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GRIZEL’S GIFT

Grizel once told me that magic and fire are kindred things. If you understand how to work with fire it will warm your home, cook your porridge and chase away the shadows at night. But if you fail to heed its power, well . . . it only takes one spark to burn down the thatch.

Her words echo in my mind as I watch Gregor standing by the hearth fire, rubbing its warmth into his hands. Those hands have never kindled a flame.

He’s dressed in a long black coat and breeks, impatient to leave. He looks me up and down with his lizard eyes and tells me to stop tarrying if I wish to ride with him to Strathcraig.

Just you try leaving without me, I want to say to him, but stop myself. I’d only get the back of his hand across my cheek. Worse than that, he’d have a reason to leave me behind. And I can’t let that happen, not today. I need to find a way to see Grizel, to speak to her one last time.

‘Iona!’ My sister Ishbel calls me into the sleeping chamber she shares with her husband. There, she helps me into my Sunday raiment: a bodice and skirt made of coarse black wool that scratches my skin through my petticoats and linen shift. I squirm as she ties the laces of my bodice too tight, but she chides me that lasses of fourteen shouldn’t complain about such things. She combs my long hair and braids it with a silk ribbon. I turn and she inspects her work, slicking down a curl with her spit. Our hair is auburn and wavy, like our mother’s was, and we both have her slight frame and heart-shaped face. But it’s our green eyes that mark us as our father’s daughters. Bright green, like the first shoots of spring. Uncanny Balfour eyes, the folk in Heatherbrae call them.

‘We must away,’ Gregor barks at Ishbel. ‘I’ve pressing business in Strathcraig.’ He pulls on his cloak and walks out the door without waiting for us. Ishbel’s cheeks flush but she says nothing. Not to him, anyway. For the hundredth time this week she tells me not to upset her husband.

Ishbel and I climb into the cart that’s harnessed to Gregor’s bay mare. The old cuddy loathes pulling the cart and we know it will be a slow journey; about a half-day ride from Heatherbrae. We wrap ourselves in blankets to protect us from the winter chill. As we ride through the clachan, nobody comes out to greet us or pay their respects. Folk stay hidden behind locked doors, pretending they don’t see us. Only Malcolm Calder is out, standing at his doorstane to glare at us as we ride past. I glare right back at him until Ishbel pokes me in the ribs. Despite my boldness, my stomach tightens when I sense his eyes fall upon me.

‘A braw morn, Malcolm,’ Gregor calls, but Calder doesn’t reply. He turns on his heel and goes inside, slamming the door behind him.

Gregor lied to Calder, for there is nothing good about this morning. The clouds hang low and a light rain falls, covering our blankets with silver beads. For most of the journey there is no sound except for the creaking wheels of the cart and the icy winds whipping through the long grasses. Ishbel reaches for my hand but I pull it away, lost in my own thoughts.

* * *

As we approach Strathcraig, the road becomes crowded, teeming with carts and folk travelling on foot. Today is Candlemas Eve; one of the quarter days when tenant famers like Gregor must pay their rents to the laird. And if that weren’t a good enough reason to come to town, they hold executions on the quarter days.

My nose wrinkles from the stench of the midden heap just outside the town walls. Once through the gates, we alight from the cart and wait for Gregor to make arrangements with the stableman. Then he leads the way into the town square.

All around the square, merchants have set up makeshift stalls to sell their wares; two of them are squabbling over a stance near the kirk steps. Gregor sidesteps the quarrelling merchants with a scowl. Then, in his highhanded way, he gives Ishbel a few coins and tells her to buy linen for a new sark. I frown at him, incredulous. Does he think this a day to run errands? My gaze falls on Ishbel, willing her to say something to her husband. But, as always, she holds her tongue and watches in silence as Gregor stalks off to the Tolbooth to meet with the town officials, the burgh councillors.

In the middle of the square, near the mercat cross, stands a gibbet, the wood freshly hewn. Next to the gibbet is a post surrounded by bundles of wood. I stare at them, my blood quickening, until Ishbel pulls her arm through mine and forces me to walk with her to the webster’s stall.

The rain falls heavy now, making the cobblestones slick and greasy. Folk huddle under shopowners’ eaves until they are shooed away. The dreich weather will not stop the hordes pouring into the town. Executions are the main attraction on quarter days. And today there is a witch burning, the first one ever in Strathcraig.

Across the square I see a familiar face coming out of the inn. My dark mood lifts a little. While Ishbel haggles with the webster over the price of French linen, I slip away from her side to approach him. But as I draw near, he ducks behind a group of men drinking in front of the alehouse. It’s all I can do to catch him before he disappears into the crowd.

‘Dalziel, wait!’

‘Iona.’ He greets me without a smile, smoothing the elbow of his coat sleeve where I grabbed it.

‘Did you not see me running towards you?’

‘Nae, I did not. Well now, here you are.’ He nods solemnly, then looks over my head, gazing across the crowd as if searching for someone. In the few moments of silence that follow, I can’t help but sneak a look at him. It’s been a twelvemonth since I saw Dalziel last, since he left Heatherbrae to read theology at the university in Aberdeen. He is still tall and slender, but his jawline is more defined and his shoulders broader. He looks like a man now.

‘What are you doing here?’ I ask him.

‘I’m meeting my father. You’ve not seen him, have you?’ He continues to study the crowd. Dalziel’s father, Dougal Rennie, has the landholding next to Gregor. It seems strange that Dougal didn’t arrange for us to ride here together.

I shake my head. ‘Did you hear? About what happened?’

He lowers his eyes. Dalziel has the longest eyelashes of anyone I’ve ever known. They make a girlish frame for his dark blue eyes.

‘Aye,’ he says softly.

‘Why did you not call on me?’

‘I’m not visiting Heatherbrae. That’s why Father’s coming here. To see me.’

I’ve never known Dougal Rennie to put himself out for anybody and consider saying so to Dalziel, but then think the better of it. There’s something about the way he’s behaving that makes the tight feeling in my stomach return. This is not the Dalziel I know. There has never been any awkwardness between us.

‘Did you ride here all alone?’

He shakes his head. ‘They asked me to accompany a professor from the university. Eberhard Finster. A renowned scholar and cleric. From Saxony,’ he adds, puffing out his chest.

I’ve no idea where Saxony is, but I’ll not give Dalziel the satisfaction of asking. ‘What’s he doing here, then?’

‘He knows more about witches than anybody in Aberdeen. Probably the whole of Scotland. They say he even has King Jamie’s ear!’ Dalziel’s eyes glimmer with excitement.

My heart stops for a moment. ‘You mean, you brought him here for this?’

His cheeks redden and he kicks at an invisible stone on the ground. ‘Nae,’ he says, his shoulders curling. For a moment he looks like a boy again. ‘Just showed him the way, that’s all.’

But I know Dalziel better than anybody, and I can tell when he’s hiding something.

‘You know where she is? Take me to her!’

He shakes his head. ‘I — I can’t.’

Won’t, more like. ‘Please, Dalziel.’

He stares at his boots.

‘Is she in the Tolbooth?’ I press him.

He responds with a slight nod of the head.

‘Show me — I don’t know the way,’ I lie.

For the first time, Dalziel’s eyes meet mine. I’m astonished by how cold they are.

‘I must go,’ he says. ‘Give my regards to Ishbel.’ Then he strides off towards the square without a backward glance.

‘Dalziel!’ I call after him.

He doesn’t stop, but several of the young men standing outside the alehouse turn to stare at me.

‘Never mind, lassie, I’ll be your sweetheart,’ says one of them. His companions join with him in mocking laughter.

As Dalziel disappears into the crowd, my cheeks burn as if they’d been slapped. Dalziel is my oldest friend. It’s true, we haven’t spoken in the last year, but he can’t have changed so much in that time. It’s one thing to be reviled by Malcolm Calder — I was expecting that — but I can’t believe Dalziel could treat me this way. Or that he could harbour any ill feelings about Grizel, not after all she’s done for him.

‘What say you have a drink with us, lassie?’ asks one of the men, leering at me.

I shoot him a poisonous look but there’s no time to waste. The only thing that matters now is that I see Grizel, so I ignore the men and push the thoughts of Dalziel to the back of my mind.

Grizel is the only parent I can remember having. My mother died in childbed giving birth to me. My father Fingal disappeared when I was a wean, no more than a few months old. Grizel, his sister, was living in Edinburgh at the time and she returned to Heatherbrae to raise Ishbel and me. My aunt told me Fingal drowned while crossing the river during a storm, his body swept away by the current. But Ishbel had it from the old folk in the clachan that our father had abandoned us, unable to cope with his grief and the responsibility of raising two small bairns. I never blamed Grizel for the lie. I knew she was only trying to protect us.

* * *

The Tolbooth is at the end of the main street and I head in that direction. There are a few stragglers still trickling out of the surrounding tenements; they pass me on their way to the square. I do what I can to make myself invisible, the way Grizel showed me: no eye contact, shoulders hunched, disappearing into the shadows. Nobody seems to notice me, or care that I’m walking against the flow.

‘Wee lassie, where are you? Where’d she go — this way?’ The men from the alehouse stagger up the street behind me, laughing and jostling one another drunkenly. I duck behind a wall until they pass, pressing my back against the cold granite. Silently, I curse Dalziel for deserting me.

Once the men have passed, I dash down the street that runs parallel to the town square, until I reach the back of a building with iron bars on a small window just higher than my head. At the front of it there is the pointed spire of the clock tower. The Tolbooth. Gregor is inside somewhere, meeting with the burgh councillors. He’d flog me senseless if he caught me here.

My heart pounds in my chest as if it would burst through my ribcage.

‘Grizel?’ My voice quavering, I call as loud as I dare.

A soft rasp replies, ‘Iona? That you, lass?’

‘Aye! I’m here.’ A nearby wooden bench gives me just enough height to reach through the bars. Just enough height to grasp her fingers. Two of her fingernails are missing and her right thumb is swaddled in a dirty bandage. ‘Oh, Grizel! What’ve they done to you?’

My aunt struggles for the breath to form each word. ‘Cushie doo, I knew you’d come. You must listen. Take Ishbel and leave Heatherbrae. Make haste.’

‘Where shall we go?’

‘To Edinburgh. Angus Ancroft. You must find him. At home, in the byre, you’ll find a stone —’

‘Wait, slow down!’ The words are pouring out of her in desperation, but her voice is hoarse and I’m struggling to understand her. ‘There’s a man in Edinburgh — Angus something?’

‘Ancroft.’

‘And there’s a stone in the cow byre?’

‘Bloodstone.’ The word comes out in a chilling whisper, making the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end.

‘What’s a bloodstone?’ I ask in a low voice.

‘Above the door. You’re the guardian now. Take it to Ancroft. Tell nobody you have it, not even Ishbel. Nobody.’

Grizel’s never mentioned either the bloodstone or this Angus Ancroft before. Besides, it’s the season of the wolf and the roads aren’t safe for travel. She can’t really mean for us to leave Heatherbrae. It doesn’t make any sense.

‘Edinburgh is a long way,’ I say, but feel a pang of shame as soon as the words leave my lips.

‘Promise me. You must promise . . .’ Grizel starts to cough, a phlegmy, wretched sound. ‘You’re stronger than you know. So is Ishbel, though she chooses to forget. Take the stone to Edinburgh, to Ancroft. Promise me!’

‘But why? I don’t understand. What does it do?’

‘It’s our birthright; it carries the magic of our bloodline. A Balfour must always be the guardian. Protect it with your life. Mark me, child, there are folk who would kill for the stone. Make haste to Edinburgh, to Ancroft . . .’ Her weak voice trails away.

My head spins as I try to make sense of Grizel’s words. ‘But why can’t I tell Ishbel about it? Why’s she not the guardian? She’s older, and . . .’ I don’t bother to finish. We both know Ishbel’s magic is far stronger than mine will ever be. Not one spell I’ve forged has ever worked. Although she has never said so, I’m sure Grizel often wonders why I’m not more like my sister.

‘You’re the guardian. The portents point to you. But take Ishbel with you. It’s not safe in Heatherbrae. A witch finder is come.’

I try to swallow, my mouth suddenly dry. ‘A witch finder?’

‘Finster.’ The word comes out in a ragged wheeze.

The man from Saxony. My mind races, trying to remember what Dalziel said. Does he know Finster is a witch finder? Is that why —

‘Listen!’ Grizel interrupts my thoughts. ‘Find the bloodstone. Then hasten to the capital. There’s not a moment to waste.’

‘But . . . Ishbel won’t want to leave Gregor.’

‘Leave her behind if you have to. Guild of the Green Lion — that’s where you’ll find Ancroft. Stay away from the towns and villages, as the witch finder will look there for you.’

‘Leave Ishbel behind?’ I say. ‘You can’t really mean —’

‘She turned her back on us!’ Grizel can’t hide the anger in her voice. ‘Protect the bloodstone. But don’t use magic, not until you’re certain it’s safe. Finish your apprenticeship. Ancroft will see to it. Green Lion — remember. Now, take my hand. It’s time to say farewell.’

There are a hundred things I need to ask her before these few precious moments are over. We need more time. ‘Grizel, you can stop this. Please!’

Gently she squeezes my fingers. My eyes sting with tears as I feel her deep and abiding love in the gesture. ‘Cushie doo, you know I can’t. That’s not what magic is for.’

‘Aye, but you haven’t done anything wrong! And you don’t know how hard it’s been without you. Everyone’s sided with Malcolm Calder and even Dalziel hates me now.’ I shouldn’t be burdening Grizel with my troubles but I can’t seem to stop the words rushing out of me. ‘And living with Ishbel and Gregor has been horrible and she never listens to me and she won’t leave him, I know she won’t. And I can’t make it all the way to Edinburgh on my own. Please, Grizel, I don’t want to be alone. I don’t want to be the guardian, I don’t know how, please don’t make me.’

‘Enough now,’ she scolds me as tears stream down my cheeks. ‘I need you to be strong. My time is come, child. Everything that lives must also die. Promise me you’ll take the bloodstone to Edinburgh. Without Ishbel, if you have to. Say the words!’

I lick my lips. ‘I promise, Grizel. I’ll take the stone to Edinburgh. To Ancroft.’

A loud metallic clank echoes from behind Grizel. ‘They’re coming,’ she whispers.

Grizel grips my left hand tight in hers and pulls me closer. I gasp with surprise and pain as she nicks the end of my thumb with something sharp and squeezes out a drop of blood, rubbing our thumbs together.

Then she lets go of my hand. ‘Be brave, cushie doo. I’ll see you once more in the Summerlands. Don’t let them see you cry. Now, go. Go!’

* * *

As I run back towards the square, tears still running down my cheeks, my heart feels as though it will break apart. Two small lads playing in the dirt laugh at me, mimicking my weeping. One of them drops his breeks and shows me his dirty behind. I quickly wipe my face on my sleeve as the boys scamper off, sniggering. I need to be strong, just like I promised Grizel.

The square is heaving with people now. The rain has stopped and a festival atmosphere has taken hold. Folk chatter and laugh together in small groups while bairns run underfoot.

Ishbel is still standing near the webster’s stall on the other side of the square. She’s looking around, probably wondering where I am. As I push my way through the crowd I consider what to say to her. Witch finder or no, my sister won’t readily leave her husband.

There was once a time when Ishbel could do no wrong in Grizel’s eyes. It was astonishing how quickly she came into her magic when she reached womanhood. Grizel would only have to tell her once and Ishbel would know; she’d nod and they’d laugh and whisper together, sharing their secrets. I was resentful, my heart black with bitter envy, but Grizel reassured me that it would be my turn soon enough. Ishbel didn’t care that my feelings were hurt; she lorded it over me, so proud was she of her newfound power. She could have done anything, could have been anyone — but then, in the blink of an eye, everything changed.

Four years ago Gregor arrived in Heatherbrae with little more than the clothes on his back and a dogeared Bible, having inherited a small landholding in Heatherbrae after his uncle died. Back then nobody knew what sort of man he was, but he was of marriageable age and had all his teeth. Inevitably, all the maidens in the clachan vied for his attention.

At first Ishbel mocked the dour young man who walked with a stoop and never smiled. But she was competitive and hated the idea that one of the other lassies would win his affection. Before sunrise on Midsummer’s morn she woke and pulled up a cluster of marigolds by the roots. Then she hiked to Gregor’s farm. As dawn broke, she planted the flowers in the imprint that one of his boots had made in the earth. A simple spell: once the Midsummer sun’s rays reached the petals, Gregor’s heart would be hers.

Before that day, Gregor had never shown my sister any favour. By the afternoon he was at the door, begging Grizel for Ishbel’s hand. Our aunt quickly guessed what had happened. She’d told us to stay away from love spells, warning that any magic that bends the will of another is dishonourable. Worse than that, it’s dangerous. She was furious with Ishbel and refused Gregor, but that night Ishbel ran away. A few days later we found out they’d gone to Strathcraig and had wed in secret.

It was only supposed to be sport. What Ishbel didn’t reckon on was that her love spell would ensnare the forger just as much as her target. Now, neither of them can escape the union. Ishbel and Gregor are thirled together until the spell is broken. I begged Grizel to intervene but she said she wouldn’t. ‘It’s Ishbel’s spell; she must be the one to undo it,’ was all my aunt would say about it. Things were never the same between them after that.

* * *

Just as I reach my sister’s side at the stall, a voice rings out.

‘Make way, make way for the burgh councillors!’

Ishbel and I watch in silence as the town officials file into the square in all their finery, taking their seats on the podium. My sister lets out a gasp. Following her gaze, I watch in disbelief as Gregor follows the last councillor onto the podium and takes a seat. Whether by design or accident, he avoids looking in our direction. There is another man on the podium, someone I don’t recognise, but I know him at once. A thickset fellow with wheaten hair, dressed all in black. Finster. He doesn’t take his seat like the others, but walks to the edge of the platform, scanning the sea of people as if searching for something. Or someone.

‘Yon body there, he’s a witch finder.’ I point to Finster but Ishbel shushes me, grabbing my hand and pressing it down. Her face is ashen. She keeps hold of my hand and this time I don’t pull it away.

The prisoners are transported from the Tolbooth in a covered wooden cart. The black-hooded executioner appears and leads a man dressed in filthy rags to the gibbet. He fastens a rope around the prisoner’s neck.

The bailie stands to read the charges. The prisoner is a highwayman who robbed a nobleman of his purse. The crowd becomes rowdy, booing and hissing.

A large man standing next to Ishbel leans over to me. ‘You mark him, lass, he’s about to learn how to fly!’ He cackles, revealing a cavernous mouth sparsely filled with blackened teeth. Ishbel pulls me away from him. I shiver, but it’s not from the icy February air.

The executioner lifts the end of the rope and the man flails, his feet kicking the wind. It takes a long time for his spirit to leave his body, but eventually the kicking stops. The executioner secures the rope so that the body stays suspended. It will hang there for days. The mob bellows its approval, but its lust for blood is not yet sated.

‘We need to get to the front,’ I whisper to Ishbel. She shoots a fearful glance towards the podium. ‘Come on,’ I say.

Ishbel grabs the back of my cloak as I elbow my way through the surging mob.

Then an uneasy hush falls over the crowd. Two guards lead a frail woman from the cart. She’s dressed in a tattered gown and her silver-streaked black hair has been shaved off. It takes me a moment to recognise her, she looks so small and brittle. Her wrists are blistered and raw from the chains that bind them in front of her. The guards remove the chains, then secure her hands, feet and torso to the wooden post with thick rope.

It’s been three weeks since they arrested my aunt. In that time her cheeks have grown hollow and her eyes have dropped deep into their sockets. Those eyes search the crowd until I wave my arm and then they rest on Ishbel and me. Gregor almost jumps out of his seat and stares daggers of rage at us. Ishbel shrinks under her husband’s gaze.

‘Don’t look at him, look at Grizel — it’s the least you can do!’ I hiss.

Ishbel puts her arms around my shoulders and holds me close, chin resting on the top of my head.

Somebody else has seen us, too. Finster’s eyes turn to Ishbel and me in a way that makes my knees buckle. I feel myself starting to wither and it’s all I can do to stop myself from running away and finding somewhere to hide. But I promised Grizel that I’d be strong. I do my best to ignore the witch finder and keep my eyes trained on my aunt.

A lone voice cries out, soon followed by another, and then another.

Witch, they say. Witch.

The crowd pushes forwards again and I struggle to hold on to Ishbel. My feet lift off the ground.

The bailie unfurls a scroll of parchment. ‘Grizel Balfour, you were accused of murdering Mary Calder and her unborn son in childbed. You were found guilty by a lawfully convened court of working malefice, against the laws of Scotland. On this day, the first of February in the year of Our Lord 1597, you have been sentenced to die. Here, at this place, you will be strangled to death and your body burned to ashes. Have you anything to say?’

‘Stop!’ Minister Gourlay leaps up from his seat and rushes over to the bailie.

‘What’s happening?’ I turn to Ishbel, who looks so pale she might swoon at any moment.

‘Witches aren’t permitted last words,’ she whispers. ‘They fear she’ll use them to curse her accusers.’

The councillors huddle to discuss the situation for a few moments. The bailie then nods to the executioner, who moves into position behind Grizel. He takes a leather strap and loops it around Grizel’s neck. The mob falls silent as the executioner pulls back the cord.

Oh, Grizel! What will become of us when you’re gone?

A strangled cry escapes Grizel’s crushed throat; it is the last sound she’ll ever make in this world. But it’s as though I can’t breathe. My head spins and I grab at Ishbel’s cloak.

* * *

Ishbel taps my cheek with cold fingers. We’re away from the crowd now, sitting on the wet cobblestones behind the webster’s stall.

‘Grizel?’ I whisper, hoping that by some miracle she has been saved.

My sister’s eyes brim with tears and she shakes her head. She hugs me so close that I can feel her body racking with silent sobs.

A dense, sweet smoke blankets the town square. The crowd is already starting to melt away. I try to stand but a wave of dizziness overwhelms me. Ishbel offers me a sip of usky but I shake my head. The smell of it makes me want to retch.

We watch the fire in silence. It burns bright and fierce, the way Grizel lived her life. Witches don’t get a proper burial, so we honour her this way: bearing witness as her ashes take flight on the winter wind.




RED THREAD AND ROWAN TREE

Ishbel is still in bed, lost in slumber. I didn’t sleep at all. The drunken carousing at the inn where we stayed kept me awake all night. Grizel’s final words played over and over in my mind and I spent the entire night trying to decide how much to tell my sister.

Gregor rose before birdsong and left for another meeting with the council. He’s there now, talking to the men who arrested Grizel, who locked her up in the Tolbooth and signed her death warrant.

Dawn’s light streams through the tiny window of our chamber, which overlooks the town square. It didn’t keep out the smoke from the fire that burned all night. The back of my throat feels scratched and raw.

Through the window I watch two corbies peck out the eyes of the murderer they hanged yesterday. Then I spy an old woman carrying a besom and bucket of water. She makes for the middle of the square. With dismay, I realise what she’s about to do. In moments, she’ll sluice away all that remains of Grizel. If I could just get a handful of those ashes, I can bury them at home in the kailyard. I must do it now, before Gregor comes back.

I dress quickly, trying not to wake Ishbel, but there’s a knock at the door. The innkeeper’s wife bustles in, wearing a greasy apron and a scowl. In her hands is a wooden tray with three bowls of porridge. She sets the tray down on the table with a spiteful clatter.

‘They tell me you’re nieces of the witch,’ she says, one hand on her hip, the other waving towards the window.

‘What of it?’ I say. ‘How is that anything to do with you?’

The woman wipes her hands on the filthy apron. ‘How is that —? Listen, I run a respectable business. If I’d known who you were, I’d never have let you bide here. Disgraceful, it is. If word gets out, it’ll bring my business into disrepute.’

Blood grows hot in my veins. ‘Your business already has an appalling reputation and that’s not our doing. Everybody knows your meat is spoiled, your butter is rancid and your ale watered down. You needn’t concern yourself, for we’re leaving soon enough. You see, we’ve no more aunts left for them to burn.’ I clasp my hands behind my back so she won’t see them trembling.

She stands there open-mouthed for a moment. ‘Wicked, insolent lass! Just you see, I’ll tell my husband —’

‘Tell him what?’ I interrupt her. ‘That you maligned the wife and sister of Gregor Brodie? He has friends on the burgh council. He’s meeting with them right now. I’ll be sure to tell him when he gets back. What say you to that?’

The woman lets out a snort of disgust as she storms out, slamming the door behind her. Not without some satisfaction, I realise she’s a little afraid of me.

After the innkeeper’s wife is gone I run to the window. It’s too late. The old woman has finished her work. All that remains is a dirty black puddle.

Ishbel stirs and sits up in bed, rubbing her eyes. ‘What was all that about?’ she asks. I’m certain my sister heard the quarrel and pretended to be asleep. She avoids conflict whenever she can; another side effect of the love spell.

‘It doesn’t matter,’ I say with a sigh. ‘When do we go home?’

‘When Gregor gets back, I suppose. Did I see you with Dalziel yesterday?’ She gets out of bed and stretches, then walks over to the table and takes a seat.

I nod. ‘He’s here to see his father.’ But I quickly change the subject as it pains me to dwell on my encounter with Dalziel. ‘Is Gregor a councillor now?’

She stares into the bowl, half-heartedly poking at the porridge with her spoon. ‘I don’t know. He didn’t say anything about it last night.’

I roll my eyes, annoyed that she didn’t even ask him.

Abandoning her breakfast, Ishbel flits about the room, shaking out our clothes from yesterday. She picks up her dress and sniffs.

‘Smoke,’ I say. ‘Everything smells of it.’

‘It doesn’t matter, they’ll get an airing on the ride home.’

‘Ishbel, I need to tell you something.’

But before I can continue, the door swings open. In walks Gregor, in one of his moods.

‘Why are you not dressed? Do you plan to lie abed all day? Make haste, it’s time to leave.’

‘Are you a councillor now, brother?’ I ask him.

He glances casually out the window. ‘As of this morning. The councillors have bestowed a great honour upon me.’

‘Such a great honour, indeed. And at such a modest price.’

I expect a skelp for my insolence, but Ishbel scurries over to give Gregor an awkward embrace, putting herself between us.

‘That is pleasing news, Gregor! Why, we must celebrate. I’ll prepare a feast for supper.’

‘I won’t be joining you,’ Gregor replies quickly. ‘I must bide here another day. Council business.’

Ishbel looks hurt. ‘As you say, husband.’

Gregor waits for us outside as Ishbel dresses, and then we all head down to the stables. He has arranged for us to ride home with Dalziel’s father, Dougal Rennie.

Dalziel is at the stables, speaking to his father. He greets us with curt formality and congratulates Gregor on his appointment to the burgh council. He avoids my eyes as he extends a gloved hand to help me into the back of the cart. You would never know that he and I spent every summer of our childhood together, playing in the woods of Heatherbrae. For years, we were inseparable. But he is a man now. As I look at him, I remember that verse from the Bible that Minister Gourlay once read to us, the one about putting away childish things. I want to ask Dalziel when he decided to put me away, but I just nod my thanks as I climb in next to Ishbel.

‘Farewell, Iona. Journey well.’ His dark blue eyes give me a look that makes my heart skip a beat.

* * *

Dougal Rennie keeps his eyes fixed on the road. A few miles out of Strathcraig, the uncomfortable silence gets too much for Ishbel and she begins her nervous chatter. She asks Dougal how it was to see Dalziel again, and did he not look well and so grown up, and will Dalziel be returning to Heatherbrae now or will he go back to Aberdeen, and does Dougal think his stores will hold through the rest of winter, and will we get an early spring this year, and does he —

‘Och, enough!’ Dougal growls. ‘Cease your clattering, woman, or I’ll set you down here and you can both walk home.’

Ishbel mumbles an apology and makes a face behind his back. I shrug in reply. What did she expect? If it weren’t for the coins I saw Gregor slip Dougal at the stables, he’d never have agreed to take us. I’ve no doubt it pains him to be seen with Grizel Balfour’s kin. Even before she was arrested, Dougal had no love for my aunt.

Grizel did everything she could to get Dalziel and his mother Aila away from Dougal. On countless occasions Grizel had tended to their injuries and insisted they stay at our bothy until Dougal’s drunken rages abated. It would always be the same: he would bang on Grizel’s door, weeping and begging Aila to come back home with promises it would never happen again. Grizel would counsel Aila not to return to him but she always did. Folk in Heatherbrae were surprised when Dalziel decided to take the cloth, but I wasn’t. Minister Gourlay saw to it that Dalziel escaped Heatherbrae after his mother died. It was he who arranged for Dalziel to study at the university in Aberdeen — far away from Dougal Rennie.

‘I’m never coming back, Iona,’ Dalziel had said to me the day he left Heatherbrae. Back then his words cut deep inside me, but now, as I watch his father’s meaty hands holding the reins, I understand the reason for his declaration. Even a few hours spent in Dougal’s morose company is an unnerving experience.

* * *

At the end of the long journey, Dougal stops the cart at the top of the track that leads to Gregor’s farmhouse. My legs are cramped from sitting for so long and I stop to shake out the tingling in my foot while Ishbel walks on ahead. As I approach the farmhouse, she calls for me to stay back. But it’s too late. I’ve already seen it. There’s blood spattered all over the front door. A sheep’s head lies wide-eyed in the dirt — a fresh kill by the looks of it. The back of Ishbel’s hand is to her mouth as she tries to stop herself being sick.

I’m too stunned to move and stand rooted to the ground, staring at the gore splashed over the door and then back at the sheep’s head. By now Ishbel has composed herself and gives me a little shake, telling me to go inside and get the fire started. She stays outside to clean up the mess.

Once inside, I sit down by the hearth and pick up a piece of flint, but my hands tremor so badly that I cannot make a spark.

‘Thank goodness Gregor didn’t have to see that,’ Ishbel huffs, wiping her hands on a rag now sullied with red streaks. At the sight of the bloody cloth, I burst into tears.

‘Cushie doo,’ she says gently, using Grizel’s name for me. ‘Go and change out of your good clothes. And wash your face; you’ve dirt from the road all over you.’

I do as she bids, wondering how she can remain so calm. It’s not like Ishbel at all. It makes me feel better, though, to know that I’m not alone in all this. Now I can tell her what Grizel said and she won’t fall apart. She might even know what to do.

‘Ishbel . . .’

‘What is it? I need to get supper ready.’

‘I saw Grizel yesterday. In the Tolbooth. Before the . . . before.’

Ishbel perches on the edge of Gregor’s muckle chair and I sit down opposite her on a low wooden stool. ‘Did anybody see you?’ she asks, frowning.

‘Nae, I was careful. But Grizel — she said some things.’

‘What things?’

‘She said we must leave Heatherbrae. She said it won’t be safe here now.’ With a shudder, I remember the touch of Grizel’s cold fingers; the fear in her voice.

Ishbel sits back in the chair and regards me with wide eyes.

‘Where did she say we should go?’

‘Edinburgh. A friend of hers —’

‘Edinburgh!’ my sister echoes, as if I’d said Constantinople.

‘You saw the witch finder. He’ll come after us now.’ My aunt was the bravest person I’d ever known. She’d not have told us to flee our home unless she truly believed we had no other choice. Although Grizel never said as much, the witch finder wouldn’t need to talk to many folk in Heatherbrae to find out about the Balfours with the uncanny green eyes.

‘It’s winter,’ Ishbel protests. ‘This is no time to be on the road.’

‘It’d be safer than here!’

Ishbel stands up and paces the room. ‘Don’t be a wee dafty. Gregor will protect us. He’s a councillor now.’

The pride in her voice fills me with anger. ‘Aye,’ I say quietly. ‘Just like he protected Grizel.’

‘Iona . . .’ she says, her tone pregnant with warning. Don’t test me.

‘Do you not think it strange your husband’s befriended the men who killed Grizel?’

‘Gregor had nothing to do with what happened yesterday,’ she says through gritted teeth.

‘Are you certain of that? It’s quite a coincidence. The very next morn they make him a councillor.’

The slap comes out of nowhere. I’m used to the feel of Gregor’s leather belt, but until now Ishbel has never laid a finger on me. I cup my smarting cheek with my hand.

‘Cushie doo, please forgive me, I didn’t mean to —’

‘Don’t call me that.’ I take my cloak from the hook on the front door.

‘Where are you going?’ she calls after me.

‘Home.’

* * *

I run all the way through the woods to the bothy. It sits on the edge of the wildwood; a dark woodland of ancient fir, rowan, birk and juniper. Nobody owns the wildwood and, living all the way out here, Grizel didn’t pay rent to the laird like the other villagers.

The sight of the bothy peeking through the trees fills me with relief. Ishbel and I grew up here. This small home was Grizel’s pride: she kept it neat as a pin and scrupulously clean, everything in its place, the earthen floor swept out every day. I’ll spend the night here, I decide. That will show Ishbel.

But as I get closer, I can see that something’s wrong. The door has been ripped off its hinges. With dread, I peer inside. Grizel’s sparse plenishings — the wooden table, stools and the oak settle — have all been smashed to pieces. Someone has piled up the broken bits of wood and used them to make a fire, but the fire burned itself out without causing too much damage. The horsehair bolster has been ripped to shreds and the stuffing strewn about.

Standing at the threshold, I gaze at the destruction in disbelief. The very people Grizel spent her life helping did this to her home! My aunt cared for everyone in Heatherbrae: she birthed weans and mended broken bones; she helped barren women fall pregnant and she held the hands of the dying as they passed over to the Summerlands. Everybody in the clachan had sought Grizel’s ministrations at one time or another, yet this is how they marked her death?

Rage and grief engulf me and I let out a howl, crying out to the twelve winds until my voice grows hoarse. When I can scream no longer I fall to the ground, exhausted. It makes no difference. She’s gone. And she’s never coming back.

With the bothy in this state I can’t bide here, but it’s too early to go back to the farmhouse. Besides, I’m still angry with Ishbel. It would serve her right to worry about me for a while yet. And there’s something else I need to do while I’m here.

The cow byre is at the top of a brae in a clearing behind the bothy. As I walk up the hill, I weigh the promise I made to Grizel against Ishbel’s misgivings. Edinburgh is a week’s ride away, perhaps three times that on foot. Much of the journey would be through uninhabited wildlands. Without a letter of reference from the kirk elders, another clachan won’t take a stranger into their community. But worse than that: it’s the wolf month.

About a year ago, a lassie about my age ran away from Strathcraig. It was whispered she was with child after the Beltane fires, which were held in secret as the harvest festivals were forbidden by the kirk. The lassie kept her condition hidden until it was time to give birth, then fled into the wildwood. Her remains were found a few miles south, after the black frosts had passed. Nobody knew if the wolves got to her before or after she died. Either way, there was not much left of her to bury.

Grizel would have laughed at these excuses. Since Ishbel and I were old enough to walk, she had taught us wildcrafting. We knew the names of every plant in the forest and which mushrooms were safe to eat; we knew how to snare coneys and catch trout in a stream. We could build fires and make crude shelters. Grizel knew we could survive, even in winter, even during the wolf month. If I do as Grizel said and stay out of the villages and towns, I know I can make it to Edinburgh. But I’m not so sure about Ishbel.

Shortly after she wed Gregor, Ishbel began to change. It was as if the light inside her began to dim, like a candle flame guttering in melted tallow. Gregor would not brook the old ways in his house. He was a devoted supporter of the Reformation and wouldn’t let Ishbel continue with her apprenticeship to Grizel. To his mind, our ways were sinful, heretical. My sister thought she had to choose, and so she chose her husband and adopted his pious ways. She turned her back on magic.

A waft of stale cow dung greets me as I open the door to the byre. It is empty now; after she was arrested, Gregor took Grizel’s three cows and added them to his herd, together with her hens. It doesn’t take me long to find what I’m looking for. I’ve been in the byre hundreds of times before and never noticed that one of the stones above the lintel is a different colour from the others. The milking stool is nearby and I climb up on it and lift out the loose stone.

The dark hole left by the stone looks empty. I stick my hand in and feel around. Right at the back there is something soft. My fingers pull out a small bundle of calfskin, bound with a leather cord. Sitting on the stool, I unwrap it.

Inside the bundle is a shiny stone with a natural hole in the centre. It’s a deep sea-green colour with swirls of cream, mottled all over with dark crimson: the colour of dried blood.

I’ve never seen its like before. I pick up the bloodstone and hold it in my palm. Despite the cold outside it’s warm to the touch, as if somebody just handed it to me. I turn the stone over and then hold it up to the light, looking for some sign that would explain why Grizel would ask me to risk my life to journey all the way to Edinburgh. It does not yield any secrets. I thread the leather cord through the hole and tie it around my neck. Then I tuck the stone inside my clothing so Ishbel won’t see it and ask questions.

Before heading back, I decide to have a proper look around the bothy, to see if there is anything to salvage. But I can’t delay my return to the farmhouse much longer. Ishbel and I will be alone in the house tonight. I have lived in Heatherbrae all my life and this is the first night I will go to bed afraid of what my neighbours might do once the sun goes down. By now, Dougal will have told everybody that Gregor stayed in town. And Malcolm Calder won’t care that Gregor’s a burgh councillor.

As I survey the ruined bothy, I notice something hanging above the front door. It’s Bride’s cross. My aunt had dedicated her life to Bride, who was a fire goddess long before she was a Romish saint. Grizel told me that before I was born, Candlemas was observed in Heatherbrae as Bride’s day, heralding the advent of spring and the light’s return after the long winter. Even after the kirk elders forbade its celebration, she continued to observe the old festival. Grizel would make us clean the bothy from top to bottom. Then, after supper, we would go out into the woods and light a fire. In the bonfire’s glow we each wove an even-armed cross from reeds plucked from the banks of a nearby stream. We sained the crosses in the fire, petitioning Bride for her blessing for the twelvemonth to come.

The cross hanging over the door is the one Grizel made a year ago. Perhaps it protected the bothy so that the looters couldn’t burn it down. This is precisely what we need at the farmhouse: a protection charm.

I look out the window. The sun is sinking low in the western sky, the trees of the forest casting long shadows. Dusk is an in-between time; a favourable time for the spell-forger. And it’s said that on the quarter days, the veil between this world and the Unseen world becomes very fine: more readily pierced by magic.

Hanging in Grizel’s storeroom at the back of the bothy are bunches of dried herbs that haven’t been disturbed by the looters. I take a few handfuls of pearlwort, vervain and white heather. In the bottom of a wooden box there’s some yarn dyed red with madder root. I bite off a length of it and head out into the woods with the herbs.

In the nearby copse is a rowan, the sacred tree of magic and protection. I snap off two small twigs, carefully choosing brittle, dead ones. Then I go deeper into the woods until I come to a clearing with a blackened hollow in the centre: Grizel’s fire pit.

Grizel’s warning from yesterday echoes in my mind. But I’m certain she wouldn’t tell me not to use magic if she had seen the sheep’s head, or if she knew what her own neighbours had done to the bothy.

My aunt never used magic lightly. She only turned to it when all her healing powers were exhausted. Even when I asked her to forge a spell to save her own life yesterday, I knew she wouldn’t do it. Magic should only be used in the service of others, she always said. Your intention can never be pure if you forge a spell for yourself, as your mind can trick you into thinking you want something to happen, when deep down you really want something else. Magic seems to act at the level of the something else: the unspoken, true desire.

The fire spits and crackles. I cast a circle, walking sunwards around the fire pit, imagining a beam of light coming from the tips of my fingers. The circle is a world between, a place out of time where it’s safe to forge magic. I call to the guardians of the four quarters and the elements that bide there, using the words Grizel taught me. Can you feel the power of the circle moving through you? Grizel would ask, and I’d always nod in reply. It was a lie. I felt nothing.

But now, the tips of my fingers are tingling. For just a moment I see it, that beam of light. Everything feels different. The forest sounds fall away and I can feel my body rocking gently to the rhythm of the swirling energy. This has never happened before. This time, I’m not pretending. Beads of sweat form on my brow and I pull off my cloak and throw it aside.

With nimble fingers I fashion the rowan twigs into the shape of an even-armed cross that I tie in place with the red thread. Pulling a strand of hair from my head, I wrap it around the centre of the cross. This will bind my personal essence to the spell. Something of Ishbel’s will need to be added when I get back to the farmhouse, to make sure she is protected, too.

The flames leap up as I throw the pearlwort, vervain and heather into the fire and chant:

   By my will and with Bride’s power,

   I forge a spell this twilit hour.

   Rowan tree branch and red thread,

   Bind my enemies, slow their speed!

   By lady Bride and fire so bright,

   Gregor’s home be safe this night.

   Red thread and the rowan tree,

   This charm be charged, so shall it be!

In my mind’s eye I imagine Gregor’s farmhouse cloaked in a protective mantle of golden light. I see Ishbel and I sitting together inside, safe and warm by the hearth fire.

After a time, the picture disappears and I am back in the forest. It’s cold now. The fire has all but died out, so I stamp on the remains and tuck the charm into the waistband of my skirt.

With the cross and the bloodstone in my possession I head back to Gregor’s farmhouse feeling more alive than I’ve ever felt before. A laugh escapes my lips. So this is how it feels to forge magic! Wait till I tell Ishbel —

A branch snaps behind me. I whirl around, but there’s nothing there.

I continue to walk, but now there’s a niggling feeling in my gut; something’s not right.

It isn’t far to the farmhouse, only a quarter-mile, so I pick up the pace.

Just ahead of me, shadowy figures move through the tree cover.

‘Who’s there?’ I call.

There’s no reply.

My breath comes quick and shallow. I do my best to control it, the way Grizel showed me, drawing it deep into my belly to help me think clearer. I stop walking, hoping that whoever is out there will keep moving, but they stop, too. I bend down and pick up a fallen branch near my feet to use as a weapon. After a while, when there is still no movement ahead or behind, I continue walking.

A rock whizzes past my head, cracking against a tree behind me.

‘Witch!’ a voice yells, followed by muffled laughter. Male voices, but young.

‘I know that’s you, Forsy Kintor!’ I yell.

More laughter. Forsy and his brother Hew, perhaps a couple of other lads from the village.

