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Dedication

To my mum, who taught me not only to love stories,

but also that I could write them.







Epigraph

Now o’er the one-half world

Nature seems dead, and wicked dreams abuse

The curtain’d sleep; now witchcraft celebrates

Pale Hecate’s offerings

‘Macbeth’
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Prologue

Denmark

1578

The walls loomed up before him, stark against a starless sky. As he approached, the noises of men drowned out the gulls’ screams: groans of those too weak for more, shrieks of those who had long ago forgotten sanity, the cries of a few who still hoped to be freed. The man Bothwell sought had been in Dragsholm Castle almost ten years; Bothwell doubted he’d ever been blinded by hope. His uncle had been blind in other ways.

Coins rattled from his purse to the guards’ hands; it took far less than he’d expected for the keys to start jangling. Were they so poorly paid? But he wasn’t a man who wasted time on sympathy, and he gave them nothing else save an impatient glare.

They led him inside, through corridors where draughts bent torch flames backwards and an unseasonal chill wrung damp from stone walls. As their footsteps knelled past cell doors, men flung themselves against narrow grilles, gibbering, pleading innocence, snarling vengeance. A lesser man might have flinched; Bothwell eyed them thoughtfully. Had they once been warriors? Councillors? Churchmen?

One prisoner had dreamed of being a king.

They were moving upwards, towards the highest tower, and he felt a thrill of familial pride: of course a Hepburn would have to be confined in the most secure of cells. The further they ascended, the quieter the chambers became. These were men who’d had dignity drilled into them like sword-fighting, who wouldn’t have screamed if the devil himself had appeared in their cell, but struck a bargain with him. Some said his uncle already had. Though, if so, the devil had failed to keep his side.

The guards stopped outside a cell so high the shutters trembled in the winds off Nekselø Bay. Bothwell glanced back at the spiral stairs: a long way to fall, should someone need to fall.

He turned back to the guards. Was it the barely past Danish winter making them so whey-faced, or could they see his thoughts in his eyes? The latter, he hoped: high time a Hepburn instilled fear instead of provoking scorn.

‘You will leave me alone with him.’

Defying him didn’t occur to them.

Once alone, he turned the key; it creaked, stiff with disuse. Good. No one else had been here.

The stench hit him like a flintlock, and it took every ounce of his obstinacy not to gag. The last thing he wanted was to appear weak in front of his uncle. Clenching his teeth, Bothwell stepped into the cell.

Seven paces by seven, no more. Just high enough for him to stand – but the prisoner couldn’t. Hunched beside a wooden pillar was his uncle’s wretched figure. Chains had chafed his wrists raw: a reek of rotting flesh and pus spread every time he shifted position. They’d been pinned at ankle height, forcing him to stoop or crawl; Bothwell rolled his own broadening shoulders with grim satisfaction.

‘Who are you?’

The voice was harsh as a crow’s, the mouth that hurled the demand a mess of black stumps and gaps, half-hidden beneath a beard once as dark and oiled as Bothwell’s own, now tangled and crusted yellow with vomit. A man who no longer cared, who knew there were few things worth caring about.

Bothwell circled the prisoner. Best to check for concealed weapons – you never knew with a Hepburn, even one imprisoned for years, and besides, he rather liked making people wait. Beneath his boots a smooth circle had been worn, its edges exactly where Bothwell’s feet fell. He liked that too: his stride was just like his uncle’s, a man who might have fallen far but who’d had the furthest of distances to fall.

He crouched down to look the prisoner in the eye. ‘I’m the Earl of Bothwell.’

A watery croak – and a pellet of spit landed on the stones. ‘Pox on that. If you’re here to mock me, be warned: no one emerges from a flyting with me pleased with themselves.’

‘My name is Francis Stewart, grandson of King James the Fifth of Scotland, son of John Stewart, Prior of Coldingham, and Lady Janet Hepburn.’

‘Jenny’s brat!’ The prisoner shifted, groaned with the new pain, and peered closely at Bothwell. ‘So you’ve usurped my title.’

‘You forfeited it. They belted me earl as soon as I turned sixteen.’

‘Which was what – yesterday? You’re a whelp.’

A flash of steel. The prisoner swallowed delicately as a blade pressed against his throat. ‘I believe you’ve cut my beard. And there I was, taking such pride in it.’

Bothwell pressed the blade closer. ‘They told me you were mad.’

Dark eyes glinted. ‘Perhaps the world is mad.’

‘Perhaps you’re an arrogant fool.’

The prisoner laughed, the barked scorn of a man who’d lived a life where blades bit flesh more often than teeth bit bread. ‘Hark at you. So young, so free with knives – and strolling into Dragsholm as if no one would ever dream of locking you in here. I’d say you’ve been called an arrogant fool all your life.’

Bothwell’s smile glittered as mirthlessly as his uncle’s. ‘Half right. No one calls me a fool – but my so-called arrogance is no more than justified pride.’

‘Apparently you’ve taken my words along with my title.’ He arched an eyebrow. ‘What else would you have? As you see, I’m excessively endowed with riches.’

‘Your plan.’

‘Then lower the knife.’

‘You’d bargain with me?’

‘Why not? I have something you want. Besides, words wrung at knifepoint rarely offer good sense.’

Bothwell regarded him thoughtfully – then tossed the knife up, caught it by the hilt and sheathed it. ‘Then let’s have your good sense. Your plan?’

The prisoner rubbed his throat; his chains scraped stone. ‘My plan is locked in an English castle.’

Bothwell arched his own eyebrows, a darker, sharper version of his uncle’s cynicism. ‘She was never your plan. You, me, our family – that was always your scheme.’

A hint of a smile. ‘Perhaps you aren’t a fool after all.’

‘How would you have done it?’

The prisoner leaned forward. ‘Firstly, never trust the earls. They’ll stab you in the back before you hear the daggers slide from their sheaths.’

‘I don’t trust anyone.’

‘But you will need help.’

‘To do what? Tell me what your plan was.’

Now the smile spread: thin malevolence. ‘To raise the Hepburns to the throne of course. Why else did I have Jenny marry your father? You’re a king’s grandson – if I can’t be king, you should be.’

‘King James’s father wasn’t a bastard. I’m the presumed heir, true. But James is four years younger than me, and he’ll marry before long.’

‘The Stuarts have a habit of dying violently.’

‘Bloodshed begets bloodshed. I want to keep the throne, not keep it warm for my assassin. It must be won legitimately. But without King James’s mother – without our claim through marriage, how can it be done?’

‘In truth she’d probably have proved more hindrance than help.’ The prisoner narrowed his eyes in remembrance. ‘If only she were more like her cousin. Elizabeth knows how to win. How to survive. She understands the easiest way to conquer an enemy is when they’re already wounded. And if their own hands appear to wield the axe, so much the better.’

‘So I should let James destroy himself?’

