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Jaime

THERE’S SO MUCH BLOOD — TOO MUCH BLOOD. I  CAN’T 

stop it. My hands are sodden, drenched in its warmth, as I press 

down on where the arrow protrudes from her body. The girl stares 

up at me, disoriented and confused.

“Agatha, go! Quickly! Find help or she’s going to die.” 

Desperation rips my voice.

Agatha takes one more look at her, then stumbles away, shout-

ing for help to anyone who might hear. The girl in my arms starts 

choking, so I shift her body toward me. From this angle, I have 

a clear view of the tattoo that stretches from her neck, over her 

jawline, and onto her cheek. It’s some sort of raven or crow, but 

its neck is at an awkward angle, as if it’s been snapped. The tattoo 

makes it clear she’s a deamhan, but she seems different from the 

others.

I am friend. I help you.

That’s what she said, right before the arrow punctured her 

chest. Why is she here? What does she want from us?
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Then there’s the other deamhan — the one who shot her. The 

one who thundered toward us on his giant elk as Agatha and I hur-

ried the girl into the enclave, then roared in frustration when we 

shut the gate on him. Whatever this girl came here to tell us, he 

was determined for us not to fi nd out.

“It’s okay,” I say to the girl. “You’re going to be all right.” But 

even as I say it, I know it’s not true. She’s lost too much blood. 

With every moment that passes, she slips further away. She tries 

to say something but can’t form the words. Speckles of blood pop 

from her lips, and she scrunches her eyes in pain.

Beside me, the horse she rode here on keeps stamping its feet 

as it watches the girl slowly die in my arms. It slipped into the 

enclave straight after we did, not wanting to leave the girl’s side. 

It towers over me, wild and beautiful. The wind whips its hair 

around its glossy black head.

There are muffl ed shouts to my right as a small group emerges 

from behind the nearest bothan. At the front is Lenox — the 

Hawk who’s been a temporary clan elder since we returned from 

Norveg — and I also recognize one of Clann-na-Bruthaich’s 

Herbists, a broad lady called Una. Agatha is with them, her cheeks 

puffi ng as she struggles to keep pace.

“She’s been shot,” I say as they draw near, although that much 

is obvious. “I’ve been trying to stop the bleeding, but I don’t know 

how.”

“We’ll take it from here,” says Una, replacing my hands with 

her own and pressing hard on the wound. The girl’s head fl ops to 

one side, and Una lets out an audible gasp at the sight of the tat-

too. “She’s a deamhan,” she says.
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“Yes, but she’s not the enemy,” I say. “At least, I don’t think 

she is. There’s another one outside, though. He’s the one who 

shot her.”

“Get to the wall,” Lenox says to a couple of Hawks who’ve 

joined us. They leave at once. “What makes you think this girl is 

different?” Lenox asks me.

“She came here to warn us about something. She said she’s a 

friend and that bad men are coming.”

“How did she get in here? Did you let her in?” asks Una, her 

face stiff with scorn. I open my mouth but can’t reply. “Did it not 

cross your mind that it could be a trap?”

“It’s not,” I say. I don’t know how I know it, but I do. “She has 

something important to tell us. You have to save her.”

Una looks at Lenox, who gives an almost imperceptible nod.

“Fine,” she says. “We need to get her to the sickboth. Although 

I fear it may already be too late. . . . Lenox, take her legs. And the 

two of you,” she says to two other members of Clann-na-Bruthaich, 

“one under each arm. On my count, we lift. Three, two, one.”

Without releasing the pressure on the girl’s wound, the four of 

them lift her limp body and carry it across the enclave. Her head 

lolls, fi rst to one side and then to the other, as she slips in and out 

of consciousness.

“Out of our way,” Una barks at the small crowd that’s gathered.

Agatha and I follow them all the way to the sickboth, side-

stepping the trail of blood that spatters the grass. Once there, the 

Herbists refuse to let me and Agatha in, claiming they need space 

to work, so we’re left outside, pressing our ears against the door. 

The wait is agonizing.
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“Is she going to d-die?” Agatha asks me.

“I don’t know,” I reply. “She’s lost a lot of blood.”

Blood. Of course. If the Herbists can’t save her, maybe there’s 

someone else who can.

I turn away from the sickboth and start sprinting toward the 

loch.

“Where are you— going?” Agatha shouts after me.

“I’ll be back soon,” I say.

The loch in Clann-na-Bruthaich’s enclave is huge, but I spot 

the Badhbh right away. He’s in the same position he’s been in 

since last night, after we won the battle against the sgàilean: sit-

ting cross-legged on a large rock that overlooks the water. I still 

haven’t forgiven him for abandoning us during the fi ght — for 

choosing to cower in the nursery instead — but maybe he can 

redeem himself now.

By the time I reach him, I’m out of breath.

“Excuse me! Hello?” I call, but he continues to stare at the 

loch as if I haven’t spoken.

I climb onto the rock and stand in front of him, blocking his 

view. He’s wearing the same tatty robe he’s worn ever since I found 

him in his small hut off the Scotian coast. The thick gray locks of 

his hair twist away from his head like tortured snakes.

“We need your help. I mean, I’d like to request your help.” I 

correct myself, remembering how particular he can be. “There’s 

a girl. She’s lost a lot of blood, and I think she’s going to die. Can 

you help her?” He still doesn’t meet my eyes. “Look at me, dam-

mit!” I draw the sword that hangs at my hip. It still has a faint red 

glow from the magic the Badhbh instilled in it — magic that grew 
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stronger when I fed it my blood during the battle against the 

sgàilean. Seeing it again sends a secret thrill through my body. 

The Badhbh’s eyes fl ick to the blade, betraying mild curiosity at 

the fact that it’s still glowing.

“Are you threatening me?” he asks, his rich voice seeping into 

my bones.

“No, I . . .” I don’t know why I drew my sword. I just wanted to 

get his attention. “She’s only a girl,” I say. “She’s young. Please.”

“Your emotional bribery is wasted on me. Leave, unless you 

wish to be forced.”

“She said we’re in danger, that someone bad is coming. That 

means all our lives are at risk, including yours.”

That gets his attention.

“Who’s coming?”

“I don’t know. She didn’t say. That’s why you need to save her.”

“What makes you think I could help even if I wanted to?”

“Because you’re the Badhbh! Blood magic is what you do, 

isn’t it? She’s bleeding to death. . . . There must be something 

you can do.” 

He’s wasting so much time.

“You want another lesson in blood magic, do you?” His eyes 

are intense, boring straight though my own. Before I can utter a 

response, he stands up and lowers himself off the rock. “Take me 

to her, then.”

I slip my sword back into its scabbard and jump down from 

the rock, stumbling in my haste to lead the Badhbh back to the 

sickboth. “It’s this way,” I say.

The Badhbh doesn’t exactly hurry, but he moves with a bit 
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more speed than his accustomed stroll, which is the best I can 

hope for.

Agatha sees us approaching. “Is he going to help?” she asks. 

“Are you going to— h-help?”

“Move,” says the Badhbh.

Agatha steps aside, and he swings open the sickboth door. 

Inside is a frenzy of shouting and repressed panic. Six Herbists 

surround one of the beds, their bodies crammed together, hid-

ing the girl from view. Most of the other patients are sitting up, 

craning their necks to see what’s happening. The arrow that tore 

through the girl lies in two bloody pieces on the fl oor. The Badhbh 

strides straight over to her.

“What’s he doing here?” Una asks, adding, “Jaime, Agatha, 

out,” when she notices we’ve crept in as well.

“You’re not going to save her,” says the Badhbh.

“Not with you breathing down our necks we’re not.”

I take a few steps closer to the bed, peering between the 

Herbists’ backs. The girl’s eyes are closed, and her face is ashen. 

The Badhbh picks up a short blade from the side of the bed, then 

reaches out and grabs my wrist.

“What are you doing?” I ask. I try to pull away, but his grip is 

fi rm.

“Do you want to save her or not?” he says.

“Yes, but . . .”

“I’ve told you before: blood magic cannot occur without blood.”

Without another word, he pries my fi ngers apart and slices the 

blade across my palm.
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“Wh —?” My knees buckle as the blood spills out, and a scream 

catches in my throat.

The Herbist nearest to us turns his head. “What on earth . . . ?” 

he says.

The Badhbh pushes him aside and makes a similar incision 

across the girl’s hand, which hangs lifeless at the side of the bed. 

He then forces me onto my knees and presses our two palms 

together.

“Don’t stop what you’re doing,” the Badhbh says to the 

Herbists, who are all staring at him openmouthed. “This will help, 

but she needs you as well. You,” he says to one of them, “bind 

these two together.”

The Herbist wraps a length of cloth around our hands and fas-

tens it with a tight knot. Above me, the Badhbh mutters a string of 

indecipherable words. A harsh burning sensation rushes from my 

shoulder to my fi ngertips. I clench my teeth and squeeze the girl’s 

cold hand in my own. I’m starting to feel dizzy. I focus on her face, 

willing it to show some sign of life. The Badhbh’s muttering gets 

louder, and then he tuts and shoves the blade he’s still holding 

into my free hand.

“Cut me,” he says.

“What?”

“Do it now.” He holds his palm toward me, his eyes ablaze. 

Something tells me I need to obey.

With trembling fi ngers, I trace the blade across his leathery 

skin.

“Deeper!” he says.
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I press the blade in harder. A thick sweat breaks out over my 

forehead.

“Enough.”

I drop the blade, and it clatters to the fl oor as another wave 

of dizziness spills over me. The Badhbh slaps the Herbists away 

and places his cut hand over the girl’s chest wound, repeating the 

same words over and over. He bares his teeth and his nostrils fl are. 

Everyone in the room holds a collective breath. The searing pain 

in my own hand grows more intense as if every part of who I am is 

being sucked out of me. I scrunch up my face and grab a fi stful of 

blanket. Just when I think I can’t take any more, the Badhbh stops 

talking and the pain trickles away.

“Her eyes,” Agatha says. “She’s o-opening her— eyes.”

It’s true: the girl’s eyes fl utter open, and she takes a deep, life-

affi rming breath.

The Badhbh removes his hand from the girl’s body and wipes 

it on the side of the bed. “You can take that off now,” he says, indi-

cating the cloth that binds me to the girl. 

Una helps me remove it, unable to hide her disbelief at what 

she’s just witnessed. I expect there to be a messy gash across my 

palm, but when the cloth drops away, the wound has already 

healed. All that remains is a crooked line, tender to touch.

I stand up, feeling every drop of blood that pounds through my 

body. Traces of the Badhbh’s magic are still inside me, which is 

both terrifying and exhilarating.

I turn to the Badhbh. “What happens now?” I ask.

The Badhbh looks at me as if the answer is obvious. “Now we 

fi nd out what it is she has to say.”
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Agatha

LENOX SAYS I ’M NOT ALLOWED TO VISIT THE DEAMHAN 

girl because she needs to rest, but it was me who saw her fi rst. Also 

I saved her from the deamhan man on the big white deer. That 

means I’m allowed to visit her, so I’m going to do it. It is a little bit 

sneaky to do that but only a little bit. I want to talk to her and say 

hello to be kind. I’m good at being kind.

