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​​For the reader:

Some years ago, I wrote a book about Tessa macFindlaech, and I’ve always wanted to continue the story to include her sister Jenna. As I finally did that, Jenna gained a twin, Jessie, and the story became two tales twisted together.

If you have not read Macbeth’s Niece, or you read it so long ago you need a refresher, I’ve included a synopsis at the end of this book, along with notes on the real Macbeth, the Shakespeare play, and William and Matilda, Duke and Duchess of Normandy.

None of the information is essential to your enjoyment of this story, but it’s there if you’re interested.
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Jenna

THEY CAME AT DAYBREAK, stalking silently from the grove of spindly trees in business-like formation, eyes watchful, weapons ready. Before the sleepy-eyed Scots could react, the rough men were upon them, pulling the adults from their beds at sword-point and herding them together like sheep. Squinting into the misty morning, Jenna stood with the others, shivering and fearful in the cold damp. Their men glared at the interlopers, furious with them for the assault and with themselves for being caught unprepared.

There was little to hear as Jenna’s life crashed around her. Men grunted as they were kicked or pushed into place, a child cried out and was hushed, face muffled against her mother’s chest. Jenna heard the mother whisper fiercely into the girl’s stiff, reddish hair, “Whist, nae, d’ye hear?” An older girl sobbed, but there was not much sound to it, as if she realized her fears meant nothing to the hard men who stared impassively at them.

Jenna’s gaze swept the tiny circle of her family. Meg, her oldest sister, stood with her husband Donald. Nettie and Ailsa, each with a baby on her hip and a husband at her side, watched fearfully, glancing at Meg for courage. Behind them the family’s servants and herdsmen stood, children peering from around their parents’ legs. Jenna’s heart gave a little jump as she realized her twin was not among them. A second, closer scan gave no reassurance. Jessie was not there. Where was she?

Out staring at the night, Jenna decided. When darkness covered the mountain, Jessie often left the smoky house to breathe fresh air beneath the stars. Tonight, it’s a blessing, Jenna thought. Jessie will be spared whatever fate awaits the rest of us.

When members of the clan-hold were assembled within the ring of the hard-faced, foreign-looking warriors, two men stepped from the tree line and made their way forward. The first, a man with starkly-white hair and dark, brooding eyes, moved with a slow and stately gait, as if heading a procession of worshipers rather than a band of interlopers. Though his frame was well muscled he looked shrunken, as if he’d taken little nourishment of late. His solemn face bore an expression of piety, and his gaze focused somewhere above their heads. His heavy sword rode in a scabbard at his back, and his hands were folded before him as if in prayer. Lesser men had done the dirty work. It seemed he had a different role.

The second man, a half step behind the first, was one such as Jenna had never seen before. Taller even than his tall companions, he seemed too perfect to be real: long, silken hair of reddish gold, a face strong yet beautiful with high cheekbones and a smooth brow, and a body formed for pure strength. While the others wore subdued colors and rough fabrics, this man’s deeply-dyed garments trumpeted personal pride. His bright blue eyes missed nothing as they swept the scene. When they lingered on Jenna, she shivered but would not look away. After a moment his gaze went on.

The silent warriors who’d torn Jenna’s people from their beds parted to admit the two men into the circle of captor and captured. The dark-eyed one examined the men among them, focusing on each face in turn, his expression almost, but not quite, benign.

When he spoke, his voice was higher than she’d expected. “I seek the men of Macbeth’s clan.” The words, though spoken in her tongue, sounded strange, the inflections slightly off. Their odd appearance now made sense. The intruders were Vikings.

Long ago, before Jenna’s grandfather’s father was born, they’d come as invaders. Some had settled along Britain’s east coast, carving a place for themselves among the mixed clans and tribes settled there. Along with Saxons, Picts, and Angles, Vikings had intermarried with natives until in some places it was difficult to separate the cultures.

These men, however, were blatantly Norse, with the tall frames and fair hair of the Scandinavians to whom terrible deeds were attributed. Looking at the grim faces before her, Jenna felt her fears deepen. What if the old folks’ tales of the Northmen’s cruelty were true?

Eyes sweeping the bedraggled group of prisoners, the leader’s gaze focused on Donald. “Are you blood kin to the fiend Macbeth?”

Meg’s husband was no coward. His rugged face revealed contempt and his voice was firm as he answered, “Our late king was no fiend, though I claim no blood kinship with him.”

The stranger smiled thinly. “Macbeth was a murderer and a coward. I am come to avenge his crimes, so my soul and the souls of my family can be at peace.”

Donald frowned in confusion. “Macbeth is dead these ten years.”

