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      Joanna Courtney’s first literary accolade was a creative writing prize at primary school and from that point on she wanted to be a novelist. She was always reading as a child and often made up stories for her brother and sister on long car journeys, but it was when she took a degree in English literature at Cambridge, specialising in medieval literature, that she discovered a passion for ancient history that would define her writing.

      Joanna began writing professionally in the sparse hours available between raising two stepchildren and two more of her own, primarily writing shorter fiction for the women’s magazines. As the children grew and obligingly went to school, however, her time expanded and she started writing novels. Her first series, The Queens of the Conquest, is about the women married to the men fighting to be King of England in 1066 and while researching that period, she came across King Macbeth and, more importantly, his wife. She was intrigued to learn that they had been real rulers who ruled Scotland wisely and well for about fifteen years. These were not the cruel, frantic, half-mad characters of Shakespeare’s wonderful play and she had to know more.

      Further research unveiled other great Shakespearean women lurking in the wings (where women in the ‘dark ages’ are so often consigned): Hamlet was a real Danish king in around 600 AD, with Ofelia as his consort and shield-maiden; Lear was a Midland’s war leader around 450 BC and his daughter Cordelia a Boudicca-style warrior princess. Joanna knew then that, dearly as she loves Shakespeare, these three amazing women had to be freed from the shackles of his brilliant but restrictive narratives and allowed into the world as they truly were. The Shakespeare’s Queens series is here to do just that.

      Get in touch with Joanna on Facebook: @joannacourtneyauthor, twitter: @joannacourtney1 or via her website: joannacourtney.com.
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      For Emily and George

      May your marriage contain as much love as Cora and 

      Macbeth’s (and considerably fewer battles)
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      I did not ask to be queen. I did not look for gowns and crowns and the weight of a country upon my shoulders. I wanted only to join my hand to that of the man I loved and be Lady Macbeth. I wanted only to be a wife and mother and to build a contented home upon the welcoming shores of the Moray Firth.

      Or did I? I fear maybe my heart was not forged so simply. Yes, I wanted love – what girl does not? – but I wanted more too. I wanted position, pride, achievement. My blood is royal and royal blood is a prickly fluid. It does not run as freely as that of normal men and women. With such blood in your veins you are a receptacle not just for your own life but for so many others, past and present, whose hopes and duties and privileges you perpetuate. I did not ask to be queen but I did look for the right to be so and the way the times turned around me, it amounted to the same thing.

      Did God intend me for the throne? It would be comforting to say so but I’m not sure God thinks that highly of me, or of any of us. Alba’s kings and queens are inaugurated on the Stone of Destiny but they have to seize that stone first – they have to make that destiny for themselves. They have to climb the Hill of Belief to sit upon that stone and it is not so named for nothing. I did not ask to be queen but I believed I could be.

      And she, the other one – Lady Duncan – did she believe so too? She had no royal blood, nor Alban blood neither, but she took to our country as if she had been waiting for such a gift all her life. She had her own destiny to chase and it was perhaps just an accident of fate that she was chasing it in the same time and space as I. The threads of our lives, in the end, crossed in so many places that they became almost a single chain – a chain to hang around Alba’s neck and decorate her history.

      My heart was not forged simply but it was forged strong and it beat out a rhythm I can never regret. I did not ask to be queen but neither did I refuse. I made my destiny and I followed it all the way across Alba to its throne and its tomb. I was Lady Macbeth and I was Queen and I can only hope that in some small way Alba was richer for it.
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      Cora

      Inverness, August 1025

      Cora MacDuff stared contentedly up at the soft Moray sky. The patch of vivid blue directly above her was framed all around by waving bulrushes and marked by a single small cloud which, if she half-closed her eyes, looked very like a beating heart. A smile fluttered at the corners of her mouth but then, ashamed of her foolish fancy, she exhaled and the bulrushes surrounding her sighed in protest.

      ‘What are you sighing about, Cora? Not me, I hope.’

      Macbeth raised himself up on one elbow to look down at her and, despite herself, she smiled.

