‘I cannae wait to bring my first-born into the world and hand him to Ulchel. I want boys, who will all love me. My bairn may be born two months after Eschina’s. She and I’ll be friends together – our huts are close – and we can while away the hours with our little ones on our knees.’

‘I wish it so.’ Isobel was still listening to the rumble of the thunder.

The hut lit up in a flash and became shadows again. Isobel moved towards the fire and placed several logs on it. ‘I pray that Merraid may soon be with child.’ The flames warmed her face and she felt a little dizzy again.

Ysenda went to the door. ‘Look, Isobel, there’s blue sky in the distance. I told ye – the storm’s passing and the sunshine returns. I’ll be a happy bride. All will be well for my handfasting.’
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An hour later, Ysenda stood in the meadow, her hand tied to Ulchel’s, smiling for all she was worth. Ulchel looked bewildered but happy.

Before he’d left, Lulach had sent servants to fill tables with meat and mead, bread and ale. The dancing began, and Isobel watched from a distance, clapping as maids lifted their skirts and skipped and men stamped their feet. Ysenda looked perfect, her hair flying behind her, hand clasped to Ulchel’s. Isobel’s thoughts went to Lulach as she examined the pretty gold and sapphire ring on her left hand. She prayed he would be home soon and that their wedding would follow.

‘Ye’ll be next to wed then,’ a voice came from behind her and she turned to greet Eschina.

‘How are ye?’

‘I’m well. This one kicks more than his brothers did. I pray he comes early. I would be well rid of him in my belly and in my arms instead.’ Eschina’s hair spilled from beneath her cap. Isobel thought the baby was very low – he would certainly be born early.

‘Where are your little ones, Gillebride and his brothers?’

‘With Cuilén, back at home. He didnae want to see the wedding. He lies by the fire and drinks warm ale and sleeps. But today he willnae sleep much. The boys make such a noise.’ Eschina smiled fondly. ‘I told him I just wanted to see Ysenda and Ulchel. They’re a bonnie pair.’

‘They are.’

‘And ye?’ Eschina’s eyes went to Isobel’s left hand. ‘That’s a pretty ring on your finger. Ye must be promised to a fine man.’

‘I am.’ Isobel put her hand behind her back, suddenly shy. ‘He’s away at the moment.’

‘A soldier from the castle? Like Merraid’s man?’

‘Indeed.’

‘And what’s his name? Do I know him?’

‘No, I dinnae think—’ Isobel began, then she heard a loud shout. A man was standing in the middle of the throng, yelling, screaming Ysenda’s name. The pipe and tabor stopped, the crowd of dancers turned to where Eaun was striding forward. He was clearly drunk and angry.

‘Ysenda,’ he shouted. ‘I see ye’re married. That’s a fine thing.’

Isobel watched as Ulchel stood in front of his bride, protecting her. Eaun laughed once.

‘Look at ye, Ulchel. Ye think ye’ve married a bonnie lass? Ye have wedded a whüre.’

Ulchel’s face clouded and he leaped towards Eaun, aiming a punch. He was strong, but his movements were slow and Eaun felled him with one blow. Ulchel lay in a heap on the ground, stunned, a hand to his bloody mouth, as Ysenda rushed to his side.

‘Whüre. A common low whore.’ Eaun laughed. ‘I tumbled her more than once, easy as ye will, and she couldnae get enough of me. Look at her now, with her big belly. She carries my child.’ Eaun raised a cup and swallowed, beer wetting his mouth. ‘Ye’ve been cuckolded before ye’re even wed, Ulchel.’

Cries of shock went up from the crowd as Ysenda’s sobs rose to a wail. Then a figure appeared, pushing through the throng.

‘Go home, Eaun. Ye’re not welcome. This is my family’s handfasting.’ It was Lowrans, his hand on his hips. ‘Ye’ve no place here.’

‘Lowrans?’ Eaun spat on the ground in disgust. ‘Was it ye who had me sent away? Ye’re nothing. Ye’ve married into a family of witches.’ There was a gasp from some members of the crowd. ‘Everyone knows what they are, the Druimeinach sisters, how they ply their herbs and potions, how they dance and⁠—’

‘Close your mouth, Eaun.’ Lowrans stepped forward. ‘It’s lies and filth ye speak. No one’s listening to ye.’

‘Then they should mark my words well.’ Eaun bristled, ready for a fight. ‘Ye’re the big brave soldier, are ye, Lowrans?’ He finished his drink and threw his cup to one side. ‘Ye cannae take me on.’

Isobel felt suddenly unwell, her knees weak, her head light.

‘I’ll throw ye out of the village.’ Lowrans grasped Eaun by his arm, turning him, pushing him forwards. Merraid screamed a warning but it was too late.

It seemed to happen so slowly – Isobel saw every detail. Eaun drew his knife from his belt and twisted towards Lowrans, aiming a blow for his belly. The blade flashed in the sunlight and connected with soft flesh. Lowrans’ knees buckled and he fell. Merraid was beside him, hysterical, screaming his name as a pool of crimson spread on the earth and darkened.

Eaun pushed through the crowd and ran.

Isobel tried to move forward to help, but her legs gave way. She was off balance, woozy, and the light around her seemed to drain away. Her stomach heaved and the world slipped sideways as she tumbled to the ground and retched.
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THE PRESENT DAY, FORRES


For the next few days the filming was frantic. The light in the forest was changeable and Ross was excited by the potential for creating atmosphere. Scenes were shot over and over again, Ross repeatedly asking for ‘just one more take’ so that he could capture the dappled light.

By Thursday, everyone was tired. Harry had asked for the day off to visit a castle or two. Ruthie was so tired her body ached. She’d been so busy that there had been no thoughts in her mind of the ghost. In fact, the woodlands had been filled with birdsong and sweet-smelling flowers. She’d hardly had time to talk to Alexander about the history they were supposed to be researching. She intended to get back to Mercy’s at seven that evening, eat and sit in front of the fire and talk to Seth for a couple of hours before bed.

Seth was a remarkable man. He had travelled, he knew a great deal about theatre and art and he’d read so many books. Ruthie was enjoying his company more than she’d thought possible.

On Friday morning, Maisie dressed the witches in skintight camouflage costume, all ochres, earth and leaves. Alexander was in a Shakespearian Macbeth costume, complete with gold crown, an idea that Maisie thought was ridiculous, and she wasn’t disguising her bad temper.

‘It doesn’t go with the witches,’ she kept saying. But Ross was convinced it was perfect.

‘I’ll just say a few words on camera – to contextualise.’ Harry smiled, trying to smooth out the tension.

Jonny was already waiting. ‘Can we make a start?’ he grumbled for the third time.

‘Right – so, witches.’ Ross waved a hand. ‘I want you to come from the trees one at a time, just easing out so the audience think you’re branches and then they realise you’re real women.’

‘I don’t feel like a real woman,’ Jayda muttered, her teeth chattering in the cold.

‘Then sidle over to Macbeth – keep the movements sinewy and lithe. Scarlet first, then Jayda, then Ruthie. Cameras ready?’

‘Right.’ Jonny said something else to a member of his crew, sounding annoyed.

Alexander was in action, pushing his way through the forest with his sword, his face creased in a frown that meant he was both moody and concerned. As he approached, Scarlet emerged from behind a tree, as if the trunk had become human. Jayda did the same, in a smooth movement, closing in on Macbeth. Ruthie followed, down on all fours, then rising slowly, she stood tall as if appearing by magic.

Macbeth reacted as directed: shocked, he noticed them in turn. He hissed,

How far is’t called to Forres? What are these,
So wither’d, and so wild in their attire,
That look not like th’ inhabitants o’ th’ earth,
And yet are on’t?



‘Hang on a minute,’ Harry interrupted.

‘Oh, for God’s sake,’ Scarlet muttered.

‘Macbeth doesn’t say that, Banquo does.’

‘I know, but he’s not here, Harry,’ Ross said. ‘Does it matter if Macbeth says it?’

‘Yes.’

‘Why?’

‘Because it’s not accurate.’ Harry folded his arms. ‘We can’t make mistakes with the text.’

‘It’s not a mistake – it’s an interpretation,’ Ross said kindly.

‘But it’s a bad one,’ Harry huffed.

Jayda rolled her eyes. ‘I’m freezing.’

‘So, Ross?’ Alexander waved his sword. ‘Do you want me to do the next line? That’s Banquo’s, too.’

‘What line?’ Harry was already incensed.

Alexander shrugged.

You should be women,
And yet your beards forbid me to interpret
That you are so.



‘Beards?’ Maisie was on her feet. ‘My witches don’t have beards.’

‘But that’s the line,’ Ross said.

‘Banquo’s line,’ Harry countered.

‘Strictly speaking,’ Ross conceded.

‘Beards?’ Maisie was furious. ‘We can’t go for all this hags and crones stuff. It’s archaic. It’s misogyny.’

‘It’s Shakespeare,’ Harry said.

‘Exactly,’ Jayda whispered.

‘Oh, for God’s sake,’ someone grumbled behind a camera.

‘Let’s take five,’ Ross said genially as he went over to talk to Harry. ‘We can sort this out. The important thing is the metamorphosis of the witches from the trees into magical beings. An arborification in reverse.’

‘Coffee break,’ Scarlet said, strolling over to get her coat and bag.

‘Hi.’ Alexander joined Ruthie. ‘How are you doing?’

‘Fine. You?’

‘Great. We’ve had no chance to catch up.’

‘No, it’s been flat out.’

‘I’m getting fat at Zerubbabel’s. Elizabeth keeps feeding me.’

‘Mercy’s the same.’ Ruthie smiled. ‘Well, we’ve made some progress with filming this week. We’ll shoot on the heath next week and then we’re done.’

Alexander met her eyes, both clearly thinking the same thing. Time was running out. ‘I’ve been doing some research… I’ve made progress on the king’s stepson.’

‘Oh?’

‘Yes, apparently his nickname was—oh.’ Alexander’s phone started to ring and he tugged it from his tunic. ‘Hi… No, I can’t talk for long. Sorry, love.’ He turned his back and continued to speak softly into the phone. It was a placatory tone, one someone would use to a person they cared about.

Ruthie wandered away, thinking about Alexander. He had a warmth she liked; they clicked, they were on the same level, good colleagues, good friends. She wondered who he was talking to. He sounded concerned.

She reached Maisie, Jayda and Scarlet, who seemed to be having a good old grumble as Maisie was saying, ‘I’m spitting feathers. If I hear the words “hag” or “beard” again…’

‘Tell me about it.’ Scarlet puffed on her cigarette.

‘Ruthie? Do you have a moment?’ It was Alexander. She turned round. ‘Sorry about that.’

‘Not at all. I don’t want to intrude.’

‘You’re not. It’s just I wanted to tell you about Lulach.’

‘Right.’ She gave him a professional smile. ‘The king’s son. Tell away.’

‘Yes…’ Alexander was about to put his phone back in his secret pocket. He noticed Ruthie looking at it. ‘That was my sister.’

‘Oh?’ She hadn’t thought of that.

‘My youngest sister, Kelly. She’s at uni in Edinburgh. Well, she’s on holiday right now, but she’s thinking of packing it all in. It’d be such a waste if she did. She gets very depressed. She rings me all the time – I don’t like to stop her talking. Deadlines and finances are getting to her a bit.’

‘Right. That must be tough.’

‘It is. We’re close. She depends on me.’

‘Ah.’ Ruthie met his gaze and thought there was a fondness in it. She was unsure what Alexander was thinking, feeling. She’d assumed they were just friends. They had a strong connection.

That was all she wanted. That was enough.

‘Ruthie?’

‘Alexander, I think we should…’

They both spoke at the same time. An awkward second passed – more, too long – then Ruthie moved the conversation forward. ‘History? Lulach?’

‘Oh, yes – er – he has a nickname. Lulach. In the history books. It’s a kind of clue.’

‘Does he? What name?’

‘Well, he has two. Fatuus, meaning either “the Simple-Minded” or “the Foolish”.’

‘Do we know why he’s called that?’

‘Not yet. He must have done something wrong. I’ll ask Harry.’

‘Right. And the other nickname?’

‘Tairbith, meaning “the Unfortunate”.’

‘Poor Lulach. Neither sounds good, does it?’ Ruthie thought of the man she had seen in the fire. He hadn’t looked foolish or unfortunate. He’d looked regal, in control. ‘I wonder what happened.’

‘We’ll see if we can find out.’ Alexander seemed to want to talk about something else. ‘The thing is, Ruthie, I was thinking…’

‘Yes?’

‘Maybe you and I could…’

‘Yes?’

‘Can we all come back and do that again?’ Ross shouted. ‘A state of pax has been reached. We won’t use the words from the script, we’ll just have some music to carry the action – dub it in later.’

Jonny called out, ‘The light’s not right. The sun’s moved.’

‘Let’s just do this woodland sequence once more. It’ll be perfect.’ Ross was ever the optimist. ‘Positions, please.’

Ruthie met Alexander’s gaze and he gave her a shrug. They’d both missed the opportunity to talk but another would come. He’d probably catch up with her later. They were a good team.

Ruthie retreated behind the tree and crouched down low, ready to move like a snake towards Alexander on the beat. Cameras were rolling – she could see Scarlet snaking forward, Harry watching with his warm jacket on, rubbing his hands together. Ruthie felt a breeze ruffle the foliage around her. It was getting cold.

Jayda was sliding towards the king, all limbs. Ruthie put one foot forward. Then something stopped her. She glanced to one side.

She was there.

The woman in the fire. In the painting.

Isobel.

She was leaning against a tree, or perhaps she was part of it – the colours merged. She was watching. Ruthie recognised the silver dress, pale cloak, her hair moving on the breeze.

A blast of raw wind, laced with ice, blew through Ruthie’s costume and froze her skin. She felt something else on the air, intense sadness, a deep sense of loss she couldn’t explain. Tears filled her eyes and a sob caught in her throat.

Ruthie was about to move when a shout went up. At first she thought someone was annoyed with her – she’d been late with her entrance, the rhythm had been spoiled. But it was Jonny and his team, yelling expletives.

She heard Ross say, ‘What’s up?’

Ruthie glanced to the side. The ghost had gone: she’d disappeared.

‘The cameras – they’ve just stopped,’ someone yelled.

Someone else said, ‘Everything’s fallen over – just like that.’

‘Bloody ridiculous. It was all working fine a minute ago.’

‘Technical hitch?’ Ross asked.

‘No, it’s just… I don’t get it.’ Jonny’s angry voice could be heard. ‘Everything’s just packed up for no apparent reason. What’s going on?’

‘Let’s call it a day.’ Ross sounded as if he’d had enough.

Ruthie noticed Alexander watching her. She met his eyes and saw an expression there.

He looked nervous. Haunted.

He’d seen the woman, too.
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After dinner, Ruthie was still thinking about what had happened in the woods. She, Mercy and Seth had shared a simple meal and easy conversation, discussing the working day, the weather. Ruthie didn’t mention the ghost – the witch. But the image lurked in her mind.

Mercy had opened a bottle of wine. Sitting by the fire, Ruthie gazed into the flames and studied the shapes, but no pictures came. She wondered what she was looking for – the woman, the king’s son? Anything.

‘We had a ewe go missing today.’ Ruthie could hear Seth talking to his mother.

‘Did you find her?’