Waving a hand as if the argument had no consequence, the man replied, “I, Leif Arneson, have seen his cruelty. The sight of it would burn the eyes from your head.”

The splendid man beside Arneson shifted his feet. Jenna couldn’t decide if he was discomfited or impatient. Their eyes met for a second time and his head tilted, like a cat awaking at a sudden noise. She lowered her face, uncomfortable at his interest.

The white-haired man spoke again, raising his voice. “Macbeth ordered the murders of a mother and her sons. The gods have called me to avenge them.”

A stir went through the little crowd of listeners. A stranger come at the behest of his gods could not be good for them. “The ageless ones are angry.” His voice thrummed with certainty. “The blood feud calls.”

There were gasps of dismay. A blood feud!

“Macbeth was killed in battle,” Donald said, his voice firm. “There’s no call for more blood.”

The Viking shook his head. “One death does not suffice. Each squandered life cries for payment.”

Jenna shivered. A blood feud was a fearsome thing. The family of a murder victim was required by honor to exact a life for a life, and the life taken need not be the murderer’s. Any family member might suffer in his place, even children. Would they all die today because of events a decade gone? It was unusual but not unheard of, and Arneson’s demeanor revealed determination to see it through.

Meg stepped protectively before her husband. “No man of Macbeth’s line lives here.”

Anger flared in the Viking’s eyes. “You lie! Macbeth’s brother took his family to the Cairngorms, to this place, when he tired of your nation’s constant upheaval.”

“My father, long dead, sired only daughters.” Meg nodded at her little family. “Nor are there male children in the new generation.”

Arneson’s posture slackened as if he’d taken a blow to the stomach, but he raised his face piously to the stars. “At least the gods spared us more of his ilk,” he murmured.

Meg’s chin lifted defiantly. “Our father was as good a man as ever lived.” Donald put a hand on her arm, warning her not to tempt a madman. The Viking, ten years late for vengeance, was almost certainly diseased in his mind.

There was a stir outside the circle, and Jenna turned to behold a new, even stranger sight. Four men approached, bearing among them a large shield of beaten metal. On it sat a woman of extraordinary beauty and coloring such as she had never imagined. Her hair was so pale as to seem translucent, lighting the face it framed. Her eyes were a brilliant blue, and her cheeks showed red against otherwise chalk-white skin.

When the bearers set the shield on the ground, however, Jenna saw that the woman’s lower body was deformed, almost barrel-shaped. Probably to disguise this, she sat amid colorful blankets and pillows, only her upper torso visible above the bright fabric, like a vision in a dream.

The newcomer examined the people before her, considering each face. Her gaze stopped on Jenna, perhaps noting that no child clung to her, no man lent his protection with an arm or even a glance. One pale eyebrow lifted before she went on, cataloging each member of the group in a manner known only to herself. “Have you found what you sought, Leif?”

The Viking glanced at her resentfully, but his voice remained neutral. “They say no men are left of his line, Aldis.”

“Is this true?” She spoke to Meg, her tone hinting she would know if lies were told.

“My uncle was the last macFindlaech.”

Her smile was odd, perhaps haughty, perhaps something else. “Only women speak for the great Macbeth?”

“I cannot speak for him,” Meg corrected. “My uncle and I never met.”

Arneson stirred impatiently. “No sons to compensate my loss, Aldis. Who will pay for Macbeth’s murder and betrayal?”

“We have heard such stories,” Meg said, “but tales may be told of any man once he’s dead. The telling does not make it true.” Again Donald shifted beside his wife, perhaps wishing she didn’t feel the need to defend her kinsman.

Even in their home high in the mountains, they’d heard of it. Folk said the desire for power had led Macbeth and his lady wife to murder and madness. They rejected the whispers, first because it was natural to hope their kinsman had not been a monster, and second because their sister Tessa had known the king in his last year of life. She insisted the stories were lies invented to justify one king’s deposition of another.

The Viking’s cold gaze seemed to look through Meg, but he responded to her words. “I did not imagine my brothers’ cries as Macbeth’s men spitted them like hogs at slaughter. I heard them!” He raised his hands dramatically, and spittle flew from his lips as he shouted, “The fiend’s line must be stomped out, like the eggs of a serpent!” His eyes searched the crowd as if willing satisfactory victims to appear. The Scots winced at his fury, but no one spoke.

“There are no males of his blood here, Leif.” Aldis spoke softly, her hands resting in her lap. Jenna would learn later that she cultivated stillness because movement caused her pain.

The Viking turned on her in anger. “Then you were wrong, and we have wasted weeks.”

Though she sat below Leif, Aldis appeared to look down on him. “If a curse were easily broken, it would not be such a dreadful thing.”