It was the Badhbh man who saved her with the blood magic. 

I saw him do it and I couldn’t even believe it. It is good she didn’t 

die. I already know why she came here. She said it to Maistreas 

Eilionoir and Kenrick when they asked her the questions, and now 

everyone is talking about it. People are saying that King Edmund 

is coming to get us with a big army. He is the Ingland king. He has 

the biggest army ever and he wants to kill us dead. That is why I 

want to speak to the deamhan girl. First I want to say hello and be 

kind, and then I want to know more about the Ingland king as well.

The big animal horse is outside the sickboth. It is the girl’s 

one she rode here on. I have never seen a real horse before. It 
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is black and shiny all over and it has white hair that is long and 

pretty.

“Hello, horse,” I say to it. It does not reply because I didn’t say 

it in my head. It will hurt my brain if I do that and I am fed up of 

all the headaches. I want to touch the pretty hair so I put out my 

hand. The horse shakes its head a little bit and then lets me stroke 

it. I think it is a friendly one.

I do lots of strokes on the horse hair and some pats on its head 

and then I go inside the sickboth. There are lots of people in the 

beds. They are the ones that got hurt by the shadow things when 

we had to fi ght them. Most of them are sleeping because it is 

nearly nighttime.

“Agatha, what are you doing in here?” asks Una. She is an 

Herbist from Clann-na-Bruthaich.

“I came to see the— the deamhan girl,” I say.

Una shakes her head. “She needs rest. I made that very clear 

to Eilionoir and Kenrick.”

“She had lots already,” I say. She rested half of yesterday and 

all of today. That is a lot of rest.

“Yes, but she still needs more.”

“I will only say hello quickly,” I say. “I f-found her so that’s 

what’s— fair.” I do a pretty smile and say, “Pleeeease,” a very 

long one.

Una does a scrunched-up face which I think will mean that 

she will say no, but then she says, “Okay, but don’t stay long. And 

don’t exhaust her.”

“I won’t,” I say.
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She let me because she likes me. When we had to fi ght the 

shadow things, Una was in the nursery with me, helping the chil-

dren. She had a sword and she killed a shadow thing. She is very 

brave.

She shows me where the deamhan girl is and then goes to 

check on the other people. The girl has her eyes a bit closed, but 

when she sees me she opens them more.

“Hello,” I say to her. “I’m— A-Agatha.”

“Hello,” she says. “I Sigrid.” Oh yes, she said that was her name 

when she was on the horse. I forgot it and now I remember it.

“Are you poorly?” I ask her.

“Hurt,” she says, “but alive. You open gate. You help. Thank 

you.”

She’s right: it was me who had the plan to open the gate and 

also I helped Jaime carry her into the enclave. “You’re welcome,” 

I say. “I’m g-good at— helping. You are in Clann-na-Bruthaich’s 

enclave now. It is not m-my enclave because I am Clann-a-Tuath 

but we are staying here because the— the nasty Raasay people 

are in our— enclave and they won’t leave even though we asked 

them nicely.”

She looks at me confused. I think I said too many words. 

“Would you like to be my— friend?” I say. I say it slow so it is eas-

ier for her to understand. Also I take her hand and pat it two times.

“Yes, friend,” she says, and she smiles.

“You are a deamhan,” I say.

“Deamhan your name for us, yes.”

I point at her face. “I l-like your— tattoo,” I say.
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“Thank you,” she says. “Raven.” A raven is a type of bird. I 

know that. “Sorry my speak bad.”

She means her talking. She speaks our language strange 

because she doesn’t know how to do it properly. That’s okay 

though.

“Would you like me to— stroke your hair?” I ask her. It is a 

nice thing to do sometimes.

“No,” she says. She doesn’t want that.

I think of something else nice to say. “Would you like to meet 

Milkwort?”

She is confused face again because she does not know who 

Milkwort is. I take him out of my pocket and put him on her bed. 

He runs up her legs to her tummy to say hello.

“He is a vole,” I tell her.

“Vole,” she says. “In Norveg language we say snoti.”

I laugh at that a lot. It is very funny because of snotty nose. 

“Shall I call you Snotty?” I ask to Milkwort and I say it in my head 

as well so he can hear me. He does not think it is funny and he 

ignores me. Sigrid is stroking him and he likes that.

I have done lots of being nice now, so I can ask about the Ingland 

king. “Is it t-true the Ingland king is coming with an— army?”

“Yes,” she says. It is a bit hard for her to speak and her voice 

is breaths. “Ingland king coming. Big, big army. Konge Grímr 

coming too.”

No, that’s not right. Konge Grímr is dead.

“Konge Grímr is d-dead,” I say. “The sh-shadow things got him 

in the— the mountain room.”
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“Not dead. Shadows not kill him. He in Ingland. He come 

here.”

This is even more bad and the worst. Konge Grímr is the most 

horrible man ever. He made the Nice Queen Nathara be killed 

and he wanted to kill me and Jaime as well.

“Why is he in— in Ingland?” I ask. “Why is he c-coming— here?”

“Revenge,” says Sigrid. “He want to kill all Skye people who 

escape mountain — most of all the boy who bring shadows and girl 

who make bats rip his eyes.”

That’s me. I’m the girl and Jaime is the boy. But he is wrong 

because I didn’t make the bats do that. All I said to them was to 

put out the fi res so the shadow things could come in and help us. 

They did the ripping out his eyes by themselves. My stomach is 

sick on the insides. I do not want Konge Grímr to get me.

“I am the g-girl,” I say.

Sigrid’s eyes go wide surprise. “He say you speak to animals.”

“Yes,” I say, although I don’t want to talk about that. People 

always ask me and it is more boring to speak about it now. Sigrid 

does a yawn and looks sleepy tired. “Do you want to sleep now?” 

I ask her.

“Yes. Tired.”

I stroke her arm a little bit. “You are a g-good— friend to help 

us,” I say, then I pick up Milkwort and I wave goodbye. She is a 

nice one Sigrid but what she said is bad bad bad. I have to fi nd 

Jaime and tell him what I found out.

I open the sickboth door and there is a surprise there. It is a 

man. The outside is dark so I nearly bumped into him. It is the 
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Badhbh man. He looks at me not happy and he does not move out 

of the way.

“E-excuse me,” I say, which is being polite.

He doesn’t say anything and also he still doesn’t move. He 

does not like me I think. It is because I took his sword when the 

shadow things came, which made him cross. I was being the hero 

and he was being the coward so I am the right one.

“Agatha,” he says. “The girl who speaks to animals.”

“Y-yes,” I say. 

We have not talked much before. He looks at me for a long 

time and I do not like it.

“I h-had to take your sword,” I say. “I— needed it to get the 

sh-shadow things.”

He doesn’t say anything else. He is an old face and a tangle 

beard. I step to the side to get past him. Still he doesn’t move so 

I have to squeeze. Why is he doing that staring? It is rude to stare 

and he is rude.

I walk away from him. I look back lots of times and he is 

still outside the sickboth and watching me go. When I get to the 

bothan where Jaime sleeps, I do not go in the door. I walk around 

to the back and then look out from behind the wall. Now I can see 

the Badhbh man and he cannot see me. It is called spying and it is 

clever. It is how you know more things.

The Badhbh man is far away now and small, but I am a good 

Hawk so I can see him. He goes to Sigrid’s animal horse and 

puts his hand on its neck. I think maybe he is going to take the 

horse away but he doesn’t. He walks back to the sickboth door 

and looks around him. Then he opens the door and goes inside. 
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He is not sick. Why did he go in there? He is being sneaky about 

something.

I am fi nished doing the spying now so I go inside the bothan. 

The lanterns are still lit and people are awake talking. Jaime is at 

the other end sitting on one of the beds. Aileen is there and so is 

Crayton and Maistreas Eilionoir. I smile my biggest smile when I 

see Crayton. I wave at him and he waves back. He is one of the 

bull people. I like the bull people. Also I think one of them is my 

father. It was Maistreas Eilionoir who made me think that when 

she told me my father was not from our clan. She wouldn’t tell 

me anything else about him though and I am not allowed to ask. 

If he’s not from our clan then he must be one of the bull people. 

Maybe one day I will meet him and I cannot wait.

Maistreas Eilionoir does her hand fl appy which is saying 

“Come here” to me. I was going to come anyway. She didn’t need 

to do that fl apping.

“Agatha, good timing,” says Maistreas Eilionoir when I am 

close. “I was planning on fi nding you afterward, but as it is, I can 

speak to you all at once.” She pats her hand on the bed and Jaime 

moves up so there is more space for me to sit. “As I’m sure you 

will have heard, there is an army marching north from Ingland, 

intent on our destruction. At least, that is what the deamhan 

girl claims, and I am inclined to believe her. Both Kenrick and I 

have questioned her extensively, and I can fathom no reason for 

her to lie; all she has prompted us to do is increase our guard 

and prepare for battle, neither of which would be to our enemy’s 

advantage.

“The army is the biggest that has ever been known. The girl 
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overheard the kings boasting that it may contain as many as a 

hundred thousand men . . .” Everyone is quiet when Maistreas 

Eilionoir says that. It is so many soldiers coming. She makes a 

small cough sound in her throat and keeps talking. “Not only 

that, but the girl says they’ll be armed with powerful weap-

ons and accompanied by dark creatures, whatever that might 

mean.” Aileen holds on to Jaime’s hand. His mouth is open wide. 

“Needless to say, the situation is . . . desperate,” says Maistreas 

Eilionoir, “and we need all the help we can get. Our sole aim 

right now is to bring together as many allies as we can — to forge 

an army of our own.”

“Have you spoken to the other Skye clans?” Jaime asks. “They’ll 

help us, won’t they?”

“We’ve sent messengers, yes, imploring them to march here 

with the utmost haste. Apparently, the king of Ingland is intent 

on killing every living Scotian, so they are in as much danger as 

we are. If the clans agree, they should arrive in the next couple of 

days, but even with their support, we are likely to be outnumbered 

fi fty to one.” 

That is not good. The army is too big.

“What about the Bó Riders?” Jaime asks Cray. “Will they 

come? They’d be safer here, behind the enclave walls.”

“I can certainly ask,” says Crayton. “It makes sense to me. I’ll 

go back tomorrow at fi rst light.”

“Your support is received with gratitude,” says Maistreas 

Eilionoir. She holds Crayton’s fi sts and squeezes them tight. “The 

more of us there are, the greater our chances of survival.”
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“We should ask the R-Raasay people to come— too,” I say. 

They all look at me when I say it.

“They’re not our allies, Agatha; they’re our enemy,” says Aileen.

“Not all of them are— enemies,” I say. “Hector and Edme are 

nice ones.”