‘Yes, but it took me a while. She was stuck in a hedge, rolled over. She’s fine now.’

‘That’s good.’ Mercy was quiet for a moment. Ruthie sipped her wine.

‘Long day today?’ Seth asked gently and Ruthie turned her warm face from the fire. He was looking levelly at her.

She nodded.

Mercy examined Ruthie’s face and suspected the truth. ‘Did you see her?’

‘The witch?’ Ruthie asked.

‘Isobel,’ Seth said quietly.

‘I did. What happened to her?’ Ruthie faced them, tears in her eyes. ‘I just felt so sad. It’s as if she can’t leave. But she’s so unhappy.’

‘We’re close to discovering something.’ Mercy stood up. ‘You’re here, filming all this stuff about the play, but who knows what really became of her? Something quite evidently did, something horrible. The stone at Cluny Hill commemorates it. I believe she was killed there.’

‘But how can we find out?’

‘She’s following the film. It’s her story. She’ll let you know, Ruthie.’ Mercy gave Seth a knowing look. ‘I’ll make some tea.’

Ruthie watched Mercy go. ‘Seth, why does your mother see what she sees in the fire? Why can I see it too?’

‘It’s the magical number three: three daughters, three witches. Isn’t that in the play?’

‘It is.’ Ruthie murmured the lines.

Thrice to thine, and thrice to mine,
And thrice again, to make up nine.
Peace! The charm’s wound up.



‘That’s it.’ Seth was looking at her, his gaze intense. ‘You look a bit tired.’ He adjusted his words. ‘You look nice, but tired.’

‘I’m a bit – yes, tired.’

‘You need a break. I suppose it’s been all hard work and no play.’

‘Definitely.’ Ruthie remembered the way the cameras stopped working, just as she’d seen the spirit appear. She understood why.

She’s not far away.

‘So, what are you doing tomorrow night?’

‘Pardon? Oh, nothing.’ Ruthie rubbed a hand across her cheek and realised there was a tear there. ‘I’m sorry. I was just thinking of all the strange coincidences that have happened while we’ve been filming. And Isobel. Something awful happened to her, something completely unfair. I want to find out her story. Not just the story about a king who ruled well even though the play said he didn’t, but the true story of a woman who’s never been named. Who was portrayed as a hag, but who was sweet and lovely and treated really badly.’ She felt the injustice sweep through her. ‘It’s important.’

‘It is,’ Seth said softly. ‘Look, what if…?’ He leaned forward. ‘Let me take you out tomorrow evening for dinner. There’s a lovely place on the river, just outside Broom.’ He sat down beside her on the rug, taking her hand. ‘We can talk about it. Or we can just chill. You decide. But you need some time out, Ruthie. Seriously. Let’s take a break.’

‘You’re right.’ Ruthie couldn’t pull her eyes away from his intense gaze. The idea suddenly appealed to her more than she could say. She could talk about Isobel, and how seeing the spirit made her feel. She’d be safe to do that, and not feel judged. Or she’d simply enjoy an evening of company, good food, time alone with Seth.

Her pulse had already started to jump at the thought.

‘Yes, I’d love to. That would be nice. Thanks, Seth.’
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1048, MORAY, ALBA


Merraid was inconsolable.

Some of Lowrans’ soldier friends carried his body back to her hut, and she washed him lovingly, wrapped him in her own winding sheet and watched in silence as he was placed into the ground. Then she went home and refused to eat. She would speak to no one.

Isobel and Ysenda did their best to bring her round with hot pottage, kind words, embraces, but Merraid seemed not to hear. She gazed into the distance continually, not moving. She continued in this way for three weeks. There was nothing Isobel or Ysenda could do except worry. It was as if she was already a ghost.

Then one morning, as Isobel stood alone in front of the fire, pondering problems of her own, Ysenda arrived at the door, fretful.

‘Isobel, come.’

‘What’s amiss?’

‘It’s Merraid. She’s been sitting outside all night in the rain. I found her shivering and soaking wet.’

‘Is she there now?’

‘No, I took her in and put her in her bed. She still willnae speak. It cannae be good for her to be so cold. Her lungs were always weak.’

Isobel grabbed her plaid, tugging it tightly around her shoulders, and she and Ysenda began to run.

Merraid was lying on the straw bed when they arrived, facing the wall. Isobel begged her to turn round but Merraid heard nothing. Occasionally she coughed, a wet racking sound, as if her lungs were already shredded to rags. Isobel glanced at Ysenda: their mother had sounded just the same when she’d fallen ill.

‘Let’s see if we can get her to take some ass’s ear.’

‘Comfrey.’ Ysenda understood. ‘But she’ll refuse.’

Isobel did her best to coax her sister to take medicine, but Merraid’s lips remained tight and the liquid dribbled down her chin.

Ysenda whispered, ‘She’s given up.’

‘Let’s try again.’

Ysenda shook her head sadly. ‘I worry she’ll have none of it now she’s lost her love.’

‘But she has us, and we love her,’ Isobel insisted. ‘We’ll stay with her day and night. Ulchel won’t mind, will he?’

Ysenda smiled. ‘No, he’s the best of men.’

True to her word, Isobel stayed with her sister for the next two days, Ysenda moving between Merraid’s hut and her own, bringing food, Ulchel bringing logs for the fire.

In the early hours of the third morning, Isobel and Ysenda were talking in hushed voices, their faces glowing in the firelight.

‘I’m so happy these days. Ulchel’s a man like no other,’ Ysenda said. ‘The bairn isn’t his, but he loves me anyway. He told me so.’

‘And how are ye feeling?’

‘I’m becoming plump.’ Ysenda smiled, her hands on her belly. ‘I’ve promised Ulchel we’ll have many more children. We’ll live happily.’

‘I pray ye will.’ Isobel stared into the flames, then her gaze returned to her finger, to the gold and sapphire ring.

‘Have ye heard from Lulach?’

‘He’s doing the king’s work in Inverness.’ Isobel smiled but her eyes were sad. ‘He sends that he loves me, that he dreams of me, but his mother the queen finds more for him to do. He promises to be home within the month.’

‘The month? So long?’

‘My flewsa hasnae come for a while.’ Isobel sighed. ‘I’m with child.’

Ysenda reached for her hand. ‘Does Lulach know?’

‘I cannae send him the news with a messenger. I must wait until he’s home.’

‘He’ll surely marry ye straight away.’

‘He will, Ysenda. He loves me.’ Isobel turned, hearing a low whimper from Merraid’s bed. ‘Our sister sleeps deeply.’

‘She hasnae opened her eyes for a while now. Ye were telling me – ye’ll have a bairn.’

Isobel’s hands moved to her belly. ‘I think it’ll be a girl.’

‘And if mine’s a boy, I’ll call it Young Ulchel. They’ll be cousins, best friends.’

‘They will.’ Isobel’s gaze moved to the flickering fire. A log spat suddenly and a thick coil of smoke curled up and away. She saw the flames take shape. Three women danced in the orange glow, their arms lifted to the sky.

Then there were two.

Isobel leaped up. ‘Merraid?’

Ysenda arrived at her sister’s bed first, kneeling down, as Isobel placed a hand on Merraid’s forehead, then on her neck, her wrist. There was no pulse.

Isobel and Ysenda looked at each other nervously and Ysenda whispered, ‘She’s gone, Isobel. What will become of us now?’
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Late summer became autumn, and the months passed slowly. Isobel had heard nothing from Lulach for a while. Her belly was round now, and she wore her leine loose. The cold weather meant that she covered herself with a plaid most of the time, concealing her body beneath the folds. No one but Ysenda and Ulchel knew she was carrying Lulach’s child. Isobel thought that best.

At night she cried for her sister and for her absent love. She believed that Merraid was with her mother and with Lowrans now, which gave her some comfort. But where was Lulach? Why didn’t he send a message?

Each night, she’d spend hours at her door, unable to sleep, staring up at the star-spattered sky, the changing moon, imagining Lulach looking through a window at Inverness Castle, seeing the same thing.

At least Ysenda was blooming. Her baby was due in a few weeks. She bustled happily around the home, cooking, feeding chickens, washing clothes, Ulchel rarely far away. They were happy together and Isobel found some joy in that.

But since Forsey’s death, since Eaun’s bitter condemnation of the Druimeinach sisters at Ysenda’s wedding, people seemed less keen to seek out Isobel for medicines. Lulach hadn’t sent any food from the castle for a while, and she had to rely on Ysenda and Ulchel for meals. It would be a long winter, and her baby was due well before spring.

Isobel prayed that Lulach would come home soon. He’d be thrilled to know of the baby. He’d have an heir, and she’d become his wife. She only had to be patient.
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Early one autumn morning, Isobel heard a yell outside her hut, and a man stood at the door, his face red from running fast. She knew immediately what was happening.

‘Cuilén.’ Isobel noticed how Eschina’s husband’s hair was ruffled, as if he hadn’t had time to smooth it. ‘Is it time?’

‘It is. The baby’s coming. She’s been mooing like a cow all night. I couldnae get any sleep. Let’s go, quickly.’

‘I’ll fetch my bundle.’ Isobel was already prepared; Eschina was a week overdue. She followed Cuilén past the smoky huts, where people and animals stirred. ‘What about ye? Where will ye go while we bring the bairn forth?’

‘The sun’s bright. I’ll take the boys to fish and we’ll bring a big one home for our supper. Cuilén and Aymer love fishing with me. Gillebride’s too small, but he can watch.’ Cuilén glanced over his shoulder as he trotted ahead. ‘Will Eschina be done in time to make a meal, do ye think? I cannae cook myself.’

‘A baby willnae always come quickly, only in its own time, but⁠—’

‘It’s her fourth. It’ll just fall out.’ Cuilén laughed. ‘Send word when she’s done and I’ll bring the bairns home with a big fish or two.’

Inside Eschina’s hut, the mother-to-be perched uncomfortably on the end of a chair while Cuilén, his hair still dishevelled, escorted his chattering small boys outside. He had little clue about how to support his labouring wife or organise his energetic children. He grunted, ‘I’ll be seeing ye,’ as if he was doing her a favour by looking after the boys.

When he’d gone, Eschina grasped Isobel’s hand worriedly. ‘Isobel, this one feels different.’

Isobel knew it was important to listen to a mother’s anxieties. ‘In what way?’

‘The pain’s not the same. My ribs hurt. And for a few days, the baby’s been kicking me lower down.’

‘I’ll take a look. Then we’ll work out what’s best to do for ye.’ Isobel tried to remember everything she’d learned. ‘Let me feel your belly. Ah, I know what the problem is. I’m not surprised. I felt this last week. I hoped he’d turn, but he’s stayed there.’ She grasped both of Eschina’s hands and gave her a reassuring smile. ‘The bairn’s a footling – his feet are below his body and he wants to come out that way, with his bottom low. He’s a big bairn too, so we’ll have to work together to bring him forth.’

‘Will he be well?’ Eschina’s eyes widened. ‘Will I die?’

‘Dinnae ye worry.’ Isobel hid the concern on her face. ‘I’ve done this before. I’ll fetch oil and my eagle stone and herbs. Let’s see if we can help this little bairn on his journey…’

Eschina laboured for four long hours, Isobel doing her best to keep the mother calm and to coax the baby. She did all she could with oils and potions and soft words. Finally, Eschina gave one long groan and pushed the baby into Isobel’s waiting hands.

‘He’s here. Ye did well. Now rest.’ Isobel took the baby to one side. It was a boy, as she’d predicted, his sweet face composed. But he wasn’t breathing.

‘How is he? I cannae hear him cry,’ Eschina said weakly.

‘Sit back and rest.’ Isobel busied herself with everything she knew, massaging the baby’s chest, willing the little one to gasp, to let forth a cry. But no sound came.

‘Isobel?’ Eschina was anxious. ‘Is he not well?’

‘I’m doing my best.’ Minutes passed and still the child wasn’t responding. She knew it was futile. Finally, Isobel took a deep breath to calm herself. ‘He’s beautiful. But he’s asleep, Eschina. He willnae wake. Not now. The birthing was too much for him.’

‘What are ye saying?’

‘Will ye hold him?’ Isobel approached Eschina on soft feet, the baby now wrapped. ‘It may help if ye take him in your arms.’

Eschina took the baby from Isobel, her face tender. She held her cheek against his soft skin, tears falling. ‘He’s perfect.’

‘He’s with the angels.’

‘But he’ll open his eyes in a moment. All will be well.’

‘No, Eschina, he willnae. He’s asleep, in heaven.’

‘It cannae be. The other three I birthed lived. But this little one…’

‘I’m sorry for it.’

‘What did ye do? I felt him kicking in my belly only yesterday. What did ye do so that he stopped breathing?’

‘He’s a footling bairn.’

‘Look at his little face, as if he’s smiling, pleased to meet me.’ Eschina’s face was wet with tears. ‘All my other boys were birthed safely. But not this one. Why, Isobel? What did ye do?’

‘Eschina, Cuilén and your boys will be here soon. Ye should sleep awhile. I’ll tidy up. Ye need to rest.’

‘But tell me why.’ Eschina was clutching the baby, sobbing hard. ‘Why did ye make him die?’

‘I’ll get ye some oats and warm milk,’ Isobel said gently, helping Eschina to stand, guiding her towards the straw bed.

There were voices at the door, and Ysenda appeared, her expression filled with fear. ‘Isobel, can ye come quickly?’

‘What’s amiss?’

Ysenda glanced at Eschina. ‘Can ye leave her? Can ye come? Now?’

‘Now?’

‘Ye have to.’

‘I’ll be straight back.’ Isobel pressed Eschina’s arm kindly.

Eschina turned her back, sobbing quietly. Ysenda pulled Isobel’s arm, rushing as fast as she could towards the hill that led to the castle.

‘Where are we going?’ Isobel asked. ‘Eschina’s baby has died. I needed to⁠—’

‘Then God help her, she has worse to come,’ Ysenda panted. ‘What has passed is unspeakable.’

‘Why? What is it that ye cannae say?’ Isobel pushed ahead, running towards the river. Then she stopped in her tracks.

She could see immediately what had happened. It was a frozen image of sorrow. A crowd had gathered around Cuilén, who held the drenched body of baby Gillebride in a tight embrace, rocking him, crying. Two other men stood by the riverbank, holding the other two boys, young Cuilén and Aymer. Both bodies were limp, dripping water.

Isobel faced the crowd, her heart in her throat. ‘What has happened here?’

The crowd was silent. One man turned to Cuilén. ‘It’s a bad day. Cuilén has lost everything. His family has been cursed.’

Cuilén rocked back and forth. ‘Who’s brought me ill luck? Who wishes so much evil on my family?’ His voice cracked with pain. ‘I fell into a doze on the bank, and when I woke Gillebride had tumbled in the swirling water. His two brothers tried to help him, but the river pulled hard, and all three of them were swept away. We waded in and caught them in our arms, one by one, but…’ His face was covered in tears. ‘My little ones. My bairns, all three, gone in one moment. Gone.’
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THE PRESENT DAY, FORRES


Ruthie and Seth walked up the hill outside Broom on Saturday night, towards the restaurant. It was an ex-water mill, a pretty wooden building with tall windows overlooking the river. A waiter in jeans and a T-shirt ushered them to a table near the window with a view of a sweeping willow tree dipping its leaves into the water.

Seth smiled. ‘Well, what do you think?’