They won’t hurt me, I tell myself.

Another rock whistles over my head. My hand goes to the cross, willing it to protect me, as I run all the way back to the farmhouse in the dying light of evenfall.
 



GOODWIFE ISHBEL

‘Whatever’s the matter?’ Ishbel looks alarmed as I burst through the door. She’s sitting in Gregor’s chair, sewing; she has already started work on his new sark. She pierces the linen over and over with her needle, making her tiny, even stitches. I don’t know anybody who sews as well as Ishbel.

‘They chased me all the way home and they called me a witch!’ I’m trying hard not to cry. Don’t let them see you cry.

‘Iona, calm down. Who did?’

I sit down on a stool and Ishbel kneels before me.

‘Forsy and Hew. Some others. They threw rocks at me!’

‘I hope you threw some back.’ She smiles. ‘Wheesht, lass! From the look of you I was feart it was something dreadful.’ She returns to her chair and picks up her sewing as though nothing’s happened.

My hands become fists and it’s all I can do to keep them by my side. ‘How can you say that? I could’ve been hurt. Killed, even!’

‘Really, Iona!’ she scolds me. ‘Forsy and Hew are like two pups chasing a kittlin. If you ran, then of course they’d run after you.’

I shake my head so hard my neck hurts. ‘Nae, it was more than that. You should see the bothy. All Grizel’s belongings destroyed. They — they tried to burn it down! Grizel spoke true: we have to leave Heatherbrae.’ My voice cracks as I struggle to hold back my sobs.

‘Nobody’s leaving,’ she says calmly, not looking up from her work.

‘But —’

‘You’re exhausted. Just look at your face; it’s so pale and you’ve dark shadows under your eyes. You didn’t sleep at all last night, did you?’

‘Nae, but —’

‘And you’re grieving for Grizel. It’s only natural. Come, have something to eat. You’ll feel better once you’ve supped.’

She gets up and ladles into a bowl some mutton broth thickened with barley and seasoned with wild garlic leaves. My stomach growls at the smell of food. It’s a long time since I ate anything.

After I’ve eaten I don’t feel so angry with Ishbel. I reach into my skirt and pull out the cross.

She gasps and takes a step back. ‘What is that?’

‘You know what it is. I made it. We’ll hang it over the front door.’

Ishbel shakes her head, disbelief and horror written on her face. ‘You can’t bring that in here. Gregor would never allow it.’

‘Gregor’s not here, Ishbel,’ I say. ‘And we need to protect ourselves!’ But I know as well as she does that if Gregor saw the charm he’d have me locked up in the kirk steeple.

‘Whatever possessed you to forge magic? You know how dangerous it is.’

‘Why do you think? Everybody knows by now that Gregor didn’t come home with us. Do you really believe Malcolm Calder will leave us in peace tonight?’ Why must I explain everything to her? She seems blinded to our peril.

Ishbel goes quiet and after a few moments her face softens. ‘Very well, give it here. You’ll not reach high enough. Get me a nail from the woodshed.’

With relief I hand her the cross and head out to the woodshed behind the farmhouse. In a wooden box I find a half-rusted nail and Gregor’s hammer. When I return, Ishbel is standing empty-handed. The rowan twigs crackle in the hearth fire.

‘What did you do?’ I scream at her, running to the hearth fire. I try to save them but they’re already aflame.

Ishbel grabs my arm but I push her away.

‘Iona! Stop and listen. Gregor will come home tomorrow. What do you think he’d do if he saw that hanging above his door?’

‘I don’t care!’

‘You’ll care when you’re sitting in the Tolbooth. Cushie doo, don’t be angry with me. I’m doing what’s best for you, for both of us. Can’t you see?’

A wave of exhaustion overwhelms me. My bones ache and I don’t have the strength to argue anymore. I sink down on my sleeping mat and pull my blanket around my shoulders. All I want to do is curl up in a ball and sleep; sleep for days.

In that moment of surrender, something about Ishbel’s words enlivens a thought that has been in the back of my mind since Grizel’s arrest; one that I’d not wanted to dwell on before now. I stand up and face her.

‘You knew they were coming for her,’ I say. ‘Didn’t you?’

Ishbel walks to the window and opens the shutter wide. ‘The fire needs more air,’ she replies. She stands with her back to me, gazing into the darkening sky, so I continue.

‘That night, when they seized her, I was here. You asked me to help you with the butter churning that day, and then you bade me stay the night. You said it was too late to walk home in the dark. But that never bothered you before.’

There’s a long pause. ‘Quarter moon tonight,’ she says. I follow her gaze to the tree line, where a perfect half-orb hangs in the velvety darkness.

‘Ishbel!’

‘It was Gregor’s idea,’ she says quietly. She turns then and looks at me. ‘He wanted to keep you safe. Calder told the kirk session that Grizel cast the evil eye upon him when he refused to pay her for treating his gout. A few weeks later, his crops withered overnight, as if someone had salted his fields. Do you not remember? Then his cow stopped giving milk. A month after that, Mary died in childbed with Grizel midwifing. Everybody thought it was Grizel. Everybody.’

I feel sicker now than I did watching Grizel’s execution. ‘Why didn’t you tell her? Warn her?’

‘I tried, many times. I told her she needed to come to the kirk, that folk were gossiping about her. She just laughed and said she was not one to heed auld wives’ clavers; that she’d always done things her own way and wasn’t about to change. I didn’t know they were going to arrest her, I promise you. Gregor just told me to keep you here with us that night. I didn’t question him.’

‘You never do.’

‘He’s my husband. You don’t understand because you’re not wed. But when you are —’

‘I’m never getting married. Not to a man like Gregor.’

‘Stop being so peevish. He’s the only one who can protect us. Did you not see all the folk looking at us, pointing at us in Strathcraig? We mustn’t draw attention to ourselves. Whoever killed the sheep and ransacked the bothy, they’ll be punished in time. Gregor will see to it. But for now we must listen to him. Please, Iona. You need to trust me.’

She puts her hands on my shoulders and gives me a little shake. For the first time I notice the strain in her face; the way her eyes plead with mine.

Then her eyes drop to my neck. ‘What’s this?’ She runs her fingers down the leather cord until they touch the bloodstone. I pull it away from her.

‘It’s mine. Grizel gave it to me.’

‘I wasn’t going to take it. I just want to see it.’ She reaches out her hand again but I slap it away.

‘Iona! Stop behaving like a —’

‘Don’t tell me what to do. You’ve not got the right. You let them take her. All because of that stupid love spell. Four years we watched you change, become more like him. But I never thought you’d turn on us.’

‘Don’t say that.’ Her chin starts to wobble. ‘I loved Grizel same as you.’

‘You know what I wish? That morning when you dug up the marigolds — I saw you, I knew what you were doing. I could’ve stopped you. Now I wish with all my heart you never forged that love spell!’

There follows a long silence. Ishbel studies my face, frowning. Why doesn’t she yell at me, strike me, do something? Instead, she blinks her eyes, then gazes about the room.

‘Ishbel? What’s the matter with you?’

After a while she shakes her head and says, ‘I’m tired, that’s all. It’s been a long day. Go to bed. We’ll talk more in the morning.’ Then she goes into her sleeping chamber and closes the door behind her.

After she’s gone I can’t help but dwell on what Ishbel said about Grizel. As much as I hate to admit it, part of me knows she spoke the truth. Our aunt had no time for village gossip and she was quick to anger. Some folk in Heatherbrae had been whispering about her for years. She knew what people said about her and she simply shrugged it off.

The last time Grizel attended the kirk was more than half a year ago. Minister Gourlay made her sit on the cuttie stool and pay a fine for non-attendance. Afterwards, as we walked home, Grizel spat on the ground and swore she’d never set foot in the kirkyard again. Ishbel visited us soon after. She went on and on about Minister Gourlay’s standing in the presbytery; how he had powerful connections in Strathcraig and even as far as Aberdeen. Her meaning eluded me then, but now I realise that she was warning Grizel to humble herself before the minister and the kirk elders. It was plain enough that their power and influence had grown in the last few years. The world had changed, but Grizel refused to change with it.

* * *

I can’t sleep. In the dark I lie awake, listening. Every sound — a howlet’s cry, a branch creaking in the wind — causes my heart to race. Finally I force myself to get up and open the shutter.

The moon has set already. It must be past midnight. With the blanket around me I take in a few deep breaths of the cold night air. It helps to calm me down a little. I light the crusie and untie the leather cord to get a better look at the bloodstone, turning it over in my fingertips. I’m supposed to be the guardian — shouldn’t I feel something? Feel different, somehow? But I don’t feel anything. Perhaps Grizel was wrong and Ishbel was supposed to be the guardian after all. Disappointed, I refasten the leather cord around my neck.

Magic comes to Balfour lasses when our womanhood is upon us. After Ishbel’s courses started, her magic came on so quick and strong that even Grizel marvelled at how powerful she was. My courses began almost a year ago but I haven’t felt any changes. Your magic will find you when the time is right, Grizel often reassured me. I peer into the hearth fire; the rowan twigs have long since turned to ash. That was the first spell I ever forged without Grizel’s help, and it’s all come to nocht. For all I know I have no magic in me at all.

When Gregor is home things will go back to normal and I’ll never convince Ishbel to leave. We must away tomorrow morn, before he returns.

His leather bag is hanging on a hook behind the front door. From the spence I take a flagon of Ishbel’s grosset wine and decant some into his pigskin flask. I stuff it in the bag, together with a bundle of oatcakes.

An icy breeze blows in through the open window. As I walk back to close the shutter, a flickering light catches the corner of my eye. At first I can’t see anything, so I lean out the window just to be sure.

In the distance, a row of flames dances in the darkness. Seven, eight, nine torches wend their way through the copse of silver birks between the road and Gregor’s farmhouse. The torchbearers, whoever they are, are only a few minutes away.

With a growing sense of panic, I run to Ishbel’s bed chamber and throw open the door. ‘Ishbel! Wake up.’

‘What is it?’ She rolls over, squinting at the lamplight.

‘They’re coming for us!’

She leaps out of bed and traces my footsteps to the window. She leans out, then quickly closes the shutter.

A feeling of dread erupts in the pit of my stomach. ‘We must go!’

Ishbel nods. ‘Dress in your warmest clothes and climb out the back window. Run into the woods as fast as you can. I’ll distract them, keep them here.’

‘Nae, you must come with me!’

Ishbel cradles my face in her hands. ‘Don’t worry about me. They won’t dare touch a councillor’s wife.’ There is a shrillness in her tone that makes me hesitate. She reaches up and takes Gregor’s dirk from the high shelf. As she gives it to me, she accidentally nicks the palm of my left hand with the tip. When I cry out in pain she grabs my hand and holds it against hers. Then she tells me to put the knife in Gregor’s bag. I throw my arms around her slender waist.

She returns my embrace for a moment, then pulls my arms away and bustles me into the sleeping chamber. ‘Always remember that I love you more than anything. Now, go!’

In the dark I pull on my thickest petticoats and green woollen skirt and then tie the laces of my bodice with shaking hands. My cloak is still in the front room so I take Ishbel’s grey cloak off the hook on the back of the door. It’s too long for me.

Despite the layers, I stand shivering in the darkness.

There’s a rap at the front door, followed by the sound of Ishbel unlatching it.

‘Goodwife,’ says a familiar voice.

‘Gregor!’

A cold sweat breaks across my forehead and my whole body begins to shake. I can’t even force myself to take the few steps to the window. It’s as if my legs are made of iron.

‘Where is she?’ Gregor shouts. I can hear his boots crossing the wooden floor.

‘Iona, run. Run!’ Ishbel cries.

The door to the bed chamber bangs open.

But I’m already out the window, over the low wall of the kailyard and sprinting towards the woods. My sister’s cloak catches under my feet and Gregor’s bag bounces against my legs.

I keep running and don’t look back.
 



THE CAVE IN THE WOODS

With no moon to light the way, the going is hard. After a few miles of running blindly through the woods, I feel the earth below me give way. I slide down a slope and land heavily. A branch from a fallen tree trunk sticks into the side of my foot, just above the anklebone. The back of my hand muffles a yelp of pain as blood trickles inside my torn boot, soaking my stocking. Queasy, I probe at the wound with my fingertips, trying to work out how bad it is. You just made a blood trade with Bride, Grizel once jested when I pricked a finger on a thorn while out picking blaeberries. It’s a fair bargain.

It’s bitterly cold and the night air burns my lungs with every breath. I force myself to sit still and listen to the woodland night chatter; the rustling and croaking is familiar to me from the many hours I’ve spent with Grizel, harvesting herbs by moonlight. If Gregor and the others follow me this deep into the wood, I’ll hear them long before they reach me. I’m safe, at least for now.

It doesn’t take me long to get my bearings: I’m roughly three miles south of Heatherbrae. Not far from here is a cave where Dalziel and I used to play when we were younger. As long as wolves have not made it their winter lair, I can spend the remainder of the night there.

After limping through the woods for perhaps an hour, I manage to find the cave. The air is damp and loamy, but there are no animal smells. Just to be sure, I throw a rock into the gloom and listen to it bounce off the inner wall of the cave. Nothing stirs, so I gather it’s safe enough to enter.

Once inside the cave, I feel around for a dry patch of ground and sit, resting my ankle on a rock. I rummage in Gregor’s bag for the flask and take a large swig, then slide off my boot and splash a few precious drops of the wine onto the wound. In the morning I’ll need to find something to dress it properly.

The cold stone ground threatens to suck all the remaining warmth from my bones. My teeth won’t stop chattering so I grind them together until my jaw aches. I wrap Ishbel’s cloak tight around me and curl up into a ball.

Ishbel. As I lie shivering on the floor of the cave, I wonder what might be happening to her. Would Gregor protect her, like she’d convinced herself he would?

A wave of panic overwhelms me. When I forged the spell I was angry with Ishbel, and I hadn’t added a strand of her hair to the charm as I’d intended. Perhaps it protected me after all, but left her defenceless. A lump fills my throat and tears drip down my chin. A cry of anguish escapes my lips and I double over, clutching my heart. I should have listened to Grizel. I should never have used magic.

* * *

I doze fitfully, until shards of sunlight stream into the cave. The dull throbbing from my ankle prompts me to peel down my stocking. The cut is ragged but not too deep. I stand, relieved to find that the leg can take most of my weight.

Outside, footsteps crunch against gravel. My breath quickens as I move into the darkness as far as I can. Crouching in the shadows, I wrap my hand around the handle of the dirk. A figure stands silhouetted at the mouth of the cave so I cannot see his face.

‘Iona? You in here?’ He’s only a few steps away. The sound of my own heartbeat thrums in my ears. There’s nowhere to run. My knuckles turn white as they grip the handle of the dirk.

‘It’s me.’

The shadowy figure bends down and enters the cave. Our cave.

‘What are you doing here?’ I snap at him.

‘I’ve been searching everywhere for you,’ Dalziel replies, taking a small step towards me. I let my hand drop so he can see the blade. I could never use it against Dalziel, but he might just believe that I would.

‘It’s alright, Iona. Calm down.’ He speaks as if trying to soothe a frightened animal.

‘Calm down? Do you not know what happened last night?’ I push past Dalziel and step to the entrance of the cave, half expecting to be greeted by Gregor and the others, but he’s alone.

‘Of course I do, that’s why I came. I overheard the councillors talking at a meeting yesterday. I had to wait for them to leave and then rode through the night to warn you. By the time I got there it was too late. They’d already reached Gregor’s and you were gone.’

I search his dark blue eyes for a lie, but there is no sign of one. With my ankle injured, even if I run there’s no chance of getting away from him. Dalziel could always outrun me.

‘What have they done with Ishbel?’

He glances at the dirk. ‘When I looked through the window, I saw her talking with Gregor and Minister Gourlay. When I didn’t see you, I set out to find you.’

‘She’s in danger!’

He shakes his head. ‘Gregor was by her side. He’ll protect her, but he’s thrown you to the wolves. Told the burgh council you were apprenticed to Grizel and that she was teaching you your family’s ways. They’re scouring the woods near the bothy, but they’ve no idea about this cave. You’ve made good ground already. If you keep moving, you’ll stay ahead of them.’

My breath hisses through pursed lips. ‘What would you have me do?’ I ask him.

‘If you can make it across the river, I don’t think they’d follow you. It’s two days’ walk from here. I’ll show you the way, but then I must return. I left word in Strathcraig that I was headed to Aberdeen. If I don’t arrive within the week, they’ll grow suspicious.’

I nod, realising what an enormous risk Dalziel has taken to find me. But I still feel a nagging sense of unease.

‘Why are you helping me?’ I ask.

‘Do you really need to ask me that?’ he replies, as the tips of his ears turn scarlet.

‘It’s just . . . in Strathcraig, it was as if you didn’t want to know me.’

‘Is that what you thought? Nae, it . . . I was . . . on edge about seeing Father. That’s all. You know how he gets.’

Something within me softens. It makes sense that Dalziel was not quite himself that day. He’d not seen Dougal in a long while and didn’t know what to expect from their encounter. Relaxing a little, I stow the dirk in Gregor’s leather bag.

Dalziel reaches for the bag. ‘Here, let me carry this for you.’

Instinctively I pull it towards me, then sling the strap over my shoulder. ‘It’s not heavy.’

‘Well, I suppose we should get going.’ He leads the way out of the cave.

I follow a few steps behind, making sure the dirk is within easy reach. I may yet need to use it.




GUDDLING TROUT

It’s a bleak winter morning. Clouds roll in from the west, bringing a steady, drizzling rain that soaks me to the skin. My boots and stockings are sodden and my toes squelch with every step. Dalziel helps me find some curl-doddy and watches as I chew the leaves into a rough pulp.

He draws in a sharp breath as I smear the pulp onto the cut on my ankle. ‘How’d you do that?’ he asks.

‘I tripped.’

‘Not like you. Forsy Kintor always said you were part hill pony.’ He proffers an uncertain smile.

‘Next time I’m running for my life through the woods in the midst of night I’ll be sure to take more care.’

Dalziel’s blue eyes widen but he says nothing. He holds out his hand to help me stand up but I pretend I don’t see it. There’s something inside me that still doesn’t trust him, not entirely. We continue on in silence for a while. He walks a few paces ahead of me, occasionally looking over his shoulder to see how far behind I am.

After an hour of walking he stops abruptly.

‘What’s this?’ He kneels down on the ground and waits for me to catch up. He points to a tiny white flower growing at the base of a juniper, blithely nodding in the breeze.

‘Snowdrops!’ I say, unable to hide my delight.

‘Just the one.’

‘What, no others?’

‘None that I can see,’ he replies, standing. ‘What’s the matter?’

I shake my head. ‘It’s nothing.’

Snowdrops are an early spring flower, often having to push up through the frozen earth, sometimes through layers of snow. It’s uncommon to see one growing alone like this. Grizel told me it’s an ill omen.

‘We need to go back. Something might have happened to Ishbel.’

‘I see. And you know this because of a flower?’

‘Don’t tease, Dalziel.’ I grab my bag and start walking back the way we came.

‘Wait.’ He grabs my arm. ‘I told you, there’s no need to concern yourself about Ishbel. She’s with Gregor.’

‘I don’t trust Gregor.’

‘And you don’t trust me. You’re still sulking about Strathcraig, aren’t you? You Balfour women can hold a grudge longer than anybody.’

‘Sulking?’ I turn on my heel to face him.

One hand is planted on his left hip, the other rakes through his brown locks.

‘If I was going to hand you over, then why not simply lead them to the cave?’ he asks. ‘Do you not think I know you a little better than Gregor? I was certain you were there. It’s where we used to play, remember? Pretending to be Robert Bruce.’

My cheeks grow warm. ‘That was a long time ago.’

‘You always wanted to be him, and made me be lookout for the English patrols.’ He throws back his head and laughs.

Despite myself, I cannot help but smile. ‘I was a better king than you. Besides, you’re feart of spiders.’

‘It’s true, you’re a braver man than I.’ He grins. ‘Now shall we walk on, Your Grace?’

I stand there, filled with uncertainty. Dalziel touches my arm.

‘I know you’re worried about Ishbel, but there’s no need. Do you think Gregor would risk his standing as councillor by accusing his own wife of witchery?’

My shoulders loosen a little. Dalziel could have told the men about the cave, but he didn’t. And he’s right about Gregor: he’d want to protect Ishbel if for no other reason than to save his precious reputation.

I sigh, feeling silly about my reaction to the solitary snowdrop. ‘Very well. Lead the way.’

* * *

After a few hours of walking we come to a hillside burn. Dalziel tells me he’ll catch a trout to break our fast. The thought of food lightens my mood. Dalziel’s not much of a hunter, but nobody guddles trout like he does.

He takes off his shoes and rolls up his breeks, wading slowly into the icy waters of the stream, grimacing against the cold.

‘Over there,’ I call to him. From the bank I point to a large grey rock. Under it, a dark brown tail fin waves in the current.

He nods, having seen it. He approaches the rock slowly from down current. When he reaches the rock he kneels down, bending to tickle the trout with his forefinger. He starts at the tail and slowly works his way down the underbelly. I watch him, transfixed. In just a short time he has the trout right where he wants it: the fish is now in Dalziel’s thrall, dazed and helpless. He grabs it with both hands and clambers out of the water, slamming its head against the rock in one swift movement. Then he hands it to me. I take my dirk and slit its belly open, cleaning it in the flowing waters of the burn.

Once the trout is cleaned and scaled, I use the dirk and a chunk of quartz to make a spark and get a fire going. Before long, the smell of roasting trout fills my mouth with water. Oil from the fish drips into the fire, making the flames hiss.

As we sit and watch our breakfast cook, I remember the last time I saw Dalziel guddle a trout. It was a few weeks before he’d left for Aberdeen. We’d returned to the bothy after spending the day fishing and foraging for birds’ eggs. Dalziel presented the trout to Grizel, who entreated him to stay for supper. While we were eating, a drunken Dougal Rennie showed up. He dragged Dalziel away by the ear, calling him a poacher and saying that he’d find himself at the end of a noose. Grizel tried to intercede but Dougal struck her across the cheek and she fell to the ground. I just stood there watching; breathless. Nobody had ever hit Grizel before. Her eyes blazed fire but she said nothing. After Dougal dragged Dalziel home, she rubbed a poultice of comfrey on the purple bruise that streaked across her cheek and told me never to speak of it.

‘Is Aberdeen all you expected?’ I ask Dalziel after we finish eating. It’s an odd thing to say, as if I were an old aunt engaging a small lad in conversation. But nothing comes easily between us now. It’s as though we’re out of step. I don’t even know how to talk to my oldest friend anymore.

Dalziel pokes at the dying fire with a stick. ‘I like it very well. The elders say that I have a quick mind, and that I have potential.’

‘For what, witch finding?’ The words come unbidden from my lips.

Dalziel stamps out the embers with a glare. ‘That’s not fair.’

‘Isn’t it? Why you, Dalziel?

‘Why me, what?’

‘Why did the witch finder choose you to ride with him? Why not another boy?’

‘Because I know the road to Strathcraig.’

‘And you knew Grizel.’

‘We should keep going; we’ve not made enough ground today.’ He stands up and gathers our belongings.

‘What did you tell him — Finster — about Grizel?’

After a long pause he says, ‘Nothing he didn’t know already.’

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

‘The trial was over by the time we reached Strathcraig.’

‘She healed people. She helped them. Did you tell him that?’

Dalziel starts walking faster but I am on his heels.

‘Answer me!’

He turns around and looks so furious that for a moment I fear he might strike me. ‘We’re not bairns anymore, Iona! This is the way the world is — do you not see? King Jamie himself says witchcraft is the scourge of the modern age. This is all anybody talks about at the university.’

‘But you never really believed it — that Grizel worked malefice against the Calders?’

He turns his face from me. ‘Nae, of course not. Not the charges they brought against her. I’m truly sorry about Grizel. She never showed me anything but kindness.’

‘Why didn’t you tell that to the elders? To Finster?’

‘I did,’ he says quietly. ‘I did speak out for her. Do you not think I remember what she did for my mother? Of course I told them what sort of person she was.’

‘And? What did they say?’

‘They said it doesn’t make any difference,’ he replies. ‘They said that anyone who works magic, for good or ill, cannot be saved.’

* * *

As the afternoon sun sinks towards the horizon, Dalziel warns that we will need to make a shelter. We find some fallen branches and make a lean-to and then sup on the remaining oatcakes and trout left over from breakfast. I pass Dalziel the flask and we share the last of Ishbel’s wine.

‘Och, I’d forgotten how good that was!’ He swallows the final draught.

‘Nobody makes grosset wine like Ishbel,’ I say, a feeling of melancholy starting to envelop me. ‘I’ll never taste it again.’

‘Don’t say that.’ Dalziel looks uncomfortable. ‘You’ll not be gone forever.’

‘How do you know? And how would you like it if you had to leave Heatherbrae, never to return?’

‘I did, if you recall. And I don’t regret it one bit. I’ve no mind to go back there. Oh, but you should see the university, Iona! All those brilliant scholars walking about in their black robes and velvet bonnets. And in Aberdeen there are folk plying every trade you can possibly think of, all living cheek by jowl. And you know, I saw the sea for the first time there. It goes on and on, forever. The sailors — they’ve tales the likes of which you’ve never heard before! You’ve no notion how vast the world is, not when you live in a tiny clachan like Heatherbrae.’ His eyes sparkle in the firelight.

My whole body stiffens. ‘Heatherbrae and its folk must seem dull indeed, after all that.’

He shakes his head. ‘You misunderstand me,’ he says. ‘Once your eyes are opened to the world, you cannot close them again. All you can think about now is that you’ve lost your home, and indeed that may be so. But you also have the whole world before you.’

A searing rage burns through me. ‘You can hardly compare my plight to yours! It was all arranged for you, Dalziel. Nobody gave me a letter of introduction and a scholarship. What do you suppose will become of me, out here all alone, with a witch hunter pursuing me?’

He avoids my gaze. ‘I do not wish to quarrel with you. All I was trying to —’

‘Pray hold your tongue before telling me how good I have it, when I watched them burn Grizel but two days ago.’

There follows a long, uncomfortable silence.

When my anger cools, a strange thought occurs to me. All through our childhood, Dalziel must have felt as unsafe as I do now. He could never lower his guard while he lived with Dougal.

‘Do you feel safe now? Is that why you love Aberdeen so?’ I ask him.

He swings around to glare at me. When we were growing up we never spoke of Dougal, not directly. A few times I tried to broach it with him, but he would never be drawn on the subject.

‘When I saw him, he told me my place was in Heatherbrae. He said I had no business reading at the university, that I was a good-for-nothing for leaving him to run the farm and that I must come home at once. So I said to him, “Over your dead body. If you ever see me again in your cot-house, you’ll know your end is come, old man.”’

‘You never did!’ I say, astounded. Dalziel was always terrified of his father. He wouldn’t have baited Dougal like that before, not deliberately.

His jaw is tight, his brow scarred by a frown. His eyes are as cold as the day I saw him in Strathcraig. Dalziel had good reason to hate his father, but the lad I knew so well only a twelvemonth ago never harboured any bitterness in his heart. I cannot help but wonder what happened to change him so much.

Grizel once warned Ishbel and me that magic in the hands of an untrained initiate was a dangerous weapon. There are few things worse in this world than a weak person with a sense of false power, she once said. It does nocht but fill their hearts with a craving for vengeance.

Did meeting a powerful man like Finster — the king’s own adviser — finally give him the courage to stand up to Dougal?

As I look upon Dalziel, I wrap my cloak a little more tightly around my shoulders.

After a long time staring into the flames, he yawns loudly and says something about getting some sleep.

‘Here — have my cloak.’ He begins to undo the clasp around his throat. It’s a peace offering, of sorts.

‘Nae, I have Ishbel’s cloak. And the fire.’

The fire crackles with all the dry wood we could find, but we both know it will burn out overnight.

‘Will you not lie down here? We’ll both stay warm that way.’ I point to a space on the ground between the fire and me.

He blushes and shakes his head. ‘It would not be proper.’

‘Oh aye, but it would be proper to freeze to death. Have it your way. Just don’t expect me to bury your body in the morning. The ground’s too hard.’

He laughs then, a musical sound. Not for the first time I think that he looks like an angel when he laughs.

The distant sound of a howling wolf pierces the quiet of eventide. Dalziel and I exchange a nervous glance. ‘Very well,’ he says. ‘Move over.’

He stretches out next to me and throws his cloak over both of us.

In the warm glow of the fire, Dalziel quickly falls asleep. Comforted by his body so close — his warm, rhythmic breath in my hair, the twitch of his leg against mine — my eyelids grow heavy. For solace, I wrap my fingers around the bloodstone.

Instantly I feel my heart quickening. I open my eyes. The bloodstone is still in my hand, but I’m no longer lying next to Dalziel by the campfire.

Instead, I’m trapped on a small island in the middle of a flowing river. On one bank stand Grizel and Ishbel. They call to me, their lips moving with an urgent message, but I cannot hear what they say over the sound of the rushing water.

‘Iona, wake up.’ I open my eyes and look into Dalziel’s dark blue ones. He’s crouched next to me. ‘It was only a bad dream.’

I’m shivering so he drapes his cloak over my shoulders. Then he helps me sit up. I nod my thanks but hold my tongue. It was no ordinary dream, but there’s no point saying that to Dalziel.

He lies down again and soon falls into an easy slumber. I try to do the same but now I’m too restless for sleep. I stand and stretch out my aching back. Then I crouch down and poke at the remains of last night’s fire, listening to Dalziel’s soft snores, and wonder about Grizel and Ishbel’s message for me.

Before long the first rays of light appear in the eastern sky, signalling that dawn is not far away. We break camp and head towards the river. The sound of rushing water reminds me of my dream. Dalziel confirms that we will reach the river soon, but it cannot be crossed here. He’ll take me further downriver to a ford. It will be another full day’s walk.

* * *

We’ve been walking all morning, mostly in silence, an uncomfortable feeling gnawing at me. A thought about Ishbel kept returning to my mind, no matter how hard I tried to ignore it.

‘Stop for a moment,’ I say to Dalziel.

‘Forgive me, I’m walking too fast. How is your ankle? Are you in pain?’ He searches my face for signs of discomfort and begs me to sit down. His cheeks are flushed. His dark brown hair is messy and his clothes crumpled, but he has never looked so handsome.

‘A moment’s rest, that’s all.’ I sit down on a rock.

He sits next to me and passes me the flask, now filled with water. I take a gulp.

‘We should keep walking, if you can manage it,’ he says.

‘Of course I can.’ I’m annoyed he would think otherwise.

He stands to leave, but I need to ask him about what’s been bothering me, if only to put my own mind at rest.

‘The witch finder — did he return to Aberdeen? Or did he journey to Heatherbrae with Gregor and the others?’

Dalziel rubs his nose and stares at the ground. His silence confirms my worst fears.

‘You’ve known this all along and you didn’t think to tell me?’ I cry. ‘We must go back. She’s in danger —’

‘This, again? I’ve already explained —’

‘Then explain again,’ I say, furious at his indifference. ‘And don’t lie to me. What will the witch hunter do to my sister?’

Dalziel’s face is a mask. ‘I wish you’d stop calling him that. The meister is an intellectual, a man of great learning. Let’s speak of it no more.’ He turns his back on me to make it clear he won’t be pressed on the subject.

The meister. I grab his arm to make him stop walking.

‘Ishbel doesn’t forge magic,’ I say, trying to hide the panic in my voice. ‘She’s a reformer like Gregor. Everybody knows that.’

‘Then there’s no reason to concern yourself,’ he says.

He turns then and looks into my eyes. ‘I told you: Gregor will keep Ishbel safe. The meister might want to ask her some questions. That’s all.’

‘Questions about what?’

Years ago I told Dalziel about Ishbel’s love spell. Even that one piece of information could get her killed.

‘About you, of course. Where you might be headed.’

‘Oh.’

‘I’ve put everything aside to help you, Iona. Perhaps you could remember that, instead of attacking me at every turn.’

Chastened, I turn my face away from him. ‘Forgive me. I didn’t mean —’

‘We’ve wasted too much time already,’ he interrupts. ‘Let’s go. And try to keep up with me.’

* * *

‘It’s not far from here, perhaps a mile or two.’ Since late morning we’ve been walking alongside the river. Dalziel asks me if I need to rest again but I shake my head. The sun is tracking low in the sky and I must cross the ford before evenfall.

Up ahead, a pile of scattered boulders slows the river’s flow. At the ford the water looks shallow, perhaps only knee deep in the middle.

I turn to Dalziel, unsure of how to say farewell, but he looks preoccupied as his gaze roams the horizon.

‘What’s the matter?’ I ask.

‘You mustn’t go yet. Stop awhile. I’ll build us a fire,’ he says.

‘It’ll be dark soon. I must go now, before the sun —’

‘There’s plenty of time!’ He stands opposite me, and now his eyes meet mine. ‘I don’t know when I’ll see you again.’ With his forefinger, he smooths away a sweaty curl that’s hanging in my eyes and hooks it behind my ear, a gesture so unexpected and tender that it makes my cheeks glow.

‘Very well,’ I reply, unsure of what else to say. Despite the tension between us, I have no desire to ford the river and leave him behind forever.

Eddies of white mist begin to roll in from upriver. In just a few moments, a thin veil blankets the water and continues snaking south, flowing with the current. Through it, on the opposite bank, I see a figure. Immediately it calls to mind my dream journey to the Unseen world. I crane my neck, hoping that it might be Grizel. But it’s just an old woman with grey matted hair, beating clothes against a rock.

‘Hark at that,’ I say, as Dalziel gathers kindling. ‘What’s she doing all the way out here?’

He’s busy searching the ground for some flint and doesn’t answer my question. Instead, he asks me for my dirk so he can light the fire. I hand the blade to him.

‘Do you wish to cross, bonnie lass?’

The old woman is a good distance away, but it’s as if she has just whispered in my ear. I look over and she holds up a white cloth with dark red stains on it.

‘Dalziel,’ I whisper. ‘Do you not see the old woman?’

He looks up. ‘What are you talking about?’

He goes back to his fire making, but his answer has unsettled me even more. I can hear the slap of the woman’s washing against the rock as if she were right beside us.

From the clearing up ahead the sound of a horse’s hooves cuts through the stillness. The rider comes into view, a shadow against the setting sun. He is here to cross the river, I tell myself. But instead of leading his chestnut mare through the water, he stops several feet away, observing us.

Dalziel turns to face me, teeth clenched hard. ‘Forgive me,’ he says, as he reaches out to grab my shoulders.

I give him a sharp push in the chest and reach for my dirk, then remember I just gave it to him.

‘Don’t let her get away!’ says the rider, his words sounding clipped and strange.

I look up and see a shock of yellow hair beneath the hood of his black cloak. To my horror, I realise it’s Finster, the witch finder.

Dalziel is to my left and Finster blocks the ford crossing ahead of me. If I can make it to the crossing, I’ll take my chances with the old woman, though I’m certain she is the Faerie washerwoman of the ford; her appearance a certain omen of death.

‘Mistress!’ I shout, as Finster tries to corral me back to Dalziel. ‘I wish to cross the river.’

A cackling laugh rings out in reply; it seems to be coming from everywhere and nowhere.

‘What devilry is this?’ asks Finster in his strange accent. ‘To whom does she speak?’

‘Iona, please!’ Dalziel begs. ‘You’re only making things worse for yourself.’

Finster is upon me now, the front hooves of his horse knocking me to the ground. I am winded and only just manage to roll aside to avoid being trampled.

Gasping for air, I haul myself up and run towards the ford, but Finster’s whip catches my left foot and pulls it from under me. I land heavily on the ground, wincing in pain. Hot blood seeps from my wounded ankle. He releases the whip, but there’s no getting away.

‘Will you help me wash this sark, child?’ Again, the old woman’s watery voice rings in my ears.

‘Aye, I will,’ I call to her.

I grab a handful of dirt and hurl it into the mare’s eyes. She rears up, almost throwing Finster to the ground. It takes all the witch finder’s skill as a horseman to keep his mount under control. Dalziel stands aside, looking unsure of what to do. In the moment of confusion, I take my chance and run into the river, wading as fast as I can through the icy water, heedless of the pain in my ankle.

When I reach the other bank, the old woman stands blocking my way. She holds the bloodstained cloth out to me.

‘Will you wash it, lass?’ she asks.

I nod and take it from her.

With a sad smile she stands aside to let me pass, her eyes filled with sorrow.

I look back to see how close the witch finder is, but the mist has thickened to a soup-like fog. The ford has disappeared and so has the other side of the river. It’s now too dangerous to attempt the crossing on horseback. I hear the witch finder berating Dalziel and then the sound of hooves moving along the bank; Finster, no doubt, searching for another place to cross.

When I turn around again, the old woman is gone.

There is nothing to do but run. I crash through the boscage, running blindly, the tangle of bare winter branches scratching my face and arms as I push my way through them. My injured ankle shoots with pain at every step, but I dare not stop.

It’s only when my lungs feel as though they might burst that I allow myself a moment’s rest. After checking that nobody is following me, I sit down to catch my breath. It’s then I notice that I’m still holding the wet linen cloth. Even in the fading light I recognise the needlework: those tiny, even stitches that only my sister had the patience for.

With a suffocating feeling of dread, I realise that the cloth the old woman handed to me is the sark my sister was sewing.

And then I know that Ishbel is dead.
 



THE SHIELING

There’s no time to weep for Ishbel. I’ve no idea where I am or whether the witch finder can track me in the dark. I’m uncertain of what perils lie on this side of the river as I’ve never been this far before. Dalziel clearly knows the area around the ford. Perhaps this is where his father used to take him to hunt for deer. And that’s what I’ve become: Finster’s quarry, no more than a hunted animal. For all I know, I could be running right into the hands of my pursuers. All I have to guide me is sound. I can no longer hear the river and for some reason that makes me feel safer. There are no trails through the woods that I can see, which means the witch finder won’t be able to steer his horse through the dense tree cover. That’s something, at least.

As the winter dark descends I stumble along until I can run no more, my legs shaking with fatigue and the cold that has crept inside my bones. My boots, stockings and the bottom half of my skirt are soaking wet from the river crossing. My wounded ankle aches from Finster’s whip, but it’s nothing compared to the sting of Dalziel’s betrayal.

The stark reality of my predicament seeps under my skin, making me tremble. I long to build a fire, but I don’t have my dirk and getting a flame started without it would be impossible in the dark. Besides, the smoke would lead the witch finder straight to me. Ishbel’s wet cloak offers little comfort from the bitter night winds. I curl up at the foot of an ancient oak, the leeward side of its mighty bole offering some shelter, and surrender to exhaustion. My eyelids close and I say a prayer to Bride that I might yet see morning.

But though I long for the oblivion of sleep, my mind won’t stop racing. Can Ishbel truly be dead? The vision of my sister with Grizel in the Unseen world followed by my encounter with the Faerie washerwoman bode ill for her. Yet three weeks passed from the night they arrested Grizel to the day of her execution in Strathcraig. Surely even a witch finder must go through the pretence of a trial.

And what of Dalziel’s role in all this? The more I think on it, the more I feel sick, soiled. His treachery has cut me deeply, as if he plunged my own blade into my belly right there at the river crossing. He surely knew what the consequences would be if he handed me over to the witch finder. He was lying to me all along.

It pains me to admit it, but the fault is partly my own; I had ignored the warning signs. When I met him in the marketplace at Strathcraig, it was plain Dalziel wasn’t the lad I once knew. My old friend wouldn’t have hesitated to help me look for Grizel. So many times over the last two days the things he said didn’t sit right with me, but I drove those thoughts away because I didn’t want to believe he’d changed so much. I let my feelings for Dalziel cloud my judgment.

With Grizel and Ishbel gone, and Dalziel having joined Finster’s cause, there’s nobody left I can turn to. I’ve no choice now but to journey to Edinburgh and find Angus Ancroft. I don’t know why he’d agree to help me, but I have to trust Grizel. For some reason she thought I’d be safe with him.

As I lie shivering in my sister’s wet cloak, a wolf’s howl pierces the silence of the night. Soon after, another howl follows, this time much closer. My heart hammers in my chest. I sit up quickly, only to see a pair of yellow eyes glinting from behind a tree only a few feet away. I stumble to my feet and back away slowly. Everybody says you must never turn your back on a wolf and you must never run. The wolf will consider you prey and chase you down.

The creature moves out from behind the tree. A black wolf, its coat darker than the surrounding night. It gives a low growl, its fangs bared. I turn on my heel and flee deeper into the darkness.

My breath comes in short gasps. The wolf is gaining on me. Behind me I can hear its enormous paws thumping against the ground.

You’ll never outrun it.

As soon as that thought enters my head, the creature strikes at the back of my cloak, dragging me down, until the fabric tears with a sickening rip. I manage to take a few more steps before tripping headlong into a clump of bracken.

Unable to move, I roll onto my back and brace for the wolf’s assault. I hold my breath and lie completely still. The beast’s muzzle is so close I can smell its hot breath against my neck.

The wolf licks my face and I stifle a scream of terror.

Then, to my astonishment, I hear the beast retreating, its paws padding away through the dead leaves blanketing the forest floor.

I open one eye, then the other. Only moments ago, the creature seemed intent on making me its supper; now it’s nowhere to be seen. I sit up on my hunkers, ready to run should it reappear. But the forest is quiet. It’s gone.

I had been holding my breath and now I let it out in frightened sobs.

Some slow, deep breaths help to calm me down. Eventually I rise to stand on wobbly legs, resting my back against a tree trunk.

I look around to get my bearings. To my surprise, Gregor’s leather bag is at my feet, though I’m sure I left it behind when I fled the wolf. And the tree I’m leaning against is an ancient oak, just like the one I lay down beside.

Was it only a dream? That would explain how the great beast disappeared so suddenly. But I’ve never felt like this, not after a dream. My heart is still pounding and my hands are shaking so badly I can barely hold the flask to take a sip of water. Then I check the back of my cloak. There’s a rent in the fabric and a chunk of cloth is missing.