Hector and Edme are Lileas’s parents. They are Raasay people 

but they are kind because they helped me and Aileen when we 

were locked in the prison bothan. It still makes me sad when I 

remember Lileas because she was my friend and the nasty deam-

han Knútr killed her.

“I can go to them and a-ask them for help to be our— allies,” I 

say. “I know how to get there. We were n-nice and told them about 

the shadow things, so maybe they will— like us now.”

“Hmm . . .” says Maistreas Eilionoir, which is a thinking noise. 

“Perhaps you’re right. We share a greater mutual enemy, so may 

need to lay our differences aside.”

“But they locked me and Agatha up,” says Aileen. “We nearly 

died! Not to mention the fact that they’re responsible for the 

deamhain invading us in the fi rst place.”

“Aileen, keep your voice down,” says Maistreas Eilionoir. “That 

sort of talk will only spread panic, which is the last thing we need 

right now.”

Aileen shuts her mouth. The people close to us turn their 

heads away. They are only pretending not to listen. Everyone 

knows about the deamhan girl and the army and they want to 

know more. I think again about what Sigrid told me, that Konge 

Grímr is still alive. I cannot even believe it.
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“That won’t be necessary,” Maistreas Eilionoir says to a ques-

tion Jaime asked. “Perhaps it would be best for them to go alone. 

What do you think, Agatha?”

I forgot to do good listening so I don’t know what to answer. I 

look at Aileen and she looks big surprised so I do a big surprised 

face too. I think that is the right one.

“Let me discuss it with Kenrick and the others,” says Maistreas 

Eilionoir. She stands up to leave.

“What about K-Konge Grímr?” I say.

“What about him?” asks Maistreas Eilionoir.

“He is c-coming too and he wants to get me and— Jaime.”

“What?” says Jaime.

“I thought he was dead?” says Aileen.

“Where did you hear that?” Maistreas Eilionoir asks me.

I don’t want to say it because I wasn’t supposed to speak to 

Sigrid but I did. Maistreas Eilionoir is cross. I think she knows I 

spoke to her.

“Yes,” Maistreas Eilionoir says in a whisper voice. “According 

to the girl, the Norvegian king survived the attack in the mountain 

and has traveled to Ingland seeking vengeance.”

Jaime stands up. “He can’t be . . . ?” He is breathing fast.

“Jaime, look at me,” says Maistreas Eilionoir. “He may be com-

ing, but know this: our entire clan and all of our allies will do 

everything in their power to protect you. Both you and Agatha. We 

won’t let him get his hands on you. You have my word.”

“But how can you promise that?” says Jaime. “How can we 

ever win? Even with all of the Skye clans and the Raasay islanders 

and the Bó Riders, there still won’t be enough of us.”
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Maistreas Eilionoir scrunches her mouth into a small crinkle. 

“We’ll fi nd a way,” she says.

Jaime bites on his knuckle and shakes his head. Aileen and 

Crayton don’t say anything either. They do not think we can do it, 

but we can. We are Clann-a-Tuath and we are the best one.

I am not afraid.
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Jaime

“SOUNDS LIKE YOU UPSET THE WRONG GUY,” SAYS CRAY. 

He’s sitting opposite me, gulping down the remains of his morning 

meal. Mine lies on the table in front of me, untouched. It’s still 

early, the fi rst rays of light barely tickling the clouds.

“I guess so,” I say.

“Must make you feel pretty special, though, that he’s sending 

a whole army just for you?”

“Not really. . . . The army’s mainly King Edmund’s, and 

he’s sending it to eradicate all Scotians, so it’s coming for you 

as much as it’s coming for me.” There’s some comfort in that, I 

suppose — that we’re all equally doomed. I barely slept last night, 

plagued with thoughts of what’s coming.

“I guess that makes me special too.” Cray does that annoying 

side smile of his and nudges my leg under the table.

“We all know how great you think you are; you don’t need to 

remind me,” I say, knocking his knee back in return.

“And don’t let anyone tell you otherwise!” He spins his empty 
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bowl on the table, and we both watch as it whirls around before 

slowing to a halt. “You haven’t told me what happened with the 

sgàilean yet,” he says. “Aileen said something about you summon-

ing a load of them and then destroying them by yourself?”

The sword suddenly feels heavy where it hangs at my hip. 

What he’s saying is true, but it’s hard to remember it clearly. “I’m 

not sure what happened. The sword sort of . . . took over. It must 

have been something to do with the Badhbh’s enchantment. It 

started glowing brighter, and then, when I raised it in the air, all 

the sgàilean came fl ocking.”

“But the Badhbh enchanted all of our weapons — why were 

the sgàilean suddenly drawn to yours?”

I shrug. I don’t tell him that I was cut during the battle and fed 

my blood to the sword, making it stronger. Nor do I admit that the 

sword still glows even though everyone else’s weapons returned 

to normal once the last sgàil was destroyed. I haven’t mentioned 

either of those facts to anyone, not even Aileen. I’m not sure why 

I’m keeping it a secret, but I am.

“Well, I’m impressed,” says Cray. “We wouldn’t have won that 

fi ght without you.”

“I learned from the best,” I say, inwardly beaming at the 

compliment.

“You absolutely did. Right, I’d better go.” He swings his legs 

over the bench and slaps the table with the palm of his hand. “I’ll 

never get used to these,” he says. It still amazes me that until com-

ing here, he’d never eaten at a table. He stands up and stretches 

his arms as wide as they’ll go while unleashing a loud yawn. He 

fi nishes it with a quick shake of his head.
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Hopefully — if the rest of the Bó Riders agree to come here — it 

shouldn’t be too long before I see him again, but the thought of him 

leaving still gives me a small jolt of panic. Last night, it occurred to 

me that the nightmares I’d been having about wildwolves and the 

deamhain have stopped since being back with Cray.

“I’ll ride with you to the kyle,” I say.

“You don’t have to do that. It’ll mean a long walk back for you.”

“I know, but I want to. And the walk will do me good. It’s been 

a crazy few days; I could do with some time to clear my head.”

“You can’t bear to see me go, can you?”

“That’s not it at all. I just want to make sure you actually 

leave—you’ve been hanging around for ages. What’s the polite way 

of telling someone they’ve overstayed their welcome?”

Cray laughs, and the sound makes me smile.

“Come on, then, let’s go fi nd that hairy beast of mine.”

“I need to put on some extra layers before we go — I’ll meet 

you at the Lower Gate.”

“Sounds like a plan.”

I leave my meal uneaten and make my way across the enclave. 

Before long, I fi nd myself walking past the bothan where the 

Badhbh’s been staying. As I pass, I trace my fi nger over the cut on 

my hand. The scar is jagged and ugly but doesn’t hurt. If anything, it 

pulses with life. With magic. What happened in the sickboth keeps 

racing through my mind — the surge that rushed through me while 

my hand was bound to the girl’s. It’s the same feeling I had when I 

fed my blood to the sword, and my body itches to feel it again.

I shake my head. Magic is not dùth. It’s forbidden for a reason. 

And yet . . .
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I retrace my steps until I’m standing outside the Badhbh’s 

door. I peer over my shoulder to check that no one’s watching, 

even though I’m not doing anything wrong. I knock on the door, 

tentatively at fi rst and then a little harder. It shudders open, and 

the Badhbh’s face fi lls the gap.

“I was wondering when you’d show up,” he says.

I don’t ask how he knew that I would. He opens the door wider 

to let me through. Inside it’s dark and cold; he hasn’t bothered to 

light a fi re or open any windows. The only source of light is from 

a lantern in one corner, which burns with a weak fl ame. It’s a 

small building, designed for one. It was probably built for one of 

Clann-na-Bruthaich’s elders, but since the attack by the deam-

hain, Kenrick is the only elder they have left. 

A weathered bag lies on the bed, containing the few possessions 

the Badhbh brought with him, which he still hasn’t unpacked. I 

stand in the middle of the room, not knowing what to say. I stretch 

my fi ngers wide, feeling the tightness of the scar.

“Well?” says the Badhbh. “Do you plan to speak, or is it your 

intention to stand there in silence all day?”

“I . . . I want to know more,” I say in a hurry. “About what hap-

pened the other day. About blood magic.”

“Why?” The Badhbh’s lips drift into a crooked line.

I shrug. I can’t bring myself to tell him the truth: that the 

magic made me feel more alive than I have in months.

“I was under the impression that magery is forbidden on this 

island,” he says.

“It is.” I lower my eyes to the fl oor. It’s covered in dust and 

splinters of straw.
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“So am I correct in thinking you would be punished for even 

discussing it?”

My nod is so slight it’s barely there.

“There is strength in dissent,” says the Badhbh, “so that’s as 

good a place to start as any. I should warn you, though: blood 

magic is a wild and unpredictable art. If you choose this path, 

there may be no turning back from it.”

“I don’t want to know how to do it; I just . . . I just want to 

learn about it.”

“That’s how it starts.” The Badhbh crosses the small room, 

his movements measured and precise. He examines a nail sticking 

out from the edge of the bed, then presses his fi nger into it until it 

pierces the skin. He holds the fi nger in front of his face, watching 

as a red bead of blood blooms from the cut. “The blood that runs 

through your veins contains the very essence of life; it powers your 

entire body, and where there is power, there is potential. That is 

the fundamental principle of blood magic: to harness the power 

within blood and redirect it. It’s as simple as that.”

“That doesn’t sound very simple to me.”

A droplet of blood falls from his fi nger onto the fl oor, where it 

soaks into the hardened mud.

“Sahcarà om rioht liuf,” says the Badhbh. The words feel heavy 

and intense.

I wait, half-expecting the ground to shake or something to 

spring forth from where the blood landed, but nothing happens.

“What do those words mean?” I ask.

“It’s the First Incantation. A simple enchantment that requests 

the blood to do your bidding.”
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“So why did nothing happen?”

“It’s not enough to merely say words. You need to channel your 

will at the same time, to focus on what it is you want the blood to 

do. Try it.”

I balk and step away from him, from what he’s asking me to do. 

“No. I don’t want to.”

The Badhbh shrugs, a lazy motion. “Of course, it takes many 

years of dedication and training to hone your skills; you can’t 

expect to become a blood mage overnight.”

“I don’t want to become a blood mage,” I say again.

“Is that so?”

“Yes. How many times do I have to tell you?”

He looks as if he doesn’t believe me, or he disapproves, or 

both.

“Why did you make me cut your hand?” I ask, with more hos-

tility than I intended.

“To help the girl, of course.”

“But why did you make me do it? Why didn’t you just do it 

yourself?”

The edge of the Badhbh’s mouth twitches, but it’s defi nitely 

not a smile.

“Blood magic is stronger when the sacrifi ce is made by some-

one else,” he says. “Stronger still when it comes from a place of 

darkness. That is why it had to be you.”

My heart thuds against my ribs. “I don’t know what you’re talk-

ing about.”

