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PART ONE
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AGATHA

THE WIND IS ON MY NOSE AND MY EYES STING. I  BROUGHT 

two cloaks today because I am clever. I pull them together with my 

hands. The tops of my fi ngers are numb but I don’t mind because 

it is my job and it is an important one.

I look at the sea. The waves are chopping up and down. 

Sometimes I follow a wave from as far away as I can see, all the 

way to where I am. I look at it and keep my eyes on it and try not 

to let it out of my eyes when it comes close and more close until it 

crashes. It is a hard thing to do and I am good at it.

When I was only young I wanted to go on the sea so much. I 

asked the Anglers and the Seals lots of times to take me on their 

boats but they wouldn’t. They shoved me away and called me a 

“good-for-nothing nuisance,” which is rude. I made the plan to 

do it myself and climbed up the wall when no one was looking 

and down the other side. It was a hard thing to do but easy for me 

because I’m good at climbing. The waves went on my legs and my 

face and I laughed because I liked it and it tasted like soup. Then 
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a bigger wave came and I couldn’t hold on anymore and I fell. I 

could have drowned but one of the Hawks saw me and my arms 

splashing. “You stupid, stupid girl.” he said when he pulled me 

out. “You stupid, stupid girl.” I’m more clever now and I wouldn’t 

do it again.

After it happened I didn’t want to go on the boats anymore. I 

stayed inside the enclave and didn’t look at the sea until they gave 

me my dreuchd. I was very happy that day because they made me 

a Hawk, which is my duty and an important one. One day I will 

save someone from drowning too like when the Hawk saved me.

“You look cold.”

It is Lenox who says that, who is another Hawk. “Go into the 

turret and warm up. I lit a fi re,” he says as well. His eyebrows go 

scrunchy when he talks. They are big ones and black.

“I don’t— want to,” I say and shake my head. I don’t like going 

in the turret because when I’m inside I’m not looking at the sea 

which is what I should be doing.

“Go on, little girl, it’s for your own good,” he says, and he 

pushes my back. I hate it when he calls me “little girl” because I 

am not a little girl. I am fi fteen so he shouldn’t call me that. I do a 

big frown so he sees it.

When I am in the turret, I kick the fi re because I don’t want 

to be there and bits of it fl y up to the walls. It’s a small room in 

a circle. I should not have kicked the fi re. Now it might go out, 

which would be bad. I scrape the bits with my shoe and add some 

more sticks to make it big again. Even though I didn’t want to 

come, it is nice to be hot and I move my fi ngers which is nice as 

well. I undo my fi rst cloak and the other one underneath so I can 
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reach the pocket on my top where Milkwort is. He is warm which 

is good because I was worried he would be cold. I put him next to 

the fi re because he likes it there. In my trousers is some bread that 

I saved. I give some to him and keep some for later. He thanks me 

and eats it while looking at the fi re.

“Don’t get too close,” I warn him.

Milkwort is my friend and a vole and a secret. No one knows 

about him. Except Maistreas Eilionoir. I don’t know how she 

found out. She is old and knows everything. When she found out 

she pulled me into her bothan and told me to get rid of him.

“You could be severely punished for this,” she said. She was 

holding on to my arm tight and it hurt a lot even though she is old 

and her hands are small.

“I know,” I said, and I tried to pull my arm away. People think 

that I’m stupid but I’m not stupid.

“Get rid of it. Before someone fi nds out who isn’t as forgiving 

as I am.” She let go of my arm and I rubbed it and then I left.

“All right, Aggie, my turn.”

The voice is a surprise to me. I must have been staring at the 

fi re for longer than I thought. It is Flora who is there and it is 

her turn to come in. I am in panic because she may have seen 

Milkwort. My eyes look to where he was. He’s not there.

“I need to do up my cl-cloaks. Give me one— one moment, 

will you?”

“Of course.”

It is lucky that Flora turns away so I can search for Milkwort 

without her seeing. I want to call for him, but Flora will hear me 

if I do that, so I only do it in my head. Talking to animals is not 
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dùth, which means you shouldn’t do it. He is nowhere by the fi re 

and there is nothing for him to hide behind. He wouldn’t have run 

away. He would never leave me. Then I spot him in a gap between 

the stones in the wall. It was clever for him to go there. I hold out 

my hand. He jumps onto my arm and behind my neck and into 

the pocket again. That was close. I do up my cloaks the quickest 

possible.

“I’m done,” I say to Flora.

“Thanks,” she says, and she smiles and comes in and I go back 

onto the wall.

I like Flora because she is nice. She’s my friend. She is a girl 

like me but her hair is light brown and she is taller. When she 

was made a Hawk I helped by telling her all the things you have 

to do to be a good Hawk, like how to tell the difference between 

a dolphin and a deathfi n and the best way to spear a spider crab 

and what the fi ve chimes mean and how to ring them properly. I 

am good at helping.

The sea is a gray color today with only a bit of white. It looks 

like broken rocks. When I am looking I have to do walking as well. 

Otherwise the blood will freeze inside you. That is what Lenox 

says.

It is one hundred and seventeen steps to walk along this part 

of the wall which I know because I counted them. I can walk it 

without looking at my feet which is good because it means I can 

look at the sea the whole time and don’t miss a single thing. When 

I reach the other side I turn and walk back and then back again 

the other way the whole day.

Behind me is the enclave. That is where we all live which is 
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Clann-a-Tuath which is my clan. It is the best one. There are other 

clans but they are far away on the other parts of the island. I can’t 

even see them from the wall. That is because Skye is a big island. 

We are on the north part. Inside our enclave are lots of bothans 

made of stone which is where we sleep, and a big wall all the way 

around which means we can see everything that’s all around us. 

Some people might want to come into our enclave but they are not 

allowed which is why I have to do the looking on the wall to stop 

them if they try.

It is getting darker now. You have to look more hard when 

it is darker because it is not so easy. There is something there, 

on the sea. I saw it because I looked so well. It is far away and 

it is small but I think it will be a boat. I keep it in my eyes until 

it is a little bit closer and then I know that yes, it is a boat. I do 

not know who is in it. Maybe it is a Seal boat coming back. That 

would be good. 

I walk to the turret and keep looking at the boat still. All of the 

turrets have a set of chimes outside them so we can do warning 

and send messages with the sounds. I pick up the hammer and am 

going to hit the First once at the top which means I can see a boat 

and it is people but I can’t see who it is yet, but the sound comes 

out before my hammer hits the metal. It makes me jump because 

I am not expecting it and I am confused how it made a sound 

without me hitting it fi rst. Then I know that the sound didn’t come 

from my chime. It came from a different chime, from one of the 

other turrets, and was hit by someone else. It is confusing in my 

head because I was expecting one sound and then I heard a differ-

ent one so it is hard to remember what it was I heard. It could have 
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been the Second but no, I think it was the Fourth. That is very not 

good. The Fourth is for danger and two hits at the top means it is 

a ship and it is going to attack. My heart is going fast. When you 

hear the Fourth the most important thing is that you have to act 

quickly. If you don’t then people could die because it is serious. I 

look in the turret but there is no one there and I can’t see anyone 

farther on the wall either. Who was it that hit the chime? I look 

back at the sea. The boat is coming in fast now and I am the only 

one who can stop it. I have to stop it. It is my duty and important 

and I have to protect my clan.

I run to the launcher and wind back the claw until it clicks. 

The arrow is already inside. It is a big one and a metal one. I’ve got 

the fl int in my belt because we always have to have it. I take it out 

and try to light the moss on the arrow, but it won’t do it because 

it’s all wet from when it was raining. I shake my head and tear the 

moss off and throw it in the sea. I need something else. I look up 

and it makes me yell because I see how close the boat has gotten. 

Think, think, I need to think. Then I know what to do. 

I kick off my boot and take off my sock quickly so quickly. I 

tie the sock to the end of the arrow with one knot and then two 

knots so it won’t come loose. It is a clever plan. The sock is hard 

to light because you have to hit the fl int so fast. My hands are all 

shaking. I try to do it lots of times and then I do it. The fi re goes 

all big because of the animal fat on the arrow. In my eye there is 

someone and it is Lenox on the wall far away. He is waving at me 

to go faster. He knows how fast I need to be because the boat is so 

close now. I slide the launcher over, making the middle of the boat 

line up with the tip of the arrow like I was taught.
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“Agatha, no!” Lenox’s shout is an echo, but my fi nger has already 

pressed the trigger. Why did he tell me no? 

The arrow goes up into the sky. The boat is more close now 

so I can see the people inside. That’s strange. I squint my eyes 

because what I see isn’t right. I can see their faces and it’s not 

right because I know them.

It means the boat is one of ours. I have done a terrible mistake.
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JAIME

THE BOAT LURCHES, MAKING MY STOMACH TWIST. I  OPEN 

my mouth to retch, but all that comes out is a hollow whimper. I 

tighten my grip on the boat’s side. Sharp scabs of paint fl ake away 

beneath my fi ngers. I’m sure the other Anglers are giving me pity-

ing looks behind my back. I’m trying. I’m really trying. I hope they 

know that.

I reach up with one hand and pull my hood over my face. The 

wind whips it straight back off again. Sleet lashes my cheeks and 

trickles down my neck.

“You look like you’ve been grabbed by a gannet,” Aileen says as 

she steps beside me.

“I feel like it too,” I reply in between heaves. If a gannet did try 

to take me right now, I would probably let it.

“Can I get you some water?” Even with rain spewing down 

and the boat being tossed from side to side, Aileen still manages 

to look graceful.
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“I’m fi ne,” I say, shifting away from her. I’d rather she didn’t 

see me like this.

“On the plus side, you appear to be attracting more fi sh. 

