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SIGRID

MY FACE IS ON FIRE, BUT I ’M NOT GUNNA SCREAM. I DON’T 

think I could even if I tried. I need water but can’t ask for it. My 

mouth doesn’t work no more. I knew it was gunna hurt. It’s sposed 

to hurt. Still, I didn’t know it was gunna hurt as much as this. 

Somethin’s gushin down my cheek. I dunno if it’s ink or tears or 

blood or what. Praps it’s a mix of all three.

“I’m movin on to your neck,” ses the man. “Keep still.”

As if I’m gunna move with that hek massive needle close to 

skewerin me. I grip the sides of the stool, lettin its splinters dig 

into my skin. One of the stool’s legs is shorter than the others, 

so I gotta hold my weight slanted to stop it wobblin. Evrythin’s 

hek skittin in this shack. I knew soon as I came in that this was 

a bad idea, but it was too late by then. Mamma’d already paid 

him.

He looms over me, his breath harsk as milkreek. Dark blue ink 

drips from the end of the needle. I close my eyes as the stabbin 

starts again.
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A forever time later, the man pulls away and tosses the needle 

on the side.

“Done,” he ses.

I’m hot all over. Swear Øden I never been so hot. Even breathin 

hurts.

“Þokka,” I say, although it seems hek foolin to thank him, 

given how he’s done nothin but stab me with a needle for the last 

however long.

My mother is waitin for me outside. Soon as I step out, the 

man slams the shack door shut without sayin goodbye or nothin.

“Well,” ses my mother, “let’s see it.” She grabs my head to 

steady herself and leans in for a better look. Her face is too close 

to mine. Bits of sweaty hair are stuck to her forehead, and her eyes 

are faraway and wild. “Ha!” is all she ses.

“What?” I say. “What’s wrong with it?”

“Nothin,” ses my mother, but she’s smilin wicked. She could 

at least pretend it looks all right. It was her what convinced me 

this was a good idea, after all. I was far too keen, but who wouldn’t 

want their fi rst ink early? This wasn’t how I imagined it happenin, 

though. All of my mother’s ideas are bad ones; you’d of thought I 

would’ve learnt that by now.

“Did it hurt?”

“Yes,” I say. No point in lyin.

“It’ll heal soon,” she ses, pretendin she cares.

The walk back to our shack is a blur of throbbin. The ground’s 

sodden from where it’s been spewin all afternoon, and the wet fi nds my 

toes through the holes in my shoes. I tried fi xin the shoes yesterday, but 

I guess I didn’t do a very good job. I’ll try again tonight, do them better.
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Soon as we’re back, my mother crashes on her sleepin mat and 

asks for water. There’s a mirror by the water bucket, so while I’m 

fi llin up the horn I see my new ink for the fi rst time. The mirror’s 

cracked, which doesn’t help none. Has been ever since I knew it. 

Probly my mother did it before I was born, or maybe it was my pa 

before . . . Well, before what happened to him happened. One of the 

mirror cracks goes right through my refl ection. My face is diffrunt 

now. I keep starin at it, but I can’t fi nd the person I was before. 

First inkin is sposed to make you look brave. On me, the way that 

sickweasel done it, it doesn’t look nothin but ugly. There’s no other 

word for it. It’s swollen red and crusty with blood. Mamma thinks 

he was lyin about used to bein a tatovmaðr. I coulda told her that. 

He woulda told her anythin to get his greedy hams on our money.

The ink’s sposed to be a raven. Mamma let me choose, probly 

cuz she couldn’t be bothered thinkin of somethin herself. It don’t 

look nothin like what I was hopin, though. It clings to my neck with 

its head stretchin over my jaw like it’s tryin to peck out my cheek. 

It looks dead, like someone clean snapped its neck. It looks like it’s 

cryin on my cheek but it’s not got no tears. Oh well, isn’t nothin I can 

do about it now. We just gotta hope it’s good enough to fool who-

ever my mother’s plannin on showin it to. Now I’m inked I should 

be able to get work on one of the larger farms, diggin up crops or 

somethin. It’ll be hard grind, but I don’t mind that none. Anythin’s 

better than spendin all day bein pushed around by Mamma.

I cross over to her now and hand her the water horn. She takes 

it without sayin nothin and doesn’t even open her eyes. I try to slip 

out, but of course she hears.

“Where you goin?”
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“Granpa Halvor’s,” I say.

“What you goin there for?”

“I wanna show him my ink.” That’s a lie. He’s gunna be hek 

grieved when he sees it. I shoulda told him we were gunna do it. I 

didn’t cuz I knew he’d tell me not to.

“You spend too much time with that old man,” ses my mother. 

“It’s not normal.” She doesn’t hardly speak to Granpa Halvor. I 

think cuz he reminds her too much of my pa. “Don’t be long. My 

head’s throbbin and I’m hungry,” she ses.

I’m already out the door before she’s fi nished speakin. Granpa 

Halvor’s shack isn’t far from ours. Close enough to run to when my 

mother’s turned sour from neckin. I knock on his door and, soon as 

he opens it, fi rst thing he ses is “What has she done to you?”

“She didn’t do nothin,” I tell him.

“She may not have held the needle, but I bet it was her idea.”

His face is tight with so much concern, I feel my own face 

crumplin. “I shouldn’t of done it,” I say. “It’s my fault. I knew it 

was a sickrotten idea.”

“Hey, shush, girl. Come inside and I’ll make you some 

sweetmilk.”

He puts his arm around my shoulders and leads me in. Granpa 

Halvor’s shack isn’t nothin like ours. It’s hek poky, but everythin’s 

put neat and tidy clean. Best of all is the twistknot rug on the fl oor 

what’s nearly as big as the whole place. Granpa made it himself 

when he was a kidlin out of bits of old clothes and scraps. He 

cleans it every day so it isn’t never dusty. I sit on it and run my 

fi ngers through the scruffs.

He brings me over a bowl of sweetmilk, and while I’m drinkin, 
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he dabs at my face with a wet rag. I hold in the wince that’s 

wantin to come out.

“Who’s the grotthief what did this to you?” he asks me.

“I dunno, Granpa,” I say.

“Sure as hellfi re wasn’t no proper tatovmaðr.”

“I know, Granpa.”

“How much’d you pay him?”

“I dunno, Granpa.”

“It wouldn’t of come cheap, gettin him to do it with you bein 

only twelve and all. What was your mother thinkin? What’s her 

game? And what sort of a lyin, thievin scoundrel would do this to 

a girl? I feel like trackin him down and . . . and . . .”

I can’t help smilin at that. The thought of Granpa hurtin 

anyone is hek smirks.

“What you laughin for?” he ses. “If I was twenty years younger . . . 

I’ll have you know I was a force to be reckoned with in my time.”

“Sure you were, Granpa,” I say. I slurp down the rest of the 

sweetmilk. It’s hek creamin on my insides. “I thought you didn’t 

agree with fi ghtin anyways?”

“Depends who’s fi ghtin and what they’re fi ghtin for. If it’s 

sendin away our kidlins to be slaughtered on foreign lands for 

nothin but pride and power, then no, I don’t agree with fi ghtin 

one speck.”

He’s talkin about his son, my pa. I don’t hardly remember him. 

He died over the seas somewhere when I was a little kidlin, fi ghtin 

for the king in some bloodsplash invasion.

“What about if Mal-Rakki came back?” I ask. “Would you fi ght 

for him?”
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“That’s diffrunt and you know it. His fi ght has purpose. The 

day he returns, I’ll be the fi rst to stand by his side.”

What if Mal-Rakki never comes back? I think, but I don’t say it. 

I draw lines in the dregs of the sweetmilk with the tip of my fi nger.

“Here, I got this for you.” Granpa Halvor throws somethin at me. 

I catch it quick, and my gawpers open hek wide.

“Where’d you get this?” I ask. The plum is bright yellow, soft 

as a babkin’s foot, perfectly ripe.

“I pulled it out my nose hole; where d’you think I got it?”

“But I thought you had to give them all up to the king?”

“I did, but I sneaked one away, just for you.”

I smile, and for a speck I forget about the wreckmess of my 

face and all its hurtin. The tree behind Granpa’s shack is a scrag-

gin old knot, but it grows the most hek ríkka plums in the whole of 

Norveg. I bite into the one in my hand and it’s good — so good! Its 

juice trickles down my arm, and I lick it up, not wantin to waste 

none. I take another bite, then offer the rest to Granpa.

“No, girl, it’s yours. I want you to enjoy it,” he ses.

I don’t need tellin twice. I put the rest of it in my mouth, 

stone and all, and chew down, lettin the sweetness burst inside my 

cheeks. I should slow down, take my time scrammin, but it’s too 

good for bein slow. Once all the fl esh has gone, I keep the stone in 

my mouth, suckin on it for any last drips.

“I think you enjoyed that,” ses Granpa Halvor.

I nod. “Thanks, Granpa.” I spit out the stone and bury it in one 

of my trouser pockets. “Once I’m earnin, I’ll buy us fruit evry day.”

“What you talkin about, earnin?” His forehead creases, 

makin the ink rabbit what’s there crumple into a slackdead heap. 
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Granpa’s got hek loads of ink, but the rabbit on his forehead has 

always been my favorite.

“Mamma says I can earn good pennies workin on one of the 

big farms. That’s why I got the ink done.”

“You don’t wanna be workin down there. You’d have to get 

up before the sun to arrive on time. Earnin isn’t evrythin, Sigrid. 