      ‘No, not you, Macbeth.’

      How could she sigh over him? With his mop of blond hair and dark brown eyes, he was a fair sight for any lass and somehow he’d turned that fine gaze of his on her. He made her ridiculously happy and that was the problem. She didn’t want to be happy; she wasn’t meant to be happy. She was meant to be angry and resentful and full of hate, not mooning around in bulrushes cuddled up to handsome young Mormaer’s sons as if all was right with the world. For it was not; it was not at all.

      Cora had arrived in the northerly province of Moray a few months ago after a desperate flight from the vicious enmity of King Malcolm’s men. The king was their father’s first cousin but had seen their shared blood as a threat not a tie. She grasped at one of the bulrushes, welcoming the sting of its sharp-edged leaf against her skin as she forced herself to picture the desecrated body of her father, Mormaer Lachlan, cut down in his cornfields and then hacked apart like an animal. They hadn’t needed to do that. He’d been dead at the first stroke, or so she prayed. The rest had been the king’s cruelty.

      Not that King Malcolm had killed his cousin himself, nothing so crude, but what king did his own dirty work? She’d known it was a royal edict the minute she’d looked up from her father’s rich Fife farmhouse and seen the armed men crashing towards it through the corn. It hadn’t taken Lachlan’s hoarse cry of ‘Run!’ to tell her the mortal danger they were all in, for she had seen it written in the line of raised swords.

      She and Kendrick had run for the woods beyond their estate, trusting to their knowledge of the paths to help them evade their father’s murderers. But it had been clear as they’d huddled deep in their favourite cave that they couldn’t go back. For them the comforts of home had been curtailed as surely as their father’s life and that very night, in just the clothes they stood up in, they’d turned north.

      Cora released the bulrush and lifted her hand to stare at the thin line of blood it had left across her palm. Macbeth flinched away and for a moment she felt sorry for shocking him but he should know what he was getting into. She was no forlorn exile who needed soothing and looking after. She was a woman with a purpose and it was best that he realised that and turned his damned kisses elsewhere. Though they were such lovely kisses…

      ‘Cora?’ His voice was soft – too soft.

      He was always so wonderfully gentle but she couldn’t let him soothe her too far. Her hurt had to stay raw to keep her purpose alive. She sat up, pulling away from him.

      ‘Why do you bother with me, Macbeth?’

      ‘Why?’ He looked surprised but gave the question careful thought before he replied. ‘You intrigue me, Cora MacDuff. You’re different.’

      ‘Different? That’s it?’

      Amusement sparked in his chestnut-coloured eyes.

      ‘Wrong answer, my sweet? Then I’ll try again. How about the fact that I love your dawn-red hair and your sun-freckled skin and your wishing-pool eyes?’

      ‘Wishing-pool eyes? Really, Macbeth?’

      She looked towards the pond they were lying by, which was indeed as pure green as her eyes. Local legend had it that in the morning mists you might catch a glimpse of the faeries bathing here, but right now the sun had chased the mist away and the pool was good only for cooling their bare toes. Cora pulled hers back, hugging her knees against her chest.

      ‘I’m not looking for empty compliments, Macbeth.’

      ‘They’re not…’

      ‘Keep them for your Moray girls. I’m sure pretty words will please them well enough.’

      ‘True. See – you’re different.’

      She rolled her eyes.

      ‘Of course I’m different. I’m from Fife. We have villages of more than three crofts and roads you can actually drive a cart on and we can attend court whenever we wish. We don’t just wander about herding sheep and watching dolphins dance.’

      Macbeth grinned.

      ‘You love the dolphins.’

      Frustratingly, that much was true. Cora had been astonished the first time she’d seen the great fish leap from the waters of the Moray Firth, twisting and turning for the pure joy of it. But life wasn’t about joy, or at least hers wasn’t. Not anymore.

      ‘I won’t stay long.’

      ‘Fair enough. It must be nearly dinner-time anyway.’

      ‘Not at the pool, Macbeth. I mean here, in Moray. I won’t stay long.’

      At this, at least, he looked hurt.