“Oh, I think you do. You’re desperate to purge yourself of the 

darkness inside of you, but it can be your greatest strength. If you 
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draw upon it — upon the pain and anger you feel — it can unleash 

immense power.”

It’s not the fi rst time he’s spoken about a darkness inside of 

me. The last time, we were on the mainland, sitting on opposite 

sides of a campfi re. Back then, I denied it. Right now, I say noth-

ing. I was wrong to come here.

“I should leave.”

“We saved the girl’s life, don’t forget,” says the Badhbh. “In the 

right hands, great power can achieve remarkable things.”

“But it can also lead to death and destruction. You proved that 

yourself when you created the sgàilean.”

The Badhbh doesn’t reply. He doesn’t even blink. He’s shown 

time and again how selfi sh he can be: making the sgàilean even 

though he knew what they were capable of; abandoning Nathara 

when she was only a child; protecting himself during the battle 

against the shadows rather than helping the children who were in 

the room with him . . . Was he always this cruel, or have years of 

blood magic gnarled his insides? I turn away from him. My hand 

hovers above the door latch.

“There’s an army coming,” says the Badhbh, “and if your clan 

is to defeat it, you’ll need magic more than ever.”

I shake my head and glance back. “The elders won’t allow it. 

It was different with the sgàilean — they were created by magic, so 

we didn’t have a choice.”

The Badhbh strides toward me with uncharacteristic speed. 

My whole body tenses, thinking he may be about to strike me. 

Instead, he reaches out and unsheathes my sword in one swift 

motion. He holds it upright, examining it. The magic glows duller 
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with every day that passes. I don’t know why that bothers me as 

much as it does.

“The magic within this sword saved your life and your clan,” 

the Badhbh says. “You’d be wise not to forget that.” He strikes the 

blade with the back of his hand, causing it to emit a dull twang. 

“What did you do to it?”

“Nothing,” I say.

The Badhbh raises his unruly eyebrows. “Only someone with a 

propensity for magic could keep the blade alight this long. Merely 

offering it blood would not have been enough.”

I swallow, and it feels as though I’m gulping mud. “Are you 

going to tell Maistreas Eilionoir?”

The Badhbh slides the blade back into my scabbard.

“No,” he says. “For now, all this will be our little secret. Isn’t 

that what you want?”
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Jaime

I  STUMBLE OUT OF THE BADHBH’S ROOM AND RACE TO MY 

own bothan. What was I thinking, approaching him like that? I 

push all thoughts of him and blood magic from my mind as I shove 

on an extra pair of socks and sling a cloak over my shoulders. I’m 

not like him and I never will be.

By the time I reach the Lower Gate, Cray is already there, 

waiting for me on Bras, his mighty bull.

“You took your time,” he says with a grin.

“Sorry,” I say without looking him in the eye.

He pulls me up behind him, and even though it’s as uncom-

fortable as ever, some of the tension fl ows out of me. Maybe that’s 

why I wanted to accompany Cray — for one last bull ride.

The Moths on guard winch open the gate, revealing the wide 

expanse of the Isle of Skye on the other side of the enclave wall. 

We pass under the archway, and the island explodes around us: 

vast plains, thick with prickly heather and wild gorse, fringed with 

dark forests of towering evergreens.
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I scan the trees for any signs of the deamhan who attacked 

Sigrid. Last time I was out here, he was charging toward us on 

his giant elk with murder in his eyes. The Scavengers followed his 

tracks and came to the conclusion that he’d returned to Ingland. 

The Hawks haven’t seen him since either, but there’s still a chance 

he could be out there somewhere. . . .

As we move away from the enclave, something catches my eye 

in a nearby forest: a shape, slipping between the trees.

“Did you see that?” I ask Cray.

“See what?”

“I’m not sure. A fi gure, maybe, in the forest over there. I don’t 

think anyone’s supposed to be out right now.”

“I didn’t see anything. We can go and take a look, though, if 

you want?”

I shake my head. “No, it’s fi ne. It was probably just a deer.”

Bras breaks into a gallop, and the enclave soon fades away 

behind us. I keep my eyes on the trees until they’re no longer in 

view.

We ride in silence, past puddles tinged with frost and sparse 

autumnal trees grasping in vain at their last remaining leaves. A 

biting wind — made even colder by the speed of the bull — nips at 

my ears. It feels like winter is creeping in even sooner this year. 

I risk taking a hand off Cray’s waist to pull my hood tighter over 

my head. As I do, Bras lurches into a small ditch, and I nearly 

lose my balance. I squeeze my legs into the bull’s sides and grab 

hold of Cray. Knowing Bras, he probably did it on purpose, the 

cheeky beast.

Holding on so tightly makes my new scar tingle. Some of 
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Sigrid’s blood is inside me now, just like my blood is inside her. 

It makes me think: so much hatred in this world is based on what 

blood runs through our veins, but if my blood could save Sigrid —

someone from a land hundreds of miles away — surely that means 

we’re all the same, really? I don’t know. . . .

When we arrive at the kyle — the channel of water that sepa-

rates Skye from mainland Scotia — Cray dismounts, and I fl op 

down next to him. Bras wanders across to the shore and sniffs 

at the water, anticipating how cold it’s going to be. The last time 

Cray and I crossed here, we were nearly pulled under by sucker 

eels. The memory makes me shiver. Cray shows no signs of being 

nervous. I suppose he should be safe as long as he stays on Bras’s 

back.

“This is where I ditch you, then,” says Cray, giving me a light 

punch on my arm. “Try and stay out of trouble until I get back, 

okay?”

“You are coming back, aren’t you?” I say.

“Of course I am.”

“But how can you be sure? It’s been ages since you were last 

at the cove — what if imitators attacked while you were gone? Or 

what if your tribe doesn’t agree to come back here? They may 

think they stand a better chance of defending themselves where 

they are, or in the time it takes you to reach them, the southern 

army could arrive in Scotia and cut you off, or —”

“Jaime, breathe.” Cray puts his hand behind my neck and draws 

our foreheads together until they’re touching. “Just breathe.” I lift 

my hand to the back of his head. His hair is soft and warm. I slow 

my breathing to match his, and then we share three deep breaths. 
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“Everything’s going to be okay,” he says, releasing his grip on me.

I lower my hand and take a small step backward, looking up 

at him. He smiles at me, and I don’t know why, but I lean in and 

I kiss him. At fi rst he’s surprised, but then he kisses me back, and 

in that moment, nothing else matters and everything feels right.

The realization of what I’m doing — of who I’m kissing — rushes 

in, and I break away, shaking my head.

“I’m sorry,” I say.

“Don’t be,” he replies.

“I don’t know why I did that.”

“It’s fi ne.” He steps forward and reaches his hand out to com-

fort me, but I push it away.

“Don’t touch me,” I say.

“Jaime . . .”

“You should go.”

“It’s not —”

“I don’t want to talk about it. I shouldn’t have done that. It was 

a mistake. Please, just go.” I stare at the hard earth beneath our 

feet. Withered grass creeps through the dry cracks.

“Tell me what you’re thinking. We should talk about this.”

“No. We shouldn’t. Not now, not ever.”

“Jaime, please . . .”

I look up at him. “I mean it. We shouldn’t be doing this. We 

shouldn’t even be friends. This . . . Whatever this is, it’s not right.”

Cray holds my gaze a few moments longer, then sighs and 

turns away.

I do the same, spinning around and marching up the bankside.

Part of me is desperate for Cray to come after me — to tell me 
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I’m wrong and that everything is going to be okay — but when I 

glance back, he’s already mounted Bras and the two of them are 

wading out into the water.

STUPID. SO STUPID. I  KISSED  HIM. WHY THE HELL DID I 

do that? It’s disgusting.

It’s wrong.

I keep walking, storming through bracken and stumbling over 

rocks, my face tight with scorn and self-loathing.

If my clan knew what I’d done . . . It’s not dùth. They can’t 

ever fi nd out. Yes, I’ve done other things they would disapprove of, 

but those were all justifi ed by the circumstances. What happened 

with Cray defi nitely wasn’t. I spit and spit again, and then scrub 

my mouth with the back of my sleeve until it’s raw, but nothing 

gets rid of the fi lthy feeling inside me. I can’t speak to Cray again. 

I won’t. This is all his fault.

There’s a small pond on my right. I tear through the reeds that 

protect its bank and drop to my knees, scooping up handfuls of 

muddy water and sloshing them into my mouth. The water smells 

of bile and tastes even worse, but I don’t stop. I scoop, rinse, spit, 

scoop, rinse, spit, over and over again in some sort of manic ritual.

It’s not enough. I grab a clump of reeds in each hand and 

thrust my whole head under the water. An icy cold envelops me, 

shutting down my senses. When my lungs plead for air, I ignore 

them and shove my head deeper.

Ever since the battle in the mountain, I’ve been longing to feel 

something, but not this. Not this pain. I can’t stand it. Yet it’s always 

been there: the knowledge that I desired something I was never 

~~~~~~~~
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allowed to want, an evil hidden deep within me. I’ve spent my whole 

life trying to suppress it, but now it’s refusing to be ignored.

I tear my head out of the water and collapse backward onto the 

bank, heaving in ugly lungfuls of frozen air. My face is so cold it 

burns. I squeeze away my tears and look at the sky. Small fl akes of 

dust drift down all around me. Not dust, snow.

I close my eyes and imagine the fl ecks landing all over my 

body, slowly burying me, one fl ake at a time.

THE WALK BACK TO CLANN-NA-BRUTHAICH’S ENCLAVE IS 

a slow torture. I’m soaking wet and can’t stop shivering from the 

cold. As reluctant as I am to return, I know that if I don’t, I’ll soon 

freeze to death.

Halfway back, a high-pitched hum drags me out of my 

thoughts. I scan the bleak horizon but can’t make out the source 

of the noise. It seems close — really close, as if it’s coming from 

my body. I look down. 

The sound is emanating from my sword.

I unsheathe it and hold it in front of me. Snowfl akes melt on 

its blade like fading souls. The humming is faint but persistent, 

like a dull ache. The deep red glow has almost completely faded; it 

won’t be long before all its power is gone and it returns to nothing 

more than a drab piece of metal. The hum pierces me, as if the 

sword is pleading not to let that happen.

The Badhbh’s words drift through my head: There’s an army 

coming, and if your clan is to defeat it, you’ll need magic more than 

ever. Maybe he was right. Maybe there is something I can do for 

my clan.

~~~~~~~~
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I bring the tip of my fi nger to the end of the blade and jab it in. 

I feel a sharp rush, a release. My fi nger stings, but I barely notice. 

Perhaps I even like it. A thin dribble of blood trickles down the 

length of my fi nger. I smear it over one side of the blade and then 

the other.

At fi rst, the sword doesn’t respond, but then the blood starts to 

disappear as it’s sucked into the metal. The humming stops, and 

the sword glows brighter, as if the magic has been slightly revived. 