‘You should make sure he does. What’s he now, twelve? You have years to make him the worst king Scotland has ever seen. And when he’s ruined himself, then all of Scotland will turn away from the Stuarts and towards their greatest lord. You.’

‘How would you destroy James? As you did his father?’

‘No one knows who murdered Darnley.’ His eyes were unreadable. ‘Though the explosion didn’t kill him, so I wouldn’t rely on gunpowder.’

‘Darnley was already ruined before Kirk o’ Field. I could bring James whores ridden with French pox.’

‘Ah, but then he’d be truly mad, and madmen are dangerous. Moreover, he wouldn’t know he was weak, and that’s crucial.’ The prisoner leaned forward again. ‘You need to make him, and everyone else, see he’s a pathetic, craven sliver of a man. Make him afraid. Terrified of his own shadow. Your greatest weapon will be that boy’s fear.’

‘Fear.’ Bothwell rocked back on his heels, relishing the word. ‘And how to frighten him?’

The prisoner’s face lurched towards Bothwell’s. ‘I can help you! Set me free and I’ll help.’

A slow smile played across Bothwell’s lips. ‘I will set you free.’

His hand closed around the chain, caressing its iron links as if they were sacred rosary beads.

The air around the tower was serrated with gull shrieks and human screams, stretched thin by the yank of sea winds. How easy it was for the guards to pretend they heard nothing.








PART I

Fair is foul, and foul is fair:

Hover through the fog and filthy air.

‘Macbeth’






1

Denmark

June 1589

They were burning a witch in Helsingør.

Margareta could smell the smoke from the wharf, no matter how close to the oyster sellers she stepped; caught by the dawn boats, the shellfish were now drying into brackish dullness, but even salted rot was better than the smell of a burning. Only wood so far, but Margareta knew what would follow. She’d be smelling it for hours, if not days; every time she brushed her hair or smoothed her skirts she’d gag at the stench of seared meat. Dear God, if there were suckling pigs roasting on spits in Kronborg Castle’s great hall, she’d be sick.

Others clearly weren’t so squeamish: a gang of boys dashed past, nearly knocking Margareta and the oyster stall into the sea. Youthful ghoulishness, or the chance to cut a few purses loose in the crowd? Judging from their bare feet and the elbows poking through worn woollen tunics, Margareta suspected the latter. Behind them, knots of women drifted towards the square, half-filled baskets revealing they weren’t truly ready to leave the fish market, while the men in sober black cloaks with piously stern faces didn’t fool Margareta. They were all going to watch.

She’d never find Ilsa in this crowd. She might as well give up and go back to the castle before she was missed by the dowager queen. Any longer than an hour’s absence from the princess’s side and Queen Sophia would observe, judge, and punish. Wincing at the thought, Margareta hunched deeper into her black velvet hood and turned back towards Kronborg.

‘Greta!’

The glee in her milk-sister’s hiss – echoing so many triumphs in hide-and-seek, so many discoveries of Margareta’s torn stockings – told her it was Ilsa, along with the childish nickname only Ilsa remembered.

Margareta drew a smile across her face and turned around. ‘Ilsa.’

The fair-haired girl leaning against the whitewashed wall of a shipwright’s building was everything Margareta wasn’t: small bones as delicate as bluebirds’ eggs, red lips sharpened in amusement, like a havfrue just emerged from the sea; it was far too easy to imagine Ilsa bringing down storms on a hapless fisherman. Next to her, Margareta felt like a sprite’s capricious trick. She, who never quite knew what to do with her face or overlong limbs, should have been the one apprenticed to a midwife, elbow-deep in sweat and blood each day, not serving a princess in the Danish court.

Folding her arms, Ilsa said, ‘We weren’t supposed to meet here.’

Margareta tensed, ready to scrap. But they were no longer seven years old; they sparred with words now, and Ilsa’s had all the reach her short arms had lacked. ‘It’s crowded.’

‘So much the better. Come on, Greta.’

Ilsa spun on her heel and strode away, knowing Margareta would follow. Margareta grimaced and trailed after her, whisking her brocade skirts around the cats snarling over a cod carcass and away from the fish scales forming tiny, treacherous cobbles underfoot. Instead of joining the crowds, Ilsa led Margareta through crooked alleys where their pattens barely kept their feet above food scraps and other, less recognizable detritus; past houses with glassless windows where Margareta glimpsed stark-eyed children, heads too big for their thin bodies. A world she would never have seen, if not for Ilsa. Kronborg’s walls were so high you could look at puffed-dandelion clouds and the sapphire silk of the sea all day and pretend all Denmark was wonderful.

But nothing in the alleys turned her stomach so much as the sight awaiting them in the square.

The wood had caught properly now: flames speared the air, rising in a red mockery of the church’s spires behind them. Stray gusts from the harbour buffeted smoke into the crowd, but they barely flinched, too busy baying at the spectacle.

‘Witch!’

‘Burn in hell!’

It was a woman. Margareta couldn’t remember a burning that wasn’t. This one was young, and her shaved hair had either once been as black as Margareta’s, or else her scalp was bruised with soot and filth. Pitch-soaked ropes pinned her greyed shift tight against her body, outlining small breasts, and Margareta wanted to look away, as if averting her gaze would salvage the woman’s dignity. Her body convulsed with shredded coughs as smoke writhed into her skin, her lungs.

‘They haven’t granted her mercy.’

Margareta turned at the venom in Ilsa’s voice. ‘What mercy? You know they never let them go – no matter who asks.’

Ilsa shook her head grimly. ‘Some are given gunpowder pouches. A kindness.’

Kindness, in Kronborg, was a courtier ensuring even the most ungainly girls didn’t sit out every dance. Margareta tried to crush her shameful yearning to run back to the castle.

‘Is this why you wanted to meet me? To make me watch?’

Ilsa threw her a scornful glance. ‘You can’t pretend this doesn’t happen, Greta.’

‘I know it happens! I was there when—’

‘Besides’ – she tossed her head – ‘if they ever put me on a pyre, I’d want you to bear witness.’

‘Why?’

‘So I’d know not everyone watching despised me.’

‘Child killer!’

‘Evil hag!’

Margareta winced at the crowd’s insults, and her sister’s words: she didn’t deserve Ilsa’s faith. Not after what she’d failed to do – what Ilsa had never forgiven her for. ‘But you won’t ever end up like her.’

‘How do you know? She was a midwife, like me. The last mother she attended had lost three babes and died losing the fourth – and, instead of blaming her husband’s drunken fists, they insisted Dorthea had cursed her.’ Ilsa blinked rapidly; it might have been the ever-blackening smoke, but Margareta knew better. Quietly, she slipped an arm through her milk-sister’s, and wondered if any words could be good enough.

‘I’ve been to Scotland,’ Ilsa said suddenly.

Scotland. The word had been on everyone’s lips at court lately: The King of Scotland seeks a wife! The Scottish ambassadors bring jewels and horses for Princess Anna! But Margareta hadn’t expected it to be on Ilsa’s. ‘What? How?’