Specially when the king’s men come take it all from us anyways.”

“What choice have I got?”

“What do you mean what choice? There are always choices. 

It’s knowin which are the right ones that’s the hard part.”

I dunno about that. Far as I see it, I haven’t got no choices, 

sept doin what Mamma tells me. Which reminds me . . .

“I gotta go, Granpa,” I say. “Mamma’s not feelin too good. 

She’ll be hek skapped if I’m not back cookin somethin soon.”

Granpa scowls hard, like a beaver what’s been bit. He’s always 

scowlin when I mention Mamma. “Well, don’t let her talk you into 

no more brainrot plans,” he ses. “And keep that ink of yours clean. 

If it gets any redder, come straight back to see me.”

“Yes, Granpa.”

Before I go, he holds my chin between his thumb and fi nger 

and turns my head sideways to get another gawp at my ink. “My 

little Sigrid, growin up,” he ses. “A raven was a perfect choice. He 

may not have been no real tatovmaðr what done it, but I think he tatovmaðr

did a good job. I like it.”

He strokes my other cheek with his knuckles. It’s nice of him 

to lie.
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AGATHA

“AGAIN, AGAIN,” ALL THE CHILDREN ARE SAYING.

I ask Milkwort if he wants to do it again and he does. He likes 

it. He is going to do the fastest one ever.

“Okay,” I say to the children. “Get r-ready.”

They put their hands on the table in a line. I give Milkwort two 

taps on his head and put him next to the fi rst hand. The children 

are smiling.

“Here he comes. . . . G-go!” I say, and I say it to Milkwort in 

my head as well.

As soon as he hears it, Milkwort runs up the fi rst girl’s arm, 

around her neck and down her other arm. Then he moves on to 

the boy next to her, then the next one and then all the other chil-

dren in the row. They like it because it tickles and they laugh. It 

is good to laugh. Some of the children are from Clann-a-Tuath 

which is my clan and some of them are from Clann-na-Bruthaich 

which is a different clan. I am their favorite and so is Milkwort.

“Again!” they say after Milkwort has gone around all of them.
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“No more. Agatha has a meeting to attend,” says a person 

behind me who is Maistreas Eilionoir. I did not know that she was 

there and was watching.

“Oh, yes,” I say. “I d-do.”

I tell Milkwort it is time to go and he runs up my arm and into 

my pocket. It is okay that Maistreas Eilionoir saw me talking to 

him, even though he is a vole. Speaking to animals is not dùth but 

Maistreas Eilionoir says I am allowed to do it now. I say goodbye to 

the children and they all shout, “Goodbye, Agatha” and “Goodbye, 

Milkwort” very loud.

I walk with Maistreas Eilionoir to the meeting bothan. It is dif-

ferent here because we are in Clann-na-Bruthaich’s enclave which 

is not our enclave. We’re on our island Skye but it is more south 

and a different place. The people from Raasay are still living in our 

enclave and they won’t leave because they are mean. We tried to get 

them to go by asking them and talking to them lots but they won’t. 

That is why there is the meeting to decide what we should do.

The meeting bothan is big. Some people from Clann-na-

Bruthaich are inside it already and are talking in groups. There are 

chairs in a square shape and I count them and there are eighteen.

“Take a seat,” says Maistreas Eilionoir. 

I sit on the chair that is the closest one. It is hard and not 

comfortable. Maistreas Eilionoir goes away to speak to the Clann-

na-Bruthaich people so I am on my own.

I am here because I am important. I am the hero. Maistreas 

Eilionoir said it and so did the other people. I was so brave to go all 

the way to Norveg in the ship with Jaime and I did the clever plan 

in the mountain room. I talked to the bats in my head and asked 
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them to put out all the fi res so the shadow things could come in 

and it worked and all the nasty deamhain were killed. That means 

our clan was free and I did it.

More people come into the meeting bothan who I don’t know. 

It is boring to wait for them all. Milkwort wants to go out of my 

pocket so I let him. I stroke him for a little bit and then he runs 

down my leg and goes off to do exploring. He likes looking in new 

places. He will come back to me soon.

The next person to come in is Jaime. He stops near the door 

and looks at all the people. When he sees me he does a little wave. 

I wave back to him and smile a big one. Jaime is my good friend. 

He walks to where I am.

“Hi, Aggie,” he says.

“Hello, Jaime,” I say. “You can sit by m-me if you like?”

“Thanks.” He sits on the chair next to my chair. Jaime is 

allowed to be in the meeting because he is the hero too.

All the other people sit down which means the meeting is going 

to start. A man called Kenrick is the only person who does not sit 

down. He is the clan chief of Clann-na-Bruthaich. All of the other 

elders from Clann-na-Bruthaich were killed by the deamhain so 

he is the only one left. I thought they should call him “Maighstir” 

Kenrick but they don’t use that word here. He has lots of creases 

on his face and dark hair which only grows on his beard and the 

sides of his head and not on the top.

“Fàilte,” he says, which is to mean “welcome” in the old lan-

guage, “particularly to our honorable guests from Clann-a-Tuath. 

This meeting was requested by Eilionoir on behalf of her clan, so 

perhaps you would like to speak fi rst?”
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Maistreas Eilionoir nods and stands up at the same time as 

Kenrick sits down.

“Mòran taing, Kenrick,” says Maistreas Eilionoir. I don’t know 

what that one means. “And thanks to all of you for your hospitality 

during this last moon. It has been a diffi cult time for us all, but 

particularly for my clan, as I’m sure you can appreciate. While 

we are enormously grateful to be able to stay here, what we really 

want is to go home.” Her voice is scratches. She stops and does 

two coughs. “Despite our best efforts, negotiations with the people 

of Raasay have come to nothing; they are resolute in their deci-

sion to remain in our enclave. So now we must decide upon a new 

course of action. This isn’t about pride; this is about what’s right. 

It is our home, and it was taken from us.

“We have been here nearly a month now, and we are begin-

ning to feel like we’re outstaying our welcome. Some of you are 

not willing for us to remain here indefi nitely — that much has 

been made clear — and I understand your concerns. This is your 

home and you are protective of it, just as we are of ours. But if we 

do not reclaim our enclave, we have nowhere else to go.

“I implore you to pledge your support, to take up arms and 

march north by our side. It was always agreed that we would try 

and resolve this confl ict without bloodshed, and that is still our 

intention. The Raasay islanders are not as skilled at fi ghting as we 

are, so will not wish to engage in combat if it can be avoided. A 

fi erce show of force should be enough to convince them to leave. 

With your help, I have every confi dence we will be successful.”

She sits back down with a big nod.

“Your voice is heard with respect,” says Kenrick. “I can only 
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apologize if you feel our hospitality is waning. You know you 

have our full support, but — after all we’ve been through — it’s 

diffi cult for me to ask my people to put their lives in danger again 

so soon.”

“May I respectfully point out that if it wasn’t for Agatha and 

Jaime, you wouldn’t have any people to risk,” says Maistreas 

Eilionoir. “They’d all still be rotting in a prison in Norveg.”

“We would have found a way out,” says Catriona. She’s another 

important one from Clann-na-Bruthaich. She is young but her 

hair is not nice and her face is angry. “You cannot make demands 

of us now in recompense for assistance we never requested.”

Maistreas Eilionoir does a humph.

“I disagree,” says a different woman who is thin and has sad 

eyes. “Clann-a-Tuath wants what’s theirs by right, and they deserve 

nothing less. While we were prisoners in the mountain, I dreamt 

of nothing but home. I’m sure it was the same for us all. Is it fair 

that we should be granted our dream yet deny them theirs? I, for 

one, am willing to risk my life to help them.”

“Your support is received with heartfelt gratitude,” says 

Maistreas Eilionoir.

“If you’re so convinced that threatening the Raasay islanders 

will work, why didn’t you do it weeks ago?” asks a Clann-na-

Bruthaich man.

“We needed time to regain our strength,” says Lenox. He is the 

Hawk from my clan who taught me how to be a good Hawk. The 

deamhain killed all the other elders from our clan so Maistreas 

Eilionoir had to choose new people to do the deciding for Clann-

a-Tuath just for now. Lenox is one of them and so am I and so is 
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Jaime. “The time to act is now. The longer we leave it, the more 

time they have to bolster their defenses. We’ve already given them 

too long to prepare.”

“But what if your plan doesn’t work? What if they’re not scared 

into leaving, as you predict?” asks Kenrick. “We will have no option 

but to fi ght. Do we really want to risk more death? I know you 

don’t consider this your home, but it could be. After the losses we 

suffered in the mountain, there is plenty of room for all of us here. 

There’s no reason why you can’t just stay.”

“I’m afraid that’s incorrect,” Catriona says to Kenrick, “and 

you do not speak for us all.” Everyone looks at her. “Our food 

supplies are disastrously low. You’ve all seen it — the meal rations 

have been getting smaller for weeks, and they will continue to do 

so. Our crops failed while we were in the mountain, and since the 

deamhain burned most of our boats, even fi shing is proving prob-

lematic. The truth is simple: we will not survive the winter with 

this many mouths to feed.”

“So you want us to leave yet are unwilling to help us do so?” 

says Maistreas Eilionoir.

Catriona sucks in her cheeks and does not reply.

A man speaks next, then a woman and then Lenox again. 

When Lenox talks I watch his eyebrows going up and down and 

up and down. The meeting is getting more boring. I’d rather be up 

on the enclave wall doing the looking out. I’m a Hawk again now 

and that is the best ever. Maistreas Eilionoir said I’m allowed to be 

one because I am the hero. I promised to do the best looking ever. 

