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Chapter 1

Picti means painted one, my grandmother once told me. My ancestors decorated their skin in hues of blue and red and green. The whirling patterns shone so vibrantly that my people were believed to be otherworldly. Only when their blood was spilled did their humanity betray them.

My grandmother remembered it all; she was part of that dying breed—a daughter of druids who had once served kings and princes in the Kingdom of the Picts, before Alba was born and that way of life was buried. She felt the defeat bitterly. Even more so when she and my mother, Ailith, were brought to Scone, to live in the court of the great Alban prince Boedhe, my father. As a young girl, Ailith had visited the court of my grandfather, King Coinneach, and a betrothal had been agreed upon. Though a believer in the new religion, Coinneach sought to unite those Albans who had not taken to the Christian god—it was an act of considerable goodwill to place a pagan on the throne beside his son.

My grandfather’s cousin, Malcolm, put an end to these aspirations when he killed King Coinneach and took his crown. Many remained loyal to Grandfather even after his death, and so King Malcolm made my father Mormaer of Fife, to pacify those who might otherwise join him in a revolt.

Much as he hated King Malcolm, Father’s fear of losing what little he had left ran deeper still. And so when in the name of the new religion a ban was placed on all druidic practices, he made Ailith renounce her ways. Grandmother was harder to silence.

So Father destroyed every amulet and charm she had brought with her. In silent determination, he extinguished every sacred fire he caught her burning. With set jaw, he sent guards to root out every secret store of herbs, his timing always impeccable, leading Grandmother to suspect he spied on her.

Only when she insisted on giving me a Picti name did Father give voice to his outrage. Later, Grandmother would tell me the story with all the fervor of a martyr.

“Boedhe, she must be named Groa! Look at her eyes! They are large pools of wisdom, like the great Norse seeress herself,” she had insisted to him.

“She is two days old! To what wisdom are you referring?”

“Her name is Groa,” Grandmother replied, ignoring the question.

“It is bad enough King Malcolm suspects I have a druid for a wife,” Father continued. “I will not bring further scrutiny by choosing a heathen name for my child.”

“Perhaps if you spent less time licking your wounds, and more time plotting to get the throne back from Malcolm, you would not have to resort to such cowardice,” my mother shot back, fanning the flames of his fury.

“Listen to Ailith,” my grandmother said. “Name her Groa to prove that you are beholden to no one.”

“Enough!” Father bellowed. “That kind of talk will get us killed. The war is over. We have lost. She will be named Gruoch.” His word was final.

Grandmother called me Groa anyway.

Her banishment was immediate. She was sent to live on an island in the middle of a lake at the furthest reaches of my father’s lands, with only a handful of servants to look after her. The locals soon flocked to her for secret remedies to heal their ailments and blessings to protect their homes, and she was never short of company or food.

Mother and I were allowed to visit her once a year; our pagan pilgrimage, we called it. I loved visiting my grandmother and hearing stories about my Picti ancestors. We would celebrate the Festival of Imbolg with the locals. Then Grandmother would teach my mother new incantations, and together they would chant in whispers over the ground, drawing power up from the earth to cast charms of protection and good fortune. Best of all was the final night of our visit, when Grandmother would bring out the beautiful tapestry she had woven over the past year. Her walls were adorned with them, each one telling a glorious tale from the time of druids and Picti gods.

I sat between my mother and grandmother, munching soft rosemary bread lathered in butter as the fire crackled in the great hearth, the tapestry spread over our legs. My mother’s auburn hair pooled on the fabric as she bent to inspect Grandmother’s work, and it took all my self-control not to bury my tiny hands in her soft mane. Mother’s delicate fingers traced the intricate maze of threads; the golden bracelet she always wore sparkled in the firelight, enchanting me.

Grandmother’s voice, low and deep, filled the room with stories of battles fought and won, and quests for beauty, love, and truth. The woven pictures shimmered before my eyes, and as she sang the ancient song of parting, I could feel the echo of generations past thrumming in my chest.

Cuin choinnicheas sinn a-rith’st nar triùir?

An tàirneanaich, an dealanaich no ’m bùrn?

Nuair bhios an ùirle-thruis na tàmh,

Nuair bhuannaichear ’s a chaillear blàr.

Though I didn’t understand their meaning, her words filled me with warmth and magic and freedom. That one week with my grandmother would be just enough to sustain me through another year of living in the shadow King Malcolm cast over Fife, over my father.

He may have resented living so far from Scone and the throne that should have been his, but I found Fife more beautiful with every passing season. Situated between a deep valley and the sea, our fortress was made of wood and brick. In its grounds were a modest stable block and a barracks that was usually unoccupied. Although the rank of mormaer was second only to the king, Father was not allowed to keep more than a handful of guards. These were to be used for personal protection only, and technically reported to King Malcolm’s man, the Bishop of St. Andrews. The barracks were often used to house guests instead. Our real defense was the large wooden wall that wrapped around the entire compound, but usually its perimeter was patrolled by only a single watchman.

I had not seen much of the world, and so thought in my naivety that our house was the most majestic structure ever to have been erected. Mother and I would make a great game of hiding the charms Grandmother prepared for us in every corner of our home, venturing even into the small settlement beyond. Protecting our people and land from danger by practicing our ancient ways filled me with a sense of great purpose.

All of that changed one summer afternoon when I was five years old.

I had begged Mother to play Selkies with me, and we had spent the warmest hours of the day leaping through the waves, pretending to be Selkies—the mythical women who could transform themselves into seals and live on both land and sea. The cold water took our breath away, but when we collapsed on the sand, the sun warmed us once more.

As part of our Selkie play, my mother had taken out the blue and green dyes that she kept hidden in her rooms and painted our arms and stomachs with the swirling symbols that paid homage to the great sea god Lir. We glistened like magical beings, and Mother looked every inch a sea goddess. Her wild hair streamed out behind her, amber eyes glinted in the sunlight, painted skin reflected the gleam of the sea.