‘A boat,’ Ilsa said dryly. ‘Did you think I’d sailed in a sieve?’

‘But how did you afford passage?’

Resentment seethed in Ilsa’s eyes. ‘I didn’t have to pay.’

That note in her voice. Margareta yanked their linked arms, forcing Ilsa to face her. ‘Who did? Why did they need a Danish midwife in Scotland? What are you up to now?’

Ilsa met her stare defiantly. ‘Something that might make me as rich and powerful as you.’

‘Oh, Ilsa, I’m hardly rich or powerful—’

Ilsa snorted. ‘How many courses did you feast on yesterday? Just seven? I’ve been eking out a pottage for three days now. Don’t pretend you know what it’s like to be poor.’

‘But I care about those who are.’

‘Then prove it.’

Margareta fumbled for her purse. ‘I haven’t much coin here, but—’

‘I don’t want money, Greta. I want your help.’

Again, that grim obstinacy. ‘To do what?’

‘A mere trifle.’

‘Ilsa, don’t pretend, not to me.’

‘Fine!’ Ilsa shrugged ash from her shoulders with contrived nonchalance. ‘The Scottish embassy will be here soon, won’t they?’

‘Within the week. What’s that to do with—’

‘Someone like me?’ Ilsa laughed tersely. ‘You’ll see. When the princess marries King James, you’ll go with her, won’t you?’

‘It hasn’t been decided – either the marriage or her ladies.’

Ilsa raised her eyebrows. ‘We both know you’ll be at Anna’s side. And I need you in Scotland, Greta.’

‘To do what?’ Margareta demanded again. ‘Ilsa, what do you want?’

‘For you to meet with Geillis Duncan.’

‘Who?’

‘A midwife’s apprentice, like me.’

A scream grabbed Margareta’s attention: the flames had seized flesh. She almost covered her mouth, dreading the stench, but the thought of Ilsa’s scorn kept her fingers clamped around her purse, brocade carving roses into her palm.

‘A midwife’s apprentice?’ she pressed. ‘Is that all she is?’

That infuriating shrug. ‘What else would she be?’

‘You know what!’ Margareta jerked her head towards the pyre. ‘If you think I’ll help you do anything that might send either of us to the stake, you must be mad.’

‘No, Greta!’ Ilsa clutched her sleeve, a wild gleam in her eyes. ‘Don’t you see? If people like you help, then we’ll be safe!’

‘People who dabble in – in that,’ Margareta hissed, ‘will never be safe!’

‘This time they will.’

‘How can you think that?’

‘Because we have powerful men on our side.’

Margareta shook her head. ‘Powerful men don’t keep poor women safe. They use you to keep themselves safe.’

‘Oh, don’t be so selfish, Greta!’ Ilsa bared her teeth in a furious snarl. ‘I know you’d hate to believe a scheme of mine might succeed, but this one will if you’d only help us. We shared my mother’s breast, Greta. We shared everything. Now I want a chance to share in what makes your world so good. Is that so much to ask?’

Margareta had bitten the inside of her cheek; she tasted blood as she whispered, ‘Yes. If it’s witchcraft, of course it’s too much to ask. I don’t want any part of it. You know that!’

Ilsa set her jaw. ‘You took it with my mother’s milk. It’s made you what you are.’

‘No more than herring and berries!’ Margareta protested. ‘Just knowing about healing and herbs doesn’t give anyone magical gifts, no matter what you wish to believe!’

‘Deny it all you want. Witchcraft is in your blood, Greta. You can never be rid of it.’ Ilsa pressed her face close. ‘Geillis Duncan. Remember the name.’

Margareta ripped herself away. ‘Enough, Ilsa! I’m going back.’

‘To your feather bed?’ Ilsa sneered. ‘If you ever want to sleep soundly again, you’d better help me.’

‘You cursed me a dozen times when we were girls, Ilsa – it’s all spite and bluster.’

‘Then why are you so afraid? If curses are just words and witches just women, why won’t you help me?’

‘Because I’m not a fool!’ Margareta spun on her heel and stormed away, jostling a path through the crowd.

‘Oh, but you are!’ Ilsa called, her voice piercing despite the screams and jeers. ‘You just don’t know how foolish yet!’

The words would echo, Margareta knew, fighting back tears as she broke free of the onlookers. Ilsa’s always did, needling her like a nettle rash. But this was more than mere squabbles and name-calling. This was witchcraft. This was terrifying, no matter who was involved – and with Ilsa, the fear was as close as bone.

When Margareta stepped through Kronborg’s gatehouse, the sounds of Helsingør ceased. Instead of street preachers shouting and fishwives hawking herring and mackerel, she could hear gardeners pruning roses, fountains tossing silver water at their own surfaces, peacocks flourishing their deep calls.

Her castle life and her Helsingør life could not connect. One had hundreds of white beeswax candles in golden candlesticks; the other had grey tallow slumped in its own wax, belching rancid fumes. Glass glimmered in Kronborg’s windows, while oil-soaked linen pinned to wooden frames struggled against Helsingør’s rain. In Ilsa’s home, sunlight left misshapen pale patches on the cloth, as if a cluster of tiny ghosts were trying to get in. Perhaps they were: Ilsa’s mother Johanna had suckled five of her own children as well as Margareta, and only Ilsa and Margareta remained. When she was small, Margareta had had nightmares about the dead siblings she’d never met, sharpened teeth gnawing through the linen windows, demanding she give their mother back, like vengeful mylingar. But, when she and Ilsa were seven, it had been Margareta’s father who’d come to take her back.

She hadn’t known him. A black-haired man whose moustache was oiled sharper than most knives, Gabriel Vinstar had brought a skirmish of snow into Johanna’s home, and the loudest voice she’d ever heard. His words cut Johanna’s song short: ‘I’m here for the girl.’

‘But she’s ready for bed,’ Johanna had pointed out, hugging both girls closer. Years later, Margareta could still feel the flour-dusted softness of her lap, her round shoulders warm beneath Margareta’s cheek.

Gabriel had tossed several coins at them; one disappeared among the rushes on the floor. ‘She’s coming to Kronborg with me.’

Ilsa and Margareta had exchanged bewildered glances; neither had known which of them this velvet-clad stranger was barking about. As far as they understood life, they were blood-sisters, not just milk.

‘I’ve a new wife,’ Gabriel had continued, ‘and this one ought to be there when her baby brother arrives.’

‘I see,’ Johanna had said, with meaning beneath her words that Margareta couldn’t grasp. ‘As it please you then, Master Vinstar.’ She’d risen, tipping Ilsa and Margareta off her lap and dispatching the former to bed with a kiss, then crouching down to face Margareta. ‘Listen, sweeting. This is your father.’

Margareta had frowned. Hadn’t they buried her father last January after he fell on the icy harbour steps?