She turned to Meg again, correctly judging her to be the ranking female. “There was a woman, the stories say, who traveled far to warn the tyrant of his enemies’ approach. Macbeth’s niece, they say, disappeared during the battle. Is she kin to you?”

“My sister, but we have not seen her for many years.” Jenna noted Meg’s careful phrasing. Tessa lived in England with her husband, Lord Brixton. She sent letters from time to time, and only the day before a gleeman, a traveling entertainer, had brought one. He must be somewhere in the circle now, though Jenna didn’t see him.

Tessa’s letters provided a window on the world for Jenna, who had used them to teach herself to read. Knowing little of her younger sisters, Lady Brixton nevertheless wrote each of them a personal note with each missive she sent. Jenna had insisted from the beginning that the reader point out the words to her as he read. She memorized each one in order to puzzle over it later on her own. With letters and the books left behind by her father, she deciphered the connection between sound and form in writing, and from that point was often scolded for neglecting more productive work to “put her nose in a book.”

Hearing that Tessa lived, interest lit Leif’s eyes. “Does Macbeth’s niece have sons?”

Seeing her mistake, Meg hurried to correct it. “When last we saw her, she was a maid.”

“And none of these is kin to Macbeth?” Leif gestured at the men in the circle, his gaze determined. Dread gripped Jenna. He might yet order them all killed in order to leave no living drop of Macbeth’s blood.

Meg stood firm before his gaze. “These are my husband’s kinsmen. You have climbed the mountain for nothing, Northman, for you will not find what you seek here.”

Her defiant tone brought a frown to Arneson’s face, but his reply was interrupted as another man entered the circle. Broad-shouldered and solid, he moved silently into place beside the blond giant. His plain clothing was outshone by his companion’s polished brass brooch-pin and carved sword-case, but he seemed to Jenna more human, perhaps because his brown hair and square build were more like the men she knew. She felt a strange sensation when his gaze lifted and met hers. His eyes widened momentarily, as if he felt it as well. She looked away. He was a Viking, and therefore an enemy.

“Did you find others?” Arneson asked, and the quiet man shook his head. Good for you, Jessie. These Vikings might look like perfect warriors, but one slight girl had eluded them. She looked toward the spot where she guessed Jessie was hiding, but stopped herself, fearing she’d betray her sister’s presence.

When her glance returned to the circle, the newcomer was still looking directly at her. She lowered her face, fearing he’d read what she was thinking.

The blond giant also noticed the look she tried to hide. “There is someone else here.”

Arneson turned to the dark-haired man. “Lukas, look again.”

Without comment, the man turned and left the circle. His direction was wrong for where Jenna guessed her sister was hiding, and she smiled to herself. The Vikings were not as wise as they thought themselves to be.

Arneson turned to the cripple, apparently his seer. “Might one of these women yet bear a son?”

Fear sharpened her sisters’ faces. Nettie clutched her oldest daughter to her side, glancing fearfully at her husband. Ailsa clung to Robert, who put a protective arm around her and their baby daughter. Even the servants hunched lower.

The seer took a long time to answer. “A woman will do only if there is no other. You must first make certain the missing sister has no sons.”

“How are we to find a woman ten years gone?”

“They know where she is.” The giant spoke for the first time. His voice was low but carried easily, and he said it casually, as if to let the prisoners know how pitiful resistance would be. He unsheathed his sword, and a shiver of dread passed through the prisoners.

“Tell me, then.” Arneson focused on Meg.

Her expression was stony. “I have said it. We have not seen our sister for many years.”

“Not seeing is not the same as not knowing.” Surveying the circle of Scots, the big man stepped toward Ian, a servant almost blinded by cataracts. With a swift thrust, he spitted the old man with his sword. Ian was dead before he could cry out, but Meg’s anguished scream filled the air. Others moaned audibly as he fell.

“No!” Meg bent to touch the old man’s face, and Jenna put a hand on her sister’s shoulder.

“A useless life. We have done you a service.” Righteousness vibrated in Arneson’s voice. “Now repay the kindness. Where does Macbeth’s seed grow?”

Meg looked to Donald, whose face was grim. Everyone understood the message: reveal Tessa’s location or see their people butchered one by one. What kind of choice was that?

As the decision hung over them, a man stepped out from the circle. Slight of build and no taller than Jenna, he carried himself with a confidence that demanded attention. It was the gleeman who had brought Tessa’s letter. “I can tell you where the woman lives if you make it worth my while,” he told the Vikings. “I saw her less than a month ago.”

A collective sound circled the little group, part dismay, part relief. Though this man might save them further tragedy, his intervention meant trouble for Tessa.