We’ve caught loads since you started emptying your guts.” She’s 

trying to make me smile. I really don’t want to. “I’ve no idea 

why,” she continues. “It smells awful.”

The sides of my mouth betray me and start twitching upward.

“That is defi nitely a smile!” she says. “I knew I could break you.”

“It’s not,” I say, forcing my mouth into a knot.

“It gets better with time,” she says. “I promise.” 

Although Aileen is roughly the same age as me, she was 

given her dreuchd about six months ago, so she’s already had six 

months’ practice. I’m sure she was great at it, even in her fi rst 

week. She gives my hair a gentle ruffl e, then leaves me to my 

misery. I watch as she slips back to her place and casts her line 

into the sea. She says something to the Angler next to her that 

makes him laugh. How does she do that? Make people laugh so 

easily? It’s one of the reasons everyone likes her so much, includ-

ing me. The only good thing about being named an Angler is 

that I get to spend more time with her. She’s my best friend; she 

always has been.

Waves strike the side of the boat in a repetitive thud-slap, 

thud-slap, thud-slap. I look down and immediately regret it. All 

that deep, dark water. My mind starts rattling through the pos-

sibilities of what could be lurking just beneath the surface: giant 

squid, killer rays, deathfi ns. . . . I scrunch my eyes closed. I’m safe 

in the boat. I’m safe in the boat. I have to keep telling myself that. 
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As long as I don’t think about what’s in the water, I’m fi ne.

It takes a long time for the weather to improve, the clouds 

eventually turning from fi erce gray to dirty white. As the waves 

mellow, so too does my seasickness, and I race to try and catch 

up on all my tasks. As the newest member of the crew, I’ve been 

given all the jobs that no one else wants, like untangling the ropes 

and threading the bait. I work in silence, sitting on my own with 

my head low.

To make matters worse, we’re out east today, which means 

the Isle of Raasay is directly in front of us: a mountainous strip in 

between Skye and mainland Scotia. I refuse to look at it. It’s where 

the girl lives, the one who is going to ruin everything. I don’t want 

to think about her right now.

Just before dusk, we start heading back. It’s been a long day, 

but all of my despair melts away at the sight of the enclave. Its 

walls rise up before us like a welcome beacon. Flecks from the 

crashing waves make the ancient stones shine.

Home.

My whole body aches to be inside, to be surrounded by the 

familiar faces of my clan, to feel the spongy earth beneath my feet. 

To feel safe. From somewhere on the wall, the Second chimes 

twice to announce our arrival.

“Why have they put her on center post?” says the caiptean. I her

follow his gaze and spot Agatha, one of the Hawks, staring down 

at us from beside the turret. “And what the hell is she doing now?”

I can just about make out Agatha’s arms, pumping at the 

launcher. She hops about a bit, then ties something to the arrow 

and sets it on fi re.
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“She’s going to shoot at us. That bloody idiot is going to shoot 

at us,” says the caiptean.

A thunderous twang rings out as the arrow arches high above 

us. The aim is poor, so the caiptean doesn’t bother altering the 

boat’s direction. Instead, he looks up and shouts a string of curses 

at Agatha. I keep my eyes on the arrow. It tears through the sky like 

a falling star, its path unstable. A rogue wind catches it, altering its 

course at the last moment, curving it directly in line with us.

I open my mouth to shout a warning— 

Too late.

It rips through the sails before anyone can react, instantly set-

ting them ablaze. The fl ames lick across the deck and curl up the 

mast. I yelp, tripping over my long legs in my haste to stand up. The 

heat is intense, tightening my skin and drying out my eyes. One of 

the Anglers upturns a bucket of water in an attempt to douse the 

fl ames, either not realizing or not caring that it also contains the 

shrimp-bait. The creatures spill toward me and fl it about patheti-

cally, until the fi re engulfs them with a series of harsh pops. The 

smell of scorched fi sh burns my nostrils.

“Abandon the boat!” yells the caiptean.

What? No. The water is too deep.

People leap overboard in all directions.

I hover at the boat’s edge, staring at the water, my legs frozen. 

I can’t do it. I can’t.

Someone pushes me from behind. I try to resist, but my knees 

give way and I tumble into the water.

The coldness hits me like an avalanche of stone. I’ve fallen 

in deep. I spin around in circles, but I can’t fi nd the surface. My 
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limbs fl ail in all directions. To my right, a hazy orange smudge 

pierces the darkness. The blaze from the boat. I kick toward it. 

Something brushes against my leg. Panic grips my lungs and digs 

in its nails. I turn. There’s nothing there. I turn back, but I can 

no longer see the boat, no longer know which way is up. I twist 

my whole body from one side to the other, expecting something to 

burst out of the darkness at any moment. I’m trapped in the water 

and I can’t breathe. I can’t breathe. I can’t breathe.

Rough hands fi nd me and yank me upward. Then a new cool-

ness washes over me as my head breaks the surface. I suck in 

quick mouthfuls of salty air. Above me, fl akes of ash rain down 

from the boat’s corpse.

“Where’s Jaime? Protect the boy!” people are shouting.

“I’ve got him,” says a voice in my ear. Whoever it is starts tow-

ing me toward the wall.

“I’m fi ne,” I say, coughing up seawater. Now that I can see the 

enclave, I’d rather get there myself. I’m not the best swimmer in 

the world, but I’m more than capable of swimming a few hundred 

yards. I also don’t want the other Anglers to see me being helped; 

they already think I’m hopeless. I try to shrug off my rescuer, but 

he won’t let go.

I scan the water for Aileen. I can’t see her anywhere. Burning 

remains fall from the wreckage, sizzling black as they hit the water. 

When we reach the wall, the caiptean insists that I be pulled over 

fi rst and that I’m taken straight to the sickboth.

“Where’s Aileen?” I ask, but no one replies.

“It’s vital he doesn’t fall ill,” someone says as I’m hustled across 

the enclave. “The Ceremony is in less than two weeks.” As if I 
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need reminding. Half a dozen people usher me into the sickboth 

and swamp me in blankets. Once inside, the Herbists fuss around 

me, drying my hair, feeding me soup.

“Did Aileen make it back okay?” I ask again, raising my voice 

a little this time.

“She’s fi ne, everyone’s fi ne,” says one of the Herbists, placing a 

sweaty hand on my forehead. “Our main priority right now is you, 

young man.”

I surrender to their care. I’ve never liked being the center of 

attention, but I know they mean well. One of them even sneaks 

me a wedge of hearthcake, covered in thick butter, which helps 

raise my spirits a little.

“Well, that was dramatic,” Aileen says as she saunters through 

the sickboth door. She’s changed into dry clothes, but her rust-

colored hair is still sodden from the sea.

“Aileen!”

The Herbists step aside to give us some space. Aileen clasps 

my fi sts.

“Thought I’d better check you were still alive,” she says.

“Just about.”

“Are you all right?”

“I’m fi ne. Bit embarrassed, maybe. What are people saying? 

Are they laughing at me?”

“No. Why would they be laughing?”

“Because I’m supposed to be an Angler and I nearly 

drowned. . . .”

“No one even knows. Or cares. I promise.”

“Really?”
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“Really really. So stop worrying. And that’s an order.” She 

points her fi nger at me and gives me her best stern look.

“Okay. Thanks.” And I mean it. She always knows the right 

thing to say.

There’s a tickle in my throat. I start coughing. There must still 

be seawater in my lungs. Once I start, I can’t seem to stop.

“Are you harassing our patient?” says one of the Herbists, 

coming back over to check on me.

“Nothing to do with me,” says Aileen, holding up her hands.

“Well, I think you’d better let this little mouse get some rest,” 

says the Herbist, patting my back and rubbing my chest at the 

same time. The cough begins to ease.

“See you in the morning,” says Aileen. She can’t resist rubbing 

her knuckles on my head before she goes.

“Good night,” I say, knocking her hand away. She leaves me 

with a big smile on my face.

Not long after, the Herbists leave as well, telling me multiple 

times on their way out how important it is that I go straight to 

sleep. Before I have the chance to obey their instructions, there is 

a knock on the sickboth door and Maighstir Ross enters.

“Jaime-Iasgair. How are you feeling?” he asks.

Wow. The Ceremony really must be a big deal if I’m getting 

visits from the clan chief himself.

“I’m fi ne,” I say for the thousandth time. “Thank you.”

“Very well.” He pauses for a moment as if he might say some-

thing else, then lowers his head to go back through the doorway. 

That was brief.

“Maighstir Ross—?”
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“Yes.” He doesn’t take his hand off the door handle.

“I was thinking . . . I was told I have to go to Kilmaluag Bay 

tomorrow with the other Anglers from my boat, to fi sh from the 

shoreline, but . . . I was wondering if I could maybe stay with the 

Wasps instead?”

His forehead creases. “You want to what?”

“Stay with the Wasps. As part of my training. I thought if I 

watch how they put a new boat together, I could learn how to fi x it, 

in case anything goes wrong while we’re out at sea.”  I don’t know 

where I’m fi nding the courage to make such a suggestion. “And 

also, the bay is quite far; it would probably be better for my health 

to stay here in the enclave.” I let out a pitiful cough to emphasize 

my point.

Maighstir Ross isn’t stupid. He must know that I’m not getting 

on well as an Angler, but it is not dùth to work for a duty other 

than one’s own, so what I am requesting is bordering on unlawful. 

His face softens and he gives me the faintest hint of a smile.

“Very well,” he says, “but you must learn through observation 

only. You are an Angler now. You would be wise to embrace that 

fact.”

“Yes, Maighstir.”

“Now get some rest. We need you fi t and healthy for the 

Ceremony.”