‘He’s taking you to court. You’ll have ever so many pretty gowns and delicious things to eat – perhaps even your very own sleigh!’

Gabriel had snorted. ‘Don’t give the girl ideas.’

Johanna had cast her frustration down at the floor, which she only ever did when the men deserving it were richly dressed. ‘You’ll be a good girl, won’t you, Margareta?’

‘Can Ilsa come too?’

Johanna had bitten her lip. ‘No, my lovely. Ilsa and I … we don’t belong in Kronborg.’

‘But I belong with you!’

‘I wish you did. But perhaps it’s for the best that you don’t.’

Margareta had burst into tears, and Ilsa, crouching behind the bedchamber door, had copied her immediately, so the house strained with shrieks and the following moments were streaked with salt. There might have been kisses, embraces, squeezed hands, but the next thing Margareta remembered was hurrying after Gabriel through the snow, making three footprints for each of his, and gasping as she realized she’d only put on one stocking.

That night was the last time Johanna ever embraced her. At first, Margareta hadn’t known how to leave Kronborg. Later, Ilsa had told her Johanna couldn’t bear to see the girl she’d sent away, and Margareta didn’t dare venture close to see that rejection in her foster mother’s eyes.

Retracing the path Gabriel had led her on, Margareta winced at the memory of her father. His rekindled paternal instincts hadn’t lasted long. When her stepmother died giving birth to a blue-grey boy, Gabriel had drunk so much wine he’d passed out and choked on his own vomit. The next day, Margareta had been summoned to the queen’s chambers and Sophia had held out a hand glittering with diamonds and cool as snowmelt. ‘Child,’ she’d said, ‘your father has died of a broken heart. As my kin, you are now my ward, and I shall take care of you.’

Margareta had wanted to ask if she could go back to Johanna and Ilsa instead. But one look at Queen Sophia’s silvery eyes had frozen the question behind her lips. For months afterwards, she’d wondered if a little bravery would have freed her to go home – until she grew to know the queen better. By then she also knew her distant kinship with Sophia would only ever bring obligation.

‘I have two little girls for you to befriend.’ Sophia had offered her children like an array of sweetmeats. ‘From now on, you are Princess Anna’s maid of honour. Shall you like that?’

‘Very much, Your Highness,’ Margareta had lied, and she’d spent the next ten years wondering if it were still a lie.

Some days it was easier to pretend than others. The ones when they rode white palfreys along the Øresund, or when they were allowed to teach their spaniels tricks.

But on days like this one, when smoke rose over Helsingør’s red roofs, Margareta’s smile trembled like a mirror on the verge of shattering.

Before entering the royal apartments, Margareta steeled herself, inspecting her reflection in a polished suit of armour for soot flecks on her cheeks. She pressed her wrists to her nose; only bergamot scented her skin. A swift twirl assured her that her skirts smelled of nothing but the lavender bushes she’d deliberately brushed against. A little smile she’d borrowed from Anna was tossed at the guards, as if to say, ‘What a silly girl I am! But I simply cannot help it!’, and a nod to tell them she was ready. Then Lady Margareta Vinstar returned to the service of Princess Anna of Denmark.

The chambers were awash with cloth: velvets murmuring against admiring fingertips, damask spilling from arms like gossip, silks draped languidly over chairs. Seamstresses knelt before the four princesses, cajoling Hedwig to stand still, pinning Augusta’s hem, holding up samples of lace against Anna, pinning ribbons onto Elisabeth’s bodice. Marshalling everyone was Queen Sophia; behind her clustered the princesses’ ladies, awaiting instructions.

‘The ivory,’ Sophia declared. ‘A spill at each cuff – no – there, just so. And a ruff to match.’

‘Then the peony ribbons,’ Anna suggested. ‘They’d be so becoming, don’t you think?’

Her mother’s lips thinned.

‘Besides, the rose makes me look like I’m blushing.’

‘As you should. A blushing bride is a modest bride.’

Anna’s eyebrows pinched together; as her gaze darted away from her mother’s, it alighted on Margareta. ‘There you are! Margareta, what say you? Peony or rose?’

It never did to disagree with the dowager queen – but Margareta was Anna’s maid of honour and would be until death or marriage took her away. Once, Margareta would have floundered, but she’d learned to navigate the currents of the royal chamber, gliding between eddies with a serenity belying the ferocity of her kicking below the surface.

‘Both are beautiful,’ she said, coming to stand between Anna and Sophia. ‘Though I’d suggest the rose makes you look joyful rather than flustered. Perhaps you could match the peony with the ivory taffeta instead, for it doesn’t stand out so strongly against the silver.’

‘I hadn’t thought about my ivory taffeta!’ Anna exclaimed, twisting to see the other gowns, which were collapsed over chairs behind her. Cream, pearl, dove-grey: Anna favoured colours that turned her into a confection of spun sugar, colours that made black-haired girls like Margareta look like corpses.

As Anna chattered to the seamstress, Sophia gave Margareta the minutest nod of approval before turning away to discuss Elisabeth’s sleeves.

The dowager queen wouldn’t be so approving if she knew where Margareta had been. Margareta stooped to pick up a length of lace and began winding it, using her fingers as a reel, watching her flesh disappear behind smoke-white loops.

Witchcraft is in your blood. You can never be rid of it.

Was it fear or the wind that brought, through the window and into the soft opulence of the royal chambers, a smell that scratched against skin, snagged on silk: the roast-pork-wrongness of burning flesh?
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Scotland

Two months earlier

‘Geillis Duncan.’

Geillis stumbled back from the door she’d been hammering on, where a fist-shaped smoothness in the wood reminded her that dozens, if not hundreds, of frantic people had done so before – though, judging by the size of the dent, it was usually husbands that came, not daughters. But the husband in this case had gone out to sea one November morning and all that returned was his salt-stiffened woollen cap and a boat with her hull staved in. And so it was Geillis who beat on the midwife’s door in the middle of the night.

Now, the open door revealed a tall woman with iron-shot hair and shoulders so straight they might have been riveted together. Agnes Sampson, the best midwife for miles. Even the rich wives of Edinburgh and Leith summoned her for their lying-in, paying her handsomely in wine, bolts of wool, and occasionally coin. She was already fastening what must have been one such reward: the silver horsehead buckle on a black cloak.

‘Oh.’ Geillis gaped in defeat. ‘Have you been called out already?’

By someone able to pay.

Agnes paused. ‘Did you have another reason for trying to break my door down? You’re Bridget’s lass, aren’t you? I hadn’t expected you for a month yet.’

‘It’s coming early!’

‘I thought as much – either that or she’d birthed a litter of kittens to have you out at this hour.’

Geillis flinched – to utter such things was dangerous; they said the devil’s hearing was keenest after dark, and he preyed first on frightened girls. ‘Don’t say that.’

Agnes gave her a stern look. ‘It’s only ill-wishing if the wish is ill. Now, let’s be off. You walked?’