      ‘You don’t like it?’

      ‘It’s very nice, very pretty. It’s just so far away.’

      He frowned.

      ‘No, it isn’t. It’s right here. See.’

      He reached out and flicked pond water into the air. It danced in sparkling droplets between them but Cora turned her head from the pretty sight.

      ‘Not far away from us; far away from important things.’

      ‘Like?’

      ‘Like the throne.’

      ‘Ah. And is that more important, then, than us?’

      ‘Well, of course it is.’ He nodded back at her. So calm, so thoughtful – so irritating. Cora leaped to her feet. ‘You don’t understand, Macbeth.’

      She turned to walk away but he was up too, remarkably quickly for such a big man, and clasping her against him. Cora felt her blood pulse and struggled to fight its petty impulses.

      ‘I don’t,’ he agreed, ‘but I’d like to. I like you. To me, you resemble a piece of iron – whenever you get near the slightest heat, you spark like crazy and that fascinates me.’

      His face had dipped closer to hers. His brown eyes were fixed on her ‘wishing-pool’ eyes and somehow, just like that, he seemed to suck all the hatred out of her and make her long to reach up and press her lips to his and lose herself in his dolphin-like joy in her. But what use would that be?

      ‘Iron?’ she choked out and he pulled back a little. ‘You’re right – I am iron. I must be iron. I must make of myself a sword to avenge the wrong done to my father by his own blood.’

      Macbeth took her hands, rubbing them gently between his fingers.

      ‘I know that, Cora. I know what King Malcolm did to your father and I swear I will help you find vengeance. All Moray will help you.’

      ‘When, Macbeth?’

      ‘When the time is right.’

      She smiled at him bitterly.

      ‘It is kind of you to say so but the time will never be right, not for your father’s men, and why should it be? This is my problem; mine and Kendrick’s. We are grateful that you have sheltered us, truly, but this is not a fight for Moray.’

      She felt Macbeth release her. He turned away and she longed to go after him but she mustn’t. He wanted to heal her with gentleness and love but it couldn’t work that way. Could it?

      ‘Macbeth…’

      He turned back.

      ‘Marry me, Cora.’

      ‘What?’

      The soft meadowland seemed to shift beneath her feet.

      ‘Marry me. Be my wife. I love you, Cora. I love your passion and your determination and your damned ferocity. I want your fight to be my fight and I want to help you win it. Marry me, please.’

      She stared at him. There was a word fighting its way up her throat and biting against her tongue to be let out. ‘Yes,’ she wanted to shout. ‘Yes, yes, yes.’ Macbeth was like no one she’d ever known. He was so easy in his skin, so at one with the world. He took her every raw argument and considered it with a care and logic that reduced it to something so much easier to cope with. He made her feel comfortable and safe and, yes, happy. But she wasn’t meant to be happy. She was meant to be angry and resentful and full of hate.

      He came closer again, a new, more serious light in his eyes.

      ‘I have a claim too, Cora.’

      ‘A claim to what?’

      ‘To the throne. My father spoke of it with me last night. My family are the last of the line of Aed.’

      Cora’s eyes widened. He spoke true. There were two royal lines in Alba – descending from Aed and Constantin, sons of the first king, Kenneth MacAlpin – and under the rules of alternate inheritance the lines were meant to take turns upon the throne. King Malcolm was a Constantin, as was she, and he had plans to put his grandson, Duncan, on the throne after him. The Aed line in the south had died out, leaving him unchallenged, but up here in Moray there was a second line, a line that dwelt quietly beyond the sheltering crags of the Mounth – the fearsome mountain strip cutting Alba in two – or who had done so far.

      ‘You have a claim too,’ Cora repeated hoarsely.

      ‘And if we married and were lucky enough to have a child, he would combine the two royal lines for the first time ever. He’d be Constantin and Aed: the ultimate heir.’

      Cora stared up at him. He’d thought hard about this – of course he had – and he was right.

      ‘With such an heir we could challenge King Malcolm. Or at least Prince Duncan.’

      ‘Yes!’