I had expected we would wash off the dye before returning to the fortress, but Mother was in a bold mood. We gathered up our clothes around our waists and sauntered home, bare-chested and proud. Father walked from the fortress to greet us, the sun glancing off the gold torc he wore around his neck—the mark of a mormaer. It felt like something from one of Grandmother’s stories—here was an Alban prince come to greet his sea-goddess wife.

But when he saw the way in which we carried ourselves, he quickened his pace. Mother opened her arms wide in a loving gesture, the bounce of her bare breasts and the sway in her hips deepening. Only once we were close enough to make out the steel in his eyes did she hesitate.

He closed the distance between us and hit her harder than I had ever seen a man hit a woman.

I screamed as she stumbled to the ground.

Our men were always striking our women. I saw the thanes who came to visit the fortress do it to their wives. I saw the servants do it. Even the young kitchen boys would do it to their sisters, repeating curses they’d inherited from their fathers. At that age, the girls swung right back.

But I had never before seen my father do it.

He gripped Mother’s arm as she tried to stand, jerking her close to shield her from the watchful eyes of the guards standing at the entrance to the keep. I clawed at his arm, but he fended me off effortlessly.

“What are you doing?” he hissed, turning back to my mother. “Do you want us thrown out of Alba? Do you want what little we have left to be stripped away?”

Mother just stared at him, her expression inscrutable.

Glancing up, I noticed a few inquisitive faces poking out of windows high above the wooden wall, staring down at us. I pulled my dress up over my chest and around my shoulders, trying to shield myself from our disgrace, but the shameful dye soaked through the thin cloth, staining my linen shift. My cheeks burned red, as if I too had been struck. I wanted to reach out to my mother, but she held my father transfixed with such a fearsome glare that I dared not intervene.

I had expected her to scream or shout at him, but she only began muttering under her breath in a language I recognized as that of our ancestors. Father’s anger evaporated as he shrank from her, though his grip tightened.

“Take back your curses, woman, they have no hold over me,” he growled. He meant to sound menacing but his voice shook. Mother heard it too.

She continued speaking in that old language, voice mounting in pitch. When it was loud enough to be heard from the walls of the fortress, Father let go of her arm. Only then did Mother’s chanting cease.

I was amazed by her composure. The fingerprints around her arm were already reddening, stark against her pale skin, but as my father cowered, it was clear to me who had won.

Mother let her victory hang in the stillness, the air heavy and thick until I nearly spoke just to be rid of its oppression. Then she pulled the rest of her shift up over her chest and walked away without looking back. Father turned to me and I was shocked to see tears in his eyes. In that moment, my father had crumbled before my mother and I was awed.

* * *

Father never struck her again, but as winter drew in the sound of my parents arguing could be heard from every corner of the fortress. One day as I wandered past Mother’s rooms, I heard them fighting over Grandmother.

“I send you back to her for one reason!” my father shouted.

“You send me because you know our power is real,” Mother said.

“Where is this great power you speak of? It has been five years since Gruoch was born. A stronger man would bury his love, admit you are cursed, and have done with a barren wife.”

“Perhaps you are the one cursed, for rejecting the ways of our people!”

“Where is my heir? Where is my son!” Father bellowed.

Before Mother could reply, he crashed out of the room. I stumbled back but he barely noticed me, so caught up was he in his turmoil.

“There are other ways,” Father muttered to himself as he stormed down the hall. Curiosity overcame me then and I tiptoed through the open door. Mother was grabbing fistfuls of charms from her trunk and hurling them into the fire, angry tears coursing down her face. The smell of lavender filled the room as the herbs burned—a calm, peaceful aroma so at odds with her frenzied movements.

I gasped as she yanked the pouch of elderflowers from her neck—a charm she always wore to protect her from illness—and added it to the pyre of amulets.

The noise drew her attention.

“Out,” she said.

I froze, torn between wanting to wrap my arms around her and offer comfort or shy away from that broken, hollow voice.

She lunged towards me and I flew out of the room.

Shortly after that fight, a rumor that her husband had taken a lover pushed my mother into abandoning the old ways, finally and completely—his inattention far worse than his anger. After that she directed all her energy to playing the role of loyal and obedient wife. Father was relieved and, wilfully or not, blind to the lack of ease with which she carried out this duty. She promised him an heir over and over until he believed her once more.

Either from guilt or genuine affection, his demeanor towards her changed. He was kind and soft, and even bought her jewellery from a merchant who came up from St. Andrews to try his luck at the fortress.

I began to long for Grandmother and the freedom of her island. I was afraid that Mother no longer wished to make the journey there, but when the next spring came around, she made preparations to go. More surprising still was that she did so with Father’s approval.

“I promise,” Mother murmured to him as I was lifted onto my horse. “This time, I promise.”

Father kissed her deeply in response.

* * *

As the distance between us and our home lengthened, I decided to try my luck, hopeful that on the journey my mother might return to the playful companion she had once been.

“Will you teach me spells like Grandmother taught you?” I ventured.

“No,” she said, and her mouth hardened slightly. “Your grandmother draws her power from the land, but its divinity is all dried up. It belongs to men now.”

“It belongs to Father?”

“Some, but not as much as when we were first betrothed.” She pouted as she answered me, and despite her words it made me happy to see her customary petulance returning.

“Will it ever belong to me?”

She turned to look at me as we rode side by side. The guard who rode with us stiffened slightly.

“No, it will belong to my son.”

“But you don’t have a son,” I shot back, irked.

“I will,” she said. “I will give your father many sons.” She toyed with the reins absent-mindedly.

“But what about me?” I whined. As her firstborn, I thought I deserved something.

“We will get you a mormaer,” Mother acquiesced. She hated it when I complained.