She’d sold the horse in February; it still hadn’t raised enough to stop David Seton evicting them. ‘Yes. Well, ran.’

‘Course you did. My Blossom will bear us both. Best get going if we’re to make it back before the babes.’

‘Babes?’

‘Aye. It’s twins – didn’t you know?’ Agnes tossed this over her shoulder as she strode towards a small apple orchard where a sturdy grey mare had been hobbled.

Geillis stared after Agnes. Was there any point closing her mouth? Surely in moments the midwife would startle her again.

But she couldn’t dawdle. They had to get back to the cottage before it was too late – and Geillis had to find a way of paying for Agnes’s services.

They heard her mother’s moaning as they crossed the burn – raw, animal noises, both piercing loud and oddly muffled, as if she were biting down on something but couldn’t bite hard enough to silence her pain. Geillis wondered who she was trying to keep quiet for; the hut clung to a rocky, heather-knuckled slope several miles from Nether Keith, which even the sheep had long ago abandoned. No one knew when the last shepherd had left, but when Geillis and her mother had staggered up the hill after losing their home in Prestonpans, the door hadn’t been locked and there were enough bird droppings on the threshold to make them feel safe in assuming no one would evict them.

‘Around twelve hours, you said?’ Agnes queried as she dismounted.

‘I think so. Maybe longer. I was …’ Geillis hesitated. Now wasn’t the time to tell Agnes she’d been trying to sell posies of snowdrops to the fishermen down at Prestonpans: Flowers for your sweetheart, sir? Their mocking laughter still stung; the shame of her own desperation hurt more. ‘I was out just after sun-up.’

Agnes grunted thoughtfully, wedging her herb chest on one bony hip and heading for the door. ‘It’s what, her sixth?’

Did the formless clots on napkins they’d had to burn count, or just the little mounds of earth outside their old cottage in Prestonpans? ‘Six full term.’

‘And you all that’s left. About five years since the last?’

‘Yes.’ But three had burned since then.

‘Right then.’ Agnes gave the door three sharp knocks for warning and marched inside.

Her mother was staggering around the room, one hand braced against rickety walls, the other flailing between kneading her back and cradling the spasms of agony in her belly. Her steps dragged, catching on loose floorboards and the stool she’d knocked over, as if she hadn’t the strength for anything except fighting to bring these babies into the world. As Agnes and Geillis entered, Bridget raised her sweat-sheened face and blinked, first unseeing – and then, on recognizing Agnes, aghast.

‘No,’ she groaned, slumping against the wall. ‘Geillis, you silly girl. We can’t—’

‘Agnes is here to help. Everything will be fine, I promise.’

‘Let’s take a look at you,’ Agnes said. She crossed the chamber and lifted Bridget’s stained nightgown with one practised hand as the other quested between her legs.

Over the midwife’s head, Bridget’s eyes sought her daughter’s – fear grappled with shame and resignation. Geillis shook her head: Don’t speak of it. Not yet.

Agnes straightened up. ‘Best get you onto the bed, Bridget.’ She half-led, half-wrestled her over to the tick mattress. ‘Geillis, boil water.’

‘But we’ve no other sheets,’ her mother gasped. ‘I can walk, I can!’

Agnes threw questions at Geillis. ‘Is there a horse blanket? Any other linen?’

‘Only what’s in the windows.’

‘Well then, tear it down and lay it out for your mother.’

Geillis hurried to the windows. Unsheathing her belt knife, she pried out the rust-gnarled nails pinning the linen across the frames. The wood was little more than splinters and they came out easily. Spread on the mattress, there was barely enough cloth for her mother to kneel on – but it would have to do. Bridget no longer seemed to care; pain had driven her gaze somewhere far off, and she sank gratefully down.

‘Right then,’ Agnes said. ‘Between you, me, and your body, we know what to do, don’t we? Let’s get these babes born.’

She spoke so calmly, as if her words could make the world whatever she wished, and Geillis longed to believe it. But several hours passed and Geillis’s hands were crabbed from rubbing her mother’s back, the air sharp with scents of valerian and hellebore, and her mother’s keening. Agnes had stripped Bridget’s ruined nightgown away and laid it beneath her; another time Geillis might have been embarrassed by her mother’s moon-white flesh, but not now. She couldn’t care about anything but the screams.

Agnes rocked back on her heels, lips thin. ‘Geillis,’ she said, so softly Bridget wouldn’t hear, ‘you need to make a choice.’

Geillis crouched beside her, a half-wrapped poultice shedding mulch in her hand. ‘What do you mean?’

‘The babies haven’t turned. Nor come any closer to being born – I think they’re tangled together.’

‘Can’t you untangle them?’

Agnes shook her head: that wasn’t the whole problem. ‘One’s distressed – I can feel it. The other I suspect is already dead.’

Geillis stared at her mother’s belly in horror; how could something so round with life secretly be a coffin? ‘Can you save the other?’

‘I can.’ Agnes met Geillis’s eyes, silver cool against hazel. ‘Or I can save your mother. The only way to save the baby is to cut her – and then she will almost certainly die. Or I can use a needle to scrape the babies out – and then they will certainly die and your mother may not.’

‘You mean she still might not survive?’

‘Nothing’s certain in a birthing chamber.’

‘But you’re the best!’

Agnes touched her hand; her fingers were cool despite the sweat-hot room. ‘Even I cannot save everyone. You must choose, Geillis.’

‘I can’t!’

‘You must. It ought to be the husband’s choice, but now you must do it in your father’s stead. Which will you save, Geillis: your mother or your sister?’

Geillis shook her head, aghast – how could she make such a decision? An unborn, innocent baby, or her mother? What would Bridget choose?

She knew the answer, but she couldn’t bear it. ‘Save my mother. Please.’

Agnes nodded, impossibly calm. From her box she withdrew a bone needle as long as Geillis’s forearm and tested its point against her thumb. ‘You’re certain?’

She would never be certain. Closing her eyes at her betrayal of Bridget, Geillis nodded.

‘Bridget,’ Agnes said, clear and gentle now, ‘I’m going to have to hurt you a little. But it will all be better afterwards. Are you ready?’

Bridget answered with a blood-shuddering, animal wail, and Geillis thought: She knows. She knows, and she’s furious.

Agnes thrust the needle into Bridget. This time the howl was raw as flayed skin. Bridget arched her back, thrashed her head madly from side to side, her fists clenched in the bloodied linen. There was a gush of blood and then another, too dark, thick, furious – and then a gleam of white. A fragment of skull. And then the babies came out, slippery-skinned as eels, their palm-sized heads a jagged mess of bone and gore.

Numbly, Geillis looked about for somewhere to put them – she couldn’t let Bridget see what they’d done to her children. But there was only an old flour sack, and it seemed horribly cruel to kill her own siblings and then bundle them away in coarse hessian like weevil-infested grain.

‘Geillis, get me moss!’