The kindness in his eyes disappears the moment he mentions 

the Ceremony. It was the slightest shift, but I defi nitely saw it. He 

blows out the lantern with a fi erce breath, plummeting the sick-

both into darkness. The door clatters as he leaves.

I try to sleep, but a hundred thoughts itch my brain. Mainly 
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about the Ceremony, of course. The declaration was made a week 

ago. When they fi rst called me into the meeting circle, my whole 

body buzzed with excitement. I knew I was about to receive my 

dreuchd — my calling in life. I’d been waiting for it ever since I’d 

turned fourteen. Being part of a duty and working for the good of 

the whole clan: that is the greatest honor of all.

My enthusiasm soon faded when they named me an Angler. I 

had to fi ght hard to hide my disappointment; all duties are equally 

important, after all. I’m proud to be an Angler. I am. And the 

elders would have had a good reason for making the choice they 

did. I just need to work harder at being better at it.

As soon as the announcement was made, the other Anglers 

entered the circle and smeared my body with the guts of a freshly 

killed fi sh. Not the most enjoyable experience, if I’m honest, but 

that’s the way it’s always been. As a result, I was soaking wet 

and reeking of fi sh guts when, a short while later, they called 

me into the circle for a second time. I stepped forward, blood 

dripping from my scrawny arms. With the eyes of the whole clan 

on me, I willed myself not to shiver. I’d never heard of anyone 

being called twice in one night, so I was immediately on edge, 

imagining the worst. It was Maighstir Ross who made the dec-

laration, his eyes locked on mine. He described it as “a pivotal 

gesture to ensure positive diplomatic relations for many genera-

tions to come.” A sickening silence followed, and it wasn’t until 

Maighstir Clyde shouted “May Clann-a-Tuath forever be strong” 

that everyone raised their fi sts and started to cheer. Their faces, 

however, could not hide their confusion.

But it’s happening. All the arrangements have been made.
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I am going to be married.

To a girl from the Isle of Raasay.

No one wants the marriage to take place, least of all me. 

Marriage is wrong; everyone knows that. No matter what the 

elders tell me, it’s obvious the only reason I was “chosen” was 

because I was the right age and the least likely to object. If I’d 

drowned today, I’m sure they would have found a replacement 

easily enough.

People keep telling me what an honor it is, but they’re only 

saying that to try and make me feel better. There are six clans on 

Skye and none of them has allowed marriage for over a century, so 

I’m going to be the only married person on the whole island. Not 

even Maighstir Ross could hide his disdain for what is going to 

happen. No one is going to want anything to do with me afterward, 

I’m sure of it. I’ll be nothing more than a walking reminder of our 

clan’s weakness.

Clann-a-Tuath has always been proud, standing strong against 

our enemies and our allies, both on the Isle of Skye and over the 

sea. So why compromise our beliefs now?

There is defi nitely more to this union than the elders are let-

ting on. Something has made them desperate. Something out of 

their control. Whatever it is, it can only be something bad.
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AGATHA

“I  TOLD YOU FROM THE START IT WAS A TERRIBLE IDEA.”

“That sort of talking is not going to get us anywhere, Clyde.”

“All I’m saying is that this was always going to happen, and if 

we keep her up there, it’s only a matter of time before it happens 

again.”

“I agree, she’s proved that she’s a liability in positions of trust.”

“More than that, we need to discuss punishment. The girl 

ought to be punished.”

There are lots of voices talking so it’s hard to know who is say-

ing what. I’m not supposed to be in the elder bothan because it’s 

out of bounds which means I can’t go there. That’s why I’m hiding. 

I will be in big trouble if they fi nd me.

“Surely stripping her of her duty would be punishment 

enough?”

“Come now, it was an honest mistake. She didn’t mean any 

harm.” It is Maighstir Ross who said that, I think. He is the clan 
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chief for this moon, which means he is the most important one. 

There are seven elders and every moon they change who is the 

chief which is to be fair.

“I know she didn’t mean any harm, but that didn’t stop her 

from causing it. We’re lucky no one drowned. Not to mention the 

loss of the boat. It’ll take the Wasps weeks to replace it.”

“Clyde’s right. We’re living in a dangerous time. We can’t 

chance anything — or anyoneanyany  — putting this clan at risk. Especially 

after what happened to Clann-na-Bruthaich.”

“We’re not sure what happened to Clann-na-Bruthaich. Not 

entirely.”

“We are sure: they were taken by deamhain. Which means 

we are exposed here. Exposed and vulnerable. Particularly with 

her as our fi rst line of defense.” That was Maighstir Clyde who 

said that. I don’t like him very much because sometimes he is a 

mean one.

“We always knew it was a risk to make Agatha a Hawk, but let us 

remind ourselves that she has always been one of the most loyal and 

hardworking members of this clan,” Maighstir Ross says.

“She’s also a retarch, and nearly killed twelve people.”

“Clyde, that’s enough.”

For the fi rst time since the meeting started, everyone is quiet. 

It’s true, I did nearly kill that many people. I didn’t mean to. It was 

only a mistake. Now the elders are deciding what to do with me. 

I’m here because I want to know. I came up after morning meal 

when no one was looking. No one lives in this bothan. It is only 

for meetings. That is why they built it away from the other ones 
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and on the hill. It is a circle shape and all that is inside it is seven 

chairs and the big chest that is where I am hiding in. The chest 

had lots of things in it before so I had to take them all out fi rst 

and hide them outside. That was a clever plan. Then I got into the 

chest and waited. The elders did not come for a long time so I was 

waiting a long time. I do not fi t very well and it is uncomfortable. 

I’m glad I left Milkwort in the hole in my bed. He likes it there and 

he is safe there. If I’d brought him with me he would be squished 

like me.

“There are three separate matters here,” Maighstir Ross says. 

“Whether we let the girl remain within her duty, what we would 

do with her if she were to be stripped of it, and, regardless of both, 

whether a punishment is deemed necessary or appropriate. Let us 

start with the issue of her duty.”

“There has been no recorded instance of a clan member being 

stripped of their duty, except in cases of exile.”

“Can’t she remain a Hawk in name, on a quieter section of the 

wall, perhaps, under heavier supervision?” Maybe it was Maistreas 

Sorcha who said that.

“She was supposedly under Lenox’s supervision yesterday, and 

look where that got us.”

“And can we really spare a pair of Hawk eyes watching over 

her? They’re spread thinly enough as it is. If the threat of the 

deamhain is real, we need all eyes on the sea.”

Why is he saying deamhain?

“So what are the alternatives?” says someone. I don’t know who.

“She could retrain as a Wrasse,” says Maistreas Eilionoir, 

I think.
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“The Wrasses wouldn’t have her — she’s clumsy and incompe-

tent. Isn’t that why we stuck her up on the wall in the fi rst place? In 

the hope she might fall off and do us all a favor?”

What did he say? That’s not right. It is hard to hear in the chest.

“That kind of talk is not helpful, Clyde.”

“I’m not going to apologize for saying what we were all think-

ing. We didn’t make her a Hawk because we thought she’d actually 

be good at it. We wanted her out of the way. The clan’s disgrace. 

Finally, she has lived up to her reputation.”

My eyes are starting to get angry. What he is saying cannot be 

true. I am a good Hawk, I am a good Hawk.

“I am a good Hawk!”

I have said it out loud because I couldn’t stop it. Now no one is 

talking. There are footsteps walking and then the lid opens. Light 

from the room is bright. I blink and Maistreas Sorcha is there.

“It appears we have company,” she says. Maistreas Sorcha is 

the youngest one of the elders. She is pretty and nice. She helps 

me out of the chest which is hard for me because I am tangled. 

I step out. All the elders are looking at me. I don’t like it so I 

look up at the ceiling. It is covered in shadows all moving about 

like they are shadow things. They are not shadow things though 

because if they were we would be dead. They’d rip us all apart. 

That is what the shadow things do and you can’t even stop them. 

Also the shadow things are only on the mainland and not on Skye 

so they wouldn’t be here.

Maighstir Ross talks. “Agatha. This is unexpected. I presume 

you are aware that entry to the elder bothan is strictly prohibited 

to all but the clan elders?” is what he says.
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“I am a g-good Hawk,” I say again.

“You have displayed many qualities to attest to that fact, yes,” 

Maistreas Sorcha says, “but you have also put many lives at stake, 

and that cannot be overlooked.” She turns to the elders and then 

she says, “What should we do with her?”

“Since she’s here, she may as well stay to hear her fate,” says 

Maighstir Ross. He looks at me and points his fi nger. “But you are 

to remain silent at all times.”

I open my mouth to say that’s not fair but Maighstir Ross gives 

me a cross look so I don’t say it. Maighstir Clyde snorts. “If you’re 

keeping her here to hold my tongue, Ross, you can think again.”

“The time for talk is over,” says Maighstir Ross. “The fi re is 

ready. Agatha, make yourself useful and hand me the bhòt-stones 

from inside the chest.” 

The bhòt-stones are what they use for deciding.

“I need to— get them,” I say, and I go outside. It is dark out-

side now so it is hard for me to fi nd the things where I hid them 

but I do.

“I hid them in the heather,” I say when I come back in. I think 

maybe they will tell me that was a clever plan, but they don’t. 

Maighstir Ross takes the bag with the stones in and then I sit on 

the chest because there is nowhere else for me to sit.

Maighstir Ross stands and empties the bag of stones into 

the fi re. There are some black ones and some gray ones. He sits 

down and he says to me, “The fl ames have died down, but the 

ashes are still hot, so selecting a stone is a painful experience. 

This is to ensure that votes are cast only by those who are reso-

lute in their decision. The elders of Clann-a-Tuath have voted 
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in this way for many generations.” Then he says to the other 

elders, “Matter the fi rst. Concerning whether Agatha-Cabhar, 

here present, ought to be punished for the destruction of one 

Angler fi shing boat plus contents, as well as risking the lives of 

no fewer than twelve Anglers on board said boat. All those wish-

ing to cast, do so now.”