Up ahead, a light flickers between the trees some distance away. I grab my bag, and make my way towards the light, keeping a cautious distance. I want to make sure that it’s not Finster and Dalziel. The torchbearer is on foot and heading away from me. The dancing flame darts in and out of the trees at such a pace I can barely keep up.

After a time, the tree cover thins out and I see a large, dark-haired man making his way across a clearing in the direction of a shieling. He is tall, of stocky build, but has a pronounced limp as he walks towards the dwelling. He snuffs out the torch and then heads inside. Whoever it is, at least it’s not the witch finder.

As I approach the clearing I see golden shafts of lamplight shine through the unmortared stones of the shieling. Smoke billows from a hole in the turf roof. How my aching bones long to sit in front of that fire! I’m tempted to ask for shelter, but know I should resist. What sort of man would choose to live out here all alone, deep in the woods? It could be a poacher, a vagabond, or worse. And what would he make of a stranger — a young lass, no less — arriving on his doorstane in the night watches?

A branch snaps behind me, making me jump. I narrow my eyes but can’t see anything. It might be the wolf, still lurking nearby. Or Finster and Dalziel, creeping around in the dark, trying to find me. Then I feel a splash of rain on my head, and another. Abandoning caution, I run towards the shieling and bang on the door.

‘Good e’en to you!’ I call.

Inside, muffled voices engage in an abrupt conversation. After a few moments the door opens and I see a figure cast into shadow by the light coming from inside.

Whoever the man is, he’d not be expecting a stranger on his doorstep after evenfall. I’ll need to come up with a convincing story or he’ll turn me away.

‘What do you want?’ Not a man at all but a lad, by the sound of his voice.

‘I — good e’en. My name is . . . Elspet, and I’m lost. You see, I was out riding with my father when our horse became lame. I went to forage for food but then the mists rolled in and we were separated. You’ve not seen him, have you? Did he pass this way?’

The lad shakes his head.

‘Who is it?’ asks a deep voice from inside the dwelling.

‘A lass,’ the lad calls over his shoulder. ‘She’s lost or something.’

‘Invite her in, boy! Are you soft?’

The lad opens the door a little wider, revealing a warm interior. I hurry inside, almost tripping over in my haste.

‘Good e’en. My name is Elspet and I find myself in . . . in some . . .’

My voice trails off as I see, sitting by the fire, a large man with wild black hair and a ruddy face. He wears a frieze coat the colour of tarnished steel over tattered moss green trews. He raises his hand and grins, his eyes disappearing behind folds of flesh. On his knees rests a walking staff with an ornate silver cap. Such a fine piece of workmanship looks out of place in this humble dwelling.

‘I heard your tale, lass. These woods are no place for rambling in daylight, let alone this time of night.’

I nod, fingers nervously pleating the cloth of my skirt.

‘Well,’ he continues, ‘you’ll be wanting your supper. Cal, set a plate afore our guest, there’s a lad.’

The man seems harmless enough and the small hut is cosy and well kept. I allow myself to exhale just a little.

‘Thank you, I’m so grateful, Mr . . .?’

The big man laughs. ‘Call me Rabbie — everybody does. Rabbie Alderwood. And this whelp here, this is my son Calum.’

My eyes have adjusted to the light and I can see the boy more clearly now. He’s about the same age as me but a head taller. He is dressed in a leather jerkin that’s coming apart at the seams and tattered trews of a dun-coloured plaid. He’s lean and wiry, with ginger hair, at odds with his father’s stocky build and colouring. His bright, gold-flecked hazel eyes have purple shadows under them and his face looks sallow and gaunt. He regards me with wariness, if not outright suspicion.

Breaking my gaze, he bends down to spoon some stew into a bowl from the iron cooking pot. As he hands me the bowl it’s all I can do to stop myself descending on the food like a wolf upon a lamb.

‘Thank you, Calum,’ I say, giving him a nervous smile that he doesn’t return.

‘Cal,’ he corrects me, then indicates that I should start eating.

‘Good?’ Rabbie asks after I’ve had a few mouthfuls.

I nod, wiping a drop of stew from my chin.

The big man lets out another belly laugh. ‘It appears you’ve not eaten for days.’ He grins at me. His twinkling eyes are an intense shade of gold.

After the meal, I sit back in my chair and stifle a yawn, suddenly overcome with fatigue. Rabbie tells me to take off my boots and cloak so they can dry by the fire overnight.

‘Thank you, Mr Rabbie, but I’d hate to be a bother. And I need to find my father.’ My clothes are almost dry and I’ve a full belly, which is more than I could say a short while ago. But I’ve no idea how close Finster might be, and I’d rather not spend the night in a stranger’s shieling, tender-hearted though he may be.

Rabbie frowns. ‘It’s no bother! Besides, you’ll not find anybody stumbling about the woods in the murk of night. There’s a wolf pack out there and they’d find you a tasty morsel, make no mistake. Wait till morning, then we’ll help you search.’

‘A wolf pack!’ I catch my breath, not knowing whether to be relieved or terrified that I hadn’t dreamed the attack. In a torrent of words, I tell the Alderwoods of my encounter with the wolf and show them my torn cloak. Cal throws his father a black look. Does he think I’m making it all up?

Rabbie rubs his chin. ‘Then it’s settled. ‘You’ll bide here the night, wee Elspet.’

I’m spent and need to get some rest. There’s nothing I’d like more than to stretch out in front of the fire, but Rabbie’s in a gabby mood. He begins to tell me about their life on the road. I swallow another yawn and give myself a little shake, surprised to learn the shieling is not their permanent home.

He shakes his head. ‘We found it empty a few winters back,’ he explains. ‘Cal and me, we were just passing through. The weather makes for bleak travelling this time of year, and this shieling is braw and couthy.’ The rain beats down hard on the turf roof and I quickly nod in agreement, grateful not to be scrabbling about in the dark looking for shelter.

‘When will you set off again?’ I ask him.

‘Another moon or so. I miss the road. I get restless staying in one place. And we journey all over. The Highlands. The Borders. The North East —’

‘Are you a tinker?’ It’s a bold question, but I’m curious to know how they survive.

Rabbie laughs. ‘Nae. I’ve two left thumbs and couldn’t mend a pan to save myself. But you’re not far off. Keep guessing.’ A broad grin makes his eyes disappear again.

‘You’re a hunter.’ I daren’t say poacher.

‘Nae,’ he says with a chuckle. ‘But we enjoy this forest, don’t we, Cal? The game is plenteous, even in winter. And the ghillie is old and blind,’ he winks. The ghillie, or gamekeeper, looks after the local laird’s lands. Poaching is a hanging offence, but most travellers could only hope to survive the winter on game meat.

‘Why don’t we show wee Elspet what we do, eh Cal?’

Cal swallows hard. ‘It’s late. We should let her get some rest.’

The man’s face darkens with an unexpected frown, and in an instant the atmosphere in the shieling changes. ‘Would you contradict me, lad?’ Rabbie says in a low growl, then grabs Cal in a headlock and wrestles him to the floor until the boy pleads with him to stop.

‘Let him go!’ I cry, standing up with such haste that my chair falls over with a bang.

Rabbie releases his grip on his son and turns to me, his eyes flinty and dangerous. ‘Troth! You’re a mouthy one. Tell a man what to do in his own cot-house, would you?’

‘N-nae,’ I stammer, shocked by his sudden change of mood. ‘But you’re hurting him . . .’

‘Hurting him?’ Rabbie says in high-pitched mimicry, ‘Cal, was I hurting you? Do you need this wee lassie to come to your rescue?’

Rabbie towers over me, gold eyes blazing. Cal’s face is pale, his lips pressed tight together. He gives his head a tiny shake that only I can see.

Then the large man bursts into raucous laughter. ‘Och, I was being jokesome, lassie! Cal knows that.’

Not knowing how to react, I keep quiet and tug nervously at the leather cord around my neck.

‘Why, that’s a pretty bauble!’ Rabbie says, raising a finger towards the bloodstone.

‘This?’ I say, unsettled. My fingers wrap around it. ‘Just an old hag stone. Belonged to my poor dead mother. All I have to remember her by.’

‘Might I take a closer look?’ He gives an encouraging smile.

It would seem churlish to refuse him. After all, he’s just invited me into his home and shared his supper with me. Minister Gourlay always told us to welcome strangers with open arms, but a stranger’s arrival at this time of year would be met with deep resentment in Heatherbrae. Most folk waited out the end of winter with hollow cheeks and empty bellies, scratching around for food like mice in the grain barrel.

Biting my lip, I slip the leather cord from around my neck. I hand him the bloodstone, a knot forming in my stomach.

He holds the stone up to a candle flame. I watch his chubby fingers probe at it with a feeling of dismay. It takes all my willpower to stop myself snatching it away.

Cal looks on, arms folded, his head cocked with a grudging curiosity. The shadow cast on the wall behind him shows his head crowned with antlers. When I blink, the antlers disappear. I give my head a little shake. I’m so tired I’m starting to see things.

‘Where did your mother find it?’ Rabbie asks.

I shrug, feigning indifference. ‘Out walking in the woods, if I recall.’

After studying it a few moments more, Rabbie hands it back to me. ‘It looks well on you,’ he says. He watches me closely as I tie the leather cord around my neck. ‘Cal’s right. We should let you get some rest. Hang your cloak on that chair by the fire. Boots too. They’ll be dry come the morrow. We’ll leave at first light to look for your kin.’

‘Thank you for your hospitality,’ I say.

He nods and then spreads out a blanket and lies down on it. Then he rolls onto his side with his back to me.

Cal lingers a moment longer. He leans over and says in a hushed tone, ‘You can’t stay here, it’s not safe. Leave as soon as he’s asleep!’ He points to his father’s bulky frame.

‘What about the wolf pack?’ I hiss at him. I’ve no desire to stay the night here; there’s something strange going on between father and son and I don’t like being caught in the middle of it. But even without the wolf and the witch hunter, it’s raining so heavily that droplets of water are trickling through the gaps in the stone, forming little pools on the earthen floor.

‘What are you two whispering about?’ Rabbie’s voice interrupts. ‘Cal, leave wee Elspet be.’ But the boy gives me a pointed look as he wraps himself in his cloak and lies down on a mat next to his father.

Before long, the big man’s rhythmic snores echo through the small dwelling. I can’t tell if Cal’s still awake, but his warning plays on my mind. I creep over to the door and open it just a crack. The storm is raging now; sheets of lightning blaze in the sky and thunder booms overhead moments after. There’s no way I could go out in that, even if I wanted to. I’ll just have to stay awake, alert. And then, at first light, I’ll be on my way. I need to put as much distance as possible between myself and Finster. If I found my way to the shieling, then who’s to say the witch finder won’t stumble upon it, too.

I sit down on the floor next to the hearth fire and slip the leather cord from around my neck. Since leaving Heatherbrae I’ve lost my sister, been betrayed by my best friend, nearly caught by the witch finder and attacked by a wolf. All that’s left of my old life is this stone and the promise I made to Grizel. I polish the bloodstone carefully in the folds of my skirt, trying to remove the traces of Rabbie’s touch. It’s disheartening that even a stranger can sense the stone’s power when I can’t, and I’m supposed to be its guardian. I hold it up to the light from the hearth fire, trying to see whatever it was Rabbie saw.

In a trick of light and shadow, the colours of the stone appear to move, swirling together in endless patterns and shapes. The last thing I remember is the hole in the bloodstone growing larger and larger, as if it would suck me into it.

* * *

At birdsong I wake to sound of Rabbie clearing his throat outside. I quickly rise, brush down my skirt and rake my fingers through the sparrow’s nest my hair has become.

Cal stands over the hearth fire, stoking it with dry wood. He glares at me. ‘Should’ve left when I told you,’ he says.

I am frowning at him, trying to think of a clever retort, when Rabbie bangs into the shieling.

‘Well! Looks like a braw morn, now the storm’s passed. Did you sleep well?’

I nod and murmur a few words of thanks. Casting my gaze about, I see Gregor’s bag nearby and reach over to grab it. The sooner I get going, the better.

Underneath the bag there’s something on the floor and I stoop to pick it up. A length of leather cord, the ends twisted from an untied knot.

My hand flies to my neck.

The bloodstone is gone.




THE TALE OF THE TWO WOLVES

‘Missing, you say?’ Rabbie strokes the grey-streaked black wool that covers his chin. Cal drops onto all fours to help me scour the floor. Not missing — stolen. I bite my tongue until I taste blood. Now I must force myself to go through this pretence of searching for the stone. I need to work out what Rabbie’s done with it. The shieling is small and there are only a few places where he could have hidden it.

‘Never mind, lass. As you said, it was just an old stone.’ Rabbie rests his chin on the silver cap of his cane and gives me an oily smile.

‘Aye, but it’s all I had left of my poor dead mother!’ I bring my knuckle to my mouth and pretend to muffle a sob.

Cal looks at me through narrowed eyes, his arms folded. So, this was what he was trying to warn me about last night. Not only is Rabbie a bully, he’s a thief, too. I’d hoped to be on my way by now, but now I’m stuck here until I find the bloodstone.

We break our fast in silence around the small wooden table. After we’ve eaten, Rabbie offers to walk with me to the place where I last saw my father. For a moment I stare at him blankly until I recall the tale I told last night.

‘Not until I find my stone,’ I say, trying to stop my voice from shaking.

‘Indeed? Well.’ He slaps his son on the shoulder with such force that I wince at the blow. ‘Cal and me, we’d be delighted to have your company a wee while longer. The lad needs a young body to talk to. Tired of his old man’s blethering, aren’t you?’

I look up at Cal’s pinched face. For a moment my heart goes out to him, reminded of the way Dougal used to torment Dalziel.

Rabbie accepts my offer to perform a few chores in return for my board. It’s nothing like the backbreaking work that Gregor had me do at the farmhouse while he sat idle. Besides, it gives me a chance to search the shieling for the bloodstone. As I work, I ask Rabbie about the road to Edinburgh. He tells me to make for the closest town, Dunshee, about a day and a half’s walk following the river further south. I’ve heard of it.

‘My aunt once told me about the Black Castle. It’s near Dunshee, is it not?’

Rabbie nods, and grins as he recounts the tale. ‘Many years ago, the pestilence descended upon the castle, taking the lives of all who dwelled there. Nobody dared enter its gates to retrieve the bodies. The earl whose castle it was vowed never to return and the townspeople set fire to it. And so the castle became a funeral pyre. It’s only bogles and shades of the dead that now call the Black Castle home.’

* * *

It’s late afternoon and I’m despairing. Another day almost gone, and another night ahead with this brute and his strange, silent son. By noontide I’d turned the shieling upside down but without any luck in finding the bloodstone. The only place I haven’t looked is a large wooden chest at the back of the hut, but it’s locked up tight. I tried to force the lid when Rabbie wandered outside for a time, but it wouldn’t budge. I’m sure he must have hidden the stone in there.

The cold wind rustles the dead winter leaves, reminding me that the witch finder is out there in the woods somewhere, searching for me. To distract myself from my predicament, I head outside to look for some mushrooms or herbs for the cooking pot. The kailyard is poorly tended and overgrown with briars and bramble. I manage to find some wood sorrel and scraggly dandelion leaves, recalling with sad longing my aunt’s deep affinity with the green world. Grizel could grow just about anything in her garden. It was why her healing work was so powerful. She said you could always tell what ails a body simply by looking at the plants growing around their home. I wonder what she would make of all the monkshood around here. It’s a deadly poison; in Heatherbrae, we used it to bait for wolves.

And what would my aunt say to me now? It’s been only a few days since I fled Heatherbrae and already the bloodstone is lost. A hot wave of shame fills my insides. Forgive me, Grizel. I’ll get it back, I promise you. No matter what it takes.

It’s time to get supper started. With a heavy heart I head back to the shieling carrying my meagre harvest, but stop short when I hear raised voices coming from inside. I press my ear to the door.

‘ — let her go? She’s not done anything!’ Cal’s shrill voice pierces the air.

‘She lied to me,’ Rabbie replies. ‘After I let her in from the cold and broke bread with her. D’you really believe that tale about her father?’

‘What does it matter? Just give her back the stone and —’

Flesh strikes flesh. ‘That’s for your insolence. And that —’ another blow ‘— is for being a useless —’

I burst into the shieling. Cal is cowering on the floor.

‘Stop it!’ I shout at Rabbie. ‘Get away from him.’

Cal scrambles to his feet. ‘I’m fine,’ he assures me. ‘Go wait outside.’

‘I’m not going anywhere,’ I say to him. I turn to Rabbie. ‘Where is it?’ I shout. ‘I know you stole my stone!’

The big man cups his hand to his ear. ‘Beg pardon? Not sure I heard you right. Accuse a man of thievery in his own cot-house, do you?’

Rabbie stands square to me, raising himself to his full height. I can feel my legs wavering. If he beats his own son, then I’ve no notion what he might do to a stranger. His sudden changes of mood are frightening to behold, but there’s no going back now. I’ll not give up the bloodstone without a fight.

‘All I know is I had the stone when I went to sleep, and now it’s gone. And you seemed awfully interested in it yestere’en . . .’

‘I’ve no glimmering of what happened to your bauble. But did I not see you wrestling with the lock on my wooden chest? Be grateful I don’t take you for a thief!’

My ears burn. ‘I’m no thief! I was only —’

‘— searching for your hagstone?’ he sneers.

There’s nothing else for it. I’m at his mercy, and he knows it. Through gritted teeth, I say, ‘Please, Mr Rabbie. Please. Just give me back the stone and I’ll be on my way. I’ll not burden you any longer.’

Rabbie sits on his chair and stretches out his bad leg, twirling his walking staff in his large hands. ‘Burden me? Why, you’re no burden! To the contrary, you’re a delightful diversion from our dreary lives — is she not, Cal? And we’re all friends here, nae?’ He gives a forced laugh, attempting to lighten the mood. ‘As I say, it’s rare we see a traveller in winter and never one as bonnie as you, wee Elspet.’

Then he turns to Cal. ‘Go get my flask of cordial. Pour a cup for our guest. It’s time to show wee Elspet what it is we keep in that wooden chest.’

For a moment Cal looks like he’s about to swoon. He stands so still that I can sense he’s holding his breath. And it’s not just him: it feels as though all the air has been sucked out of the shieling.

‘Cal!’ Rabbie says in a way that jolts the lad into action.

He walks to the crate the Alderwoods use as a spence, pulls out an earthenware flask and places it on the table in front of Rabbie. The man’s large hands uncork it and pour some dark red liquid into a cup. He hands the cup to me.

Reluctantly I take a sniff. ‘Elderberry?’

Rabbie nods.

‘Will you not join me?’ I ask him.

He shakes his head. ‘Wine’s a woman’s drink. Would that there was an alehouse nearby.’ He smiles again, but this time his eyes don’t wrinkle.

I raise the glass to my lips. Rabbie’s golden eyes glitter in the lamplight. A sip confirms it’s elderberry wine; but it has an odd taste, a muddiness that undermines the sweetness of the berries.

‘It’s good,’ I say, resolving not to drink any more.

‘You’ll excuse us for a moment.’

Cal and Rabbie retreat to the back of the shieling. Rabbie produces a key on twine around his neck and unlocks the wooden chest. He throws open the lid and the two of them begin rummaging through it. I stand, craning my neck to see what’s inside. But then I gasp as Rabbie turns around. A wolf mask covers his face. Around his head and shoulders are draped the skin of a large black wolf.

Moments later Cal turns, wearing the skin of a red wolf and a mask just like Rabbie’s.

‘You’re guisers!’ I cry. Guisers are travelling players who journey from village to village. They’d come to Heatherbrae once a year, usually around Hogmanay, wassailing at the door of each house and demanding payment in bread or posset.

‘Do you know the tale of the two wolves, Elspet?’ says Rabbie in a gravelly voice.

I shake my head, but it’s a lie. I’ve heard the tale many times but never seen it played out before. I don’t understand why they’d go to the trouble of dressing up and performing it just for me.

Rabbie begins the tale.

One day two wolves were strolling through the wildwood when they came upon a farm at the edge of the tree line. The farmer could not be seen anywhere, so they headed straight for the henhouse. Inside were seven fat fowls.

Black Wolf wanted to barge through the door and eat his fill, but Red Wolf had a cunning plan.

‘Dear Black Wolf, why eat them now? There’s plenty of game in the wildwood. Let us wait until winter, when food is scarce.’

So the two wolves went back to their den. Before long, Red Wolf announced he had to visit his mother, who was ailing.

‘Why, I’ll join you, old friend,’ said Black Wolf.

‘Nae,’ said Red Wolf. ‘Mother is feart of strangers. I must go alone. I’ll return on the morrow.’ And so he left . . .

Cal slinks off to the back corner of the shieling and pretends to slaughter a couple of hens and eat them. He’s a natural performer and in different circumstances I’d enjoy watching him. But now I’m too close to the Alderwoods, almost part of the story, and it feels like a dangerous place to be. I pretend to take a sip of the wine and again smell the murkiness masked by the elderberries. My hands are clammy, but I sit back in my chair and smile, so Rabbie will think I’m enjoying the performance.

… and he returned the next day looking pleased with himself.

The weather grew colder and the days shorter. Before long, Red Wolf again announced that he would need to visit his sickly mother. He disappeared overnight and returned the next day looking satisfied.

The weather turned ill and poor Black Wolf was so lean you could see his bones, but Red Wolf remained in strapping good health. He went to visit his mother once more and came back to the den. He was plump and his red fur had an oily sheen.

By now Black Wolf had grown suspicious. While Red Wolf was away, Black Wolf sought out his old friend Barn Owl, who always gave wise counsel. This time, when Red Wolf returned, Black Wolf said to him, ‘Friend, I’ll abide this hunger no longer. We must go to the farm right away and feast in that henhouse.’

Reluctantly Red Wolf agreed. Of course, when they got there, the hens were all gone!

‘You did this!’ Red Wolf pointed an accusing paw at Black Wolf. ‘You raided the henhouse when I was visiting Mother. I knew I couldn’t trust you!’

There’s a pause and I can tell Rabbie’s waiting for my reaction. I laugh hard and knock over my cup of wine. A dark red puddle seeps into the earthen floor. Rabbie hesitates for just a moment, then carries on as though nothing’s happened.

Black Wolf pulls out a feather given to him by Barn Owl, who was also a warlock. He blows on it, and before long a strange thing starts to happen to Red Wolf.

Cal paws at his mouth, and pulls out a large white feather.

Rabbie’s eyes are trained on me, glinting through the slits in the mask. I give him a smile. Very clever.

Cal starts to cough up more feathers. At first only a few, but then more and more. Before long, vast amounts of white plumage come pouring from his mouth, quickly filling the small dwelling. Soft, downy feathers swirl around in front of me and I try to wave them away so I don’t inhale them. It’s just some guiser’s trick, but my heart beats faster as the air becomes thick with them. Cal and Rabbie have almost disappeared from view in the feathery snowstorm.

Rabbie pulls something out from underneath the wolfskin and swings it over his head. It makes a humming sound followed by an ear-splitting CRACK, like thunder. All the swirling feathers suddenly fall to the floor. The air now feels charged, like the moment before a thunderstorm. With horror, I look down and see two beasts peering back at me. One, a giant black wolf. The other, a lean red wolf.

The black wolf snaps at the red wolf, which snarls in reply. The creatures wrestle, rolling around on the floor in a frenzied tangle of red and black fur. My whole body shakes as I edge to the door, hoping to make my escape. But then the black wolf bounds towards me. I throw open the door. Unable to stop, the beast charges through it into the darkness and I quickly slam it shut. Now locked outside, the wolf hurls itself at the door. Although it shudders with each strike, the door is made of oak and remains firm. I’m safe from the black wolf, at least for now. But I’m trapped inside the shieling with the red wolf: the unearthly creature that only moments before was a lad named Cal.

Desperately I scan the room, looking for something to use as a weapon. My eyes fall on Rabbie’s walking staff lying on the floor. I can now see that the silver cap is a wolf’s paw. But I’m not interested in the cap. I run my hands over the gnarled dark wood, immediately recognising it as a branch from the blackthorn tree.

Blackthorn is a powerful ally in repelling dark magic. Old crone of the wildwood, Grizel called it. If she needed to forge a banishing spell, or a spell to reverse a curse, she would call on Blackthorn. And there’s some kind of dark magic behind the Alderwoods’ transformation, that’s plain enough.

I hold the staff in front of me, and say:

   Forge I now a spell this night,

   Calling Blackthorn’s power to me.

   Protect me now with all your might,

   O staff of Blackthorn tree!

   By this line drawn in the dirt,

   Keep yon foul beast at bay,

   Let it not attack or hurt,

   Before the break of day.

   Spare me from the wolf’s assault,

   O fearsome Blackthorn tree.

   Bring this onslaught to a halt,

   As I will, so shall it be!

I repeat the incantation like a chant, my voice getting louder as I draw a line in the earthen floor with the end of the staff between the red wolf and me. I tip the wooden table over and position myself behind it. The red beast paces up and down in front of me, fangs bared savagely, a lather forming at the corners of its mouth. As long as I keep the chant going, it’s unable to cross the line. But I’m trapped, too; now I can’t make it past the wolf to get to the wooden chest.

THUMP! THUMP! THUMP! The door shudders as the black wolf crashes into it. I look over my shoulder and, with a sickening feeling, see the wood panels start to split.

In the moments I’m distracted by the black wolf, I falter with my chant. The red wolf places a paw across the line. It snarls and crouches low, readying itself to attack. I raise the walking staff in the air just as the wolf springs towards me. With every ounce of strength I can muster, I bring down the staff on the creature’s head. At the blow, the silver wolf’s paw attached to the staff falls onto the floor with a dull clunk. The red wolf cowers, whimpering; blood flows from a wound on its head. I raise the staff again, intending to spare it no mercy. But it looks at me with gold-flecked eyes before averting its gaze. It rolls onto its side with its belly exposed, the way Gregor’s hound would do after he whipped her. And then I remember that Cal is inside there, somewhere. Slowly, I lower the staff.

The thumping at the door has stopped. I stand still but can’t hear anything moving outside. I open the door just a crack and a dark shape bounds towards me. Screaming, I slam the door shut and then drag the wooden table against it. The black wolf howls and scratches. The red wolf sits up, pricking his ears. I raise the staff over my head again and the smaller beast lies down, placing his head on a front paw, ears back, eyes lowered.

‘Good dog,’ I mutter.

There may only be a few moments of peace and I still need to find the bloodstone. I run to the wooden chest and pull out old, ragged guisers’ costumes. At the very bottom of the chest is a quiver full of arrows and a small bow, but there’s no sign of the stone. I consider taking the bow but I never learned to shoot. The last thing I need is an angry, wounded wolf chasing me.

I continue my search of the shieling, my fingers probing gaps in the unmortared stone, but I find no sign of the bloodstone. In the meantime, the black wolf howls and paces outside. The red wolf lies on the floor, regarding me from the corner of his golden eye. Eventually his eyelids grow heavy and he falls asleep. My cloak is hanging from a hook on the wall and I wrap myself in it, sitting in the corner of the shieling where I can keep an eye on both the door and the red wolf, with the blackthorn staff resting on my knees.

* * *

My head jerks up from my chest. I stand slowly, blackthorn staff in hand, cursing myself for having dozed off. But the red wolf is no longer there. Instead, the pale human shape of Cal lies face down on the floor. Blushing, I turn away from his nakedness. As I take a step, I stub my toe on the silver wolf’s paw and bend down to pick it up. I turn it over in my hands and notice that the inside of the cap is hollow. And there’s something inside it.

My fingers reach into the cap and pull out the bloodstone, my whole body quaking with blissful relief.

I’ll never take you off again. I whisper as I thread the bloodstone onto the leather cord and put it around my neck.

Emboldened by my discovery, I open the door a crack. The sun’s pale rays glow in the eastern sky. The black wolf is nowhere in sight. Perhaps the creature has also returned to human form. Now is the time to flee. I grab my leather bag, opening the door wider. My heart is thumping so hard it makes me feel dizzy. It’s a bowshot to the tree cover so I make a dash for it, glancing back to make sure there is nothing following me.

The black wolf appears from behind the shieling. I turn and run, hurling myself into the woods. The beast quickly gains ground and is soon only a few yards away. It must’ve been waiting for me.

A blow from the wolf’s front paw knocks me to the ground. I land heavily on my forearms and quickly roll onto my back to face the monster looming over me. The wolf’s top lip curls back to reveal long, yellow teeth.

I shut my eyes to block out the horror.

But instead of attacking me, the wolf cries out. I open my eyes to see the creature sitting on its haunches, its body twisted in pain. An arrow sails through the air, followed by another, both striking the wolf’s flanks. The beast swings around, wild but confused, pawing at the arrows it can’t reach. It growls, whimpers, then stumbles forwards, hitting the ground with glazed eyes.

Cal appears fully dressed now, the bow and quiver slung over his shoulder.

‘Elspet — run!’
 



THE BLACK CASTLE

Cal is beside me now, dragging me to my feet.

‘Is it dead?’ I ask him.

He shakes his head. ‘We need to move. Go!’

He starts to run, darting between trees at a breathtaking speed. I stumble after him, scarcely able to keep up. My legs are still shaking and the bare winter branches shred my face and arms.

‘Hurry!’ Cal cries over his shoulder.

After a while I can run no more and collapse against the trunk of a bourtree. He grabs my arm and drags me along with him.

It’s only when I clutch my right side and double over in pain that he stops. He looks around and sniffs the air. ‘A moment, that’s all,’ he warns. We sit on a lichen-covered rock and he passes me a flask. I gulp down water until he tears it away.

‘It’ll make you ill,’ he says. I wipe my mouth with the back of my hand and watch him drink. Cal seems to have grown a foot overnight. His body seems more muscular, sinewy. No more is he the pale boy terrified of his own shadow. In the cold, clear light of dawn, the events of last night seem unreal, like an awful dream.

‘How’d you know he’s not dead?’ I ask. ‘Looked dead to me.’

Cal pulls out one of his arrows and shows me the tip, careful not to touch it. ‘Wolf’s bane. It’ll slow him down for a few hours but there wasn’t enough to kill him.’

Wolf’s bane. It must be his name for monkshood.

‘We need to keep moving.’ He stands up too quickly and hits his head on an overhanging tree branch, yelping in pain. ‘Ow! That’s right where you —’

With a twinge of remorse, I remember hitting him with the blackthorn staff. ‘Forgive me. I didn’t mean to. It’s just that you were . . .’

Cal gives me a crooked smile. ‘About to rip your throat out? Don’t worry — there’s not much in there to hurt anyway.’ He knocks the side of his head with his fist and we both laugh. For some strange reason I don’t fear him, even after last night’s attack. If anything, I’m angry with myself for not heeding his warning that first night. If I’d left the shieling when he told me to, none of this would have happened.

‘Let me see?’

He tilts the top of his head towards me. I part his hair gently with my fingertips and find a deep cut in his scalp, at the back of his crown. The wound is still weeping slightly. Splashing some water from the flask onto it, I wash away some of the caked blood. Cal grits his teeth.

‘It’s not so bad,’ I reassure him. ‘I’ll keep a lookout for some curl-doddy or water betony to staunch the bleeding. That’s the best I can do for now.’

‘You know herb lore?’

I shrug. ‘A little.’

‘I thank you, Elspet,’ he says formally.

This farce has gone on long enough. ‘It’s Iona. My name, I mean.’

He looks at me with eyes narrowed, then a small smile dances on his lips. ‘And your father — not lost in the woods, I gather?’

‘It wasn’t a lie, exactly. He disappeared when I was a wean. Mayhap he is still wandering about in the woods somewhere.’

He grins, then appears to consider this new information. ‘Iona is St Columba’s isle. I’m named for him, you know. So we have that in common.’

Despite myself I laugh at him. ‘Oh aye, you’re a saintly soul. I can already tell that about you.’

Even though I said the words in jest, his face instantly lights up. I can’t help but pity him, imagining that Rabbie had few kind words for his son.

‘How far are we from the shieling?’ I ask him.

Cal frowns. ‘A few miles. Not nearly far enough.’

‘Is this the way to Dunshee? I’m headed for Edinburgh.’

‘Aye, but we’ll not make it to Dunshee by nightfall. We need to find shelter while the weather holds. Once we’re safe I’ll explain everything.’

I nod. ‘And I suppose it’s only fair that I do the same.’

He cocks his head. ‘I should like to hear what really happened to you, Iona. But now we must press on. Are you ready?’

‘Ready.’

He gives me another crooked smile. He’s not handsome like Dalziel. His teeth are uneven, his ginger cowlick hangs in his eyes, and his pallid skin is blighted by freckles. But he has an easy way about him now that’s quite unlike his manner in the shieling. It’s as though he was always terrified someone would find out his darkest secret, and because I’ve seen that other side of him, he can be at ease around me.

For a long time we walk in silence. Even though we don’t speak, there’s nothing uncomfortable about it; not like the time I spent with Dalziel on the way to the ford, when every moment between us seemed charged by the words that neither of us would say.

After the fear and chaos of the night just passed, I walk as if entranced; my body takes over the repetitive task of moving. It’s surprisingly restful, pacing through the woods with Cal. I enjoy watching him. I’ve never seen anybody walk so fluidly. Unlike me, not once does he stumble or stagger, even though he barely looks at the ground. He moves through the trees like a wild animal.

When he stops suddenly I nearly run into the back of him. I’m about to say something but he puts his finger to his lips. I follow his gaze to a dense patch of bracken to the right of us. Has Rabbie caught up with us already? Surely the low fern cover would not hide that great otherworldly beast.

Something has set Cal on edge. He stands perfectly still, his whole body alert, eyes fixed on a target. I peer into the bracken but can’t see so much as a frond waving in the breeze.

He takes an arrow and nocks it in his bow with a movement so graceful it’s as though the bow is an extension of his arm. Then he looses the arrow into the ferns. He runs after it and emerges holding a white hare by the scruff of its neck. The animal is wounded in the hind leg but still very much alive. It struggles against his grasp. Cal puts his hand around its throat, about to snap its neck, but it kicks him hard and he drops it with a cry. Ignoring the arrow in its leg, the hare bounds away.

‘Curse it! Can’t have got far.’ Cal looks ready to give chase but I grab his sleeve.

‘Leave it be,’ I say. I’m uncomfortable about Cal killing it. Grizel always said that white hares should never be harmed, as they were the moon goddess come down to earth in disguise.

Cal looks ready to argue.

‘We can fish for trout or salmon,’ I suggest.

‘Fish!’ He snorts in disgust. ‘Not big and juicy like that hare.’ He stomps off in a sulk.

Before long we come to a burn. I slide off my boots and stockings and dip my swollen feet into the chilly water. The cold takes my breath away.

Mugwort grows in abundance on the banks. I pull two sprigs and put one into each of my boots, then hand some to Cal.

‘What’s it for?’ he says, sniffing it.

‘Not for eating, you dafty! Put it in your boots. Stops your feet getting tired.’

‘Too late for that,’ he says. He fills his flask from the burn, takes a long swig of water and then passes it to me. The icy water makes my teeth ache.

I stand and wade in up to my ankles to soothe my blisters. One of my toenails is coming off and I bend down to study it.

‘Spitted hare would be nice right about now,’ Cal says. ‘Or hare stew. I’d even settle for some hare broth.’

‘You ought to shoot straighter next time,’ I say mildly.

‘Why’d you tell me to let it go?’

I can’t believe he’s still complaining about it. ‘My aunt always said you should never eat hare meat.’

‘Witches’ animals,’ he mutters.

The hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. ‘What do you mean by that?’

‘Skin turners, like Rabbie and me. Witches can change too, but they turn into hares and cats. Or, if it’s not the witch herself, it’s a puckerel. Witches send out puckerels to do their evil bidding. Wish I’d snapped that hare’s neck. The only good witch is a dead witch.’

‘You think just because you’re a skin turner you know all about witches?’ I snap. ‘You don’t know anything!’

Cal looks surprised by my outburst, but then a slow smile creeps across his lips. ‘Ah, now I understand. It makes perfect sense. I’m such a fool I didn’t see it afore!’ He laughs, lying back on the bank to warm himself in the pale winter sun. He chews on a reed and regards me with a smirk.

Eventually my curiosity gets the better of me. ‘Understand what?’

‘The reason you were fleeing through the woods. You’re a witch.’

My face flushes with anger and shame and I can feel my pulse quickening at my neck.

‘You don’t know what you’re talking about.’

‘I knew it must’ve been something bad to bring you to our door. You said yourself you know herb lore. And you don’t seem the least bit surprised about Rabbie and me. I’m not stupid, you know.’

‘You are stupid — a stupid, half-witted . . . wolf!’ I splutter.

I pull on my stockings and boots and stride away, only to hear Cal call after me.

‘You’re going the wrong way, Witch. It’s this way to Edinburgh.’

* * *

Evenfall is soon upon us. We’ve been walking all day; I am tired and hungry, but most of all I’m still angry with Cal. We haven’t spoken for hours. At least, I haven’t spoken to him. He throws the occasional comment over his shoulder, as I walk behind at a distance. ‘Witch,’ he says, ‘do you think you might stop the rain?’ Or, ‘Witch, would you steal some milk from them cows over there? I’m starved.’

Since leaving the burn the woodlands have become dense and the ground uneven and treacherous, so by late afternoon we’ve made our way to the road.

Cal stops suddenly, his head cocked. ‘Horses.’

‘I can’t hear anything,’ I growl at him.

He grabs my arm and drags me with him into the tree cover and then forces me to lie down on the damp earth. Moments later, two horses come thundering past, their cloaked riders unrecognisable.

Once they’ve gone I pick myself up from the ground and brush the mud off my cloak. If I’d been walking along the road alone, I’d not have heard the riders until they were upon me. For all I know it’s the witch hunter, or people in his employ.

Cal plucks a leaf from my tangled hair and grins as he shows it to me. I frown in reply, wanting to stay angry with him.

‘I wonder who they were,’ I say, more to myself than him.

Cal shrugs. ‘Probably the king’s men. We often see them on the road. Always in a rush to get somewhere.’

‘Aye, that’s so. Always in a rush,’ says a deep voice.

I whirl around. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Cal drawing an arrow from his quiver.

A tall figure wearing a dark-coloured robe emerges from behind a tree and stands a few feet away, observing us. Over his stooped shoulders he carries a long branch with a skinned rabbit tied to each side.

‘Don’t shoot an old man, I beg you,’ he says, feigning terror. Then he chuckles. In the gloaming I can see he has a heavily lined face, with bulging watery eyes. His long grey hair is tied back at the nape of his neck.

Cal lowers his bow to his side, but he holds the arrow in his hand like a dagger. ‘You live around here?’ he asks.

‘Not too far. A mile or so down the road. I was out checking my traps.’ He nods towards the rabbits. ‘Best to stay out of their way,’ he continues, jerking his head in the direction of the riders. ‘A bonnie young lass like you would be braw sport for men like those.’ He looks at me in a way that makes my skin crawl.

Cal nods. ‘We shall stay off the road from now on.’

‘Better yet you find shelter. There’s a tempest coming.’

As if his words were a prophecy, a clap of thunder booms overhead and fat drops of rain start to beat down. It has been drizzling on and off all day, but dark clouds have been gathering in the last few hours, heralding a stormy night ahead.

‘Soldiers sometimes sweep these woods for vagabonds and highwaymen. You’d do well to find somewhere dry to spend the night. Well, good e’en to you.’ The old man gives a short bow and walks towards the road as Cal and I watch, huddled together under the bare branches of a tree as the rain sets in.

The old man stops and turns back towards us. ‘You’re welcome to shelter with me for the night. It’s not much, but it’s a roof and I’ve enough food for us all. Do you like roasted rabbit?’

‘My favourite!’ Cal slings his bow and picks up my leather bag.

‘Cal, wait,’ I whisper, grabbing his arm. ‘We don’t know anything about him!’

‘Oh, come on, Witch. He’s an old man — what harm could he do? Roasted coneys and a warm fire. What more do you need to know?’

‘It’s just . . . I’ve a funny feeling about him.’

‘Are you coming?’ the old man calls. ‘I’d like to get back before this trail turns to muck and mire.’

‘Do you really want to sleep out here in the pouring rain, with soldiers lurking about?’ Cal asks, clearly annoyed.

‘Nae, but —’

‘Then what?’

It’s not something I can put into words. The bloodstone around my neck feels heavy and I’ve a queasy feeling in my belly.

‘It’s only until the storm passes,’ Cal reasons. ‘We’ll be away at first light.’

The rain is coming down hard now. There seems little point in arguing, as we don’t have any other choice. I nod. Cal grins, then bounds after the old man.

‘We’re pleased to make your acquaintance. I’m Hamish, and this is my sister Elspet.’

‘My name is Alasdair Creelman. A pleasure to meet you, Hamish. And lovely Elspet.’ He gives me a rat-toothed smile.

Presently, the outline of a ruined castle comes into view. I’m surprised to see Creelman heading straight for it.

‘What is this place?’ I ask.

‘This must be the Black Castle!’ cries Cal. ‘You mean to say you live here?’

Creelman nods. ‘More than twenty years, now. The keep was little touched by the fire. It’s quite safe, I assure you.’

Fingers of mist eddy and swirl about the ramparts, making the castle seem a more eldritch place than I’d ever imagined. I’m about to tell Cal that we’d be better off sleeping out in the open when a bolt of lightning strikes a tree just behind us. We break into a run to catch up with Creelman, who lopes towards the front entrance at an astonishing pace for a man of his years.

‘Have you heard the stories?’ Cal whispers.

‘They say it’s haunted by shades of the dead,’ I say, licking my dry lips. The more time we spend with Creelman, the more discomfited I feel. And now he’s leading us straight into the Black Castle.

Cal grins. ‘If you’re feart, then just stay behind me.’

‘Why don’t you stay behind me?’ I push past Cal and take the lead. The last thing I want is to go first, but he mustn’t think I’m scared or I’ll never hear the end of it.

The heavy iron gates swing open with a creak. Inside is a small courtyard. The stone walls of the castle still bear the scorch marks of the fire all the way up to the battlements, blackened by the inferno that burned corpses too numerous to bury. A whole castle full of dead bodies: men, women and bairns, rich and poor alike. Or so the story goes.