Agnes’s hiss yanked her back to Bridget. Geillis hurriedly wrapped the babies and rummaged through Agnes’s chest. ‘Here.’

Agnes grabbed it and began packing it against Bridget’s flesh. But blood was seeping through, suddenly bright scarlet, spilling between Agnes’s knuckles, snaking down her wrists.

Another handful, and another. Still the blood came in floods, and Geillis thought it would never stop – until the tide suddenly ebbed, and then ceased to flow at all.

Cuckoo flowers were nudging through the heather, crawling between brittle stems towards the dawn light. Was it really only yesterday morning Bridget had pointed them out? Will you pick some for me? I can’t bend that low anymore! But Geillis had been hurrying out, calling Later over her shoulder, and now she couldn’t bear to touch the pale pink petals.

Geillis dug her chin deeper into the jutting bones on her chest and took the cup of camomile tea Agnes held out, letting steam writhe around her face.

Agnes, leaning on the drystone wall beside her, said, ‘It wouldn’t have made a difference, you know. You could have fetched me as soon as her pains started, and I still wouldn’t have been able to save her.’

Geillis kept her eyes fixed on nothing. ‘I thought you were supposed to be the best.’

‘I am the best,’ Agnes said. ‘If a child’s breeched, or early, or late, if a mother’s hips are narrow or the cord’s tangled, I can help. I’ve more knowledge of herbs than the rest of Scotland put together – but I’m not God. Some babies aren’t meant to be born, and some mothers aren’t meant to survive the birth. That’s the world’s way.’

‘But—’ Geillis gripped her cup. ‘How can you stand it? Losing anyone – when you were supposed to save them?’

‘At first, I couldn’t,’ Agnes said, with surprising candour; Geillis hadn’t expected vulnerability from her, even long-gone vulnerability. ‘I threw things, railed at God and men – and that didn’t help. Only thing that does is learning from it. And making certain I do my best to save those who can be saved – and treating the others as if I still might, just in case I’m wrong and so the last thing they see isn’t fear, but a level-headed woman doing everything the way it should be done.’

Agnes had found a way to turn anger and grief into hope. Into power.

The steam had cleared; Geillis was staring at Agnes. ‘Could I do it?’

Agnes gave her an assessing look. ‘Verbena?’

Geillis blinked, confused. ‘Ah – a sore throat.’

‘Feverfew?’

‘Headache. Or insect bites. Or fevers, hence the name.’

‘Chickweed?’

‘For a rash. And rheum in the bones.’

‘Hmm.’ Agnes considered her again. ‘You’ve some knowledge. And you’ve steady hands. But you panic too much – and you show your fear.’

Geillis bridled. ‘Of course I was afraid! My mother was dying!’

Agnes shook her head. ‘You cannot do that as a midwife. You must forget who they are, whether you love them or despise them. And you must be the brave one, or else how can they trust you? You can never be tired, no matter how long the labour – because who are you to be weary when the mother’s bringing life into the world? You must be willing to put your own life second – to know that no demand on your time, be it housework, or a lover, or your own family, is as important as a new life.’

Geillis glanced back at the cuckoo flowers. Yesterday morning she’d had Bridget, and a frail hope of snowdrops putting bread on the table. Now? ‘I’ve nothing left to put first.’

Agnes sighed. ‘Then I suppose I could teach you.’

Geillis didn’t dare show her desperation. ‘So can I … will I come and stay with you now?’

‘No!’

The barked word sent Geillis’s tea slopping over her fingers. ‘But – I thought you had room.’

‘That room isn’t spare. It belongs—’ Agnes’s face closed, abrupt and final as a coffin lid. ‘Besides, you’ll need money from elsewhere. I can’t pay you, and no one else will until you’ve learned your trade.’

‘But where? There’s no work to be had.’

‘There is if you ask the right people.’ Agnes tapped a nail against her cup. ‘A friend – a customer of mine, Euphame MacCalzean – has a sister-in-law needs a servant. Mistress Seton of Tranent.’

‘The bailie’s wife?’ Geillis blanched. ‘So I should slave for the man who threw us out?’

‘I thought you needed work.’

‘I do!’

Agnes smiled. ‘Dignity’s a fine thing, my lass, but it never buttered any parsnips.’

‘It’s not that,’ Geillis muttered, flushing. ‘He … looks at me.’

‘Then let him look.’

Geillis lifted her head, startled by Agnes’s low, cunning tone.

‘David Seton looks at many lasses,’ Agnes continued. ‘And he’s been known to talk while looking. So you let him look – and you listen. There’s much to listen to in Seton’s house – and I’d like to hear it.’

Talk of more than evicting bereaved women from their homes? What was Agnes so curious about? And did Geillis really want to hear it? She folded her arms, aiming for firmness and only achieving bluster. ‘So I’m to be your spy?’

‘Not at all,’ Agnes said, with a smile. ‘We’re on the same side, aren’t we?’

She had no one else to cling to. All Geillis could do was say, ‘Of course we are.’
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Denmark

June 1589

Denmark and Scotland: it should have been the ideal union. Lands rugged with white-capped mountains; islands rising out of wild seas like mermaids. Preachers stalking the towns, commanding repentance for sins you hadn’t realized you’d committed. Summer days stretched wide as eagle wings; winter nights closing fast as strangling fingers.

Watching the ambassadors bowing before King Christian, Margareta noted another thing the two countries had in common: boy kings. Christian had been eleven when his father, King Frederick, died last spring; now, Queen Sophia instructed a regency council behind closed doors. Meanwhile King James of Scotland hadn’t been able to walk when he was given his mother’s crown; the Scots had deposed Mary twenty-two years ago, and the English queen had executed her two winters past.

And now they planned to send Anna to Scotland. Where queens could be put aside or killed. Despite the fires roaring in a dozen hearths around the great hall, Margareta shivered.

Ilsa. She hadn’t dared let her thoughts tiptoe too close to her milk-sister’s cryptic demands and cold threats. But now the ambassadors had arrived from Scotland, where Ilsa had been and wanted Margareta to go, where this Geillis Duncan dwelled. Wrestling her mind back from Ilsa, Margareta forced herself to pay attention.

There were ten Scotsmen, all dressed in sober hues: deepest black, midnight-blue. Margareta imagined Anna’s despairing cry later: ‘But where were all the colours? Are there no embroiderers in Scotland, no ribbons?’

‘Dark colours signal wealth,’ Margareta would point out. ‘The Scots wish to impress you.’

As the Scots bowed for their introductions, Anna’s expression was brightly polite, but a ripple of taffeta revealed the princess was tapping her feet impatiently. King Christian’s eyes had glazed over; he’d already drifted into daydreams of horse riding. Meanwhile, Sophia welcomed the ambassadors with glacial serenity, everything about her saying, We are pleased to have you here – but do not forget how powerful we are.

‘How much longer until the feasting?’ Elline Skinkell moaned into Margareta’s ear. ‘My stomach’s growling will soon drown out any negotiations.’