Maighstir Clyde stands up fi rst. He looks into the fi re and 

then puts his hand in at the bottom and takes out a stone. He 

does not show that it hurts. He has chosen a black one. He 

throws the stone to the side and sits back down. Some of the 

other elders do the same thing. The stones that they choose 

are gray ones. After a bit, Maighstir Ross says, “Na clachan 

bhòtaidh deiseil?”

“Tha bhòtaidh deiseil. Dearbh dhuinn an fhìrinn,” say the 

other elders together. I don’t understand it because it is the 

old language.

Maighstir Ross looks down at the pile of stones and then says, 

“At a count of one in favor, four against, two abstaining, it is agreed 

that no punishment shall befall her. Leig leis.”

“Leig leis,” says everyone else.

Maighstir Ross looks at me and I think he is happy. I am happy 

that I will not be punished too. He picks up the stones and puts 

them back into the fi re.

“Matter the second,” he says. “Concerning whether Agatha-

Cabhar, here present, ought to be stripped of her Hawk duty. All 

those wishing to cast, do so now.”

I am not happy anymore. I want to speak or scream maybe, but 

I have made the promise to be quiet. I am a Hawk. They cannot 
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make me not be a Hawk. They cannot do it, please they cannot.

Maighstir Clyde is the fi rst one to choose a stone from the fi re 

again. The other elders choose their ones too. The only person 

who doesn’t do it is Maistreas Eilionoir. She stays in her seat, 

watching everyone and me.

“Seo clach-bhòt ullamh?” Maighstir Ross says afterward, and 

everyone answers again. He looks at the new pile of stones. This 

time they are all black ones.

“At a vote of six in favor, one abstaining, it is agreed that as of 

this moment Agatha-former-Cabhar is no longer recognized as a 

Hawk of Clann-a-Tuath. Leig leis.”

“Leig leis,” everyone says.

What? No. I stand up. They can’t do that.

“You can’t do that,” I shout. “You can’t do that!” My teeth are 

aching.

“Agatha.” Maighstir Ross’s voice is calm. “I allowed you to stay 

in the hope that through witnessing the process, you would have 

more of an understanding of how our decisions are made, and the 

fi nality of the outcomes.”

“But you can’t,” I say again. “I am a good Hawk, I am a g-good 

Hawk.”

I need to throw something. I grab a cup and a blanket and 

everything I can fi nd and I throw them. I don’t care who they hit 

or if they go in the fi re. Hands are trying to get me but I won’t let 

them. I pick up the big chest at the bottom and turn it over and it 

knocks the chairs and they fall. There is shouting. I don’t care. I 

pull and scream and push. Maighstir Clyde is in front of me. He is 
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so quick that I do not know what he is doing until he does it. He 

punches me in the face and I fall to the fl oor.

My head hurts and there is blood out of my nose.

The bothan spins.

Then nothing.
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JAIME

THE NEXT MORNING, THE HERBISTS AGREE I ’M WELL 

enough to leave. I shove on my boots and run all the way to the 

Wasps’ creation site. I’ve always been drawn to the place. It’s 

where they make and repair everything the clan needs, from weap-

ons and clothes to beds and cooking utensils. Of course, right now 

they’re all busy working on the new boat. I loiter on the outskirts 

until one of the Wasps calls out to me.

“What is it, boy?” He’s a broad man with ruddy cheeks and 

grubby fi ngers. I can’t recall his name.

“Maighstir Ross said I could come,” I say.

“Speak up, I can barely hear you.” Everything he says comes 

out with a chuckle.

“I’m here to watch,” I say a little louder. “Maighstir Ross said 

it was okay.”

“Well, you’re not going to see much from way over there.” 

He beckons me and I jog toward him, a smile creeping into the 
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corners of my mouth. “I’m Donal,” he says. His small mouth is lost 

somewhere in the depths of his bright orange beard.

“Jaime,” I reply.

“So you want to be a Wasp, eh?”

“No, I’m an Angler.” I swallow the word. “I thought if I watch 

you make the boat it might help me become a better Angler.”

“Okay,” says Donal in a way that suggests he doesn’t quite 

believe me. “Well, stick with me, lad. I’ll show you everything you 

need to know.”

I spend the whole day with Donal and the other Wasps, watching 

with wide eyes as they forge nails, sew new sails, and shape the wood 

for the hull. I marvel at their skill, and Donal repays my enthusiasm 

by explaining everything he does. I’m itching to join in and help. Being 

with the Wasps is completely different from being with the Anglers. 

I’m on land for one thing — which immediately makes it better — but 

it’s also much easier to relate to their way of working. They think about 

every job they do in great detail fi rst, taking their time to consider how 

best to solve problems and make improvements. I know I’d make a 

better Wasp than an Angler. If it were up to me, I would change duties 

in a heartbeat, but of course there is no possibility of that.

Late in the afternoon, everyone stops what they’re doing at 

the sound of a commotion from the Southern Gate. One of the 

chimes is ringing, but I’m not sure which. I’ve never been that 

good at recognizing them.

“What do you think it is?” I ask Donal. He is standing up 

straight, the hammer he was wielding hanging limp at his side. 

His nose twitches as he strains his eyes.
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“It’s the Scavengers,” he says. “Looks like they’ve returned.”

The Scavengers! They were sent to fi nd out what happened 

to Clann-na-Bruthaich, one of the other clans on Skye. There’s 

a rumor going around that the whole clan disappeared without a 

trace. We’re not supposed to know about it, but everybody does.

“Go and see if you can overhear what they say,” says Donal.

“Oh,” I say. “But it’s not dùth to stop work before evening meal.”

Donal chuckles. “We’re not long off fi nishing, and I won’t 

tell if you don’t. Besides, you said it yourself: you’re not working, 

you’re observing.” He gives me a conspiratorial wink.

I don’t really want to go, but at the same time I want Donal to 

like me. He makes the decision for me by placing his large hand 

between my shoulder blades and giving me a gentle pat. “If you 

hear anything, come back and let us know.”

I nod, scrambling over the framework of the new boat. The 

Southern Gate is a short walk away. By the time I reach it, the 

Scavs are already inside. I keep my distance. They glance in my 

direction, so I duck down behind an old well. The ground is wet 

with mud, which seeps through my trousers, soaking my knees.

Maistreas Sorcha has come to meet them. She clasps each 

of their fi sts but doesn’t speak. None of them do. A look passes 

among them. Maistreas Sorcha beckons them to a communal 

bothan, right next to where I’m hiding.

They’re going to pass right by me! If they catch me hiding, 

they’ll think I’m spying. Which I suppose I am. What was I think-

ing? This was a terrible idea. I should leave now, before they get 

too close, but my body refuses to move. They’re drawing closer. 

I slide down farther into the mud and press myself against the 
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curved stone of the well. It stinks of wet algae. If I can slip around 

it as they pass, maybe I can avoid being seen. They’re no more 

than a few yards away. Now or never. I dig my nails into the gaps 

between the stones and shuffl e to the right as Maistreas Sorcha 

and the Scavengers approach from the left. I drag myself around, 

little by little, trying not to make a sound. My palms sweat rivers.

The group passes on the opposite side of the well, talking in 

low whispers. I strain my ears for any scraps. I hear the phrase 

“Raasay were telling the truth,” and someone else says, “. . . even 

worse than expected.”

Their conversation moves into the bothan. I wait until I hear 

the door shut before letting go of my breath. I glance up to the 

wall, hoping I wasn’t spotted by one of the Hawks. They’re all 

looking outward. I’ve gotten away with it. Never again. I scramble 

to my feet and hurry to my bothan to change out of my mud-

streaked clothes. All the while, I can’t stop thinking about what 

the Scavengers said.

What could they have found that was worse than expected? 

And why did they all look so scared?

AT EVENING MEAL, I  SEARCH THE TABLES FOR AILEEN, 

but she’s not there. She must still be walking back from Kilmaluag 

Bay. I collect my food and approach the long wooden benches 

where we eat. As I walk past the Wasps’ table, a large group of 

them bursts into laughter. I slow down and smile at Donal and a 

few of the others. They nod at me and smile back. I’m about to 

stop and tell Donal what I overheard, but he has already launched 

into a new conversation.
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I move on to the long Angler table. Sitting in the middle is a 

group of Anglers from one of the other boats, but I don’t know 

any of them, so I sit at the far end on my own and start to eat. 

Someone grabs my shoulders from behind.

“Where’ve you been?” The voice is right in my ear, deliberately 

taking me by surprise. I start choking on a mouthful of stew, and 

bits of it spray out over the table. “You should really learn some 

table manners.”

I swallow and reach behind me to swipe at Aileen. “Don’t do 

that!” I say.

She effortlessly dodges my arm and then slides in next to me.

“So how come you didn’t join us at Kilmaluag Bay? Wanted 

another day in bed, did you?”

“No, I’ve been with the Wasps.” I can’t help feeling a little 

bit smug.

“What?”

“Maighstir Ross said I could watch them make the new boat.”

“You sneaky little . . . Wish I’d thought of that! The trek to 

Kilmaluag took forever. Was fun being outside the enclave, though. 

On land, I mean.” She tucks her rusty curls behind her ears. She 

always does that when she’s excited. “So really, it’s you that missed out. 

Although I suppose you’ll get to leave the enclave for the Ceremony.” 

She covers her mouth as soon as she says it. “Sorry. Forgot we’re not 

talking about that anymore,” she says from behind her hand.

“The Scavs came back,” I say, changing the subject.

“Really! What did they fi nd?”