‘I love the location.’ Ruthie picked up the menu and glanced at the logo, three children in cute caps and shorts with fishing rods. ‘Why’s the restaurant called The Three Boys?’

‘I don’t know. This area’s always been called Three Boys, as long as I can remember.’ Seth stared through the window at the setting sun, a rose-pink blush over the heath. ‘It’s beautiful out there tonight. There’s salmon, apparently, in the river.’

‘Do you fish?’

Seth shook his head. ‘It doesn’t really suit me. Too much waiting around.’

‘But you’re a shepherd.’

‘I turn my hand to all sorts of other things, like hedge laying and tree cutting.’

‘Is that what you want to do for ever?’

‘For ever’s a long time,’ Seth said. ‘But I’m waiting for the perfect job to come along, and it will. I want to do something with conservation and ecology, wildlife work.’

‘And painting.’

‘I’ll always paint.’ Seth leaned forward. ‘And what about you? Stage or screen? Which do you prefer?’

‘I take what I can.’ Ruthie made a cheeky face. ‘The sexy roles are running out. Now it’s comic characters or crones. That will be all that’s left for me soon.’

‘Really?’ Seth was serious for a moment. ‘That’s a shallow industry.’

‘It’s what I love,’ Ruthie said. ‘And to answer your question, variety is good. Being on stage in front of an audience is one of the best feelings in the world. It doesn’t matter whether it’s ten people or ten thousand. I just want to be the best version of myself. But I’ve loved being on location in Moray these last few weeks. We’re doing the heath next week – the scene where the witches make the spell.’

The waiter hovered. Ruthie and Seth ordered a bottle of wine and a local fish dish. When the waiter had gone, Seth asked, ‘How do you feel about that?’

‘About what?’

‘Playing one of the witches. I mean – knowing what you know?’

‘From what Mercy’s said? From what I’ve seen in the fire? And your painting?’

‘And the stone at Cluny Hill. It’s there because of what happened to Isobel. Mum’s sure of it.’

Ruthie leaned forward. ‘What do you think actually happened? You have a special bond with Isobel.’

‘Do I?’

‘She whispered to you when you were a teenager. She told you her name. You painted her.’

‘Unless it was a dream. I’ve often wondered,’ Seth said. ‘I was a kid, imaginative and impressionable. There was just me and Mum at home, and she was always talking about herbs and potions and New Age stuff. I was full of hormones and, well, it’s no surprise to dream about a beautiful witch.’

‘I suppose so. Is that what you think it was?’

‘It could be. Mum really believes that it’s no coincidence: the hotel fire and the other things.’

‘Seth, on Friday, the cameras stopped working in the forest, for no reason. Everything packed up. Then I saw her, watching, standing near a tree.’

‘Isobel?’

‘Yes.’

‘You should tell Mum.’

‘Has Mercy ever predicted anything for you?’

‘Small things. Exams. She told me my relationship with Lucía wouldn’t last, and it didn’t,’ Seth said. Ruthie examined his expression for sadness or regret, and saw only acceptance. The waiter arrived and filled their glasses with wine.

Seth met her eyes. ‘I’m assuming you’re single, but I should have asked.’

‘My friend Scarlet says I’m married to my job. But yes.’ Ruthie sipped her wine and felt her body relax. ‘I’m glad we came out tonight. I needed to chill.’

‘I could tell you were tired.’ Seth looked concerned. ‘The witches’ story’s quite intense. It draws you in.’

‘It does. I’m furious that they’re just bit players in our documentary about the king.’

‘Then get them to do another one,’ Seth suggested. ‘A follow-up. The real witches’ story.’

‘I’ve already thought about that. But the trouble is we don’t know what their story is.’

‘Well, we have a stone, a name, a location. There’s historical data about kings and queens. Do a documentary about the fact that the witches are not irrelevant to the play, then fill in the gaps where you can.’

‘That would be something. And we could focus on the witch who was killed at Cluny Hill. Do you think she was one of Macbeth’s Weird Sisters?’

‘Mum does.’ Seth looked up. The fish dish had arrived. ‘Ask her. She’s seen shapes in the flames. She’s fairly sure it’s our Isobel.’
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It was dark when they left The Three Boys restaurant. The walk past the river was downhill, fifteen minutes from Mercy’s cottage. Ruthie wondered if Seth would take her hand, but instead he walked close beside her, talking softly. It had been a lovely evening and Ruthie’s mind was occupied with what it all meant. Would there be a kiss when they parted? Or no kiss and they’d be just friends. Would their relationship develop? Did she want it to? She had a week left in Scotland, not much more. Was it worth investing her emotions?

And there was the small problem of Alexander. She’d developed a fondness for him. But fondness wasn’t mutual attraction or love. They had a connection, a friendship, but nothing more. He was becoming a good friend.

Seth was speaking. ‘Broom’s full of stories about spooky sightings. I suppose everybody likes a ghost story.’

Ruthie looked up. ‘Has she been seen here, our ghost?’

‘There’s every reason that she should be. This is probably where the three witches lived. Mum certainly thinks it was here in Broom. She’s seen images of them in the fire, dancing. Just like in the play. Like you’ll be doing next week.’

‘Oh, yes.’ Ruthie half laughed, and intoned in her actor’s voice:

Double, double toil and trouble;
Fire burn, and cauldron bubble.



‘Exactly,’ Seth said. ‘But that portrayal’s a bit of a stereotype.’

‘It is. It’s just drama,’ Ruthie agreed. ‘The sisters are dangerous women who trick the king and lure him to his death. I’d love to do a proper documentary, just for them.’

‘Then you could come back here,’ Seth said as they left the river behind them. ‘Of course, you could stay with us. Ruthie…’ He turned and they both paused, looking levelly at each other. ‘I know you’re not here for much longer but I’m enjoying being with you. Who knows if…?’

‘Who knows?’ Ruthie repeated. Their eyes locked and Ruthie was sure they were both thinking the same thing.

His lips brushed hers once. ‘Let me take you out again, next week.’

‘I’d like that.’ Ruthie held his hand and they walked towards the cottages.

An owl hooted in the trees. Behind them the moon glimmered on the river, golden strands of light shimmering.

The owl lifted itself into the air on heavy wings and cried out once more.

A woman in a long cloak walked from the shadows and kneeled beside the water, her head down, crying silently. For a moment she didn’t move.

Then she stood, took a step forward and faded into the crisp night air.
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On Monday morning, the film crew was back in the woods to redo the camouflaged witches’ scene. They were slightly behind schedule, but at least the equipment was working properly now. Ross was directing Alexander, in full crown, cloak and sword, as he crashed through the undergrowth, being regal and brooding. Maisie was putting the finishing touches to Jayda’s make-up.

Scarlet was puffing away on a cigarette, a jacket over her khaki skinsuit. She said flippantly, ‘Phil and I had the most almighty row this weekend.’

‘What happened?’

‘He came up to see me as a surprise. He flew up to Inverness without telling me.’

‘That’s brilliant. You should’ve messaged me. I’d have popped over to say hi.’

‘I was flabbergasted. He wanted to take me out – to “do” Scotland, that’s what he said. And, Ruthie, I was so shattered I couldn’t be bothered. So he said I was uncommunicative. Well, I wasn’t having that. All he does is sit at a laptop and crunch figures all day and I’m working my butt off in all weathers and conditions.’

‘Ah.’

‘So we shouted at each other, and he said I ought to give up acting and get a proper job. I nearly told him where to stick his engagement ring.’

‘But you’ve sorted it out?’

‘Yes. I’ll be back home soon and then he’d better wine and dine me and buy me something nice.’ Scarlet’s eyes twinkled. ‘Ross was saying we’ll fly home on Wednesday. That’s fine with me. Phil can stay in Bristol and sweat.’

‘You’ll both be all right.’ Ruthie smiled.

‘We like bickering. It keeps our relationship alive. What about you, Ruthie? How’s your love life?’

‘What keeps a relationship alive?’ Harry asked, joining them, a cup of coffee in his hands. Ruthie wondered where he’d got it from – she’d have loved one. But she was glad of the interruption.

‘Bickering. Phil and I really enjoy it.’ Scarlet turned to Harry. ‘Do you bicker with your partner?’

‘All the time.’ Harry smiled, and Ruthie thought how much more relaxed he looked. ‘He hates it when I’m away on location.’

‘But you’re obsessive about what you do,’ Scarlet said. ‘And so am I.’

‘History grips me, it always has.’ A look came across Harry’s face, pure passion. ‘Not just facts, but the real people, the real truth behind their lives.’

‘Like Macbeth’s witches?’ Ruthie said quickly. ‘Like the woman who was killed at Cluny Hill.’

‘Exactly.’ Harry’s eyes twinkled. ‘Now wouldn’t it be something if we could tell her story?’

‘Wouldn’t it?’ Ruthie said, feeling a leap of delight that he was thinking along the same lines as she was.

‘But history’s all about stupid battles and kings.’ Scarlet stubbed out her cigarette. ‘His story, not hers.’

‘We’ve told “his story” again and again. Perhaps we need to change that narrative.’ Harry sipped his coffee. ‘It’s important.’

‘It is,’ Ruthie agreed. ‘The entire play misrepresents all the characters. Don’t get me wrong, I love it as a piece of theatre, but.’ She took a breath. ‘It’s drama. Beneath it lies the real truth about real people who lived and loved and… Harry.’ She took her chance. ‘Tell me about Lulach.’

‘Who?’ Scarlet pulled a face.

Harry knew. ‘Lulach mac Gille Comgáin. Gruoch’s son, the king’s stepson and heir. People called him Tairbith, which means “Unfortunate”, and Fatuus, meaning “Simple-Minded” or “Foolish”.’ He was enjoying telling what he knew. ‘He was Macbeth’s successor, but he didn’t reign for long.’

‘Why was he called Foolish?’ Ruthie asked.

‘Perhaps he was just – you know – not very bright?’ Scarlet suggested.

‘Or, more likely,’ Harry continued, ‘often a successor employed a poet to write negative history about the past king. Lulach was succeed by Malcolm the Third, who undoubtedly had plenty of spin doctors to trash his predecessor.’

‘Nothing’s changed since then,’ Scarlet quipped.

‘Witches, we’re ready for you,’ Ross shouted from where he was standing in the middle of a clump of trees with Alexander and Jonny.

‘Here we go,’ Scarlet said, taking her jacket off and heading over to join Jayda, who was already in position.

‘So, Lulach was actually king?’ Ruthie hesitated. ‘Harry, did he have a wife? An heir?’

‘Yes, he must have. He had a daughter. Maybe he had two kids. I’m not sure. I’ll check it out and come back to you.’

‘Thanks.’ Ruthie headed off to her starting position.

‘You can bet on one thing, though,’ Harry called after her. ‘He didn’t get the bad reputation for nothing. Being called the Foolish One’s quite a nickname, and it’s lasted for a thousand years. He must have done something really stupid.’
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1048, MORAY, ALBA


Isobel stood inside Ysenda and Ulchel’s house, her face forlorn. ‘Where’s Lulach? Why do I hear nothing from him now?’ Her hands fluttered to her rounded belly. ‘I need to tell him about this little one.’ Tears filled her eyes. ‘I’m sure he loves me but I’ve had no messages. What if he is unwell? Or worse?’ The thought had been troubling her. What if someone had taken advantage of the king’s absence to harm him?

‘I worry for ye.’ Ysenda made the same movement to her belly with a glance at her husband, who sat by the fire. ‘And I’m near my time. I’m sure he’ll be born soon. What do ye think, Isobel? Is it a boy?’

‘Within the week, and yes, I’m sure of it.’ Isobel looked nervously from her sister to Ulchel. ‘But people here are saying things that frighten me. What will we do?’

‘We could go somewhere far away,’ Ulchel said simply. ‘The villagers are becoming angry. Eschina lost four bairns in one day. Cuilén’s telling everyone who’ll listen that it’s the devil’s work. And people still speak of Forsey, how she died after ye treated her. They’re saying about how Lowrans and Merraid died too.’ He stared at his hands, embarrassed. ‘It’s believed that ye had something to do with it, Isobel.’

Ysenda was upset. ‘We should tell them that it was just misfortune.’

‘They willnae listen,’ Ulchel replied. ‘And Isobel’s with child. If they find out, they’ll say it’s the devil’s…’

‘Ulchel…’ Ysenda put her hands to her face. ‘What will we do?’

‘If Lulach were here, he’d help me.’

‘But he isnae here, Isobel. We’re alone. Ulchel will protect us.’

‘I will, but things are being whispered that I dinnae like to hear. It’s dangerous.’

‘I must find out about Lulach.’ Isobel shuddered. ‘I’ll go to the queen.’

‘What good will that do?’ Ysenda was horrified.

‘I’ll ask her where he is. Gruoch was a friend of our mother’s. I’ll entreat her to bring my Lulach back. Then we’ll be wed.’

‘The queen’s melancholy, I hear,’ Ulchel muttered.

‘It may work best if we two go together.’ Ysenda took her sister’s arm. ‘It’s a wise plan.’

‘Ye must rest, Ysenda. The child will come soon,’ Ulchel said worriedly.

‘I feel well enough, Ulchel.’ Ysenda kissed his cheek. ‘It’s right that Isobel tells the queen that she’s carrying her grandchild.’

‘Then Lulach will come home to me.’ Isobel arranged her plaid over her leine, concealing the loose folds around her waist. Ysenda wrapped herself warmly and kissed Ulchel. Then the sisters stepped outside.

The wind was raw, the skies silver grey tinged with pink. Isobel said, ‘There may be snow soon.’

‘My child will be a winter baby,’ Ysenda said excitedly as she pushed an arm through the crook of Isobel’s elbow. ‘Yours will be born before the spring, too.’

‘I’m sure she’s a girl.’

‘My son will want to see Yuletide. I dinnae think he wants to stay in my belly much longer.’

‘Ye are hearty and full of life, Ysenda. As I said, he’ll come soon.’

The sisters walked up towards the castle, passing the river where women were fetching water. The bubble of their chatter faded, and several of them turned to watch. One woman crossed herself. Isobel quickened her pace, pulling Ysenda along faster. Someone whispered something about Eschina, and another tutted angrily.

At the castle gates, Isobel approached a soldier. ‘Sir, I’m Isobel Druimeinach. I’d speak with the queen about something that concerns her.’

‘Wait,’ the soldier said brusquely, turning on his heel.

Isobel glanced over her shoulder. A group of villagers had assembled not far away; they were watching. Isobel whispered, ‘I pray for Lulach to come soon. Or perhaps we can go to him in Inverness. Our bairns could be born there.’

‘I’ll talk to Ulchel of it,’ Ysenda said.

The soldier was back. ‘Come.’ He waved an arm. ‘The queen’s in her chamber. Ye may go up.’ He snarled in Ysenda’s direction. ‘Ye can wait here.’

Ysenda indicated her belly. ‘I’m with child. I need to sit down.’

‘Then ye may sit on the riverbank with the other women.’

‘Please,’ Isobel asked, ‘can my sister come inside and wait in the great hall? The wind’s icy today.’

The soldier nodded briefly and the two women went into the castle, Ysenda taking a seat while Isobel shuffled up the stairs to the turret room. She peered inside where Gruoch sat embroidering. She wore a rich plaid lined and trimmed with fur and her hair was arranged in coils.

‘Come in.’ Gruoch didn’t look up.