“Like Father?”

“A better one. One with more authority,” she said decisively.

I considered this.

“But what if he dies? Or takes a whore? Will the land still be mine?”

Mother sighed and waved her hand in the air as if swatting away an insect.

“That is why you must have male heirs. To secure your place in the land. Your power resides in men; your husband, your sons. If you rule them, you rule the land. If you cannot rule them, you are useless and may as well die young.”

I folded my arms over my chest and knitted my brows together. Mother made to chastise me for sulking, but clearly decided against it and we continued riding in uncomfortable silence.

I had no desire to secure myself a husband or a son. I preferred to imitate Grandmother, murmuring over herbs and stones. They were infinitely more amusing than men. But I could not deny the sway my mother now possessed over my father.

Grandmother would know what to do.

* * *

As our boats reached the island, my grandmother was waiting with open arms, but Mother greeted her mutely before going into the house. Grandmother pulled me aside and demanded to know what had happened. Though an entire year had passed and there were a great many things she could have been enquiring after, I knew what she wanted to hear.

When I told her what my father had done and how Mother had destroyed every sign of our pagan ways and now only spent time with Father and his various guests, something like the protective rage of a she-wolf flared in her eyes.

“When will your father learn that turning his back on our ways will not win him the return of all his people and land?”

“And Mother? Is she wrong, too?”

Grandmother’s eyes filled with sadness.

“She is lost. She thinks her influence over him is everlasting, but men are more changeable than the sea.”

Grandmother pointed to the sky, which was growing dim in the evening light.

“Do you see how the clouds shift, chasing each other across the great expanse?”

I nodded.

“She sees the ever-shifting patterns of nature and believes its power to be inconsistent, but she has forgotten where to look.”

My grandmother knelt as if in prayer, burying her face in the cool grass. She breathed in deeply.

“There,” she said, motioning for me to join her.

I knelt beside her, burying my face as she did.

“Do you feel the hum of power, Groa? A power that runs deeper than any wielded by men.”

I listened and tried to reach out as my grandmother instructed, but all I felt was the evening dew licking at my cheeks and the smell of grass filling my nostrils.

“No,” I admitted sheepishly.

“You will in time. Brighde desires you to—”

“What are you doing?” My mother’s voice cut through the evening stillness.

Grandmother straightened. Though I was desperate to know what Brighde desired of me, I did not want to ask for further elaboration in front of my mother.

“I was praying to the new god, asking him to give me strength.”

Mother scoffed.

“A waste of time to pray for strength to a god so weak he wouldn’t defend himself from a handful of priests and soldiers.”

Grandmother laughed.

“At least there’s one thing we still agree on. Now,” she continued, taking my cold hands in her warm ones, “let us prepare for the Feast of Imbolg.”





Chapter 2

Where once entire settlements had assembled to celebrate Imbolg, now only a handful of families, brave enough to risk the penalty for being caught, gathered in isolated corners of the kingdom. My grandmother’s island was one of those corners.

First came the young women with their children whose job it was to clean Grandmother’s house, purifying it from the harsh winter and making space to welcome Brighde, goddess of prophecy, healing and new beginnings. Next the men, usually farmers, would arrive with stores for the feast. Finally, the old daughters of druids would be brought to the island and given a place of honor at the feasting tables where they would gossip as they watched the preparations.

This year, there was talk of how the new religion had stolen the Festival of Imbolg and changed it to suit its own purposes—women wore white in a ritual of purification, prayers were said to the new god and solemnity had settled over the whole affair. I didn’t understand why King Malcolm couldn’t invent his own rites, but instead had to shame us further by fouling ours. And though I should have been afraid to be involved in an illicit festival, I felt only pride in our stubborn defiance of the king’s wishes.

My task was to stand on the shore and welcome all who alighted. In the guests’ nervous smiles, I could feel the weight of their anticipation. Grandmother would send them all away with tinctures for protection and prosperity, and many would receive prophecies to carry them through the year ahead.

Even Mother’s icy demeanor warmed as the day went on, though she continued to maintain her distance from Grandmother, as if proximity would be too painful. I clung to Grandmother all the more, to assure her that my love had not cooled. If she noticed, she said nothing.

The sun dipped behind the hills and my grandmother and her servants built a large sacred fire near the water’s edge. Those who had come for the feasting and the charms but were too afraid to be caught taking part in this oldest tradition of divination, slipped back to the shore until only a few remained, mostly daughters of druids like Grandmother, and far fewer of them than the year before. I looked to see if she had noticed the dwindling numbers, but her attention seemed to be entirely on the task before her.

We gathered around the fire, and I was surprised to see Mother among those who would partake of the sacred mugwort. There was hunger in her eyes, and I knew then that she would use the ceremony to ask Brighde for a son.

I sat beside Grandmother as she crushed the brown and red plant against the side of the bowl, mixing it with water boiled on Brighde’s sacred fire until it turned the color of mud. As she stirred, she sang a bewitching melody—an ancient song of rebirth, new beginnings, and good fortune.

I could feel the song calling to my heart of hearts, pulling me towards it, though I could not articulate what it wanted. The ground murmured beneath me as if in answer to my grandmother’s song.

Her voice trailed off and she peered into the bowl. Satisfied with what she saw, she poured the contents into a cup, which was then passed around, every woman taking a sip. And so it continued—pouring, mixing, casting, sharing, singing.

After the mugwort had been passed twice round, some of the others began to sing their own song as Brighde visited them and filled their minds with her vision. Their voices were lifted on the wind as they moaned in the throes of prophecy, the sound echoing across the dark water. Hairs on my arms and neck tingled as the women grew wilder, dancing and bucking, casting strange shadows on the walls of my grandmother’s small home, sending shocks of light across the sandy shore.

It was beautiful and terrifying.