I squeeze the hilt tighter, taking strength from its power. With the 

sword in my hand, everything is a little easier. It helps me be the 

person I want to be — someone worthy of my clan. I keep hold of 

it until Clann-na-Bruthaich’s enclave comes into view, then slide 

it away before the Hawks on the wall see its glow.

Once I’m inside, all I want to do is fi nd a fi re to dry myself and 

then crawl into bed and sleep, but as soon as I pass through the 

gate, Aileen spots me and calls my name.

I lower my head and quicken my pace, pretending not to hear 

her, but she comes running up and stops me with a light touch on 

my arm.

“Jaime, I was calling you,” she says. “Is Agatha with you?”

“No,” I reply, a little too curt. “Why would she be?”

“I don’t know, but she’s missing. I’m worried something’s hap-

pened to her. We were supposed to meet with Maistreas Eilionoir 

at fi rst light this morning to discuss the Raasay islanders, but she 

never showed up and no one can fi nd her.”

“You know what Agatha’s like,” I say. “She probably got some 

foolish plan in her head and wandered off.” I wave my hand and 

start walking away. 
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Aileen follows me, jogging to keep up. “Jaime . . .”

“What?” I glance up at her without slowing my pace. 

There’s hurt in her eyes, which she blinks away. “You’re wet,” 

she says. “What happened?”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Did something happen with Cray?”

My heart misses a beat.

I kissed him. I kissed him. I kissed him. What do I do, Aileen? 

Tell me what to do to feel normal again. I’ll do anything. Please.

“No, nothing happened,” I say.

“Was it hard, saying goodbye?”

“Why would it be hard?”

“Because you’re friends,” she says. “And everything’s pretty 

terrifying right now, so who knows when you might see each other 

again?”

“It was fi ne,” I say. I spin the metal bracelet on my wrist in 

frantic circles. I haven’t taken it off since the day Aileen gave it 

to me.

“Will you miss him?”

“What are you doing?” I snap.

“Nothing. I was just . . . I was only asking.”

“Well, don’t. Leave me alone.”

I march away, abandoning her to the angry wisps of snow. I 

just need sleep, to cover myself in a blanket and hide from the 

world.

On my way to the bothan, I pass an abandoned well. The 

stones have collapsed on one side, and ivy crawls over its remains 

like a sly beast. On the ground next to it there’s a small scrap of 
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something dark. I don’t know what makes me pick it up, but I do. 

It’s a piece of material, damp from the snow. I hold it up in front 

of me and recognize it immediately. It’s Agatha’s hood, and by the 

looks of the tear marks, it’s been ripped off her cloak with aggres-

sive force.

A sinking feeling fi lls my stomach.

Aileen was right to be worried. I think something bad has hap-

pened to Agatha.



37

Sigrid

I ’M FEELIN BETTER THAN WHAT I WAS, THAT’S FOR HEK 

sure. Swear Øden, yesterday I felt like I was bein drowned by a 

thousand fi res, but now I’m much more chirpin. I’ve even been 

outta my bed for a few tromps, just testin my legs still work proper.

Evryone’s been comin in wantin to know evrythin about Konge 

Grímr and King Edmund and the Inglish army what’s comin. I tell 

them what I can — the pipbits I overheard when I was chained 

to Konge Grímr — but there isn’t much more to say. Then a man 

came in to take the broken piece of chain off my wrist. He was 

bulkin, with a blazin-orange beard, and he burnt the chain right 

off. Donal, his name was. I had to keep hek still when he was doin 

it so he didn’t set my whole arm into fl ames. It sure is brimmin to 

have it gone. Means I’m not reminded of that grotweasel king evry 

two blinks.

My other hand itches, though, like a badger what’s got fl eas. 

There’s a scar there that makes the skin tight. The old lady 

Maistreas Eilionoir told me they had to cut across my hand to save 
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me, after I got shot with the arrow. I don’t remember much about 

what happened. One moment I was sittin up on Eydis, feelin ríkka 

as hell at havin made it all the way here; the next I’m fallin and 

bleedin and the whole world’s gone pigsick. As I was bein dragged 

through the gate, I snatched a peep of Bolverk, chasin us on his 

bulk elk. Course it was him what fi red the arrow. That skittin 

harsk rat. I dunno how he survived the fall after Eydis pushed him 

off the cliff. It was a hek long way down, but I was foolin not to 

check. I couldn’t see proply cuz of how much the sky was spewin, 

but I shoulda made sure all the same. And I shoulda sent his elk 

runnin, so he didn’t have no animal to chase me on too. There are 

lots of things I shoulda done.

“How are you feeling?” ses Una. She works in this healin 

house. She’s been changin my dressins and bringin me food and 

water whenever I need it. Yesterday, fever stomped through my 

body like a speedin hog, so Una fed me like I was a babkin. I gotta 

thank her proper for that.

“I good,” I say. “I go outside?” My foreign-tongue speakin 

hasn’t got no better.

 Evry time she comes over, I ask if I can go outside, cuz I’m 

gettin bug jitters not havin no fresh air all the days long. Una usu-

ally ses I’m not well enough, and maybe later, but this time she 

ses, “Okay, I think you’re ready. Let’s get you dressed.”

I can’t scramble outta the sweaty blankets quick enough. My 

clothes have been waitin patient by the side of my bed. I start 

pullin on my old tunic.

“Easy, slow down,” Una ses.

She helps me lift the tunic over my head. It’s been washed, 
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but there’s still a pink smear over the front and back where my 

blood spilled. The hole where the arrow cut through isn’t there 

no more, though. Someone musta stitched it up after washin it. 

They sure are yipper, these Skye people. Granpa Halvor would 

like them.

Thinkin of him makes my heart crack. He’s such a long ways 

from here, and doesn’t know nothin about where I am or why. 

He’ll be worryin about me with evry sun what passes. I wish 

I could let him know I was doin all right — that I was helpin 

people, doin somethin he’d be proud of — but there isn’t no way 

to tell him that.

Outside is bright and the wind is hek blades, but I don’t mind 

that none. The air tastes of sweet grass and of the tasty chew 

what’s bein cooked not too faraways. I suck in three deep breaths. 

It’s brimmin bein outside again.

A horse whinnies like it’s tryin to get my attention. Eydis! She’s 

standin not two spits away, like she’s been waitin for me this whole 

time. I run to her and wrap my arms around her neck. She’s the 

most hek ríkka horse in the whole world. Not only did she get me 

all the way from King Edmund’s skittin palace to Skye, but she 

saved me more than once on the way.

She nods her fat kog, so I rub the white stripe that runs down 

her nose like I know she wants. Her loller slips outta her mouth, 

and she gives my face a thick, soggin lick.

“Eydis, you great slobberin beast!” I say to her, and I hug her 

again.

“Looks like she’s happy to see you,” ses Una.

“She happy. I happy,” I say in the foreign tongue.
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Someone comes runnin over to us. I recognize him straight-

aways. It’s the boy who caught me when I fell off Eydis, the one 

what brought me into the enclave. He doesn’t look too smirks.

“Hello,” he ses with a little wave. His hand’s got a scar along it 

the same as what mine has. When he sees me gawpin, he covers 

it with his sleeve.

“Hello,” I say back.

“Good to see you’re feeling better,” he ses.

“Yes,” I say.

He’s holdin three rotten carrots, which he offers to Eydis. She 

crunches them up quickspit and nuzzles her head into the boy’s 

side. Looks like they’ve been makin friends while I’ve been healin.

“I’m Jaime,” he ses. He tries to smile, but he’s not foolin no one.

“Sigrid,” I say, in case he’s forgotten.

“We were about to go for a walk,” ses Una. “Would you like to 

join us?”

Jaime shakes his head. “I can’t. Actually, I wanted to ask you 

something, Sigrid. About Agatha. She came to visit you last night, 

didn’t she?”

Jaime speaks fast, so I have to concentrate hard to follow what 

he ses. “Agatha come,” I tell him. “We talk. She show me vole and 

we talk.”

“Did she say anything to you about leaving the enclave? Or 

going away anywhere?”

I shake my head no.

“What’s all this about?” asks Una.

“She’s missing,” ses Jaime. “No one’s seen her since this morn-

ing. A group of us are heading out to search the forests nearby.”
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“Too danger,” I say. “Bolverk.” They shouldn’t be goin out doin 

that.

Jaime and Una both look at me, their foreheads frownin.

“What’s Bolverk?” Jaime asks.

“Bad man,” I say. “Arrow. Danger.”

“Oh, the deamhan who shot you?” ses Jaime. “He’s gone; our 

Scavengers followed his elk’s footprints back to the mainland.”

“Danger,” I say again.

“I’ll be okay,” ses Jaime, though this time his voice hesitates 

a speck. His hand wraps around the handle of the sword what’s 

swingin by his side.

“I go too,” I say. Agatha helped me, so if she’s in trouble I 

wanna help her in return.

Una laughs, though it doesn’t sound like she’s fi ndin anythin 

funny. “You’re not well enough to walk that far,” she ses.

“We go on Eydis,” I say, puttin my hand on the saddle to show 

I mean it. “Better for Jaime on horse. Safer.”

Una opens her mouth but doesn’t say nothin. Course, just cuz 

it’s safer on Eydis doesn’t mean it’s safe. I was ridin her when I got safer

shot, more’s poor to me. But it’ll be even less safe for Jaime to be 

walkin if Bolverk’s still out there. Bolverk’s a sneakin weaselsnake 

and no mistakin, so there’s evry chance he’s still lurkin nearby. At 

least if we’re on Eydis, it’ll be faster to get away.

“Actually, that’d be good,” ses Jaime. “We’ll be able to 

cover more ground on a horse. Although I’ve never ridden one 

before — are they easy to ride?”

“Yes, easy,” I say. I stick my foot in one of the stirrups and 

reach for the far side of the saddle. Eydis moves her head low and 
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bends her front knees to make it easier for me to climb on, but my 

arms haven’t got no strength in them.

“Here,” ses Una, liftin me up from behind and plonkin me 

on Eydis’s back. She’s bulk and strong so it’s easy for her. “If you 

insist on going, I don’t suppose I’ll be able to convince you other-

wise.” She helps Jaime up behind me. He’s a fl apmess of limbs as 

he tries to get his balance, and he hek near falls off the other side. 

I can’t stop myself from smilin. I shouldn’t laugh, really. When I 

fi rst rode Eydis, I wasn’t no good at balancin neither.

Una waves us off, tellin me I gotta ride slow and that I should 

come back soon. I tell her I will. I don’t wanna make her fi ery, 

since she’s been so nice to me and all.

The sky is fi sh-eye gray. Looks like it’s been snowin from the 

white smudges what are splattered over some of the buildins. 

There isn’t no snow on the ground, though. It musta melted, cuz 

the grass is wet and muddy. Jaime shows me the way to the gate. 

There’s already a group of twelve or so people there when we 

arrive, who gawp at us when we turn up on Eydis.

“Sigrid’s going to help,” Jaime ses, introducin me to a man 

called Lenox who has eyebrows so thick it’s like two slugs are livin 

on his face.