      ‘And then you would have your vengeance.’

      Cora shifted her feet. It sounded so cruel.

      ‘Restitution,’ she corrected. ‘I want restitution for the injustice done to my father by his own vicious brother.’

      ‘And would his grandson being crowned not be a fine way to achieve it?’

      She nodded slowly.

      ‘It would take time though, Macbeth.’

      ‘So impatient, my sweet? We have time. We are young. You and Kendrick can grow strong here in Moray and gather support. And meanwhile I’m sure we can find something to do to while away the hours…’

      He ran a finger lightly up her arm and across her neck, sending shivers of wanton delight through her body and drawing her irresistibly towards him.

      ‘What did you have in mind?’ she murmured.

      In response, he kissed her long and deep and all his gentle strength seemed to surge into her with his embrace. She’d come to Moray lost and hurt and torn apart and somehow God had blessed her with the love of this man. How could she refuse it?

      ‘So, Cora MacDuff,’ he said when they finally pulled apart. ‘Will you marry me?’

      ‘Yes,’ she gasped. ‘Oh, Macbeth, yes.’

      And then he was kissing her again and she was clinging to him and praying he was right and that restitution could be found, not just with the piercing immediacy of hatred, but with a care and deliberation that might build her and Kendrick and all of Alba a better future than the one afforded it by murderous King Malcolm.
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      Sibyll

      York, October 1025

      ‘Try a little, my lady. ‘Tis a fine drink.’

      Sibyll eyed the tumbler suspiciously. It looked pretty, certainly, for it was made of glass and etched with a pattern that seemed to fold light into the liquid within it. And the liquid itself was a glorious colour – a deep, dark gold, like late honey or a lazy summer sunset or the amber stones the traders brought from Baltic lands. Her brother’s intriguing guest, an abbot from way up in Alba, held it out to her, swirling the liquid so that it winked and rolled in the flickering light from the candles as if drawing the flames into itself. Sibyll was mesmerised.

      ‘Sibyll! Take the drink Abbot Crinan is offering you so kindly.’

      She blinked up at her brother. The normally genial Earl Ward sounded unusually tetchy.

      ‘Goodness, I’m so sorry. It just looks so beautiful, does it not? Almost magical.’

      ‘We don’t believe in magic, do we, Sibyll?’

      Ward shot a nervous glance at the abbot but Crinan threw her a smile that transformed his austere face.

      ‘I find it mesmerising too, my lady,’ he said, ‘and even more so once I’ve had a few sips, for the taste is very… involving.’

      ‘Involving?’

      ‘Oh, aye. Usquebauch asks questions of you. It teases your tongue and shifts in your throat. You think you have the taste of it but then it surprises you with another, subtler flavour hiding beneath. It is a truly fascinating drink if made well.’

      Sibyll took the tumbler and lifted it to look more closely at the contents and now the scent hit her – smoke and peat and heather, as if someone had poured a moorland evening into the liquid. She breathed it in slowly.

      ‘Try it, Sibyll,’ Ward urged. A man who had risen in life by his sword, he was rarely at ease in social situations and looked nervously towards their guest, but Crinan silenced him with an easy wave.

      ‘There is no rush. Usquebauch is to be savoured.’

      ‘Usquebauch?’

      ‘It is Gaelic, my lady. It means “water of life”.’

      Sibyll smiled.

      ‘A good name. Usquebauch.’ She tried it on her tongue, enjoying the soft sounds.

      ‘Or uiskie for short.’

      ‘Uiskie. I see.’

      Ward was watching her anxiously so Sibyll raised the tumbler to her lips and…

      ‘Only take care, my lady, for it is quite fiery.’

      Too late. Already she had taken a deep sip and, Lord, but fiery was not the word! It was a veritable inferno in her mouth and already the flames were searing her nose, her eyes, nay, her very mind. All the peaty smoke seemed to be engulfing her and she fought to swallow, knowing she would be sending the hellfire into her stomach. Sure enough, there it was, burning down her throat and flaring in her gut and she closed her eyes against the stabbing heat.