It is a different wall because it is Clann-na-Bruthaich’s wall but it 

is still being a Hawk.
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After lots more talking, Kenrick says that everyone has been 

heard. That is not true. I have not been heard.

“What about— me?” I say. Everyone looks at me and now I 

wished I didn’t say it.

“You are at liberty to say whatever you like, Agatha,” says 

Kenrick. “What are your thoughts on the matter?”

“I think we should f-fi ght them. I am not afraid. I am the hero. 

It is our— home and they are wr-wrong to— to be there.”

“Enlightening,” says Catriona. 

“Thank you, Agatha,” says Kenrick. “If no one has anything 

further to add, I draw this meeting to a close. Let us sleep on the 

matter and we will vote at dusk tomorrow. The majority decision 

will be fi nal.”

People start to leave the bothan. Everyone is talking to each 

other about the things that were said.

“I’m going to the cookboth,” I say to Jaime. “Do you want to 

come— with me?”

“No thanks, Aggie,” Jaime says. “I’m pretty tired. That meeting 

exhausted me.”

“Okay. See you later, Jaime.”

I leave the bothan and walk to the cookboth. I’m hungry. 

Evening meal was a long time ago and it was a very small one 

because we have to do the rations. I will smile my biggest smile at 

the Stewer and say please and then he will give me something to 

eat. They always say okay to me because I am the hero. I will get 

some food for Milkwort too. 

I tell Milkwort where we are going, but he doesn’t answer. At 

fi rst I am panic that I can’t speak to him again like in Scotia when 
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I couldn’t do it. Then I remember that he is still in the meeting 

bothan. I left him and I forgot. I hope he will not be cross with me. 

I run back to the meeting bothan as fast as I can which is not very 

fast but I am trying. No one is outside anymore. Everyone is gone.

I open the door. The lanterns are still lit inside but no one is 

there. Before I even call for Milkwort he runs up my leg. He saw 

me come in. It tickles only a little bit. He is a good vole. I say sorry 

for leaving him here and tell him my plan which is to get some 

food for both of us and he is happy about that.

Wait. Someone is talking in whispers. I only just heard it. It’s 

coming from the room next to this one. I didn’t know there was a 

room there. I go to the door of it. It is open only a little bit. I look 

in and there are two people there who are Kenrick and Catriona. 

They cannot see me. It is rude to listen to other people when they 

do not know that you are there. I am not rude but I do listen.

 “This is not a monarchy, Catriona. I respect your opinions 

and — for the most part — I agree with you, but I will not silence 

anyone’s right to speak.”

“You’re stuck in the past,” says Catriona. “Times have changed. 

We’ve all seen what happens as a result of weak leadership.”

“I don’t know what you are implying,” says Kenrick, “but I do 

not appreciate the tone of your voice.”

“I’m not implying anything. What I am quite clearly stating is 

that sometimes hard decisions need to be made. After all we’ve been 

through, you should be putting the needs of our own clan fi rst.”

“That’s exactly what I am doing,” says Kenrick.

“What? By giving Clann-a-Tuath half of everything we own? 

Half of all our food?”
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“Clann-a-Tuath are earning their keep. What would you have 

me do? Turn them out to fend for themselves in the wild?”

“Precisely that, yes. All I care about is our clan — what pre-

cious few of us there are left — and I refuse to be manipulated by 

these bullish outsiders.”

“You will have your vote tomorrow, the same as everyone else. 

Until then, I suggest you hold your tongue. Clann-a-Tuath are our 

guests here, and for as long as I am the chief of this clan, they will 

remain so.” Kenrick turns to leave.

I need to hide or he will fi nd me. Oh, it’s okay, there is a dif-

ferent door and he is going out of that one.

“One more thing,” he says to Catriona. “If you undermine me 

in public again, there will be consequences.” Then he is gone.

Catriona is staring at the door where he left. She is not happy. 

I should go too but I can’t stop doing the watching. She taps her 

fi ngers on the back of a chair. She looks around her even though 

there is no one in the room. I duck away from the door crack so 

she won’t see me. When I look back, her hand is fi shing around 

under her clothes by her neck. She moves her hand around like 

she is searching for something. Then she fi nds it and she pulls 

it out. 

I cannot even believe it.

It is Nathara’s necklace. The one with all the shadow things 

inside. It is on Skye and that lady Catriona is holding it in her hand.
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JAIME

“HOW DID IT GO?” AILEEN ASKS AFTER I SAY GOODBYE TO 

Aggie and step outside the meeting bothan. She’s been waiting for 

me, eager to hear any news.

“I don’t think I’m any good at playing elder,” I say.

“Was anything decided?”

The other people from the meeting mill around us, continuing 

the debates in irritable little groups. 

“Not really,” I say.

“Come on, I want to hear about it.”

I shrug. I don’t know what to say.

“Okay, come with me,” she says. She grabs my hand and leads 

me away. 

I fl inch at her touch; I’m still not used to her being here, back 

on Skye, safe from the deamhain. 

We weave in and out of bothans and around the loch that lies 

at the heart of Clann-na-Bruthaich’s enclave. We’ve been here 

nearly a month now, but I still struggle to fi nd my way around. 
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Aileen appears to be navigating it just fi ne. She stops by the giant 

oak tree that Clann-na-Bruthaich use for their big meetings. It’s 

the tallest and the oldest tree in the enclave. By the light of the 

moon, its autumnal leaves shimmer midnight red. Aileen starts 

to climb.

“Wait. Surely we’re not allowed . . . ?” I say, hovering below 

her. I’ve seen people tending to the tree as if it’s sacred.

“Probably not.” She looks over her shoulder and gives me a 

conspiratorial grin.

“What if someone sees us?”

“Well, the longer you stand there dawdling, the more likely 

that is to happen.”

I shake my head, glance behind me to check no one’s watching, 

and then place my hands on the trunk. The fi rst few steps are easy; 

hand- and footholds have been chiseled into the bark, all the way 

up to what they call the speaker’s branch — a long, sturdy branch 

that has been cleared of its leaves. It’s where Kenrick stands when 

he leads their meeting circles. Although they don’t call them meet-

ing circles here, because they don’t stand in a circle. They just 

gather below him at the base of the tree.

From the speaker’s branch upward, the climbing becomes 

trickier. I try to copy the route Aileen’s taking, but she’s already 

several yards above me. Damp leaves slap me in the face and the 

rough bark crumbles away beneath my fi ngers. My arms start to 

ache. While we were at Dunnottar, Cray told me that if I kept 

practicing with my sword it’d increase my upper-body strength. 

I’ve been training every day, but my arms still feel like weeds as I 

pull myself from branch to branch. I’m out of breath by the time 



19

I reach Aileen, who’s settled herself on a neat perch with enough 

space for both of us.

“Did we really have to come all the way to the top?” I ask her.

“Shhh. Look at the view.”

Now I see why she wanted to bring me here. We’re so high, 

we can see straight over the enclave wall, for miles around. The 

pitch-black water between us and the mainland shimmers with a 

mesmerizing glow as it tears up the refl ection of the moon. 

Clann-na-Bruthaich’s enclave is closer to the mainland than 

ours is, but in this light Scotia is nothing but a gloom in the 

distance. What happened there already feels like a lifetime ago. 

Whenever I think about it, my heart aches with . . . I don’t know 

what. Grief or fear or longing or something. I can’t quite fi gure 

it out.

“So, tell me everything,” says Aileen.

“There’s not much to say, really.” I recount the arguments that 

went back and forth without any resolution, and explain about the 

vote that’s been agreed for tomorrow night.

“Which way are you going to vote?”

“I don’t know. It’s too much pressure. I preferred it when the 

elders made all the decisions for me.” A small bird fl ies toward us, 

as if to land in the tree, then changes its mind, altering direction 

at the last moment with a dramatic swoop. “How would you vote?”

“All I know is that this will never feel like home,” she says. 

“I’m as desperate as everyone else is to go back to our enclave, and 

some members of Clann-na-Bruthaich clearly aren’t happy with 

us staying here anymore. Like Catriona; she’s made it obvious she 

wants us gone.”
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“She didn’t hold back at the meeting. She’s worried there won’t 

be enough food for both clans over the winter. If it was up to her, 

we’d be thrown out of here by morning.”

“Miserable gobhar. And ungrateful too; we’ve been working 

our hands raw here. Maybe we should just go back to Norveg. At 

least they wanted us there. . . .”

I don’t laugh. I don’t even give her a polite smile.

“Oh come on, it was a joke,” she says. She knocks my side with 

her shoulder, then starts laughing, either at her own joke or at my 

unwillingness to acknowledge it.

Her laughter cracks right through me. I can’t bear it. Ever since 

we came back, we’ve been pretending that nothing happened, that 

everything is the same between us, but it’s not.

“What happened in Scotia, Jaime?” she says as if she knows 

that’s what I’m thinking about. I can’t help feeling that’s the real 

reason she’s brought me up here: to ask me that question. It’s not 

the fi rst time she’s asked.

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Maybe it would do you good. I know it’s hard, but it might 

help.”

“Sorry, Aileen. I . . . I just can’t right now.”

“I only want to help. I’m supposed to be your best friend. But 

since we’ve come back  —”

“I said no.”

We sit in a silence as thick as cold stew. I want to talk to her 

about it. I do. But I can’t. There’s no room in my head for it all. 