For her part, Jenna felt only anger. How dare this fellow offer to sell the lives of her aunt’s children to these monsters? “If you make it worth my while” indeed! Everyone here knew Tessa had twin boys eight years old as well as two younger daughters. Now the twins might be killed because of this man’s cowardice.

“You’ve seen the woman?” Arneson asked. “Where?”

“I can draw you a map.” Jenna searched her mind for the gleeman’s name but could not recall it. Whoever he was, he had no right to make decisions for her clan.

The third man returned to the group, shaking his head to indicate he’d found no one. “What’s this?” he said when he saw Ian lying dead.

“A necessary sacrifice,” the Viking replied in a tone that revealed how little Ian’s death mattered to him. “We have learned what we need to know.”

The man seemed to object, but in the end he pressed his lips together and said nothing. Angry he missed the sport of murdering an old man, she thought.

Wiping his sword on Ian’s tunic, the tall Viking put it away. “We’ve journeyed all this way and climbed this infernal mountain only to learn we must go somewhere else?”

“The forces of nature lead where they will, Bjorn” Aldis said. “All things have purpose.”

Leif seemed not to have heard their exchange. “We will find her, but what of these liars, Aldis? Is it good sense to leave them alive?”

“Bad luck to kill mothers with children,” she replied flatly, as if they discussed vegetables. “Put them in their cattle byre and block the doors. By the time they escape we will be too far away for them to stop us.”

“Such as these would prove no stop to us, but we will make double sure.” Leif Arneson looked around the circle as he spoke. “Swiftly, then. I want this curse lifted before the king’s matters move forward.”

“You will be ready when he comes.” Aldis’ somewhat protuberant eyes went wide as if visualizing some future event.

“See it done.” Leif’s men began herding their prisoners into the cave where cattle were kept in bad weather.

“Wait,” the giant ordered, and Jenna’s heart stopped as she found his gaze on her. “This one is no mother of children. We should take her with us.”

Fear tensed her throat, and although she intended to say, “Don’t touch me,” only a strangled growl emerged. Meg put an arm around her, a protective gesture and a warning.

“Why, Bjorn?” Leif was focused elsewhere.

Bjorn came close, looking Jenna over as if she were a hunting hound he might purchase. He pulled her chin up with his hand then released it, brushing her chest lightly in an ominous gesture. “A wild flower from high in the mountains,” he murmured. She smelled mint. Did he chew it to sweeten his breath, or did he suffer from headaches? Judging from his fine clothing, she guessed the former. Jenna met the Viking’s gaze defiantly and opened her mouth to speak, but Meg gripped her shoulder in warning.

Meeting her gaze with a smile, the tall man said, “A hostage will protect our retreat.”

Leif shrugged without interest. “As you wish.”

Bjorn turned his gaze on Donald. “Do not follow, Scotsman, for her life is in your hands.”

After a moment Leif said, “If the sister has no sons, females must serve to pay the price.” His voice turned anguished. “I am determined to end this curse.”

Donald made his move then, leaping at the Viking in a desperate attempt to protect Jenna. He reached for Leif’s throat, but one Viking reached out and slung the flat of his axe against the side of his head in an almost casual gesture.

Seizing her chance, Jenna dived past the Northmen, bare feet churning, and ran for the trees. As the intruders gaped in surprise, she gained the edge of the grove, disappeared into the foliage, and slipped behind a knoll she knew well, having hidden there more than once in the course of childish games.

Peering through the green-tipped branches, she watched the aftermath of her flight. Leif gave a curt order and gestured impatiently. Most of his men continued toward the byre, and Jenna’s heart sank as she saw two men pick up Donald’s still form and carry him along. Two others, the man called Bjorn and the one with green eyes, followed her into the wood. Bjorn headed down the path with sure intent. The other stopped, looking toward the spot where she lay. From his shrewd conclusion she’d choose cover over flight, Jenna guessed he was a skilled tracker with instincts honed for locating and capturing his quarry. Surprisingly, after a moment’s hesitation he moved away, following his companion.

Jenna lay flat, hardly daring to breathe, but she knew she couldn’t remain there for long. Dawn was breaking, and the night-robe she wore showed starkly white against the dark ground. With a bit of luck, however, she’d reach a place where the two men would never find her.

The path the Vikings had taken led to a pool that provided the clan’s water. The hiding place Jenna sought was there, but she had to approach it from a different direction. With agonizing slowness she moved away from the path, gliding silently through the trees to the far end of the cold, clear pool. A small waterfall fed it, and every child of the clan knew that behind the cascade lay a cave just large enough for one slight female to hide in until her pursuers gave up looking.