I was considered too young for the powerful plant, and though I protested vehemently, I was secretly relieved not to have to ingest the dark liquid and surrender my body to the control of the gods. But no matter how uneasy I felt, I dared not move, breathe even, lest I shatter the thin veil between this life and the next through which Brighde was communicating with her faithful followers. Grandmother sat quiet, her eyes vacant as she reached out into the darkness, searching for the goddess.

Though I didn’t drink the mugwort, I participated in my own way. I sank my hands into the grass, cold and crisp beneath my fingers, searching for the power that Grandmother had spoken of. But all I could hear was a humming in the air.

“What are you trying to say?” I asked, barely above a whisper.

I knew I would not receive a response, but at that moment a breeze whispered at my neck and I felt my grandmother’s gaze on me. I looked up. Her eyes had turned black and her fists were clenched, but she sat still—a point of strength in a sea of noise and shadows. I squirmed under the intensity of her stare.

“Don’t be afraid, Groa, daughter of Boedhe, son of Coinneach, the rightful King of Alba.” My grandmother’s voice was deep and rich, like the steady hum of a swarm of bees.

“You will be the greatest of us all. Your fame will spread through all of Alba and into England. All the land your feet can touch and your eyes can see is yours, and you belong to it.”

My heart stirred and a shiver coursed down my back as the murmur of the earth confirmed it.

This . . . This is what I am saying to you.

Grandmother had never prophesied over me before and I was not meant to speak to her during the ritual, but the call from the earth urged me to respond.

“Will I be a queen?” I ventured, hating the reediness of my own voice in comparison to the rich timbre of my grandmother’s.

“You will be so much more. You will be immortalized.”

I thought of Grandmother’s druidic power, passed down from our ancestors. I thought of how Mother now held Father in her grip with the promise of a son. I thought of how Father bent beneath King Malcolm’s rule without the king ever having set foot in Fife. And I would be greater than all of them?

“Will I marry a king?” I asked.

My grandmother laughed.

“You speak of marriage when I am offering you glory and a legacy that will never die.”

“But how will I become queen if—” I began. Grandmother cut me off.

“Enough questioning, my child, there is still much more to be revealed.”

I shrank back, but Grandmother, sensing this, reached out and took my hand in hers.

“You must survive, little Groa. Of all of us, you must survive,” she said, her rich prophetic voice replaced by a tone of deep longing, her eyes intent on me.

With a gentle squeeze of my fingers she turned back to the fire, the flames throwing dancing shadows on her face. I looked around to see who else had heard this incredible prophecy but no one else seemed aware of what had taken place. They were still caught up in their own visions. Mother danced, and while I wanted with all my heart to believe she was free and happy, the movements seemed forced, as if she was trying to summon Brighde by sheer will rather than allowing the great goddess’s presence to land on her.

Grandmother’s words spun in my head.

Immortalized.

Queen.

Survive.

* * *

Pink had already given way to the blue of morning by the time I opened my eyes. The old daughters of druids were saying their goodbyes and sharing their visions excitedly with each other. One would be a grandmother again by harvest; another would be reunited with her son.

Someone had placed a sheepskin over my shoulders and I buried myself deeper inside its warmth. From where I lay, curled up beside the embers of the night’s fire, I could see my grandmother and mother bidding the others farewell. The small boats were pulling away from the shore until only one remained. One of our guards sat at the prow, and I didn’t understand why the few things we had brought with us were already loaded into it.

I sat up and the chill of the spring morning hit me full in the face. As the fog of sleep cleared, I remembered my grandmother’s prophecy and my spine tingled.

So caught up was I in my thoughts, I didn’t realize she had approached me. She looked older than I had ever seen her. Pulling me to my feet, she wrapped the sheepskin tighter around me.

“It is time to say goodbye, Groa,” she said as she bent down to kiss my cheek.

“Goodbye?” Sleep must have blocked my ears as well as my mind. “We have only just arrived.”

“Your mother has what she came for,” she replied quietly, taking my hand to lead me to the boat.

“No,” I cried, pulling away from her. “What about your tapestry?”

“I did not make one this year.” But I saw the twitch in her lower lip and the clench in her jaw and knew this was a lie. She was trying to hide her emotions. I did not have her strength. Tired and cold and upset to be deprived of precious days with my grandmother, I burst into tears.

“Gruoch,” my mother shouted in reproof from the boat, but Grandmother turned on her a gaze so cold and terrifying that she shrank back despite the distance between them. Grandmother had never looked at her that way before, and I sensed that things had shifted between them, perhaps forever.

Grandmother then stooped down so that her eyes were level with mine.

“Do you remember what I told you last night?” she whispered.

I nodded, wiping my nose on the sheepskin.

“You must survive,” she said. “You must be strong.”

“I miss you,” I could only reply desolately, and the admission brought with it a new flood of tears.

Grandmother stood and lifted me up, holding me close. She walked me towards the boats, but when my mother reached out her arms to take me, Grandmother hung back a moment more. She stroked my hair and my sobs lessened. She smelled thickly of mugwort and I tried to breathe in deeply, nearly choking on snot. This made Grandmother chuckle, which in turn brought a glimmer of lightness to my heart.

“Don’t forget my words, little one,” Grandmother said, and I nodded.

She leaned down to kiss my cheek once more.

“Look like the innocent flower, but be the serpent beneath it,” she whispered in my ear.

It was an old Picti saying, and though she had used it often before, in this moment it felt like a divine command, as if it were the reason I had been born—to be such a serpent beneath such a flower.

With that, I was bundled into the boat, and we pulled away from the island. The morning mist hung thick, but still I kept my eyes fixed on my grandmother. She stood alone on the shore, her cloak pulled around her, the wind lifting the tips of her long silver hair as she sang the song of parting. I stared at her, trying to burn her image into my mind, my ears straining to catch every word. Her voice carried on the wind and the last line seemed to float along the water behind us.