Isobel stood while the queen finished her stitch. In the orange firelight, Gruoch’s face seemed changed. Her brow was furrowed with fine lines, her mouth drooped. Strands of grey threaded her hair. Isobel thought she looked unhappy.

When she glanced up, Gruoch’s eyes were cold. ‘What do ye want, Isobel? Have ye come to ask for food?’

For a moment, Isobel was unsure what to say. She’d expected Gruoch to embrace her like a daughter.

‘Madam, ye remember my mother?’

‘Sidheag? I do. She used to read the flames for me. Can ye do it?’

‘Sometimes I can.’ Isobel thought it wise to be helpful.

‘Then come and sit by me. I’d have news of my husband, who’s still in Rome.’

Isobel sat down and tried to make shapes from the blaze, the smoke, but she saw nothing. Gruoch looked anxious, so Isobel decided to give her some peace, to tell a small lie. ‘I see a king in a foreign land. He’s giving money to the poor. Coins are dropping from his hands like seeds, and the people love him well.’

‘I’m pleased to hear it.’

‘He’s already coming home. I see him riding high on a fine horse, surrounded by soldiers. He’s galloping fast.’

‘Then he’s safe.’ Gruoch managed a smile. ‘If he can be home by the new year, we’ll have feasting and celebration, enough for the whole village.’

‘The flames tell me he willnae be long.’

‘That’s good. My son will be wed here at Castle Moray.’

Isobel couldn’t help the smile that spread across her face. ‘Oh, madam, I’m so pleased to hear that. Will he be returning soon?’

‘Yes, he’s sent for, and on his way even now.’

‘Oh, wonderful news.’ Isobel couldn’t contain her excitement. Her heart was already thudding. ‘At last, Lulach’s coming home.’

‘I’ll make preparations, now Mac Bethad’s on his way too. It’ll be a fine wedding; I long for a grandchild.’

‘One will be born soon,’ Isobel said excitedly. ‘A granddaughter.’

‘D’ye see that in the flames?’ Gruoch turned sharply.

‘In my heart, madam, I know that Lulach will be a wonderful father and husband. I love him more than⁠—’

‘I dinnae think he’s keen on his bride-to-be, but I made him stay in Inverness until he saw sense.’ Gruoch was hardly listening. ‘She’s of royal blood.’

Isobel’s heart lurched. ‘Who is?’

‘Lulach’s bride. I willnae have it any other way.’ Gruoch folded her hands determinedly. ‘Finnghuala Ingen Sinill is my choice. Lulach thinks she’s uninteresting and, in truth, I can see why, but she’s a good match.’ She became aware that Isobel was staring at her. ‘What ails ye? Have ye seen something else in the fire?’

‘No, madam.’ Isobel’s lips wouldn’t move. Gruoch’s words had hit her like a hard slap. She could hardly process what she’d heard. ‘Lulach will come here, with his bride-to-be?’

‘Today, or tomorrow.’ Gruoch drew herself up, standing. ‘Thank ye for coming. I’ll pay ye for your pains. Someone will bring food to your hut.’

‘No, wait. Tell me. Does Lulach still talk of…?’ Isobel grabbed Gruoch’s arm. ‘There’s something I need to tell ye.’

‘Ye may not touch me.’ Gruoch’s lip curled with disdain. She glanced at Isobel’s finger. ‘That gold ring. Where did ye get it?’

Isobel hid her hand behind her back. ‘It matters not.’

‘I had one very like it. My husband gave it to me and I gave it to Lulach with a promise. How did ye come by it?’

‘Madam—’

‘Did ye steal it?’

‘No.’ Isobel pulled her plaid tightly around her shoulders. ‘I must go. I have much to do. I⁠—’

‘Wait – ye have my ring.’

Isobel turned quickly and her eyes were tugged towards the blaze. What she saw made her catch her breath. She was there, a baby in her arms, Lulach watching her from afar. Beside him was a tall, slim woman. The emotions hit Isobel all at once: Lulach still loved her. But his new bride knew nothing. And Gruoch knew nothing of their love. Lulach had never mentioned her name.

She stared into the fire, still hypnotised. She saw herself and Ysenda there, both with child, standing close.

Then she saw herself, alone.

The next moment Isobel was running downstairs. Tears covered her face. Lulach was promised to Finnghuala Ingen Sinill. He had mentioned her once. His mother had introduced them. Finnghuala was of royal blood. Lulach had said he’d found her dull.

And now he was going to marry her.

Isobel turned the corner. All she could think of was that she was with child and Lulach had deserted her. Even though he loved her, he was doing his duty, marrying a royal, and she and her daughter were abandoned, alone.

Isobel paused to lean against a stone wall, and sobs came fast. Her heart was broken in two. Nothing could mend it.

Then she heard a cry: it was Ysenda’s. There was an argument in the great hall. Isobel wiped her face and hurried forward. Her sister was facing a crowd of soldiers and angry villagers. There was fear in her voice.

‘It’s not true. My sister’s the sweetest⁠—’

‘But the bairns all drowned,’ a woman’s voice shrieked. ‘And your sister delivered the fourth child. Eschina said it was breathing until Isobel touched it. It was alive, then it withered in her grasp as she watched.’

‘She has brought many children into the world, all hale.’ Ysenda glanced over her shoulder as her sister approached, white-faced. ‘Isobel, let’s go.’

Hand in hand they turned towards the light, making for the castle entrance. Behind them the crowd could be heard moving forward, following them.

Someone shrieked, ‘Forsey died because of the potion Isobel gave her. Forsey was murdered.’

Ysenda whirled round. ‘That’s a lie.’

An old man shook a stick angrily. ‘And ye – we ken what ye are, Ysenda. We heard it from Eaun. He came to your wedding and he said ye had enchanted Ulchel.’

‘Ulchel loves me.’

‘Ye’re a whore,’ a man screamed. ‘The bairn’s Eaun’s.’

Isobel tugged Ysenda’s hand. ‘We need to leave.’

‘Your sister died a widow. Merraid’s husband was cursed when he wed her. The three of ye have brought nothing but evil.’

‘Ye’re all wrong.’ Ysenda turned back, furious. ‘My sister will marry the queen’s son. She’ll be queen of ye all.’

‘No.’ Isobel tugged her hand. ‘Ysenda, let’s go quickly.’

Ysenda tried again. ‘Isobel will marry Lulach. She carries his⁠—’

‘Ye make charms to harm people,’ a woman shrieked. She picked up a stone and hurled it.

‘Ye killed Eschina’s bairns,’ a man cried out in a high voice. He threw another stone that skidded along by their feet.

‘Ye poisoned Forsey.’ Another stone curved in the air. It hit Ysenda hard.

‘Ye slaughtered Eschina’s children.’ Yet another stone was thrown. And another.

‘Witch!’ The voice was filled with hate. ‘Ye are a witch.’

Thud after thud, more stones flew through the air and landed on the ground. One hit Ysenda hard in the back.

‘Hurry.’ Isobel tugged Ysenda’s sleeve, dragging her along. The crowd were screaming, throwing more stones. One smashed against Isobel’s shoulder and she cried out.

There was a loud thump and her sister fell heavily from her grasp. Terrified, Isobel whirled round.

A woman stood facing her, another stone in her hand, ready to throw again. Ysenda was at her feet, blood pouring from a gash her head, her eyes staring. More rocks lay scattered nearby.

Isobel knelt next to her sister, gripping her wrist, feeling for a jumping pulse in her neck, trying again frantically. There was nothing.

Ysenda was slumped on the earth, her skirts bundled, her legs crumpled beneath her, her belly high, as the wound on her head seeped dark blood.

Isobel stared at each livid face around her, then she stood slowly, panting, tears on her face. In desperation, she found her voice.

‘Ye can all go to hell.’

Then she turned and ran for all she was worth.

She’d seen it in the fire. Over Gruoch’s shoulder, moments ago. Ysenda had been there one moment; the next, she had disappeared.

And then there was one.
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THE PRESENT DAY, FORRES


On the following Friday morning, Ruthie, Jayda and Scarlet were standing on the heath in sparkling sunlight, dressed in black silk dresses with frayed hems and long capes, their hair matted and sprayed a variety of colours. Maisie was busy weaving little daisies into the strands. Ruthie was humming a happy little tune. She was in a great mood. Filming was going well, on track.

Each evening, she’d sit with Mercy and Seth in front of the fire, then Mercy would make an excuse to go to bed early. She and Seth would talk until midnight, then she’d kiss him, go to her room and sleep like a log.

In truth, she wasn’t sure where their relationship was going, but they had a date at the weekend. She’d find out then.

For several days, the spirit had been quiet. There had been no more images in Mercy’s fire and Ruthie wondered why.

But now, as the cameras rolled, she was concentrating on her role. Harry was talking animatedly, dapper in a jacket and smart shirt. He was in his element, explaining local history.

‘Of course, the witches are a product of the beliefs of the time. James the First did his best to prove that witches existed. He wrote a treatise on witchcraft and the supernatural, his Daemonologie, composed in the late sixteenth century, inciting fear and hatred. And in the King James Bible, published in 1611, the phrase “Thou must not suffer a poisoner to live” became “Thou must not suffer a witch to live”, a subtle but dangerous alteration. So when Shakespeare wrote about witches, he was merely mirroring popular culture.’

Scarlet pulled a cross face. ‘James was a bit of a bastard.’

‘And here’s us, dressed like stereotypes.’ Jayda sighed.

‘Ross is really keen on the idea of a second documentary that puts the record straight about the three witches,’ Ruthie said hopefully.

‘Aren’t we all?’ Scarlet said.

Ross called a halt to the filming and Alexander came over, dressed in a tunic, swathed in tartan plaid. Maisie immediately moved over to him, putting the finishing touches to his costume: a brooch and a sapphire and gold ring. Ross then gave instructions.

‘Right, people, let’s get the spell scene done. Later on, Harry, we can do your speech, explaining that this is the exact place the witches danced.’

For the rest of the afternoon, Ruthie went over the same few lines, angles and positions changing, details being altered. She, Jayda and Scarlet stood in the sunlight, eyes glowing beneath dark make-up, chanting:

Double, double toil and trouble;
Fire burn, and cauldron bubble.



By six o’clock, everyone was exhausted. Jonny and his crew started packing away, and Ross called the actors over for a debrief. He looked really pleased. ‘I think we’re on target. We’ll be finished by the middle of next week. We’ve got a few bits and pieces to tidy up.’

‘I’m not going in the sea again,’ Scarlet joked.

‘And I’m not getting on Whisky.’ Alexander grinned.

‘No, you’ve seen the schedule. We’re almost bang on track. We’re going to film at Cluny Hill, at the Witches Stone.’

Harry was puzzled. ‘Won’t the road noises be a problem, Ross? And the police station across the road?’

‘Jonny and I have some ideas how to get over that.’ Ross smiled. ‘And it’ll be a trailer, whetting the viewers’ appetite for round two. Our next documentary – if we can persuade someone to let us make one.’

‘I like that,’ Ruthie said.

‘Right, everyone, I’m off to the pub in Forres. The first round of drinks is on me,’ Ross said cheerfully. ‘Then we’ll go to the tandoori.’

‘Where drinks will still be on you,’ Scarlet said happily. ‘Are you coming, Ruthie? Or do you have a date with the fabulous Seth?’

‘That’s tomorrow,’ Ruthie said quietly. She hadn’t said anything to Alexander about how close she was to Zerubbabel’s nephew.

Alexander moved beside her. ‘We need to compare notes on the witch. If we’re leaving next week…’ His gaze held hers for a moment. ‘We’d better get a wriggle on.’

‘We had,’ Ruthie agreed. They hadn’t seen the ghost for a few days. In truth, if a spirit had appeared, they’d have all been far too busy to notice.

‘Ruthie, wait.’ Harry hurried over. ‘The other day, you were asking me about Lulach.’

‘Yes.’

‘Macbeth’s stepson?’ Alexander said. ‘I’ve been looking him up too. He didn’t last long as king. Just a year.’

‘I asked Harry where his nicknames came from,’ Ruthie said.

‘I’ve been talking to a colleague of mine over in Edinburgh. She tells me there’s not a lot of information about Lulach. Born around 1029, he died in battle in 1058. He ruled for a year. Not much of a king, not like his stepfather.’

‘But was he a fool, Harry?’

‘No one’s sure, Ruthie. He married Finnghuala Ingen Sinill. There’s some evidence that they had two children, a boy, and a girl who was the mother of Angus, who was an earl and made a claim for the throne with Malcolm.’

‘And their children?’ Alexander said. ‘What were their names?’

‘Records are pretty thin. Both Lulach and Finnghuala died quite young. The names Olith and Tul come up a lot for Angus’s mother. Her brother, Lulach’s son, was Máel Snechtai, who became Mormaer of Moray and retired to a monastery. He didn’t live long either.’

‘Hard times, I suppose, and dangerous if you were a king,’ Alexander said.

‘Or a woman,’ Ruthie muttered. ‘But none of this explains why Lulach was called a fool.’

‘It seems that he was probably unlucky rather than foolish. He had none of the glory or fame of his stepfather, or the power.’

‘And his mother, Macbeth’s wife? What happened to her?’

Harry shrugged. ‘Gruoch outlived them all. There are so many tales, so many conflicting dates, that no one really knows the details. Apparently, she’s buried on the Isle of Iona.’

‘Let’s go and get that drink.’ A cold breeze ruffled Alexander’s hair. ‘We can talk about it all in the pub.’

Hours later, seven animated figures sat around a table littered with bottles and half-empty dishes. Ross was the only one who was sober, because he was driving Ruthie and Alexander back to Forres, despite Alexander’s insistence that it wasn’t far to walk and he and Ruthie would be fine.

Harry was in a great mood. ‘Do you know, this has all turned out much better than I thought it was going to.’

‘What has?’ Maisie asked with her mouth full.

‘This trip. I mean, Miranda left after nearly drowning, and the hotel burned down. I thought about pulling out early doors; it looked like it was destined to be a disaster.’

‘I’m glad you didn’t,’ Ross said, relieved.

‘So much went wrong,’ Jayda said. ‘Everything was falling apart. The cameras not working, the horse rearing on the beach.’

‘It’s the curse of the Scottish Play.’ Scarlet wiggled her fingers as if casting a spell.

Alexander’s face was serious. ‘No, it’s not, it’s because of the witch.’

There was a silence as everyone took a breath. Maisie looked genuinely worried. ‘What witch?’

‘The one in the woods, who was watching us while we were filming. She was behind some of the things that happened while we were filming – Miranda; Whisky rearing. She might have been one of the original three witches. A healer, right here in Broom, in the time of Macbeth.’

Ross was flabbergasted. ‘You’re joking?’

‘No. What if she caused the fire, and what happened on the beach and in the woods?’ Alexander said. ‘Ask Zerubbabel. Ask Ruthie.’

‘The cause of the fire was an electrical fault,’ Harry began.

‘It mightn’t have been,’ Alexander countered. ‘What about all the other things?’

‘Alexander’s right.’ Ruthie took a deep breath. ‘Mercy thinks that the witch – the healer – is kind of – making herself known to us because it’s time. Because we’re filming her story, almost.’

Scarlet trembled. ‘Are we supposed to believe that?’

‘We’ve seen her in the woods several times.’ Alexander turned to Ruthie. Everyone was staring. ‘Right, I think it’s time to share what we know.’