Creeping down the steep slope, she reached the water’s edge. The bank was soft here, and the pool lay under an overhanging ledge of scrub brush. Jenna ducked under the overhang and crouched beneath it, staying out of the water until she could be sure the Vikings were gone.

That was her mistake. As she waited, listening, a hand reached down from above and caught hold of her night-robe. One of them had guessed her intent, and now he had her. Or did he?

There was but a moment to decide what to do, and no real choice. Twisting her body Jenna slipped out of the loose shift, leaving it in her pursuer’s hand. She dived into the pool, hardly aware of the cold as fear drove her onward. Pushing herself deep into the water, she let experience guide her. Her lungs strained as she crossed without surfacing, pushing through the water with powerful kicks. Just as she feared her chest might burst, she felt the pound of water on her shoulders and made a final lunge. Soon she was behind the waterfall, safe from her enemy’s eyes and naked as the day of her birth.
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JESSIE

The night her world changed, Jessie was watching the moon make its way through forests of clouds in the night sky. So intent was she on the shapes and variations above her that she saw nothing until the Vikings were upon the clan-hold, pushing her family from their homes and their beds with rough words and heavy hands. From a place in her favorite tree she saw it all, though she couldn’t hear what was said. She sat frozen, unable to think of anything she could do to help.

At least a dozen large men, mostly fair-haired, forced her family and their small group of servants into the center of the open space, menacing them with heavy swords. Instinctively, Jessie’s eyes sought her twin in the group. Jenna was there, her expression fearful but also angry. Meg and Donald stood stiffly together, hiding the dread they must feel.

When everyone was assembled, a man stepped from the trees, an odd combination of youth and old age. He walked as if in a trance, but he questioned Donald and Meg intently. What did he want with them? There was little the world considered wealth here in the Cairngorms, nothing that made climbing the steep mountainside worthwhile. It was why her father had chosen this spot, far from their royal peers.

Meg answered the Viking, her words unintelligible but her manner scornful. Jessie shivered, for she sensed these men would not take defiance kindly.

Though she feared for them all, Jessie’s greatest concern was for Jenna, her other half. They shared the same light brown hair, greenish eyes, oval face, and clear skin, and they believed they shared one heart, for they heard each other’s thoughts and finished each other’s sentences. On the outside they were so much alike that only close family could tell them apart. Donald often said teasingly if they sat still and remained quiet, no one could. “Of course,” he always added, “Jenna is seldom still or silent.”

Though alike on the outside, their personalities were different. Jenna was the strong one, active, inquisitive, and sure of herself. Jessie was meek and unsure, in large part because of her crippled leg. Flawed herself, she easily forgave the wrongs of others. Jenna abided no insult and found forgiveness almost impossible.

Though Jessie admired her sister’s confidence, Meg sometimes did not. “You must not anger so easily,” she often advised. “Keep your words to yourself until you’ve considered them a while.”

“I try,” Jenna replied each time. “But my chest gets tight and my face gets hot—”

“—And you say what you should not.”

It was true, and the worst of her anger was directed at anyone who slighted her twin sister. Jessie had been born with a dislocated left hip, a problem no one noticed until it was too late to correct it. Though the leg could hold her weight, she had a severe limp and had to wear a special boot in order to walk normally. Convinced she needed protection because of her disability, Jenna provided it with a vigor that was often overzealous and even embarrassing. No one was allowed to mention Jessie’s malformed leg, and heaven help anyone who called her a cripple. Jenna had even declared herself unwilling to marry, due, Jessie feared, to the belief Jessie was unlikely to wed. Life was hard in the Highlands, and a cripple who was the sixth of six daughters was not a highly-sought prize, however comely she might be.

A few days earlier, Donald had taken up the matter of marriage privately with Jessie. Dougal, a kind but dull youth from a nearby clan-hold, had asked for Jessie’s hand. Even Donald had seemed doubtful of Dougal’s suitability as a husband, but the unspoken question was who else would have her. “Think on it,” he’d told Jessie. “If you agree, we’ll tell your sister together.”

Jenna would be angry, would insist the niece of Scotland’s former king deserved better, but Jessie had asked herself, which should she choose: a spiritless marriage or no marriage at all?

The Viking leader’s raised voice brought Jessie’s attention back to the scene before her. Jenna’s tendency to speak her mind would be dangerous in the present situation, and she said a prayer that her sister would for once remain quiet. She did, but for no apparent reason the beautiful Viking stabbed Blind Ian, who fell to the ground and lay very still. Jessie sobbed aloud, clamping a hand over her mouth. She could do her family no good if she were discovered.

What could she do in any case? Jessie touched her leg resentfully. Since she hadn’t put on her boots when she came outside, she was helpless to stop or even delay whatever was going to happen.