Nuair bhuannaichear ’s a chaillear blàr.

Even when the mist swallowed her up and we reached the opposite shore, still I kept her image in my mind.

Riding home with my mother, I welcomed the warmth of her body. She kissed my head and stroked my hair just as she once had. Brighde must have given her a wonderful promise to elicit such renewed affection. Despite her warmth towards me, I resolved not to tell her about the prophecy. She wouldn’t understand, not while her head was full of visions of sons and heirs.

That summer, I swam in the sea by myself while a guard stood watch. I traipsed through the hills with Mother’s maid and took boat rides on the Firth of Eden. Day by day, I grew into my divine purpose, watching the land as Grandmother would have wanted, observing how it changed and warmed under the summer sun, and how the hills became soaked with the purple of heather and then darkened as the harvest drew closer. The divinity of the land soaked into my skin as my bare feet trod upon its grass. I was heady with the knowledge that Alba herself had decreed me her rightful ruler—for this reason had I been born.

It was as if my grandmother’s words had tethered me to Alba, not through fantastical stories, but through my own claim to it. This land was mine, and I would care for it and love it as no one had cared for or loved it before. That summer, I thought I would never love anything so much as I loved Alba.

Then Adair was born.





Chapter 3

A sliver of moon against the dark sky heralded a new season. Harvest was drawing to an end and the time for feasting was upon us, but I cared for none of this.

My mother was wailing in her chamber.

I had woken in the night to her screams and ran to her rooms only to find them filled with women from nearby settlements, one of whom gently led me back into the hall, reassuring me with vague words of comfort that did little to assuage my fears.

“I demand to know what is happening!” I said, afraid of the way I had been greeted with sympathetic looks.

“Her child has come early, that is all,” the woman said softly.

“Early?” I asked.

“Pray it is a boy. He will need strength. They both will.”

The woman closed the door and, though I should have crawled into bed, I remained rooted to the ground.

How had I not known my mother was with child? It was true that her slender figure had rounded in recent weeks, but I had seen countless women grow fat at harvesttime and thought nothing of it. And though she had prayed fervently to Brighde that night at my grandmother’s, I had not expected the goddess to fulfil her request, especially when she had granted me such a destiny. What need would my mother have for sons when her daughter became Queen of Alba?

It was only now that I made sense of Father’s increased shows of affection of late. He had stroked my mother’s hair lovingly in the presence of his thanes and brought her back dried fruit from tours around his land. He had waited on her as a druid waits on a deity. She had accepted both affection and fruit with pleasure.

“See, little one,” she had said, “this is how you win a man and all the land he walks on.”

She had smiled coyly to herself as she ate fruit and adorned her hair with trinkets my father had bought her. I had assumed this was a result of her womanly wiles, but it was the spell of a full belly.

Now, as I lay anxiously in bed, I wondered if Father was still in the fortress. I had not seen him in Mother’s room, but I had not seen much aside from the blood that soaked her bedsheets. I wept and whispered pleas for her protection to any deity who would listen. I dipped in and out of restless sleep until, in the early hours of the morning, I woke to silence.

The door hinges were well oiled so no sound betrayed me as I slipped out into the long corridor. I peered into the darkness but the hall was empty.

Creeping on tiptoe, heartsick with the silence, I made my way towards my mother’s room. When I peered around the doorway, I was relieved to find no trace of the earlier bloodshed. Torchlight softly lit my mother, breathing deeply, wrapped in clean clothes and buried under warm furs. Beside her slept Father in his linen tunic. Between them lay the smallest child I had ever seen. Its skin was purple like the dawn, but it too was breathing peacefully.

The boards beneath my feet creaked as I stepped forward. My mother’s eyelids fluttered open.

“Come, Gruoch.”

I obeyed and climbed beneath the sheepskins, nestling against the warmth of her back.

“Is it a boy?” I whispered.

My mother laughed quietly.

“Aye, your brother.”

“Why is he so little?”

“Because he could not wait to join you.”

This answer pleased me and I curled up closer to her, sinking back into sleep.

They named him Adair—fortune. But, as is the case in my language, names often have many meanings. Adair also meant spear, and into my new brother’s naming, my father poured his every ambition to raise a great warrior and win back Alba. Perhaps I should have been angrier that he and Mother only cared for Adair’s future now, but my brother was so small and so beautiful, I could not bring myself to resent him.

He was the mirror image of Father, which of course pleased him all the more. Adair’s curly blond hair hung over his blue eyes, and he smiled with his whole face. Even in infancy his arms were thickset like Father’s, and his chest barrelled out when he learned to walk. But Adair was nothing like Father in demeanor. My brother was quiet, thoughtful, taking in everything with eyes that were as large as mine.

When he began to walk, he did not try and join in swordplay, for all that Father tried to force him towards it. Instead, Adair preferred to follow me around, hurtling forward on legs like thick saplings, and I was pleased to have found a loyal subject upon whom I could enact my grandmother’s prophecy. In our games, I veered between benevolent ruler and vengeful deity, both of whom he venerated with all the love of a younger brother.

Father worried that our close companionship would make my brother womanly, and so did his best to push Adair towards the company of the young men of our fortress.

“His first word was horse,” my father insisted on telling everyone when Adair began to speak. “He will grow up to be a warrior.”

“His first word was hair,” my mother quietly boasted to her ladies as they plaited her auburn mane, still lustrous despite the birth of two children.

I could have sworn Adair’s first word was hais, which was not a word at all but incoherent baby babble. But I dared not cross my father or my mother, each of whom seemed to have determined Adair’s destiny without consulting the other: to one, he was to be a powerful ruler who would bring glory, and to the other, he was to be an obedient son who would sail across the world, proclaiming his mother’s beauty and grandeur.