If I tell her what happened to me, she’ll tell me what happened 

to her, and I can’t face hearing about that, either. The reality 
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of everything she suffered would engulf the happiness of the 

rescue.

“It’s getting cold. Are you ready to head back down?” she asks 

after a while.

“You go.”

“I don’t mind waiting with you.”

“I’d rather be on my own.”

She’s staring at me. I know if I turn to her I’ll see the hurt 

etched into her face. She’s never been good at hiding her emotions.

“Things are better than they were,” she says, giving my hand a 

slight squeeze.

“I know.”

She lowers herself down. The leaves whisper to one another 

as she descends.

Why am I being so unreasonable? She’s only trying to help, 

to be a good friend. All I wanted — through all those weeks of 

torment — was to fi nd her alive and bring her home again. So why 

isn’t that enough now?

I spin the metal bracelet around my wrist. It’s the one Aileen 

gave me on the day I married Lileas. I wondered that morning 

if Aileen felt jealous. Not of the fact that I was being coupled 

with someone else — Aileen and I have never felt that way about 

each other — but because there was a stranger entering our lives 

who had the potential to change our relationship. The thought 

was laughable at the time; my friendship with Aileen was all that 

mattered to me, and I couldn’t imagine anything ever coming 

between us. Now Lileas is dead and Aileen and I . . . Well, it’s 

not the same.
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The tree smells damp, of fresh rain and old earth. Above 

me, a spider is making a web between two branches. It scurries 

back and forth with intricate precision. How much simpler life 

would be if we could all create a new home that quickly, and 

whenever someone came along and destroyed it, we’d just move 

on and make another. I reach up toward the web, attracted by 

its fragility. I’m careful not to touch it; I don’t want to undo the 

spider’s work.

There was a time when everything felt great. When I saw 

my clan walk into the mountain chamber after the battle and 

realized that they were free — the elation I felt in that moment 

was real. And the whole journey back was a blur of happiness 

and celebration. It’s since returning to Skye that the darkness 

has crept in, like something’s not quite right, or like what we 

achieved wasn’t enough. 

But we’re here, back on Skye. I succeeded. We succeeded, 

Agatha and I. Our clan is alive. Aileen is alive. Konge Grímr and 

the mountain deamhain were defeated. I should feel proud and 

full of joy, grateful for everything and everyone around me, yet I 

feel nothing. What’s wrong with me? 

It doesn’t help that we can’t return to our own enclave. We’re 

in limbo here, unsettled and uncertain. After the traumas in the 

mountain, everyone’s craving the stability that only our own walls 

can grant us. I see it in the eyes of my clan. No one’s happy; we’re 

all just pretending.

The spider has gone. I stare at the half-fi nished web, waiting 

for the spider to reappear, but it doesn’t come back. I swipe up, 

tearing the weightless threads from their moorings. The destroyed 
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web clings to my fi ngertips. I immediately regret doing it. I wipe 

the guilt away on my trousers and hurry down the tree before the 

spider returns and realizes what I’ve done.

It’s a lot darker now, and quiet too; most people have already 

gone to bed. My stomach growls. The reduction in food portions 

has done nothing to improve tensions in the enclave. As I make my 

way to the communal bothan I now sleep in, I try not to jump at 

every shadow that moves. The sgàilean are gone, I remind myself. 

They’re trapped in Nathara’s necklace, lost somewhere in Norveg, 

far away. It doesn’t stop them from haunting my dreams, though. 

Them, and the deamhain, and the wildwolves . . . There isn’t a 

single night that I haven’t woken up drenched in sweat. 

A group of people emerge from behind a low-walled bothan. 

From the way they’re stumbling and supporting one another, it’s 

clear they’ve been drinking. People from Clann-na-Bruthaich 

drink a lot. Either their elders were more relaxed about it than 

ours, or they’ve started drinking more since returning.

“Hey, you’re Jaime, right?” one of them says.

“Yes.”

He plonks an arm on my shoulder. “Our rescuer. Our hero.” 

He says the words too loud in my ear, accompanied by fl ecks of 

spit. “I’ve never thanked you . . . thank you.” He belches, smother-

ing my face with the smell of sour fruit.

“I don’t want your thanks,” I say.

“Leave him alone,” says a woman, tugging at his other arm.

“We’ve been talking about you.” His tone sharpens, edging 

toward hostility.

“Have you?” I ask. 
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The woman gives up trying to pull him away. The rest of his 

friends loiter around us.

“Rumor has it the room was evenly split at the meeting this 

evening,” says a different woman. “And that the only person who 

didn’t speak up was you.”

I can’t deny that.

“So we’re thinking your vote is going to be an important one,” 

says the man. “Maybe the most important one.” He lifts his arm 

and grips my shoulder, a little too hard. His drunkenness disap-

pears, replaced by an intense clarity. “You need to vote against 

the attack.” Is he threatening me? “We’ve been through enough. 

I’m sorry about what’s happened to your enclave — we all are — 

and we’re grateful to you for rescuing us, but our clan has lost 

too many already. Stay here if you like, or don’t. I don’t care. But 

either way, we’re not about to fi ght your battles for you. Whatever 

Kenrick might be promising, if it comes down to it, and you vote 

to fi ght those meirlich in your enclave, we won’t be by your side. 

You hear me?” He looks me dead in the eye. “You and your clan 

are on your own.”
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SIGRID

GRANPA HALVOR TURNS OVER A PIECE OF BARK.

“Snow,” he says, lookin at the picture on it. His hand hovers 

over the other barks what are laid out on the rug.

“Come on, Granpa,” I say. “We just had that one.”

The barks are facedown and cut square so they all look the 

same. He should know where the other snow is; I turned it over 

two turns ago. He chooses the bark next to it and fl ips it over.

“Mountain,” he ses, shakin his head. He puts both squares 

back where they were.

“You gotta pay more attention, Granpa,” I say. I turn over the 

two barks with snow on, then the two mountains cuz I know where 

they are and all. The next one I turn over is grass, and I fi nd that 

match too. I add them all to my pile, which is hek towerin now. 

Granpa Halvor’s only got two pairs, and even those ones I helped 

him with. It’s always like this when we play. He doesn’t mind, 

though — he loves seein me do it, like he’s impressed evry time. It’s 

easy for me; if I see somethin once, I’ll know it for always.
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“I’ve been thinkin about what you said,” I say as I fl ip over 

another couple of barks. “About havin choices and makin the right 

ones . . . What if I went north and joined Mal-Rakki’s army?”

“Pah! Don’t even joke. You’d be runnin to your death.”

“You’re the one who’s always tellin me how great he is.”

“And evry word of it is true, but you’re too young to be joinin 

no rebel army. Until Mal-Rakki returns, all we can do is wait.”

“But why hasn’t he returned yet? How long we gotta wait?”

Granpa Halvor’s convinced that Mal-Rakki — the White 

Fox — is still alive, but he’s probly the only person in the whole 

country who’s sure. Mal-Rakki was Konge Grímr’s brother, but he 

disagreed with how the king was rulin, so Konge Grímr tried to kill 

him. Mal-Rakki managed to escape and was forced into hidin. A 

few years back, Konge Grímr claimed he found him and had him 

executed, but Granpa ses he was only lyin to trick us all. I used 

to think that too, cuz no one ever saw no body, but if Mal-Rakki’s 

still alive, where the skit is he? Now that Konge Grímr’s gone, 

Mal-Rakki should’ve come out from wherever it is he’s been hidin, 

with all the other rebels. No one’s seen no peep of him, though.

“He’s comin,” Granpa Halvor ses. “Soon. And then we’ll all be 

set free.”

“What do you mean ‘free’? We’re not slaves.”

Granpa scoffs, loud as a pigburp. “We may not be chained 

up or kept in prisons, but believe me, we’re slaves all the same, 

and no mistakin. Workin hard day and night, then handin half or 

more of everythin we worked for over to the king. The fact that 

he’s dead now’s not gunna change nothin. What do you think’s 

gunna happen next? Same thing I seen time and time again all my 
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life: someone new’ll take his place, take his power, and everythin’ll 

stay exactly how it was. That’s why we need Mal-Rakki, more than 

ever. If he was king, evrythin’d be diffrunt. He believes in a better 

life for all of us, not just for those in charge. Evryone deserves the 

chance to live their greatest possible life; that’s what Mal-Rakki ses, 

and he’s gunna make sure that happens. He’s gunna come back 

and free us, and then evrythin’ll be better. May the will of Øden 

assure it.”

“Isn’t it Øden’s will for us to serve our king?” I ask it on pur-

pose to make Granpa skapped.

“Tush! Course it isn’t. I taught you better than that. You know 

as well as I do that’s just the excuse they give to get evrythin they 

want. The king’s just a man, same as you and me. Well, you’re a 

girl, but you get my meanin. Those in power are always abusin 

Øden’s name, tellin us what we gotta do because it’s the will of 

Øden. Well, looks like Øden fi nally had enough of their lies. Sent 

that curse of shadows to wipe them clean out, didn’t he? Good 

riddance to them. They made a mockery of his name, of his values, 

of evrythin he holds true. . . .”

Talkin about the king always gets Granpa fi ery. He hates all the 

things what Konge Grímr used to do, pretendin it was for the sake 

of Øden: fi ghtin bloodsplash wars, enslavin rottens from overseas, 

takin all our foods and our pennies . . . I gotta change the subject 

or he’ll never stop yappin.