The oaken doors leading to the main entrance are still largely intact, though they appear to be barred shut from the inside. To the left of the courtyard is a narrow doorway but the door is missing. Just inside the threshold is a crusie half full with oil, and a piece of flint. Creelman bends down and lights the lamp. Then he leads the way along a narrow hallway whose lime-washed walls are partly blackened from the fire. Off the hallway are a number of small, empty chambers. As we pass the door of each chamber I hold my breath, waiting for something to burst out from the shadows. But there’s nobody here.

To the right, at the end of the hallway, there’s a large chamber with a monstrous hearth. Creelman stops for a moment. ‘This was once the kitchen,’ he says. ‘Over two hundred souls lived here in the seasons when the earl and his family were in residence. That kitchen produced three hot meals a day for all of them. Can you imagine?’

For just a moment I see a flash of a bustling kitchen filled with squabbling servants; then I smell the row upon row of spitted capons roasting over the fire. But when I blink the scene disappears, and I’m standing in the musty dark with Cal and Creelman.

Other than piles of mice droppings and spider webs everywhere, there are no signs of life. It’s so quiet that every footfall echoes off the flagstones.

I’m surprised to find so much of the interior of the castle still intact. I was expecting it to be a blackened shell, but as much of the castle was built of stone, parts of it appear to be little damaged by the fire.

As we approach the main staircase, Creelman warns us to be cautious. ‘The stones are uneven. Careful where you walk, now.’

Creelman himself moves swiftly even though he holds the crusie and the stick with the coneys tied to it.

At the top of the stairs there’s a landing that joins another long, dark hallway. To the left, a narrow turnpike stair leads up to a smaller landing and closed door. Creelman starts to head up the stair but Cal points to the black void. ‘What’s down there?’

‘Go have a keek, if you wish. It was once the great hall. Not much to see now.’ Creelman hands Cal the crusie.

Not wanting to be left alone with Creelman, I follow Cal into the darkness. By the time I catch him, he’s standing at the mouth of an enormous hall. Part of the roof has caved in and the waxing moon peeks between two remaining roof beams. The walls are covered in soot and there’s a huge black stain in the middle of the stone floor. All the earl’s social gatherings would have been held here: festivities, grand receptions and dinners. Now it’s nothing more than a desolate ruin.

‘He’s right,’ says Cal. ‘There’s nothing to see.’

But in a flash the scene changes. Blackened corpses are piled up in the hall. Then the bodies are gone, but skulls are strewn about and there are bones; bones everywhere. The smell of death is overwhelming. My legs waver and Cal catches me before I fall.

‘What is it? What’s wrong?’

‘This is where they burned them,’ I whisper.

‘How do you know?’

‘I’m there. Or they’re here. I’m not sure, but I can see them. What’s left of them.’

The dead. Their suffering has seeped into the stones of the castle. All those lives burned away. There was nobody to mourn them, no place for their souls to rest.

All Cal can see is the ruined hall. ‘Come,’ he says. ‘Let’s feast on those coneys. You’ll feel better with some food in you.’ He leads me back down the corridor and takes my arm after I nearly trip, so desperate am I to get away.

Creelman is still waiting for us at the foot of the stairs leading up to the keep. ‘Everything all right?’ he asks.

‘Aye,’ says Cal. ‘Elspet was feeling faint. We’ve not eaten all day.’

‘You poor dear. Never mind. It’ll not take long for me to get these rabbits on the fire.’ He gives me another rat-toothed smile.

‘Very kind,’ I mumble, making a face at Cal behind his back.

I try to follow Creelman up the narrow stair, but he drops back so we walk elbow to elbow. There is something about him — his vinegary odour, his fawning smile — that makes me want to run from this place and never return.

‘Wait until you see the keep. It’s still rather magnificent. Nobody ever comes up here. Allows me to get on with my work in peace.’

When we reach the door, Creelman pushes it open, revealing a cavernous chamber with a fire glowing in the hearth. He sets the crusie down on a table and then lights a few candles, illuminating the chamber. Rows of shelves line the walls, most of which are crammed with books and scrolls of parchment piled high. On others there are bottles, jars and pots of all shapes and sizes covered in layers of dust and cobweb. Despite the dirt and damp, the keep is in reasonable repair. Moth-eaten tapestries hang from the walls, a remnant of the castle’s former splendour.

Creelman walks over to the hearth and stokes it with some dry logs. Cal and I nudge each other out of the way so we can stand closest to it. I take off my wet cloak and throw it over a chair and Cal does the same. Then we watch Creelman slide the coneys onto an iron spit, which he hangs over the fire. I roll my eyes as Cal offers to turn the spit — not quite the selfless act it appears, but Creelman doesn’t seem to mind.

Before too long, the chamber is warm and filled with the smell of roasting meat. My stomach grumbles loudly, that awful scene from the great hall all but forgotten. Cal was right: we would have been mad to turn down Creelman’s offer of shelter. I don’t know what I was so worried about. The dead will stay dead. They cannot hurt us.

‘You’ve heard the story of this castle, I trow,’ Creelman says as he pours cups of spiced ale for Cal and me. Then he goes to the other end of the chamber, takes something out of a small box and brings it over. When he draws near I see he is holding a fine chain, a silver locket swinging from its end. He opens it and shows me faded paintings of a young woman on the left side and a young man on the right.

Creelman points to the woman. ‘Is she not lovely?’ he says. ‘Her name is Beitris.’

The woman in the painting has golden hair and fine features. Her hair is scraped back in a plain style, but I can tell she is a beauty.

‘She died here,’ he continues. ‘She was a lady’s maid, and I was the steward of this castle. That was near forty years ago. We were to be married at Beltane.’ His eyes fill with tears and he dabs at them with his sleeve. I glance over at Cal, who shows no interest in Creelman’s tale. He’s too busy watching the coneys, willing them to cook faster.

‘What happened to her?’ I ask him. ‘Was it the pestilence?’

Creelman nods. ‘It was early spring, following an unseasonable warm spell. In March of that year I journeyed with the earl and his family to Argyll. It was to be a brief sojourn; the earl’s wife had no need for Beitris so she stayed on here with most of the household. In anticipation of our separation I spent nearly all my earnings on this locket. I presented it to my future wife on the eve of my departure and vowed to her that once I returned we would never again be separated.’

In the moment of silence that follows, Cal comments that the coneys are nearly done, but Creelman doesn’t seem to hear him. His eyes are glassy. It’s as though he is back there, in that other time.

‘In Argyll the earl received word that there’d been an outbreak of the plague at the castle. The burgh council of Dunshee had ordered a period of quaranta — forty days of isolation — with nobody allowed to enter or leave. I rode back to Dunshee at once, to wait for word that it was safe to return to the castle.’

He takes a ragged breath. As the pause stretches out, I prod him gently. ‘And? What happened?’

Creelman raises his empty palms. ‘No word ever came. Some of them ran. They didn’t dare stop at Dunshee, of course. I convinced myself Beitris had managed to escape, that she’d send a message to me once she was safe. For months I waited. The little money I had left soon ran out. Folk told me that the castle was lost and I should find another position. But I could never leave my Beitris.’ His mouth twists into a grimace.

‘Nobody from Dunshee would go to the castle to bring out the dead. So many died that they put the bodies in the courtyard, and when that was full they piled them in the great hall — that hall yonder, at the end of the passageway.’

I shudder, his words reminding me of the gruesome scene I witnessed for just a few moments.

‘Weeks and then months passed. All communication ceased and we presumed nobody was left alive. The earl sent word that his family would never return to the castle. The burgh council petitioned him that something be done about the bodies, so he ordered the castle to be burned.’

‘But how did they burn the castle if nobody would go inside?’ I ask.

Creelman nods, acknowledging my question. ‘The earl offered a large purse of silver and three men from Dunshee volunteered. I decided to join them — not for the silver, but to see if I could find out what happened to Beitris. We transported barrels of tar in a cart. We wore leather masks with long beaks filled with heather and whin to protect us from the disease.’

Cal waves at me to get my attention, then shows me a part-eaten coney and beckons me to join him. I scowl at him but he shrugs. Thankfully the old man cannot see. Despite my hunger and exhaustion, I’m transfixed by Creelman’s tale and want him to continue.

‘Two of the men carried tar barrels upstairs into the great hall and lit them. I stayed outside and helped the other man pour tar on the corpses in the courtyard. It was ghastly and the stench was overwhelming. Still, I searched each blackened face, but Beitris was not among them. I felt buoyed then, clinging to the hope that she had indeed escaped. That was until the men returned from the great hall.’

He pauses, wiping a speck of white foam from the corner of his mouth.

‘What happened when they returned?’

He clears his throat and inhales deeply, as if to draw up the strength to continue.

‘One of the men — Fraser was his name; I can still see him: a base sort of fellow — he said something about a small group living together in one of the upper chambers but said they were near dead from starvation. I said to him, “Folk are still alive? Then we must set them free!” The fire was lit by now, but I was determined to go inside. It took all three of them to hold me back.

‘“It’s too late,” Fraser said. “You cannot save them. We put a barrel in their chamber and locked the door.”

‘I could not believe what I was hearing. “Murderer!” I screamed at him. I put my hands around his throat and very nearly throttled him. But the others knocked me over the head. Tied me up and left me there, the savages!

‘After I came to my senses, all I could do was sit and watch the castle burn. As the fire raged, I looked up and, for just a moment, I caught a glimpse of someone banging on the upstairs window. It was Beitris.

‘I knew I had to get inside. It took some time to free myself from the ropes and break down the side door. By then, the worst of the fire had burned out. Once I reached the upper chamber there was nobody left alive. I saw this very locket, clasped in the hand of one of the bodies. My Beitris.’

Creelman falls silent, his face waxy and drained. I drop my eyes to the floor. He lost his sweetheart decades ago, but the horror of it has not left him. I cannot help but feel for him, as his words bring back the memory of Grizel’s death: those awful last moments that I’ve tried so hard not to think about.

There follows an awkward silence, until Cal pipes up, ‘Will you not have some of this food? It’s delicious. So tender!’

Cal holds out a hind quarter. Creelman doesn’t move, other than to put his head in his hands, his fingers pressing against his temples. So as not to disturb him, I tiptoe over to join Cal.

We eat in silence for a while until Creelman shakes off his memories. ‘Where are my manners? Ah, but you’ve helped yourselves.’

‘There’s plenty left,’ says Cal. ‘Here, have some.’

Creelman declines with a wave of his hand. ‘Nae, not for me. It’s a braw thing, seeing you two enjoy them so.’

I nod but can’t speak as the meat has burned my tongue. He laughs, his bulging eyes sparkling with amusement. ‘Have some more ale,’ he says, filling my cup.

Cal is already on to the second coney when he says, ‘Are you sure you’ll not have any, Mr Creelman?’

The old man shakes his head. ‘I do not eat animal flesh. It interferes with my work.’

The uneasy feeling suddenly returns. ‘But when we met you in the woods, you’d just cleared your traps.’

‘Aye, they were for you,’ the old man replies, a smile twitching on his lips.

I drop the cup but it’s too late. The room swims in front of my eyes.

‘Cal?’

He passes out in front of me.
 



THE OFFERING AND THE VESSEL

It’s well past dawn when I wake. Bright morning sun streams through the unshuttered windows, casting a pale gold light on our predicament. Cal is on his back, spread-eagled on a long wooden table. His limbs are tied fast to each corner, with the rope wound tightly around each table leg.

Creelman has tied me to a rickety wooden chair that creaks under my weight. My hands are behind my back, the ropes cutting into the soft flesh on my wrists as I struggle to free them. My feet are bound to the front legs of the chair.

There’s no sign of Creelman. I call to Cal but he has not yet woken from whatever it was the old man put in the ale.

After a long wait, the door swings open and in walks Creelman.

‘Roused at last,’ he says when he sees me. ‘I was rather concerned I’d got the measure of henbane wrong, but all’s well.’

‘All’s well? How can you say that? Let us go! You’ve no business keeping us here.’ All the while I struggle against the ropes, as the chair creaks precariously.

Creelman observes me with cool detachment, then walks over to Cal and prods his shoulder. Cal gives a groggy moan, still dozened by the henbane. ‘The lad will wake soon, then we can begin.’

‘Begin what?’ I ask. ‘This has something to do with Beitris, doesn’t it?’

He pulls up a stool and sits opposite me. ‘Do you know what happened after I found her? That night I walked back to Dunshee and found Fraser and the others in the alehouse, drinking to their newfound wealth. They laughed at me when I asked for my share of the purse and chased me out like a mangy cur. So I waited until they were drunk, and followed Fraser as he came staggering out. It was the last mistake he ever made. Naturally, everybody assumed he was jumped by cutthroats who were out for his silver.’

‘You mean, you killed him?’ My voice comes out in a squeak.

He scowls at me, displeased with the question. ‘Any man would do as I did, if they lost the thing most precious to them. Do not waste a moment feeling sorry for that knave.’

With a sinking feeling, I realise the situation is far worse than I’d first thought. If he can justify murdering Fraser without showing even a hint of remorse, then he’s capable of anything.

He continues. ‘There was nothing left for me in Dunshee, so I journeyed to Edinburgh. I’d heard whispers about a secret society of mages. A guild of men learned in the magical arts. Alchemists, astrologers, theurgists . . .’

My heart stops for a moment. ‘The Guild of the Green Lion?’

Creelman rubs his scraggly white beard. ‘How is it you’ve heard of them?’

‘Did you meet a man called Angus Ancroft?’ My voice is shaking with anticipation now.

‘Ancroft? Nae, nobody by that name. There was another man I’d sought out. Wishart. It was rumoured he knew how to bring back the dead. It took me a long time to convince him to take me on as an apprentice. Only after many years of diligent study did my master share his most wonderful secret. And when I had what I needed, I returned here.’

My sense of dread grows. Grizel would never brook any request for magic that involved necromancy. The living have no business troubling the dead, she always said. Death touches us all at one time or another. We must bear this burden as best we can.

Though Grizel would never speak of such things to me, Ishbel had once confided that it was indeed possible to bring back the dead. Necromancy was the darkest of all magic, as it involved troking with demons. Ishbel said Grizel knew how to do it, but she had refused to teach Ishbel, telling her that the price of such magic was too high. It’s a place from which the spell-forger cannot return whole, my sister had said. You must summon a demon to aid the ritual, and the demon will demand a piece of your soul as recompense.

The more Creelman reveals of his story, the sicker I feel. He’s a murderer and he has something awful in store for Cal and me. Our only hope is if I can keep him talking, change his mind somehow.

‘Tell me more about Beitris. What sort of person —’

‘There’s nothing more to tell,’ he says flatly. ‘Her shade is here, like so many of the others. I came back here to be close to her. I could never touch her, never hold her. Until now. I’ve waited such a long time for the offering and the vessel.’

‘The what? What does that mean?’

‘Enough of this talk. I’ve kept my beloved waiting long enough. It is time to prepare.’

Creelman walks to the other side of the chamber and returns carrying a small table that he covers with a scarlet cloth. Underneath each leg of the table he positions discs of wax with strange carvings on them. He sets an unlit candle at one end of the table. Next to it, he places a black bowl and pours in some resinous crystals from a jar. He puts a silver cup on the other side of the table and fills it with water. Opposite the candle he puts a small black bowl into which he adds a handful of salt. I’d seen Grizel prepare for magic rituals many times before and I know the articles on the altar represent fire, air, water and earth.

‘You cannot truly mean to do this,’ I say. ‘This magic — it’s dangerous. It’s forbidden! Nobody is supposed to bring back the dead.’

Creelman ignores me as he kneels on the floor in front of the altar. With a piece of charcoal, he draws an elaborate symbol on the floor, a sigil of some kind. Then he leaves the room without another word.

The ropes around my wrists are knotted in such a way that they tighten the more I struggle against them. I’m forced to sit still and wait for Creelman to return, my mind racing, trying to figure out exactly what he has planned for us. The offering and the vessel.

Presently, a soft groan comes from the table.

‘Cal, wake up!’

He groans again, then cranes his neck to see me. ‘Oh, my head. What happened?’

‘The old man drugged us with henbane. I’m tied up, same as you.’

‘I knew there was something off about him.’

I snort. ‘What? You couldn’t wait to follow him into a haunted castle! Stupid wolf.’

‘I was hungry. I’m not clear-headed when I’m hungry. Anyway, what do you think he proposes to do with us?’

‘He plans to use us to bring his sweetheart back from the dead. Something about an offering and a vessel.’

‘A necromancer? Well, there’ll be no reasoning with him. We’ll have to use force.’

‘And how do you propose we do that? We’re both tied up!’

Just then the door bangs open. Creelman walks in freshly bathed, wearing a long robe of white linen and white cloth slippers. He wears a sword in its scabbard belted around his hips. Around his neck there’s a tablet on a cord with markings on it. On his head he has placed a crude-looking crown, made from cloth-of-gold. He looks so absurd that I would laugh out loud if I weren’t so frightened.

Creelman walks over to the table. ‘No more talking.’ He stuffs a rag into Cal’s mouth. Cal shakes his head violently as he tries to spit it out.

‘Please,’ I beg Creelman. ‘You’ll choke him.’

‘Shut your mouth, or I’ll gag you too,’ he snaps, his eyes flinty.

I shrink under his gaze. Cal’s right: there’ll be no talking our way out of this.

He walks back to the altar and lights the candle and then the resin crystals and mutters some words over them. Smoke billows out of the bowl, filling the room with a pungent, swirling haze. Grizel would burn dried herbs, usually heather and wild sage, to invoke the element of air and the guardians of the east. The fragrance coming from Creelman’s censer is much headier, intoxicating.

Creelman begins to chant, at first softly, then louder. He speaks in a language I cannot fathom, perhaps entreating his demon or familiar spirit to come. He takes out a small glass vial and anoints himself with oil on the crown of his head, between the eyebrows and on the lips.

Then he unsheathes the sword and draws a circle in a sunwise direction around the chamber. The circle passes around the back of my chair and the table to which Cal is tied. Creelman looks right through us, as if we’re no longer there.

The incense smoke pools in the middle of the circle, floating over the sigil Creelman drew on the floor. As I observe it, a form begins to take shape. At first I think it’s my imagination, but then I see an arm, a torso and a woman’s full skirts emerging in the smoke.

Cal raises his head to see what’s happening. He sees the smoke woman too, and throws me a wild look. Do something! his eyes say. He wants me to intervene somehow, to use counter-magic, but with my hands and feet tied so tight there’s nothing I can do.

I strain against the ropes, wriggling my fingers and toes. There’s something in my boot. Mugwort! It’s still there from yesterday. Perhaps our situation is not completely hopeless. The plant has many uses: Grizel often employed it in protection spells, to banish harmful influences. There’s a small hole in my stocking and I make it bigger with my great toe, so my skin can come into contact with the herb.

The smoke woman is now fully formed. Her features are so astonishingly clear that I recognise her from the painting in the locket. Beitris still looks young, but her hair is unkempt and her skirts are in rags. It’s as if she’s been waiting all these years, just as Creelman said.

On the other side of the altar the old man unwraps something covered in a black silk cloth. It’s a dirk, with a curved blade and ivory handle. He chants louder now, taking the knife and slicing open his own hand. Blood pours from the wound, which he catches in a bronze cup.

He dips a quill in the cup and walks over to me. As he approaches, I see that his watery grey eyes are now completely black. He grabs my chin and, twisting my face upwards, scratches something onto my forehead with the quill. I thrash about, trying to remove the mark, but it’s hopeless. Even though I can’t see it, I’m certain it’s the same sigil that he drew on the floor. He means to transfer Beitris’s shade into my body. The vessel. That can only mean Cal is the offering. Creelman means to sacrifice Cal to his demon, to seal their unholy bargain.

Our only hope is if I can disrupt the ritual somehow. I grip the stem of mugwort between my toes and say in the most commanding voice I can muster:

   By witch’s power and witch’s will,

   I summon Mugwort’s shield to me.

   Break the power of Creelman’s quill

   And let my friend and I go free.

   Ignore this mark writ on my face,

   The smoke-woman now disperse.

   Her baleful spirit gone from this place,

   Freed forever from this curse.

   By water, air, earth and fire,

   In this circle safe are we.

   Guarded from this madman’s ire,

   As I speak, so shall it be!

Creelman races over and covers my mouth with his hand.

‘Silence! Or you’ll feel this blade across your neck.’

My eyes wide with terror, I nod and he lets go, walking back to the altar. But when I catch my breath I realise he’s bluffing. So close to getting what he wants, he’d never risk it all by killing me now.

I repeat my invocation, louder this time.

Creelman’s fist strikes the side of my head and I see stars. When I regain my senses, he is stuffing an oily rag in my mouth. My head throbs from the blow.

But the smoke has already begun to dissipate and the shade of Beitris grows fainter. Creelman cries out in anguish as he watches her disappear. He continues chanting but he’s rushing now and trips over the words. He mops his brow. I spit out the rag and continue with my own chant, as loud as I can.

Creelman hesitates for a moment between Cal and me. He looks torn, but then appears to make a decision. He walks over to the table and rips open Cal’s sark. With the tip of the blade, he carves another sigil on Cal’s chest. Cal cries out in pain. I’ve only made things worse: instead of slowing down, Creelman is speeding up the ritual.

He raises the knife over Cal’s chest. I rock my chair from side to side until it topples over. I land heavily on my left side, the chair breaking apart under my weight. One hand is free and I manage to pull the ropes away.

Creelman’s black eyes are filled with fury. He hurries around the table and grabs my legs as I dive towards the altar and tug hard on the altar cloth. Sacred objects tumble to the floor. The candle flame lights the oil that has spilled from the vial and in moments the cloth is aflame.

Creelman stands over me, dirk in hand. He seizes me around the waist with such force that he lifts me off the floor. I wait for the blade to strike, but instead he turns the dirk around and swings the handle at my head. I duck at the last moment and the blow only grazes my crown. He drops the dirk and then fumbles for it. I wrest myself from his grip and dive to the ground.

Seizing the dirk, I plunge the blade into his foot. He howls in pain and stumbles backwards, tripping over the altar on his way down and knocking the fiery cloth into a pile of dusty parchment scrolls. In an instant, the crammed bookshelves catch alight.

I run to the table and slice through the first of the ropes pinning Cal to the table.

Creelman gives out a low wail. ‘Beitris! Beitris, my love!’ The old man rocks back and forth. His white robe is now sullied with blood and dirt and his golden crown is askew, covering one eye. Moments ago he was terrifying; now he just looks pathetic.

There’s no sign of the smoke woman now, but smoke of another kind is rapidly filling the chamber. Flames from the burning scrolls lick the edges of a threadbare tapestry hanging on the wall.

Cal shrugs free of the ropes. He rips out his gag and slides off the table.

The smoke is so thick I can barely see him. I grab the back of his jerkin and we make our way to the door. Creelman tries to trip Cal, who stumbles. He grabs at something to break his fall and sears his hand on a piece of burning wood.

But Creelman is no match for the pair of us. I pull Cal away and drag him to the door. We both tumble out and trip down the turnpike stair to the landing that leads to the great hall.

Cal gasps for air. His burnt hand looks painful, and blood trickles from the wound on his chest.

I sling his arm over my shoulders and hold him firmly around the waist. He stinks of sweat and fear. He’s taller than me and it’s hard trying to carry him. I help him down the main staircase and ask if he can make it outside from here. He nods.

‘I’ll be back soon.’ I turn to the stairs.

‘Iona,’ Cal wheezes as I start to climb. ‘Don’t.’

‘I have to.’

After all he’s done, I’ve no doubt Creelman deserves to die. Still, I can’t leave him in there to burn alive.

I reach the top of the stairs and push the door open.

The smoke has engulfed the whole keep now. I fall to my knees, struggling to breathe. Creelman is sitting on the ground, rocking back and forth. He’s weeping. ‘Beitris,’ he repeats, oblivious to the inferno raging around him.

‘Come on!’ I pull his arm to try to get him to stand, but he wrenches it from my grasp.

‘Nae! Nae, I’ll not,’ he huffs, like a petulant bairn. ‘Beitris, my love.’ He wraps his arms around his knees, resisting my efforts to help him.

A roof beam collapses, landing near the door. If I don’t leave now I’ll be trapped in here. Crawling on hands and knees, I make my way back to the door. But I know he’ll not follow me.

Once out the door, I run down to the landing, then make my way down the staircase. When I’m through the gates I circle around the side of the castle. Flames leap out of the windows of the keep.

My friend is lying face down in the wet grass. I run to him and kneel down to roll him onto his back. His face is bloodless.

‘Cal.’ I give him a shake. He doesn’t move.

‘Cal?’ I jab my finger into his shoulder.

‘Cal!’ I press my ear lightly to his chest but there’s no sign of breath. A wail of anguish escapes me. If only I hadn’t gone back for Creelman, I might have been able to save Cal. I bury my head in my hands.

‘You’re never crying, Witch?’

I look down to see his golden eyes blinking back at me. I throw my arms around him and he laughs weakly as he tries to sit up.

‘I’d hug you back, only . . .’ He holds up his blistered hand.

I quickly dry my eyes and pull the flask from my bag.

‘He wouldn’t come with me,’ I explain as I pour water on Cal’s wounded hand. ‘He just sat there rocking back and forth and saying her name. I shouldn’t have left you alone, but I just couldn’t leave him there to die.’

‘You could’ve been killed. Stupid witch.’

‘You’re stupider. Stupid wolf.’

Cal watches as I wrap his burned hand with linen torn from one of my petticoats. I inspect the cuts on his chest but they’re not deep and the blood washes away, leaving a raised mark that should close over in a few days.

‘I don’t suppose you thought to rescue our cloaks?’

I slap my forehead with the heel of my hand. The cloaks were draped on a chair in the keep. All we have for warmth now are the clothes on our backs. If we keep moving then we might just stay warm enough during the day, but come nightfall we’ll die without them.

‘Well, let that be a lesson to you,’ Cal says. Now that his hand has been dressed, some colour has returned to his cheeks.

‘Lesson?’ Standing, I hang my bag over my shoulder.

‘Magic’s a dangerous business. And it doesn’t always work.’

I think a moment, considering his words. ‘Nae,’ I reply. ‘The spell did work, just not how Creelman thought it would. Do you not see? Now he’ll be with Beitris forever.’
 



A FAERIE FORT

‘The sun will set in an hour or so,’ says Cal. ‘We must be getting close to Dunshee by now. If I can find my cousins, they may let us bide with them for the —’

‘You have kin in Dunshee?’ I interrupt him. ‘Why didn’t you say so?’

‘It’s not as simple as that,’ he says, giving me a dark look.

‘Because of Rabbie?’

‘Aye.’ He rubs his chin. Then he sighs. ‘They may not welcome me with open arms.’

He stops walking and I can sense that he wants to say something, so I tell him we should sit and rest a while. After we’ve shared some water, Cal starts to speak in a soft voice. ‘We’re descended from an ancient line of druids. Skin-turning — it’s only supposed to be done in sacred ritual, but our paternal line has the magic very strong. We can turn once we reach manhood.’

I nod. ‘It’s like that for the women in my family.’

‘Rabbie was initiated by his father into the mysteries of the order and was supposed to follow in his footsteps and become chief druid. But Rabbie started to skin-turn all the time. He loved being the wolf. He wouldn’t follow the rules of the order and he refused to finish his apprenticeship, which takes many, many years. My grandsire threatened to cast him out, calling him foolish and reckless. There was a great stramash between them. Soon after, they found my grandsire’s body in the woods just outside Dunshee. His throat was ripped out. A wolf attack, folk said.’

Cal’s tone is flat and emotionless, but a cold feeling creeps inside me as he tells his tale. I rub my hands up and down my arms to stave off the chill.

‘After that we were forced to leave Dunshee,’ he says. ‘My mother didn’t want to go, but she was feart of Rabbie. He told her to do as she pleased, but that he was taking me with him. So she had no choice but to pack up and leave her home. You see, she wanted to protect me. And that decision cost her dearly.’

He pauses.

‘What happened to your mother?’ I ask gently.

‘She died when I was ten. She was tired of the life, being on the road all the time and calming Rabbie’s rages. Back then we were barely surviving. We were always hungry and the little money we had went to the alehouse. One winter, when we were up in Balmedie, we went to the beach to collect driftwood to make a fire. She walked on ahead, and as I watched she strode into the ocean. I ran as fast as I could up the beach, but she’d disappeared beneath the waves before I could reach her.’

‘Oh, Cal. That’s awful.’

He nods, but says, ‘I don’t blame her. She couldn’t find another way out. Anyway, it was after she died that Rabbie came up with the idea of becoming a guiser. He’d give these elaborate performances, always at night, and at the end he’d turn into the wolf. Folk were terrified, of course, but the next day he’d show them the masks and convince them it was all pretend. His reputation grew, and soon folk were begging us to return to their villages each year. They paid him handsomely.’

There’s no doubt Rabbie’s a born performer, but I can’t help wondering why he needs to skin-turn when folk would find the masks and storytelling entertaining enough. Money seemed a poor excuse to harness such power. Only the basest sort of person uses magic to cozen, Grizel always said. To be sure, my aunt took payment for her healing work, but she never charged more than a person could afford and she always made an offering to Bride, to give thanks for the abundance her gifts brought her.

‘What’s that thing he used the night I saw you turn? Made a loud noise.’

‘It’s called a thunderspell.’

‘How does it work?’

‘I don’t know exactly. It opens a doorway to the Otherworld. Makes it easier for us to turn. Other times, there are natural doorways like full moons, black moons and the harvest festivals. Samhain is the most powerful time for turning.’

‘All manner of eldritch things happen at Samhain,’ I agree. ‘It’s the night the Unseen walk the earth. And the Faerie Queen flies through the sky.’

This is the first time I’ve ever been able to talk to anybody besides Grizel and Ishbel about such things. Cal gives me a grin, as though he’s thinking the same thing.

‘So you need a doorway — that’s all?’ I ask.

He shakes his head. ‘We also need to be touching some part of the animal we want to change into. A feather will do. Rabbie always wears a wolf claw about his neck and he gave me one, too.’ From inside his jerkin Cal pulls out a wolf’s claw, tied to the stitching with a piece of red thread. ‘Far as I know, we can change into any animal. Rabbie only ever changes into the wolf. And he wanted me to be a wolf too, just like him. But . . .’ He stops, giving me a sideways glance.

‘Go on!’ I say, enthralled by Cal’s tale.

He rests his chin on his knees and pulls at his bootstrap. ‘I’ve always loved birds. Eagles, hawks. Stonechats and plovers. Curlews. Jackdaws. All of them. Once, I showed Rabbie an owl feather and asked if I could use it. He beat me, told me I was a fool to squander my gift on trifles. Wolves don’t fly, he said.’ He gives me a wan smile. ‘Just once, I should like to know how it feels.’

‘But how does it work? I mean, how do you change back to human?’

Cal shrugs a shoulder. ‘I’m not certain — not exactly. Rabbie always brought me back. He changes first and helps me. The trouble is that I feel like the animal and forget I’m supposed to be human. The wolf is too strong. Rabbie says that will change as I get more experienced. I’ll be able to control it better.’

‘But what about the other day? You changed back without Rabbie’s help.’

‘I must’ve taken off the wolf skin somehow, but I don’t remember doing it.’

I give a low whistle. ‘Skin-turning is powerful magic. Even my aunt Grizel couldn’t do anything like that.’

‘What could she do?’

‘Healing magic, mostly. Herb lore. She birthed weans and midwifed the souls of the dying to the Summerlands. And she helped women become with child. She could break curses. And she made charms to protect against dark magic.’

He nods. ‘A skeely woman. We met many of them on our travels. The clever ones knew what Rabbie and I were as soon as we walked into their clachan, and they’d tell us to move on. What happened to your aunt?’

‘The kirk elders said she was a witch and they came in the night and took her. She was executed at Candlemas.’ For some reason, I need to say it all out loud. ‘And they killed my sister Ishbel, too — at least, that’s what I believe. There’s a witch finder on my trail, that’s why I had to leave Heatherbrae. My best friend Dalziel is helping him. I was running from them when I turned up at your door. So, what you said before, you were right. I’m a witch. That’s what they call our kind.’

‘Forgive me,’ says Cal softly. ‘I shouldn’t have teased you.’ There follows a long pause, full of unspoken understanding.

‘And you? What can you do? Why does the witch finder want you?’ he asks.

What can you do? I twist a curl of auburn hair around my finger. ‘Me? Well, I was apprenticed to Grizel. She said I’d be a powerful healer some day. Looks like she was wrong. Nothing I do ever seems to work.’

Cal shakes his head. ‘That’s not so. Look what you did at the Black Castle. And here.’ He tilts the crown of his head towards me. I part his hair with my fingertips. The scalp wound from the blackthorn staff has completely closed over.

Frowning, I shake my head. ‘That must be you. Druids must heal faster than other folk.’

‘Never happened before, and I’ve cut myself plenty of times.’

I take off my boot and pull down my stocking. The ragged cut on my ankle is just the same, healing at the normal pace. If I suddenly had special healing powers, then why wouldn’t they work on me?

‘Wish I’d been apprenticed to someone,’ Cal says.

‘But you were: to Rabbie. It’s the same thing.’

‘It’s not the same. He’s a monster!’ His words hang in the air like a foul odour.

‘Forgive me,’ he says after a while. ‘You just . . . you don’t know what he’s like. He’d find someone and befriend them and then take them out hunting on a full moon. Two would leave on the hunt but only Rabbie would return.’

I shudder. ‘So that’s what he had planned for me.’

‘Nae, you were different. You were supposed to be my first.’

A sour taste floods my mouth. ‘Your first what?’

Cal’s cheeks flush. ‘He said if I were to come into my full power, I needed to taste human blood. I was supposed to attack you, to kill you, the other night. He said it would be the making of me. He put mandrake in the wine to make you drowsy. I didn’t mean to frighten you. I don’t remember much about what happened. I’ve always hated being a wolf. It’s not me. It’s not who I am.’

There follows a long silence as I let Cal’s words sink in. There is such pain in his voice that I don’t doubt for a moment the truth of what he’s telling me.

‘So, to Dunshee,’ I say after a while.

‘Aye. My mother was well loved and so was my grandsire. I was just a young lad when we fled. Mayhap they won’t blame me for my father’s misdeeds . . .’ His voice trails off uncertainly.

‘And what if they do? Blame you?’

‘If we need to leave town in a hurry, there’s a tunnel — an old siege mine — that goes under the town walls and into the woods. Rabbie always said it’s important to have more than one way out of any situation. He was right about that, at least.’ Cal gives a grudging smile.

‘A wise policy,’ I agree. But then I remember Grizel’s warning. ‘I’m supposed to stay away from towns. Finster — the witch finder, he may have spies in Dunshee.’

Cal scratches his head. ‘Well, what would you suggest, Witch? We’ll not survive the night out here without our cloaks.’

‘Like I told you, I’m headed to Edinburgh. Why don’t we just keep going?’

‘We don’t have enough provisions for such a long journey. We need food and warmer clothing. We must stop at Dunshee. It’s the only way.’

He’s right, and for once I don’t argue. Besides, I owe Cal. In the last two days he’s lost his home, his family and nearly his life, and all because of me. It’s only right that we try to find his remaining family in Dunshee.

* * *

The eventide star is rising in the west when Dunshee appears as a smoke coloured haze in the distance. Cal tells me it’s a fair-sized town of around a thousand souls.

When we arrive at the gates a short time later, we find that they’re locked for the night.

‘That’s strange,’ I say. ‘It’s still early. Why would the gates be locked?’

Cal pounds on them with his fist. ‘Anybody there?’

Moments later the peephole slides open and an old man’s voice rasps out a curt greeting. ‘What business have you?’

‘Good e’en to you! We’re travellers in search of an inn,’ Cal says smoothly. ‘Pray, would you admit us?’

The peephole slams shut. We wait for the man to open the gate but there follows only silence. Cal and I exchange bewildered glances. He pounds on the door again.

The voice calls back. ‘Be gone from this place. Fools! Did you not see the rag?’

Cal and I look up. My heart sinks at the sight of a white rag hanging over the ramparts. It’s a warning that some dangerous sickness is rife in the town. In our haste to find shelter, neither of us saw it.

‘Let’s keep going,’ I say. ‘There’s time yet to find a cave or shepherd’s hut before it gets dark.’

Cal says nothing at first, then gives me a look. ‘We could get in through the siege tunnel,’ he whispers.

‘Have you lost your senses? What about that?’ I jab a finger at the rag.

‘We take our chances with that, or we freeze to death out here. Those are our choices, Witch.’ He flicks a lock of hair from his eyes, defiant.

I bristle, scowling at him.

‘I didn’t take you for a feartie, but you needn’t come,’ he continues. ‘Do what you please. I’ll find it myself.’ He starts to walk in the direction of the woods that flank the south side of the town walls.

Of course I’m afraid. Who knows what sort of disease is raging through Dunshee? We could end up dying horrible, painful deaths.

‘Wait for me!’ I call after him.

Cal leads the way to the town walls. Then he heads into the woods, a gathering of ancient, twisted trees that create sinister shapes in the dying light.

* * *

By the time the moon is high, we’ve not found the hidden entrance to the tunnel. I pretend to help Cal search, but secretly I’m relieved. We’ll have to abandon this stupid endeavour and continue on our way.

But just as I’m about to say this aloud, Cal lets out a cry. ‘It’s here!’

He points to a large, flat rock lying on the ground and asks me to help him move it.

Once we shift the rock, he feels about until he finds an iron ring. Then he clears away the dirt and leaves until the edge of a trapdoor appears.

Cal struggles to lift the trapdoor, which appears to have swollen shut. Eventually he prises it open and a loamy smell rushes up to greet us. Narrow stone stairs hewn from the bedrock lead down to a shadowy tunnel.

We’ve nothing to light our way. Cal heads down the steps without a second thought, feeling his way in the dark. I follow a few steps behind him.

He stops suddenly, his hand running over something. ‘What’s this? Oh, that’s right. There’s a gate.’ Unlike the town gates, this one isn’t locked and swings open when Cal tugs at it.

‘It’s just a bit further,’ he says. ‘Stay close to me.’

I can’t see a thing and let my hand brush along the wall, until Cal trips on something and falls heavily. ‘Stairs just in front here. Mind how you go.’

We walk up the narrow stair that leads to an alleyway at the side of a row of houses. Nearly every dwelling has a white rag hanging above the door. Coming to Dunshee was a fool’s errand.

Something nudges my foot and I look down. ‘Ugh, a rat!’ With alarm, I realise the alleyway is teeming with them. I put one foot on top of the other, looking for the nearest way out of here.

Grizel always said we can learn something from every creature. She said rats were blessed with the gifts of abundance, adaptability and cunning. She admired their quick movements and fast little minds, and how they always knew just the right time to leave a bad situation. But I can’t abide them, not since one ate through my cradle when I was a wean. Grizel said I couldn’t possibly remember, but I do. Gregor knew I hated rats. When I was biding at the farmhouse, he once made his deerhound bring in a dead rat and drop it on me while I was sleeping. I screamed and screamed until Ishbel picked it up with a cloth and threw it outside. It was the only time I ever saw Gregor laugh.

‘Let’s go back,’ I plead with Cal. ‘Nobody can help us here.’

‘Let me find the part of town where my mother’s people lived.’ He peers about, trying to get his bearings.

He must see the pained look on my face, for he says, ‘Wait for me in the square. Keep walking that way, turn right and you’ll find it. I’ll meet you there in a little while.’ Then he bounds off in the opposite direction.

I hesitate for a moment, uncertain of what to do. As much as I hate being separated from Cal, I’m desperate to get away from these infested tenements. I head back up the laneway, following Cal’s directions until I reach the square. There’s a kirk just off to one side, so I sit on the stone steps to wait.

The waxing moon bathes the square in silver. The townsfolk have hidden away indoors for the night. Other than smoke wafting from the chimneys and the glow of rushlights flickering through shuttered windows, there are no signs of life. It gives the town an eerie, deserted feeling that I find unsettling.

From the corner of my eye I see a dark shape move, but when I turn my head towards it, it disappears. Uneasy, I stand up to have a proper look around. There! Something’s moving in the shadows beside the kirk. In a blink, it’s gone.

‘Cal?’ I call softly. There’s no answer, other than the drumming of my own heart.

Grizel always said we must face our fears, lest we be ruled by them. I step into the shadows.

Something grabs me from behind. I swing around, only to see a face from my nightmares. Horribly misshapen, with a long beak for a nose and two small slits for eyes.

I let out a piercing scream.

The creature puts its hand over my mouth and pulls me inside the kirk. I lash out wildly, kicking and scratching. One of my blows makes contact and the monster howls in pain.

‘Ow! Iona!’

I freeze. How does it know my name?

It releases its grip. In the candlelight of the kirk I see that the grotesque face is nothing more than a leather mask.

I grab it by the beak and tear off the mask.

Dalziel stares back at me.

I scream again, as loud as I can.

‘Please, Iona,’ he says wearily. ‘Nobody’s coming to save you.’

‘You’re wrong — I have a friend,’ I start to say, backing away from Dalziel, but he just gives a tired laugh.

‘You mean that skinny lad? I should think you’d have better luck fighting me yourself.’

‘Don’t worry, I will.’ While keeping Dalziel in my line of sight, I cast my gaze about the inside of the kirk, looking for the witch finder.

‘Finster isn’t here,’ he says, as if reading my thoughts. ‘We arrived the day after you ran away at the ford. He guessed you’d turn up here eventually. But then he was called away and he told me to wait for you. Who’s the boy?’

‘None of your business,’ I snarl at him.

‘Iona?’ Cal is in the square, calling for me.

‘I suppose we’ll find out.’ Dalziel walks to the kirk door and opens it. ‘She’s in here,’ he says.

In moments Cal appears at the doorway. He’s carrying a dark red woollen cloak, and throws it to me. ‘What’s going on? Who’s this?’

I take a deep breath.

‘Cal, meet Dalziel Rennie. My oldest friend from Heatherbrae. Last time I saw him, he tried to hand me over to a witch hunter.’