We didn’t visit my grandmother the following spring, nor the spring after that. Adair was too small to risk the journey, and though Mother assured me we would go as soon as he was strong enough, I suspected that Father would do everything he could to keep his son from Grandmother’s influence.

* * *

To ensure Adair’s place as his heir and perhaps, secretly, to parade his son as the resurrection of the line of King Coinneach, Father invited everyone in Fife to a great feast of celebration, to take place during Adair’s second harvest.

“Why did we not celebrate when he was born?” I asked.

Father’s head turned swiftly in my direction.

“Why would you ask that?” he demanded.

Alarmed, I took a step back.

“I only wondered . . .”

Father sighed, but when he spoke his voice was gruff and he stumbled over his words, hiding his true feelings.

“I must be sure my son can speak with authority and wield a sword. I would not want him to shame me in front of my people.”

Adair could wield a small wooden staff but would be crushed beneath the weight of one of Father’s swords. And he spoke well enough, though I doubted whether his voice could be considered “authoritative.”

I went to Barrach, our cook, who was as rosy and bald as he was loyal and kind, for an explanation of Father’s strange behavior. Barrach had been a great warrior as a young man before losing his leg in the service of my grandfather’s army. He now commanded a small band of servants, who were busy preparing mutton and drying fruit for the feast.

“Many children do not make it through their first few winters,” he said while kneading bread with his massive warrior’s hands. “It is an invitation to Manau—god of death—to celebrate before he gives his blessing on a life that will pass infancy.”

Barrach’s words stilled the air. Manau’s name settled around us like a curse.

“But Father does not believe in all that anymore,” I whispered, as if the very mention of his disbelief would be enough to summon Manau.

“Your father is more superstitious than the rest of us,” Barrach said. “He’s just too much of a coward to let Malcolm know it.”

I clung to Adair a bit tighter that day.

Summer crawled over a lifetime that year as we waited for Adair’s feast. Every day, I paced the fortress wall behind the guard, eyes straining towards the horizon for signs of our guests. Only once the first harvest was brought in did they begin to arrive, household by household at first, and then in droves.

Those of prominence were given rooms beside ours. The rest erected camps along the shoreline below and down into the valley behind. Many had brought animals, either to be slaughtered at the feast or given as gifts to Boedhe. The children were all eager to tell me the names of their pigs and goats.

“That one is Dagda and that one is Morrigan and that one is Cernunnos because he has the largest horns. That one is Columba and that is Nynia . . .”

“Who are those last two named for?” I asked. I recognized the god of all gods, and the goddess of war, and of course the horned god of wild places—a fitting namesake for a ram. But Columba and Nynia were new names to me. Grandmother had not told me of their exploits.

“Are they gods?”

“No!” The children laughed. “They are men, but we pray to them like gods.”

“Do they bless your crops or make the rain fall?” I asked.

“No.”

“They sound useless,” I replied, confused. “Why do you pray to them?”

“They were the ones who brought Christianity,” they responded incredulously. “Do you not know?”

I did not, which caught me unaware. For all that my father conformed to King Malcolm’s new religion, he had not taught me anything about it. From the children of Fife, I learned of the men who had first brought the strange traditions to our lands a generation ago. They prayed to these men like we had to Brighde. But in secret, they also continued to pray to their local gods, who continued to bless and curse their fields and rivers through every season.

Rewarding this exchange of knowledge, I did everything in my power to provide for them and make them happy. I collected flowers for the girls to weave through their hair, as I had seen my mother do. I showed the boys little tricks I had picked up from watching my father’s guards train—how to surprise your enemy with a clever backstep or alarm them with war chants. I stole down to the kitchens and harassed Barrach for extra sweets, which I distributed among my new subjects.

Their pleasure and gratitude were thrilling, and I presided over my own little court like the Picti queen I was destined to be. It was bliss.

When everyone from Fife had gathered, we commenced the formal days of feasting. Father had wanted a full fortnight of festivities, as was customary for the birth of a king, but our lands, while rich, were not wealthy enough to support such an expense. For all my father’s faults, he was a good mormaer and would not take more from his people than they could give. So, he contented himself with a week.

The first day of merriment lasted long into the night. There were no druidic ceremonies, but a sense of magic reigned over the whole affair. Father spoke in hushed whispers about the line of Coinneach returning to its rightful place on the throne and promised mormaerdoms to anyone who would listen. The drink made him generous, and those gathered to celebrate did not seem to mind, encouraging him in his frivolity.

The feast continued like this for three more days. We children were given more and more freedom to wander about as we desired. Each night, the singing became more discordant, the dancing wilder, my father’s boasting made bolder by the arrival of a male heir.

My mother sat beside him and drank in his power as if it were her own. She saw herself on the throne that should have been hers, in a palace at Scone, a queen such as Alba had never seen. Not like the foolish, ugly Briton girl who adorned the throne now, unable to give Malcolm a male heir. My mother would give my father son after son after son, and her reign would be unending. Her sons would be kings and their sons after them.

They were too happy and too careless and too full of their own majesty.





Chapter 4

I saw them first.

The sky was already light and a clear, cold day was ahead of us. We children had been up before the dawn, weaving restlessly in and out of the camps like gannets, looking for scraps of meat and bread. When we had picked our fill from the festival’s detritus, we escaped up into the hills overlooking our home.

Adair sat on my lap, contentedly sucking an apple peel. I gazed down to the shoreline and followed it as it wound round the coast into the Firth of Eden and disappeared into the land. There in the folds of forest and firth, the glistening gold and purple of flags caught the rising sun as it spread down the valley below our fortress.

A royal riding party.

I had never seen one before, but I had learned enough from Mother and Father to recognize the troop riding up the coastline. My heart stopped.

Was this King Malcolm, come to take Adair away?