“It’s your turn,” I say.

He doesn’t fl ip over no barks. He’s still lookin at me. “Evryone 

deserves the chance to live their greatest possible life,” he ses. “That 

includes you, Sigrid. Especially you, and don’t you forget it.”
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The door opens with a bang. I jump to my feet. It’s Mamma. 

She crashes in and somethin breaks. Sure as the moon she’s been 

drinkin today. I take a step back, but she grabs my arm before I’m 

outta reach. Swear Øden she’s got the strength of a growler when 

she’s been neckin.

“Come on, girl. Time to go.”

“Go where?” I’m tryin to pull my arm away even though I know 

there’s no use.

“Wait, we’re playin here,” ses Granpa Halvor. He’s standin up 

now too.

“We haven’t got time for no games,” ses my mother, and she 

kicks the barks on the rug to prove it. “I got someone hek import-

ant for you to meet.”

“Who we meetin? Who’s important?” I ask.

“You’ll see,” she ses. She has this look on her face that’s all 

pleased with herself and isn’t just the drink talkin.

“Let go of her arm,” Granpa Halvor ses. “You’ll hurt her.”

“You tellin me how to take care of my own daughter now?” my 

mother ses to him. She looks at him with stormfi re eyes. 

Granpa doesn’t say nothin. I don’t say nothin neither.

“Come on, then,” my mother ses, and she takes me outta 

Granpa Halvor’s shack.

 Granpa tries to follow us, but he can’t keep up cuz of the twist 

in his knee.

“I’ll be fi ne, Granpa,” I shout over my shoulder. “I’ll come see 

you when we get back.”

“I love you, Sigrid,” he replies. His voice cracks a little when 

he ses it.
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Mamma tuts and drags me down the hills. We walk for a hek 

long time. She doesn’t let go of me for a blink, like she thinks I’m 

gunna try and run away or somethin. I’m not gunna run away; 

I haven’t got nowhere to run to. Few times I stumble cuz she’s 

pullin so fast.

 “Keep up,” she ses, and then she pulls even more and goes 

even faster. It’s hurtin, but I’m used to that.

Once we’re faraways from Granpa Halvor’s shack, I start seein 

more people goin the same way we’re headin. There’s only one 

place I know in this direction. Sterkr Fjall. The hollow mountain, 

where the king used to live. It’s small in the distance but gettin 

closer. All kinds of bad mess happened there. Granpa Halvor told 

me. People came from over the sea and brought death shadows 

with them, what killed the whole lot of them in the mountain: 

The king, dead. His guards, dead. Evryone, dead. 

So why we headin there?

There’s been rumors of someone new already stepped into 

Konge Grímr’s dead boots, but I don’t know nothin about that. 

Like Granpa Halvor ses, it’s not likely to be anyone good. Unless 

Mal-Rakki has come back, and that’s who we’re goin to meet? My 

heart skips a beat thinkin how hek ríkka that would be.

My mother stubs her toe on some skittin tree stump and 

swears loud to the high sky. She yanks my arm like it was my fault 

she did it.

“Maybe if we weren’t goin so quick,” I say.

“You shush up your mouth if you know what’s good,” she ses back. 

I know what’s good; I shush up my mouth.

When we arrive at the mountain there’s hek loads of people 
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there. Mostly rotten folk like me and my mother — those with 

no pennies and no hopes. All of the children have their fi rst ink, 

which means they’re at least fourteen. I’m bettin they had theirs 

done proper, not like mine. I raise my hand to my face, the side 

with the ink. It’s been a couple of weeks since it was done, so it’s 

not as burnin like before. Whatever’s happenin here, it’s only for 

people who have their fi rst ink. Must be the real reason why my 

mother paid all our money to that cheatin grotthief: so she could 

sneak me in here. But sneak me into what? What the skit’s hap-

penin here?

We pass by the entrance of Sterkr Fjall. Granpa Halvor ses the 

mountain’s empty now. Cursed by Øden. No one’s been in since 

after the shadows killed evryone. It’s just bats what live there now. 

We walk all the way around the mountain to another one what’s 

behind it. The next mountain’s got a tunnel you can go in too, and 

that’s where all the rottens are leadin.

Inside it’s hek dark, sept for blue fi res here and there what 

light it up. I haven’t never been inside a mountain before. It’s hek 

skittin and smells harsk as hell. There’s dirt all over, in big piles 

like whoever was diggin hasn’t fi nished it yet. We walk around the 

dirt piles and then farther in, until the tunnel opens into a big cave 

room. In the middle of the cave is a circle of blue fi res. People in 

charge are takin all the kidlins and linin them up against the wall 

on the other side. I look at my mother. She smiles at me, though 

it’s sorta drunken. 

A man grips my arm and ses to my mother, “I’ll take her from 

here.” My mother lets me go and nods at me strange. Now the man’s 

pullin me. I’m sick of evryone always pullin me. He leads me over 
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to the wall with the others and tells me to stand between a boy with 

scraggin hair and a girl with a dirty face. They’re both taller than I 

am, and they don’t neither of them look too happy. The boy’s fi rst 

ink is a ship sailin on his cheekbone, which is for courage. The girl 

has a blade above her eyebrow, for cunnin. The boy is starin at my 

face, at my wreckmess raven with its broken neck.

“What you lookin at?” I say.

He turns away. More people come in. There’s maybe thirty 

of us kidlins now, all against the wall around me. The adults wait 

on the other side. They’re millin and itchin like they’re nervous or 

somethin. Makes me get the jitters too.

“What’s happenin?” I say to the girl next to me, the one with 

the blade ink. “Why we here?”

She fl icks her eyes at me but doesn’t answer. She looks scared. 

Evryone goes quiet then cuz there’s new people comin in from 

deeper in the mountain. The tallest is an ugly man with a scar 

from his mouth to his ear. He stops in fronta the fi rst boy and 

squeezes his chin in one of his thick skittin hams. Then he shoves 

the boy’s face away and moves down the line, and he’s proddin and 

pokin like he doesn’t give two hells about nothin.

When he reaches me, he stops. He’s lookin at me all close 

like. He’s peerin at my new ink and the harsk dead raven on my 

face. I wonder if he knows it wasn’t no proper tatovmaðr what

did it. I look straight back at him. If he’s starin at me, there isn’t 

no reason I can’t stare at him too. His scar is hek ugly. It goes 

across his face right through all his ink. One of his inks is a goat, 

and the scar cuts across its poor scraggin neck, makin it look 

sliced dead, same as my raven. Maybe that’s what he’s thinkin: 
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our poor twin animals, both with their necks snapped, both stuck 

bein dead forever.

“She’s a good girl. Well behaved, does what she’s told.” It’s 

my mother sayin that, shoutin it from the other side of the cave. 

What’s she shoutin that for? Some of the others mutter and one 

woman spits. The man with the scar tuts his teeth and moves on 

to the next kidlin in line — the girl with the dirty face and the 

blade ink. He doesn’t look at her much. He grabs her arm and ses, 

“You’ll do,” and then he’s pullin her away. She starts shoutin and 

tryin to grab her arm loose, but he’s a giant of a man so she’s foolin 

if she thinks she can break free.

“Stop making it so diffi cult,” he ses, and with the back of his 

other arm he smacks her thuk! right across the back of her head. 

Then he drags her some more and she’s sobbin and her legs are 

scramblin to keep up.

“Let her go,” I say, and I run at him and kick his leg as hard as 

I can. I don’t know why I did that. It was a hek stupid thing to do. 

The man shouts out and lets go of the girl.

“You little bikja,” he ses to me. He swings his arm at my face, 

but I duck out the way. Someone else grabs me from behind, and 

then more people are talkin and shoutin and it all goes batcrazy.

“Silence!”

The voice is loud and deep, but I can’t see who said it.

“I ask you to do one simple job, and what do I get? This 

anarchy.”

“Everything is under control, Your Supremacy.”

What? Your Supremacy means the king, but the king is — Oh. 

Wait a cheatin moment. There’s a man in the shadows. I can’t see 
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him too proper but now I’m lookin, I can just about make out the 

antlers what grow out of the crown on his head.

Konge Grímr.

I thought he was dead. Evryone said he was dead.

“What happened?” he ses.

I don’t know who he’s talkin to. He sure as muck isn’t talkin to 

me, but there’s no one else replyin so I say, “This oafogre with the 

scar was hurtin on this girl here when he shouldn’t of been, so I 

kicked him to make him stop.”

Konge Grímr starts laughin. It’s a deep laugh what sounds 

like the earth is breakin. “So you were bested by a little girl, were 

you, Bolverk?” he ses. He laughs more and other people start 

laughin too.

The giant man with the scar — Bolverk — is next to me, starin 

daggers. His nose is fl arin like a wild horse and the veins in his 

neck are pumpin solid.

“The situation was under control,” he ses.

Konge Grímr stops laughing. “Bring her to me,” he ses. “I 

think we’ve found the one.”

“You can’t seriously be considering . . . ?” ses Bolverk. “You 

don’t want this one, Your Supremacy, she’s nothing but trouble. 

And her fi rst ink has been botched by some cheap fraud.”

“Do not dare to tell me what I want,” ses Konge Grímr. His 

voice echoes around us.

There’s a silence, and then, “She’s mine,” ses my mother, 

and she’s wavin her arm manic-like. She looks proud. My mother 

hasn’t never looked proud of me before. Tears start comin to my 

eyes. I made her happy, even if I don’t know why. She stumbles 



34

a bit from all the drink she necked earlier. “Where’s my money?”