Cal nocks an arrow and draws back the bowstring. ‘You want me to kill him?’

At first I laugh, but then stop myself. ‘Aye,’ I say. In truth, it would give me no small amount of pleasure to see Dalziel beg for his life.

Dalziel dives behind a wooden bench as the arrow bounces off it, missing him by a fair margin. Immediately I feel ashamed, but before I can say anything, Cal nocks another arrow and draws, taking aim. Now Dalziel is on his feet, running at Cal. He tackles him. The bow clatters onto the floor. In moments the two of them are wrestling on the ground, exchanging blows. Dalziel, being larger, soon gets the better of Cal and pins him to the floor.

I pull him off Cal. ‘It’s not a fair fight and you know it!’

‘Neither is shooting an unarmed opponent.’ He glowers at me.

‘Just wanted to give you a scare.’ Cal picks up his broken arrow. Then he stands with legs apart and shoulders squared, trying to look bigger. The two of them stare each other down until Dalziel looks away.

‘Would you let me explain?’ he says to me.

I’m unable to hide my fury any longer. He’s acting as though nothing of any consequence happened between us. ‘Very well, explain yourself,’ I say. ‘Tell me whatever it was that possessed you to betray your oldest friend!’

Dalziel brushes the dust off his coat and leans against the wall, his arms crossed. He takes a deep breath. ‘Finster promised me he wasn’t going to hurt you. He said he just wanted to ask you some questions, to help clear your name.’

I laugh bitterly. ‘And you believed him? After they killed Grizel and my sister?’

‘How do you know about Ishbel?’ he asks, looking puzzled.

‘How do I know about Ishbel?’ I repeat. ‘How do I —’ My knees buckle and my legs give way. Cal helps me to a nearby wooden bench and I sink onto it, my head in my hands. ‘So, it’s true,’ I whisper.

Before, I could tell myself that it might not be so, that I didn’t know for certain. But now my heart feels as though it’s been rent in two. My beautiful sister is dead. She’s truly dead.

‘You told me Gregor would protect Ishbel. That’s the only reason I went with you to the ford,’ I say to Dalziel, my voice a low growl.

‘Would that I were not the bearer of ill news,’ says Dalziel quickly. ‘It’s awful and I’m sorry, truly I am. But she did not die by Finster’s hand.’

‘Liar!’ Rage surges through me and I want nothing more than to take Cal’s bow and shoot Dalziel right in the heart.

‘I promise you!’ he cries, looking wildly from me to Cal. ‘There was an accident. They were transporting Ishbel to the Tolbooth, but something spooked the horses and they bolted. The cart hit a tree and overturned. Ishbel, the driver and a guard were all killed. Gregor found her. He said her back was broken. It’s tragic and I’m very sorry for it. But the meister had nothing to do with it. You have to believe me.’

‘Believe you?’ I begin to laugh, at first softly then louder. Before long I can’t stop myself from laughing. I laugh until my stomach hurts and tears stream down my face.

‘Iona,’ Cal says softly, kneeling beside me. He puts his hand lightly on my arm. And then my laughter becomes hiccupping sobs and I’m soaking the linen of Cal’s sark.

Dalziel shuffles his feet, like he wishes he were anywhere but here. He’s known Ishbel all his life but it’s clear he’s not wasted a moment grieving her.

I’m silent for a long time, mulling over his words, trying to work out the truth. Perhaps he wasn’t there when it happened, but my sister’s blood is on Finster’s hands. Why else would they be taking her to the Tolbooth, unless those men were there that night to arrest her? They were following the orders of the witch hunter.

After a time, the tears stop and I wipe my face with my sleeve.

‘I’m sorry,’ he says again.

‘Just look what you’ve become,’ I reply.

‘You can hate me if it makes you feel better, but I’ve done nothing I’m ashamed of.’ His jaw juts with defiance.

‘Tell yourself that if you want to. And I suppose you’ll run to Finster now. Let him know I’m here.’

He shakes his head. ‘Nobody’s allowed to enter or leave Dunshee. A dozen people have died of the sickness since I arrived. How is it you got in? There’s always somebody on guard at the gates.’

Cal and I exchange a look.

‘What sort of sickness?’ I ask, ignoring his question.

‘Nobody knows,’ Dalziel says. ‘First, there’s the fever, then a few hours later they cough up blood. Then delirium. Swelling around the neck. It’s horrible. Most are dead within a few days.’

‘What about the physician? Can he not do something?’

‘He tried. Leeches and purgatives. Died a week ago.’

‘How many have recovered?’

‘None, so far.’

I look at Cal, who opens his mouth to say something, but I’m not finished with Dalziel. ‘Then why are you still here?’

‘As I said, Finster told me to wait for you.’

‘And to send word.’

‘I can’t send word. Everybody with a horse left town already.’

‘So you’ll just bide here until Finster comes back for you? And pray you don’t get the sickness?’ It’s hard to believe Dalziel would stay in a disease-ridden town just to remain in the witch finder’s good favour.

He holds up the mask. ‘I have this. I’ll be safe as long as I wear it. This part here —’ he points to the beak ‘— is filled with herbs that protect me from the contagion.’ It’s the mask that Creelman described.

‘Mayhap you can help, Iona,’ says Cal, who’s been silent up until now. ‘I found my mother’s cousin. He lost his wife a few days ago and his bairn woke with the sickness this morning. I told him you’re a healer, that you know herb lore, and he said he’ll help us if you can do something for his lassie. That’s his wife’s cloak I gave you —’

‘You told him what?’

‘I didn’t promise anything. I just said you’d be happy to try . . .’ His voice trails off when he sees the look on my face.

‘I don’t know how to heal people. No disrespect to your mother’s cousin, but the only thing to be done is to leave this place. To stay here is madness!’

‘I can’t leave them without trying to help. They’re my kin. But if you’re not willing to help, you should continue on to Edinburgh.’ Looking stricken at the realisation that he’s just revealed my destination to Dalziel, he finishes lamely, ‘Or wherever it is you were going.’

I jerk my head to Cal and we walk out of the kirk into the chill night air.

He looks sheepish. ‘I should learn to keep my mouth shut.’

‘It doesn’t matter,’ I say, doing my best to smother my irritation. It’s not Cal’s fault; he’s just trying to help his family. It’s Dalziel that I’m angry with.

‘Euan, my mother’s cousin, said we could bide with him.’

I don’t want to upset Cal, but I’ve no intention of venturing into those rat-infested tenements in the murk of night; I’d rather take my chances with Dalziel. ‘I’ll sleep here,’ I say. ‘No offence to your mother’s cousin, but I want to keep a close eye on Dalziel. Make sure he doesn’t send word to Finster.’

‘Suit yourself.’ Cal shrugs but he looks hurt. ‘You don’t believe him, do you?’

‘Not one bit of it. But I don’t think he’ll do anything tonight. And I want to see if I can talk some sense into him. I’ll come and find you in the morning.’

Cal nods. ‘Very well. But be careful. He’s already betrayed you once.’

Back in the kirk I look for a place to sleep, settling for patch of floor away from the draught. I wrap myself in the dead woman’s cloak. When Dalziel offers me his lambskin to lie on, I take it with a grunt of thanks and spread it out across the stones. As much as I hate being near him, I need to find out what is driving this coldness inside him.

‘I’ve some food if you’re hungry,’ he says. He throws me a hunk of stale bread and a lump of fusty cheese. I gnaw at a corner of the bread, wishing I had something to wash it down. The flask is empty.

‘What will you do, now that I’m here?’ I ask him.

‘I don’t propose to do anything. As soon as they open the gates, I’ll leave Dunshee and head back to Aberdeen to finish my studies. And that will be the end of it.’

‘The end for you!’ I say, my voice filled with disgust. ‘And what about me? How long will Finster pursue me?’

Dalziel shifts uncomfortably. ‘I cannot say. The meister was commissioned by the king to hunt witches. He’s well resourced. His spies are everywhere.’

None of this makes any sense to me. ‘Why does King Jamie care so much about witches?’

‘Do you not remember? A few years ago, Francie Stuart — the Earl of Bothwell — worked malefice with a coven of witches to sink the king’s ship. The witches whipped up a great storm and the ship was near dashed on the rocks.’

Dalziel pauses and I nod slowly. Travellers to Heatherbrae brought news of the trials. Many folk were tried and executed, but Francie had escaped abroad.

‘Ever since then, the king has taken a personal interest in the trials,’ Dalziel continues. ‘He’s even published a treatise on the subject.’ In the candlelight his eyes shine.

Anger rises like a hot wave up my torso and sears my throat with bile. ‘Is that why you tried to hand me over to Finster? So you can meet the king?’

Dalziel turns his face away. ‘Nae, of course not!’

‘Then it’s Finster,’ I say. ‘What is this hold he has over you?’

Dalziel throws off his blanket and paces the floor. ‘You think me some feeble-minded lad whom others use as they please?’

‘All I know is you’re not the same person who left Heatherbrae. Something happened in Aberdeen to turn your mind against me. I’d like to know what it was. You owe me that much!’

‘I owe you nothing.’ He says it in a whisper, but in the silent kirk it’s as though he shouted the words.

My face burns with anger and shame that only worsens in the growing silence.

After a time he says, ‘I will give you this. A head start. Leave Dunshee at first light. If you’re going to Edinburgh, then keep off the road. Don’t stop at the change-houses, as Finster always pays off the innkeepers. And if you meet anybody, don’t give them your real name. That part’s very important.’

‘Then I’m not safe in Dunshee?’

‘You’re not safe anywhere. Mayhap you can disappear in Edinburgh, but Finster will search high and low for you. If I were you, I’d head straight to Leith and try to get passage on a ship.’

I stare at him, aghast. ‘You mean, leave Scotland? And go where?’

He shrugs. ‘That’s for you to decide.’

I lie down on my side and pull my legs in close to my body. My mind is full of Dalziel’s words. This time, I believe he’s telling the truth. I must continue on to Edinburgh, alone if I have to.

Eventually I fall into a fitful sleep. I dream I’m walking along a road. Dead bodies are lying on either side of it, as far as the eye can see. There’s a fire burning in the distance.

When I wake at birdsong Dalziel has gone, but he’s left me another hunk of bread. It sticks to the roof of my mouth. I need water, so I head into the square. The town well is on the western side of it.

There’s nobody about. I pull up the bucket and fill the flask. I drink my fill of water, savouring its cool sweetness.

I need to find Cal. We haven’t known each other long, but his loyalty and courage have touched me deeply. He’d make a good companion on the long journey to Edinburgh. But I can understand why he might want to stay here, even if the town is rife with disease. If Gregor and the others hadn’t come for Ishbel and me that night, I may well have stayed in Heatherbrae, even at the risk of arrest or harassment. To be alone in the world, to have to fend for yourself, that is no easy thing. But I must honour my promise to Grizel: I’ll take the bloodstone to Edinburgh and find Angus Ancroft. That’s all that matters now.

My hand goes to the bloodstone. It feels cold and heavy to the touch, as if it’s reprimanding me. But I don’t understand how this could be. Grizel herself told me that I must take it to Edinburgh, that I must protect it with my life. Why would it want me to stay here?

Shaking my head to banish the thought, I tuck it back under the neckline of my bodice. It’s just a stone; it can’t want me to do anything!

I head back into the kirk to gather my belongings. In the corner, there’s a bundle of Dalziel’s clothes tied together. I rummage through them and find Gregor’s dirk wrapped in his spare sark. My cheeks grow hot with anger as I recall our encounter at the ford, how he played me for a fool. I stuff the dirk in my leather bag.

In the morning light it’s easy enough to find the close from last night. But the tenements all look the same and I’ve no idea where Cal’s cousin lives.

‘Cal!’ I yell.

A mangy dog barks, but there’s no other reply.

I turn on my heel to leave but the sound of a creaking door makes me look back.

‘Iona?’ A plumpish man with Cal’s ginger hair looks at me, a half-smile of nervous expectation on his lips.

‘Are you Cal’s cousin?’ I ask the man.

‘Euan. Pleased to make your acquaintance.’

‘Is Cal here?’

‘Nae, he’s running an errand for me. You’re welcome to wait inside. He shouldn’t be too long. My Bessie’s in the back. Cal spoke of her to you, I believe.’

‘Bessie?’

‘My bairn. The sickly one.’

‘I . . . um . . . it must’ve slipped his mind,’ I say, avoiding his gaze. ‘Would you be kind enough to give Cal a message? I must be on my way. Please, would you tell him I came to say farewell?’

‘You can tell me yourself.’

I turn around to see Cal frowning at me, a hand on his hip. ‘Walk with me,’ he says.

I nod to Euan, who looks crestfallen, confused.

‘Anything I can say to change your mind?’ Cal asks as we retrace our steps down the alleyway to the stair that leads into the tunnel. ‘Bessie won’t live much longer.’

I ignore the guilty feeling that turns my cheeks warm and fortify my heart against his pleas. ‘I can’t help her,’ I say flatly. ‘I don’t know how. I never finished my apprenticeship. Even Grizel — my aunt — she never had to face anything like this . . .’

‘You’ll not even try?’ Cal’s golden eyes lock on mine. ‘You healed me. Look.’ He peels off his glove and shows me his hand. ‘It’s the one I burned at the Black Castle,’ he says.

Speechless, I take it in both of mine and turn it over, rubbing my fingertips lightly over the smooth skin that only yesterday was raw and blistered.

‘You did this,’ he says. ‘You healed me.’

‘Nae, I did not. I don’t know why you keep saying that. I’m no healer. And even if I was, even if I had Grizel’s power, I wouldn’t know what to do.’

‘Will you not just take a wee keek at Bessie —’

‘I’m not the person you want me to be!’ I snap at him.

After losing Grizel and Ishbel, I can’t afford to let myself care for Cal and get distracted. Besides, I need to get to Edinburgh. If I stay here and help Cal’s family, then Dalziel will find a way to send word to Finster. He told me I must leave Dunshee at first light, and the sun is already high in the sky.

‘Farewell. Take care of yourself, Cal.’

‘Don’t go! Not like this.’ He looks anguished, making me feel even worse.

I take his hand in mine. ‘I must go to Edinburgh. It’s what my aunt said I must do and I promised her. If I fail, then she and Ishbel died for nothing.’

He nods. ‘Forgive me. I’m being selfish, I know. Do you have enough food?’ he asks.

‘I’ve some bread. I have my dirk now, too, so mayhap I’ll hunt. I can fish, at least. And I know how to snare coneys.’

‘Oh aye, you’re a fine huntress. First time we met, you fell over my doorstane, faint with hunger.’

I laugh and he gives me a sad smile in return.

‘Farewell, Witch. Journey well.’

‘Take care of yourself, Cal.’ I peck him on the cheek and he blushes to the roots of his ginger cowlick.

As I make my way along the tunnel and climb through the trapdoor into the cave, my heart feels hollow. Although our time together has been short, Cal has proved to be a true friend, even risking his life for me. I’ll miss seeing his crooked smile. But I push those thoughts to the back of my mind. I loved a friend once, wholeheartedly, and he betrayed me. How do I know that Cal wouldn’t do the same, given the right circumstances? I’m better off alone.

A sense of shame eats away at me as I continue through the woods. Perhaps I could do something for Bessie and the others, I tell myself. I shouldn’t just leave them to their fate, hopeless though it may be.

‘Enough!’ I say aloud. My aunt appointed me the guardian of the bloodstone and she gave me a sacred mission. Cal chose to stay because Euan and Bessie are his blood, but I owe nothing to these folk. I repeat the last words I said to my aunt. I promise, Grizel. I’ll take the bloodstone to Edinburgh. To Ancroft.

* * *

It’s already mid-morning by the time I reach the road. Dalziel told me to keep away from the road, but once I’m out of the woods there’s no tree cover for miles. Besides, it’s the only way I can tell if I’m journeying in the right direction. I’ll walk alongside it, and take cover in the long grasses if I hear a rider approaching.

The sky is clear and the ground dry underfoot: perfect travelling weather. The bag on my shoulder is a comforting weight. I’m relieved to have my dirk back. As long as I can find enough food and the rain doesn’t set in, then I could make it to Edinburgh in just over a week.

But before I can walk more than a few feet, swirls of mist begin to curl about me. It’s strange, as the weather was fine only moments ago. As I keep walking, the waves of mist keep rolling in until I can barely see my own boots. Before long I can’t see the road beside me and I’ve completely lost my sense of direction.

There’s no point fighting nature, Grizel always said. I put down my bag and stand perfectly still, allowing the mist to envelop me. In the eerie silence it’s as though I’m no longer standing on the ground, but floating. There’s no way forward, not until it lifts. There is nothing to do but wait.

I look over my shoulder for one last glimpse of Dunshee. I’m unable to make out the town through the fog, but about a mile from the eastern wall there’s a craggy hill. Such a strange shape it has, rising up through the mist, as if its peak is drifting in mid-air. Immediately I feel compelled to walk towards it.

As swiftly as it arrived, the mist begins to lift. Within a few minutes it has cleared enough that I can see the town walls. Following them to the east would lead straight to the hill. But that’s not the direction I’m headed, so I continue a few steps until the bloodstone heats up against my skin. The more I try to ignore it, the hotter it becomes, until I yank off the leather cord and stuff it in my bag. Then it becomes a heavy weight, as if I’d filled the bag with river stones. Incensed, I take the bloodstone out again and hold it in my palm.

‘What is it you want from me?’ I scream at it. But in truth I know what it is the stone wants, though I don’t know why.

* * *

An hour later I’m standing breathless at the top of the hill. It provides an excellent vantage point of Dunshee and its surrounds. The dark green of the wildwood spills as far north as the eye can see, a sparkle through the trees offering a glimpse of the river snaking through it. To the south are the lands cleared for crops and cattle grazing. The road to Edinburgh winds south-east, through the gently buckling hillocks.

Immediately to the west of the hill are the town walls of Dunshee. From here I can see the rooftops and the kirk steeple. Dun. Shee. I say the name aloud. Dun means fort in the Gaelic tongue and sith, or shee, is the word for Faerie. A Faerie fort! The town took its name from this hill, I’m certain of it.

If I stand perfectly still, I can sense a spiral of energy coming from deep within the hill. It swirls upwards, towards the sky. I take the bloodstone from my bag and hold the end of the leather cord lightly in my fingertips. To my surprise, the stone spins in a sunward direction, first slowly, then faster, until it flies out of my hand and lands on the ground a few feet away.

To the eastern side of the rise there’s a large slab of bedrock lying on the ground. In it, there’s a hole the rough shape of a large man’s boot print. I clamber onto the rock. Without thinking, I put my own right foot into the hole and kneel down on my left knee, facing east. My arms rise above my head, lifted by an unseen force, as if to greet the rising sun.

My skin turns to gooseflesh and I scramble down from the rock and crouch next to it, feeling a heady mixture of fear and excitement. Grizel once told me about stones like these. Kingstones, she called them. Long ago, kings of the past would use these stones to pledge themselves to the goddess of the territory, covenanting with her to rule wisely and protect the land and its people. If the king honoured his vows, the goddess would bless him with abundant crops and healthy cattle. But if he ignored his promise to her, then the land would fall to ruin and the king would eventually be cast side.

The power of this place penetrates my very bones in a way that makes me feel both thrilled and terrified. Standing here, I can imagine why the town was built so close to it. The first settlers would have been drawn to the hill just as I was. The crag provides a defensive vantage point, but perhaps they knew they couldn’t build the town here. The energy from the Unseen world is too strong; it would be like living in the midst of a thunderstorm. Perhaps it was enough for them that they could visit when they needed to, to harness its power. Like when they needed to forge magic.

I sit down on the rock and gaze at the town. Before she died, Grizel said I would be a powerful healer some day. When my apprenticeship began a year ago, we started with the names and uses of plants. She’d not had time to teach me much about the ancient healing methods that had been in our family for generations. I’ve no idea how to heal a disease like the sickness sweeping through Dunshee. How could anyone expect me to do what Grizel had never taught me? If I fail, folk would never forgive me. And if I succeed? They’d lock me up until the witch finder comes for me. Better to do nothing, I tell myself. It’s safer.

Safer. The word itself seems to mock me, reminding me as it does of Ishbel. I was so envious of her power when we were growing up. It all came so easily to her. After she forged the love spell and married Gregor she tried so hard to fit in, forsaking both her apprenticeship and our Balfour ways. Ishbel attended the kirk with Gregor and kept her mouth shut like a good reformer’s wife. She played it safe. And now she was just as dead as Grizel.

Journey south, to Edinburgh, I tell myself. That’s what Grizel would have wanted. But my heart knows it’s not true. Grizel would never have abandoned these people, not without trying to help them.

My aunt always said that healers — skeely women, as Cal calls us — were the ones who kept the village going. If a man cannot work his land, if he cannot provide for his family, then the family would starve. Grizel did everything in her power to help the sick, save for dark magic, the kind Creelman used. And if she knew she’d done everything she could and the person still could not be saved, then she never blamed herself. Her task then was to help them make peace with their death and cross over to the Summerlands.

Holding the bloodstone in my hand, I remember Grizel’s words from those last precious moments together. She said the stone carried all the magic of the Balfour bloodline. It must have been the bloodstone that healed Cal’s burns and the wound on his head.

I clutch the stone in my fist and walk to the edge of the rise. The land to the south of the hill is used for cattle grazing. As I look upon the docile brown shapes moving about below me, a memory stirs. Grizel once performed a special ritual to save the cattle in Heatherbrae from a deadly murrain.

The need fire.

* * *

‘What took you so long?’ Cal says when he sees me standing at Euan’s door. He laughs then, grabbing me in an embrace so fierce that he lifts me off the ground, until I plead with him to let go.

‘If I’m doing this, I’m going to need your help. Euan’s too.’

He nods. ‘Anything. You know that.’

‘You’ll not say that when you know what it is.’




THE NEED FIRE

The waxing gibbous moon carves her silver pathway across the night sky. Cal and I stand atop the ancient Faerie fort surveying Dunshee and its surrounds. We spent all afternoon gathering supplies for the ritual. Branches from each of the nine sacred trees are piled high, forming a pyre. A pretty white calf with red ears and liquid brown eyes is tethered to a wooden stake. The beast lets out a plaintive cry, mourning the separation from her mother.

‘Where did you find her?’ I ask Cal.

He scratches his head. ‘Better you don’t ask. Cattle raiding’s a hanging offence in Dunshee and I’ve grown quite fond of your neck. I shouldn’t like to see it stretched any time soon.’ He gives me his crooked smile.

My head turns as I hear someone climbing the hill. ‘Euan?’ I call, frowning.

‘Aye, a moment.’

Presently Euan appears from the western side of the hill. We give him some time to catch his breath.

‘Och, it’s steeper than it looks! I’d almost forgotten about this place. I’ve not been up here since I was a lad.’ He stands and looks around. ‘It moves, you know.’

Cal and I exchange a puzzled glance. ‘What do you mean, it moves?’ I ask him.

Euan shrugs. ‘I remember my grannie telling me so, but I never really believed her until I saw it for myself. There was a time when I could glimpse the hill from the window of my front room, but then it moved further south-east, and now the kirk steeple blocks my view of it. An eldritch thing, to be sure. The auld ones say it’s a hollow hill. The Good Folk bide deep within.’

Glancing at the darkening sky, I say, ‘Are they all out?’

‘Aye.’ Euan nods.

‘You’re certain?’

‘I checked them myself. They’re all out.’

‘But do folk know —?’

‘Aye, aye! All the fires are out. There’s not a body left in Dunshee who doesn’t know what needs to be done. I told you I’d take care of it. Troth, you’re worse than a swarm of midges, wee lassie!’

Cal laughs but I shoot him a look. This is no time for merry banter. The spell won’t work unless every last flame in Dunshee is put out. Euan spent the afternoon knocking on doors, telling the townsfolk to dout their hearth fires and to light no candles or lamps in the evening. The older folk, the ones who remember the old ways, promised they would see to it. Euan stayed in town to make sure it was done.

‘Very well,’ I say. ‘Let us begin.’

Cal leads Euan to the leeward side of the kingstone, which offers some shelter from the early-evening breeze. Euan sits on the ground, back pressed to the stone. He arranges the fire-making apparatus between his legs. The flame must not be struck with metal or flint. Only a spark from two pieces of wood can create the need fire.

With one of his knees Euan secures a small plank of oak into which he has wimbled a hole. He slides a piece of bark beneath the plank to collect the embers. Then he picks up an elderberry branch, slightly smaller than the hole in the plank, and inserts it. He birls the branch between his palms. Within Euan’s reach Cal places a bundle of dried grass fashioned into a bird’s nest. Also nearby are some giant puffballs we found in the woods earlier in the day.

The need fire is summoned only at times of great despair, when everything else has failed. I only saw Grizel make a fire this way once before. A few years ago, a murrain threatened to wipe out all the cattle in Heatherbrae. The need fire worked then and I have prayed to Bride that it will work for us now. If it doesn’t, then Bessie and the others are surely lost.

Lighting a fire is a delicate business at the best of times and one that is trickier still in the fading light. Everything depends on Euan, and he senses it. As he spins the branch between his hands, beads of sweat form on his brow. It is difficult not to watch him. Once or twice he looks up with a glare.

After a while he stops his exertions and shakes out his numb fingers.

‘Cal, take over for a while.’

‘Nae, I told you, only a married man can kindle the flame.’ I didn’t know why this was so, but Grizel had said it was crucial for the ritual to work.

Euan scowls, gingerly poking at the blisters forming on his palms. ‘It just won’t catch.’

Something feels amiss. I stand on the kingstone and close my eyes, gathering a sense of the place. Euan confirmed that it’s a hollow hill; a home of the Faerie. They detest iron and take great offence if it’s brought onto their land. The last thing we can afford to do is offend the Good Folk, for they can seize the energy of the spell and work all kinds of mischief with it.

‘Take your belt off,’ I say to Euan.

‘My belt? But there’ll be nocht to hold my breeks up!’

‘Don’t be troubled, you’ll have it back. Just while you’re kindling, you shouldn’t wear any iron.’

‘But there’s the hooks on my jacket. And the buttons on my breeks.’

‘Then take them off too.’

Euan looks horrified. ‘Cal?’ he pleads in a soft voice.

‘We spoke of this, cousin. You must do as she says, else it won’t work. Think of wee Bessie, now.’

Euan stands and meets my gaze.

Earlier, when I told Euan that his daughter must be passed through fire to cleanse her of the affliction, his face turned pale.

I’m a godly man, he’d said. I’ll not let my daughter have any part in witchery! He said God condemned as the worst sinners of all those who passed their children through the fire. His eyes were wide with fear.

I told Cal we’d have to forget the ritual. But he sat his cousin down and told him that Bessie wouldn’t survive another day. Reluctantly, Euan had agreed to help, but he wouldn’t allow his daughter or any of the other townsfolk to take any part. It’s for your own good as much as theirs, lassie, he’d said.

Now I could sense his resolve seeping away like water spilled on dry earth.

‘I’ll turn my back,’ I say.

Muttering to himself, Euan drops his belt and takes off his outer garments, which Cal throws over the side of the hill. Euan looks sullen as he fusses with his cloak. Cal struggles not to smirk and I fight back a giggle.

Crouching down, Euan attempts to arrange his cloak over his smallclothes. He pulls at it and stretches it and then tries to kneel on it, but the wind conspires against him at every turn, whipping the corners out of his grasp and leaving him exposed. I pretend to cough, trying to muffle my laughter.

Cal throws his head back and howls. ‘The west wind has bested you, cousin!’ he says, wiping a tear from his eye.

‘Stop it at once!’ Euan cries. ‘I’ll leave you both here and you can do it yourselves!’

Cal sees the alarm on my face and acts quickly to placate Euan. ‘Here, let me help you.’ He stands in the direction of the wind and shields him so Euan can reposition his cloak and preserve his modesty.

Euan begins to work the fire again. Before long, smoke rises from the hole in the plank: a sign that an ember has formed. Then Euan lifts the plank and carefully transfers the small smoking pile of black dust from the bark into the nest of dried grass. He folds the grass around the ember and waves it in a circle so the fire can draw. In moments, the grass bursts into flame. Cal and I exchange relieved grins.

Euan carries the bundle of flaming grass over to the pyre of sacred woods. First, he takes a bundle of birk twigs and feeds them into the flame. The twigs are dry and brittle and they catch easily. Next, he adds slightly larger twigs and we wait until they too smoke and crackle. The flames grow and he adds larger sticks and branches. Soon, we’re standing in the hot glow of a blazing bonfire.

Cal says something, but it’s as if he’s speaking from far away. I can no longer hear him, or anything else other than the crackle and spit of the fire. The flames gather me in, illuminating the dark places within. Nothing else exists except the fire.

Then I call in the blessings of the nine sacred woods:

   By hazel and by oak

   And by the magic rowan tree,

   I call upon the forest folk

   And bid their power come to me.

   By the willow of the streams,

   By the ash tree of the glade,

   By the silver moon that gleams,

   This way my spell is made.

   Into the fire goes alder switch,

   Soon follows the silver birk,

   Yew tree, sacred to the witch,

   Grows gnarled in yards of kirk.

   Bringing healing to this pyre

   Are boughs of apple tree.

   Sain this town, o hallowed fire,

   By these words, so shall it be!

After a time the fire dies down a little. I pull a branch from the bonfire and use it to light the puffballs, which I place into a wicker basket. Then I smoor them with a thick layer of ash. This way, the embers will smoulder and Euan will be able to carry the need fire back to town.

‘Light your hearth, then boil the large basin of water I left for you. Your neighbours must only light their fires from yours.’ All the fires in Dunshee must be born of the need fire in order for the town to rid itself of the illness and break the evil luck of the past.

Euan nods and covers the basket with his cloak. He tentatively steps sideways down the steep hillside. But when he stoops to gather his clothes, he stumbles and slides part way down the hill.

‘Euan!’ Cal calls after him.

There’s a heart-stopping pause, but finally he calls, ‘It’s all right! The basket’s all right!’

Cal lets out a snort of nervous laughter and squeezes my shoulders. I rub my scalp with my fingertips, trying to ease the tightness in my head.

When I’m sure Euan is far enough away, I turn to Cal. ‘It’s time.’

Cal nods and walks over to the calf. He unties her from the stake then, with a gentle tug of the rope around her neck, leads her to me. She nuzzles at me with her wet nose. I avoid looking into her large brown eyes as I tie Bessie’s kerchief around the calf’s front leg. Then I steer her with the rope, walking widdershins around the fire. I try to drive her over the dying flames but she resists, digging her heels into the soft earth. Cal picks up a stick and strikes her hard on the rump. The calf lets out a pitiful wail as the flames singe her legs. The acrid smell of burnt calf hair sears my nostrils.

‘Hand me the dirk,’ I say.

Cal gives me a look. ‘If you prefer, I could . . .?’

‘Nae,’ I say, my hand unsteady as I take the blade from him. ‘I cannot ask this of anybody else. It’s for me to do.’

* * *

In the clear, cold darkness we trudge back to Dunshee in silence. When we reach a small burn I call for Cal to wait. Kneeling by the riverbank, I plunge my sticky hands and the dirk blade into the icy water. Hot tears pour down my cheeks as I rub my hands clean. But the water doesn’t wash away the smell of blood and burned calf hair, or the fearful look in those eyes. In that last moment I saw myself reflected in them.

My whole body starts to shake. Tears drip down my chin and disappear into the stream. Cal crouches beside me and puts his hand on my shoulders, holding me steady. I’ve seen animals put to the slaughter many times, but this felt different. By killing that calf, I lost a part of myself. Perhaps that’s what Grizel was always trying to warn me about. Why magic is always the last resort.

Cal helps me stand up. He stares at my dress and I follow his gaze down. There’s blood spattered all over it.

‘Cal!’ I wail.

He nods. We both know I can’t go back to Euan’s house looking like this.

He unlaces my bodice and helps me out of my skirt. Perhaps I should feel ashamed to have Cal see me in nothing but my underclothing, but after all we’ve been through I cannot pretend to false propriety. It’s only been a few days, but I feel like I’ve known him my whole life. He rinses my clothes in the flowing waters of the burn while I watch him, wrapped in my cloak.

Afterwards, we follow the path towards the woods, planning to return to town by the siege tunnel. As we approach, the town gates swing open and a figure on a horse gallops towards the south road. We dive to the ground so the rider won’t see us.

‘I thought Dalziel said there were no horses left in Dunshee,’ Cal whispers.

A sense of dread washes over me, as I recall Dalziel’s promise to give me a head start provided I didn’t linger in town. There’s no time now to dwell on it.

‘Come,’ I say. ‘We’ve work to do.’

By the time we get back to Euan’s house, the basin of water is bubbling away over the hearth fire.

‘Water’s ready. What shall I do with it?’ Euan asks.

‘Let it cool down a wee bit. The afflicted need to drink it. I’ll take it to them. Do you have something for me to wear? Something of your wife’s, mayhap?’ Euan nods and disappears into the back room of his small house.

With Euan out of the way, I gaze into the basin, my hand rising to my neck to untie the leather cord.

   By my will and bloodstone’s power,

   Forge I a spell this midnight hour.

   Bone to bone and vein to vein,

   Skin to skin; make whole again.

   Fat to fat and flesh to flesh,

   Pith to pith; begin afresh.

   Warm to warm and cool to cool,

   Water from the healing pool.

   Blood to blood and balm to balm,

   The Balfour stone here in my palm.

   Make whole the folk of fair Dunshee,

   And by my will, so shall it be!

I let the bloodstone fall from my hand; it hits the water with a plunk! and sinks to the bottom of the basin.

Euan gives me some of his wife’s clothes and I quickly get changed. By now the pot of water has cooled down enough and I give the first sip to Euan’s daughter, Bessie.

Between them, Cal and Euan carry the pot into the first tenement with a white rag over the door. I scoop the water into a cup and move from body to body, giving them sips and whispering words of comfort.

As the night wears on to early morn, I cradle bairns in my lap and hold the wrinkled hands of the elderly, just like Grizel once did in Heatherbrae.

By the time I’m finished, the rising sun has set the clouds aflame with streaks of pink, orange and purple. I’m so exhausted I can barely walk the short distance back to Euan’s home.

Cal puts his arm around my waist and I lean all my weight against him.

‘Do you want me to carry you?’

I laugh, but he looks at me in earnest. ‘I would, you know. It’s not far.’

‘You’re too good to me, you are,’ I say with a weary smile.

‘I’d do anything for you. Worst of all, you know it.’

My cheeks grow hot and I turn my face away from him.

It’s the first time in a long while that I’ve felt this way — not since before Grizel was arrested. No longer is fear gnawing away at me; no longer am I looking over my shoulder. A sense of peace fills my heart; a peace that is more than the absence of fear. Just as I saw Cal as the wolf, he has seen me for who I truly am. There’ll be no more running. No more hiding.

When we get back to Euan’s house, I ask Cal if his cousin would mind if I sleep on his floor. All I want to do is curl up in front of his fire.

‘He’ll mind a great deal!’ Cal says. ‘You’ll take his bed. He and I can sleep out here.’ It would be proper for me to refuse, but I’m too tired to argue. Gratefully, I repair to Euan’s tiny sleeping chamber.

* * *

I’ve just put my head down when Cal rouses me by shaking my shoulder.

‘Go away,’ I groan.

He shines a rushlight in my eyes. ‘You’ve been asleep for three days, Iona. Here, drink this.’

I force myself to sit up and he hands me a horn of ale. I gulp down the cool liquid.

‘Your clothes are here, on the end of the bed. Get dressed. Quick, now.’

‘Why? What’s the matter?’ With a sense of dread, memories come floating back to me. The need fire. The sickness. What happened? Did I fail? The townsfolk must be gathered outside, waiting to arrest me —

‘It’s Finster,’ Cal says. ‘He’s just arrived in town.’

The fog of sleep infects my mind and I have trouble understanding Cal’s words. How can it be? And then I remember the rider leaving town the night of the need fire.

‘Iona, did you hear me? Finster’s here!’

My head feels fuzzy. ‘How do you know?’ I say, pushing the blankets aside.

‘I saw him ride through the gates. Big fellow. Yellow hair. Eyes like winter, just as you said. He rode past me and went straight to the kirk with Dalziel. Some of the king’s men were with him — I recognised their raiment. It’s only a matter of time before your friend tells the witch hunter where to find you.’

I blink at him, still feeling groggy. ‘Finster,’ I repeat. ‘You’re certain?’

He gives me another shake. ‘What’s wrong with you? Get dressed. We have to go.’

He leaves me to dress in the dark. It’s late, probably near midnight by the position of the moon, and the townsfolk are all asleep. But Euan is awake, waiting for us with our belongings.

‘You must hurry. I’ve the only rushlight burning in the whole town. If they see it —’ He stops abruptly and hands me my leather bag. ‘Cheese and oatcakes. Make them last.’

‘How is she — your bairn? And the others . . .’ I’m struggling to remember if it was real. The remnants of sleep stick to me like a spider’s web. Grizel used to get like this when she forged magic, as if part of her were still in the Unseen world. Sometimes it would last for days.

‘We lost some of the auld ones; they were too far gone. But the bairns all survived.’ Euan’s eyes fill with tears and he squeezes my hand.

‘And Bessie?’

Euan nods to a small figure curled up asleep in front of the hearth fire. ‘Slept as long as you.’ He hugs me then, and I return his embrace. ‘Farewell, lass. I’ll always be indebted to you. All of us. If there’s ever —’

‘Come on,’ Cal says, pulling my sleeve.

We leave Euan and run down the alleyway towards the siege tunnel. Then we race down the stair. Cal walks just ahead of me with the lamp.

He goes to push open the iron gate, then grabs the bars and shakes them. ‘How can this be?’ He turns to face me, eyes wild.

The gate is locked. I rattle the bars, but they won’t budge. It doesn’t make any sense. We’ve used the siege tunnel to come and go from Dunshee several times now. Cal gets down on his knees to search for a key, scrabbling about on the floor while I watch him numbly, unable to shake off the torpor left over from the need fire.

There comes the sound of male voices shouting in the alleyway above us.

‘They’re coming!’ Cal cries.

I blink at him.

‘Down here,’ comes a familiar voice. ‘The tunnel.’

Dalziel. On hearing his voice, something changes. It’s as if someone has slapped me out of my stupor.

‘Look!’ I say to Cal, pointing to the gate. ‘We can squeeze through.’ The iron bars are spaced wide enough for a slender person to wedge himself between them.

He looks uncertain. ‘You first.’

I shake my head. ‘Nae, you. You’re skinnier.’

He steps both legs through with ease, then his torso with a little more effort. His head nearly gets stuck but I push his crown with my hand until finally he’s able to wrench it through.

‘Go,’ I say. ‘I’m right behind you.’

Boots clamber down the wooden stair.

I pull the bloodstone from around my neck and thrust it into Cal’s outstretched hand.

‘It’s me they want, not you. Take the stone to Edinburgh. Find Angus Ancroft. Look for the Green Lion.’

‘Iona, please!’

‘Better one free than both captured. Ancroft. Don’t let me down.’

Finster, Dalziel and several soldiers burst into the chamber as Cal’s fingers curl around the bloodstone. One of the soldiers has his claymore drawn and he strikes at Cal through the bars. Cal clumsily tries to dodge the blade but it makes contact, the sharp edge slicing his shoulder.

‘Cal, run!’ I scream.

‘Where’s the key?’ Finster demands as Cal’s retreating footsteps echo from the tunnel.

Finster and the soldiers are distracted and I seize the opportunity to try to get away, but my path is blocked by Dalziel. He grabs me in an awkward embrace then shoves me towards one of the soldiers, who roughly shackles my wrists together.

Dalziel then holds out his hand, offering the key to Finster in his upturned palm.

‘Judas!’ I spit at him.

A soldier cuffs me with his mail-covered wrist. I fall to my knees, blood trickling down the side of my head.

‘Take her to the Tolbooth,’ says Finster. ‘I’ll deal with her there. She can join her friend Euan in the cells. And find out where the tunnel leads. I want the boy — alive or dead. Go!’

My heart pounds. They already have Euan in a dungeon, and Cal’s stumbling through the dark woods, wounded and bleeding.

‘Meister!’ I cry. ‘I’ll go quietly with you, if you promise me no harm will come to my friends. They’ve done nothing.’

Finster turns to look at me. ‘You’re in no position to make demands, Iona Balfour,’ he replies, with a coldness in his voice to match his eyes. ‘See to it she gets to the Tolbooth,’ he says to Dalziel, who nods in assent.

‘You should’ve listened to me,’ Dalziel murmurs as he seizes my arm. ‘Why did you not leave Dunshee like I told you? I’ll not be able to save you now.’
 



THE WITCH PRICKER

Days pass before I see Finster again. Perhaps three. Or is it five? It’s hard to know how many. They put me in a cell below the Tolbooth. Time loses its meaning when you cannot see the sun.

My eyes burn with sleeplessness. I can barely keep them open. Two men work in shifts outside my cell, their candle the only light down here. Watchers, they’re called. Whenever I start to fall asleep, they use an iron bar to bang on the wooden door of my cell. The few times I do manage to fall asleep, they throw a bucket of icy water over me.

The only sign of life other than the watchers are the black rats that share the cell. They make their nests in the dirty straw, each night growing bolder. Now they nip at my toes. I scream at them to get away, but the watchers just laugh as I fight them off.

And I’ve never been so hungry. Once a day they give me a hunk of hard bread and a cup of water with bits of dirt floating in it. I only take tiny sips of the water, trying to strain it with my teeth.

The waiting is the worst of it. My mind plays all kinds of tricks. I keep seeing things. Grizel and Ishbel — they reach out to me with their cold hands. Once, I called out to Grizel to save me from this place, from the witch finder, but the watcher hauled me to my feet and made me stand with my forehead pressed to the stone wall, for hours it seemed, until I fell to the ground.

I don’t mind the thought of dying so much. It’s what comes before that fills my heart with dread. I remember how Grizel looked that day. The wise woman of Heatherbrae, the strongest person I’ve ever known, brought low by torture and humiliation.