‘Absolutely it is.’ Harry looked shocked. ‘No wonder you’ve been quizzing me about the characters’ history.’

‘Come on, spill,’ Ross said abruptly.

‘Well, it all started here, in Broom, and in Forres.’ Ruthie wasn’t sure where to begin. ‘Years ago, I mean – in the eleventh century.’

‘What started?’ Scarlet’s eyes bulged.

‘We think a woman was wrongly accused…’ Ruthie’s voice trailed off.

‘There’s a witch who walks in the woods. And on the beach. Ruthie saw footprints there when the horse reared,’ Alexander explained. ‘Moving footprints when there was no one there.’

‘Really?’ Jayda was horrified. ‘But I stood there. We all did.’

‘Bloody hell.’ Scarlet put a hand across her mouth.

‘Mercy and Zerubbabel know a lot about the woman’s background. Seth’s painted a picture of her – and her name’s Isobel.’ Ruthie stopped; all eyes were on her. ‘Mercy’s a third daughter. Apparently third daughters can interpret shapes in the fire. Mercy can do that.’

‘Pyromancy,’ Harry said. ‘Divination from flames.’

‘I can do it a bit too,’ Ruthie said in a tiny voice. ‘Not before I came here, only now. Not much. When I first came to the hotel, I saw her there, in the fire.’

‘You saw her?’ Scarlet gasped.

‘Just images of her. Shapes. Mercy has seen things too. There were three sisters who lived here, in the time of the Scottish king. I think they’re our witches. I’ve seen them dance.’

‘Dance?’ Maisie asked.

‘As in dance and make spells?’ Jayda added.

‘In the fire. Three shapes.’ Ruthie met Ross’s eyes: he looked astonished. ‘Mercy and Zerubbabel are from an old family round here, the Drummonds.’

‘Their name would have been Druimeinach many centuries ago. But imagine… imagine.’ Harry leaned forward. ‘I’m just saying – if you – or Mercy really can read flames, how much would we be able to find out? The thought is just incredible.’

‘I don’t like doing it, to be honest,’ Ruthie said. ‘It’s really draining, like it’s taking a bit of you away.’

‘Then don’t do it again,’ Alexander said protectively.

Ross was thoughtful. ‘Well, just think. Next week, when we film the last few moments by the Witches Stone, we’ll be able to say that we believe there was a real woman who was killed there and we have some evidence. Witches weren’t just made up for the people of Shakespeare’s time to boo and hiss at.’

‘This is so exciting,’ Harry said. ‘Not exactly factual, of course, but it might lead us to a discovery.’

‘Maybe the witch will even put in an appearance,’ Maisie joked.

Everyone was silent.

Alexander shared a look with Ruthie, who was clutching her glass of wine. The same thought had occurred to them both.
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When Ruthie arrived back at Mercy’s, it was late, almost midnight.

‘Is that you, Ruthie?’ Mercy called from the living room.

‘Mm.’ Ruthie came in sheepishly. Both Mercy and Seth were sitting by the fire, reading. ‘It’s late – sorry. I hope you weren’t waiting up.’

‘Of course we were.’ Seth got to his feet, hugging her, grinning. ‘I thought you’d be the worse for wear after an actors’ Friday night out. Can I get you a coffee?’

‘I’d love one.’

‘Coming up.’

Ruthie sat next to Mercy on the rug. ‘I’m a bit tipsy. The wine was flowing.’

‘It’ll do you good to take time out,’ Mercy said. ‘You’ve had a long week. Seth told me you’ve been filming on the chilly heath all day.’

‘It was full on. And it was chilly, even though it’s summer.’

‘It would be,’ Mercy said enigmatically. ‘And how did it go?’

Ruthie noticed Mercy’s keen eyes; she wasn’t just asking about the documentary. ‘We haven’t seen her – the witch. I thought we might, but I suppose we’ve been too busy practising the spells from the play. Acting it feels really detached from the truth, you know.’

‘Of course,’ Mercy said. ‘And you’ve almost finished?’

‘Yes, we’re wrapping next week, Tuesday. We’re filming near the Witches Stone.’

‘Tuesday’s Midsummer’s Day.’

‘Oh?’ Ruthie was puzzled.

‘The longest day. The day of fertility and life.’ Mercy’s face was bathed in orange light from the fire. ‘She’ll make herself known.’

‘How can you be so sure?’

‘Because the sisters would’ve danced on the heath on that day. It was on Midsummer’s Day that Seth dreamed of Isobel.’

Ruthie felt a little tremor like ice run through her. Seth came into the room and handed her a mug. She took it gratefully and sipped steaming coffee. ‘That’s good, thanks.’

Seth sat behind her, placing a gentle hand on her shoulder. ‘We’ll go out tomorrow. Shall I book a table at The Three Boys?’

‘That would be lovely,’ Ruthie said. ‘Perhaps we can go for a walk first, in the forest.’

‘Great idea,’ Seth said.

‘You think you might see her there? Wait.’ Mercy’s voice was low and scratchy. ‘Ruthie, look in the fire. Tell me what you see.’

Ruthie frowned. ‘What? Nothing.’

‘Look again.’ Mercy was staring into the flames. ‘I just saw it.’ Mercy leaned forward. ‘She’s there. Now.’

Seth leaned forward, his lips against Ruthie’s ear. ‘I can’t see anything.’

‘I can,’ Ruthie whispered. ‘It’s her.’

Ruthie stared hard at the changing shapes, forming new ones. A young woman stood in a hut. Her belly strained against the fabric of her dress. She was pregnant. And she was pacing up and down, troubled. Or perhaps she was in pain and couldn’t settle because she was about to give birth.

She was alone. Afraid.

Ruthie gazed deeply into the red flickering colour. She watched Isobel in the curl and leap of the flames.
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Isobel leaned forward, supporting her weight against the table as a new pain clutched her. It was early morning; she’d hardly slept all night. She hadn’t been outside for nine days, not since Ulchel had laid his wife in the ground. All the villagers had stayed away. Only Isobel and Ulchel had mourned Ysenda. Then they had returned to their separate houses to cry alone.

She gasped out loud: another pang, longer, worse than the last. Her baby was coming very early. Ulchel had been here each day. He’d brought her food and water, logs for the fire, and he’d urged her to leave with him as soon as she could.

People were talking; her name was on everyone’s lips. Each time an animal was sick or the weather changed, Isobel was to blame. And the word they were calling her meant she was no longer safe.

She had promised to leave as soon as the baby was born, and it wouldn’t be long now. The hut was clean and warm, her bundle was ready, with oils and herbs, although she was terrified. She was alone and, if the birth was difficult, she had no idea how to help herself.

A powerful spasm gripped her, and she cried out. If only Lulach would come. She knew he’d arrived at the castle with his bride-to-be; she’d heard that preparations were being made for a wedding. She hoped he’d visit, just one more time, to explain, to tell her he loved her.

She paced for an hour, two, not able to get comfortable, not settling. The pains grew closer together, stronger. Then the baby was coming fast and Isobel’s body took over. She knelt down on all fours like a she-wolf, baring her teeth, working hard.

Her mind raced, full of colliding thoughts. This was Lulach’s child. Surely, he’d want to meet her, to hold her in his arms. Why hadn’t he made some attempt to see Isobel? He still loved her. She was sure of it.

But he didn’t know about the baby. No one knew, except Ulchel and Ysenda. Thoughts of her sister made her cry out again. She should have been alive, here, in the room, with her baby. She should have helped her bring forth the bairn while Lulach waited nervously outside for news of his child.

It was too late now.

‘Lulach,’ Isobel whispered.

Her mind focused as she tried her hardest to push her child into the world. She heard her own voice come from somewhere outside herself. ‘Lulach, why have ye forgotten me?’

She’d never known such pain; she was being torn apart. Then her instincts took over again and she groaned. Something pushed itself out, a round head, a slippery body. Isobel bellowed like an animal one more time.

The baby was tiny, but she was in her arms, breathing. Her dark hair was plastered to her head, the same curls Ysenda had had, and Merraid. She had Lulach’s sapphire eyes. She was beautiful. Isobel’s face was wet with tears as she felt a rush of emotion, a tidal wave of pure love.

‘My sweet little one.’ Isobel kissed the flushed cheeks. ‘I’ll call ye Tul de Ros, the girl with the brow of roses. And one day ye’ll wear roses in your hair, not simple daisies like I and my sisters did.’ She shifted her position, to be more comfortable, and laid her cheek against the baby’s soft skin. ‘My beloved child, I promise, ye’ll never suffer as I have. What they call me – it’s a word that can never be spoken aloud to ye. But I’ll make sure ye have everything. Ye’re a princess.’

She traced the petal skin, the tiny lips with her fingertip, and began to sing softly, the song her mother sang to her, ‘Mo Leanabh Milis Fein’, ‘My Ain Sweet Babby’.

Isobel staggered to her feet and moved delicately towards the straw bed. She held the baby tenderly: she needed to feed her, then to sleep, to regain her strength.

With Tul de Ros in the crook of her arm, Isobel curled up and sighed. She had her beautiful baby: she had a reason to live again.

She was woken by the sound of someone moving around the hut. It was Ulchel, placing wood on the fire, cooking pottage. He heard her waking.

‘Your bairn’s well? And ye?’

‘We are, thank ye.’ Isobel sat up. ‘I can do those things, Ulchel.’

‘Ye willnae. I’ll stay here and care for ye. I know the bairn’s not my family, but Ysenda would wish me to…’ He could say no more.

‘I thank ye again.’

‘Ysenda and I would’ve had a bonnie family. Now all I have is ye and the little one, and ye have no one but me.’ Ulchel’s face was etched with sadness. ‘Let me care for ye both.’

Isobel nodded weakly. ‘I need to clean up.’

‘It’ll wait.’

‘Thank ye, Ulchel.’

‘I was thinking.’ Ulchel looked awkward. ‘Tomorrow ye can rest and I’ll load up the horse and cart, and the day after, we’ll be gone in the darkness, to a place where no one knows who we are.’

Isobel was unsure. ‘Ye think we should run away?’

‘I do.’ A shadow of worry crossed Ulchel’s brow. ‘I hear the prince Lulach will wed the day after tomorrow. It’s no longer safe to stay.’

Isobel touched her baby’s brow with light fingers. ‘Tul de Ros, I’ve given ye my word. Ye’ll have the best life. I’ll watch ye grow into a fine woman, the joy of all my days.’ She wriggled to a seated position. ‘Ulchel, please bring me a little pottage. I need to get strong. And yes, I’ll leave with ye. But there’s something I must do before we go, for my daughter’s sake. And I’ll tell ye now, I willnae change my mind.’
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The sound of pipes filled the air along with the thrumming of tabors. Everyone in the village had thronged outside the castle to cheer. Even Eschina and Cuilén were there, heads down, in their best leine and plaid. A dignified man carrying the ribbons to fasten the couple’s hands was waiting as the wedding party approached and stood on the hill outside the castle. Lulach, handsome in a long fur-trimmed cloak pinned at the shoulder, a coronet on his brow, descended the drawbridge. Gruoch was beside him, her hair braided, wearing a fleecy embroidered cloak. She glanced up nervously. It had started to snow, feather flakes that twirled slowly, held for a moment in the air before they tumbled.

The bride appeared at the gatehouse and everyone cheered again. Finnghuala wore a red and gold dress with a long velvet cloak, a coronet of leaves and berries in her brown hair. She looked nervous. Lulach hesitated, then held out his right hand. Finnghuala took it, her eyes cast down, as if she was separate from the celebration. The ribbon was wrapped around her hand, bound tightly to Lulach’s, and Gruoch said, ‘It’s time for your vows.’

Finnghuala’s soft voice could barely be heard. ‘Lulach, I give ye my heart. As I lay my hand in yours, so I lay my dreams in your keeping.’

There was silence while Lulach stared into the crowd, as if he was searching for someone. Gruoch turned to him, her brow furrowed. He was taking too long.

‘Lulach?’

He looked miserable as he said, ‘Finnghuala, I tie my life to yours, and I vow to be your shelter, your comfort, and your strength in times of⁠—’

‘Wait.’ A voice rang out on the air, clear as crystal. The crowd parted as Isobel hurried forward, Tul de Ros wrapped warmly in her arms. ‘Lulach, this is…’ She reached the front of the throng and paused, breathing heavily. She nodded once to Finnghuala. ‘Madam, I’m sorry. I’ve no quarrel with ye, and no reason to dislike ye, but I have to speak the truth.’ She turned to the groom. ‘Lulach, why did ye not come home to me for all those long months?’

Lulach couldn’t move. His face paled. ‘If only I had ridden from Inverness to ye, just one time.’ He took a breath for courage. ‘Isobel, if I could wed the woman I choose, then I swear it would be ye. But I cannae. I love ye most, but my mother⁠—’

Gruoch strode forward. ‘What’s this business?’

Finnghuala started to cry. People in the crowd whispered between themselves, a low sound of disapproval. Someone shouted out angrily. ‘She’s enchanted the queen’s son.’

Lulach said, ‘Mother, I told ye I loved another. I begged ye to listen. I’ve given my heart to Isobel. I cannae take it back and give it to another.’

The snow was falling thickly now. Isobel clutched her baby tightly for warmth as fat flakes spangled her hair like jewels. Finnghuala looked at her feet, embarrassed; her wrist lay limp, tied to Lulach’s. He raised the fingers of his left hand and smoothed Isobel’s face tenderly. ‘My love, if only ye and I—’ He noticed the child wrapped in the folds of her cloak. ‘Who’s this?’

‘She’s called Tul de Ros. She’s my child, born two days ago. And she’s yours.’

‘Our child?’ Lulach was confused. ‘She’s yours and mine? Then I cannae wed another woman. May I hold her?’

Isobel stepped forward and he took the baby in his arms.

Lulach’s face softened with love as he gazed at his child. ‘But I didnae know that ye— Why did ye not send news?’

Isobel moved closer to him, her mouth at his ear; she had eyes for no one else. She stroked Tul de Ros’s cheek gently. ‘How could I tell ye this? She’s mine and yours.’

‘Then, Mother…’ Lulach faced Gruoch, the baby held close to his chest. ‘Surely Isobel’s my bride. The bairn’s mine. It’s as if our hands are already fastened.’

Someone in the crowd shouted, ‘She’s cast a spell over him.’

Gruoch lifted her hand and slapped her son’s face hard. ‘Ye are a fool.’ She turned to Isobel. ‘The child’s Lulach’s?’

‘She is.’

‘Ye swear it, on your life?’

‘I swear.’

‘Let me see.’ Gruoch seized the child from her son, holding the bundle at arm’s length, examining her features. ‘She hasnae his colouring, but those eyes are Lulach’s, as I stand here. She’s of royal blood.’

‘She is.’ Isobel lifted her chin. ‘And she’s mine. If Lulach and I cannae wed, then I’ll travel to a far place. I wish ye to see her now, because I’ll leave today. But when she’s of age, I’ll bring her back, I swear. Her rightful place is here in the castle.’

‘She’s ours. I cannae let ye leave.’ Lulach bent forward as if to kiss Isobel, but the queen reached out a hand to stop him.

‘The child belongs to the royal house. She belongs to me.’ Gruoch inclined her head towards the soldiers. ‘This woman’s an enchantress. She’s used her magic to trap my son. But he willnae marry her. This other bride is more fitting. The handfasting will continue. Take the girl away from here.’