Wait. What money? What’s she sayin money for?

“You’ll get paid,” Konge Grímr ses.

I’m hek confused what’s goin on now. This whole mornin’s 

been confusin as hell and it sure isn’t gettin no clearer.

“Come toward me, child,” ses the king.

Whoever’s holdin me lets go. I shake out my shoulders. Bolverk 

makes as if he’s gunna push me, but I don’t need him shovin. I go 

toward Konge Grímr on my own. “What you want me for?” I ask 

him.

He steps out of the shadows. A long fur hangs on his shoul-

ders. In one hand he has a stick to help him balance, but mostly 

I’m just lookin at his eyes. Only, not his eyes, cuz he hasn’t got 

none no more. Where they used to be is all dark and twisted with 

knots of skin. It’s a hek mess of a face, like somethin ripped it all 

apart. Even though he can’t see no more, he looks straight in my 

direction.

“You, my child,” he ses, “are going to be my new eyes.”
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AGATHA

IT IS THE NIGHTTIME AND IT’S DARK. I  AM LYING ON MY 

bed and I should be asleep but I’m not. I have a plan. I am the 

hero so I have to do it. The fi rst part of the plan is that I need to 

wait. Everybody needs to be asleep for me to do the plan. I can 

hear from all the snoring that lots of people are asleep already but 

I wait some more just for being sure.

I don’t like it in this bothan. It is not like the Hawk bothan in 

our enclave. There are people from all the different duties in it 

and even children. Also the bed is not comfortable. I want to go 

back to our enclave and live there again. The Raasay people need 

to leave and we need to make them leave. Maistreas Eilionoir says 

we can only do that if the Clann-na-Bruthaich people help us. 

Tomorrow is the vote and then we will know. I hope they say yes 

they will help.

It is enough of the middle of the night now. I get out of my 

bed. I am already wearing my clothes and my boots which is very 

clever and no one knew. I walk to the door of the bothan and I 
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am quiet. No one sees me go because they are all asleep. It is cold 

outside. I should have put my cloak on too. That was not the clever 

part. I will be quick so the blood does not freeze in my veins.

I know where Catriona’s bothan is because I remembered. She 

is like an elder so she has a bothan that is only for her. It is next 

to the meeting bothan. I put my head down and I do the quickest 

running I can. I do not want the night Hawks to see me. I know 

where the night Hawks look and those are the places I don’t go. All 

of the plan is clever because I thought about it a lot.

I stop outside Catriona’s bothan. There is one window. I look 

in but it is too dark to see if she is inside. I think she is. It is the 

middle of the night so where else would she be? I open her door 

and no one stops me. It is very easy. I go inside.

I can see her now. She is asleep like I thought. Her bothan 

is small. It is only a bed and a chair and a chest. I mustn’t wake 

her. That is the most important thing. She will hurt me if I do 

because I’m not supposed to be here. She is good at fi ghting. The 

best one. That is why Kenrick made her a leader person when we 

came back from Norveg even though she is younger. One of the 

other Hawks told me that. She does not look scary now. Her hair 

is a mess and not nice. It is the same color as the straw coming 

out of her pillow. Her face is scrunchy like she is thinking bad 

things.

I cannot see the necklace. It is dark in this bothan so it’s hard 

to see. The necklace is not on the chair and it’s not on the chest. 

Maybe it’s inside the chest. Or maybe she is wearing it still. Yes, 

that is what I think. That makes the plan harder but I can do it.

I walk to her bed. Her blanket is over her neck so I have to 
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move it to see if the necklace is there. I shut my mouth because 

my breathing is too loud. I reach down and am going to move the 

blanket when all of her body moves. I step back and think I will 

scream but I don’t. She is still asleep. I reach out for the blanket 

again and this time I move it. Only a little bit. Enough so I can see 

her neck and what is on it.

The necklace is there.

It’s the fi rst time I have seen it close because when the Nice 

Queen Nathara was wearing it I didn’t see it close. The stone 

is big and black and shiny. I don’t know how all of the shadow 

things fi t inside. It is not big enough for them. I need to get the 

necklace and throw it in the sea so it will be gone forever. That is 

what Maistreas Eilionoir said we should do with it when we were 

in Norveg and she is right. If it is in the bottom of the sea the 

shadow things cannot get out and hurt anyone or me. They are 

very bad things. I don’t know why Catriona took it. It is not hers 

so she should not have done that. It is stealing and that is wrong. 

Also it is dangerous because what if the shadow things come out 

again? They tried to get me once and it was bad very bad. After I 

throw it in the sea Maistreas Eilionoir will say that I am the hero 

again and so will everyone else because I did protecting my clan 

and am clever.

There is a twist part on the chain that is how you get it off. I 

move that part away from Catriona’s neck and try to click it so the 

chain comes open. It is hard to do with my fi ngers. There is wet in 

my eyes that is sweat. I wipe it away with my hand but some more 

comes. The part on the chain won’t come apart and I can’t do it. 

Catriona moves again in the bed and I think she is going to wake 
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up soon. I have to be so so quick. I cannot do the small twist part 

on the chain so I have to do a different way. Maybe if I pull really 

hard and it breaks. Then I will have it. That is the new plan.

I pick up the necklace stone and hold it in my hand. It is warm 

a bit. My hand is warm too with the sweating. I am strong and I 

can do it.

I pull as hard as I can.

Catriona’s neck lifts off the pillow and her eyes open. The 

chain does not break. I pull again. It’s still not broken. Catriona is 

awake and she is looking at me. She is all confused on her face and 

then she is angry. She grabs the necklace with her hand to stop me 

taking it. I pull once more my biggest yet and this time the chain 

breaks. It goes through Catriona’s hand and I fall backward onto 

the fl oor on my bottom. It hurts a bit but I have got the necklace 

in my hand and now I need to get out.

I go for the door but Catriona is there already and she is stand-

ing in front of it so I can’t get out. I step back so she doesn’t reach 

me. There is the window but it is too small to go out through 

there. I am trapped.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” says Catriona. Her 

eyes are big and her mouth is a tight one. “Give it back.”

“No!” I say.

“You’re going to be in so much trouble for this. I’ll have you 

whipped to within an inch of your life.”

“It’s not y-y-yours,” I say.

“Give it back or I will take it back.”

She is going to hurt me. She wants to hurt me. I step onto the 

bed to be farther away from her.
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“Fine, then we do it the hard way,” she says.

She comes toward me slow slow and then very very fast. I fall 

onto the bed. I am screaming and she’s on top of me. I try to 

kick her with my legs so she goes away. I’m holding the necklace 

with both my hands so I can’t use them for helping me. Catriona 

is digging into my fi ngers to get them apart. I try to bite on her 

knuckles. She pushes hard at my head. It goes backward and hits 

against the wall and hurts a very lot. She has a hold on the chain 

now. I still have the stone part and I fall down off the bed to get 

away but she keeps pulling the chain harder and is tugging it.

Something breaks on the necklace and I don’t know what but 

when it happens my hand fl ies quick in the air and I let go of the 

black stone. It hits the wall and falls on the fl oor.

I don’t move and neither does Catriona. We are both looking 

at the black stone. It is making a hiss sound.

“What have you done?” says Catriona.

Something black is running out of the stone like water. It goes 

up the walls and all around. The sound gets louder and more hor-

rible which is when I know it.

I have done a very bad thing. The necklace is open and the 

shadows are coming out.
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JAIME

THE SCREAMING WAKES ME UP. SOMEONE’S IN PAIN. IT’S 

a distant cry, from the other side of the enclave, accompanied 

by more distressed shouts and muffl ed clamor. Other people are 

already getting out of their beds and hurrying toward the door. I 

leap up and join them, slipping on my boots and throwing a cloak 

around me as I do so. It’s still dark outside, the sky so sharp it 

might shatter.

The yells intensify, hiding a different noise that I can’t quite 

place. My mind is dragged back to when the deamhain stormed 

our enclave, to when I stood looking over the wall, watching it all 

happen, unable to move or do anything about it. I shake my head 

as my heart starts to race. No, no, no, no, no.

“We’re under attack. Seize your weapons!” someone shouts.

There’s an outbreak of movement and chaos.

How is this happening? We’re supposed to be safe here. Is it 

the deamhain? It can’t be. Or the traitors from Raasay? I can’t go 

through this again. It’s supposed to be over.
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I’m breathing too fast, but it’s out of my control. The ends of my 

fi ngers are so numb they hurt. I slump to the fl oor and pull my legs 

into my chest. Not again. Not now. I scrunch my eyes closed. Blood 

rushes to my head, making my eyes pound against my eyelids.

“Jaime!”

Aileen pounces on me with worried hands. She’s shaking me, 

trying to lift my head. “Jaime, are you hurt?” I don’t open my eyes. 

My breathing is getting worse.

That’s when I hear it. It’s so clear, it’s hard to believe I didn’t 

recognize it before. I stop breathing altogether. Underneath all 

the other commotion is the unmistakable, hideous whispering that 

can only mean one thing.

Sgàilean.

How can they be here? And why are they attacking? Our blood 

is supposed to protect us. It’s clear from the cries that for some 

reason it no longer does.

The realization sucks away my panic and replaces it with pure 

fear. I’d always been taught that Clann-a-Tuath doesn’t feel fear, 

but I learned in Scotia that that wasn’t true. Fear is a warning, 

forcing us to act. I stand up, shaking off Aileen’s hands.