“Very well,” Lenox ses. “The plan is to spread out so we can 

cover more ground.”

“We’ll head to the woods northwest of here,” ses Jaime, “in 

case she decided to go to our old enclave.”

“Fine,” ses Lenox. “But don’t venture too far. And stay away 

from the Raasay islanders; you know they’re not to be trusted.”

Jaime nods. The gate opens and the people start goin off in 
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diffrunt directions. I look out to the spot where I fell off Eydis. 

There isn’t no sign of anythin happenin, but the memory is blazed 

deep in my mind. Bolverk must’ve been over there when he fi red 

it, just past that high patch of brambles. My body twitches with-

out me wantin it to. Come on, there isn’t no time to be gettin no 

quivers. I give Eydis a whistle and she trots through the gate. 

Jaime leans forward and points into the distance, to a dark patch 

of trees.

“That way,” he ses.

I tug on the reins gentle to get Eydis in the right direction, 

then whistle again. Eydis’s ears jig back and forth as she sets off at 

a trot. I’m sure it’s not as slow as what Una would want, but Eydis 

prefers goin fast, and so do I. After all that time with no exercise, 

I gotta let her stretch her legs a bit. Jaime doesn’t say nothin as 

we’re trompin, like he’s lost deep in his own thinkin.

“Thank you,” I say after a few slogs of silence. “For help me.”

“You’re welcome,” he ses. There’s a long pause, then he ses, 

“So you came all the way from Ingland?”

“Yes.”

“What’s it like there?”

I think back to King Edmund’s palace with its sneerin people 

scoffi n their faceholes all the day long, and then the journey north 

through Ingland with its rottens givin me and Eydis the dirty eye 

as we passed. Not forgettin that skittin kerl who tied me up and 

tried to cook me for her and her sickweasel brother to eat. “Here 

is better,” I say.

He asks me if I saw any terror beasts while I was goin through 

Scotia — wildwolves or killin shadows or creatures called imitators 
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what can change their skin to look like anythin they want. I tell 

him I didn’t see none of those things.

The clouds above us curl and groan like maybe they’re gunna 

spew.

“You have scar same as me,” I say, openin my hand.

“Yes,” he ses, “I do.” He explains how a man called the Badhbh 

cut us both and joined our bleedin hams to stop me from dyin. 

Sounds cracked to me, but I sure am glad he did what he did. The 

Badhbh gave me some of his own blood as well, Jaime ses. Now he 

mentions it, I remember seein the matchin scar on the Badhbh’s 

palm. It means all three of us are connected — their blood is a part 

of me now.

The Badhbh came to visit me the same night Agatha did. He 

didn’t tell me his name, but from Jaime’s describin, that must be 

who it was. He had a scraggin beard and an even more scraggin 

face, and he asked hek loads of questions about King Edmund and 

Konge Grímr. There was somethin about him what made me feel 

a bit twistgut, but I spose he can’t be that bad, since he saved my 

life and all. Right before he left, the Badhbh said, “My daughter 

was about your age the last time I saw her. You remind me of her.” 

I asked what happened to her, but he wouldn’t tell me no more 

about it. I ask Jaime if he knows.

“Only what he told me,” ses Jaime. “Which is that the old 

Scotian king took her away in order to force the Badhbh to make 

the killing shadows. Then the great plague came and she died 

before he could save her.”

“Oh,” I say. Praps that’s why the Badhbh looked so sad.

When we reach the trees, Eydis slows to a walk. There’s 
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brambles and crackin branches aplenty beneath her hooves. 

Other than that, it’s quiet in the forest, like someone sucked out 

all the sound.

“Agatha!” Jaime calls. I shout it too, even though it sounds too 

loud. We take turns, shoutin evry few clops. Birds launch them-

selves from the trees, spooked by our yellin.

A little whiles later, both our voices are croaks from shoutin 

so much. There’s still no sign of Agatha. Somethin moves on our 

right.

“Did you see that?” Jaime asks me.

“Yes,” I say.

I click my tongue, and Eydis turns around. She stops when she 

sees the creature peer out from behind a tree. A stag. A big one 

with towerin antlers and burnt-red fur.

“Thistle-River?” Jaime ses, as if he’s askin the stag a question. 

“I need to get down,” he ses to me. “Wait here.” He swings his leg 

over, his knee knockin into my back as he goes. “Sorry,” he mur-

murs, and he jumps to the ground.

He creeps toward the stag with his hams in the air. The stag 

watches him, frozen to the spot, its gawpers wide.

“Are you Thistle-River?” Jaime asks the stag. “You remember 

me? I’m a friend of Agatha’s. She’s missing. We’re looking for her. 

I don’t suppose . . . I know you can’t understand me, but . . .”

He’s real close to the stag now, and he holds out his hand. The 

stag shuffl es forward a crumb and sniffs it, then pokes it with its 

tongue. Afterward, it bows its head as if recognizin him from the 

smell and the taste. Jaime bows his head too, then the stag bounds 

away, turnin its kog toward us evry few blinks as it goes.
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“I think he wants us to follow,” ses Jaime. “If it’s the stag I 

think it is, then he’s a friend of Agatha’s — she helped save him 

and his herd. Maybe he knows where she went.” He takes off after 

the animal, and I follow on Eydis. I’ve never heard of anyone bein 

friends with a stag before, but then I’ve never of heard of anyone 

who can talk to animals neither.

It’s hard goin, weavin in between the trees. The deer’s white 

rump pops in and out of the gaps in fronta me. Spiny leaves whip 

at my hair, but I don’t slow for nothin; if the deer knows where 

Agatha is, we can’t lose its trail.

Jaime is ahead, so he sees the body fi rst. It’s part hidden 

under bracken and moldin leaves. The deer is on the other side 

of it, stretchin its neck to make sure we see what it’s come here 

to show us. The person’s hand sticks out at a strange angle, its 

fi ngers pale.

I jump off of Eydis fast as a snake. I know straightaways that 

the person is dead. And one look at the ink on his face tells me 

exactly who it is.

Bolverk.
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Jaime

UP CLOSE, I  RECOGNIZE THE DEAMHAN IMMEDIATELY. 

He’s the one who dragged our elder chief through the enclave on 

the morning the deamhain fi rst attacked. He was in charge when 

all this horror began. He’s also the man who shot Sigrid with an 

arrow. I should feel grateful that he’s dead.

It’s not obvious what happened to him. There are no wounds 

and there’s no blood. Perhaps he was poisoned. His mouth hangs 

loose, as if in a silent scream. Could Agatha have had something 

to do with this? Surely not. More questions, and I’m still no closer 

to discovering what happened to her.

Now I’m torn. Should I return to the enclave to tell them about 

the deamhan, or do we carry on riding north in search of Agatha? 

The deamhan stares up at me with empty eyes. We have to keep 

looking for her. Whatever happened here, it was something ter-

rible, which makes me even more determined to fi nd her as soon 

as we can.

We continue north, shouting her name as we go. There’s 
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certainly a chance that she’s on her way to our former enclave; 

she traveled there once before, and only yesterday she was talk-

ing about asking the Raasay islanders for their support. What I’m 

less sure of is how Agatha could have left Clann-na-Bruthaich’s 

enclave without anyone noticing. There’s also the torn hood from 

her cloak, which no one is able to explain. Something about all 

this just doesn’t add up.

As we travel farther north, I tell Sigrid about the Raasay 

islanders and how they betrayed us to her king. I don’t say that 

it happened on my wedding day, nor do I mention the girl I was 

made to marry. My heart grows heavy at the thought of Lileas. I 

picture her the fi rst time I saw her, dressed in her orange wed-

ding robe, so timid and young. She turned out to be as brave as 

she was kind, even though I only knew her a few days. A stab of 

grief shudders through me. I fl ick my head up to the sky. Its stark 

grayness pounds my eyes. If only things were different. . . . Lileas 

and I may have been mismatched, but we could have lived a happy 

life together; I truly believe that. A content one, at least. My clan 

approved of her — that’s the most important thing. It would never 

be like that with someone like Cray. Two men should never be 

together. The elders are very clear about that.

As soon as I think of Cray, I’m fl ooded once again with sick-

ening feelings of guilt and rage. Why do my thoughts always lead 

back to him? I need him out of my head, gone forever.

“You are okay?” Sigrid asks from in front of me. She must have 

felt my body tense.

“I’m fi ne,” I say, although that’s far from the truth. I grab the 

hilt of my sword and use the power within it to steady myself. The 
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blade starts to hum again, piercing through the clop of Eydis’s 

hooves. I’ve given it my blood a couple of times now, but it’s never 

enough to keep the magic from fading. Why am I never enough?

I slide the blade out a fraction, keeping my eyes on the back of 

Sigrid’s head in case she turns around. My fi ngers creep over the 

cross-guard until I feel the warm metal at the base of the blade. I 

press my fi ngers into the sharp edge until my skin splits and the 

droplets trickle down. The cruel release comes once again, rush-

ing through my body as the sword grows warmer and brighter. 

Stronger. I drop it back into the scabbard and stick my fi ngers in 

my mouth to suck away the pain.

I half-wonder if the sword is taking more from me than my 

blood, but I push that notion aside. I need the sword; it’s helping 

me bury all the wrong thoughts and sick feelings that refuse to go 

away. It makes me strong.

WE CATCH OUR FIRST GLIMPSE OF THE ENCLAVE JUST 

before sunset. Sigrid jiggles Eydis’s reins, and the horse comes to a 

stop. My clan’s enclave. The sight of it makes me long for the time 

when I felt safe within its walls. Although, if I’m completely hon-

est with myself, I was never truly happy there. There was always a 

part of me that felt like I didn’t belong — that I wasn’t the person 

my clan wanted me to be.

“What we do now?” Sigrid asks me.