“Well, we haven’t been told anything yet, but” — I lower my 

voice — “I was behind the old well as they came past and— ”
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“You were spying?” Aileen interrupts me.

“No. Well, maybe a little.”

“Wait a minute! Who are you and what have you done with 

the real Jaime?”

“Very funny. Anyway, I didn’t hear much, but they all looked 

pretty worried. They said something about Raasay ‘telling the 

truth’ and that what they found was ‘worse than expected.’ ”

“What do you think that means?”

“I don’t know, but it doesn’t sound good.” I chew on the inside 

of my mouth. “Do you think we’re safe here?”

“Of course we are.” There’s a lump in my throat that refuses 

to be swallowed.

“But what if what happened to Clann-na-Bruthaich happens 

to us too?”

“Wait. You’re worrying about something and you don’t even 

know what it is? That’s bad, even for you!”

She’s right; I know I shouldn’t be panicking. I can’t help it.

“Hey, it’s all right.” Aileen places her hand on mine and gives 

it a squeeze. “Trust me, we’re safe. We have the best defenses on 

the island.”

That’s true.

“There’s something else I’ve been wondering . . .” I say. “They 

mentioned Raasay; do you think all this has something to do with 

the Ceremony?”

Aileen presses her lips together and wobbles her head as if to 

say, I’m not allowed to talk about it.

“Stop it,” I say, giving her a gentle shove. “If I start the conver-

sation, it’s allowed.”
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She breathes out a puff of air. “So many rules . . .”

“So what do you think?”

“I don’t know, Jaime. We’ve talked about this so much, and we 

always end up going around in the same circles. Who knows what 

makes the elders decide the things they do? All I know is that they 

have our best interests at heart, and we have to trust them.”

I do trust them. Of course I do. But that doesn’t mean I can’t 

ask them about it. I gulp down the remains of my stew and stand 

up from the table.

“Where are you going?”

“If the Ceremony is happening, I have the right to know why. 

The real truth. Not just what they’ve told me.” I hand my empty 

bowl to the nearest Wrasse. “I’ll see you later.”

It’s a clear night, and the light from the moon spills through 

the trees as I cross the enclave. I pass two goats chewing on grass, 

and give them each a gentle rub behind the ears. The late summer 

air is full of the sweet, nutty scent of wild gorse fl owers. I breathe 

it in until it fi lls my lungs. I’ve always loved that smell.

I reach Maistreas Eilionoir’s bothan and am about to knock 

when I hear people talking inside. The fi rst voice belongs to 

Maistreas Eilionoir, and the second is instantly recognizable as 

that of the girl who set our boat on fi re, Agatha.

“I’m afraid what you want is irrelevant, my dear.” Maistreas 

Eilionoir’s guttural rasp contains no trace of sympathy. “It has 

been decided and there is no other option.”

“But I need to be on the w-wall. It’s my— my duty,” Agatha 

replies. I strain to catch her words; it’s diffi cult to understand 

her sometimes.
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“Not anymore, it’s not. You can either accept the proposal or 

face exile from the clan. The choice is yours. I’ll expect you here 

tomorrow at fi rst light. Good evening.”

Their conversation comes to an abrupt end, and Agatha storms 

out, swinging the door into my face. I stumble backward, trip on 

the root of a tree, and fall to the ground.

“J-Jaime,” she says. “I didn’t— see you. I didn’t know you were 

there.” Her tone is defensive, almost hostile.

“It’s okay, Agatha,” I say. 

She tries to help me up but stands too close, making it even 

harder for me to get to my feet.

“I’m sorry I made you fall.”

“Hey, don’t worry about it.” I smile at her, and her expression 

changes from remorse to exultation.

“Oh, I’m good. I mean I’m happy. That you’re okay.”

She reaches out and strokes my arm, which is a bit weird.

“Have a good evening.”

“You were on the b-boat,” she says with some effort. The look 

of guilt has returned, fringed with an angry scowl.

“I was,” I say, smiling to let her know there are no hard feelings.

“I didn’t know it was you,” she says. “I heard the chime, but I 

thought it was a-a different one. I didn’t know it, so it w-wasn’t my 

fault and I was only doing my— duty.”

“It was a really good shot,” I say, focusing on the positive. “If 

we were an enemy boat, we wouldn’t have stood a chance.”

The smile that erupts on her face is perhaps the most genuine 

I have ever seen.

“It’s true. You’re right, Jaime, you’re right.”
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“I need to speak to Maistreas Eilionoir now. Have a good 

evening.”

“Okay, J-Jaime, I’ll go now. Goodbye, Jaime.”

She walks away, toward the Gathering. I can see why people 

get annoyed at her, but it’s not fair, really. Besides, from what I 

just overheard, the elders have stripped her of her duty. That, in 

addition to the way she was born, probably makes her the one per-

son in the clan even more unfortunate than me.

I knock on the door, and Maistreas Eilionoir barks at me 

to enter. She’s sitting cross-legged on the fl oor, reading a small 

leather-bound book. None of the other elders read much, but 

Maistreas Eilionoir insists that it’s important. It’s because of her 

that we’re all taught how to do it when we’re young. I wait for her 

to fi nish her page.

When she looks up, the light from the fi re casts shadows 

across her face. It fi lls her crevices with dark lines, making her 

look impossibly old.

“Jaime-Iasgair.” She chews my name, her mouth a tight 

line. Despite her irritable nature, I’ve always found her the most 

approachable of the elders.

“Good evening, Maistreas Eilionoir,” I say. “I wondered if I 

might have a word with you?”

“Well, you’re here, aren’t you?”

“It’s about the Ceremony. . . .”

“I worked that much out for myself. What about it?”

“I can’t stop wondering why it’s happening.”

“Maighstir Ross told you: to form stronger ties with the Isle 

of Raasay.”
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“I know, but why do we need them? Why now? We’ve survived 

without their help for centuries.” She’s going to reprimand me. I 

shouldn’t be questioning her like this.

Maistreas Eilionoir licks her lips. It does not make them look 

any less dry.

“What you have been requested to do is no small ask; I appre-

ciate that. And you’re a smart boy. So I’m not going to lie to you 

by pretending there’s nothing more at stake than what you have 

already been told. There are forces at work that threaten every 

aspect of our existence.”

“Are you talking about what happened to Clann-na-Bruthaich?”

“What do you know of that?” she snaps.

“Nothing really . . . just rumors . . .” Maistreas Eilionoir scowls 

at me. I avoid her glare. “Is it true the whole clan disappeared?”

For a long time, Maistreas Eilionoir says nothing at all. Then her 

eyes widen a little, forcing back the wrinkles that imprison them.

“I cannot speak of Clann-na-Bruthaich, but I can assure you 

that what happened to them is most defi nitely not going to hap-

pen to us. The Ceremony is an added precaution; in exchange 

for your hand in marriage, the Chiefs of Raasay have agreed to 

provide us with several long-range weapons, which will greatly 

bolster our defenses.”

“And what does Raasay get in return?”

“What they have always wanted: to feel superior to us.”

“That’s it?”

“We have also agreed to assist each other should the situa-

tion arise, although the likelihood of our needing their help is 

extremely slim. United we are stronger. That is all there is to it.”
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“So the union is being created out of fear?”

“Clann-a-Tuath does not succumb to fear.” A sudden chill fi lls 

the room. “I will say no more on the subject. In many ways, I have 

already said too much.”

But you’ve hardly said anything at all, I think.

“And you’re not to breathe a word of this to anyone,” she con-

tinues. “It would cause panic, and that’s the last thing we need.”

“Yes, Maistreas.”

“Was there anything else?”

I still have so many questions, but it no longer feels like the 

right time to ask them.

“No,” I say.

“Then close the door properly on the way out; it’s letting in 

a draft.”
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AGATHA

I  AM LATE AND SHE IS NOT HAPPY. MY NOSE STILL HURTS 

from when Maighstir Clyde hit it which was mean.

“Get inside,” she says, and I do.

I am late because I went to the wall. I wasn’t supposed to do 

it but I did it. When Flora saw me, I told her the elders changed 

their minds and decided I could come back and she said okay and 

was happy. Sometimes lying is okay when it is a small lie. I was 

doing good walking and good looking on the wall to do my duty. 

Then Lenox saw me.

“Hello, Agatha,” he said.

“Good morning, Lenox,” I said, to be nice.

“I don’t think you should be here, should you?”

“It’s— fi ne,” I told him. “The elders changed their minds and 

said I could— I could come back to the wall.”

“We both know that’s not true,” he said.

That’s when I ran. I am not fast at running so I didn’t get very 



38

far and Lenox got me. He frowned at me with his big eyebrows and 

his big nose.

“Look, Agatha, this can go one of two ways. Either you come 

with me to Maistreas Eilionoir’s bothan — which I know is where 

you’re supposed to be — or I sling you over my shoulder and carry 

you there kicking and screaming. You’re not light, so I’m really 

hoping you choose the fi rst option.” I stared at him and didn’t 

know which one to choose. Then he said, “If you can prove to the 

elders that you are good at doing what you’re told, maybe they’ll 

change their minds and let you back on the wall.”

He is right. I’m still a Hawk. I’m just having a bit of a break. If 

I show them I am good they will change their minds. I know it. I 

also didn’t want him to pick me up so I said, “Okay, Lenox, I’ll go.”

When I am inside Maistreas Eilionoir’s bothan she says to me, 

“You’re probably wondering why I convinced the other elders to 

let you spend your days with me.” I am not wondering that. “You 

could be a real asset to this clan, but you lack discipline and self-

control. They will be our fi rst lessons.”

“Will you t-teach me how to use the— crossbow under 

your— b-bed?”

“Absolutely not. Sit.”