And with a deep and relentless ache inside, I remember what Grizel told me that last day. Don’t use magic. Stay out of the towns and villages. Guard the bloodstone with your life. I didn’t heed her warnings and now look where it’s got me.

All my hope now rests with Cal: I pray to Bride she protects him on the journey to Edinburgh, and that he’ll be able to find Angus Ancroft when he gets there. If he makes it, then at least something will have come of this. It won’t all have been for nocht.

* * *

A guard unlocks the door — a new one, not a watcher. He stands over me, holding a lamp that he shines in my face. I squint at the light, too tired to move, until he jerks me up by my shackled wrists. He ignores my cry of pain and without a word leads me out of the cell, up one flight of stairs and another, then down a narrow hallway. At the end of the hallway he raps on a closed door.

Somebody bids him come in. The door swings open. Inside a large chamber Finster sits in a leather chair, warming himself by the fire. It’s morning and the sunlight streams through an undressed window, hurting my eyes.

‘Iona Balfour,’ he says as I enter. ‘How are you feeling this fine morn? I must say, the air is brisk and dry in this part of the country. Good for the constitution.’ His eyes twinkle with amusement.

Inside me, fear battles exhaustion, subduing it. Suddenly I feel awake, alert.

It’s the first time I’ve seen Finster up close. He is quite old; perhaps forty. He’s a large man with a barrel chest. Today, his wheaten hair frames his face in carefully sculpted wisps. His square face and broad forehead would be unremarkable, neither handsome nor plain, if it weren’t for those ice blue eyes. They shine with an otherworldly light, the same way Balfour eyes are green and the Alderwoods’ are gold. And now those eyes are fixed on me.

‘The food is such a disappointment, though,’ he says with a sigh. ‘Oats for breakfast, oats for dinner, oats for supper. Oats, oats and more oats. Where I come from, we feed them to our horses.’ He chuckles.

I glance at the guard, whose jaw tightens.

‘Let me go!’ A familiar voice comes from behind the closed door and I hear the sound of someone striking a blow.

‘Cal?’ I throw a wild look at Finster, who gives me a wink as he opens the door.

Cal is in the hallway, on his knees, with his hands tied. His lip is cut and his left eye is swollen shut.

‘What have you done?’ I scream at Finster. ‘Cal!’ I try to run to him but the witch hunter grabs my arm to hold me back.

‘My men found your friend lurking outside the Tolbooth just before dawn. He was trying to find a way in. To rescue you, doubtless. Sadly, he failed.’ Finster beckons to the guard, who leads Cal into the chamber by the ear and forces him to kneel.

‘Do you have it?’ Finster asks the guard.

The man hands something over. Even before Finster opens his palm to show me, I know what it is.

The witch hunter has my bloodstone.

‘Your friend was carrying this when he was captured and he fought hard to protect it. Do you know what it is?’

I press my lips together and shake my head, praying he can’t hear the thumping of my heart.

‘Means nothing to you?’

‘Nae,’ I whisper.

‘Then you’ll not care if I get rid of it. Baird, give it to the blacksmith. Ask him to smash it to pieces.’

‘Stop!’ If he destroys the bloodstone, then all hope is lost.

The witch finder raises his hand to his ear in a theatrical manner. ‘Hmmm? Did you say something?’

I bite my lip. Hundreds of thoughts are racing through my head but I can’t think of anything to say that wouldn’t play straight into Finster’s hands.

‘You said before that you didn’t want me to hurt your friend. I’m a reasonable man, so I’ll give you a choice. You can save the boy —’ he nods to Cal ‘— or you can save this.’ He holds the leather cord from his fingertips so the bloodstone is level with my eyes.

My gaze swings wildly from the bloodstone to Cal. I feel like I’ve been punched in the stomach. My friend hangs his head, refusing to look at me.

It’s like my heart is being ripped in two. It’s an impossible choice: if I save Cal, then the bloodstone will be destroyed. Gone forever.

‘I’m waiting. Surely Calum Alderwood’s life is more valuable than this worthless bauble. Well then. How about I sweeten the deal? If you choose your friend, he’ll walk out of here unharmed. Right this moment.’

The bloodstone is a part of me. Grizel said it holds the magic of our family’s ancestral line. It’s all I have left of the Balfours. And I promised Grizel. I’m the guardian and I promised her. I said I’d protect it with my life . . .

‘I need your decision. Now.’

I swallow hard.

‘Cal.’ My voice comes out in a croak. ‘I choose Cal.’

Forgive me, Grizel.

‘Very well.’ Finster hands the bloodstone back to the guard called Baird. ‘Make sure you watch the blacksmith destroy it. But first, take the boy downstairs. I’ll deal with him later.’

‘Iona?’ Cal calls to me, confusion in his eyes, as the guards drag him out the door.

Panic fills my whole body and I feel like I can’t breathe.

‘Wait! You just said Cal would leave here unharmed.’

Finster walks up to me and grabs a fistful of my hair. His face is inches away from mine.

‘I do not bargain with servants of the Devil, Iona Balfour. The sooner you understand that, the better.’

‘Cal!’ I scream, as the guard drags him out of the chamber. The door slams shut behind them.

‘Enough of these dramatics. We’ve a long day ahead of us. Go, sit.’ He gives me a little push towards a wooden stool opposite his leather chair.

I sit as ordered, but Finster doesn’t. Instead, he stands gazing out the window.

I tuck my hands beneath my thighs and blink back my tears. Don’t let them see you cry.

‘What will you do to him?’ I ask.

‘You should worry less about your friend and more about yourself. He can keep his cousin company in the dungeon for a time.’

‘Euan? But he didn’t do anything.’

‘I’m afraid I must disagree. He harboured a wanted fugitive in his home. He must be made an example.’

I feel like I might throw up. ‘And Bessie? The bairn?’

‘Bairn? Who do you —? Oh! You mean the young girl. I am still getting used to your Scots words. She’s presented an interesting theological conundrum. I’ve written to the Archbishop for guidance. My view is that she has been tainted by the unnatural act that kept her alive, but your old friend Mr Rennie thinks otherwise. He’s argued that the child is innocent and should be spared. He made a compelling case. So you see, Iona Balfour, I’m giving it due consideration.’

‘It’s just Iona. You don’t have to keep saying my last name.’

‘One must use the true name of a creature of magic. You cannot use your power against me if I call you by your true name.’

A bitter laugh escapes my lips. ‘What power? I’m hardly a threat to you. My life is in your hands.’

‘So it may seem in this world of appearances. But we both know that is not the end of the matter.’

There’s a knock at the door and Finster opens it.

Dalziel enters the chamber, carrying a bronze censer billowing fragrant smoke. He swings it about, deliberately avoiding my eyes as he passes me.

‘Are you Romish now, Dalziel?’ I ask him. He doesn’t answer, but only glances at Finster.

‘This is an ancient method to cleanse a space of evil influence. True, the papists use it. For centuries, they have waged war against the Enemy. I am interested only in methods that work, not their origin. I have discussed this at length with the king. His Grace has licensed me to use any means necessary to rid his kingdom of witchcraft. So you see how important you are, that King James himself would take up his valuable time with such matters. Hmmm?’ He gives a tight smile, his thin lips disappearing against his teeth, then waves a hand at Dalziel. ‘Enough of this, it’s making my eyes water. Send for Leitch.’

While we wait for Dalziel to return, the witch finder stands in front of the hearth staring into the flames, his hands clasped behind his back. His sudden silence unnerves me. At least when he’s talking I don’t feel so scared. It’s like we have work to do together — even though I know that his work is to break me.

‘I thought you were going to question me,’ I say.

‘All in good time, Iona Balfour. First, we must gather the evidence we need.’

A drop of sweat forms on my brow and trickles down the side of my face. I’d wipe my face with my hand, but I don’t want the witch finder to see how badly I’m trembling.

The door swings open again and Dalziel leads in an old man. He has a humpback and what little hair remains on his head hangs from his speckled scalp in oily, yellow-white strands. He wears a soiled black coat over his black breeks. Covering the bottom half of his bandy legs are yellowed woollen hose that might once have been white.

‘Well now,’ the old man says to Finster as he approaches me for closer inspection. ‘She’s a bonnie lass, this one. Fairer than the usual old hags, Meister. I shall enjoy my work this day.’

I shrink away from the old man, my heart pounding with fear. He stinks of rotting meat and I don’t want him coming anywhere near me. I shoot Dalziel a panicked look but he continues to avoid my eyes.

‘Get to work, Leitch.’ Finster sounds impatient. ‘I’m not paying for your chatter.’

Leitch shuffles to the wooden table. ‘Paying?’ he mutters. ‘I’ve not seen a bodle. You’ve got me on commission. I’ve had to journey all the way from Aberdeen on my own purse! And with the city teeming with witches. I could’ve made enough to live on for a year if I’d stayed.’

‘Enough!’ Finster barks.

I jump with fright and so does Dalziel, but the old man looks unfazed.

From inside his coat Leitch takes out a calfskin roll and lays it on the table. ‘Bring her over here.’ He jerks a filthy forefinger at Dalziel, who tries to take my arm, but I pull it away.

‘I can still walk,’ I growl at him.

‘Take off your clothing,’ Leitch says, busying himself at the table.

My face burns. ‘I will not!’ I say, with shock and indignation.

‘Take off your gown and your smallclothes and lie face down on the table,’ Leitch says, louder and slower, as if talking to a simpleton.

I look at him askance. ‘Nae, I will not. Dalziel!’ I turn to face him, to force him to look at me, to acknowledge what the old man has just asked of me, but he walks away and stands next to Finster.

Another betrayal; this time he condemns me by his silence. All I want to do is run: run out of this chamber, out of the Tolbooth, out of Dunshee. But there’s no escape. In my desperation, my eyes land on Finster. ‘Please,’ I beg him.

‘Take off your clothing or Leitch will cut it off you,’ Finster says flatly.

‘Done that before,’ Leitch agrees, pursing his wet lips.

With shaking fingers, I untie the laces of my bodice as slowly as I can.

‘Come on, come on!’ Leitch urges as I slip off my bodice and skirt, and then my petticoats, until I’m standing in front of three grown men in nothing but my shift. My eyes sting with salty tears.

‘That comes off too,’ says Leitch.

I’m weeping now. At least Dalziel has the decency to turn his back.

‘Do not turn away,’ Finster says to him. ‘You must see her for what she is. Not your childhood friend, but an agent of Satan. Never forget it.’

Dalziel nods, accepting his mentor’s correction without question. His eyes meet mine for the first time since he entered the room. They shine with superiority and something else — exhilaration.

I turn from his gaze as I step out of my shift, covering myself as best I can with my hands. Leitch snorts. ‘D’you think I’ve not seen pappies before? There,’ he says, pointing to the table. ‘Lie down on your front.’

This is the first time in my life I’ve ever been naked in front of anybody except Grizel and Ishbel. The room is warm from the fire but I can’t stop shivering.

I lie face down like I’m told. Leitch runs his calloused hands over my skin, starting with my back, then over my buttocks and legs. I shrink at his touch, each muscle tensing in turn. This is worse than torture. This is worse than somebody trying to kill you.

‘The skin is remarkably unblemished,’ I hear Leitch say. ‘A few freckles. One or two moles — we will test them. Other side.’ He jabs me in the arm with his finger.

I roll onto my back, telling myself the ordeal will end sooner if I do as he says.

His fingers run over the skin of my chest and belly. I squeeze my eyes shut, as if not seeing them standing over me will somehow mean it’s not real.

‘Ah,’ says Leitch. ‘A possible candidate.’ His fingertips prod a spot on my side, just underneath my ribcage. I have a small birthmark there. I open my eyes to see Finster and Leitch peering at it.

I open my mouth to explain but instead I let out a shriek of pain.

‘What was that?’ I cry.

‘Don’t squirm,’ Leitch chides me. In his hand is a bodkin.

‘She feels pain, so it’s not the witch mark,’ he tells Finster.

I relax my muscles for a moment. I don’t know what a witch mark is, but if he hasn’t found it then he’ll have to let me go. I try to sit up but he pushes my shoulder, forcing me back down.

Leitch takes the bodkin and pierces my body over and over again. Each time I cry out in pain until my head spins and the room grows blurry.

When I come to my senses I am no longer in my body, but hovering near the ceiling, looking down. Three men huddle over my nakedness. Leitch pierces the pale flesh under my left arm over and over. Finster watches him intently. Dalziel also watches, but with a pained expression on his face.

I can’t feel anything, I want to say to him. It’s strange that I don’t hate him. Perhaps I’m already dead. As soon as the thought enters my head, I feel like I’m falling. I land back into my body with a jolt.

‘This is the spot, right here,’ Leitch is saying to Finster. ‘A mole inside the left arm. Innocent-looking, isn’t it? Well, it was the only time she didn’t cry out.’

‘It looks a bloody mess now,’ Dalziel mutters.

‘Had to be sure, didn’t I, lad? You saw me, I pierced it several times and she didn’t flinch once.’

‘Aye, because she’d passed out!’

‘I did not see her pass out,’ says Finster quickly. ‘We have what we need. Mr Rennie, why don’t you escort Leitch outside? See to it he is paid his usual fee.’

The men move away from the table and I roll onto my side, bringing my knees to my chest and wrapping my arms around them. Dalziel leaves my clothes on the edge of the table where I can reach them, then heads out the door with Leitch.

I pull my shift on, trembling with relief that the old man has gone. The linen sticks to me, spotting with droplets of blood.

My head aches from the pain and shock of the ordeal. I swing my legs off the table and place them unsteadily on the cold stone floor. I’m so weak they can scarcely hold my weight. I finish getting dressed as quickly as I can, huddled in a corner with my back to Finster.

When I turn, he is again seated in front of the fire.

‘What is its purpose?’ he asks.

‘Its purpose?’ I repeat, bewildered.

‘The hag stone — what does it do? What powers does it bestow upon you?’

I draw in a sharp breath. Finster’s words cut through the fog of pain.

‘I . . . I don’t know what you mean.’

Finster rises to stand over me. ‘Don’t lie to me, little girl. I know your aunt gave it to you.’

My head is spinning. ‘She didn’t have time to tell me. And now it’s gone, so I’ll never know.’

A tiny muscle in the witch finder’s eye twitches and he turns his face away.

‘It is gone,’ he agrees. ‘Destroyed. Nevertheless, I shall require an answer next time we meet. Otherwise I’ll be forced to persuade you, and I can assure you my methods are not as restrained as Leitch’s — as your friend Euan found out, to his detriment.’

I frown at him. ‘You said Euan was in the cells.’

He shrugs. ‘And if he had cooperated he might still be there. We all make our own choices in life. Your friend chose unwisely. I do hope you’ll not make the same mistake, Iona Balfour.’ His voice is stern, hard.

My head is reeling and I feel like I’m going to be sick.

Dalziel enters the room and looks expectantly at Finster, like a soldier awaiting further orders. I’ve never hated anyone as much as I despise Dalziel in this moment.

‘Enough for today,’ Finster says to him. ‘We have what we need from Leitch. Take her back to the cell. Iona Balfour, until next we meet.’ He gives me a mock bow.

Dalziel orders me to walk in front of him down the stairs. There’s so much I want to say to him, but it’s all I can do to put one foot in front of the other. I trip on a flagstone and stumble, and he grabs me and pulls me upright. Just for a moment our eyes meet. As I look into Dalziel’s dark blue eyes, something Finster said replays in my mind.

‘His usual fee,’ I whisper.

‘What did you say?’ He lets go of my arm.

‘Finster said to pay Leitch his usual fee. You’ve done this before, with Finster and Leitch. Haven’t you?’

The colour drains from Dalziel’s face, but he says nothing as we walk to the cell door. He hands me over to the watcher and quickly slips back down the passageway.

* * *

‘Cal?’

‘Silence!’

‘Cal, are you here? It’s me. Cal?’

The watcher stands over me, the light from his lamp shining in my eyes so I can’t see his face.

‘I told you to be silent.’

‘My friend — did you see him? Did they bring him down here?’

‘Another word, and I’ll have them put the witch’s bridle on you. Cut your mouth to shreds, it will. Would you like that?’

I give my head a little shake.

‘Well then. Not another sound.’ He brings his finger to his lips then leaves me alone in the dark.

Cal must be down here somewhere. I need to find a way to see him again. The harder I try to think of a way to find him, the foggier my mind becomes. Between the lack of sleep and the pain from the bodkin, I can barely remember my own name.

How I long for a blanket and a clean bundle of straw to curl up in. But I spend all night sitting with my back against the wall, running my fingers over my skin, gingerly touching the puncture marks made by Leitch’s needle.

So many thoughts roll through my mind. My gut tells me that Finster didn’t have the bloodstone destroyed, but what will he do with the stone now that it’s in his possession? The very thought of that man having something so precious to us, to the Balfours, cuts me to the quick.

And then there’s Dalziel. His story about being asked to show Finster the way to Strathcraig was yet another lie; it’s clear that he has been working with the witch finder for some time. The more I think on it, the more troubled I become. When he went to the university in Aberdeen, Dalziel didn’t know a soul. Now, he’s working with King Jamie’s adviser. How could a lad from an obscure village with few connections and no fortune come to work for the king’s own witch finder?

With a sinking feeling I consider the possibility that it was Dalziel who told Finster about Grizel. If that’s true, then he’s no better than his brute of a father. Perhaps the witch finder has convinced himself he has a job to do, but what does Dalziel tell himself in the night watches? The thought that he could have informed on Grizel is far worse than any of the indignities I suffered today.

* * *

The cell door bangs open. A different guard leads me up the stairs to the same chamber as the day before. Finster and Dalziel are both inside, waiting for me.

I give Dalziel a look of undisguised loathing. I know who you are.

He meets my gaze, unsmiling. Unrepentant.

My throat is dry and my tongue feels thick in my mouth. ‘Water?’ I croak.

Finster nods to Dalziel, who fills a cup from a flagon. I gulp down cool ale, spilling it down my front. It’s the sweetest thing I’ve ever tasted.

‘Slowly,’ whispers Dalziel as it dribbles down my chin. He tries to take the cup from me but I push him away and continue to drink. For all I know it may be the last time I ever taste ale. I consider asking for food, but there’s no need. Finster waves to a plate of bannocks on the table.

‘Please, eat something,’ he says.

The flatbread is the first proper food I’ve had in days. I tear into a wedge, savouring every mouthful, then wash it down with more ale.

As I wipe the crumbs from my chin, Finster nods his approval. ‘Good. I need you strong today.’ He turns to Dalziel. ‘Fetch the pilliwinks.’

Dalziel shuffles his feet. ‘But, Meister . . .’

‘What is it, Mr Rennie?’

‘You said . . . you said we were only going to question her.’

‘Yes, that is what I intend.’

‘Then, why . . .?’

There’s a sheen of sweat above Dalziel’s top lip. I don’t know what pilliwinks are, but they don’t exactly sound fearsome.

Finster gives an exaggerated sigh. ‘What does Scots law require?’

Dalziel frowns. ‘A confession,’ he says. ‘The Privy Council requires a confession before they’ll grant a commission to bring the matter to trial.’

‘Correct. I need a confession before I can delate Iona Balfour to the Privy Council. Go and fetch the pilliwinks and stop wasting time.’

Finster ushers me to a wooden chair and pulls up another, so he is sitting opposite me at the table. There are still spots of my blood on it from yesterday.

‘Now, Iona Balfour, did you enjoy the victuals?’

I nod, my heart beating faster.

‘And sleep — would you like to spend tonight on a horsehair mattress with clean linen sheets?’

‘Aye.’ I nearly weep at the thought of it.

‘Of course you would,’ he purrs. ‘This can either be a long day or a short day. It’s completely up to you. You control this process. I’m entirely at your mercy.’

In walks Dalziel with something concealed in his hand, which he deposits on the table near Finster.

Finster picks it up and shows it to me. It’s a small iron device with a bolt in the centre.

‘Do you know what this is?’ he asks.

‘Pilliwinks,’ I reply.

Finster laughs. ‘At least someone listens to me.’ He shoots Dalziel a look then returns his gaze to me. ‘Put your hand on the table.’

Quivering with fear, I press my lips together. My hands grip the sides of my skirt.

Finster nods to Dalziel, who moves behind me and grabs my left wrist. He presses my hand to the table, fingers splayed.

I struggle against him, terrified. ‘You don’t need to hurt me,’ I plead with Finster. ‘I’ve no reason to lie to you!’

‘We shall see.’ He inserts my left thumb in between two strips of metal.

The bitter taste of ale burns the back of my throat.

Finster twists the screw at the top of the device so that the bolt begins to move the pieces of metal together, squeezing my thumb.

‘Nae! Nae!’ I wail, as the pressure turns to pain.

‘What does the stone do?’ asks Finster.

‘I don’t know!’

‘Stone?’ Dalziel’s voice echoes softly from behind me.

‘What powers does it give you?’ Finster presses.

‘I thought you wanted a confession.’ Dalziel sounds confused. More than that. Hurt.

Finster ignores him. ‘So help me, I’ll crush your thumbs and you’ll never have the use of them again.’

He turns the screw. The pain is astonishing. It shoots up my arm and shoulder until black spots appear in front of my eyes.

‘She didn’t tell me,’ I cry.

‘You’re lying.’

‘I don’t know. I promise!’ My eyes swing from the pilliwinks to Finster. ‘Please!’ I whisper.

Finster sits back in his chair and regards me for a moment. Then he looks at Dalziel. ‘Hold her very still.’

‘Nae, please!’

Dalziel presses his weight down on my wrist.

I hear someone screaming. It takes a moment to realise the sound is coming from me. ‘Make it stop!’ I beg Dalziel, but he doesn’t move.

Finster releases some of the pressure on the bolt.

‘Do I have your attention, Iona Balfour?’

I nod through a veil of tears.

‘If you lie to me, I shall know it. You see what I am prepared to do?’

I nod again.

‘What powers does the bloodstone give you?’

I shake my head.

‘I cannot hear you.’

‘I . . . don’t . . .’ I reply between hiccupping sobs ‘… don’t know . . .’

Dalziel’s grip on my arm slackens. I sense that his resolve is weakening. Finster must sense it too, because he immediately changes his line of questioning.

‘Are you a witch, Iona Balfour?’

I shake my head.

‘I cannot hear you.’

‘Nae,’ I reply in a whisper. ‘I am no witch.’

Finster turns the screw again.

‘Your aunt was a witch. She died for her crimes. Your sister’s own husband accused his wife of witchcraft. She also died, trying to escape justice. And you have the witch’s mark that was given to you by the Devil himself. When did you meet with the Devil? Were you alone, or were you with your sister? Your aunt? Who else was there? What did the Devil promise you in return for your powers?’

Finster turns the screw again, and I scream with a deep throaty animal cry I never knew I possessed. The pain is unbearable.

Fat beads of sweat roll down my forehead and then I start to shake. Finster seems to know what is coming before I do, but before he can get out of the way, I vomit up the bannocks and ale onto his boots.

He grabs a handful of my hair and pulls my head back.

‘Everything about you is repugnant. If it were up to me, you’d be dead already.’ He lets go of my hair and I draw in a deep breath.

‘Get her some water of life,’ the witch finder snaps at Dalziel. ‘I’ll not have her passing out. And fetch a rag and clean my boots.’

Dalziel disappears and returns presently with a cup of usky and a rag. He puts the cup near my right hand, then kneels and wipes down Finster’s boots. Despite the pain and brutal shock of the torture, the sight is so ridiculous that I let out a laugh. Soon my whole body is filled with sobbing laughter. Finster’s lapdog cleaning my sick from his master’s boots!

Finster shoots me a look of undisguised loathing, but his anger is now contained. He probably regrets that I saw him lose control. ‘I’ve changed my mind. Get her out of my sight,’ he says to Dalziel in a low voice, but I can hear the rage surging underneath.

Dalziel approaches me cautiously. It brings to mind the time his dog was kicked by a horse. I watched him edge towards the animal that day, not knowing whether it would bite him or lick his hand with gratitude. His fear had made the bite inevitable. Dalziel never was suited to farm life.

He loosens the bolt and pulls the pilliwinks off my thumb. I let out a sob of relief. A stabbing pain throbs through my hand, but I clamp my teeth together and bear it silently.

‘Here.’ Finster kicks the rag to Dalziel. ‘If you wish to play nursemaid, then wrap it up with this.’ Then he turns on his heel and walks out of the chamber, slamming the door behind him.

‘Linen,’ I say to Dalziel through gritted teeth and pull up my skirt.

He nods, then tears a long strip of cloth from the hem of one of my blood-specked petticoats and wraps it awkwardly around my thumb.

‘Why does he not just kill me?’ I say through chattering teeth.

Dalziel fiddles with the bandage. ‘He’s not allowed to. The king has said the proper legal process must be followed.’

‘But I’m innocent!’

Dalziel lets go of my hand. Then he straightens his shoulders, as if steeling himself. ‘I saw what you did, Iona. You and Cal, up on that hill. It went against the laws of God.’

The need fire. Dalziel must have followed us that night; that’s how he found the siege tunnel. Which means it was he who sent the rider to summon Finster.

‘I saved them. We saved them.’

‘I watched you drive a calf through the fire and then you slaughtered it! The meister said your power comes from the Devil, but I didn’t really believe him, not until that night. The townsfolk may have been healed in body, but their souls are now lost. Do you not see? It would have been better if you’d let them die.’

His words make me forget my pain for just a moment. ‘You don’t truly believe that!’

‘The meister says the finest scholars in all of Europe —’

‘The meister.’ I hold up my swollen thumb. ‘A monster, just like your father.’

Dalziel’s blue eyes flash with rage. ‘Don’t.’

‘Worse than Dougal.’

His hand is raised, ready to strike.

‘Go on,’ I goad him. ‘Show me how brave you are.’

His open hand tightens to a fist as he brings it back by his side. ‘You think I’m a monster? Your friend turned into a wolf last night.’ His voice is quiet but determined. ‘Attacked two guards. One near had his hand torn off. What say you to that?’

My muscles tighten with terror and despair. Now that Finster knows Cal’s secret, there’s no chance they’ll ever let him go.

‘He was only trying to defend himself. You can’t blame —’

‘A wolf, Iona! I saw it with my own eyes. I never knew such a thing was even possible.’

‘Where is he? Is he still alive?’

‘The meister sent word to the king. His Grace wants to see it for himself.’

‘King Jamie is coming here — to Dunshee?’

Dalziel presses his lips together as he realises that he has said too much.

‘So now you get what you wanted: the reward for betraying my family. It was you, was it not? You’re the reason Grizel was arrested. You told Finster about her.’

Dalziel’s mouth opens in wordless shock.

‘N-nae!’ he whispers. ‘How could you even think it?’

Two guards enter the chamber, ready to take me back to the dungeon.

With my good hand, I grab the front of Dalziel’s doublet and press my mouth to his ear. ‘I pray you see the truth of what you’ve done,’ I whisper. ‘Grizel’s face, and Ishbel’s. May they haunt your dreams each and every night until the day you die.’

As the guards haul me away, the look on Dalziel’s face shows me that his defences have finally been breached. All former signs of his smugness have evaporated. His brow twists into a frown and his face looks pale and drained, as if the force of my words would sap the very life from him.
 



BLACK MOON

The watchers left me alone for a few hours and I managed to get a little sleep when the pain from my thumb wasn’t keeping me awake. The throbbing was unbearable at first, but after a while I became accustomed to its rhythm, like the beating of my own heart. It reminded me that I’m still alive.

In my dreams I heard a wolf howling. I roused myself and called out to Cal, but there was no reply. They beat him savagely even before they knew he was a wolf. I cannot begin to imagine what they’ll do to him now.

It’s late afternoon when Finster opens the door of the upstairs chamber the next day. His cheeks are flushed and his eyes twinkle. His clothes have been pressed and his boots shine with a fresh coat of dubbin. There’s no sign of Dalziel.

‘Iona Balfour,’ says Finster. ‘I hope you’ve spent the night reflecting on our last conversation? I shall have my answer —’

‘Where’s Cal?’ I interrupt.

Finster rubs his chin, as if considering how much to tell me. ‘Your friend is safely tucked away. It was fascinating to watch his metamorphosis. I once agreed with the king’s view that the werewolf was but a creature of myth, but now I stand corrected. I’ve offered to send His Grace the pelt.’ His mouth curves in a thin-lipped smile.

‘But Dalziel told me King Jamie’s coming here, to Dunshee, to see for himself,’ I say.

The comment has the desired effect. Finster’s neck turns red with a rage that I can see him struggling to suppress. Dalziel will bear the brunt of that rage. It will be my parting gift to him.

‘How is your thumb?’ Finster asks, clearly trying to change the subject.

I raise my left hand for him to see. The thumb has swollen to near twice its size.

‘We will get that seen to in a moment,’ says Finster. ‘While we’re alone, I’d like to give you one last chance. Mr Rennie might also have mentioned that the pilliwinks were only the beginning. I’m prepared to spare you the worst of what’s to come, if you tell me about the stone. You have my word that you’ll receive a merciful death, a swift death. When the time comes.’

As if I could ever trust this man’s word after what he did to Cal.

‘I told you,’ I respond. ‘I don’t know anything about —’

He grabs my hand and presses down on my wounded thumb until I fall to my knees with pain. My mouth opens in a silent cry but no sound comes out.

‘What powers does it hold?’ he demands, his blue eyes lit with fury. ‘How do I access them?’

I crumple to the floor, shaking my head.

‘You will tell me, or you’ll be dead by nightfall.’

‘The hole,’ I croak.

Finster lets go of my hand and I fight back the desire to vomit. I double over and take a deep breath. ‘Grizel said . . .’

‘What? What did she say?’

‘She said you must pass yourself through the hole in the centre. I didn’t understand and there was no time for her to explain. But I think I’ve finally worked it out. If you could just show me the stone — if it wasn’t destroyed, that is . . .’

He gives out a laugh; an unexpected response given his anger only moments ago. ‘I warned you, I can always tell when somebody is lying. And you are lying to me now.’

He hits me with a force that takes my breath away. I stumble backwards and bang my head on the table as I fall on the floor.

He’s upon me now, his clenched fist about to come down on me.

The door bursts open. ‘Meister!’ Dalziel and a guard are standing in the doorway; Dalziel is open-mouthed with shock.

Finster stands and smooths down his coat. ‘We must finish the preparations,’ he says calmly. ‘Get her cleaned up.’

The guard grabs my arm and forces me to my feet. I exchange a look with Dalziel, for a moment feeling a twinge of regret for revealing to Finster what Dalziel said. I’d always suspected the witch finder would be a cruel master; now I’m certain of it.

The guard leads me down the hallway and takes me into another chamber, where a woman awaits. She is old, dressed in a black gown; her steel grey hair is pulled back from her face and covered by a crisp white kertch.

A steaming tub of hot water sits in the middle of the room. The woman pulls my clothes off me and orders me to climb into the tub. I sink into the water, all the filth and caked blood soaking away. The woman takes a scrubbing brush and scours my skin so hard I cry out for her to stop. The wounds from Leitch’s needle open, staining the water red.

She hauls me out of the tub and dries me with a rough linen towel. Then she dresses me in a clean shift and striped petticoat underneath a peat-coloured skirt, before roughly lacing me up in a bodice. She binds my thumb in a bandage. I can’t help but wonder why Finster would go to so much bother to clean me up when all he plans to do is kill me.

The witch hunter enters the room just as the woman drapes a length of plaid around my shoulders.

‘Is she ready?’ he asks the woman.

‘Aye, but I can’t do much with the lass. Look at the state of her. She’s a mess!’

Instead of returning to the chamber with the fireplace, Finster leads me down a flight of stairs and out through the back door of the Tolbooth. There is a cart waiting outside, enclosed with iron bars — the kind they use for thieves and murderers.

Two guards stand beside it talking quietly. One of them, a stocky fellow with a bull neck and small eyes, looks me up and down the same way Gregor used to. Then he shackles my hands and feet. Finster speaks in a low voice to the other guard, an older man with thinning grey hair, before disappearing around the side of the building.

‘Black moon,’ the thickset guard complains to the older man once Finster is out of earshot. ‘We’ll not be able to see the road.’

‘It’s not far, Nairn. Horses know the way.’

‘Still, I don’t see why we couldn’t wait until the morrow. Black moons are unchancy.’

The older man looks resigned to the task. ‘Get on with it, and stop complaining.’

The guard called Nairn looks at me again. To avoid his gaze I drop my eyes to the ground. In the flicker of the lamplight I catch sight of a large black feather lying near my feet. Pretending to cough, I bend to pick it up. By the look of its blue-black sheen, it’s the tail feather of a raven. Grizel always said that ravens were messengers from the Unseen world. Taking it as a good omen, I hide the feather under my cloak.

Finster returns, accompanied by Dalziel. The witch finder addresses the older guard. ‘We’ll meet you at the house, Forbes. Keep the horses under close rein,’ he cautions.

Forbes gives a small bow. Then Finster and Dalziel climb astride Finster’s mare and ride towards the town gates at a canter.

Forbes helps me into the back of the cart, as my hands and feet are chained. Stepping over a pile of rags in the corner, I take a seat on the wooden bench. The pile of rags moves slightly. I nudge it with my foot and it groans and shifts. The top of a head emerges; a streak of ginger hair.

‘Cal!’ I kneel beside him and peel the rags from his face. His left eye is purple. His nose is caked with blood and looks like it’s broken.

‘It’s Iona,’ I whisper. ‘Can you hear me?’

His right eyelid flutters open and I look into his golden eye. ‘Witch,’ he murmurs. He tries to smile but all he can manage is a grimace of pain.

‘Where does it hurt?’ I ask him.

He lifts up his sark to show me. The pale skin of his torso is streaked purple, red and yellow. There’s a bruise in the rough shape of a man’s foot. Some of his ribs look broken.

I slide down next to him and cradle his head in my lap. ‘What can I do?’ I ask him.

He shakes his head and takes hold of my hand. My eyes fill with tears.

Nairn glares at us through the bars. ‘What’s going on in there? Stop talking or I’ll have you flogged. You, lass! Get away from him, he’s filthy. Better yet, you can ride up front with me.’

When Nairn comes around to fetch me, I press the raven’s feather into Cal’s hand. ‘Black moon,’ I whisper.

Nairn takes hold of the chain that links the shackles on my wrists and pulls me towards him. I stumble out of the cart and fall roughly into his arms. He laughs. He smells like he’s spent all day at the alehouse.

‘Nairn!’ Forbes chastises him.

‘Och, a bit of sport is all. You ride on ahead; I’ll meet you there.’

‘You heard him. We’re supposed to ride together.’

Nairn laughs. ‘I think I can handle a wee lassie! And that lad is in no state to cause me any bother.’

After hesitating, Forbes nods and then mounts his horse.

As I watch him ride through the gates, I find myself wishing he’d stayed close. Nairn grins at me, pinching my cheek.

With my hands and feet bound I struggle to step up to the driver’s seat. Nairn grabs me under the arms and lifts me up next to him.

‘I’m right here,’ I say over my shoulder. Cal is struggling to sit up. He rolls himself onto one side and then pushes up with his hands until his back is resting against one of the bars. He’s holding the feather in his hand.

Nairn clicks his tongue and the horses lurch forwards.

‘Where are we going?’ I ask him.

‘They warned me about you. I’m not supposed to say.’

‘They were right to warn you. I’m dangerous. Safer if you put me back in the cart.’

Nairn grins. ‘You look harmless enough to me. ’Sides, it’s a cold night. I need a body to keep me warm.’ He puts his arm around my shoulders and pulls me close to him. Smothering my disgust, I try to ignore his embrace. But as we ride on, his hand burrows under my plaid until it reaches the top of my bodice.

Stunned, I move away, but his arm stiffens, holding me fast. His hot words are in my ear. ‘Do you want me to hurt your friend?’

I shake my head, terrified.

‘Because I will. I’ll hurt him and it’ll be all your fault. Understand?’

I nod slowly, tears stinging my eyes.

‘Then do as I say, and we’ll both enjoy the journey.’ He squeezes my bandaged thumb until I cry out in pain.

Behind us, a strange sound comes from the back of the cart.

‘It’s alright, Cal.’ I look over my shoulder, to reassure him. What I see there makes me turn back to Nairn. To distract him, I say, ‘Very well. I’ll do as you wish, but only if you promise not to hurt my friend.’

Nairn puts his hand around the back of my neck and pulls me close to him.

‘Give me a kiss,’ he says.

Out of the corner of my eye I see a dark mass moving overhead. Then it dives towards us. I pull away from Nairn, and duck.

The next thing I hear is the sound of Nairn’s panicked screams. An enormous raven has launched itself at his head. The guard tries to beat it away with his left hand, while his right holds tight to the reins. His face, meanwhile, is left unprotected. Moments later his shrieks fill the air.

After a short, frenzied attack the raven flies up and lands on the iron bars of the cart, a dark shadow against the stars. A golden eye peers down at me.

‘Kaaaark,’ the raven calls. ‘Kaarrk. Kaaaarrrkk!’

I turn to Nairn. There’s a deep laceration on his forehead and what looks like a claw mark running from above his right eye all the way down his cheek. His free hand tries to wipe the blood away, but instead he smears it over his face, with gruesome effect. Blood trickles down his cheek and drips onto his clothes.

The raven flaps its wings and soon circles high above us, barely visible in the moonless sky. Then it swoops down towards the horses.

The horses shy and then bolt. In the commotion, Nairn drops the reins. I struggle to hang on to my seat as the horses gallop down the road.

Nairn stands and tries to grab the reins but now he can’t reach them. The horses race through the darkness, their speed unchecked. I can’t see where we’re going.

A rider gallops towards us. It’s Forbes. He steers his horse alongside ours, then somehow manages to grab the reins. The horses slow to a canter, then a lively trot. Eventually the cart judders to a halt. I’m out of breath, my whole body shaking with fright.

Forbes explodes. ‘Are you a complete and utter fool, man? How could you let this happen?’ Forbes stops short when he sees Nairn’s bloody face. ‘Good God! What happened?’

‘She did this! She summoned a winged creature to attack me.’

Forbes looks away, blenching.

‘How bad is it?’ asks Nairn.

‘I — I cannot say,’ replies the older man, pressing a knuckle to his pursed lips. He composes himself quickly. ‘They’re sure to have a physician at the house. He may be able to do something for you. I’ll take her with me,’ he continues. ‘You drive on with the lad. Do you think you can manage that?’

Nairn nods, but he is weeping with fright and pain.

I glance over my shoulder. The bundle of rags is still piled in the back of the cart as if Cal were passed out inside. The raven is nowhere to be seen.

Journey well, my friend!

Without a word to me, Forbes lifts me onto the crupper of his courser so that I am sitting with my shackled legs hanging over the side, and orders me to hold on tight to his waist. I look back at Nairn, who draws a bloodied forefinger slowly across his throat.

I wonder if I should try to explain myself to Forbes, but there’s no time. We ride off down the road at a gallop. Forbes whips his mount so hard I’m fearful I’ll fall off at this speed. We are moving so fast it takes my breath away. In the darkness, the landscape flashes by unseen. There are no landmarks or lights on the road and I can barely make out the road ahead. But the courser appears to know the way, just as he had said.

After a time, we arrive at a set of wrought-iron gates set back from the road. A soldier appears, wearing a chain mail cowl and a cuirass with a red lion on it. Once through the gates, we ride up to the front entrance of a stately home. This is no change-house, but a fine manor house of the kind where the laird of Strathcraig lived. Someone of importance bides here.

Forbes dismounts and pulls me off the courser, which is covered in a lathery sweat after our ride. Another soldier opens the front door.

‘This is she?’ he asks.

‘Aye. Guard her close. She’s disfigured one man this night,’ Forbes warns.

The soldier’s lip curls and then he spits on the floor in front of me. ‘She’ll not do any harm in the pit.’ He jerks his head and two more soldiers lead me past the kitchen and down a narrow flight of stairs.

We stop when we reach the foot of the stairs. One of the soldiers pulls up an iron grate from the floor while the other removes my shackles.

‘In,’ says one of the men, pointing to the dark hole in the floor.

Fearful, I take a step back, unable to see the bottom of the pit.

Before I can protest, the soldier lifts me from the waist and drops me into the hole. I fall into the darkness, landing heavily on my knees, my outstretched hands breaking my fall. The soldiers peer down at me as I stand on wobbly legs and check myself for injuries. My wrists are sore and I’ll have a bruised knee, but nothing’s broken. The grate scrapes along the floor above me until it is securely in place. Then the light disappears as the soldiers walk away with the crusie, leaving me here alone.

Once the lamplight is gone, the pit is so utterly dark that I can’t see my own hand in front of my face. But the ground appears to be clean and there’s a pile of straw that doesn’t smell too terrible, so I sit down to wait for what’s to come.

* * *

It’s a long wait. Unlike the Tolbooth dungeon, there are no watchers here, yet I’m unable to fall asleep. Every part of me is on edge, jumping at the sound of footsteps or creaking floorboards overhead, convinced that they are finally coming. But then, in the long silences, there is no peace either as I’m terrified they’ve forgotten all about me. Given the choice of rotting in this pit and further torture, I would choose whatever Finster has planned for me rather than wasting away down here. If the witch hunter is trying to unlock the bloodstone’s secrets then he needs me, at least for a while longer.

The only respite from my fear and dread is the thought of Cal. My heart eases when I think of him as a raven. He got to fly, just like he’d always wanted. Now he is somewhere safe, far away from here.

Eventually I hear the sound of footfalls coming down the stairs, and then scraping iron as the grate is removed. Light floods in and someone throws down a rope. Shielding my eyes from the glare, I grab at the rope, but barely have the strength to hold on to it.

Two soldiers haul me up. Then they lead me upstairs through a corridor lit by flaming torches.

We enter a chamber lit by beeswax candles. It is large and finely dressed, with tapestries on the walls and a large stag’s head over the hearth. The centre of the room is bare, except for a long piece of thick rope hanging over a roof beam. The rope curls all the way to the floor on either side. My throat tightens and I begin to breathe in short gasps, quickly becoming light-headed.