It’s a good question. We haven’t seen any traces of Agatha the 

whole way here, and it’s unlikely she could have walked this far 

in one day. Lenox made it clear that we shouldn’t approach the 

Raasay islanders, so the sensible thing to do would be to make our 

~~~~~~~~
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way back before it gets too dark. Only, now that we’re here, with 

the enclave in sight, I’m thinking Agatha’s idea might have been 

a good one. Perhaps we should be asking the Raasay islanders 

for their support. And perhaps I’m the one who should be asking 

them. Lileas was from Raasay, after all, and although our mar-

riage turned out to be nothing more than a ploy to deceive us, 

maybe I can remind them that a union between our people is pos-

sible — for real this time.

“We should at least ask if Agatha is inside,” I say. “And we can 

tell them about the army at the same time. We’ll make them speak 

to us out here.”

I have no intention of going inside. Not only would it be 

insanely dangerous, but I might run into Lileas’s parents. I couldn’t 

face them, not after what happened to her.

Sigrid agrees with the plan, so we ride a little farther before 

leaving Eydis to graze and continuing on foot. As we creep closer, 

the Hawks — or whatever the people of Raasay call their look-

outs — appear along the top of the wall. If Raasay’s long-range 

weapons are as impressive as we’ve been led to believe, they could 

probably take us out from here if they wanted to. The inside of my 

mouth feels brittle and dry.

“Wait a minute,” I say to Sigrid.

She stops and watches as I veer toward a spindly rowan tree. 

I snap off one of its low-hanging branches and strip it, leaving the 

bright red berries exposed. I raise it above my head and swing it 

back and forth — a sign that our intentions are peaceful. I don’t 

know if they have the same custom on Raasay, but hopefully they’ll 

understand what it means. The wind is strong, so I have to use both 
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hands to prevent the branch from blowing to one side. Each time 

the branch passes my face, it gives off a heavy waft of sweet earth.

Sigrid marches on with confi dence. I’m about to tell her to 

hold back, but then remember that the people of Raasay once 

formed a pact with the deamhain, so her presence might make 

them more inclined to speak with us.

The chimes around the enclave wall ring out in a mess of con-

fused clangs, warning of our approach. Once we get within calling 

distance, I tilt up my head and swallow. All of the launchers on the 

wall are aimed at my face. Balancing the branch on one shoulder, 

I grab the handle of my sword with my opposite hand, allowing its 

power to trickle through my fi ngertips.

“My name is Jaime-Iasgair of Clann-a-Tuath,” I shout, 

although my tongue feels thick. “I was married to Lileas, daughter 

of Raasay, and I respectfully request that your clan chiefs come 

out to speak with me. We’re here in peace. You have my word.”

To emphasize my point, I let go of the sword handle and raise 

the rowan branch above my head again. As I do so, a metal bolt 

shoots toward us, demolishing the branch and raining splinters 

over our cowering bodies.

“That not nice,” says Sigrid.

I sling the remainder of the branch onto the damp grass as the 

Southern Gate creaks open.

“You may enter,” a voice booms from the wall.

“We don’t want to enter,” I call back. “We wish to meet with 

your chiefs out here, on neutral ground.”

Another bolt shoots past us, skimming Sigrid’s arm. She gasps 

but holds her stance.
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“You are in no position to negotiate,” calls the voice. “You 

come in or you can go back to where you came from.”

“What do you think?” I ask Sigrid.

“We go in,” she says.

“We go in,” I reply.

As we approach the gate, I keep my eyes on the launchers, 

which follow our every move. One overenthusiastic guard, and 

we’ll both be dead. I hold on to the handle of my sword once again.

“Leave your weapons on the ground outside,” says the voice 

from above.

Ò cac. Of course they’re not going to let me take a sword 

in. But I need it. I can’t leave it behind. My chest cramps at the 

thought of being without it, but the only other option is to be 

pierced through the heart with a metal bolt. . . .

Sigrid isn’t carrying any weapons, so she marches on without 

looking back. I unbuckle the strap at my waist and let the sheath 

drop to the ground. The next few steps are hard, as if the sword is 

pining for me, forbidding me to abandon it. I bite the inside of my 

cheek and force myself to keep going.

Once I’ve caught up with Sigrid, the two of us walk through 

the gate, into my former home. The moment we’re inside, some-

one releases the lever, and with a deep boom, the gate slams shut 

behind us.
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Agatha

I  HAVE TO ESCAPE, I  HAVE TO ESCAPE, I  HAVE TO ESCAPE.

I’m waiting for a good moment to run away, but it is hard with 

my hands tied up and being on the animal. He tricked me and he 

lied. It was so mean of him to do it and I hate him. Now I am a 

long way from my Skye island and my clan.

I do not want to be here on the mainland. It is where the bad 

things happen. There are wildwolves here that might eat me, and 

other animals too. Also the army is coming and maybe they will 

see us and maybe they will kill us. Everything that happened is bad 

and I do not know how I can escape and run away.

I am on the big white deer animal. Its name is an elk. It is the 

one that the deamhan with the scar had, but now he is dead. The 

Badhbh man killed him. The Badhbh man said to me if I try to 

escape he will do the same to me. He is such a mean bad horrible 

man and he tricked me and he lied. I hate him.

He is also on the white elk. He is sitting in front of me and it 
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is him who is taking me away. I don’t know where we are going. I 

asked him lots of times but he won’t say it.

I keep thinking how it happened. It is the only thing I can 

do while we ride bumpy all day. The Badhbh man said that the 

deers were in trouble and needed my help. I wanted to help them 

because Thistle-River is my friend and all of them are my friends. 

The Badhbh man showed me a new way to get out of the enclave 

which is through a well. It is a secret way and I didn’t know it. The 

well was small which made it hard and my cloak got caught on the 

top and nearly strangled my neck. I followed the Badhbh man all 

the way through the tunnel and when we came out, we were in a 

forest and outside the enclave. It is clever to have a long tunnel.

“Where are the— deers?” I asked him. Then I turned around 

and it was a big surprise. The white elk animal was there and so 

was the scar deamhan man and so was Catriona.

Catriona gave me a horrible smile. She is my worst one. I 

hate her. She does not like me because I found out her bad secret 

which was Kenrick locked in her fl oor. She tried to kill him so she 

could be the Clann-na-Bruthaich leader. When her clan found out 

they sent her away which is called banished. I did not know why 

she was with the scar deamhan.

“That’s the wrong girl,” said the scar deamhan.

“No, it’s not,” said the Badhbh man. “The plan has changed.”

The scar deamhan looked from Catriona to the Badhbh man.

“We had a deal,” he said. His face was an angry one. “Sigrid in 

exchange for both your lives.”

“I am taking this girl and I am taking your elk,” said the 

Badhbh man.
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The scar deamhan pulled out his ax. Catriona took a step away. 

“What did you say?” said the scar deamhan.

“The information you provided has been very useful, but your 

assistance is no longer required,” said the Badhbh man.

The scar deamhan lifted his ax but the Badhbh man was 

quicker. He held his hand toward the scar deamhan and twisted 

his wrist. There was a crack which was the scar deamhan’s neck 

and then he fell to the ground and was dead. I could not even 

believe it.

“You killed him,” said Catriona.

“I did,” said the Badhbh man. “Now help me get her on the elk.”

“What about me?” she asked.

“You can stay here. I will tell the Inglish king of your involve-

ment. Perhaps he will be merciful.”

“But —”

“Think carefully before saying anything further,” said the 

Badhbh man. 

Catriona looked very cross but didn’t say anything else.

That’s when they tried to put me on the elk. I didn’t want to 

do it and I screamed and kicked and said “No, I don’t want to” but 

then Catriona got very close to my ear and said in a whisper voice, 

“Do you want this man to kill you like he killed that deamhan?” 

Her breath was very horrible like dead worms.

“N-no,” I said. I did not want to be dead.

“Then stop kicking and do as he says.”

I had to do it, so I got on the elk. They tied up my hands, then 

we left Catriona in the forest and rode to the water which is how 

you get to Scotia. I was hoping and hoping and saying please in my 
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head that one of the Hawks or the Scavengers would see us and 

say stop, but no one saw us and no one did the rescue. We crossed 

the water on the elk’s back and my feet got very wet. Now we are 

in Scotia and my toes are cold.

It is very high on the elk. Even higher than Duilleag and Bras 

who are Mór’s and Crayton’s bulls. I do not like it so high up. It 

makes me feel like I might fall off. Its antlers are thick and wide 

ones that stick out to the side. The Badhbh man told me if I 

tried talking to the elk I would regret it. I did it anyway because 

I can do it in my head and the Badhbh man didn’t even know. I 

thought the elk could help me hurt the Badhbh man with its big 

antlers and then take me back to my Skye island but the elk told 

me no. It said whoever holds its reins is its master and it will only 

listen to them. That is a stupid way to be. I told that to the elk 

which made it even more grumpy and cross. It wouldn’t speak to 

me again after that.

When it is nearly dark, the Badhbh man stops the elk and tells 

me to get down.

“W-why?” I say.

“Because I told you to,” he says. He has to look over his shoul-

der to talk to me.

The ground is a far way below. “I don’t know— how to get 

down,” I say.

The Badhbh man sighs then lifts one of his legs over the elk 

and drops to the ground. He raises his hand to help pull me down. 

I look at the reins. Maybe I can grab them quick.

“Don’t even think about it,” says the Badhbh man.

He saw me looking. I take his hand and fall down off the elk. It 
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hurts all the way to my knees. The ground is wet leaves and sticky 

mud. I am sore all over my body with aches.

“W-why are we stopped?” I ask.

“To eat and to sleep. You want to do both those things, I 

presume?”

I nod my head a big one. I am very hungry. The Badhbh man 

opens a bag which is tied around the elk’s neck. He takes out some 

food and passes it to me. It is a hard piece of meat. I do not take it.

“What is it?” I ask him.

“Meat,” he says.

“I know it’s— meat.” I’m not stupid. “What— animal meat?” I 

remember when the Stewer gave me deer meat and I ate it because 

I didn’t know. I was sick afterward when I found out.

“I don’t know,” says the Badhbh. “Just eat it.”

I shake my head no and I am frowning.

“Fine. Go hungry, then,” he says.

He takes a bite out of the meat and looks at me while he 

chews it.

“It’s rude to s-stare,” I say to him. He doesn’t reply so I say it 

again. “I said it’s rude to stare. Also it is r-rude not to answer when 

someone is— talking to you.”

“I suppose that makes me doubly rude, then,” says the 

Badhbh man.

It does and he is right about that.

“Where are we g-going?” I ask again.

“The less you know the better,” he says.

“But I want to— know it,” I say.

“You want to help your clan, don’t you?”
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“Yes,” I say.

“Then do exactly as I say.”

I am confused now. “Are we h-helping my clan?” I ask.

“Yes,” he says.

“How?”

“You don’t need to know that yet.”

He’s wrong. I do need to know it. I want to help my clan but 

what if he is lying? I do a growl noise. He doesn’t look at me so I 

do an even louder one. He still doesn’t look at me.

“Why were you with C-Catriona?” I ask.

The Badhbh man chews his food very slowly and then swal-

lows it. “I discovered her lurking in the woods outside the enclave 

and let her believe we were working together. She showed me the 

secret entrance through the well so I could get you out without 

the guards noticing. I never had any intention of allowing her to 

accompany us, though; her plans do not coincide with my own.”

“She is a b-bad— one and— nasty,” I say.

The Badhbh man takes another bite of food and doesn’t reply. 