‘They aren’t negotiating yet,’ Margareta pointed out. ‘Just showing off.’

The Scots’ leader George Keith, the Earl Marischal, gestured to his men who flung open several oak chests.

‘Finest Highland wool,’ he declared. ‘Silver plate. And for Princess Anna, a set of gold-backed mirrors – the glass was blown by master craftsmen in Leith.’

‘Who’d run away from Venice,’ Vibeke Kroas mumbled, unable to resist reminding them of her cynical intelligence. ‘Scotland’s full of refugees who’ve fallen foul of Rome.’

‘Then we Danes will fit in,’ Margareta muttered back. ‘That’s one of the reasons King James seeks Anna for a bride – strengthening the alliance against Catholicism.’

‘He’d have any bride who could bear children,’ Vibeke said dryly. ‘Soon as he has an heir and a spare, Queen Elizabeth will declare him her successor.’

‘After she executed his mother?’ Margareta arched an eyebrow. ‘I’d have thought him more likely to wage war on England, not crawl for her favour.’

‘But he’s terrified of her,’ Vibeke said. ‘All of Scotland’s afraid of the English queen. So is most of Christendom – especially after the Spanish Armada’s defeat.’

‘Don’t talk about shipwrecks!’ Elline gave a dramatic shiver.

‘Perhaps Anna could use it to her advantage,’ Vibeke said, ignoring Elline’s performance. ‘If queens can be feared on the other side of the North Sea, perhaps she could learn to instil fear too.’

The queen on this side was formidable enough, Margareta thought. But watching Anna smile at her gifts, twirling a mirror’s golden stem between soft white fingers, Margareta couldn’t imagine her being fearsome. To terrify, you had to know what it was to be afraid.

At last, the banquet: golden pies decorated with Danish lions and Scottish unicorns, and enough fish to have emptied the Øresund Strait – gravlax scattered with dill, whiting in apple sauce, baked carp swimming in butter. Margareta, dipping soft manchet bread in the sauce gleaming on her silver plate, tried to swallow the bitter taste of Ilsa’s words: How many courses did you feast on? The smells of roasting meat and simmering stews had wafted through Kronborg all day, rendering the whole court ravenous. Now, around the hall, chins and fingers glistened, conversations tilted and hitched around mouthfuls, beards and ruffs harboured rogue crumbs. Only those on the royal table ate with restraint: no hunger could overrule Queen Sophia’s standards of decorum.

Elline leaned close, bubbling with giggles. ‘One of the Scots hasn’t taken his eyes off you all evening.’

Margareta couldn’t resist following Elline’s gaze, even as she said darkly, ‘Well, he’d better. If Queen Sophia notices, she’ll be furious.’

Especially since the Scot was handsome: hair dark as ravens’ wings and a close-cut beard that flattered his strong jaw. As Margareta watched, the Scot raised his glass to his lips; over its rim, green eyes sparked – and something in their glimmer made her certain it was a toast. But to what?

‘You never know,’ Elline mused. ‘She might favour another Danish and Scottish alliance.’

Margareta hauled her gaze back to her food. ‘When it concerns her daughters’ ladies, I think we always know.’

But again and again, throughout the feast, she couldn’t help but be drawn back to the Scottish lord and the unspoken vow in his eyes.

It wasn’t as though she’d never danced with a man before. For all that Queen Sophia kept her daughters’ ladies on a tight leash, she couldn’t deny the necessity of them meeting prospective husbands – under close supervision of course – and dancing was the prime opportunity to do so: it was public, the steps couldn’t be disobeyed, and no interaction could last longer than a few minutes. Even girls whose fathers were too inept or poor or dead to arrange matches for them had to dance when the prospective royal brides did, decorum demanding that everyone pretend they were dancing for joy, not possible marriages.

And yet, when the green-eyed Scottish lord bowed low before her and asked if she would honour him with a dance, Margareta could scarcely remember how to talk.

‘Ah – it would be a pleasure,’ she managed, fumbling for her French: the Scots didn’t speak Danish and the Danes didn’t speak Scots, making French a convenient, if random meeting point.

‘Excellent,’ he said. ‘I’m John Wemyss, heir to the Laird of Logie, and you, if I’m not mistaken, are Margareta Vinstar.’

She blinked in surprise. ‘You know my name?’

‘Knowledge is my coin of choice,’ he said, holding out his hand, ‘and I spend it wisely.’

‘You think to buy me?’ The retort slipped out before she could marshal her thoughts, years of training her tongue into docile politeness as much use now as snapped jesses. She blamed Ilsa for this: she was never more brittle than when she’d seen her milk-sister.

Wemyss looked neither offended nor apologetic. ‘Your price would be beyond my purse. But perhaps I can afford to entertain you during a dance.’

‘Perhaps indeed.’ She accepted his hand – and a challenge with it.

The dance was an almain: stately, sophisticated, and with many opportunities for holding hands – or not releasing them. The ominous twist in her thoughts startled her. Was she afraid of Wemyss? Should she be?

He bowed, and the music coiled into silken ropes. She had to curtsey and let her feet recall what her mind couldn’t. As they moved forward, his hands warm and firm around hers, she searched for a safe topic of conversation. ‘Did you enjoy the feast?’

Those green eyes danced with quiet amusement to a rhythm of their own. ‘Very much.’

He’d spent most of it watching her. She didn’t dare dwell on that. ‘Was our food very different from yours?’

His lips quirked as if suppressing laughter. ‘Indeed. In Scotland we subsist entirely on oats and haggis.’

‘Haggis?’

He did laugh then, and how could she be afraid of a man with a laugh so gentle? ‘Well, it’s also oats. Mainly.’

‘You’re teasing me.’

‘You dislike being teased?’

She hesitated. Had anyone ever teased her except Ilsa, whose gibes had grown increasingly barbed over the years? Vibeke flaunted her superior intelligence and Elline her expertise in face paint, but warm teasing? ‘I don’t know enough about it to decide yet.’

‘Perhaps I can aid your discovery.’ He spun her in a circle. ‘Did Ilsa never tease you?’

She gasped, thrown off balance. ‘How do you know Ilsa?’

‘I told you,’ he said. ‘Knowledge is my currency, and I intend to grow very rich.’

‘Did you meet her in Scotland?’ He made her turn again; she couldn’t see his face. ‘How? Why?’

‘She met with some … associates of my associates.’

She couldn’t break free. The last thing she wanted was to reveal how much he’d unsettled her. If he knew Ilsa – or what Ilsa was scheming …

‘Stumble.’

‘What?’

‘The dance is drawing to a close, and I don’t wish to end our conversation yet. I need you to stumble so I can escort you to a comfortable chair and play page as apology for causing you injury.’

‘I—’

‘Trust me, Margareta.’

The intimacy of her first name, the certainty in his voice – and the greedy, girlish part of her that wanted to cling to a handsome man: all that made her breathe, ‘I trust you.’