Finster and Dalziel sit on a wooden bench at the far side of the chamber. In front of the hearth fire, seated on a wainscot armchair, sits a hooded figure. A dark woollen cloak hides his face, but he wears the finest raiment underneath it: a doublet of deep red velvet embroidered with gold thread. On his finger is a gold ring set with an enormous red stone. His fine leather boots have no scuff marks or dirt on them. Perhaps he is the laird who lives here in the manor house.

Finster turns to the hooded figure. ‘As I was saying, you would be familiar with the strappado, used by the Spaniards during the Inquisition?’

The hooded figure nods.

‘This is not dissimilar. It has been used with some success in other parts of Scotland.’ Finster then turns to address one of the soldiers. ‘If you please, prepare the prisoner.’

The soldier leads me to the centre of the room. He brings my hands together behind me and then ties the rope around my wrists and thumbs. My heart bangs so loudly it’s as though I can hear it echoing off the walls. My legs feel as though they’re about to give way.

The witch hunter turns to me. ‘Iona Balfour, you have denied that you are a witch. Yet you bear the witch’s mark, which proves you were bit by the Devil himself and that you made an unholy pact with him. Do you still mean to deny it, or do you wish to confess?’

My head spins as I try to weigh up my options. A confession might mean I avoid whatever fresh nightmare is about to unfold. But if I confess now, it will be straight to the pyre.

I take a deep breath. ‘I’ve nothing to confess. I never struck a bargain with the Devil.’ But my voice is hollow; it’s a poor mask for the dread in the pit of my stomach.

Finster claps his hands and a man enters. He’s wearing a soldier’s uniform and has a quiver of arrows slung across his back. He’s carrying a large cloth sack with bloodstains on it. Finster nods to the soldier, who upturns the bag and shakes it out.

A raven’s carcass tumbles to the floor.

‘This man is an archer,’ Finster says. ‘After a raven attacked our guard two nights ago, a regiment of archers has been travelling the countryside, ridding us of these creatures. I have it on good authority there is not one raven left alive in all of Perthshire. Is it not so?’

‘Aye, sir, we shot more’n a hundred.’

‘But this one in particular was of interest, was it not?’ says Finster.

The soldier nods his head. ‘It was freakish. Never seen its like before.’

‘Freakish, how?’

‘Well, sir, you know ravens’ eyes are always black. This one?’ The soldier shakes his head. ‘Gold eyes, it had.’

Finster turns again to the hooded figure. ‘The boy who changed into a wolf. He too had golden eyes. As I told you, with Iona Balfour’s help he escaped capture in the form of a raven when we were transporting them here.’

The hooded figure says something but my head is pounding and there’s a ringing in my ears. I gaze at the mangled mess of blue-black feathers in horror. Please, Cal. Not you. You can’t leave me here all alone. I can’t do this by myself. I can’t, I can’t . . .

‘Very well,’ Finster is saying. ‘Time to find out if this witch can fly.’

My arms snap back and my feet lift off the ground as the soldier pulls the end of the rope. The pain in my wrists, thumbs and shoulders is so sudden and shocking that I fear they will be wrenched from their sockets. While I am suspended in mid-air, Finster continues to bark questions at me, but I can barely hear him now.

Dalziel is staring up at me, his eyes wide. I move closer to study his face and then realise that the pain has gone. I have left my body again.

This time I’m standing in a forest. A unicorn grazes underneath an oak tree. Around the side of the tree a lion appears. The unicorn stamps its foot and then the two creatures sit down together beneath the tree. They both wear golden crowns.

Then I pass on to another scene, in a bed chamber. A man and a woman are lying on a four-poster bed, both dressed in fine silk sarks. The man wears the same gold ring with the red stone. He whispers something to the woman. I hear what he says as if he had said it to me.

His words shock me so deeply that I fall back into my body with a jolt. By now the soldier has lowered me to the ground. Someone has just poured a jug of cold water over my face. I splutter and cough back to life.

‘She is revived,’ says one of the soldiers. ‘Shall we continue?’

His Grace wants to see it for himself. Dalziel had said King Jamie was journeying to Dunshee to see Cal change into a wolf. The hooded figure has his hands clasped in his lap. The red stone catches the light and it glints for a moment, as if affirming my suspicion. There’s only one thing I know about King Jamie, other than his hatred of witches. Perhaps I’ll regret what I’m about to do, but with Cal gone and possibly the bloodstone too, I have nothing left to lose.

‘Finster,’ I rasp. ‘I want . . . to say something.’ The effort of speaking takes almost all my remaining strength.

‘Untie her hands,’ the witch finder orders.

The ropes are cut away.

Finster crouches beside me and helps me to sit up. ‘What is it, Iona Balfour? Do you wish to confess?’

I rub my wrists and try to swallow, my mouth dry. ‘I’ve a message for the king.’

‘Get her out of here!’ cries Finster, the blood draining from his face.

Two of the soldiers rush towards me and grab my upper arms, pulling me to my feet. Dalziel opens the door of the chamber to usher them out.

‘I know when you will be crowned King of England!’ I cry, as they rush me out the door.

‘Hold!’ The hooded figure stands. ‘Let her speak.’

‘Your Grace, I must advise —’ Finster begins, but the hooded man holds up his hand and for once Finster falls silent, bowing his head like a lickspittle.

‘Bring her to me.’

The soldiers drag me in front of the hooded man and force me to my knees. I’m in such pain that I fear I’ll pass out before I get to speak to him. ‘A drink?’ I ask through cracked lips.

He nods to one of the soldiers, who fills a glass goblet from a silver jug.

The ringed hand removes the hood.

They say his mother Mary was a great beauty, but King Jamie looks nothing like I’d imagined. His is not a face you would ever call bonnie. He has a bulbous nose in the middle of a long, thin face. His hair is a sandy-red colour, his beard a darker shade of reddish brown. He is of middling height and build, but sits askew in his chair, as if something’s amiss with his posture. There is nothing, other than his fine clothes, to mark him as the monarch. If I’d seen him in the street, I’d have had no cause to turn my head.

The soldier hands me the goblet and I drain it, liquid dribbling down my chin. It is not water, but wine, unlike anything I’ve ever tasted. It slides down my throat and warms my belly.

‘What have you to say?’

I lick my lips, savouring the velvety texture of the wine.

‘Your Grace . . .’ I pause. ‘You are to become the king of England.’

‘That is no prophecy!’ Finster spits.

‘A twelvemonth hence. That is when His Grace shall be crowned,’ I say. It’s a lie, of course, but if I can get some time alone with the king, then perhaps I can think of a way to turn him against Finster.

King Jamie frowns. ‘The queen is old and in poor health. I have it from trusted sources that her death is imminent — no more than weeks away!’

My heart sinks. He’s probably right. I know nothing of Elizabeth, the English queen.

‘Nae, Your Grace. The queen may be ailing, but she’ll survive. The throne will be yours, but you must be patient —’

‘Such impertinence!’ Finster interrupts. ‘I beg you not to let this girl speak any more. She must be removed from your presence at once. She can perform the most dreadful harm with nothing more than her words.’

‘As can we all, Meister.’ The king then turns to me. ‘Why should we heed you?’

‘Your Grace, I know something about you. Something . . . private.’

‘Private? What could you possibly know?’

‘I know what you said to your queen on your wedding night.’

The king gives a nervous cough, his mouth twitching under his beard.

Finster looks like he is about to say something more, but the king raises a finger and the witch hunter holds his tongue.

‘Come here, lass. Whisper it to me.’

Dalziel helps me stand and walk over to King Jamie. I cup my hand around his ear and repeat the words from my vision. When I pull my hand away, his eyes are wide with terror.

‘Get this sorceress away from me!’ he cries. He stands up, in his haste knocking over a small table next to his chair, the glass goblet smashing to pieces on the floor.

In moments, the soldiers drag me out of the chamber, back down the stairs and throw me into the pit. This time, when they leave me alone in the darkness, I don’t expect I’ll ever see the light of day again.

* * *

What happened afterwards I cannot say. A fever overwhelmed me, my body reacting to the tremendous strain of torture and the lack of sleep and food. At some point I felt myself being carried out of the manor house and thrown into a cart.

By the time I come to my senses we’ve joined a busy road heading towards a large gate set inside stone walls. Above the road, jutting out from a crag, a forbidding grey fortress looms. Once through the gates, the cart wends its way up a steep hill towards the fortress.

‘What is this place?’ I ask the guard.

He picks his nose and gives me a bored look, then leans over to another guard. ‘Dull-witted, this one,’ he says to his companion. ‘She don’t even know Edinburrie when she sees it.’




TWO TRIALS

Underneath the Tolbooth on the King’s High Street is where prisoners are kept to await trial. Here, in a stinking, crowded dungeon, my hands are chained to a long iron bar that runs the full length of the chamber. Women are on one side, men on the other; a large cage in the centre separates us. At first I didn’t know what the cage was for and was too afraid to ask. Then, yestere’en they threw an old man in there whose skirling was so deafening that one of the other prisoners threatened to reach through the bars and strangle him. The caged man stopped wailing long enough to say, ‘Och, man, you’d best make haste. I’ve a rendezvous with the Maiden, come the dawn. Beheaded like a nobleman! My auld maw’d be so proud, she could see me now.’ He laughed a mirthless cackle.

The Maiden is a beheading machine: a wooden frame with a steel axe head that falls from above. They say death comes swift and painless, a privilege typically reserved for the nobility. Not like what they have in store for me, if Finster has his way and they find me guilty of working malefice.

Above us we can hear boots clomping about with the comings and goings of the town officials. They throw their waste water through a hole in the floor. It seeps down the walls of the dungeon and pools in the cracks between the flagstones. There’s only a tiny window near the ceiling to let in clean air. Through that window we hear the folk of Edinburgh going about their business while we sit here, wretched in our own filth; the rubbish of the burgh that those folk out there, with their precious freedom, would rather forget.

That’s the worst punishment of all. Finally I’m here in Edinburgh, and I know Angus Ancroft is out there, somewhere, on the other side of those walls. For all I know, he walks past that window every day. Sometimes I like to imagine him leaning against the wall of the Tolbooth, smoking tobacco and wondering about the poor souls inside. But even if I were free, there’s no point finding him now. If it wasn’t destroyed, Finster has the bloodstone. Either way, I’ll not be seeing it again.

Even though I know I’ve failed, that I’ll never be able to keep my promise to Grizel and find Ancroft, all I can think about is Cal. The grief and shame I feel when I remember the sight of the dead raven on the floor is far worse than the feeling of having lost the stone. If it weren’t for me, he’d still be alive. He was the only good thing to happen to me since leaving Heatherbrae and now he’s gone, too. All that’s left is to wait for the farce of a trial that will surely see me sentenced to death.

* * *

Seven nights pass before the dungeon door opens and a guard calls my name. Two other guards take me to a crowded building, where folk stand in a haphazard queue, clutching scrolls of parchment tied with ribbon. The guards chase them away like midges.

‘Who are they?’ I ask one of the guards.

‘Plaintiffs,’ he replies with undisguised scorn, leaving me none the wiser.

He opens the door to a chamber. Gawping back at me is an unruly mob of men crammed together on benches. There’s a rowdy group near the front; some of them are holding horns of ale.

The guard says something to another man, then turns to leave.

‘Please!’ I say to the guard. ‘I don’t know what I’m supposed to do.’

The guard looks me in the eye for the first time. ‘This man is the tipstaff of the courtroom,’ he explains. ‘You must do as he says.’

The men give a cheer as I enter, but the tipstaff shouts at them to be silent. Then he tells me to stand in front of them in a wooden cage. My knees turn to water. They can’t mean to put me on trial in front of this rabble?

At the other end of the chamber sits a very tall, thin man behind a raised bench. He wears scarlet robes and a white wig. He peers at me in a way I find unnerving, as if his eyes can see inside of me. His face is lean and angular, and he rubs his chin while he studies me. I can almost hear the sound of his fingers scratching the bristles of his black beard. The laird heard all the disputes in Strathcraig, so perhaps he is the laird of the whole of Edinburgh.

To the left of the high bench sit two rows of men. Unlike the mob in the packed gallery, who shout obscenities and whistle at me, these men are dressed in fine clothes and watch me in silence. They probably think I’m guilty, seeing me covered in filth. With clammy hands, I smooth down my hair and brush the dirt off my skirt as best I can, trying to ignore my burning eyes and the tightness in my throat. What I wouldn’t give to be back in the Tolbooth dungeon.

I scan the room and see another man sitting at a long table near the laird. He’s very short, of stocky build, with a ruddy face. He stands very straight, his shoulders erect and his head tilted back, as if the tip of his nose would somehow make him taller.

‘That’s Iain Knox,’ a man sitting in the gallery says to his companion. ‘Finest procurator-fiscal in Edinburgh. Hasn’t lost a case in years, so I’ve heard.’

My head is pounding. None of this makes any sense to me. How am I supposed to defend myself with such a man as my adversary?

The laird invites the tipstaff to read the dittay. The tipstaff bows and then reads aloud from a scroll of parchment. He speaks so quickly I cannot understand half of what he’s saying. As far as I can gather, I am accused of using malefice and working wonders in Dunshee. Some of the men behind me begin to hiss.

‘Silence!’ shouts the laird, making me jump. Then he asks the fiscal to call his first witness.

The one called Knox nods, then stands. ‘Gregor Brodie!’ he shouts.

My heart almost gives out as the door swings open and Gregor saunters in. He ignores me as he walks past and goes to stand next to the fiscal’s table. My knuckles turn white as they grip the bannister of the dock.

It’s only been a few weeks, but Gregor looks completely different. He’s wearing newly tailored raiment for the occasion. Not his dour black coat and breeks, but a saffron-coloured linen shirt over plaid trews. He flings off his grey woollen cape and tries to hand it to the tipstaff, who just stands there, arms folded. Gregor slings his cape over his arm. The tipstaff pulls Gregor’s tam off his head and throws it on the floor, so Gregor must stoop to pick it up. Mocking laughter ripples through the gallery.

I can’t help but smile. He looks like a country oaf trying to cut a fine figure in the city fashions. He’s fooled nobody; the folk here see him for what he is.

Gregor swears an oath on the Bible and hardly pauses to draw breath before telling the packed courtroom of my wickedness. He says I’m a notorious witch, that my aunt was executed in Strathcraig but a moon ago for the same crimes, and that I was apprenticed to her. He says it is well known in Heatherbrae that all Balfours have uncanny powers and that my father was a warlock who disappeared from Heatherbrae many years ago under mysterious circumstances.

The laird seems impatient. ‘That is all very well,’ he says. ‘But do you delate Mistress Balfour as a witch? If so, what is your evidence?’

Gregor rests his lizard eyes on me.

‘I saw Iona Balfour working cantrips in my very own home.’

‘You’re a liar!’ I cry.

‘Order!’ barks the tipstaff. ‘The panel shall be silent while the witness is speaking.’

Gregor could send me to the pyre with his lies, and well he knows it. Never once did I forge any spell at Gregor’s farmhouse. The closest I came was Bride’s cross, but Ishbel burned it in the hearth, so Gregor can’t know about it. Grizel always told us to be careful with spell-forging. She never did it where people might see, knowing that folk wanted the benefits of magic but didn’t want to know how it was done. Much of the power of magic is in the mystery, she always said.

‘What cantrips did you witness?’ asks Knox.

‘I saw Iona’s aunt give charms to folk in Heatherbrae. She claimed the charms had healing benefits. Indeed, when I was but a lad, my uncle broke his leg in a fall from a horse. Grizel Balfour tore a clout from his breeks and tied it to a hawthorn that grows over a well just outside the village. The old folk say it’s a healing well. Grizel promised my uncle he’d recover when the clout rotted away.’ He pauses, allowing himself a triumphant glance about the gallery as the crowd falls silent, enthralled.

‘And did he?’ asks the laird. ‘Recover?’

Gregor looks annoyed at the question, as if it’s irrelevant. ‘Aye, after a fashion. The leg was never quite the same. He hirpled about until the day he died.’

‘And what do you say to that, Mistress Balfour?’ the laird says to me in a voice so quiet that I have to strain to hear it.

‘Gregor speaks only of my aunt, not of me. I would have been but a wean when that happened.’

Scornful laughter echoes through the courtroom.

‘Her sister bewitched me into marrying her!’ Gregor spits, pointing at me.

The laird drums his fingers on the bench. ‘How so?’

‘Grizel gave my wife a charm before we were wed. Ishbel handed me a bodle on Midsummer’s day. A token of her devotion, she said. I never had any feelings for Ishbel before then, but I soon fell deeply in love with her. We were wed several days later.’

The laird shifts in his seat. ‘Fascinating a tale though it is, what relevancy has this to the libel? That is to say, of Mistress Balfour’s guilt of the charges of malefice? You are required to depone in respect of these current charges laid against this Mistress Balfour, standing in front of you, not her aunt or her sister.’

Gregor’s cheeks flush. ‘As I said, she was apprenticed to her aunt. She is a Balfour. It is well known in Heatherbrae that all Balfours are witches!’

‘Mr Brodie, we grow weary,’ says the laird, leaning forwards in his chair to set his withering gaze on Gregor. ‘Have you, or have you not, any evidence to prove Iona Balfour practised witchcraft?’

‘Only that which I have shared with you this day. She is the niece of a convicted witch who was only recently executed for her crimes. Her own sister died during an arrest for witchcraft. If that is not evidence enough . . .’ Gregor holds up his empty palms.

‘It is not, in this courtroom. That will be all.’ The laird turns to the fiscal. ‘Your next witness, Knox, if you please.’

Gregor stands very still. His gaze swings from the laird to Knox. ‘But —’

‘You are dismissed, Mr Brodie. That will be all.’ Knox speaks slowly, as if talking to a bairn. Gregor walks out of the courtroom to booing and catcalls from the gallery. I don’t hide the smile on my lips as he walks right past me, shoulders stooped, head hanging. He shoots a hateful glance in my direction as he leaves the chamber.

If Gregor thought to destroy me, he failed. I know it’s wrong to hold out any hope, but my heart skips as my eyes meet the laird’s just for a second. He might just give me a fair trial.

But that hope fades when the next witness is called. He strides into the courtroom without a glance in my direction.

‘What is your name?’ Knox asks him.

‘Dalziel Rennie.’ Dalziel swears on the Bible that he will tell the truth.

My knees go weak and I ask for a stool so I can sit.

‘How do you know the panel?’ asks Knox.

‘The panel?’

‘The accused. Mistress Balfour.’

‘Aye. Well. We’ve known each other since . . .’ He clears his throat. ‘All our lives, I suppose. We both grew up in the same clachan. Heatherbrae. I left a year ago, to read at the university in Aberdeen.’

Dalziel’s voice is strained and he looks unsure of himself in front of the rowdy mob. His face looks haggard and pale and there are dark circles under his eyes. He looks like he hasn’t slept in days.

‘And what are your relations with the panel?’

‘Relations?’ Dalziel fidgets with a loose button on his coat. ‘We were neighbours. I knew her family. We were once . . . um . . .’

‘Friends?’ The laird completes his sentence for him.

Dalziel nods, his cheeks and throat a blotchy red. It looks as if nothing could pain him more than to say that word aloud.

‘I see. And in all the time you’ve known Mistress Balfour, have you ever known her to use malefice?’ asks Knox.

Dalziel clears his throat again. ‘What do you mean by malefice, exactly?’

The fiscal glares at Dalziel. ‘Sorcery. Charms. Cantrips. Witchcraft. Surely a young man with your education knows what is meant by the term.’

‘Aye, but I was not certain of the legal definition.’

‘You’ve no need to bother yourself with legal definitions, Mr Rennie. You are here to give us the facts. Have you ever witnessed Mistress Balfour perform any acts of witchcraft during the time you have known her?’

There follows a long silence. I can barely breathe and feel like I might pass out at any moment.

‘Mr Rennie?’

‘I have not.’

At that I take a breath, but it’s more like a silent gasp. Dalziel knows enough to see me burned ten times over.

‘Did you not accompany the panel during her flight from Heatherbrae?’

‘Aye, I did.’

‘And did she not perform a spell to unseat your master, Eberhard Finster, from his horse?’

Dalziel licks his lips. ‘Of that I cannot be certain. The meister nearly fell from his horse, to be sure. I don’t know for certain it was magic. Perhaps Meister Finster is simply a poor horseman.’

The courtroom erupts into raucous laughter.

The vein at Knox’s temple throbs. ‘Mr Rennie. Need I remind you that you’ve sworn to tell the truth?’

‘Aye, I’ve done so. And might I say there’s something else that’s been troubling me for a time.’

‘Pray, do share with us your troubles.’

‘My master said that witches cannot cross water. But Iona forded the river to evade capture.’

‘According to your master’s statement, she then called in a mist to thwart the pursuit,’ says Knox.

He frowns. ‘I’m not at all certain she called in the mist. She was running away from us at the time. Hardly the first time the mists have rolled downriver at dusk.’

More laughter.

‘And what of your time together in Dunshee? Can you be certain of that?’ Knox draws in a long, controlled breath. Clearly Dalziel’s testimony is not going as planned. But what he says next might send me to the pyre. All he needs to do is tell them about the need fire. About the calf. My heart thumps so hard that I raise my hand to my chest in a vain attempt to quell it.

‘Iona helped with the sick and dying in Dunshee. She did so without care or concern for her own safety.’

‘Are you saying that Mistress Balfour ministered to the sick? How did she do this?’

‘From what I saw? She gave them water to drink and held their hands.’

‘What else?’

‘I do not know; her eyes were closed. Perhaps she was praying?’

‘Do you mock me, lad?’ Knox shouts, his face purple with rage.

‘Nae, sir. I only tell you what I saw. I thought that’s what I was supposed to do.’

‘Just so. And did you see the sick and dying make a full recovery?’

‘Most of them improved. But a few did die. The auld ones . . .’

‘And for those who improved, what is your explanation for it? That their healing must be credited to the power of prayer, you say?’

Dalziel raises the Bible in his hand. ‘It has been known. Or so it says in here.’

There’s a rumble of approval from the crowd. Knox wipes a pool of sweat from his brow and loosens his collar. He stares at Dalziel for a long time, perhaps weighing up what to do with him. Nothing Dalziel has said is strictly untrue. It’s what he’s left out that might just save me.

‘That is all. You are excused,’ says Knox. His hands are curled into tight fists, his arms ramrod straight next to his body.

Dalziel walks out of the courtroom, again without looking in my direction. I watch him leave, puzzling at what brought about this change of heart. Part of me still doesn’t trust him, but then I glance over to Knox, who is still furious. Dalziel could easily have destroyed me just now, but he didn’t. Whatever his reasons, he must know he’ll face Finster’s wrath for it.

* * *

After the tipstaff announces that the court will adjourn for the day, they take me underneath the courtroom to a cellar. It’s cold and damp, but there’s clean straw on the floor. It’s a palace compared to the Tolbooth dungeon.

Before I have a moment to reflect on the events of the morning, the guard unlocks the door. ‘You’ve a visitor.’

Quickly I stand, expecting to see Finster, here to crow about how he will destroy me. But to my dismay, Gregor walks in. He presses a coin into the hand of the guard, who then slinks away. I’ve no desire to spend a moment in Gregor’s company and can’t help but wish the guard doesn’t stray too far.

Gregor’s new clothes look crumpled now. From the smell of him, he’s been soothing his humiliation with a half-mutchkin of usky. I edge towards the wall to put some distance between us.

‘What do you want?’ I ask him.

He slumps against the wall and picks at his teeth, feigning indifference. ‘I’m here to give you counsel, sister. Your life is lost. Finster will see to that, come the morrow. But there might yet be time to save your soul. If you confess your sins, they’ll show you mercy. Make your peace with God, repent your ways and I’ll see to it you receive a Christian burial.’

‘What you did up there was hateful and treacherous. Why stand up in front of all those folk and lie about me? Well, you failed, and only made yourself look the fool. Why, even that laird was on my side.’

‘The laird? Oh, you mean the judge.’ He smirks at my ignorance. ‘Lord Abernethy is not on your side, Iona. Down here, they say witches must get a fair trial. It’s true, you had a chancy time of it, but when Finster speaks, the jury will surely find you guilty. It’ll not matter then what side Abernethy is on. He’ll have no choice but to sentence you to die.’

My cheeks grow hot with anger. ‘Aye, and I’m sure that will give you great pleasure. You’ve said your piece, now leave.’

‘You didn’t seem surprised to hear of Ishbel’s death,’ he says quickly.

Ishbel. Even the sound of her name sparks a longing in my heart. I’m certain Gregor’s trying to bait me, but it would take more strength than I have not to react.

‘Dalziel told me what happened to her.’

He snorts. ‘Your precious Dalziel. Fled the city after that performance earlier. Finster’s men are out searching for him. Mayhap you’ll be reunited in the Tolbooth dungeon. If they bring him back alive.’ He gives a cheerless smile and then suddenly grows solemn. ‘Did your friend tell you Ishbel died by her own hand?’

‘Dying by her own hand or dying at the stake is not a choice! She knew what would happen when you came that night to arrest her —’

‘Arrest her?’ He interrupts, a glint in his eye. ‘Nae, you’re mistaken. We were not there for Ishbel at all. We came that night for you.’

Gregor’s words take my breath away. ‘You’re lying,’ I whisper.

‘Why would I be there to arrest my own wife? That was not the plan, not in the beginning. You see, Finster knew you went to see your aunt on the day she died. He said Grizel gave you something of great importance. So that night we came to arrest you, but Ishbel got in the way. She helped you escape.’ He looks sullen, like a spoiled bairn. ‘I always thought she loved me above all others, but that night I knew it was not so. Something about her changed, and for the first time I saw her for who she really was.’

‘Ishbel worshipped you!’

He nods. ‘I thought so too, but I was there when she died. Something unnatural had spooked the horses and they ran straight into a tree. The driver and guard were killed, but Ishbel was still alive when I reached her. Her back was broken so she did not have long. I cradled her in my arms. And do you know what your sister said to me with her last breath?’

I give my head a tiny shake.

‘Grizel and Iona are gone and you cannot have me either. May you know only this loss I’m feeling now, for the rest of your sorry life. She cursed me then — my own wife. Can you imagine? I knew then she had wickedness flowing through her veins, just like your aunt. Just like you.’

Gregor lunges at me, but I step aside and he stumbles into the wall. I back into the furthest corner of the cellar; he’s beginning to frighten me now.

‘Guard,’ I call.

‘Shhhh.’ Gregor brings his forefinger to his lips. ‘No need for that. We’re just having a friendly conversation . . .’

‘Guard!’ I’ll not listen to any more of this viper’s venom. ‘Gregor Brodie is leaving.’

Gregor lurches forwards. He grabs my shoulders and pushes me against the wall. ‘Hush, now, I’m trying to help you. Troth, you look just like her, when first we were wed.’

His lips press against mine. He reeks of tobacco and usky. I try to move my head but he’s too strong. He presses all his weight against me.

I bite down on his lip, tasting his blood.

His eyes blaze, and he raises a hand to strike me.

‘Guard!’ I scream. ‘Come quickly!’

He lunges at me again, this time covering my mouth with his sweaty palm. His other hand wraps around my throat. He presses his thumb against my windpipe.

‘Ishbel,’ he whispers. ‘Forgive me.’

In that moment, his secret is laid bare. His words are a key, unlocking an image in my mind. I see it clearly, as though it’s a memory of a scene I’d witnessed with my own eyes. Gregor didn’t cradle my sister in his arms as she died. He put his hands around her white throat, and stole her last breath. His vengeance for her curse.

He must see the knowledge in my eyes, for he releases his grip and takes a step back.

I knee him in the groin and watch him double over, groaning.

‘Murderer!’ I scream at him. ‘You murdered her!’

A rage surges through me the likes of which I’ve never felt before. The iron shackles around my wrists make contact with his jaw and his head snaps up and back. His eyes widen with a mixture of shock and pain.

He mumbles something as a pitiful defence, moments before the shackles strike at his temple, then his nose, then his mouth. They would strike yet again, and again, but hands are pulling me away.

‘Enough now,’ says a guard. ‘You made your point, lassie.’

Gregor lies cowering on his side, shielding his face with his hands. His cheek is starting to swell, his nose smashed and bleeding. Bloody foam is coming from his mouth. He makes a wheezing sound as he struggles for breath.

One of the guards leans over to inspect the damage. ‘Jaw’s broken. Nose, too. Front teeth gone. Looks like your silver merk bought you more than you bargained for, friend.’

The guards drag him away, leaving a trail of his blood streaked across the floor.

* * *

The sun will be rising soon. All through the night Gregor’s words acted on me like a poison, seeping under my skin and into my blood. After hearing what he said, I can’t help but think that it was all my fault. If I hadn’t run, if I’d gone with them that night, Ishbel would still be alive. Ishbel knew how to spook a horse, no matter that she was tied up in the back of the cart. My poor, brave sister. She gave up her life for mine.

Always remember that I love you more than anything. Something had seemed different about Ishbel that last night. She never would have said that before; put her love for me before her husband. What if the love spell was broken, somehow? What if it was broken when she touched the bloodstone?

And yet, her death was all for nocht. Once Finster speaks out against me, the jury will surely find me guilty and condemn me to die. I’ll be taken to the pyre and the whole Balfour line will come to an end. The bloodstone is lost or, worse, in Finster’s hands. Gregor’s right about one thing: I have no hope of getting out of here now. I crumple to the floor, sobbing.

Would you give up so soon? The future is not yet written.

A shiver rolls through my body. ‘Grizel?’ It’s as if she were in the cellar with me. As if she spoke the words herself. I look around but there’s nobody here.

The future is not yet written. They’re words I’d heard many times before.

Ishbel had the Sight, which meant that, sometimes, she could see into the Unseen world. She’d been born with the caul over her eyes. ‘Always a sure sign that a wean will have the gift,’ Grizel used to say. When we were younger, Ishbel would decry the Sight as a curse. The visions would come without warning, usually as a nightmare. She’d wake up screaming, terrifying us all. After she married Gregor, she never spoke of it. I don’t know if she’d found a way to make it stop; more like she chose to hide it from her husband.

The future is not yet written, Grizel would say. Even the things Ishbel sees. Those visions are a warning of what might come to pass, if that man doesn’t change his ways, if that woman takes the wrong path. But still, they have a choice. We all do.

If she were here, Grizel would chide me for my tears. Crying won’t solve anything, cushie doo. I dry my eyes on my sleeve. No amount of crying will stop Finster testifying tomorrow. There must be another way to save myself.

Reformers like Gregor and Finster seem so certain that folk are either good or evil, but Grizel always said that to understand the light, you must also come to know the dark. Just as there’s day and night, there is light and dark in every heart. We all knew that Minister Gourlay was a little too fond of usky, and it was whispered that one of the kirk elders lay with wantons in Strathcraig. And Gregor was a bigger hypocrite than all of them put together, having murdered his own wife.

And so it was a true healer must also learn how to curse. Grizel well knew how to cast the evil eye, but despite Malcolm Calder’s accusations I never once saw her forge that kind of magic. She warned that a spell forged from ill intent would eventually find its way back to the spell forger. A temporary gain might be made in harming an enemy, but magic forged from the fuel of anger and hatred is impure, volatile. She never said it was wrong to curse, only that the consequences were uncertain. And if you’re not able to vanquish your feelings, then you’ve no hope of mastering magic.

There may yet be a way I can stop Finster without harming him. Grizel once told me about a binding spell to render someone speechless. For this kind of magic, she’d call on the Cailleach, the goddess who rules the dark half of the year, until the return of Bride in the spring. Grizel warned me never to call upon the Cailleach unless there was a great need, for she’s not a deity to be trifled with.

I cast my gaze around the cellar, looking for something to use to forge a spell. There’s nothing here other than a pile of straw and the clothes on my back. And, of course, I no longer have the bloodstone. It’s hopeless. My temples are throbbing and I’m exhausted. All I want to do is lie down in the straw and sleep until they come for me.

Open your eyes! Gifts from nature are always within reach, Grizel would say. Spell-forging works best when you use whatever is to hand.

She entreated Ishbel and me to be creative, for magic is born of the imagination. Everything else — the fire, the incense, the ritual objects — is there only to help the spell forger become immersed in the ritual. The magician’s will is everything.

Even still, there’s nothing here I can use. I grab a handful of straw and twist it wretchedly. As I look down at the bundle, it brings to mind the grain dollies that Grizel used to make with the last sheaf cut from the barley harvest. The grain dolly was made to give the spirit of the harvest a home for the winter months. In the old days, the whole village would participate in the blessing of the harvest, but after the kirk elders forbade all the harvest festivals, Grizel had to weave grain dollies in secret.

I run to the door of the cell and peer through the bars. There’s no sign of the guards. Perhaps they’re still busy tending to Gregor’s injuries.

Using threads pulled from my petticoat, I bind the straw together in the form of a cross. Then I separate the bottom section in two. Before long I have something that crudely resembles a man. I wind the last thread about the head of the poppet and in little more than a whisper, lest the guards hear me, I recite the words:

   Cailleach of the winter dark,

   I call you now and beg you hark.

   Heed ye close to my petition,

   I ask most humbly that you listen.

   Aid me now, o winter’s wife,

   Swift and sharp as blade of knife.

   Finster would fain see me dead.

   Bind his tongue with linen thread.

   Seize his malice and tie it tight,

   His cruel intent be broke this night.

   By earth, by sun, by wind and sea,

   Be this my will, so shall it be!

I repeat the chant over and over, until I’m covered in sweat and I’m shaking. I’ve nothing of Finster’s to tie to the poppet; nothing but my own will, to keep him silent tomorrow. Yet he and I are linked somehow, the silver thread of our destinies entwined. Without the bloodstone, I can only hope that it’s enough for the spell to work.

I tuck the poppet under my skirt. Then, for the first time in weeks, I fall into a deep, dreamless sleep.

* * *

My heart begins to race when the guards come to take me back upstairs to the courtroom. Soon, I’ll find out if I am to live or die. If Finster cannot speak out against me, and the laird — the judge — is prepared to give me a fair trial like Gregor said, then perhaps my death is not inevitable. A giddy thrill rushes through me.

The courtroom benches are crammed with men waiting to hear the witch hunter’s words. I expect Finster to be called at once, but instead Knox engages with the judge Abernethy in a long discourse about precedents. The bored crowd talks loudly through it all and I cannot follow much of what Knox is saying. The chamber is warm and I find myself dozing off, until suddenly everything grows quiet.

Knox is on his feet. ‘Eberhard Finster,’ he calls.

The witch finder strolls in, dressed all in black. Every muscle in my body tenses. His broad shoulders are square and his head is held high. He looks convinced that this is the moment when all his hard work will be rewarded.

Finster swears to tell the truth. He says his name with ease. I put my hand into the folds of my skirt, touching the poppet and repeating the invocation in my head as I stare at Finster with unblinking eyes.

Knox begins to question the witch finder. He asks Finster if he is the pursuer in this matter and Finster says it is so. Finster then starts to tell of our confrontation at the river. His eyes sparkle. It’s plain he enjoys the retelling, and being the focus of the crowd’s attention.

‘And did you witness any unnatural acts at this time?’

‘Aye,’ Finster in a hoarse voice. He stops to clear his throat. ‘I did indeed —’ He wheezes and then rubs his throat.

He tries again to speak but the words fail to come. All he can manage is a few croaks before collapsing into a coughing fit. The words that usually flow like honey from his tongue have now abandoned him.

Someone passes him a cup and he drains it, then gestures for some parchment that the clerk passes to him. He scratches at it with a quill and hands it to Knox. The fiscal studies the note for a few moments. Finster rubs at his throat and glares at me.

‘My lord, Meister Finster accuses Iona Balfour of witchery. He says she is using some kind of enchantment to prevent him giving evidence before you today.’ He hands the note to the tipstaff, who passes it up to the laird.

‘Mistress Balfour, is this true?’ asks Abernethy. ‘Have you bewitched your accuser so he cannot depone against you?’

‘Nae, sir, of course not. I’d not know how to do something like that. I’m just a country lass, sir. I don’t even know how I come to be here.’ I do my best to look wide-eyed and blameless.

‘Of course she would say that, my lord,’ says Knox. ‘But isn’t it plain? The meister could speak well enough when he walked into this courtroom but a few moments ago. Now he cannot utter a sound!’

‘You have seen it before, as have I,’ the laird says to Knox. ‘Many witnesses are indeed struck dumb. It is a nervous condition. That is why some choose to visit the alehouse before giving their evidence.’

There’s a cheer from the gallery, followed by jeering laughter. The laird calls for order, but it’s clear that Knox is losing control.

Finster waves another piece of parchment. Knox snatches it from him.

‘Meister Finster proposes to write down his evidence. I recommend that we allow this, my lord, and that we remove Mistress Balfour from the courtroom to prevent further mischief.’

‘This court accepts spoken evidence only,’ the laird says calmly. ‘And the panel has the right to remain in court to hear the accusations for herself. We shall not change long-established procedures to suit your witness. If Meister Finster cannot depone before this court, then he shall be dismissed forthwith. We shall adjourn for one hour. He must give his evidence directly after the adjournment, or not at all. This court has other matters to hear.’

‘My lord, I beg you reconsider. Surely you can see that the panel uses the very methods against her pursuer that would see her sentenced to death!’

‘As you say, Knox, but there has been a paucity of evidence so far. Perhaps the meister’s testimony shall be more compelling than what we’ve yet heard, but we must hear it from him.’

My heart soars on hearing the laird’s words. He appears to be saying that there’s not enough evidence to convict me. The fury on Finster’s face confirms it. He and the fiscal exchange a desperate glance.

Knox addresses the bench in a solemn tone.

‘My lord, it appears that justice might yet be served. I have a proposal: a procedure that the courts have used before, many times. It is my strong view that Meister Finster’s evidence would secure a conviction against Mistress Balfour. However, there is another conclusive way to prove Mistress Balfour’s guilt.’

‘Indeed?’ says the laird.

‘It is my proposal that we swim her.’

A murmur of approval ripples through the gallery.

The laird frowns. ‘A trial by water?’

‘Aye, my lord. It is the only way to be certain. Mr Rennie said she could cross water, but it is incumbent upon us to put this to the test. The most eminent scholars in this area all agree that a body of water will reject a witch.’

‘The procedure is fatal for the innocent,’ replies the laird.

‘Not always,’ interrupts Knox. ‘Some do survive it.’

I feel like I might be sick. Surely they cannot do this. My eyes land on the laird, silently willing him to refuse.

‘When do you propose?’

‘This afternoon, following the noontide adjournment. It must be so, to ensure the panel is given no opportunity to disrupt these proceedings further.’

The laird nods. ‘Very well. I will take my meat. This court will reconvene on the banks of the Nor’ Loch at two.’

* * *

I’m on the bank of a stinking loch. Before they brought me here, a guard tied me up.

‘Left thumb to right great toe, right thumb to left great toe,’ he had recited as he bound my hands and feet together in front of me. I’m like a calf that’s been trussed up ready for slaughter. In this position, I was slung into the back of a cart and forced to lie on my side for the agonising journey down the steep hill from the courthouse. Now, I’m lying on the ground, hunched over. My back aches and my left thumb, already so ill-treated, throbs with exquisite pain.

We’re waiting for the laird to arrive. I can hear voices chattering around me. The jury, along with the entire courtroom gallery, have followed the cart here to witness my final humiliation.

Despite what Knox said, I’ve heard that none survive a trial by water. I’ll not die at the pyre on Castle Hill; instead, I’ll be drowned this very afternoon. To block out the stench and settle my nerves, I press my face into the grass and inhale the mossy fragrance. It’s the first time I’ve been outside for weeks, it seems, and I try to savour what may be my last few moments on earth.

The courtroom crowd stand in small groups. They stare and whisper and point. Nobody dares come too close. Perhaps they’re frightened I will cast the evil eye upon them. Aye, I could curse them and their bairns for every generation to come. I’ve never felt so angry, so desperate: public torture for this rabble’s amusement. I want to punish them, all of them, who stand here gawping at me.

And then I see it. A small cluster of pale yellow primroses nod in the breeze near the water’s edge, as if they’re waving to me. They were Grizel’s favourite flower. As I think of her, a sense of shame creeps inside me. Grizel always said that instead of wishing harm upon another, it’s far better to ask for a blessing on one’s own life.

So I close my eyes and pray.

O Bride, goddess of fire and water,

Sain me in this loch —

A voice cries out. ‘Look — the witch utters an incantation!’

One of the guards kicks me on the rump, then pulls a dirty kerchief from inside his sleeve and shoves it into my mouth. ‘Enough of that, Witch.’

I gag and cough on the filthy rag, trying to spit it out.

‘Lord Abernethy has arrived,’ I hear someone call.

Moments later a carriage pulls up a few feet away from the crowd. Abernethy and Knox climb out. It’s the first time I’ve seen the laird up close. He walks with a slight limp, leaning on a smooth black cane, his gloved hand wrapped around a silver cap. I can only see part of it, but it looks like a serpent’s head, with red jewels for eyes.

He studies me with a frown.

‘Take that rag out of her mouth at once,’ he orders, pointing to me with his cane. ‘She’ll suffocate.’

‘She was cursing the crowd, m’lord,’ says the guard.

I shake my head violently. Abernethy bends down and pulls it out himself.

‘Praying,’ I say. ‘Praying to God, m’lord.’

He turns away without a word to me. ‘Ready the panel for the procedure,’ he says. ‘And be quick about it.’

Two guards carry me to the edge of the loch and one of them ties a rope around my waist.

Knox squints at me. He’s even uglier up close, his piggish nose covered with angry red lumps. ‘Iona Balfour, do you confess to witchery? To malefice?’

I shake my head. ‘I am no witch.’

He nods to the guard, who lifts me around the waist. He holds me so close I can feel his breath tickling the back of my neck. ‘Prayers’ll not help you now,’ he whispers in my ear.

The next thing I know, I’m sailing through the air.

A splash, then the icy brown water steals my breath away. The cold grip of it envelops me. I struggle against it, but with my hands and feet bound I’m unable to move. I feel myself sinking into the murky water.