Isobel felt strong hands seize her wrists. She struggled but she was grasped roughly. Her eyes were on Lulach as she begged him, ‘Help me, please.’

‘Let her go,’ Lulach shouted. ‘In my father’s absence, I’m king.’

‘Do as I say.’ Gruoch raised her voice.

The guards held Isobel fast, dragging her towards the drawbridge.

‘She’s mine,’ Isobel cried out. ‘Ye cannae take her from me. I willnae let ye.’

The mob began to mutter and someone cried out, ‘She curses the queen.’

‘My husband sent word that he has arrived in England. He’ll be here in several days.’ Gruoch was tight-lipped. ‘I’ll see ye wed today, Lulach.’

‘I beg ye, madam.’ Isobel twisted towards the queen, her face tear-streaked, contorted in sadness. ‘She’s my child⁠—’

‘The bairn’s yours no longer,’ Gruoch said. ‘She’s mine. I’ll call her Olith, which means golden princess.’ Her lip curled. ‘Ye’ll be taken to the dungeon and tried for your crimes, Isobel Druimeinach.’

‘Wait, Mother!’ Lulach looked from Gruoch to Isobel.

‘Be silent,’ Gruoch said, and turned to the crowd. ‘We all know what this woman is.’

‘She caused my children to die, my four boys,’ a man screamed from the crowd, and a woman’s sob filled the air.

‘And she cursed Lowrans and her two sisters. They all suffered at her hands.’

‘And she murdered Forsey.’

‘She looked at my horse and it went lame.’

‘She caused the water in my pail to freeze over yesterday.’

‘Her mother was an enchantress. She shouldnae be allowed to live.’

Someone in the crowd shouted, ‘She’s a witch.’

It was Eschina.

‘So be it. Take her away.’ Gruoch gave a dismissive wave of her hand.

‘Mother, I beg ye.’ Lulach rushed forwards, the ribbon loosening from his hand. It dangled from Finnghuala’s wrist. ‘Let her go. Let us both go. We’ll travel far away, we’ll go to Iona, to somewhere ye’ll never find us, to be together⁠—’

‘No, Lulach. It’s too late,’ Gruoch said simply. She turned to the soldiers. ‘Take her.’

Isobel sobbed. ‘Please, let me have my child. Let me have her with me.’

Gruoch ignored her, as if she was no longer there.

The soldiers hauled Isobel towards the castle as she screamed, ‘Lulach, help me. I beg ye, give me my child.’

Lulach looked on and hung his head. He was powerless. A fool.
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Isobel stared through the bars of the castle dungeon, below the earth. From where she was, she could see the procession towards the castle, Lulach and his new bride, Gruoch carrying her grandchild. It was a perfect scene, surrounded by dancing snow and the light sound of pipes playing. Isobel felt all hope fade away. Her face filthy and tear-stained, she screamed and screamed through the iron bars, but no one looked up. Her body was cold – they’d taken her cloak, her shoes – her hair was wet and her feet were covered with mud. Blood seeped from her mouth, although she couldn’t remember who had hit her. There was more blood on her leine. It was ripped open at the shoulder.

Isobel heaved herself upright, her flesh cold as stone and watched the bridal group. The figures, like small insects, were dancing, feasting. Lulach’s new bride was in his arms. The people were merry – singing, drinking. Then, as the sun sank behind the hills, the sky a mottled lava red, Lulach and his bride disappeared inside the castle.

She was not important.

Soon, the good king Mac Bethad would return from Rome, but he would be too late.

Not even he could help her.

Clutching the bars, Isobel slumped against the stone wall, exhausted. She cried out loud for herself, for Lulach. But she cried the bitterest tears for her child. She would never hold Tul de Ros in her arms again. The baby would grow into a young woman and never know her mother. Isobel was broken. She was lost.

As the snow twirled, Isobel watched the crowd disperse slowly, people in small groups shuffling back to their huts. The handfasting was done. The guests had all gone. They’d all forgotten her.

Apart from one solitary figure.

Ulchel stood by the drawbridge, staring up, his eyes searching. The snow dampened his hair, soaking his clothes, but still he stood, waiting.
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THE PRESENT DAY, FORRES


It had been a wonderful day. Ruthie and Seth had walked through the forest hand in hand, in dappled sunlight, amid the sweet sound of birdsong, the warm scent of wild garlic. Later, they’d dined at The Three Boys, eyes locked across the table, talking quietly. Now they were on their way back to Mercy’s cottage, past the river.

Ruthie had something on her mind she needed to say. ‘The filming’s over next week, Seth.’

‘Mm.’ His hand tightened a little around hers.

‘We’re finishing the last bits of the documentary at the Witches Stone, in Forres. I’m a bit concerned.’

‘Because of what you saw in the fire?’

‘Yes. Now we know what happened to Isobel.’

‘Those were cruel times. The way you and Mum spoke about it as you watched it happen was horrible.’

‘And I have to tell the others – Scarlet and Jayda, Ross, Alexander.’

‘At least you know the truth. You can tell her story.’

‘I need to back it up with facts, though, and there’s no record of Isobel or her sisters.’

‘So come back here. Do more research, make a second documentary,’ Seth said hopefully.

‘I definitely want to do something. What happened was so unfair.’

‘It was.’

‘And her child.’ Ruthie felt her eyes fill with tears, just as they had when she’d gazed into the fire, watching Isobel’s story unfold. ‘I must talk to Harry and tell him what we found out.’

‘Lulach certainly was a fool.’

‘And unfortunate.’

They walked down the hill, towards the cottages. ‘Seth.’ Ruthie took a deep breath, unsure of how she was going to frame her next words. ‘I’m flying back to Bristol on Wednesday.’

‘Can I come to the airport to see you off?’

‘Of course,’ Ruthie said. ‘But Scotland’s a long way from Bristol. I mean – if we’re going to try⁠—’

‘It’s an hour by air,’ Seth said.

‘But once I’m home and busy in the café, and finding new roles⁠—’

‘You’ll forget me?’

‘You’ll forget me. You’ll be chasing your dream job. We’ll drift apart.’

‘So, this has been a Highland fling?’ Seth grinned at his own joke. ‘Over before it’s begun?’

‘I don’t know, Seth,’ Ruthie murmured. ‘I’m rubbish at relationships. I’m indecisive. I’m⁠—’

‘In love with your job, I know. You told me at the beginning. I didn’t expect anything else.’

‘So why did you…?’

‘Spend time with you? Because I like you, Ruthie.’ Seth squeezed her hand. ‘You’re great to be with. And I don’t want it to end here.’

‘But I can’t make promises and then let you down.’

‘Then don’t make promises,’ Seth said. ‘Or let me down.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Go back to Bristol, do what you love. But call me. Let’s stay in touch. Maybe I can visit. You can fly up here. We’ll see how it goes.’

‘Do you think we can?’

‘We’ve just met. It’s early days. But I’m hopeful.’

‘Are you?’

‘Of course.’ Seth leaned over and kissed her lips. ‘Or you could just…’

‘What?’

‘Look into the fire and you can tell me what happens next.’

‘I don’t think I’ll ever do that again now. I’m not sure I can.’ Ruthie shuddered. ‘No, let’s just say goodbye on Wednesday, then message each other, and take it from there.’

‘No pressure.’

‘No pressure.’

‘Just the belief in ourselves, and what we can be, together and apart.’ Seth squeezed her hand as they pushed open the gate to Mercy’s cottage.

Ruthie looked up. Alexander was watching her from an upstairs room next door, at Zerubbabel’s, and he raised a hand. She waved back.
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On Tuesday morning, Ross parked the minibus in the car park opposite the police station. ‘Right, let’s get this filmed. Each of you will sit on the stone one by one, then in edit, we’ll fade you out as if you’ve disappeared. Harry will narrate the last bit on camera and we’re pretty much done.’ He stared at the vast sky, hardly a trace of clouds. ‘It’s a scorcher.’

Ross pointed across the road to an innocuous wall, a stone in front of it, a pretty stretch of green parkland behind dotted with a few flowers. Jonny and his crew were already there, cameras set up.

A crowd of people had assembled to watch. Ruthie emerged from the car, followed by Jayda and Scarlet, then Maisie, make-up brush poised. The three witches were in medieval costume, long dresses with draped sleeves and tight belts. Ruthie was in green, Scarlet in blue and Jayda in red. The people watching made a low sound of approval, as if they’d gathered to see a big blockbuster movie being made.

Ruthie went first although the order didn’t matter, everything would be resolved in the editing suite, Ross explained. She was asked to sit on the stone, her head forlornly in her hands, then to strike a pose as if she was weeping.

‘Can you look up slowly, straight into the camera, soulful, as if all the injustice in the world has happened to you?’ Ross suggested.

Jayda said something about injustice and witches and Scarlet grumbled an agreement. Ruthie continued while the cameras rolled, standing, sitting, weeping and praying. The crowd was growing with more shoppers, families, people clustering, commenting, pointing, a gathering throng, keen to watch. Ruthie wondered if that was how it had been for Isobel a thousand years ago, when she was taken to Cluny Hill. A mob who’d watched a witch die, and judged her, and then left and forgot her name for ever.

Once her filming was done Ross asked Ruthie to move away and the camera focused on the wording on the stone.

From Cluny Hill, witches were rolled in stout barrels through which spikes were driven. Where the barrels stopped, they were burned.

Ruthie looked away. Isobel’s end had been horrible. Even after her death, the poor woman was still branded a witch.

‘Jayda, can you stand in front of the stone now?’ Ross instructed. ‘Hands in front of you, please. Maisie, can you tie them roughly with the rope. Jayda, head up to heaven as if you’re praying. You’re about to be burned to death.’

Ruthie shuddered. It was a warm day, but Ross’s words chilled her.

Alexander came over and handed her a coffee in a disposable cup. ‘I got you this.’

‘Thanks.’

‘We can get some lunch, if you like.’

Ruthie grinned. ‘Dressed like this? Won’t someone accuse me of enchanting people?’ Her words made her feel sad. ‘Alexander, this is where it really happened, in this place. That poor woman.’

‘Do you know something I don’t?’

‘Yes, the whole story, what became of her,’ Ruthie said. ‘I saw shapes, images of it in the fire. With Mercy. It was the most chilling thing ever.’

‘Right. Let’s get a bite to eat in the café. We can chat about it.’ Alexander waved a hand. ‘Maisie, Ruthie and I are just going across the road for lunch.’

‘It’s all right for some,’ Maisie called back.

Half an hour later, Ruthie and Alexander sat hunched over burritos. Ruthie had explained everything she’d seen in the fire, from beginning to end.

Alexander shook his head. ‘If half of what you’ve told me is true, then it’s…’ He closed his eyes briefly. ‘I can’t find the right words.’

‘Seth says she’s called Isobel, but of course we don’t know for sure.’

‘She deserves a name so let’s call her that. It suits her.’ Alexander met her eyes. ‘I’m glad you and Seth are an item. I saw you walking home together on Saturday night.’

‘Didn’t you know?’

‘I suppose I did. It’s good that you’re together. I wasn’t sure how you felt – you know – about our friendship.’

‘I like you, Alexander. A lot.’

‘But not in that way? Thank goodness.’ He looked relieved. ‘The thing is, I’m gay. Of course, that’s no big deal, but with new people there’s always the worry of homophobia.’

‘That’s ridiculous, in this day and age.’

‘Is it?’ Alexander was unconvinced.

‘Of course it is. Lots of people are gay. One in ten or something. My best friend Alfie. Harry. Maisie. And does it matter to anyone else? Of course not.’

‘I wish everyone was like you, Ruthie. Nice. Balanced.’ Alexander ruffled his hair casually. ‘We’re doing this documentary about the persecution of witches, as if prejudice only happened in the past. Yet it still happens all the time, you know: sexism, racism, gay bashing. The last theatre job I worked at, one of the women in the cast developed this thing for me and when I didn’t respond, she was really upset. I told her I was gay and she didn’t believe me. She tried to get the whole cast on her side, gaslighting, as if I’d led her on then rejected her. I won’t repeat some of the horrible things she said. But it wasn’t good for my reputation. I play things safe now.’

Ruthie reached across the table and placed her hand over his. ‘I value our friendship.’

‘I was worried you liked me in a – you know – a boy-girl way.’

‘I’m not surprised.’ Ruthie laughed. ‘You’re an attractive man, Alexander. A Scottish hero, a warrior king. Women will respond to that.’

‘But you have Seth.’

‘I do. We’re good. We’ll see what happens.’

‘And you and me are OK? Friends?’

‘Good friends.’

‘I’d like to stay in touch, you know, after we leave on Wednesday. We work well together.’

‘We do. We’re on the same wavelength.’ Ruthie squeezed his hand. ‘And we’re partners. Ghostbusters.’

‘We are. It’d be good to work together again. We have chemistry. Empathy. That’s why…’ Alexander looked sad. ‘I’m so upset about what you said about Isobel. About how things turned out for her. It makes me shudder.’

‘Me too.’

‘Perhaps we need to commemorate her in some way.’

‘Ross is dead keen on doing another documentary. Harry is, too.’

‘Can’t we do something else, though, before we go home? To say goodbye. To sort of say thanks for letting us do her story. For being there, with us all the way.’

‘You’re right, she has been.’ Ruthie had an idea. ‘Today’s Midsummer’s Day. I know what we have to do later. Scarlet and Jayda will be up for it. All I need is to get Ross on board. And Harry.’
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1048, MORAY, ALBA


The cell was cold, but Isobel didn’t feel the biting wind that crept through the bars. Her body was numb. No food or water was brought to her now, but she wasn’t hungry. Her face was dirty, tear-stained. Her body ached for her baby. Her hands, tied with rough rope in front of her, only longed to hold her child again.

She could hardly see, her eyes were so swollen and filled with dirt. She was cried out, empty. The soldiers had taken her to speak to the queen once more, to admit to who she was. By agreeing to her name, she had somehow admitted to being a witch. She wasn’t sure how it had happened. But there was no hope now anyway.

Isobel didn’t know what would come next. Most of the time she was alone, lost in thought. At other times, she was terrified. Her legs shook. Her breath trembled and her lungs emptied with fear. And at other times she was numb, too weak to feel anything at all. She closed her eyes and drifted into a kind of emptiness. She lost track of day and night. She barely remembered who she was.

Twice she woke in a terror, calling upon her mother to help her, calling upon her sisters. Once she even screamed for Lulach. Then she cried for her baby, for the aching hollow of her arms.

There would be no help now.

She leaned against the stone wall and felt the touch of ice fingers on her face. Outside the window, snow was falling again. For a moment, she had forgotten the damp, melting, delicate touch on the tongue. She would probably never feel its cool softness again.

A grating sound, a key in a lock, made her heart lurch. The door opened and two soldiers entered, ushering in a small man dressed in a brown robe. Isobel half looked at him; he might be a priest. The soldiers stood back and the man approached, examining her quizzically. His face was round, his eyes protruding. He licked wet lips.

‘Isobel, I’ve come to speak to ye.’

Isobel slumped back against the wall. Something inside her recoiled.

‘Ye have admitted what ye are. Ye’ve used demons to harm your neighbours, to seduce and enchant, to murder and to accomplish evil deeds.’

‘So ye say.’ Isobel’s spirit was broken and she had no strength to fight back.