I sprang up and bolted down the hill. The others thought it was a game and, with a great shout, leapt to their feet to chase after me. The noise we made woke any who had managed to sleep through the gulls’ calls and the morning light.

As we approached the castle, Father came to greet us, beaming wide.

“My children,” his voice rang out over the camps, “where have you been off to this morning?”

“The king is coming to take Adair away!” I shouted breathlessly.

Movement around us stilled and Father’s eyes narrowed.

“What do you mean?” he asked quietly.

I told him what I had seen from the hilltop.

“No. This is something else.”

I followed close at his heels as he swept across the camp towards the main feasting tent. Men were falling into step behind him, uneasy murmurs rippling between them. They began unsheathing their swords, but Father walked calmly into the tent and took his place at the head of the high table without reaching for his own weapon. The company hesitated before following his example, shuffling into their seats.

“Eat,” he said, a strained smile stretching across his face.

The men tried to pick at the food before them, but many kept their hands on their hilts and their eyes on the entrance.

“There is nothing to fear, Gruoch,” Father said when I came to sit by his side, but he adjusted the golden torc around his neck and brushed invisible dirt off his cloak.

“It is not unusual for the king to visit the son of one of his mormaers,” Mother added, taking her place beside him.

I didn’t understand them. They spoke as if the king was coming to bless their son, when all I had heard about King Malcolm was of his distrust of my father. I could not bring myself to wait calmly as they did but fidgeted in my seat until a great clamor arose outside, arresting all our attention.

Father nodded to a servant boy, who ran out of the tent to greet the party. After a moment, a man’s voice called out.

“No need. I have not risen so high that I must be greeted like one of your local deities.”

The words were gracious but I thought I could detect a hint of disdain in the mention of local deities. From his tone alone, I decided I did not like the speaker.

This was only confirmed when a tall, lean man entered the tent. He had thick black hair that curled around a smooth-skinned face, like a boy’s. I had heard King Malcolm was a grandfather many times over, but this man seemed to be young, my father’s age perhaps. He was handsome in a terrifying kind of way, and his robes rippled around him, a rich blue like the darkness of a calm sea at night. Instead of wearing the torc of a king or mormaer, he wore a small gold cross tied to a thin piece of leather that hung down over his chest, shining against the dark robes.

“Crinan,” my father said, and I could hear my own surprise matched in his voice. So this was not the king after all. “I would not have thought to see you leave your abbey and grace our lowly company with your presence.”

“Nor I.” Crinan smiled graciously. His voice was like heather honey—warm, sweet, smooth. He spoke in an accent I had never heard before, and I resisted the urge to squirm.

“The king received word that Boedhe begat a son and requested that I come on his behalf to offer a blessing. He would have been here himself but is much occupied with the running of his kingdom.”

There was so much respect in Crinan’s voice, it took my father bristling beside me to make me understand we had been insulted.

“We are pleased that overseeing the little Abbey in Dunkeld is so much less taxing. Otherwise we would not have had the blessing of your company,” Father replied.

It gave me pleasure to see Crinan’s smile falter. I sat up taller, proud that Father could match this pompous man’s veiled barbs with his own.

“Stay,” Father continued. “Have some food. You must have travelled all night to arrive here this morning.”

“We camped close by. The journey was not hard.”

It was not an outright refusal, nor was it acceptance. My father would have to insist—a further insult. Meanwhile, I could not help but dwell on the thought that they had been in our lands and Father had not known. They had slithered over our hills and through our forests. It made my skin crawl.

The entrance of the most striking woman I had ever seen snatched me away from my thoughts. Her hair was long and straight and fell down her back like a sheet of molten gold. Her eyes were the color of heather at harvest, her skin pale as its moon. Around her neck rested a torc of braided gold so thick I wondered she was not crushed beneath its weight, and her robes were richer even than Crinan’s.

Though my mother could be said to be more beautiful, this woman shone with power. I couldn’t look away. Her eyes rested briefly on my mother before alighting on Father, who had stood up at her arrival, as had all the men in the room. This was the influence over men my mother spoke of. I tried not to be embarrassed by the obvious jealousy that twisted her face.

“Lady Crinan,” my father said, his voice reverent.

The woman gave the smallest inclination of her head.

“I am sorry my father could not be here himself,” she said. “But I hope my presence serves as reward enough.” There was not a trace of doubt in her tone that it would.

Princess Bethoc, Lady Crinan, eldest of King Malcolm’s three daughters. My mother had spoken very rarely of her and never in flattering terms. Seeing them side by side, I could understand why she avoided the subject.

Despite the pleasantries, tension crackled in the air, as if at any moment the whole place would burst into flames. My fingers ached for a dagger or a knife. A stick even would suffice in the conflict that seemed ready to burst its banks. Instead, I clutched Adair’s hand tighter in anticipation; he did not object.

“Have some food,” my father said again after a brief pause. “Our stores are at your disposal.”

“All stores in Alba belong to the king. I would expect no less,” Crinan said, chuckling. Bethoc frowned at his uncouth behavior. I sensed that if she wished to insult someone, it would not be done in so clumsy a fashion.

I wanted my father to respond, to fight back. I wanted him to declare that our stores were the best in the land. I did not want him to retreat into the fearful man he was before Adair was born. I needed him to do something, anything.

But he sat there, silent coward, waiting for Crinan to answer him.

“Has the boy been baptised?” Crinan asked.

“We were waiting until he had passed his second winter,” Father replied.

I frowned, sure there were no plans for any such ritual of the new religion. Crinan’s eyes met mine, an unpleasant smile tugging at the corners of his mouth as my open confusion betrayed us.

“Were you worried it would summon Mananou or whoever it is you think governs death?” he asked.

His ridiculous mispronunciation of our deity’s name made me giggle. Crinan’s face darkened and the laughter stuck in my throat. Bethoc too had turned her gaze on me, something cold and terrifying in her eyes. It made me think of the beasts of the deep that my grandmother had warned me of.