“Fire.” My throat is still tight, my legs shaky. “We need fi re.”

“Fire? Why?”

“It’s the shadows. Sgàilean. They’re afraid of light, especially 

fi re.”

I run back to the bothan, Aileen following close behind. There 

are two lanterns hanging in the doorway. I unhook them both, 

hand one to Aileen, and hold the second close to my chest. “Don’t 

let go of it,” I say to her.
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“Okay.” Aileen’s eyes are wide and fi erce; the refl ection of the 

lantern’s fl ame shakes within them. “We need to warn everyone 

else. I’ll head west; you tell the people here. I’ll circle around and 

meet you at the loch.”

The loch. Yes. “Sgàilean also dislike water — they can’t move 

through it or over it. Tell everyone to go to the loch; they’ll be safe 

as long as they’re standing in the water.”

Aileen nods and bolts. It’s only after she’s gone that I realize I 

don’t know how to get to the loch from here. I’ll worry about that 

later. I go the opposite way from her, shouting at everyone I pass 

to fi nd lanterns and head for the water, but people aren’t listening 

to me; they’re too caught up in their own hysteria. The whispers 

are drawing nearer. My heart is rampaging. Every shadow is a 

potential threat. I should be trying harder to warn everyone, but 

the darkness is too much.

I run. I don’t know where, I’m just running, anywhere, away.

I raise the lantern above my head so that its light fully cov-

ers me. It bounces around with every stride. The wind slips in, 

ambushing the fl ame and almost putting it out. I lower the lantern 

for as long as I dare, holding it close to my body until the fl ame 

regains its strength; it’s all that’s keeping me alive.

I thought I was heading in the direction of the loch, but 

nothing looks familiar. People are still shouting throughout the 

enclave, but there’s nobody nearby. I’m lost.

Something snags my ankle, causing me to trip. The lantern 

falls out of my hands. Don’t go out, don’t go out. I scramble to 

retrieve it. The light is dim, but it’s still there. I keep running, 

aware now that there are sgàilean all around me, keeping pace, 
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slinking through the grass just outside the lantern’s glow. Their 

whispering is even wilder than I remember, like a hungry tide 

devouring sand.

I’m so distracted that I almost run straight into a tree. It’s 

the meeting tree which Aileen and I were in yesterday evening. 

It’s nowhere near the loch, so I’ve come in completely the wrong 

direction. Can sgàilean climb trees? Of course they can: they’re 

able to slide across any solid surface. All the same, I start to climb. 

A few steps up, my foot slips, and I’m back at the bottom. The 

whispers circle me, the sound unbearable. I scream and shout for 

help, but I know no one’s coming.

The glow from the lantern is getting smaller. It’s running out 

of oil. It’s no longer bright enough to cover the whole of my body. 

I press my back into the trunk of the tree and move the lamp 

in erratic circles in front of me. The bark digs into my shoul-

der blades. The smell of burnt metal drifts through the air. The 

sgàilean are poised on all sides, waiting for the fl ame to burn itself 

out. Every now and then, one of them makes a snatch for one of 

my limbs, deterred at the last moment by a quick fl ick of the lamp. 

I bite my lip so hard it bleeds.

Then one of the sgàilean gets me. It grabs hold of my left elbow 

and digs in with the pain of a thousand needles. I swing the lantern 

at it, except I can’t tell exactly where it is, so I’m swinging blind. 

The lantern slams into the tree trunk and shatters the moment it 

hits. I sense the sgàilean freeze, as if holding a collective breath. 

But the fi re hasn’t gone out. The little oil that was left spreads 

onto the tree trunk, and the fi re leaps across with it, gorging on its 

newfound fuel. Within moments, the whole tree is ablaze.
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The sgàilean disperse at once. I take a couple of steps away 

from the fi re and collapse onto the grass. I’m safe; they’re gone. 

For now.

The tree is so large that the fi re is visible from the whole 

enclave. People fl ock to it, attracted by the safety of its fl ames. 

The fi rst to arrive praise me for my quick thinking. I nod without 

smiling. I have no intention of admitting that I started the fi re by 

accident. Others from Clann-na-Bruthaich lament the destruction 

of the tree in unnecessarily loud voices, discussing what it means 

for the future of their people. Someone even has the kindness to 

tell me that Kenrick will almost certainly punish me for my vandal-

ism. I don’t really care — I’m just glad to be alive.

There’s lots of speculation about how the sgàilean could have 

arrived on Skye and why they’re attacking us now, when they didn’t 

in Norveg. A couple of people ask my opinion, but I don’t have any 

answers for them. 

Despite the heat raging from the tree, we huddle beneath it, 

waiting out the long night until the sun starts to rise.

DAWN IS STICKY, LIKE COLD OATS. I  ASK IF SOMEONE WILL 

take me to the loch, but there are no volunteers, even though I 

insist the sgàilean will have retreated now that the sun has risen. 

In the end, we compromise, and two women agree to take me, 

under the protection of some fl aming branches. In truth, I’m hap-

pier that we have fi re with us too.