‘Ye’ve changed form to that of an animal; ye’ve ridden through the air at night to consort with the devil. Ye’ve traded your soul.’

The last word brought Isobel round; she jerked her head, narrowing her eyes. ‘Ye are wrong.’

‘Admit it again, Isobel, and I’ll give ye some comfort.’

‘How can ye do that?’

‘I’ll ask God to forgive ye.’

‘How can God forgive what I havnae done?’

The man crossed himself hurriedly and whispered, ‘See how she retreats from the name of her Maker.’

Isobel closed her eyes. A memory came to her and she reached out her tied hands like claws and grasped the man’s robe. ‘Tell me⁠—’

‘The witch touches me. She tries to seduce me.’

Isobel lifted her hands away. ‘I ask ye about my child. Is she well? I need news of her. That would bring me comfort.’

‘Ye have no child.’

‘My bairn, my sweet girl.’ Isobel’s face was wet with tears. Water dripped from her nose, tracing the line of dried blood on her lip. ‘I beg ye – my little one – please, some news of her.’

‘The queen’s grandchild is with her constantly. She dotes on her.’ The man had said enough. ‘But ye’ve reached the end of your days. Tomorrow first thing, ye’ll be taken to Cluny Hill. There ye’ll be placed in a barrel, rolled downhill until your bones are broke, and then ye will be burned for your sins.’

‘How will I bear it?’ Isobel asked weakly.

‘Ye are accused of sorcery and engaging in supernatural activities.’

‘Why has it come to this?’ Isobel’s vision was blurred; it was hard to understand what the man had said. She whispered, ‘May I see my child, I beg ye? May I hold her?’

‘Even now she’s filled with sin. She wishes to harm the queen’s grandchild. I’ll leave her. There’s little left to say.’ The man walked towards the door. ‘Pray, witch. Pray and ask for redemption.’

He was gone, and one of the soldiers with him. The second one loitered, as if he was about to lock the door. He stared, as if he couldn’t believe that she could be a danger to him. He was young, with the beginnings of a beard on his chin. He watched her for a moment, then he approached cautiously. ‘I was asked to speak to ye.’

‘Speak?’

‘By the master.’

‘I have no master.’ Isobel closed her eyes for a moment; they were sore from crying, heavy with sadness. The soldier’s words meant nothing.

The man came closer, his lips near her ear. ‘The queen’s son, Lulach, asked me to give you a message.’

‘Lulach?’ Isobel was momentarily roused from her daze. ‘Lulach’s coming for me?’

‘He cannae. He wishes to beg for your forgiveness.’ The soldier’s voice was flat. ‘He tells ye that he loves ye.’

‘When will he come?’

‘The queen has sent him away, he and his bride. They’re at Inverness now.’

‘He willnae help me?’

‘He says to tell ye he’ll always love ye. That he regrets everything – that he’ll never be the same.’

‘He’ll never be the same?’ Isobel opened glassy eyes. ‘And what of me? Lulach has abandoned me.’

‘He sends his true apology.’

‘Does he? I’ve lost my child, my love, everything, and he sends his apology?’ Isobel bared her teeth. ‘May his heart turn to dust; may his reign be short; may he be thought of ever after as no more than a fool.’ She drew herself up tall, filled with a final energy. ‘In a thousand years from now, on Midsummer’s Day, my sisters and I will dance again on the heath with daisies in our hair while his bones are dust and all memory of him has faded for eternity.’

The soldier took a step back, suddenly terrified. He watched Isobel, one hand on the door. ‘What answer shall I give him?’

‘Tell him…’ Isobel took a ragged breath. ‘Tell him to care for our child. Tell him I say that no kings of his blood will follow him, but my beautiful child shall be the mother of a great man.’

She sank to her knees and the soldier was gone. Fresh tears fell on the earth as Isobel’s body crumpled.

There was nothing left now.
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The next day, as the winter sun shone weakly in a pale sky, Isobel stood at the top of Cluny Hill, her feet bare, her hands tied, her hair damp and matted. Her head hung down. She had no strength, no desire to look at the jeering crowd who had assembled. Someone threw a rotten apple that hit her forehead. She didn’t flinch; she felt nothing.

She could hear muffled noises, screamed insults, and a low voice, intoning a religious verse. She stared at the mud beneath her toes. A few feet away, there were soldiers on either side of an upright barrel. She remembered vaguely the man with the bulging eyes saying something about it.

She thought of Lulach, and was surprised to feel nothing. No love, no sadness. Then she remembered her sisters. She smiled, her bruised lip curving, and began to sing.

M gaeth i m-muir,
Am tond trethan,
Am fuaim mara,
Am dam secht ndirend,
Am séig i n-aill,
Am dér gréne.



She heard a voice, just a few feet beyond, a woman’s, shriek, ‘She invokes the evil one. Look how she utters a spell.’

Another voice, lower, huskier, said, ‘No, she sings in our old language.’

Isobel thought of Merraid and Ysenda. Together they were three. Three daughters, three sisters.

The number three was magical. Earth, sun and moon. Body, mind and spirit. Father, Son, Holy Spirit.

She thought of her daughter and her heart was filled with a moment’s sweetness. Tul de Ros would live; she’d be a princess. Lulach would see Isobel in her every day, and it would be his punishment. Somehow, Tul de Ros, now Olith, would find out about her mother. She’d know how much Isobel loved her, even in her final breath.

She continued the song, her voice dry as dust.

I am Wind on Sea,
I am Ocean-wave,
I am Roar of Sea…



The man in the brown robe moved to her elbow. ‘It’s the shortest day of the year and it’s time, Isobel Druimeinach, for ye to take your punishment. Do ye have anything ye wish to say? Ye should beg forgiveness from those ye have harmed.’

Isobel raised her voice, her eyes closed against the raging faces of the cheering mob.

I am Stag of Seven Tines,
I am a Hawk on a Cliff…



The small man waved a finger and ordered, ‘Soldiers, put her inside the barrel. Place the lid on firmly. She’ll be shown no mercy.’

Isobel couldn’t hear him. All sound had faded other than the soft caress of the breeze on her cheeks, the tender nibble of the cold air. She swayed a little as she sang.

I am shining Tear of the Sun.



Two soldiers seized her arm and dragged her towards the barrel. Her knees gave way, her legs wouldn’t move, so they heaved her across the coarse grass. They lifted her roughly, lowering her feet into the cask. She shivered as she stood.

I am Fairest among Herbs,
I am Salmon in a Pool.



The small man addressed the crowd. ‘The witch will meet her fate, as the law decrees. She’ll be put to death in the manner she deserves.’

There was wild yelling, screaming of insults; people threw rotten vegetables and Isobel’s voice was barely audible over the roaring of the mob. The soldiers heaved her upwards.

I am a Lake on a Plain…



For a moment her eyes caught those of someone in the crowd, a man, his handsome face sorrowful. For a second, Isobel felt at peace. Then there was a low sound, the whizz of metal cutting sharply through the air.

The crowd gasped.

Isobel slumped forward, a dagger lodged in her heart. Blood trickled freely as the soldiers looked at one another in shock.

‘What’s happened?’ a soldier asked.

‘A knife has pierced her heart.’ The robed man glanced around angrily, staring into the crowd. ‘Who threw it? Who did this?’

Someone in the mob yelled, ‘The witch is dead.’

The throng began to call out angrily. They’d been deprived of the spectacle they wanted.

Someone else shouted, ‘We came here to see a burning and we’ll see one now.’

‘Burn her. Burn the witch,’ a woman screeched.

The soldiers lifted Isobel’s body and hauled her away, followed by the baying mob.

A tall man with broad shoulders pushed his way out of the crowd and walked in the other direction, down Cluny Hill, back towards the cluster of huts in the distance. Tears covered his face.

The crowd continued to clamour and bellow, to follow the soldiers who carried Isobel’s body down the hill, but Ulchel didn’t look back.


EPILOGUE
THE PRESENT DAY, SCOTLAND


Everyone loved Ruthie’s idea of a picnic that evening on the heath. It was Midsummer’s Day and the hottest day of the year. The film crew was there: Jonny in his cap; Ross opening bottles of champagne; Harry, still discussing the possibility of more documentaries; Alexander and the three witches and Maisie sharing sandwiches and scones. They sat on tartan blankets. Seth had brought oatcakes and cheese, Mercy and Elizabeth had made cakes and Zerubbabel had brought whisky. By the time the sun had sunk low, everyone was merry.

Harry was speaking to Mercy, his face shining with enthusiasm. ‘The problem is, how do you start to find out about a woman who lived almost a thousand years ago? We have nothing to go on. There were no records of women murdered for witchcraft, especially in the time of M—’ He stopped himself. ‘The Scottish king.’

‘I was talking to my wife on the phone earlier.’ Ross was clearly fascinated. ‘About the fact that you saw everything in the fire. Mercy, I’m wondering if that couldn’t be the basis for a new documentary. Imagine the title, The Woman Who Discovered History in the Flames.’

‘I don’t know how I’d feel about that,’ Mercy said quietly.

‘Years ago, you’d have been branded a witch for it,’ Zerubbabel added.

‘It would be great to come back here, though, and do more filming,’ Alexander said.

‘I’d even go in that freezing water again.’ Scarlet grinned. Then she was serious. ‘Ruthie, did you really see footprints on the beach?’

‘I did. And Isobel’s made herself known in so many ways since we’ve been here. She wants us to know about her. It’s time for her story to be told.’

Everyone was hushed for a moment and Mercy said, ‘They did wrong to our Isobel. The people who lived near her, and even the man who loved her.’

‘Lulach the fool,’ Scarlet said bitterly.

‘Exactly,’ Harry agreed. ‘He didn’t live long. He died in battle and Malcolm became king.’

‘And their child?’ Jayda asked. ‘What happened to the baby?’

‘She was called Olith, or Tul de Ros. In some texts her name’s unknown,’ Harry said thoughtfully. ‘But she was the mother of Angus of Moray.’

‘And Gruoch?’ Ruthie asked.

‘Very little’s known about her even now. She wasn’t considered important. Her legacy’ – Harry smiled – ‘is that of the ambitious wife in the play who incites her husband to murder, then she loses her wits.’

Jayda helped herself to more food. ‘It’s getting dark.’

‘It’s like a painting.’ Seth glanced into the distance, where the open heath met the trees. ‘Like oils – reds and golds dancing on the grass.’

‘You should paint it.’ Ruthie squeezed his hand and he smiled.

‘I will.’

‘Let’s have another drink,’ Scarlet said.

‘A toast, then.’ Ross raised his glass. ‘Now it’s a wrap. To the team. It’s been wonderful doing the documentary together. Here’s to the next one.’

‘The next one,’ Harry said, chiming his glass.

‘And to Midsummer’s Day,’ Maisie suggested.

‘And to new friends. May they become precious ones,’ Alexander said.

‘I’ll drink to that,’ Zerubbabel agreed, and glasses clinked again.

‘And to the three witches,’ Jayda called out.

‘Me, Ruthie and Jayda,’ Scarlet agreed.

‘To Isobel,’ Ruthie whispered, and everyone was quiet. For a moment each person was deep in his or her own thoughts, then they all lifted their glasses.

‘Isobel.’

‘To Isobel.’

‘You know what? We should dance, now.’ Ruthie grabbed Scarlet and Jayda, tugging them to their feet. ‘We talked to Ross about doing this. The three of us, for Isobel. Like making a charm especially for her. On the heath, on Midsummer’s Day.’

‘I already said I’m well up for it,’ said Scarlet.

‘Of course – we’re the three witches,’ Jayda added.

‘Wait.’ Seth stood up, placing a coronet of daisies on Ruthie’s hair. ‘Now you’re ready.’

‘Thanks, Seth. We are.’ Ruthie linked fingers with Scarlet and Jayda. They began to skip, their feet light, taking small steps, as they chanted:

When shall we three meet again?
In thunder, lightning, or in rain?
When the hurlyburly’s done,
When the battle’s lost and won.
That will be ere the set of sun.
Where the place?
Upon the heath.
There to meet with Macbeth.



Everyone cheered and clambered to their feet. They joined in the dance until they were tired, and Alexander said, ‘The light has nearly all gone.’

‘We should be going back,’ Harry suggested.

‘Come round to my house,’ Mercy offered. ‘I’ll make coffee.’

‘I’ll bring the bottle of single malt,’ Zerubbabel said.

‘Is there any champagne left?’ Scarlet asked.

The sun sank low behind the forest, just a line of blood red, as the group walked back towards Broom, talking softly.

Ruthie was holding Seth’s hand. They were a distance behind the rest. He said, ‘I’ll miss you when you go home.’

‘We’ll meet again, too,’ Ruthie whispered.

‘Soon?’ Seth asked.

‘In thunder, lightning, or in rain.’ Ruthie looked over her shoulder to where the sunset was a deep orange spatter on the horizon.

She stopped dead.

Three figures stood on the heath, three shadows in the sunset. Their fingers linked, their arms raised, they moved round in a silent circle, dancing. Their long skirts billowed and their hair trailed in the breeze. They looked as if they were celebrating the last of the light.

‘Three sisters,’ Ruthie said to herself:

Thrice to thine, and thrice to mine,
And thrice again, to make up nine
Peace! The charm’s wound up.



Seth squeezed her hand and they walked on.

He’d seen it too.
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Two weeks later, on a Thursday evening, Ruthie sat in her little houseboat with Alfie, sharing a takeaway dinner and a bottle of wine.

Alfie was flicking through television channels. ‘Let’s watch something light and funny. How about Bewitched?’

‘All right.’

‘I love this film. I’ve always wanted to be a witch, like Samantha.’ Alfie laughed. ‘Just imagine, if you could wiggle your nose and get whatever you wished for.’

‘What would you wish for, Alfie?’ Ruthie shovelled food onto plates.

‘Not Josh, for sure. I’m well over him. Tell me about your friend Alexander. He sounds gorgeous. Can I meet him sometime?’

‘Of course. He’ll be over to stay soon. But not this weekend.’

‘Because Seth’s coming tomorrow.’

‘He is. I’m looking forward to it.’

‘Is he the one, Ruthie?’

‘We’ll have to see.’

Alfie began to pour wine. ‘And you’ve got another role next week?’

‘Another bit part in a whodunnit. I’m the wife of the murderer. Mrs Ordinary. She has no idea her husband’s the baddie. I just have to scream a lot and cry.’

‘I suppose it pays the rent.’

‘It does.’ Ruthie’s plate was full. She began to fork food into her mouth. ‘Shall we watch the film?’

Alfie grabbed his wine. ‘Let’s go for it.’ There was a loud ping. ‘Was that my phone or yours?’

‘Mine, I think. Hang on,’ Ruthie said, grabbing her mobile.

‘It’ll be sexy Seth again, saying he misses you,’ Alfie teased.

Ruthie stared at the message. ‘No. It’s Ross.’

‘Ross?’

‘Ross Osborne. The director I worked with. He says the edit’s going well on the documentary and it’ll be screened in the autumn.’

‘That’s nice.’

‘And, oh my goodness! Alfie⁠—’

‘What?’ Alfie almost grabbed the phone from her. ‘What’s happened?’

‘Listen to this. Ross has been speaking to his wife about the witches’ story. She’s April Cooper, the playwright, and, guess what? She’s going to write Isobel’s story as a play, and it’s going to be toured in theatres around the UK.’