I sit on the chair that is next to the table. She reaches to 

a high shelf and takes down a jar. Then she tips all the things 

inside onto the table in front of me. It is hundreds of seeds that 

come out.

“Before I was an elder, I was a Reaper, as you may know. Early 

spring was always my favorite time of year because that’s when we 

started sowing seeds. It never ceased to amaze me that such tiny 
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crumbs could grow into plants big enough to feed us all winter. 

This is a collection of some of my favorites. Line them up on the 

table from smallest to largest, and do not move from that seat until 

you have fi nished.”

“But they’re all the same,” I say.

“Then your fi rst task is to realize that they are not.”

Without saying anything else, she leaves and I am alone. I 

look at the seeds. I do not want to sort seeds. It is boring and not 

important. I am not doing it. I want to throw the stupid jar on the 

fl oor and smash it. But they will not let me back on the wall if I do 

that so I don’t.

I stand up and look around the bothan at all the things in 

it. It is a small one. There is the table and a bed and the corner 

where her fi re is. Next to the bed there are lots of books. They 

look old and falling apart. I touch them on their sides but I do not 

pick them up. I am not good at reading. They are from the main-

land I think. That’s where most books came from. They used to 

make them there before everyone was dead. Only terror beasts and 

shadow things live there now. It is a very bad place.

I go back to the table and look at the seeds again. Some of 

them are a bit different. I pick up a few of them and feed them to 

Milkwort, who is in my pocket. He likes them. It makes me feel 

better because Milkwort is happy and now there are less seeds to 

sort too. Maistreas Eilionoir can’t fi nd out that he is here. She 

thinks I got rid of him but I didn’t.

I am in the bothan all day and Maistreas Eilionoir does not 

come back until it is nearly dark. Some of the seeds are in piles I 

have sorted, even though I still think it is stupid and not important. 



40

Maistreas Eilionoir nods at the seeds and I think she is happy, but 

then she wipes her hand across the table and all the seeds fall on 

the fl oor. I jump to my feet.

“What did you do that for?” I shout.

“Remember who you are talking to,” she says and her voice is 

calm.

“I spent all day doing that and now— now you’ve— ruined it.” I 

grab the edge of the table and turn it over. I don’t care if it breaks. 

I pick up the chair like I might throw it.

Maistreas Eilionoir holds up one fi nger and shakes her head a 

bit. I stare at her and she stares at me. My breathing is all fast and 

loud. I put the chair down.

“Good. We will not get anywhere until you learn to control 

your temper,” Maistreas Eilionoir says. “When the anger comes, 

you must learn to let it fade. Pick up all the seeds and then go. We 

are done for today.”

Even though I want to scream at her, I do what she says. The 

seeds are small and hard to pick up so it takes a long time to do 

it. When Maistreas Eilionoir is not looking, I put more seeds in 

my pocket to feed Milkwort later. That will teach her for being so 

mean.

THE NEXT DAY MAISTREAS EILIONOIR STILL FROWNS AT 

me, even though I am there on time. She takes the jar and pours 

the seeds out again. I have to spend all day sorting them again 

which is even more boring and even more stupid. And the worse 

thing, before I can fi nish she comes back in and messes them all 

up again.
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“Why do you keep— doing that?” I shout. I want to hit her I 

am so angry.

“Let the anger fade,” Maistreas Eilionoir says.

“No,” I say, because it is her fault and she shouldn’t do what 

she did.

“Breathe in,” she says, “as deep as you can. When you breathe 

out, let the anger out with it.”

“I don’t want to,” I say. I won’t do it. It is a stupid thing to do.

“I’m trying to help you, Agatha,” she says.

“No, you’re not. You’re being mean and it’s not fair. Why do 

you— why do I have to sort your st-stupid— seeds anyway?”

“Some things we must do simply because we are told to do 

them, even though they may seem meaningless or unfair. How can 

I be expected to hone your talent before you have demonstrated 

self-restraint?”

I am so cross that it takes a while to hear what she has said.

“What t-talent?” I ask. I breathe out from my nose.

“We will discuss it once you prove to me that you are ready. 

Now clear up this mess and leave. It’s been a long day and I have 

no desire for company.”

I do not want to put the seeds back in the jar but I do it. Some 

of them I stamp on when Maistreas Eilionoir is not looking. Then 

I leave and I do not even say goodbye.

I’m late for evening meal so I walk quickly to the Gathering. 

Two days ago, Maighstir Clyde caught me sitting at the Hawk 

table and made me move. Now I have to sit at the table with the 

children. I hate it there because I am not a child.

Tonight some of the children have all colors on their fi ngers. 
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They have been painting fl ags for the Ceremony because I saw 

them. The enclave looks pretty with the fl ags fl apping. You’re sup-

posed to wash your hands before you eat and I know that and they 

should know it too.

When I am fi nished, I stand up and I bump into a boy called 

Wiley because I didn’t see he was there.

“Look where you’re going, you fat retarch,” he says.

His friends all laugh.

“I’m not,” I say.

Wiley sticks his tongue between his teeth and says “I’m not” 

which is pretending to be me. His friends laugh again. I want to 

hit them all for laughing because it is mean but I don’t because I 

think maybe they will hurt me back. To stop from doing it I run to 

my bothan. It is one of the Hawk bothans where I still am. They’d 

better not make me move because I won’t.

There’s no one there when I get inside. What the boy said is 

still in my head. It makes me nearly cry but of course I don’t. I 

go to the wash corner and pick up the mirror piece. I’m not sup-

posed to look at myself but when no one is around I do it because 

I’m pretty. My hair is long and dark like seaweed. I pick up the 

brush and I brush it. I like my hair because it makes me look so 

pretty.

After I have brushed it, I hold the mirror away from me to 

see if I am fat. I do look bigger than before, and not because I am 

older because I am still not tall which I know because I measure 

on the door to see if I’ve grown. I press my arms and stomach and 

also my cheeks and my breasts. I smile at the mirror. It’s okay, 
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I’m still pretty. I wonder if Jaime thinks I’m pretty too. Jaime is so 

kind. That is why I like him. But soon he has to do the Ceremony 

which is to marry the girl from the Raasay Island. I don’t know 

why he has to do it. It is bad to be married. After it has happened 

no one will like him anymore and I won’t like him either. Unless I 

can stop it from happening. That is a clever plan. I will do that for 

Jaime and then he will be so happy and we will be friends.

The door to the bothan opens and Flora and some of the 

other Hawks come in. I put the mirror down and give Flora a hug 

because she is my friend. I ask about what happened on the wall 

and they tell me.

“Do you want to play riosg with us?” asks Flora, and I say yes 

because I do. It is a game with the stones and it is so much fun and 

I laugh. One time I even win it and when I do Flora says, “Hey, 

Aggie, you’re getting good,” which is kind and also true.

WHEN I GO BACK TO MAISTREAS EILIONOIR’S BOTHAN THE 

next morning I am not happy because I know she will make me 

sort the stupid seeds again and I know she will mess them up 

afterward. But I have to do it so they’ll let me be a Hawk again. 

Then I think that maybe she only messes them because I don’t fi n-

ish doing it quick enough. Yes, that is it. Okay today I will be the 

quickest ever so she doesn’t do it.

I work so hard for the whole day to fi nish all the seeds and I do 

it. They are in a long line like a snake back and forth on the table 

all done. When Maistreas Eilionoir comes in I think she will tell 

me well done and be happy but she doesn’t. She pushes the seeds 
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on the fl oor again. All the work that I worked so hard to do it. I 

scream my loudest ever.

“Agatha,” she says, but I do not stop screaming. I push the table 

and I kick it and it is sore on my foot and I kick it again. She says I 

have to do the breathing but I am not doing stupid breathing.

Maistreas Eilionoir steps over the table and takes both of my 

hands and holds them. I stop screaming then because it is mak-

ing my throat hurt. Maistreas Eilionoir is looking at me. The hot 

inside starts to go away.

“Are you calm now?” she asks me.

I nod.

“Sometimes anger clouds our vision and leads us to poor 

choices,” she says. “Letting go of that anger gives us strength.” 

I don’t even know what that means.

She is going to make me pick up all the seeds again I know it 

so I let go of her hands and do it. When I am fi nished she says, 

“Thank you. You may go now.”

I walk toward the door and then I stop and turn. “What does a 

retarch mean?” I ask her.

She looks at me and her face is hard. “Who used that word?” 

she asks.

“A boy called me it. And Maighstir Clyde said it when I was 

hi-hiding in the chest.”

“Maighstir Clyde was wrong to say such a thing. As was the 

boy. Tell me his name and I will see to it that he is punished.”

“But what does it— mean?”

Maistreas Eilionoir’s mouth is all together and she is thinking.

“Sit next to me, child.”



45

I am not a child, but I do not mind it when Maistreas Eilionoir 

calls me it because I know she says it to be nice and not to be mean. 

We sit on the fl oor and my legs are crossed like her legs are crossed.

“It is a word to describe someone who is different, used by 

people who do not understand what it means to be different,” she 

tells me.

“It is a b-bad word?” I ask.

“The way it was said to you, yes.”

“So why did they say it?”

“Have you ever noticed ways in which you are not the same as 

other people in this clan, Agatha?”

“I’m not very— fast at running,” I say.

“That’s one difference, yes, but I’m thinking more about the way 

you look and the way you think. You’re fi fteen now, aren’t you?”

“Yes.”

“And do you think you are the same as the other fi fteen-year-

olds in the clan?”

“I think my hair is pretty,” I tell her, because I don’t know what 

the question is.

“It is, yes,” she says, and she strokes it a little bit. It is a nice 

thing that she says and it makes me smile.