She didn’t yet know if she was lying.

Lutes plucked a crescendo, viols spun into a climax, dancers twirled their final twirls.

‘Now.’

Her feet tangled in her skirts; polished wood cracked against her kneecap and she cried out in genuine pain. Dancers eager for more threw her looks of impatient sympathy. She saw Anna, hands fluttering to her mouth, urging her partner the Earl Marischal to help. But this was a celebration of Anna’s betrothal; Margareta couldn’t draw her attention – or Queen Sophia’s.

But the Earl Marischal was patting Anna’s hand reassuringly and leading her away. Did a look pass between him and Wemyss? She didn’t know what to think: the pain and the whole evening were mazing her.

‘I didn’t expect quite such dedication to your performance,’ Wemyss said at her ear. He crouched down, slipping her arm around his shoulders – rather pleasingly broad shoulders, she couldn’t help noticing – and swooping her up as if this were merely another dance step. Before she could blush at the whispers rustling in their wake, he’d deposited her in a quiet corner, whisked a footstool beneath her injured leg and inserted a glass of wine into one hand and a marchpane rose into the other.

‘Thank you,’ she said, collapsing back into courtesy as if it were a cushion to break her fall.

Wemyss snorted. ‘Since I bear half the blame for your injury, I hardly think gratitude’s in order.’

‘Why did I do that?’

He gave her an odd look. ‘You chose to.’

‘Because you said I should trust you – don’t I deserve to know why?’

‘Your bruises would earn you that right even if honour and good sense didn’t compel me. You do deserve the truth – or some of it.’

‘Some?’

‘It isn’t safe to know it all. Even I am not so rich as that.’ He pulled his stool closer, lowering his voice still further. ‘Two women you love are in danger.’

The wine tasted suddenly bitter; she might have been sipping blood. ‘Who? How?’

His gaze was measured, as if deciding how much to conceal. ‘Not all Scots favour this match. Some wish King James would never wed at all.’

‘But kings must wed. Who wouldn’t wish Scotland to have an heir?’

‘Every Scot with his own claim to the throne. Our past kings sired enough bastards and legitimate heirs that half the nobles have enough royal blood to give them delusions of grandeur.’

‘But—’ Margareta stared across the hall at the princess whirling through candlelight. ‘They wouldn’t hurt Anna?’

Wemyss’s reply was gentle – and yet anything but. ‘There hasn’t been a monarch in history whose hands weren’t bloodstained. But the most dangerous enemies are those who make sure others’ hands are stained darker. That’s why your sister must be on her guard. And so must you.’

Pearls spat light like raindrops; heels clapped imperiously against the floor. Queen Sophia stood before them, a sullen Elline at her shoulder. ‘Master Wemyss, I thank you for your attentions to my ward, but Mistress Skinkell will escort Mistress Vinstar to her chamber. I believe your fellow Scots will be desirous of your company.’

There was no gainsaying her. Margareta could only watch Wemyss bow and disappear into the throng, as she let Elline lead her away.
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Scotland

David Seton was watching Geillis again.

She’d tried to ignore it at first, like a drip in the thatch that wakes you at night – intruding and icy – and yet, undealt with, it grows more insistent, bringing the promise of rot. Thus it was with the bailie’s gaze, slithering down her back as Geillis draped wet sheets over rosemary bushes, seeping through her bodice as she reached up to oil the leather-panelled walls, running across her briefly bared wrists as she poured his wine at dinner.

What to be done? Nothing. He was the bailie. He had noble kin. Girls like Geillis, with no husbands or fathers or brothers, were expected to endure, endure, and endure again. She’d considered complaining to Mistress Katherine, but what wife wanted to be told about her husband’s roving eye, still less asked for help restraining him? Besides, Seton’s wife was no more approachable than a swan; she glided through the house, cutting conversations in two like water, the slightest arching of her neck a silent warning.

‘She’s a Moscrop,’ Jeanie the kitchen maid had whispered below the spit of roasting pork, the day after Geillis arrived. ‘He might have the nobler name, but it’s her family the merchants will happily give credit to, and hers who’ve never been blemished by scandal.’

‘What scandal?’ Geillis had asked, shaping pastry leaves whose intricacies seemed a far greater waste of time than gossiping about their employers.

Jeanie eagerly held forth. ‘The old Lord Seton helped Queen Mary escape to England after she had to abdicate. He stuck to her cause, even though he was exiled for it.’

Geillis began carving veins into the leaves. ‘Does King James dislike the Setons for that?’

‘Well, not that one – he’s dead,’ Jeanie said matter-of-factly. ‘But our master’s cousin, the current Lord Seton, has to work harder than anyone to convince the king he’s loyal.’

‘Why? Queen Mary’s dead these two years – there’s no one else to be loyal to.’

‘Ah, but there is!’ Jeanie’s smile was sly. ‘And with Lord Seton working hard to appear the most loyal of subjects, the rest of the clan can be secretly less loyal.’

Geillis’s knife slipped; she almost sliced into her own flesh. Christ on the cross, what kind of household had Agnes thrust her into? Jeanie was talking of sedition, even treason – was the girl entirely addled to be babbling thus to a newcomer like Geillis, or to anyone?

Gripping her voice steady, Geillis said, ‘Doesn’t seem the sort of thing Mistress Katherine would approve of.’

Jeanie tossed a few scraps to the expectant kitchen cat. ‘Ones like her are the worst for it. She might look all ice and marble, but beneath? Daggers and poison.’ Lifting the herb basket, she moved towards the door. ‘Can’t imagine you need warning, but you should watch out for them both. Him you’ll see coming, but her? The blade’ll be in you before you know she’s there.’

As Jeanie stepped out into the garden, Geillis contemplated the door. Running through it had never seemed so tempting.

But there was nowhere to run to.

If not for Agnes’s lessons, Geillis might well have gone mad.

Every Sunday after kirk, Agnes would appear in the road back to Seton’s house, sometimes mounted on Blossom, sometimes leaning on a stout hawthorn stick, usually with her arms folded impatiently. Geillis never saw her in kirk; Agnes must have attended some service closer to her cottage – if indeed she went at all, for it was difficult to imagine Agnes listening to a sermon’s drone without interrupting to expose flaws in the minister’s arguments.

When Geillis saw Agnes, she would mutter her goodbyes to Jeanie and the other servants, none of whom minded, and join her. And Seton would watch. The first time she’d thought he would command her to return to the house. Instead his eyes had shifted over to Agnes, and something passed between them: a challenge, perhaps. Then Seton’s thin lips had hooked in irritation, and he’d ridden away as if Geillis and Agnes were of no more interest than goose-grass on the verge.

‘Let’s hope that sermon hasn’t dulled your wits entirely,’ Agnes would say, ‘for you’ve much to learn today.’

Sometimes they tramped the fields rolling down to the clifftops, or tracked streams until they became
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