As her family stood frozen in horror at the murder of a helpless old man, the leader of the Vikings asked again whatever it was he wanted them to tell. No one moved for a few moments, but then a man stepped forward. It was a gleeman named Alfred who had arrived the day before with a letter from their sister Tessa. What he said pleased the Viking, for his demeanor became more relaxed. He gave further orders, but something caused Donald to react. He sprang at the leader, only to be clubbed unconscious by one of the other men. Meg knelt beside him, but Jenna broke away and ran for the trees. Aware of Jessie’s probable location, Jenna angled away to protect her. Once in the woods, Jenna disappeared almost immediately. The leader pointed after her and gave a sharp command, and two men separated from the group and followed.

Jessie watched in fear as they approached the trees. The leaves hid her from a distance, but her linen night-shift glowed ghostly white in the dim morning light. If one of the men looked up as he passed, he would easily see her.

Intent on catching Jenna, the men didn’t look up. Instead they followed the trail to the pool, turned to opposite sides in order to catch a glimpse of Jenna. Jessie sent up a second prayer that her sister might elude them and reach a safe hiding place.

The trail dropped near the water, and she watched the two Vikings disappear. Only when they were gone did she realize that on their way back along the trail, their eyes would naturally rise with the ground, and she’d be visible, like a white bird perched in the old tree.

What should she do? She was no match for them in speed. With few choices, Jessie decided to climb down and hide somewhere in the undergrowth until they passed by a second time. As quietly as possible, she left her place on the branch and let herself down to the ground.
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Jenna

JENNA HUDDLED IN THE tiny cleft behind the waterfall, shivering with cold and fear. Nothing was clear, but her would-be captor’s movement separated him from the dim forest. He stalked to the rim of the pool, glaring into its depths, and she saw the creamy fabric of her night-robe float downward as he tossed it into the water in disgust. Not a man used to defeat, she guessed, but he couldn’t see where she’d gone.

He was patient. He didn’t pace or curse, but waited beside the pool much longer than she could have held her breath under the icy water. A tracker, she thought once more, with a hunter’s experience and the will to subdue his anger and wait out his quarry. She smiled to herself. Safe in her noisy nook, she could wait longer than he could.

The man’s head turned, and he stepped back from the pool’s edge. A moment later a second form emerged from the trees, and she made out the gold-red mane of the Viking Bjorn. He carried something wrapped in white, something that moved. Not something. Jessie!

Her terrified twin flailed blindly, but her weight was nothing to Bjorn. He held her to his side, gesturing with his opposite hand as he spoke to the Tracker. The nameless one pointed at the water, but Bjorn shook his head dismissively. He turned away, and Jenna watched in horror as her twin disappeared up the path, still kicking at her enemy. With a last long look at the pool, the tracker turned and followed.

Jenna let out a strangled sob. She had no hope of catching the men before they reached their companions, and what would she do anyway? For a few minutes she wept bitter tears for the escape that had come at her sister’s expense. When she raised her face, her sodden night-shift floated before her, drawn by the inward pull of the waterfall. It lay just outside her reach, offering modesty if not warmth when she recovered her composure enough to take it.

It was some time before Jenna reentered the water, retrieved her garment, and exited the pool. Chilled and miserable, she returned to the clan-hold, stopping frequently to listen for the presence of the interlopers. All was silent. Old Ian’s body lay as it had fallen, his sightless eyes truly empty now. His corpse and their tracks in the soft earth were all the Vikings had left behind. They had what they’d come for, Tessa’s location and a hostage to protect their retreat. She must hurry, or they’d escape before her kinsmen could catch up and kill every single one of them.

She moved to the byre, calling, “Meg, are you in there? Are you all right?”

“Jenna? Is it you?”

Two heavy timbers wedged the doors shut, and it took longer than she’d hoped to move them. Lacking the physical strength to lift them, she dug a trench, scraping the sod away with a spade. At her command, the prisoners inside pushed together, pushing the timbers along the ground. The boards cracked as the stony ground resisted, but finally one man then another squeezed out the opening. Putting their backs to it, they soon tossed the timbers aside, and everyone poured out of the barn except the two Jenna was most anxious to see, Meg and Donald.

Inside the byre Meg knelt beside her wounded husband, who lay unconscious and bleeding from his ears. Her face was grave. “He breathes, but he hasn’t moved.”

“Oh, God!” Jenna searched the face of the man who served as her surrogate father. She could picture Donald teasing or working or even snoring, but never had she seen him so still, so pale.