She does not say anything else, so I think our talking is 

fi nished, even though she still has not told me what a retarch

means. I stand up and tell Maistreas Eilionoir good night. When 

I reach the door, she says, “Is the vole with you?” She says it in 

a whisper voice.

I must have heard her wrong. Does she mean Milkwort? I am 

not supposed to have him.
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“What?” I say.

“Don’t make me ask you again. If anyone overhears us, we’ll 

both be in a lot of trouble.”

It is true. We will both be in bad trouble. Animals are for eat-

ing, not for keeping in your pocket, and defi nitely not for talking 

to. This must be a trap or a test. I need to have a plan but I don’t 

have a plan.

“Put it on the table,” she orders me.

“Put w-what on the table?” I ask. I think she wants to hurt him.

“Don’t play fool, girl.”

“I don’t have him anymore.” It is a lie but I have to say it.

She looks at me and is not happy. “Do you really want to be 

sorting seeds for the rest of your life?”

I don’t know what the seeds has to do with it. Maybe because 

I fed him some. I know I don’t want to do them anymore. I put my 

hand into the pocket where he is.

“His name is M-Milkwort,” I say, and I lift him out. I keep him 

in my hands so he is safe to protect him.

“What can he do?”

“He likes to eat bread,” I say, because I can’t say what I 

shouldn’t say.

“Do you talk to him?”

“Um, maybe a little bit.”

“And does he talk back to you?”

I don’t know how to answer that.

“You need to trust me, Agatha, and know that I am here to 

help you.”

“But animals can’t talk,” I say. 
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Maistreas Eilionoir looks at me like she thinks I’m lying.

She walks over to the table where there is a mug of half-drunk 

tea. She pulls off a button from the top she’s wearing and places it 

at the opposite end of the table.

“Tell him to pick up the button and put it in the tea.”

“Why?” I ask. I don’t know why she wants her button in the tea.

“Now is not the time for questions.”

I put Milkwort on the table. It will be easy for him, but also I’m 

not sure if I should show it. I take a breath.

“P-put the b-button in the tea, please, Milkwort.”

As soon as I have said it, he runs to the button and picks it up 

in his claws. Then he puts it between his teeth and carries it to the 

mug. He has to climb up the side of the mug to reach. When his 

head is over the top, he drops the button in it.

Maistreas Eilionoir’s eyes are wide. “Well, I never did,” she says.

“Please don’t kill him,” I beg.

“Of course I’m not going to kill him,” she says.

“And don’t kill me either. I didn’t mean to do it.”

“Be quiet. Keep this between the two of us, and no one is 

going to get hurt. I took a big risk on you, Agatha, but I’ve never 

once regretted it. And I have a feeling it’s about to pay off.”

I have no idea what she is talking about.
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JAIME

I WAKE UP WITH SUNLIGHT ON MY FACE, WHICH IS A RARITY, 

even at this time of year. I stretch underneath the extra blanket, 

enjoying its warmth. It is still early, and the only sound outside is 

the chirruping of a few songbirds.

Then I remember. The heat of the sun turns stifl ing, and my 

head starts to spin. I throw off the blankets and cross to the vat 

to splash my face with cold water. Aileen sees that I’m awake and 

comes over to join me. Her eyes are bright, and her hair hangs in 

a graceful mess.

“Good morning,” she says, slinging a lazy arm around my 

shoulders. “So, today’s the big day.”

“It is indeed.”

“How are you feeling?”

“I’ve felt better.”

“You never know; maybe you’ll like her.”

I don’t reply. Whether I like her or not is beside the point. 

She’s only nine. Five years younger than me. A child.
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“Listen,” she says, “if she turns out to be that annoying, we’ll 

just push her off the wall and be done with it, okay?” 

Despite my mood, I can’t help smiling.

“Here, this is for you.” She chucks me a small parcel, loosely 

wrapped in a piece of dirty cloth.

“What is it?” I ask.

“Open it up and fi nd out, why don’t you? I would have wrapped 

it up better, but I fi gured it wasn’t really worth it just for you.” She 

pokes out the tip of her tongue.

I fl ash her a scathing look, then remove the contents of the 

package. It is a bracelet, formed from three strips of clunky metal.

“Do you like it?”

“It’s beautiful. Did you make it?”

“I got one of the Wasps to help, but mainly it was me.”

I slip the bracelet on. It’s a little loose around my skinny wrist, 

but not so much that it’ll fall off.

“Thanks.” I smile. “I love it.” I run my fi nger along the inter-

locking weave.

“What’s wrong?” asks Aileen when I don’t look back up.

“Nothing,” I say, forcing a smile.

“You’re worrying again.”

“You know me. It’s what I do best.”

“I’ve told you before: nothing is going to change. No one will 

care that you’re married. I won’t care, and my opinion’s the one 

that matters most. You’re doing something great, Jaime. For the 

whole clan.”

“But no one knows that. You’re the only person I’ve told about 

the deal with Raasay.”
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“Yes, but everyone trusts the elders; they know it’s happening 

for a good reason. No one is going to be anything but grateful.”

I just can’t see it that way.

“Do you remember when we were little and we used to sneak 

into the cookboth and steal sweetmeats?” Aileen says.

I smile. “You mean when you made me sneak in and steal 

sweetmeats?”

“I didn’t hear you complaining when you were stuffi ng your 

face afterward! You used to nearly wet yourself every time, con-

vinced we were going to get caught.”

“That is defi nitely not true.”

“And did we ever get caught?”

“No. What’s your point?”

“That I’m always right. So if I tell you everything’s going to be 

fi ne, everything’s going to be fi ne. Okay?”

“Okay.”

“Good. Now give me a hug.”

I wrap my arms around her, and she squeezes me tight. For 

those brief few moments, nothing else matters. I’m not thinking 

about the future or the past. All I feel is safe.

“I should start getting ready,” I say, breaking away from her. “I 

have to meet the girl’s parents at morning meal.”

“Remember to be nice,” she says, fl icking my ear.

“Ow!” I fl ick her back, in the middle of her forehead.

“You really want to do this?” She starts pinching my arms. I 

squirm away, but she soon has me in a headlock. She’s always 

been able to beat me in a fi ght.

“Okay, okay, I surrender!”
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She lets me go. We’re both laughing, out of breath.

“I’m always going to be here for you, Jaime. You know that, 

right? You’ve got nothing to worry about.”

IT’S ONLY A SHORT WALK FROM OUR BOTHAN TO THE 

Gathering. I drag my heels, making it take twice as long as normal. 

I spend the time imagining all the ways I could prevent today from 

happening: feigning illness, hiding in the food store, scaling the 

wall and running away. . . .

It’s not often we allow people from Raasay into our enclave. 

They’re very different from us. They have all sorts of strange ways 

and weird traditions. Like forcing marriage. Maistreas Sorcha told 

me about it: as soon as a Raasay girl turns nine, she is allocated a 

male, whom she is forced to marry. The couple then stays together 

for the entirety of their lives. Once the girl turns sixteen, they 

are expected to have children, and any children they have must 

stay with them until they too are wed. I’ll never understand it. 

I have no idea who birthed me, nor would I want to know. It is 

toirmisgte — forbidden to be spoken about. I wasn’t even aware 

the words mother and mother father could apply to a single person until father

a couple of years ago. In our clan, everyone cares for one another 

equally. It is much better that way.

When I reach the Gathering, the visitors from Raasay are 

already there, talking to the elders while they wait for me. They 

must have left their island before fi rst light. It is only a small group; 

I assumed there would be more. One of them laughs, with a forced 

smile. Maighstir Ross spots me coming and breaks off from what 

he’s saying to introduce me.
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“Ah, perfect timing. This is Jaime-Iasgair. Jaime, I’d like to 

introduce you to clan chiefs Balgair MacSween and Conall 

MacLeod; Ministear Baird and his assistant, Errol; and your 

betrothed’s parents, Hector and Edme.”

The names ricochet off me; I’m far too preoccupied with trying 

to make a good fi rst impression to remember a single one of them.

“Ciamar a tha thu?” says the man who has been identifi ed as 

my bride-to-be’s father.

“Sorry, I don’t speak the old language,” I say.

“Is duilich seann cheann a chuir air guaillain!” says Maighstir 

Ross, and everyone laughs. Everyone except me.

During morning meal, I push the food around my bowl and 

say very little. Afterward, I’m taken by the ministear’s assistant to 

a small storage bothan not far from the central compound. Today 

it’s going to be used as my preparation room. It’s gloomy inside, 

the air heavy with dust. The walls are lined with moldering crates, 

and cobwebs have overtaken the corners.

The ministear’s assistant, who reminds me his name is Errol, 

tells me to take off all my clothes. He is a willowy man, with sad 

cheeks and receded hair. I expect him to go out, to give me some 

privacy, but he doesn’t. I turn away from him and start to strip. He 

watches me while chewing on the sides of his nails. When I am 

in nothing but my underwear, he tells me to stay where I am and 

then leaves.

There are no seats in the bothan, so I stand in its center, trac-

ing patterns in the dust with my toe. I catch sight of my refl ection 

in a metal pot. The image is distorted, making me look even skin-

nier than I already am. My arms hang at my sides like broken tree 
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branches. I do a hundred ground lifts every day, but my muscles 

refuse to get any bigger.

Errol returns with a large golden jug.

“This water is from Raasay,” he says. “It is important we purify 

you before the Ceremony. Sit.”

I squat and let him wash my body with a clammy rag. His fi n-

gers crawl all over my skin, tough and meticulous. It takes a great 

deal of effort not to shudder at his touch. The ritual takes half the 

morning. By the time he’s fi nished, I am freezing cold and my body 

glows an unsightly red from all his scrubbing.

“We’re done,” he says, handing me an orange robe. “Put this 

on. It’s time to go.”