      She could hear Ward protesting, thinking their guest had poisoned her with this uiskie. But it was no poison, for the flame was settling and now only the smoke remained, curling seductively around her innards. And the abbot was right, for new flavours were unfolding themselves: the honey the colour had promised and something like grass fresh from the scythe. She opened her eyes, blinked back the tears, and looked straight at Abbot Crinan.

      ‘That,’ she said, ‘is a glorious drink, though I might, in future, take a slightly smaller sip.’

      Abbot Crinan roared with laughter and Ward, with a sigh of relief, patted her fondly on the back.

      ‘You like this Alban lifewater, sister?’

      ‘I do. Very much. Where is it from, Abbot?’

      Crinan plucked at the embroidered cuffs of his voluminous sleeves.

      ‘It is from my own abbey at Dunkeld, my lady. My assistant, Brother Cullen, is in charge of its production. He is very talented, is he not?’

      He nudged forward a young monk and Sibyll looked at him in some surprise. Brother Cullen was but a lad, his body lanky and awkward and his skin shiny and marked with a dusting of pimples.

      ‘You made this?’ she questioned him. ‘But you are so young.’

      ‘Just turned seventeen, my lady,’ he said in halting English.

      ‘As am I and I have produced nothing so accomplished.’

      ‘I’m sure that’s not true,’ Abbot Crinan said.

      ‘Oh, but it is. My tutors despair of my handiwork, for my stitching is messy and my weaving uneven. But then, the end product could never be so fine as Brother Cullen’s uiskie.’

      Brother Cullen blushed a dark red that had at least the merit of covering his blemishes.

      ‘You’re too good, my lady,’ he mumbled, bowing low into his skinny chest.

      Sibyll took another cautious sip of her drink. Much better. Now the flavours blossomed on her tongue without blazing a path of destruction across it and made her head mist in a very pleasant way, which was fortunate as Ward was saying some strange things about her.

      ‘She jests of course, Abbot. Sibyll is a most accomplished young lady. I have seen to it myself that she has had the finest of educations and her tutors are very pleased with her, despite her coy modesty.’

      Coy? Sibyll looked suspiciously up at her brother. She was Danish-born and although she had been in Northern England a long time, her height and almost moon-blonde hair still marked her out as a Viking and they were never ‘coy’. Besides, she’d been brought up by Ward to stand up for herself and know her own worth – it had been the only way to survive.

      Born to the leaders of a fishing community in Denmark, they had lost both parents in a terrible attack by the fearsome Wend tribe when Ward had been sixteen and she eight. Even now, ten years later, Sibyll sometimes woke in the night gasping for breath as if she were still hidden beneath a smoking beam, not daring to crawl away from its looming danger for fear of stepping into the path of the murderous marauders running roughshod over what had once been her village.

      Pushing her into the smoky hole had been her mother’s last act. The poor woman had died in the street, hunched around the spear thrust into her gut, but she’d kept her pain-filled eyes fixed on Sibyll, begging her to stay hidden and save herself. Hours she’d crouched there after her mother had gone to God and hours more after the Wends had finally ridden away. The beam had shed so much ash upon Sibyll that she had turned as ghost-white as her mother’s corpse and might easily have slipped into oblivion after her if it hadn’t been for Ward.

      He’d been in the hills with the sheep when the Wends had struck, helpless to do anything other than watch the slaughter. But later he’d come down to search for survivors, found her and coaxed her out and onto his horse. From then on it had been just the two of them, fighting their way back out of the ashes. And fight they had – all the way to England with Cnut’s army where Ward had gained promotion from foot-soldier, to guard, to elite royal housecarl, and finally, last year, he’d became Earl of South Northumbria.

      Sibyll looked at Crinan again, trying to dredge her uiskie-fuddled mind for all Ward had told her of him. If she remembered correctly this was no ordinary cleric but a nobleman in his own right. He owned his abbey at Dunkeld by hereditary title and was as much a prince as a priest. Plus he was married and to a daughter of the Alban King Malcolm too. A powerful man then. And, of course, a father.