‘That’s great.’

‘And she wants me and Scarlet and Jayda and Alexander back to be in it and – oh my goodness.’

‘What? What?’

‘She wants me to play Isobel.’ Ruthie’s eyes filled with tears. ‘Imagine that. I’ll be able to play the part⁠—’

‘Of the real third witch.’ Alfie punched her arm. ‘As I always said: type-cast.’

‘Right.’ Ruthie was still gazing at the phone, tearful.

‘That’s great news. Congratulations.’

‘Thanks, Alfie. Oh, I just can’t believe…’

Ruthie looked back at the television and saw her own face reflected in the glass. Her expression was calm, thoughtful. She was there, waiting, ready, on the screen.

Alive.

Isobel’s story was going to be told to the world. It was her story to tell now.

And Ruthie wouldn’t let her down.
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THE SONG OF AMERGIN
TRANSLATION


I am Wind on Sea,
I am Ocean-wave,
I am Roar of Sea,
I am Stag of Seven Tines,
I am a Hawk on a Cliff,
I am shining Tear of the Sun,
I am Fairest among Herbs,
I am Boar for Boldness,
I am Salmon in Pool,
I am a Lake on a Plain,
I am a Hill of Poetry,
I am a Word of Skill,
I am the Point of a Weapon (that pours forth
combat),
I am God who fashions Fire for a Head.
Who knows the secrets of the
Unhewn Dolmen?
Who (but I) announces the Ages of the Moon?
Who (but I) know the place where falleth the Sunset?



Am gaeth i m-muir,
Am tond trethan,
Am fuaim mara,
Am dam secht ndirend, [dam = ox, deer, stag]
Am séig i n-aill, [séig = hawk, eagle or vulture]
Am dér gréne,
Am cain lubai,
Am torc ar gail,
Am he i l-lind,
Am loch i m-maig,
Am brí a ndai,
Am bri danae,
Am bri i fodb fras feochtu,
Am dé delbas do chind codnu,
Coiche nod gleith clochur slébe?
Cia on co tagair aesa éscai?
Cia du i l-laig fuiniud gréne?




AUTHOR’S NOTE


Researching this novel was an absolute joy. There was much more information about the real Macbeth than I thought there’d be. I started by reading Fiona Watson’s Macbeth – A True Story (Quercus), which was brilliantly compiled and a really useful place to begin. I’m a great fan of Shakespeare and I love the Scottish Play, my background being in theatre, so it was reassuring to realise that Macbeth was a great king, and not the weak and evil monarch of the play.

Information on Gruoch, Lulach and their descendants was patchier. Dates were varied and often approximate. In some cases, there was conflicting information. But I can work with that. It’s great stuff for an author to play around with.

I’ve read extensively about witches – Macbeth’s ‘Weird Sisters’ and so many others – and it was really useful to have the character of Harry Todd in my novel to act as a historical mouthpiece.

I’m fascinated by wortcunning and the properties of plants. The women who were healers years ago performed an incredible role for the community. They were the first nurses and doctors.

I visited Forres and the surrounding areas, and received so much help there about the history that relates to Macbeth. Particular thanks go to Michelle at Forres Town Hall. She’s a wonderful lady, who is so tuned in to both fact and spirituality.

I’ve adjusted the geography of the area a little – I hope no one minds. Broom of Moy, beyond Forres, is a beautiful little village but, to respect the privacy of the residents and locals, I’ve created Broom of Draoidheach as the location for Mercy’s and Zerubbabel’s cottages. (Zerubbabel’s a great name. I recently found out it was the name of my great-great-grandfather, so respect goes to him.) The witches’ heath is now a glamping site and I didn’t want to intrude on their private business, although it’s a lovely place, so I relocated it outside Broom.

The Witches Stone on Cluny Hill is absolutely real. It sits against a wall on the pavement in Forres, near the police station, with an inscription and flowers. A sinister and sobering reminder of the past injustices.

The beaches at Findhorn are incredible. So atmospheric. It was very easy to create a background for the film there. I expect the beaches are very busy in the summer; in the winter, they’re breathtakingly beautiful and even a swim is possible, although the biting wind is something else. There’s a mobile sauna on the beach that you can leap straight into when you come out of the water, and I talked to the swimmers there, who gave me advice about the water levels.

Working with the idea of Macbeth actors in the present time was something I enjoyed immensely. Thanks to Shaz Godfrey and Dave Bell, my partners in crime in the world of theatre, and to the hundreds of wonderful students and teachers who shared the journey with me. I’ve learned so much. I think fondly of everyone who’s ever been onstage, backstage or in front of the stage with me, behind or in front of a camera.

So, finally, thanks to Ivor Abiks, who I work with, making films and documentaries. He has no idea how valuable his expertise has been in writing this novel.

Finally, thanks to my readers. Without you, a novel is merely typing on my laptop. You give a story purpose and make its journey possible.

Bless you all. x


THANK YOU!


Thank you for reading! Don't forget to leave a review and share on social media to help spread the word. Your support means so much to us and our authors!


MORE FROM ELENA COLLINS

We hope you enjoyed reading The Three Witches. If you did, please leave a review. If you’d like to gift a copy, this book is available to purchase in paperback, hardback, large print and audio.

Another spellbinding historical read from Elena Collins is available to buy now by clicking on the link below:

https://mybook.to/ElenaCollinsBook7


ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS


Thanks to Kiran Kataria and Sarah Ritherdon, whose kindness and professionalism I’m blessed with each day.

Thanks to Amanda Ridout, Nia Beynon, Wendy Neale, Marcela Torres and the supportive family of Boldwood Books.

To everyone who has worked to make this book happen: the team of designers, editors, technicians, voice actors. You’re all magicians.

Thanks to Rachel Gilbey, to the RNA and to so many wonderful bloggers and fellow writers. The support you give is beyond words.

Thanks to the special people who support what I do. Jan, Rog, Jan M, Helen, Pat, Ken, Trish, Lexy, Rachel, John, Shaz, Erika, Rich, Kathy N, Julie, Martin, Steve, Rose, Steve’s mum, Nik R, Avril, Rob, Phlip, Martin, Cath, Chris A, Chris’s mum, Dawn, Slawka, Katie H, Tom, Emily, Tom’s mum, Fiona J, Jonno, and especially to Stacy, Maggie and the circle of women.

Thanks to Darren and Lyndsey at Plymouth Proprietary Library.

So much thanks to Peter and the Solitary Writers, my writing buddies.

Also, my wonderful neighbours and the local community, especially Jenny, Claire, Paul, Sophie, Niranjan.

Much thanks to the talented Ivor Abiks at Deep Studios.

Love to Ellen, Hugh, Jo, Janice, Lou, Angela, Robin, Edward, Tess, Daniel, Catalina.

So much love to my mum and dad, Irene and Tosh.

Love always to our Tony and Kim, to Liam, Maddie, Cait, and to my soulmate, Big G.

Warmest thanks to you, my readers, wherever you are. You make this journey special.


ABOUT THE AUTHOR


Elena Collins is the pen name of Judy Leigh. Judy Leigh is the bestselling author of Five French Hens, A Grand Old Time and The Age of Misadventure and the doyenne of the ‘it’s never too late’ genre of women’s fiction. She has lived all over the UK from Liverpool to Cornwall, but currently resides in Somerset.

Download your exclusive bonus content from Elena Collins here:

[image: Elena Collins Newsletter QR Code]


Visit Elena’s website: www.judyleigh.com

Follow Elena on social media here:

[image: Facebook icon] [image: X (Twitter) icon] [image: Instagram icon]


ALSO BY ELENA COLLINS

The Witch’s Tree

The Lady of the Loch

Daughter of the Mists

The Wicked Lady

The Cornish Witch

The Three Witches


[image: Letters From the Past. Discover page-turning historical novels from your favourite authors and be transported back in time. Join our book club Facebook group at https://bit.ly/Sixpence Group. Sign up to our newsletter at https://bit.lyLettersFromPastNews.]


[image: Boldwood Books is an award-winning fiction publishing company seeking out the best stories from around the world. Find out more at www.boldwoodbooks.com. Join our reader community for brilliant books, competitions and offers! Follow us @BoldwoodBooks and @TheBoldBookClub on TikTok, Facebook, Instagram and X. Sign up to our weekly deals newsletter at https://bit.ly/BoldwoodBNewsletter.]


First published in Great Britain in 2026 by Boldwood Books Ltd.

Copyright © Elena Collins, 2026

Cover Design by Alice Moore Design

Cover Images: Adobe Stock and Shutterstock

Family Tree: Boldwood Books

The moral right of Elena Collins to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review. This book is a work of fiction and, except in the case of historical fact, any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Every effort has been made to obtain the necessary permissions with reference to copyright material, both illustrative and quoted. We apologise for any omissions in this respect and will be pleased to make the appropriate acknowledgements in any future edition.

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

Paperback ISBN 978-1-78513-191-2

Large Print ISBN 978-1-78513-192-9

Hardback ISBN 978-1-78513-190-5

Trade Paperback ISBN 978-1-80656-301-2

Ebook ISBN 978-1-78513-193-6

Kindle ISBN 978-1-78513-194-3

Audio CD ISBN 978-1-78513-185-1

MP3 CD ISBN 978-1-78513-186-8

Digital audio download ISBN 978-1-78513-187-5

This book is printed on certified sustainable paper. Boldwood Books is dedicated to putting sustainability at the heart of our business. For more information please visit https://www.boldwoodbooks.com/about-us/sustainability/

Boldwood Books Ltd, 23 Bowerdean Street, London, SW6 3TN

www.boldwoodbooks.com

[image: ]

OEBPS/image_rsrc4UY.jpg
Boldwod





OEBPS/image_rsrc4V0.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc4UX.jpg
"D g ) ‘Beautifu11§ written, very highly recommend’ \k (/
AN
/s'i"’*jfé LOUISE DOUGLAS %ﬁ\:‘%«

/ N ) : 4 S
AN Y e X¥ Ok oF S





OEBPS/image_rsrc4V1.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc4V7.jpg





OEBPS/nav.xhtml

Table of contents

		Title Page

		Dedication

		Contents

		The Royal House of Scotland in the 10th and 11th Centuries

		Epigraph

		English Pronunciation of Gaelic Names and Words

		Glossary

		Prologue

		Chapter 1

		Chapter 2

		Chapter 3

		Chapter 4

		Chapter 5

		Chapter 6

		Chapter 7

		Chapter 8

		Chapter 9

		Chapter 10

		Chapter 11

		Chapter 12

		Chapter 13

		Chapter 14

		Chapter 15

		Chapter 16

		Chapter 17

		Chapter 18

		Chapter 19

		Chapter 20

		Chapter 21

		Chapter 22

		Chapter 23

		Chapter 24

		Chapter 25

		Chapter 26

		Chapter 27

		Chapter 28

		Chapter 29

		Chapter 30

		Chapter 31

		Chapter 32

		Chapter 33

		Chapter 34

		Chapter 35

		Chapter 36

		Chapter 37

		Chapter 38

		Epilogue

		The Song of Amergin

		Author’s Note

		Thank you!

		More from Elena Collins

		Acknowledgements

		About the Author

		Also by Elena Collins

		Letters From the Past

		About Boldwood Books

		Copyright




Guide

		Cover

		Beginning

		Contents




		1

		2

		3

		4

		5

		6

		7

		8

		9

		10

		11

		12

		13

		14

		15

		16

		17

		18

		19

		20

		21

		22

		23

		24

		25

		26

		27

		28

		29

		30

		31

		32

		33

		34

		35

		36

		37

		38

		39

		40

		41

		42

		43

		44

		45

		46

		47

		48

		49

		50

		51

		52

		53

		54

		55

		56

		57

		58

		59

		60

		61

		62

		63

		64

		65

		66

		67

		68

		69

		70

		71

		72

		73

		74

		75

		76

		77

		78

		79

		80

		81

		82

		83

		84

		85

		86

		87

		88

		89

		90

		91

		92

		93

		94

		95

		96

		97

		98

		99

		100

		101

		102

		103

		104

		105

		106

		107

		108

		109

		110

		111

		112

		113

		114

		115

		116

		117

		118

		119

		120

		121

		122

		123

		124

		125

		126

		127

		128

		129

		130

		131

		132

		133

		134

		135

		136

		137

		138

		139

		140

		141

		142

		143

		144

		145

		146

		147

		148

		149

		150

		151

		152

		153

		154

		155

		156

		157

		158

		159

		160

		161

		162

		163

		164

		165

		166

		167

		168

		169

		170

		171

		172

		173

		174

		175

		176

		177

		178

		179

		180

		181

		182

		183

		184

		185

		186

		187

		188

		189

		190

		191

		192

		193

		194

		195

		196

		197

		198

		199

		200

		201

		202

		203

		204

		205

		206

		207

		208

		209

		210

		211

		212

		213

		214

		215

		216

		217

		218

		219

		220

		221

		222

		223

		224

		225

		226

		227

		228

		229

		230

		231

		232

		233

		234

		235

		236

		237

		238

		239

		240

		241

		242

		243

		244

		245

		246

		247

		248

		249

		250

		251

		252

		253

		254

		255

		256

		257

		258

		259

		260

		261

		262

		263

		264

		265

		266

		267

		268

		269

		270

		271

		272

		273

		274

		275

		276

		277

		278

		279

		280

		281

		282

		283

		284

		285

		286

		287

		288

		289

		290

		291

		292

		293

		294

		295

		296

		297

		298

		299

		300

		301

		302

		303

		304

		305

		306

		307

		308

		309

		310

		311

		312

		313

		314

		315

		316

		317

		318

		319

		320

		321

		322

		323

		324

		325

		326

		327

		328

		329

		330

		331

		332

		333

		334

		335

		336

		337

		338

		339

		340

		341

		342

		343

		344

		345

		346

		347

		348

		349

		350

		351

		352

		353

		354






OEBPS/image_rsrc4V6.jpg
Boldwad

Boldwood Books is an award-winning fiction
publishing company seeking out the best
stories from around the world.

Find out more at www.boldwoodbooks.com

Join our reader community for brilliant books,
competitions and offers!

Follow us
@BoldwoodBooks
@TheBoldBookClub

BOOD

Sign up to our weekly
deals newsletter

https://bit.ly/BoldwoodBNewsletter






OEBPS/image_rsrc4V4.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc4V5.jpg
s Letters from
the padt

Discover page-turning
historical novels from
your favourite authors
and be transported
back in time

C»jom ow' book cleb

Stgn wp to out
weawdlettet

https://bit.ly/LettersFrom %

PastNews






OEBPS/image_rsrc4V2.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc4UZ.jpg
‘The Royal House of Scotland in the 10th and 11th Century

Malcolm I
(944I—954)
[ 1
‘The House of Moray Kenneth IT Dubh
(971-995) (962-966)
Ruari | |
rart Malcolm IT Kenneth ITI
Earl of Moray (1005-1034) (997-1005)
— |
Maclbridge Finlay _I_ Donada Bethoc Daughter Boite
| I |
Macbeth Duncan I X .
(1040-1056) (1034-1040) ~ Thortinn Mac Boite
Malcolm IIT

(1058-1093)

Malcolm Gillacomgain

Lulach
(1057-1058)

Daughter

Angus
of Moray

Gruoch Maelbaethe





OEBPS/image_rsrc4V3.jpg