In moments I’m fighting for breath, my chest searing. I struggle against the ropes, but they bite into my wrists. The skin on my face burns and my lungs feel as though they will burst. Every part of my being fights for air. I rip the skin around my wrists trying to free my hands, but it’s no use. It’s no use. I can’t fight anymore . . .

From above the treetops I watch as they pull my body from the water. Lord Abernethy, Knox and the guards form a tight circle around me. They untie my feet and hands and lay me on my back. Abernethy kneels beside me and leans over and —

I’m falling.

I’m gasping.

Then I roll onto my side and vomit up dirty brown loch water.

‘This proves nothing,’ Knox is saying.

‘She did not float. You said yourself that is the test.’

‘You pulled her out too soon. We must do it again.’

‘This court is still in session. We are here at your behest. Do not try our patience,’ Lord Abernethy scolds him.

‘Pardon, my lord. Only, I fear we did not let nature take its course. She sank, aye — oftentimes they do. But they rise after.’

‘After what? After they are dead? She had stopped struggling. That is the test. Once again you have failed to produce evidence of the libel. The charge of malefice is not proven.’

‘You’ll not set her free?’ Knox asks, incredulous.

‘Not yet,’ Lord Abernethy replies. ‘We shall adjourn until tomorrow afternoon, to give the jury time to consider all the evidence. Ask the tipstaff to arrange some dry clothes for Mistress Balfour. Fetch the blanket from the carriage.’ Abernethy extends a hand and I stand on wobbly legs.

‘M’lord . . . so grateful,’ I say through chattering teeth.

‘Do not thank me, Mistress Balfour. The jury has yet to hand down its decision. But I shall be giving them clear direction in that regard.’ The corner of his mouth flickers. It takes all my strength not to laugh out loud with relief.

As I stand, I feel something sticking into my thigh and shake out my skirt. By the time I realise what it is, it’s too late: the poppet has fallen to the ground. To my dismay, Knox bends down and picks it up. Though sodden, it’s perfectly intact.

He holds up the poppet to show Abernethy. ‘As you say, my lord, the jury must consider all the evidence.’

My desperate gaze swings from Knox to Abernethy. ‘Please, m’lord. I don’t even know what that is —’

Abernethy holds up his hand to silence my protests. Then he turns to Knox. ‘The court will reconvene on the morrow. The meister will be given another opportunity to depone. See to it that he is ready.’

‘And what about her? Surely you’ll not allow her in the courtroom after this.’ He brandishes the poppet.

‘Mistress Balfour will be kept in the cells.’

Abernethy walks to his carriage without another glance in my direction. I sink to my knees on the cold earth.
 



A WITCH BURNING

Tomorrow, at this hour, they will strangle and burn me, just as they did Grizel.

After they found the poppet, Lord Abernethy granted Finster another opportunity to speak. I wasn’t allowed in the courtroom that time. Instead, they kept me in the cellar underneath the courthouse. They fitted me with the witch’s bridle so I couldn’t forge any more magic; the guards pushed the iron muzzle over my head, then chained it to a hook on the wall. The bridle bit was covered in spikes, so each time I moved my tongue my mouth filled with blood. They removed it only once a day so I could eat. Not that I had much of an appetite.

The pain and humiliation of the bridle was brought on by the spell I forged to render Finster speechless. At first, I tried to convince myself that the spell was not forged with ill intent, but there’s no point lying to myself, not now. And it changed nothing. Indeed, I would have been spared the ordeal of nearly drowning in the Nor’ Loch. I can see now why Grizel used to tell Ishbel and me that we should never forge magic for our own gain. Like a black sheep in the flock, impurities of the heart will always make their way into the magic, sullying it.

I don’t know what happened at the trial, but I imagine the witch hunter spared no mercy when it came time to give his evidence. Even Lord Abernethy could do nothing to help my cause after that.

They moved me back to the Tolbooth two days ago. Since then I’ve been in the cage with the others awaiting execution. Chained up next to me is a murderess, Bearnas Wallace. They say she killed her husband with a wooden butcher’s mallet right there on the King’s High Street, in front of everybody. She has a lantern jaw and brawny arms; her skirts are still spattered with her spouse’s blood. She hasn’t said a word to anyone, yet she grunts at me when she thinks I’m taking up too much of our shared space.

They burned two witches on Castle Hill yesterday. One, a woman called Marion, begged and pleaded with the guards to help her daughter, a bairn of seven whose future was parlous now Marion’s kin had disowned her. One of the guards, a cruel man called Campbell, just laughed in a way that made me feel ill and said that somebody would surely have a use for the lass.

The other, Aggie, was an old beggar woman who wandered about all day, talking to herself. Everybody thought her a mad old crone, but they gave her food and blankets in winter. Once, she hurled abuse at a burgess who’d thrown away her dirty bundle. Soon after, he lost some gold in a business deal and accused her of casting the evil eye upon him. Everyone knew she was harmless, but they wouldn’t speak out against a burgess. So they sent her to the pyre.

My fingernails are ragged and bitten to the quick. I pray to Bride for a demonstration, a sign, to show me that she hears my prayers. But there are no signs; nothing that gives me any reason to hope.

Come the morrow, the Balfour bloodline will come to an end. What might I have done differently? It truly breaks my heart that Ishbel and Cal both died because of me. Even though I tell myself I’ll see them again soon in the Summerlands, it brings me no comfort at all.

Grizel always said that when your time comes, you know it; it comes as a feeling from deep inside you. She saw it time and again with the old ones in Heatherbrae. That’s how she’d felt too, that last day in Strathcraig. My time is come, child. Everything that lives must also die. That may be so, but I don’t know it, not in my bones like Grizel said I would. I’m not ready to die, not yet.

Please, Bride. Please.

* * *

The sun dips below the window and soon the dungeon is plunged into darkness. Campbell bangs on the iron door, doing his nightly rounds. He enters, carrying a flaming torch in one hand. A bundle of keys hangs from the other. He jangles them together like he always does, the music of a petty tyrant.

‘Balfour.’ He grins, his top lip disappearing under a flattened nose. ‘Hope you’ve got a few coins tucked away in there somewhere.’ He waves a key-laden finger at my bodice.

I fold my arms across my breast and say nothing. He does this every time, the night before they execute someone. He comes by to say something spiteful. Now it’s my turn.

‘They told you about the executioner, did they not? You know you must pay his fee?’

I continue to ignore him, but of course that doesn’t stop him. ‘If you don’t pay him, you know what he’ll do . . .’

‘I don’t have any coins,’ I say after a long pause.

‘Ah. And you’ve nothing to sell?’

I clench my fists and shake my head.

‘Pity. He’ll have no reason to show you mercy then, will he? If you don’t pay, he’ll not strangle you, not fully. You’ll still be alive when they set you afire. And then you’ll be burned quick. Not a very nice way to go. Lassie like you, they’ll hear your screams all the way to Falkirk.’ He gives a theatrical shudder. ‘Give me a swift death, any day.’

‘Let’s hope that day comes soon,’ I say.

‘Why, don’t look so downhearted,’ he smirks. ‘You’ve a few hours yet. Mayhap you can strike a bargain with one of your companions here. That big fellow down the back there, he might have a bodle or two. Might persuade you that you’ve something worth selling after all.’ He gives the phlegmy wheeze that passes for his laugh, then spits on the floor right in front of me.

After Campbell’s gone, I avoid meeting the eyes of the other prisoners, lest they think it an invitation. But in truth, they avoid my eyes too, the way I avoided looking at the others about to be executed, as if they had a contagion that could be passed on by a glance. I tried to convince myself that the others were different, their causes hopeless. Surely my life is worth more than theirs. Don’t they know who I am? I’m the guardian of the bloodstone!

Shaking with rage, I think on Campbell’s words. Burned quick. Strangulation is the one small mercy they bestow on witches. Can it really be true? I cannot set much store in anything Campbell says. If I were certain the executioner would burn me alive, then I’d do what Ishbel did. My beautiful sister, the fiery sorceress; she came back to us in the end. She didn’t let them take her. She spooked those horses so they rode into that oak tree. And then she cursed her feckless husband. I want to be as brave as her, come the time.

I try to lie down and sleep but Wallace shoots me a look of contempt: each tiny movement I make rattles the chain between us. She pulls hard on the chain, taking up all the slack, then sprawls out on the ground. So I sit up with my back pressed against the iron bar and close my eyes. If this is going to be my last night on earth, then I’ll spend it with the folk I love.

In my mind’s eye, I imagine the meadow near Grizel’s bothy where wildflowers grow from spring to late summer. Ishbel is there now, laughing and singing, full of joy. Just like she was before she married Gregor.

It’s Midsummer’s day and Grizel is picking St John’s wort. We’d always spend Midsummer’s day picking St John’s wort; by evening our hands would be stained red from the bruised petals. Before she picked any plant, Grizel would explain why she needed it. She’d ask the plant’s permission to take some. She never used a knife to cut it, but always plucked it with her fingers and never took more than she needed. That’s the greatest sin of all, she always said. Taking more than we need.

Cal comes into the meadow. I show him my red hands and we laugh. The sun is shining down. My heart is filled with peace.

I lie on my back next to Cal, the warmth of the summer sun kissing our faces.

Wispy white clouds steal across the sky.

I lie there for a long time, watching the clouds float by and feeling the breeze ruffling my hair. The faintest memory stirs, like a half-remembered dream.

Grizel once told me my great-grandmother, Rhona, sold the wind to the fishermen in Aberdeen. She captured it in a knotted kerchief: one untied knot summoned a light breeze; the second knot would unleash a blustery wind; the third a dangerous gale. She could call in the mists, too, using nothing more than a basin of water. And she could bring forth a mighty storm by entreating the twelve winds to send the rainclouds. When dark clouds filled the sky, she sent up golden arrows and made them burst. The arrows would turn into lightning.

Grizel never had the gift, so she didn’t tell Ishbel and me much about it. Still, she often called on Rhona when forging magic. Ancestral spirits are always with us in the Unseen world, always willing to render assistance.

The murderess makes a strange grunting noise. She’s asleep, her head back and mouth open. It brings me back to the Tolbooth dungeon. But now there’s an odd fluttering in my belly. Perhaps it’s foolish to hold out any hope, but unless I do something right now, my life is lost. There’s work to be done: time to call in the rainclouds.

* * *

They’re coming for me now.

My senses are sharper than they’ve ever been before. My skin tingles. I am aware of every sound, every smell, every touch, as if for the first time in my life. The guard’s keys jangling on his belt, his footfalls on the wooden floor, the key clicking in the lock. The smell of him: his unwashed clothes and greasy hair. The coldness of the iron shackles encircling my wrists and ankles. The still, damp air from the passageway giving way to warmer, drier air as he leads me up some stairs, through a hallway, to a closed door.

In moments I’ll know whether the spell has worked.

He tells me to wait.

I raise my shackled wrists. ‘Where would I go?’

He gives a faint smile. But there’s a doleful look in his eyes that betray the heaviness of his heart. I can read his whole history in those eyes. He dreads what he must do each day, leading prisoners to their deaths. He thinks there is something unnatural about it, that he will be punished for it one day. You mustn’t blame yourself, I want to say to him. You’re not the reason I’m here.

After signalling to someone through the window, the guard unlocks the door and it swings open. With pulse racing, I look up.

The sun is shining in a bright blue sky. There’s not a cloud in sight.

‘This cannot be,’ I mutter, horrified. My hand clutches at the doorpost, trying to steady myself. The guard signals to the soldier waiting for us in the close and then indicates that I should walk ahead of him but I don’t move.

‘Come on, then. Let’s not keep the bloodthirsty mob waiting.’ The soldier outside taps his fingertips on the pommel of his sword. Standing next to him is a heavyset kirk minister, wearing a long black coat buttoned to his neck. His pink jowls hang over the sides of his collar.

I want to break away, to run. Instead, my knees give way and I sink to the floor.

The minister steps forwards. ‘It is time,’ he says to the guard.

The guard hoists me up by the forearms until I’m standing on legs as wobbly as those of a fresh born calf. His grip is strong; reassuring.

‘Have courage, lassie,’ he murmurs. ‘Look for a loved one in the crowd. They say it helps.’

With despair, I realise I cannot follow this simple instruction. ‘But I haven’t anybody.’

‘Then look for a body with a kindly face,’ he says. ‘Use them as your anchor.’

The soldier is growing impatient. ‘Hurry up, man!’

The guard nods and then walks me the handful of steps to the horse, his eyes holding mine. I lean on his arm so I don’t fall.

The soldier orders me to kneel on a wattle hurdle tied to the back of the horse.

I shake my head. ‘I want to walk.’

He gives a hollow laugh. ‘Nobody cares what you want. Kneel.’

The minister clears his throat. ‘In the eyes of God and under Scots law, witches are not fit to walk the earth. You will be dragged to your place of death.’ He intones the words as if he’s said them a hundred times before. Perhaps he has.

‘Nae, I will not,’ I protest.

The soldier grabs me around the waist and lifts me onto the hurdle, then punches the side of my thigh until I fall to my knees in pain. Then he mounts the horse and gives her a kick.

It takes all my strength to hold on to the hurdle as horse and rider drag me through the narrow close and then up the hill towards the castle.

A large crowd lines each side of the King’s High Street. Soldiers walk ahead of us, clearing the way for the horse. Folk point and stare and jeer and catcall, and the bairns throw handfuls of filth at me. The hurdle hits every bump and pothole in the road. My knuckles collide with the cobblestones over and over, until the backs of my hands are bloody.

At the top of the hill, the horse jibs after catching sight of the large mob gathered in front of us. The crowd behind us is closing in; they push and shove each other, trying to get in to the packed esplanade. The soldier curses and dismounts, and orders two other soldiers to take me the rest of the way as the horse will not go on.

The soldiers approach me but I just look at them dumbly, my hands still clinging to the hurdle. I squat down on my hunkers, making myself as small as I can.

‘Move.’ One of the soldiers lifts me up from the hurdle. I’m shaking so badly that my legs give way under me, so they drag me all the way to the wooden post.

My eyes are squeezed shut now, so I don’t have to look out at the crowd. Rough hands shove my back against the post. Then someone behind me winds coarse rope around and around my torso, pinning my arms to my sides.

‘Rope’s secure.’

I open my eyes to see a large, ungainly man inspecting the rope. His body seems lopsided somehow, with one shoulder higher than the other. But what fills me with dread is the black hood covering his face, eyes glinting through slits cut in it. He must see me start in fright because he turns away from me and continues tugging at the ropes, looking for weaknesses.

The ropes are so tight I can barely breathe. With each inhalation comes the bitter smell of tar. They’ve poured it all over the bundles of wood around the post.

My head throbs and there’s a high-pitched sound in my ears. My breath has quickened to short gasps. If the rope weren’t holding me up, I wouldn’t be able to stand.

There’s a sea of people in front of me. They look like a swarm of insects, waiting to devour me.

Finster stands at the front of the crowd, a triumphant look on his face. His eyes lock on mine and his hand goes to his neck. He pulls something out from under his doublet. It’s a silver chain, and dangling from it is the bloodstone. He wants me to see it. To know that he now possesses the thing most precious to me. To know that I will die, having failed. This is his moment of victory.

My attention is distracted away from the witch hunter when the crowd parts to let the officials and dignitaries through. They’ll watch the execution from a viewing platform near the pyre. To my surprise, Lord Abernethy is with them. He leans on his black cane, an elegant and imposing figure who seems oblivious to the crush of people teeming about him. Once on the platform, he gives me the slightest bow of his head.

A cold wind whips at my hair, blowing a curl in front of my eyes. I look up at the sky. A nor’easter has picked up, bringing with it low, grey clouds that have already hidden the sun. My heart lifts, but then the bailie steps forwards to read the sentence.

The crowd falls silent, but I don’t listen to the bailie’s words. Instead, I look up at the sky and recite in my mind the words I chanted all night long:

   By the might of ancestral power,

   I forge a spell this desperate hour.

   Unseen ones, boundless and great,

   Deliver me from this awful fate.

   Wind and rain come to my hand,

   Mark these words and understand.

   A muckle storm to dout the fire;

   To free me from this deadly pyre.

   Balfours past, now hear my prayer,

   Aid your sole and wretched heir.

   Light the path to liberty.

   And as I will, so shall it be!

I open my eyes. The clouds remain steadfast, with no hint of impending cloudburst.

Just then, a man from the crowd pushes his way to the front until he is standing before me. His face is partly hidden by the hood of his cloak, but I’d know those dark blue eyes anywhere.

‘Forgive me.’ He mouths the words. ‘Please, forgive me.’

Forgive him, after all he’s done? Would I even be here, now, if it weren’t for his betrayals?

Shaking my head with disgust, I turn my eyes away from Dalziel’s pleading stare.

I look up. A black shape circles high overhead, spiralling towards the ground. As it gets closer I see it is a raven, the final omen of death. Perhaps it will feast on my flesh, if there is anything left after they burn me.

Ravens are bold birds at the best of times, but this one lands right at the edge of the platform where the officials sit listening to the bailie wrap up the formalities. Perhaps it will not even wait until I am dead.

‘Kaarrk!’ the raven calls. ‘Kaaaa-kaark. Kaarrrk!’ The executioner throws a stone and the bird flies off.

With the formalities over, the bailie sits down next to Lord Abernethy. The judge appears to have his eyes closed. He holds the tip of his black cane off the ground, pointing it towards me.

Low, dark clouds have filled the sky but still there’s no rain. I close my eyes and, in my mind, fire golden arrows up into the heavens. I see the clouds break open, dissolving into torrents of rain. Then I make the sky explode with bolts of lightning and deafening claps of thunder. The ringing in my ears becomes so intense I cannot hear anything else. The rest of the world has fallen away and there’s just me here, alone.

Grizel, please don’t abandon me, not now.

Make it rain. Make it rain!

I open my eyes. The bailie nods to the executioner. The large man tries to conceal something in his hand but I know what it is. It’s the strap of leather that will end my life.

He walks towards me and takes up his position behind the wooden post.

Not yet!

The executioner slips the leather strap around my neck.

There’s a lump in my throat.

Don’t let them see you cry.

The leather strap tightens across my throat, crushing my windpipe. My mouth is open, gasping for breath. I can feel my face burn with blood and my eyes bulge in their sockets.

Grizel, I failed you!

Then, without warning, the pressure releases and I’m gulping in mouthfuls of precious air.

‘Broken,’ the executioner says, dumbfounded. He holds up two pieces of the leather strap, split right down the middle. The crowd hums with confused murmuring.

Finster shoves an old man out of his way and climbs the steps of the platform to speak to the bailie. Doubtless the witch finder thinks this is my doing.

To my left I hear the raven’s cry and strain my neck as far as it will turn.

The bird is sitting on the ground, preening its feathers. It cocks its head and looks at me with a golden eye.

Cal!

The unrest of the crowd grows. ‘Burn her. Burn her quick!’ A faceless voice, soon joined by others.

‘You see?’ says Finster, gesturing to the crowd as he speaks to the bailie. ‘These good folk have come to see a witch burning. It matters not whether she is strangled first. Why show the wicked such mercy? All over the Continent, witches are burned alive. I say we do the same here, this very day.’

The crowd cheers in response.

The bailie looks to the other officials, who are nodding in support of the proposal —all of them except Abernethy, who still appears to have his eyes closed. His cane is now resting on his knees, but his left hand is held in front of him in a strange gesture.

The bailie turns back to Finster and gives a small nod of assent.

‘Nae! Nae, you mustn’t. Please, I don’t want to die that way!’ I pull against the ropes. But it’s hopeless. Nobody can hear me over the excited buzzing of the crowd.

The executioner crouches low to make a spark with flint and steel. The bailie stands over him, sheltering him from the wind that’s picked up to a strong bluster. The spark catches and the executioner lights his torch and walks towards me. I shrink back as far as I can.

Panic claws at my chest and throat like a trapped wildcat. My eyes fall on Dalziel and I remember the guard’s words. Use him as your anchor.

Dalziel returns my gaze and holds it. Suddenly I feel calm, centred. Like he’s right beside me, holding my hand. And then I know that this is no time to be clutching at bitter memories.

‘I forgive you, Dalziel. For everything. I forgive you.’

It would be impossible for him to hear me over the din, yet he nods with understanding, tears streaming down his cheeks.

A drop of rain hits my arm, followed by another.

The executioner hurls the torch onto a bundle of tar-covered wood at my feet. It catches fire with a loud pop.

There’s a bright flash and a loud bang overhead. A bolt of lightning hits the platform a few paces away, splintering the wood. The folk closest to the front scramble to move back. I can no longer see Abernethy, but Finster looks dazed from the lightning strike. He staggers a few steps and then falls backwards off the platform. A dark shape swoops down from the sky towards him.

‘Kaarrk. Kar-kaarrrk!’

The flames are roiling and leaping, burning my bare feet and searing my skin. I cry out in agony. Thick black smoke invades my nose and throat and I can scarcely catch my breath to scream. I close my eyes and will death to come swiftly.

The rain is pouring down now, but it’s too late.

There’s another lightning strike somewhere close by. The crowd scatters screaming, desperate to get away.

A lone figure approaches.

Dark blue eyes peer into mine. His hands are around my waist.

It’s too late. Too late.

Those hands drag me down.

Too late.

‘I’ve got you, Iona. I’ve got you. Can you hear me?’

But I am falling . . . falling into the darkness.
 



Shooting stars!

Grizel always said to make a wish when you see a shooting star. I make a wish, but then there is another star . . . and another. The sky is filled with shooting stars.

Something’s wrong. They’re not stars at all but fiery rocks raining down from the night sky. The rocks grow larger and larger until a giant flaming boulder streaks across the sky then falls straight towards me. The sky lights up with a flash of gold.

Iona, can you hear me?

It’s too late. Too late.




The Cailleach peers down at me. A crone older than time itself.

‘My lord, come quickly!’ her voice calls. ‘She stirs.’

She wears a dark blue plaid skirt and a red maud wrapped tightly around her shoulders. Her white hair is scraped back from a deeply lined face. How did I mistake her for the wife of winter? She’s just an old woman.

A man enters the chamber. He is tall and thin, and leans on a black cane topped with a silver serpent’s head.

A word forms in my mind. Abernethy.

‘Aye, Lord Abernethy,’ says the old woman, as if I’d uttered the word aloud. Perhaps I did.

I try to sit up but I’m too weak. The old woman puts a hand on my shoulder and I sink into the downy softness of the bed. All I want to do is sleep.

‘Iona, do you remember what happened?’ she asks.

Do you . . . remember . . . The words float towards me. I’m fighting to keep my eyes open. I don’t want to be rude. She seems kind. And the laird . . . the judge . . .
 
Fire.

‘The fire,’ I say aloud.

But the chamber is dark and cold, and I’m alone.

* * *

‘Broth.’ The old woman cups my head and dribbles some into my mouth. ‘A few more days, you’ll be feeding yourself.’

Lord Abernethy is seated at the window, gazing out. ‘That raven is here again.’

‘Cal.’ My voice comes out in a croak. It sounds like somebody else’s.

Abernethy turns his attention to me. ‘Iona, this is Fenella Sinclair. There’s not a healer in Scotland who’s her equal. She’s worked tirelessly to save you. Many days and long nights.’

I raise my hand and stare at it. The skin is pinkish white, like the skin of a newborn wean. Then I rub my toes together. They feel soft and smooth.

‘Your skin is restored,’ says the woman called Sinclair. ‘Your hair is gone, but it will grow back in time.’

I want to pull down the bedclothes and inspect my feet and legs, for they were in the fire longest, but that would be unseemly in front of the laird. The judge. Lord Abernethy.

I raise my left hand to show them. Don’t they understand? It was on fire. My own hand.

Abernethy stands. ‘We must leave you to rest. Mistress Sinclair will give you another sleeping draught. I will see you anon.’ He gives me a curt bow and walks out of the chamber.

The old woman pats my hand. ‘He’s right, we should not exhaust you. You’ve not yet fully recovered.’

‘But the fire . . .’ My voice trails off as I gaze in wonder at the smooth skin on my hands. How could I have escaped that inferno unblemished?

‘Aye, the fire. It did some damage before the rains came down. But fire can also be a healer, if you know how to work with it. We saw to it that it only took from you what you no longer needed.’

‘You . . . were there?’

She nods. ‘Lord Abernethy sent the word out as soon as you were brought to Edinburgh for trial. We came from all the airts. The ancient families, the ones with blood ties to the Otherworld, like yours. Your aunt would have done the same for one of us, were she still alive. We worked with the fire, transforming it into a healing flame. But we sensed you calling in the storm.’ I confirm this with a nod and she smiles. ‘Your aunt trained you well.’

‘Grizel.’ Her name was Grizel.

‘I never had the pleasure, but rest assured, she’s well known to the witches of Alba. Balfours are of the old blood just like my kin, the Sinclairs. Him, too.’ She jerks her head towards the door. ‘We heard what happened to Grizel and your poor sister. We must stand together if we’re to have any hope of surviving. It’s not our way, but they will pick us off one by one if we try to fight them alone.’

A beautiful lass about my age with pale skin and long black hair hanging over her shoulder in a plait appears at the doorway and curtseys.

‘What is it, Mhairi?’ asks Sinclair.

‘Forgive me, ma’am, but Guthrie wants to know if you’ll be wanting anything from the kitchen.’

Sinclair smiles at me. ‘Shall I have some more broth sent up? You must be hungry.’

I shake my head, then yawn so hard my jaw cracks.

‘Get some rest, then. Your body knows what it needs. Listen to what it tells you.’ She places a gnarled hand on my forehead, just like Grizel used to do.

As Sinclair leaves the chamber, I slide down underneath the covers and close my eyes. I can hear the old woman talking to somebody outside.

‘Tell Guthrie to cover the looking glass, the one in the downstairs hallway. Better still, remove it. She’ll be up and about soon enough.’

‘We cannot hide every looking glass in Scotland,’ comes Abernethy’s reply, just as sleep envelops me.

* * *

I wake to find the sun streaming in through a gap in the curtains. A tray with a pitcher of ale and a plate of oatcakes is set beside the bed. I sit up as best I can, struggling against the feather mattress.

There’s no delaying it any longer. I need to see my feet and legs. I take a deep breath and push back the covers, then pull up my cream coloured linen shift.

The skin on my feet and legs looks pink and fresh, just like the skin on my hands. Unblemished. Perfect. I had freckles on my arms and legs but they’re gone now. It’s eerie, like looking at somebody else’s skin.

Relief floods through me, filling my insides. I laugh out loud. I survived, somehow, with not one mark upon my body to show for my ordeal. My hunger returns and I gulp down the oatcakes and ale with relish.

The door swings open and a plump woman with greying brown hair enters. It’s Guthrie, the housekeeper, and she is carrying a beautiful gown of dark grey velvet. It’s the most exquisite thing I’ve ever seen, but I can tell just by looking at it that it’s too big for me.

‘The master says you’re well enough to come downstairs. I’m here to help you dress.’

She’s gentle and doesn’t pull my laces too tight. I’m surprised to find that the gown fits me perfectly.

‘There now, don’t you look bonnie!’ she says.

I run my hands down the skirt, marvelling at the impossible softness of the velvet. ‘Where’s Mistress Sinclair?’

‘D’you think I can keep up with the comings and goings of that one?’ Guthrie sniffs. ‘Sooner she leaves here, the better.’ She looks around and then wipes the corners of her mouth. ‘The master won’t say nothing, but I’ve heard she practises the dark arts.’ Her voice drops to a whisper.

‘Imagine that,’ I say, trying hard not to smile.

She ties a white linen kertch over my head, covering the fine wisps on my scalp that have begun to grow back. ‘Won’t be long afore it’s just as it was. Beautiful colour. Like spun gold.’

‘Gold?’ I snort. ‘My hair’s auburn.’

Guthrie laughs, then gives me an uncertain smile when I challenge her with a frown. ‘If you say so,’ she says.

I stand to face her. I’m tall enough to look her straight in the eye. I’ve seen Guthrie tower over Sinclair, who is closer to my own height.

‘Describe what I look like,’ I say, trying to quell the panic that’s starting to grip me.

Guthrie looks confused. ‘I don’t take your meaning.’

I shake my head in frustration. ‘Where can I find a looking glass?’ I ask.

‘Downstairs, on the landing. Wait, I was supposed to —’

She grabs my arm but I pull away from her. Leaving the sleeping chamber, I see a corridor ending in a flight of stairs.

‘Mistress!’ Guthrie calls after me as I run towards them.

In my bare feet, I hurry down the cold marble stairs, past Abernethy’s dark-eyed ancestors hanging from the picture rails.

‘Mistress!’ Guthrie calls again.

On the landing at the bottom of the stairs is a frame, covered by a linen cloth. I give the cloth a tug and it tumbles to the floor.

There, looking back at me, is a fair-skinned lass. I wouldn’t know her if I passed her on the street. She has an oval face and high cheekbones. An aquiline nose. A tiny dimple on her chin. The lass pulls off the linen kertch. Her head is covered with wispy, golden curls.

She’d be a stranger if it weren’t for those eyes. The eyes are just the same as mine.

The room begins to spin. I open my mouth to scream.

* * *

‘What was she doing here?’

‘Why did you not get rid of it like I told you?’

‘It’s only a looking glass. Has she not seen one before?’

Voices, voices, making my head throb. The housemaid Mhairi is pushing a cup of something in my face. I knock the cup from her hand. Hot liquid flies everywhere, splashing on the wall.

‘What did you do to me?’ I scream. ‘What did you do?’

* * *

‘This should never have happened!’ Abernethy points to the looking glass. His jaw is tight; his eyes are narrowed at Sinclair. It’s the first time I’ve seen him angry. The first time I’ve ever been close enough to see his eyes. Just for a moment, they pull me out of my own pain.

‘Leave us,’ Abernethy commands.

Guthrie and Mhairi scuttle away like frightened mice.

Sinclair is saying something to me but I’m barely listening. ‘I’m trying to explain in a way you’ll understand. A glamour, it’s like a mask, or a cloak —’

‘Undo it!’ I scream at her. ‘You had no right!’

Sinclair and Abernethy exchange a look. ‘It’s too late,’ she says, shaking her head.

I turn to him. ‘She — she had no right!’ I try to swallow the furious tears.

‘Follow me,’ he says, holding his hand up to Sinclair to indicate that she should stay.

Abernethy leads me to a large chamber off the landing. Books line the walls from floor to ceiling. At any other time I’d love nothing more than to linger here, to run my fingertips down those gold-lettered spines, but now my head is pounding. He points to an overstuffed leather chair and takes the one opposite.

I’m shaking with rage. I pull up the sleeve of my gown and show Abernethy my perfect pale skin. ‘It’s not real!’

‘As far as the world is concerned, it is real enough,’ he says. ‘Do you know what a glamour is? Did Grizel ever —’

‘You’ve no right to even say her name. She’d never forge magic like this, against somebody’s will.’

‘It’s regrettable you found out this way. We had planned to tell you when you were stronger. Now, will you not take a seat? Then we can discuss the matter calmly.’

His unflustered demeanour takes the edge off my rage. I allow myself to sink into the chair.

‘It was no easy thing, saving your life,’ he says.

‘And I’m thankful,’ I say with a frown, trying to muster the sincerity I cannot yet find, though I know I should.

‘Perhaps, in time, you will mean what you say. Fenella Sinclair is not your enemy.’ When I open my mouth to protest he adds: ‘The glamour was my idea, not hers.’

‘Yours?’

His face is expressionless. ‘Finster was attacked by a raven when he fell from the podium after the lightning strike. The creature maimed his face and blinded him in one eye. Regrettably, his injuries have not slowed him down. The witch hunts are continuing apace and his men are out there, searching for you. It would not take them long to find you, had we left you looking how you were.’

‘The fire,’ I whisper.

He nods. ‘Your burns were severe. When we first brought you here, we debated whether it would not be kinder to let you die. It took all Fenella’s considerable skills to save your life, but she could not make you whole again. And your injuries would draw unnecessary attention. Things will be . . . simpler this way.’

Simpler for whom? I want to ask him, but instead I stare at the long white fingers clasped in my lap. They’re the hands of a lady, who never spent one day of her life milking cows or gleaning the fields or picking herbs in the wildwood or gathering wood for the hearth fire. Hands that never kindled a flame. It feels wrong, like a violation of the natural order.

‘It’s up to you whether you treat it as a burden or a blessing,’ he continues. ‘You could gaze at your reflection and weep for all you’ve lost. Or you can choose to avoid looking glasses altogether. Every person you’ve ever met has scars that nobody else can see. Do you understand?’

His voice is soothing, his words persuasive. He is telling the truth, after all. He and Sinclair did save my life.

‘I don’t mean to be quarrelsome,’ I say. ‘And please, do not think me ungrateful. It’s only . . .’

He nods. ‘A lot to take in. We should have better prepared you for it. Quite shocking, I should think, to see it for the first time. This countenance of yours is a fair one, but it will take some getting used to. When you’ve had time to reflect, I hope you will see that this is an opportunity most people will never get in their entire lives. The chance to begin again. To leave the past behind.’

There follows a long silence as I think about what he has said. Golden hair and fine cheekbones will not erase the nightmare I have just been through. But perhaps, in time, I can grow to accept them.

He stands to leave.

‘Wait!’ I say. ‘Did you see what became of Dalziel? He was there. He pulled me down from the pyre.’

Abernethy sits down again, elbows resting on his knees. He steeples his fingers. ‘He did. He used his own body to smother the flames. His injuries were almost as bad as yours. In the end, we had to make a choice. There was only time to save one of you. You are of the old blood. We knew nothing of the boy.’

‘You mean to say . . . ?’

Abernethy nods. ‘It was clear to me that he tried to protect you in court. Despite his transgression in allying himself with Finster, take comfort in knowing that he loved you. In the end, he gave his life for yours.’

My eyes pool with tears. Dalziel didn’t find any peace in Heatherbrae and he never found solace with Finster, either. I remember those words I said to him. I pray you see the truth of what you’ve done. If Dalziel was the one who denounced my family, then perhaps he thought he needed to save my life to atone for his actions. But I’ll never really know why he saved me.

Abernethy interrupts my thoughts. ‘You’ve another friend eagerly awaiting your recovery.’

I dry my eyes and shake my head, not understanding his meaning.

‘Why, Finster’s assailant, of course. A raven with . . . unusual eyes?’ He stands and walks to the window and throws open the sash. On a low branch of an enormous pine tree in the garden sits a raven, watching us.

‘Cal!’ I rush to the window. ‘Finster deceived me, made me believe Cal was dead, but I saw him up on Castle Hill. He was — he’s a druid. A skin turner. But I think he must be stuck. He forgets how to change back to human.’

‘Then you must help him.’

‘But he won’t know me. I didn’t look like this before.’

Abernethy’s mouth twitches into something resembling a smile. ‘Animals are not fooled by the surface of things as we are. I’ll leave you two to become reacquainted.’ He puts a gentle hand on my shoulder, then walks out the door, closing it behind him.

I lean out the window. ‘Cal!’

The raven flaps his wings and takes flight. He soars up into the sky until I almost lose sight of him, my heart in my mouth. Then he swoops towards me, landing with a thump. His long claws scratch at the windowsill as he tries to gain a purchase on it.

‘It’s me,’ I whisper to my friend, my fingertips rubbing the soft feathers around his golden eyes. ‘But you knew that already.’

He gives a sweet, soft warble in reply.

* * *

‘Have you chosen your new name?’

We’re strolling in the woods on Abernethy’s estate to the south-west of the city. Cal is nearby, scratching about on the ground for worms. He’s not allowed inside anymore, after Mhairi ran from the house in terror when she saw him perched on my forearm.

‘Elspet,’ I say, thinking of the first time I met Cal.

‘And your friend?’ asks Abernethy. ‘Does he not need a new name, too?’

He’s right; Cal does need a new name. Perhaps Goldeneyes . . . or Blackfeather . . .

‘Nightwing.’

‘A fine choice.’ Abernethy nods with approval. ‘And what are your plans, Elspet? I sincerely hope you’ll not be wandering the streets accompanied by a raven. That’s hardly going to go unnoticed.’

‘Nae, but I’ll need to return to the city. When Finster captured me I was on my way there to find a man my aunt once knew. Angus Ancroft. Grizel said to look for the Guild of the Green Lion. Have you heard of it?’

Abernethy nods. ‘The guild was a famed association of magicians,’ he explains. ‘Renowned throughout the Continent and beyond. Some of the greatest minds of our age were its members.’

‘And now?’ I ask him.

‘Sadly, it no longer exists. After the North Berwick witch trials, the association was forced to disband. Its members disappeared like smoke. What business had you with this Ancroft?’

‘I was supposed to give him something. Something important. But it’s lost forever.’

‘Forever?’ says Abernethy, a corner of his mouth curving. ‘That’s an awfully long time.’

He reaches into his coat and pulls out a small object wrapped in a white silk kerchief. ‘I took the opportunity to, er, liberate this small item from Finster when he was injured.’

A thrill shoots through me as I reach out to take the parcel, but Abernethy grabs my left wrist.

‘Look at your hand,’ he says. ‘What do you see?’

Surprised, I pull my hand from Abernethy’s grasp to inspect it. Even though the glamour has made my skin smooth, there are two small scars on my left hand: a tiny puncture mark on the tip of my thumb, and a thin pink line on my palm.

‘Scars,’ I say, unable to hide my puzzlement.

‘Do you remember how you got them?’

I rub my thumb with my fingertip. ‘Grizel — she pricked my thumb on the day she died. She squeezed out a drop of my blood and mixed it with hers. And Ishbel accidentally cut my palm with Gregor’s dirk that last night we were together in Heatherbrae.’

‘I assure you it was no accident,’ he tells me. ‘That is how ancestral knowledge is passed down when a Balfour with great power is about to die. Grizel and your sister passed on their kenning to you when they mixed their blood with yours. The stone itself is worthless.’

I look at him through narrowed eyes. How could Abernethy possibly know this? The bloodstone is magic; I know it is. It was only when I had the stone that I found my own magic. When Ishbel she touched it she was freed of the love spell that bound her to Gregor. It led me to the Faerie fort. And then it cured all those folk in Dunshee. That was all the doing of the stone.

‘How . . . ? I don’t . . .’ I take a deep breath. ‘Why would Grizel lie to me? Why did she tell me to risk my life to protect the bloodstone and come all this way to find Ancroft?’

‘Think on it. Your aunt was a clever woman, and she knew you better than anybody. Would you have left your home, made such a perilous journey, without it?’

‘Nae, I would not,’ I admit.

He passes the silk kerchief to me. I shake it out and the bloodstone falls into my upturned palm. As I look down at it, I remember my aunt’s voice as she whispered her instructions through the bars of the Tolbooth in Strathcraig. My throat grows tight. Grizel was the cleverest person I’ve ever met. And she would have done anything to keep me safe. Perhaps what Abernethy says is true, after all. Grizel told me what I needed to hear to get me where I needed to go. The bloodstone was a sleight of hand, used to distract Finster from where the real power lay. All this time it was here, within me.

‘Grizel found the stone one day in the wildwood when we were bairns,’ he says in a soft voice. ‘My sister’s favourite plaything. That’s all it ever was.’

My eyes meet Abernethy’s. Bright green they are, like the first shoots of spring.

My mouth falls open and then I close it, shaking my head.

‘There never was any Angus Ancroft.’ The realisation slips from my lips in a whisper.

He shrugs. ‘Ancroft is the name I adopted when I first came to Edinburgh. When I joined the Guild of the Green Lion as an apprentice.’

The vein in my neck throbs.

We’ve stopped walking and I take a moment to study his face. ‘You don’t look much like a Balfour,’ I say, trying to stop my voice from quavering.

‘Neither do you, now. Our eyes will always give us away, though, will they not?’

‘But — but you are a lord. How is it so?’ I ask him. ‘Balfours are country folk, not nobility. It’s not possible . . .’

He raises an eyebrow. ‘Remember the looking glass, and think again on what is possible.’

I take a deep breath. So, he wields real power with his magic; enough to change a poor man’s fortunes. If what he says is true, then in the course of my lifetime, Fingal Balfour has gone from being a village herbalist, eking out a living in Heatherbrae, to a nobleman with a vast estate on the outskirts of the capital.

Perhaps this is why Grizel agreed to raise Ishbel and me after our mother died: so her brother could pursue a greater destiny — a destiny not written in the stars, but one he created for himself.

My mind races as I consider the possibilities for my own life. Of what it might become, now that I have this chance to learn from him.

‘Grizel sent me to Edinburgh to find Ancroft. He was supposed to help me finish my apprenticeship,’ I tell Abernethy, trying to temper my excitement.

He’s been leaning on his cane, but now he probes the ground with the end of it. ‘Your aunt got a message to me before she died. She did indeed want you to continue your studies,’ he confirms. ‘But you must understand, my methods are different from hers. If you wish to commence under my tutelage, you’ll have many difficult years ahead of you. High magic is scholarly and rigorous; you will need to be disciplined. Do you think you are prepared for that? If you’d prefer, I could send you to Orkney with Fenella Sinclair. You can continue to learn the healing arts. The path will be much harder if you stay here. Dangerous, too. The king is relentless in his pursuit of us.’

My heart begins to trill a rapid beat. With Grizel dead, I’ve no way of knowing if this man is really my father. But then, why else would he have saved my life? I’m convinced he forged a spell on Castle Hill to break the leather strap that would have strangled me. If he’s speaking the truth, then this is what my aunt wanted for me: I’m supposed to be here, with him. And he may be the only kin I have left now. When Ishbel died I thought I was the last Balfour, but perhaps it is not so, after all.

‘I wish to stay here, with you,’ I say. ‘I want to learn high magic.’

My answer seems to please him. ‘Very well.’

‘Nightwing!’ I call.

In moments, my friend appears in a haze of blue-black feathers. A sudden feeling of giddiness overwhelms me, and I don’t dampen the smile that has spread across my face.

As we follow Abernethy deeper into the woods, a warm breeze rustles the leaves, bringing with it the promise of an early summer. Sunlight streams through the tree branches, illuminating the path before us. I cannot know what the future holds if I walk this path, but there’s one thing I do know for certain: I will not be walking it alone.
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