      Sibyll felt her gut clench as tightly as it had when the uiskie had hit it. This sharp-eyed abbot was surely here looking for a wife for his son and she, Sibyll, was an earl’s sister. Her brother had brought them this far; was it now her turn to elevate their family further? Nervously, she sipped at her drink, which seemed, despite her caution, to have all but gone.

      ‘Is dinner ready yet, Ward?’ she asked, glancing hopefully around the hall but sadly there was no sign of the servers.

      ‘Not quite yet. Though we can sit if you are tired, Abbot?’

      Ward gestured to the top table and the row of fine carved seats behind it, each one a gift from a thegn on his overlord’s appointment as earl. Crinan eyed them appreciatively but shook his head.

      ‘I am content to stand, though the lady may not be?’

      ‘I am, thank you,’ Sibyll said quickly.

      She had a hatred of simpering girls who demanded to be coddled and looked after. Ever since she had ridden here from Denmark, she had been determined not to be a burden. That journey, made in an autumn that had turned all too swiftly to a biting winter, had been long and hard. She’d been a child but the only way for their group to survive had been for her to grit her teeth, sit astride her horse, and deal with the cold winds, flooded rivers and bitter, hungry nights like the others did. She had slept rolled up in fur with her big brother but in every other respect had quickly learned to stand on her own two feet. It was not a lesson she could ever unlearn.

      ‘Sibyll is a very resilient young woman,’ Ward announced.

      ‘You are being very free with your praise today, brother,’ she protested.

      ‘Well deserved, Sibyll dear.’

      She looked over at Crinan and saw him smile again.

      ‘You are no fool, I see, Lady Sibyll,’ he said.

      ‘I hope not, Abbot.’

      ‘So you must know why your brother sings your praises to me?’

      ‘I would not presume to guess.’

      ‘You mean, you would not presume to speak your guess out loud?’

      Sibyll nodded, charmed. She took a chance.

      ‘So why then, Abbot, do you believe my brother praises me?’

      He met her gaze, held it.

      ‘I believe it is because he knows I seek a wife for my son Duncan.’

      ‘And Duncan is a prize worth winning?’

      The abbot’s eyes narrowed a little and she cursed the treacherous uiskie for making her too bold, but when Crinan spoke it was without rancour.

      ‘Duncan is my eldest son by my second wife, Princess Bethan – daughter of King Malcolm of Alba. He is, therefore, in direct royal descent and is also the eldest male in Malcolm’s line as the king never fathered a son of his own. He has, Lady Sibyll, been named as Malcolm’s Tanaise.’

      ‘Tanaise?’

      ‘Successor. He is destined to be the next King of Alba and his wife would, therefore, be the next queen.’

      Sibyll glanced at the tumbler in her hand. She felt as giddy as if she had swallowed another large draught of the uiskie. Queen of Alba? She could see now why Ward had been courting the abbot so assiduously and wished he’d thought to explain as much instead of leaving her to splutter on fire-breathing lifewater and ask impertinent questions.

      ‘That would be a great honour for the chosen lady,’ she managed.

      ‘It would but it is no easy role, so I seek a “resilient” woman to cope with it.’

      His eyes twinkled but it was not his praise of her that caught her attention. She’d learned from an early age that all advancement had to be fought for; learned, too, that it paid to know what you might face in the fight.

      ‘Why would it not be easy?’ she queried.

      Crinan took a step forward.

      ‘Alba is a land of clans – fierce family groups carving out their own advancement and fighting to maintain their status.’

      ‘England is very similar.’

      ‘Perhaps, but in Alba the clans dwell in the valleys between our great mountain ranges, isolated from each other. Such a situation is not conducive to any attempt at unity. For every claimant to the kingship there is at least one rival and Alban kings rule, on average, for less than ten years.’

      ‘They are killed by their own sons?’

      ‘Ah… no. And therein lies the major difficulty, my lady. In Alba we practise alternate succession.’

      ‘Alternate?’