I slip it over my shoulders. It is far too long for me, drowning 

my hands and feet, and the material makes my back prickle. I look 

ridiculous. I’m going to be laughed at for sure.

Outside the bothan, it is eerily quiet. The clan has already 

left for wherever the Ceremony is going to happen, leaving only 

a handful of people behind to keep watch. As we approach the 

Southern Gate, the Moths who are guarding it widen their eyes 

when they see what I’m wearing. It wasn’t my choice, I want to 

tell them.

“It suits you,” one of them calls out.  

They wind open the gate and wish me luck as I pass through. 

The Hawk on top of the wall nods at me and hits all fi ve chimes 

in succession, creating a soothing chord that echoes across the 

whole island.

It is the fi rst time I have ever walked outside the enclave. For 

some reason, the island looks even bigger from this side of the wall. 
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In every direction, hills and mountains topple over one another in 

every shade of green, orange, and muddy yellow. Trying to com-

prehend the expanse of land stretching out before me makes me 

feel dizzy.

“Come on,” says Errol, twisting my elbow to move me forward. 

“You don’t want to be late.”

We walk in silence, fi rst east and then south. Something about 

Errol’s surly demeanor makes it impossible to strike up a conversa-

tion. I have no idea how he, a visitor to the island, knows which 

way to go, but he marches on with confi dence, at a pace I struggle 

to keep up with. The land is rough and uneven, full of rogue stones 

and unexpected puddles. The weather alternates between swelter-

ing sun and miserable rain, like it can’t quite make up its mind 

how best to torture me. Midges hover around me, attracted by the 

sweat that is gathering under my armpits and behind my knees.

“Where exactly are we going?” I ask after what feels like for-

ever. We’re walking up a steep incline, and I have to gather the 

bottom of the robe to keep the excess material from tripping me. 

My legs ache, and blisters are starting to form on both of my heels.

“This is the Trotternish Ridge,” Errol says. “At the start of 

time, warring giants carved out this land with mighty hammers. 

Some say, on the coldest days, you can still hear their ghosts, bel-

lowing across the hills. We’ll keep heading south until we reach 

Quiraing. From there, we will have a view of Raasay. That is where 

the Ceremony will take place.”

The higher we climb, the windier it gets, and I have to keep 

dropping to my knees to prevent myself from getting blown onto 

the rocky crag below. It’s a shame I can’t look up more, because 
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the view is incredible. The mountains rise and fall in unstoppable 

waves, punctured here and there with sharp-edged precipices and 

serene lochs.

In the distance, mainland Scotia looms into view like an 

unwanted spillage. I’ve always felt uneasy about the mainland, like 

it’s not quite far away enough. Skye is a big island, but the main-

land is much, much bigger. It’s actually two countries: Scotia in 

the north and Ingland in the south. Apparently, we used to trade 

with them, but not anymore. Not since everyone there died. We’re 

lucky we live on an island; otherwise the plague would have killed 

all of us as well.

As we draw nearer to Quiraing, we pass strange rock forma-

tions, which protrude from the ground like broken fi ngers reaching 

for the sky. I pause to take them in. They are at least ten times 

the size of me, mottled gray and covered in soft lichen. Errol tuts, 

unnecessarily loudly. I pretend I haven’t heard, making him tut 

again, even louder. I roll my eyes and catch up with him.

Just down from the rocks is a wide, open plateau, where every-

one is waiting for me. From here, we have a clear view of the 

nearby Isle of Raasay, a dark cloud on the shimmering water. 

Members of my clan are standing in a semicircle, and they click 

their fi ngers as I approach. The sound is swallowed by a wind that 

whistles along the escarpment. Aileen peers out from the crowd 

and gives me a small wave. I want to wave back at her, but I don’t.

I take a couple more steps forward. The semicircle splits apart 

like the mouth of a whale. I close my eyes, and when I open them 

again, there she is: the girl they are going to make me marry. She 

has her back to me, but she’s wearing the same color robe as I 
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am, so there’s no mistaking her. Even from behind she looks far 

too young. The ministear stands at her side and beckons me to 

approach. My breath starts coming in short, sharp gasps. I can’t do 

this. It’s too much. I need to get out of here. There’s no air. I can’t 

breathe. I have to leave. Now.

I do the only thing I can think of: I turn around and run.
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JAIME

I DON’T KNOW WHERE I THOUGHT I WAS GOING. I’M SURROUNDED 

by hundreds of people, none of whom are going to let me pass. I’m 

trapped. I manage about three strides before Errol catches me by 

my shoulders. His nails dig into the robe. “None of that,” he hisses 

in my ear. He spins me around and steers me toward the mini-

stear. My legs betray me, walking forward without me wanting 

them to. He positions me back-to-back with the girl. Her shoul-

ders press against my spine and shake with either anticipation or 

fear. I reach behind and give her fi ngertips the tiniest squeeze. 

She squeezes back, and my breathing starts to settle. At least I’m 

not in this alone.

The Ceremony consists mainly of speech in the old language, 

so I have no idea what’s being said. Only the people from Raasay 

join in with the responses. My clan stands by and watches in 

silence. I doubt they understand what’s being said either; no one 

really speaks the old language anymore, except for the elders. On 

the couple of occasions I glance up and make eye contact, everyone 
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gives me encouraging looks. They’re being friendly enough now, 

but how will they treat me when all of this is over? Will they still 

think of me as one of them? The sound of the wind rattles in my 

ears, which helps drown out the ministear’s drawl.

Just when I think it is about to end, the ministear is passed a 

live hare. He holds it by its ears and, with brutal effi ciency, plunges 

a knife deep into its middle. The hare’s hind legs spasm for an 

uncomfortable amount of time until it dies. The ministear then 

penetrates the creature with his fi ngers and pulls out its heart. 

Maybe it’s just my imagination, but I swear the heart is still beat-

ing as he holds it in his hands. He slices it in two and offers one 

half to me and the other to the girl.

“With this heart are you joined. In your own hearts, now and 

forever,” he says.

The fi nality of his words tears through me.

“Beannachdan oirbh!” chorus the people from Raasay and a 

couple of the elders.

The girl reaches out and takes her half of the heart, so I do 

the same. It is warm and spongy between my fi ngers. A thin bead 

of blood creeps down my wrist. The ministear nods at me, leaving 

no doubt about what I am supposed to do next. Today is full of 

fun surprises. What if it makes me throw up? Everyone is staring 

at me. Waiting. I presume the girl has already eaten her piece. I 

don’t think I can do it. I have to. For my clan. For my clan.

I close my eyes and throw the raw heart into my mouth. A 

burst of sour metal hits my tongue. I do not chew.

As soon as I swallow, a mighty cheer erupts and fi sts pound 

the air. My whole clan is prompted into activity, as if they have 
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been told in advance what to do at this point. A dozen hands grab 

me and throw me high into the air. The sky spins, and then they’re 

carrying me above their heads, back down the narrow ridge. The 

whole way down I’m consumed with bouts of panic, imagining 

what would happen if I slipped out of their hands. It would cer-

tainly bring a somber end to the day.

Once we’re on fl atter ground, I’m thrown around with less 

vigor, and everyone starts chanting an old òran. It’s one of my 

favorites, and I allow myself to be swept away by the words. It 

tells the story of our ancestors: how they traveled from mainland 

Scotia centuries ago and overcame many hardships to thrive here 

on Skye; how they carved out the entire enclave with their bare 

hands and built the wall that now protects us; how they estab-

lished a new, superior way of living, free from the constraints of 

the corrupt Scotian monarchy. I’ve heard the chant so many times 

I know the whole poem by heart. I join in, my voice getting louder 

and louder as pride for my clan soars through my heart.

There’s a section in the middle about the great battle that was 

won against “the heathens from the neighboring isle.” I forget it’s 

coming up until we’re all saying the words. It’s not very tactful, 

given our present company. I glance at the chiefs of Raasay, but 

they’re still smiling. It was a long time ago, I suppose.

We arrive back at the enclave and the celebrations begin. I 

never expected anything like this. The Stewers have prepared a 

feast, and there is piping and more chanting. The children have 

made decorations that fl ap in the wind. Mead — brought by the 

visitors from Raasay — is passed around in great quantities. It 

is not often the elders allow such frivolities, so everyone takes 
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advantage, glugging it down their thirsty throats. Eager smiles 

transform into drunken ones.

People keep coming up to me and grabbing my fi sts. It’s the 

most popular I’ve ever been. Maybe Aileen was right; maybe they 

won’t see me as an outcast after all.

There is a slap on my back, and I turn around to fi nd some of  

the Anglers from my boat.

“You did great today, lad,” one of them says, his words slightly 

slurring.

“Thanks,” I say.

“And don’t you worry about . . . You’re going to be a good, good 

Angler. The best. We’ll see to that.”

It’s a drunken promise but a heartfelt one. The other Anglers 

grab my fi sts in turn and tell me how happy they are that I’m part 

of their boat. They’ve never said anything like that to me before. 

They should drink alcohol more often.

A group of young children runs past, playing a game of wolf and 

weasel. Their joyful shrieks ring out as one of them gets caught. 

I use the distraction to slip away to my bothan. Once there, I 

change out of the robe. I’ll probably be reprimanded for taking it 

off early, but it’s too itchy to keep on all evening.

A small wooden heron stands by the side of my bed. I spent 

the last few nights carving it out of an aspen branch. It’s not great, 

but it’s not terrible either. I pick it up and slide it into my pocket.

When I return to the Gathering, it is almost dusk. The last 

of the sun bleeds out behind a mass of clouds. I wrap my cloak 

around me to keep out the cold.

“Look, it’s Jaime,” someone calls out as I pass. “Come play 