Gentle hands lifted their leader, took him to the house, and laid him on his bed. Meg wouldn’t leave his side but gave orders as to what must be done, and Ailsa and Nettie obeyed quickly and quietly. Ailsa stirred the fire to life and added fuel to warm the patient. The acrid smell of vinegar reached Jenna’s nose as Nettie brought a bowl covered with a soft cloth. With a healer’s touch, Meg bathed the wound, judging its depth. “The hurt is grievous,” she said, confirming what everyone had already guessed.

Jenna stood beside her sister, heart aching. Her twin was a captive, her brother-in-law hurt, and her sister close to collapsing with grief. Without Donald’s leadership, there was no one to mount a rescue. “I hate the Vikings,” she muttered to no one in particular. “I’ll kill them all if anything happens to Donald or Jessie.”

Meg looked up in surprise. “Jessie? What of her?”

“They took her.” It almost choked Jenna to say it aloud, but instead of tears this time, anger rose as she told the tale. “The one they called Bjorn came upon her as he sought me.”

Meg’s face registered this new pain. “And they took her.”

Jenna pressed her lips together to hold her composure. “I should have stopped them.”

“You couldn’t. Donald tried, and this is the result.” Meg caressed her husband’s still face. “We must hope Jessie can escape somehow.”

“How? Without her boot she can hardly walk.”

“And if we go after them, they’ll kill her. They said as much.”

“But she will be—” Speaking her sister’s probable fate was too painful. If stories told of Vikings were any indication, she’d be raped for sport and killed when they finished with her.

Meg rubbed the line between her brows, unable to accept all she faced. “When night falls, she might crawl into the woods and hide until they leave.”

“How will she escape a dozen men?”

“If she can get away, she will,” Meg repeated. “There’s nothing we can do.”

Jenna stared into the fire. “It’s my fault she was captured.”

Meg looked up, her face drawn with tragedy. “It’s not your fault there’s evil in the world. How would they know they had a different girl, and would it matter if they did?” She turned back to her husband, unable to dwell further on the question of Jessie’s capture, but her words made an impression on Jenna.

“And they’d never know if I took Jessie’s place now,” she whispered to herself.
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​​​Chapter Four
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Jessie

THOUGH SHE DID HER best to keep up, Jessie could not. Finally one of the Vikings stated the obvious. “There’s something wrong with her.”

The leader glanced back disinterestedly. “You brought her, Bjorn. See to it.” His tone held as much concern for her as for an unwanted kitten.

“I’ll rejoin you later.” The man named Bjorn took her arm, allowing the rest to move on. His expression sent a chill down Jessie’s spine. She wouldn’t live much longer, and she’d wish for death long before it came.

The blond woman spoke from her perch on the shield, her tone flat. “Is it sport now to kill girls, Bjorn?”

He answered in a low tone, his voice hard. “Mind your own affairs, Aldis. I won’t let Leif forget it was you who brought us all this way on a useless chase.”

The woman glanced at the leader, who’d gone on, uninterested in their exchange. Doubt clouded her eyes, and she gave Jessie a pitying glance before ordering her bearers forward.

As the other Vikings passed, one called in a teasing tone, “Be sure of your kill this time, Handsome One. Don’t let this one escape as you did the beast yesterday.”

Bjorn glared as others chuckled at the jibe. “The animal did not live out the night, I’ll wager.” He pulled Jessie off the path with a rough jerk. She made no sound, since there was no point in it, but she resisted, clawing at him as she stumbled along. A second jerk brought her tumbling into his arms, and he enclosed her in a strong embrace, his face next to hers.

Jessie heard her growl of objection as she tried to free her arms from the man’s grasp. The Viking only laughed low in his throat. Then a firm voice behind them stopped him cold. “I’ll take the girl.”

Jessie looked up to see the man who’d helped in the search for Jenna. He stood behind them, feet slightly apart, his expression neither friendly nor threatening. The others had gone on; no one heard the exchange but the three of them.

“She’s lame. Leif doesn’t want her slowing us down.”

“My pack pony can handle her weight.”

Bjorn frowned in confusion. “What do you care what happens to her, Outsider?”

“There is a code in these matters,” the man replied. “Hostages must be treated well and returned to their families once the need for them is over.”

“In your world, Norman, but not in mine. I took her, and I’ll do as I like with her.”

The other seemed unfazed by the implied threat. “I’ll see she doesn’t hinder us.”

The big man took a step forward. “You should not try to stop me, Lukas.”

The other didn’t even blink. “There is no trying here. If I must stop you, I will do it.”

Bjorn’s glance flickered in the direction of the retreating band. The sounds of their passage were dim now. Jessie heard only muted footsteps and the beating of her own heart. Rage glittered in Bjorn’s eyes, and his jaw tightened. “She is nothing to you,” he said, but the objection sounded more petulant than threatening.