“You pagans,” Crinan said quietly, still looking at me. “You will shrink from a flower if it opens its petals on the wrong day. You drown in superstition as you drown in ale. Had you baptised your son, you would have been sure of his salvation in this life and the next, and would not have needed to cower behind your primitive beliefs.”

The mask of civility slipped as he spoke and open hostility poured out. My face grew hot, tears welled in my eyes. I looked to Father and Mother. Surely, surely they would not allow themselves to be spoken to like this before their people? But they both remained silent, staring ahead.

In that moment, I could think of only one way to get rid of the horrible feeling of humiliation churning in the pit of my stomach. I needed to watch Crinan completely crumble, as I had seen one man crumble before. I knew only my grandmother’s song in the old tongue, but I was sure Crinan would not be able to tell the difference between a lullaby and a curse. Muttering under my breath, as my mother had done to my father the day he struck her, I stared steadily at Crinan.

“‘Cuin choinnicheas sinn a-rith’st nar triùir?’” I whispered.

A thrill coursed down my spine as Crinan took in a sharp breath and reached for the cross that hung around his neck. I smiled and continued murmuring.

“‘An tàirneanaich, an dealanaich no ’m bùrn?’”

Bethoc was next. I tried to fix my gaze on her, but she broke into a wide grin that conveyed more malice than joy. Only then did my mother realize what I was doing and clamp a hand over my mouth. I squealed but the sound was lost beneath Bethoc’s cruel laughter.

“Crinan, you are too harsh on them. They are not pagans. They have taught their children only silly songs. You have nothing to fear from them.”

He looked sheepish as Bethoc turned to my mother with a withering smile. My mother colored further, but still my parents said nothing. Why did they not speak? I wanted to crush Crinan’s skull beneath a rock. I wanted to scream so loudly it would echo across the sea, a cry to the gods to defend our honor. But Mother still had her hand firmly over my mouth.

Crinan turned back to my father, his mask of false respect restored.

“I am sorry to say we cannot remain with you, much as we would like to participate in the feasting.” He did not sound at all as if he wished to participate.

Mother released me but I kept my eyes fixed on the floor, my cheeks hot and my eyes dangerously close to watering—the final defeat. I was sure if I looked at Bethoc again, she would see my shame and then I would cry.

“My husband is right,” Bethoc said, sounding suddenly bored. “We journey on to see a distant cousin in Northumbria. Her daughter has been promised to my son Duncan, to strengthen our two kingdoms.”

“The daughter’s brother has been promised a mormaerdom,” Crinan said. “He is fond of his sister and will be given somewhere close by so that he may visit her whenever he likes.”

Father stiffened and Mother’s face went white.

“Athall would serve that purpose well,” Father replied, trying to make light of it, but Mother’s nails were carving half-moons in her arms where she gripped them in front of her chest.

I tugged at her arm, afraid she would draw blood, but she shook me off.

“Perhaps,” Crinan replied, revelling in some secret knowledge. Bethoc was staring at him again in open disdain. “But the journey from Scone to Fife is remarkably easy, not far at all for a doting brother.”

“Nothing has been decided.” Bethoc spoke icily. “But come, we have burdened you too long already.”

More pleasantries were exchanged, more false wishes of good health. And with that, they were gone.

* * *

The celebrations ended that afternoon. Barrach distributed the food he had prepared among the poorest, and the meat and fish were salted to carry us through the winter. Mother went to her rooms and did not emerge until the last of our guests were gone, but Father faced them bravely, sending them all home with blessings and gifts.

I wanted to apologize to them. I had stayed silent while their honor was sullied, their ways dismissed. But I could only stand beside my father and wave goodbye to my new friends, calling out blessings for safe travel, wishing I could give them more. Soon the last of the families had left for their homes, disappearing like the wisp of smoke from an extinguished candle.

I was banned from Father’s meeting hall that winter as many visitors came and went despite the struggle to travel. These clandestine assemblies were conducted in hushed tones, and I learned nothing of his schemes, no matter how long I lingered by the door.

I expected Mother to join in these secret plans, but they fought as they had before Adair was born until she locked herself in her rooms and refused to come out, allowing only maids to enter with food and drink; though the full trays returned to the kitchen showed she ate precious little.

Occasionally, she left her chamber to visit the shoreline, collecting small stones and whispering over them in the Picti language. She would chew bits of seaweed that washed up, waving her hands over the ground as I had seen my grandmother do. But where Grandmother’s movements had been fluid and strong, my mother moved like an infant, erratic and unsure of her way, as if trying to stumble back to something familiar but lost.

So thick was the mantle of sadness that hung about her, I soon grew afraid of being too near lest I be buried under it as well. Only once did curiosity win out that winter so that I went to see my mother.

As I walked into her room, a heavy wave of mugwort burned my nostrils and pressed against me, warning me to walk away and leave the sight before me. The room was damp, as if the fire in the hearth had not yet been lit despite the cold. I knew Father had not visited her recently for all her best dresses—the ones she wore to please him—lay rotting in a corner.

She was sitting in bed, her face pressed to a steaming bowl. Her skin had grown translucent, and her frame, always slender, now looked skeletal. A thin, stained shift hung from her shoulders, and her once-lustrous hair stuck to her forehead and hung limply down in front of her face. I am ashamed to say I lacked the courage to stay, and quickly walked out of the room.

After that, I often passed Mother’s door to see her bent over an entire bowl of mugwort, drinking its contents in slow, steady swallows. It was terrifying to see her with her eyes rolled back, foaming at the mouth as if in death. I assumed she was desperately searching for Brighde, trying to open the paths of ancient memories and channel the answers she sought. After many hours, she would come back to herself, but with even more questions than before. Father’s indifference turned to disgust as she became increasingly obsessed with capturing the
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