      ‘All Alban kings descend from the lines of the two sons of the first high king – Constantin and Aed. One line is succeeded by the other, turn and turn about. This, in theory, means no family gains too great a share of power and that there is always a strong, healthy young male to lead the country.’

      ‘There is a certain sense to that.’

      ‘The theory is good, aye. The practice, however, is more… bloody.’

      ‘The next king does not wish to wait for the current one to die before he has his turn?’

      ‘Exactly. Earl Ward, your sister is both resilient and intelligent.’

      Sibyll flushed as Ward puffed out his huge chest so far he almost knocked her backwards. Behind them she could see the servers bringing out great earthen tureens of soup and knew they would soon be called to table. There was no time for niceties now.

      ‘So your son is of the same line as the current king?’

      ‘The line of Constantin, aye.’

      ‘And he has been named as Tan…’

      ‘Tanaise.’

      ‘And accepted the honour?’

      ‘Aye, and while Malcolm is alive that will always be so, for he is a strong king. It is when he dies that any rivals will seek to assert themselves. Malcolm believes Alba should move to the modern way of establishing a single royal line, as do our neighbours here in England and on the continent, but the line of Aed, up in the wldnorth of Moray, will not take the overturning of centuries of tradition lightly.

      ‘I see,’ Sibyll said carefully and now Crinan fixed her in the full light of his penetrating gaze.

      ‘I cannot lie to you, my lady – Duncan’s reign, when it comes, will be drenched in bloodshed. If the blood is that of his rivals he will emerge as the figurehead of a new system that will favour his own sons by his wife and queen. If it is his blood that is spilled, however, his reign may last no more than months and his queen could be a widow before ever a son is born to her.’

      Sibyll stared. She had wanted to know what she might face but now she did it felt horribly harsh.

      ‘I am sure the good abbot’s son is a valiant man,’ Ward said a little desperately.

      ‘I am sure he is,’ Sibyll agreed, recovering herself. Nothing worth winning was ever easy. ‘But the abbot honours us with his honesty. Many men would prefer to paint a false picture.’

      Crinan grinned.

      ‘You do me too much credit, my lady. I would paint a false picture if I thought it would benefit me, but it does not. Duncan is young and Malcolm is hale. My son’s inheritance should be years away, but Alba is a volatile country. The testing time may come much sooner than we think and when it does Duncan will need a woman at his side who can help him forge the new system I believe Alba needs. If this disturbs you, Lady Sibyll, say now and we will enjoy our delicious dinner in peace and friendship and say no more of it.’

      ‘And if it does not?’

      ‘Then I believe that, with your brother’s agreement, you should travel to Dunkeld next spring and become my daughter-in-law. And I offer you this in token of your betrothal.’

      He drew something from the pocket at his belt and held it up. It was a beautiful amulet of pure amber that glinted in the light as if it were the abbot’s own usquebauch made into a jewel. Sibyll stared at it, captivated, then looked at Ward.

      ‘That is a beautiful jewel, Abbot,’ he said carefully.

      ‘For a beautiful lady. One who, I am sure, appreciates both the artistic and economic value of such easily transported treasures.’

      Sibyll swallowed. Of course she did. It was only her mother’s jewel-box, snatched from the ruins of their house, that had kept her and Ward in funds in those first hard years and it seemed Alba’s queen too might have need of similar portable security. Did she want that for herself? And yet how, after so many years of fighting to secure a comfortable existence, could she refuse this chance? Queen? Ward being made an earl had been an unlooked for honour but this was yet another step higher and she owed it to both her brother and herself to take it.

      Crinan’s intelligent eyes were still fixed upon her, awaiting her decision with patience and, she thought, hope. He wanted her for his son and for Alba. He wanted her to help him hold the throne against the wild northerners and keep his country stable. She could not turn down such a noble role.

      With sudden decisiveness, Sibyll dropped into a curtsey before him and bowed her head. Crinan leaned forward and hung the beautiful amulet around it and, just like that, in the normally light-hearted hour before dinner, the path of her life turned inexorably north.

      ‘More uiskie?’ Crinan suggested, waving Cullen forward, and gratefully Sibyll accepted.
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