“And even less to you, it seems.”

For a time Bjorn measured the man he’d called Lukas. Then he turned abruptly and stalked after the others, leaving Jessie partly relieved. Had Lukas spoken the truth, or did he want her for himself? She chose to behave as if he’d acted out of goodness. “Thank you.”

“We are not monsters.” That was all he had to say on the subject. He led her to the path, where he took some of his pony’s load onto his own back, providing a place for her to sit. “How did you hurt your leg?”

Jessie hesitated. If she admitted she was permanently lame, he might conclude she was indeed an impediment. “I twisted it when he captured me.”

Accepting that, Lukas set her on the animal’s broad back. “Hold on, for the way is steep.”

That was the end of conversation for the day’s journey. They made their way downhill, rejoining the others. Bjorn gave them a baleful glare, but no one commented on the turn of events. Jessie had to concentrate on keeping her seat as the pony navigated the steep slope. When shadows fell, they found a fairly flat spot and made camp for the night.

Lukas helped Jessie dismount, which was a good thing, since her aching muscles refused to hold her upright at first. As Lukas secured the pony for the night in a copse of trees, a dour servant who’d walked beside the woman on the shield all day approached and said curtly, “My lady will speak with you.”

Jessie turned to see the odd woman regarding her. She sat on a bearskin, surrounded again by her colorful pillows. An equally colorful tent was being set up nearby. Curious but a little fearful, Jessie followed the servant to where the odd woman sat. “I am Aldis,” she said when Jessie reached her. “Sit here.” She pointed to a place near the fire that had begun to warm the evening chill. Meekly Jessie obeyed, thinking Jenna would have refused. But then, Jenna’s leg would not be aching from unaccustomed exertion.

She had trouble understanding Aldis’ speech at first due to her heavy accent and a slight slur, as if her jaw didn’t always obey her intentions. “You are kin to Macbeth?”

Jessie tilted her head in confusion at the question but saw no reason to lie. “He was my uncle.”

“Did you know him well?”

“Not at all.”

“I see.” Aldis sat very still, an exotic goddess rising from colorful smoke. “I hoped you could tell me why he ordered the deaths of a helpless woman and her children.”

At home they had spoken of this. “One shouldn’t believe stories when those telling them have reason to blacken the king’s name.”

“But there is a witness to this one.” Aldis glanced at the Viking leader, who’d set up a small altar and now knelt before it. “Leif was there when your uncle’s men murdered his mother and her children. It is why he has sworn a blood oath on the males of Macbeth’s line.”

Jessie moved a little to the side to avoid the smoke from the campfire, which made her cough and obscured her view of Aldis’ face. “Why would the Scottish king murder a Norwegian family?”

Aldis frowned delicately. “Leif is a Scot who came to Norway as a boy.”

“And how does he know my uncle was responsible for this deed?”

“The nurse who saved him, distant kin to my uncle, often told the story of the day when the king sent men to kill everyone in the castle, even the servants. She said Macbeth’s line should be ended in revenge for the deed.”

Jessie’s mind raced, interpreting what she’d seen but not heard at the clan-hold. They’d found no men of Macbeth’s line, so where were these men heading now with such purpose? If Leif knew their sister Tessa had twin boys, he would go to Brixton. “This Leif would kill children?”

Aldis’ face remained blank. “His brothers were children, and it did not save them. If his nurse had not hidden him in the root cellar, he too would have died.” She seemed eager to explain Leif’s behavior, perhaps to excuse it. “In recent days Leif has had great misfortune. He has concluded there is a curse on him.”

“He asked you to find the cause of it.” Jessie guessed Aldis’ physical limitations were balanced by heightened powers in the magical arts.

Aldis closed her eyes briefly, as if tired. “It is my duty to help others if I can. Searching the bones, I saw signs that Leif had neglected loved ones.” A flicker of emotion crossed her face. “Believing the omens point to those long-ago deaths, he’s come to avenge his family.”

A watcher of people, Jessie guessed Aldis disagreed in some measure with Leif’s decision. She’d read the omens but hadn’t expected the results she was now experiencing.

And why had they come to Scotland? “Surely he knows Macbeth is dead.”

“That should have ended the call for blood.” Aldis’ tone hinted that was her wish, but she went on, “Last winter Leif’s pregnant wife and two sons died in a fire. He believes it was a punishment from the gods, because he did not act to end Macbeth’s line.”

“I don’t understand.”

Aldis gazed into the fire, apparently seeing a picture within it. “Leif’s father was a Scottish lord, what you call a thane. Leif was second oldest of four brothers. One day when he was
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