Somewhere I don’t know where, an animal makes a bark noise. I 

hope it is not a wildwolf come to eat me.

“The rope is h-hurting my— wrists,” I say.

The Badhbh man sucks in his cheeks. “If I take it off, will you 

try to escape?”

“Yes,” I say.

“Then I cannot do it.”

Oh. I should have said a lie one.

When he has fi nished eating all the meat, the Badhbh man 

searches in the bag again and pulls out another rope.
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“I’m going to tie you to a tree so you can sleep,” he says. “I 

sincerely advise you to comply.”

I do not know those words sincerely and comply. What I do 

know is that I don’t want to be tied to a tree. If the wildwolves 

come in the night, I won’t be able to run away.

He takes a step toward me and goes to grab my hands, so I 

kick him hard between his legs. It is a very painful place to be 

kicked if you are a man. That is why I did it. It is a bit naughty 

and also clever.

The Badhbh man shouts out angry and pain. I go quick to the 

elk and hold on to its reins and say to it, I have your reins now so 

you have to help me. It does not reply. It is still mad that I called 

it stupid I think. It will not help me and it is too high to get on its 

back on my own so I leave it and I run. It is hard because of my 

hands tied together and running isn’t my best one. My breath is 

fast and my chest is hurting puffs.

I keep running faster fast as I can. The ground is thick with 

plants that want to trip me. I cannot hear the Badhbh man. I think 

he is still hurt and cannot chase me. I keep running fast so fast. 

My chest is pain and my legs are aches but I do not care because 

I did it. I escaped. I got away.

I stop.

The Badhbh man is in front of me. I did not get away.

How did he get there? Unless I ran in the circle. It was hard 

to know which way.

He holds up his arm toward me the same way he did to the 

scar deamhan when he killed him.

He’s going to kill me. He’s going to kill me and I will be dead.
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I turn in the different direction and run again but something 

is wrong in my body. It is hot in my insides and I am slowing down 

because my legs aren’t working properly. My head is hot and my 

hands and my tongue. He is turning me into fi re, I know it.

I fall onto the ground. My whole body is burning like a stick 

and there is crackles in my ear. Then the hot is gone. The Badhbh 

man’s boots come closer toward me. When he is next to me, he 

stops. His dirty boots are close to my nose. He bends down and 

then his face is next to my face.

“I suggest you don’t try that again,” he says.
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Jaime

INSIDE THE ENCLAVE, THE FIRST THING I NOTICE IS THE 

scorched earth. For as far as I can see, the ground is black and 

lifeless, and several of the nearest bothans bear marks of destruc-

tion: hollow doorways, stone walls streaked with tentacles of ash, 

thatch rooves eaten away to nothing. What happened here?

“Jaime-Iasgair?”

A woman runs up to me and squeezes the top of my arm. I 

recognize her immediately and my heart starts to thump.

“Edme,” I say. I met this woman briefl y on the morning I was 

forced to marry her daughter, but this is the fi rst time we’ve spo-

ken. I don’t know what to say. There’s nothing I can say.

“Why have you brought a deamhan here?” she says, eyeing 

Sigrid with mistrust.

“She’s a friend,” I say. “She’s not like the others.”

Edme gives a half-nod but remains wary. “I heard what hap-

pened to Lileas,” she says. I can hear her daughter’s name catch 
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in the back of her throat. “I want you to know that I don’t blame 

you in the slightest. It was them. The deamhain. We never . . . 

We should never have trusted them.” She aims these last words at 

Sigrid, who shrugs and nods as if she agrees.

“I’m so sorry,” I say, which doesn’t feel like nearly enough. “I 

tried, but . . . I let her down.”

Edme wipes her eyes with a single fi nger. “Enough of that talk. 

You can’t spend your whole life lost in blame. I’m trying to follow 

that same advice myself.”

I sigh, releasing a little of the tightness in my chest. “We’re 

looking for a girl from our clan called Agatha. Is she here?”

“She was,” says Edme. “About a week ago. But she escaped 

with the girl she was with, and they haven’t been seen since.”

It’s hardly a surprise, but the disappointment still hits me 

hard.

“Edme,” calls a voice as several people come down from the 

wall. “Stand away from the prisoners.”

“We’re not prisoners,” I say, trying my best to sound assertive. 

Beside me, Sigrid angles her body as if readying for a fi ght.

“He’s right,” says Edme, giving those approaching a steely gaze. 

“This is my son-in-law, and none of you will lay a fi nger on him.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” says a woman with a mop of acorn- 

colored hair. “We need to take him for interrogation.”

Edme grabs hold of my wrist. “You’re not taking him any-

where. He’s the only family Hector and I have left. Our daughter 

was murdered. Murdered. Or have you forgotten that? Whatever 

Jaime’s come here to say, he deserves to be treated with respect.”

No one knows how to react to that. Edme looks at me.
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“Take me to your chiefs,” I say. Agatha may not be here, but I 

can still carry out her plan.

Edme leads us across the burned-out enclave, and no one 

tries to stop her. Gradually, the signs of fi re lessen and the tufty 

grass returns. We approach the Gathering, which is teeming with 

people eating in small groups. Several heads turn toward us and 

conversations trickle away.

Edme stops in front of one of the tables and says, “I believe 

you’ve already met our clan chiefs, Balgair MacSween and Conall 

MacLeod.”

It’s them. The two men responsible for the attack on our 

enclave and everything that’s happened since. A seething rage 

prickles my skin, which builds until it’s pumping through my 

entire body.

They stop chewing at precisely the same moment as recogni-

tion dawns on them. Balgair’s grip tightens on his knife. He is the 

broader of the two, with a rugged beard and scabby cheeks. Conall 

is slightly older, with a saggy neck and stooped shoulders. His nose 

is crooked and swollen, as if recently broken.

“What is the meaning of this?” asks Conall, looking from me 

to Sigrid and then back again.

“You remember Jaime-Iasgair?” says Edme. “You used him in 

the same way you used my daughter.”

“Edme. We’ve spoken about this.” Balgair’s voice is tight and 

controlled. His eyes fl ick to the people around us, who are all 

looking in our direction, waiting to see how the chiefs will react. 

“Why are you here, Jaime-Iasgair?” He spits out my name as if it is 

a morsel of meat gristle.
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A silence rips through the Gathering. The entire clan of 

Raasay is staring at me. I reach for the comfort of my sword before 

remembering it’s no longer there.

“People are coming,” I say. “From the mainland. An army. 

Thousands of them, and they’re going to kill us. You too.” I don’t 

sound very convincing. Even I wouldn’t believe me.

Conall starts to laugh, which soon breaks into a hacking cough. 

Balgair says nothing. He stares at me as if he wants to break every 

bone in my body.

“What pathetic ploy is this?” Conall asks. “What are your 

elders planning? To lure us out of the enclave and murder us on 

open ground so they can reclaim this place for themselves?”

“No,” I say, but the word is caught by the wind and snatched 

away.

“How very brave of them to send a boy to do their dirty work,” 

Conall continues. “They could have come up with a more convinc-

ing lie, though.”

“Army is true,” says Sigrid, banging her hand on the table.

“And who are you?” asks Balgair, looking at her properly for 

the fi rst time.

“Sigrid,” she replies. “I meet Ingland king. He bad man. He 

want to kill all people here.”

Balgair’s laugh is an ugly bark. “Everyone on the mainland is 

dead,” he says. “Your story is preposterous.”

“I know it sounds that way,” I say, “but I promise you it’s true.”

“We didn’t believe the two girls at fi rst either,” says Edme. 

“The ones who warned us about the shadows. That also sounded 

like a ridiculous story, but they ended up saving our lives.”
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“Stay out of this,” says Balgair.

“She’s right,” I say, grateful for Edme’s support. “We saved 

your clan once before; is it so hard to believe we may be trying to 

do it again?”

“One of those girls broke my nose,” says Conall. His hand 

drifts toward his battered face and hovers just below his nostrils. 

“And they set our enclave on fi re as they made their escape. I’d 

hardly call that the actions of an ally.”

It’s not your enclave, I want to scream.

“It’s actually quite clever,” says Balgair. “Warn us about a real 

threat to gain our trust, then make up a pretend threat to slaugh-

ter us.”

“That’s not what’s happening here. Please —”

“Take them away and lock them up,” says Conall. “Although 

you’ll have to be creative about where, since those girls burned 

down our prisonboth.”

“No, please. Wait —” My hands are forced behind my back, 

and someone grabs hold of my shoulders.

“Let him go.”

I didn’t see Sigrid pick up the knife, but she now has it fi rmly 

pressed into Conall’s neck. Her face is fi erce, but the hand holding 

the knife remains steady.

“Let him go,” she says again.

Balgair nods, and the two men restraining me release their 

grip.

“Don’t do anything rash,” says Balgair, holding his palms 

toward Sigrid as if she’s some sort of wild animal. 

Conall’s eyes look like they are about to burst out of his head. 
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A thick vein in his neck pulses under the pressure of the blade.

“It is not the girl who is being rash,” says Edme. “It is you. 

None of us were consulted on the deal you made with the deam-

hain. Because of you, my daughter is dead. My only child.” Tears 

stream down her cheeks. “And I’m not the only one questioning 

your decisions. We’re all living here, pretending to be content, 

but the truth is we’re riddled with the same guilt. This ground is 

soaked with blood, and it stains our souls.”

Sigrid looks at me from behind Conall, urging me to talk. I 

take strength from Edme’s words; not only does she not blame me 

for what happened to Lileas, but she’s standing up for me against 

her clan.

“What Edme says is true,” I say. “This is not your home. You 

stole it from us in the most cowardly way, and as a result you will 

never be happy here.”

“Were you happy here?” Balgair asks me.

“What do you mean?”

“When you and your clan lived in this enclave, were you 

happy?”

I shake my head a little, confused as to what point he’s mak-

ing. “Of course we were.”

“You were happy even though you stole this land from us fi rst, 

in the most cowardly way?”

“What are you talking about?”

“I see they don’t teach you the true history of your people. 

Allow me to educate you. My people lived on this island long 

before yours did, boy. When your ancestors — and the ancestors 
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of all the other Skye clans — traveled across from the mainland, 

they decided they didn’t want to share this island with people 

who had differing views from their own. They disapproved of 

the gods we worshipped, of the values we held, and the tradi-

tions we practiced. So they pushed my people away. They bullied 

and they burned and they murdered until my people had no 

choice but to fl ee to Raasay. So you see, it is not as simple as 

this enclave belonging to you, for who truly ever owns the land 

we walk across?”

That can’t be true. Can it? There are hints in some of the old 

òrain that our ancestors used to fi ght, but none of them mention 

the Raasay people ever living on Skye. I look at the faces of every-

one around me, and I see it: their longing for this land, the truth 

that this island was once theirs.

But why would the elders keep that from us? To prevent us 

from feeling guilty? Do other people in my clan know? I shake 

my head, trying to make sense of it all. It was so much easier to 

believe that the people of Raasay were the enemy — that they were 

in the wrong and that’s all there was to it — but life is rarely as 

simple as it seems.

“If what you claim is true, then yes, you’re right,” I say, 

my voice faint. “My people have wronged yours, and you have 

wronged mine, but we now face a much bigger danger. The army 

that’s coming . . . if we don’t help each other, we’re all going to 

die. All of us.” The people at the back of the crowd are craning 

their necks. I need them to hear this.

Before I lose my nerve, I step onto an empty bench, which 