It’s a misty morning, making everything in the enclave seem 

less real. We pass abandoned weapons and broken lanterns — items 

~~~~~~~~
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that were discarded during the struggle. I’m grateful to the mist 

for hiding the majority of what occurred.

Dew from the grass seeps into my boots, and by the time we 

reach the loch, my toes have gone numb. I’m heartened, how-

ever, by the number of people standing in the shallows. Aileen 

must have spread the word fast enough to save the majority of our 

clan. I strain to check and, yes, she’s there, along with Agatha and 

Maistreas Eilionoir. They’re shivering, but alive.

Catriona wades forward as I approach.

“Someone burned our tree,” she says.

I drop the branch I’m holding into the loch. The fl ames wither 

away with a sharp hiss.

“Yes,” I say, unable to look her in the face. “That was me . . .”

“We’ll deal with your crime later. Right now, I need to hear 

everything you know about these shadows.”

She’s standing too close to me, her jaw tight.

“Where’s Kenrick?” I ask.

She doesn’t answer my question. “Come with me,” she says. I 

do as I’m told and follow her away from the loch.

An emergency meeting is called in the bothan we used yes-

terday, with the same people in attendance. All except Kenrick. 

Agatha sits on her own and refuses to speak to me when I ask if 

she’s okay. It doesn’t take me long to discover why.

“Kenrick is dead,” Catriona starts. “The shadows took him. I 

watched them drag away his broken body with my own eyes. He 

is not the only loss from last night, and the girl who caused it all 

is sitting right here among us. If you’re looking for someone to 
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blame, there she is.” She points at Agatha with a rigid arm.

Agatha nearly falls over in her haste to stand up. “It’s not my 

fault, it’s y-yours!” she says. “You shouldn’t have— taken the neck-

lace in the— fi rst place. It wasn’t yours and you sh-shouldn’t have 

taken it.”

All eyes are on Catriona now. She addresses everyone.

“It’s true I took the amulet from the Scotian queen — I slipped 

it from her neck while we were still in Norveg. I have no shame in 

my actions; it contained the greatest weapon we have ever known. 

Yet this woman”— she gestures to Maistreas Eilionoir —“was plan-

ning to throw it in the ocean. Another example of weak leadership.”

“It is riddled with the darkest blood magic,” says Maistreas 

Eilionoir. “I should not need to remind you that magic is not dùth. 

That necklace has no place on this island.”

“It was our protection,” spits Catriona, “in case the deamhain 

should return. Have you forgotten so soon the threat they repre-

sent? Their attack on our enclave is scoured into every fi ber of my 

being: the people we lost that day, the amount we have suffered 

since . . . There was no way I was going to leave us vulnerable to 

another invasion. The necklace was our insurance against that. A 

true leader would have recognized its necessity.”

“A true leader would not have been so reckless,” says Maistreas 

Eilionoir.

“It would have been safe under my protection had that retarch

not tried to steal it.”

“You will not speak of her like that.” Maistreas Eilionoir’s 

voice booms. She stands up to add extra weight to her words. “Do 

I really have to keep reminding you that if it weren’t for Agatha, 
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you would all still be locked away in the bowels of a mountain.”

“Do I have to keep reminding you that this is our home. Do not our

outstay your welcome.”

The two women stare at each other for an uncomfortable 

amount of time. It is Lenox who breaks the silence.

“We are not here to lay blame,” he says. “Rather, to decide 

what must be done. Come nightfall, the sgàilean will return, and 

we need to be prepared.”

“Correct,” says Catriona, still staring at Maistreas Eilionoir. 

“Jaime, you know more about these creatures than anyone. Why 

did they attack us now, when they didn’t in the mountain? I was 

told they only hurt people with foreign blood.”

My cheeks fl ush as everyone turns their heads toward me.

“I . . . I don’t know,” I say. My throat feels like it’s full of this-

tles, making it diffi cult to get the words out. “They’ve changed 

somehow. Maybe because of Queen Nathara? Because she died, 

I mean.” Catriona is still staring at me, so I keep talking. “The 

sgàilean were made to serve the royal family, and Nathara was 

the last one alive. The shadows stayed at Dunnottar Castle — 

even after the plague killed everyone else in Scotia — because of 

her; the magic that created them tethered them to her somehow. 

But now that she’s gone, they don’t have anyone to serve. Maybe 

the rules that bound them died when Nathara did.” I raise my 

shoulders to my ears. “That’s only a guess, though.”

“How do we destroy them?” Catriona asks.

“I don’t know,” I say.

“Then how do we get them back in the amulet?”

“I don’t know that, either. . . . Nathara had a special phrase she 
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used to say, but I . . . can’t remember what it was. And I’m not sure 

they’d listen to anyone but her.”

Catriona exhales sharply through her nose. “Some use you 

are,” she says.

Hot beads of sweat gather around the base of my neck. “Well. 

There is one person . . . who might be able to help.”

“Oh?”

“Um. I don’t know but . . . there was a man. He called himself 

the Badhbh.”

“The Badhbh? What sort of a name is that? Who is he?”

“He’s the one who made the sgàilean, with King Balfour. I 

found his diary in Dunnottar Castle. He’s one of the few people 

to survive the plague, so he could still be alive. If he is, he might 

know how to stop them.”

“How do we fi nd him?” All of Catriona’s questions come out 

as a bark.

“I . . .” I hate myself for having to give the same answer yet 

again. “I don’t know.”

Catriona looks like she might spit at my feet. Or on my face.

“His last diary entry said he was going to travel west,” I say. “So 

maybe he’s somewhere . . . west?”

“The whole of Scotia is west of Dunnottar,” she says. “That 

doesn’t help us in the slightest. He could be anywhere. If he’s even 

still alive. The plague was over forty years ago; anything could have 

happened to him since then. Anyone have any useful suggestions?”

I shrink into my chair as another wave of heat rushes to my 

cheeks.

“We should send runners to the other Skye clans without 
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delay,” says Maistreas Eilionoir. “They need as much warning as 

possible in order to prepare their defenses for tonight. As for here, 

we should erect fi res around the entire enclave with enough wood 

to burn through the night. The fi res will protect us until we dis-

cover how to make the sgàilean return to the necklace.”

Catriona sucks in her hollow cheeks. “Wait,” she says. “We 

can use the sgàilean to our advantage. We know about their exis-

tence and we know how to protect ourselves from them. Once we 

share this information with our allies — the other clans on Skye —

then the shadows will have no one left to attack except the Raasay 

islanders. The sgàilean will clear out your enclave for you, leaving 

you free to return.”

There’s a moment of silence, then Maistreas Eilionoir replies, 

“What you’re suggesting is mass murder.”

“Is it really any different from what you suggested yesterday: 

storming the enclave and killing everyone yourself?”

“That is not what I suggested. I proposed a show of force to 

convince them to surrender. That’s completely different. And if 

our advance did lead to battle, we would kill only their leaders and 

anyone who tried to stop us. All other lives would be spared.”

“Do you want your home back or not?” Catriona scowls. “This 

is the perfect solution.”

“There are children in that enclave. Innocent lives,” says 

Lenox.

He’s right. It’ll be full of children just like Lileas, the girl 

from Raasay who I was forced to marry. The girl I failed. I imag-

ine a whole group of children playing, and every one of them has 

her face.
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“Also there is H-Hector and— and Edme,” says Agatha. “They 

are Lileas’s parents and they are nice people and kind. Lileas told 

me.”

Catriona acts as if Agatha hasn’t spoken. “These people chose 

their fate the moment they took over your enclave. Do you think 

they cared about your children? Or what the deamhain would do your

to them? Of course they didn’t. So I don’t know why you’re so 

eager to offer them your mercy. This is exactly the kind of strong 

leadership I have been talking about — the diffi cult decisions that 

must be made.” She sweeps her hair back from her forehead. “We 

have no time to vote with stones, so let’s see a show of hands. 

All those in favor of not warning the Raasay islanders about the 

sgàilean, vote now.”

One by one, hands start to rise throughout the room, all of 

them belonging to people from Clann-na-Bruthaich. A few shoot 

up with confi dence. Others drift up after some intense staring from 

Catriona. It’s incredible to witness the power she has over them.

My hand stays pressed against my leg. I’ve seen what sgàilean 

do to people. Every time I close my eyes, the memories are there. 

It was my idea to take the shadows to Norveg, and while I don’t 

regret that decision as such, I can’t vote to infl ict that fate upon 

anyone else. The chiefs of Raasay are our enemies, but not every-

one there is.

“And all those against?” Catriona sounds bored with the 

formality.

I am the fi rst person to put my hand up, closely followed by 

Agatha. Maistreas Eilionoir, Lenox, and a few people from Clann-

na-Bruthaich also raise their hands.
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“You don’t get to vote,” Catriona snaps at Agatha. “Not that it 

makes any difference. With only seven votes against, it is agreed: 

the people of Raasay are not to be warned about the sgàilean.”

“No!” shouts Agatha. Her chair clatters to the fl oor as she 

leaps from her seat. “You are wrong. You can’t d-do this.”

I agree with her — of course I do — yet I remain in my seat, 

staring at the fl oor. My whole body has shut down, my thoughts 

turned to nothing.

“We can do this, and we will,” Catriona says. “And don’t for-

get: the sgàilean are only a threat because of your stupidity.”

“It’s you who is— stupid!” Agatha’s fi sts are two tight balls. She 

roars in frustration and kicks her chair, then marches out of the 

bothan. Catriona watches her go with a fl icker of a smirk on her 

face. Just when I thought I couldn’t despise her any more.

“As I was saying,” says Catriona, “the consensus is clear: we 

will not seek to contain the sgàilean until the Raasay islanders 

have been destroyed. Leig leis.”

“Leig leis,” echo most of the people in the room.

“Let’s hope they do it soon,” says Catriona, once again look-

ing at Maistreas Eilionoir. “The sooner you leave our enclave, the 

better.”
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SIGRID

“THERE’S NOTHING QUITE LIKE THE SMELL OF THE OPEN 

sea,” ses Konge Grímr. He’s talkin more to himself than to me. 

“Tell me what that looks like.”

He made me describe it to him yesterday and all, and the day 

before that, and it hasn’t changed none since then.

“There’s loadsa water,” I say. “Evrywhere . . . Your Supremacy.” 

I gotta call him that, even though it’s hek skap.

“I need more than that,” he ses. He always wants more. I’m not 

good at describin.

“I can’t see nothin but water. I don’t know what else you want 

me to say. It’s all movin about up and down. And it’s blue.”

“What kind of blue?” he says.

“Miserable blue,” I say.

His mouth twitches a little at that. “Better,” he ses.

It was the bats what ripped out his eyes — the white bats what 

live in Sterkr Fjall. They got him durin the fi ght with the people 
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from overseas. He’s hek fi ery about it and all, talks about it all the 

time and I haven’t got no choice but to listen.

He starts walkin toward the front of the boat. Wind Serpent. 

That’s the boat’s name. He uses the sides to guide him, and I’ve 

gotta follow cuz of the skap trappin chain what’s tied on my 

wrist. The other end is tied to the king’s so evrywhere he goes, I 

go too. Sept when he’s washin or wastin, of course. When he’s 

doin that, I’m left chained outside, but I still gotta hear it and 

smell it and all.

I’ve been chained to him for a week now. Ever since the moun-

tain. Ever since my mother — my own mother . . .

I never want to see her again. She’s nothin to me now. How 

could she do it? Send me away, chained to this grotfi end? I bet 

she’s already necked the money they paid her. She’d better hope 

I never see her again, cuz if I do there isn’t no sayin what I’d do.

They never let me say goodbye to Granpa Halvor; that’s what 

makes me most fi ery. What if my mother doesn’t tell him the truth 

about where I’m gone and he never knows what happened to me? 

Right now, I don’t know if I’ll ever go home again. All I know is 

we’re goin to Ingland, which is a diffrunt country a long ways over 

the sea. I don’t know why we’re goin there. I hear a lot of things 

bein chained to the king all the day, but he hasn’t never mentioned 

why we’re goin where we’re goin.

This is my life now, and it’s a hek wreckmess of a one. I tried 

breakin out of the chain. Course I did. But it’s stuck hek tight, and 

Konge Grímr is dirty clever and always hides the keys too far away 

for reachin.
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He stops in a sudden and I’m so busy thinkin about my mess 

of a life that I nearly crash into him. We’re close to the front of the 

boat now, on the platform above the open deck. Most of evryone 

else is rowin beneath us. It’s cold. It’s not spewin no more, but it 

looks like it might start again soon. I don’t like bein on the boat. 

My stomach feels like a dead fi sh the whole time. Three days we’ve 

been on the sea and it’s not gettin no better.

“Róhh! Róhh! Róhh!” shouts the man at the front. He’s keepin 

evryone rowin in time.

Konge Grímr reaches out with his hand to fi nd my head. His 

rank scraggin fi ngers poke about until they locate my ear and then 

he leans in and whispers, “Look at all the people below. Is anyone 

rowing out of time? Who’s not exerting themselves as much as the 

others? Tell me what you see.”

I look at the hundred or more men and women rowin together 

as one. They’re sweatin and strainin their nashers. When they see 

me lookin, they start rowin even harder, like they know what the 

king asked me, like they know I’m spyin for him.

“Róhh! Róhh! Róhh!” the man keeps shoutin.

“Evryone’s rowin good,” I say.

“Very well,” ses Konge Grímr. “As it should be.”

“They’re sweatin rivers cuz they know I’m watchin,” I say. 

“They’re scared of you.”

“No,” Konge Grímr ses. “They’re scared of you. They know 

you’ll tell me the truth.” He twists his back, makin his spine go 

click. “Why do you think, out of everyone in that room, I chose you 

to be my eyes? A meeker, more placid child would have been much 

easier to control, less likely to cause trouble . . . But I needed my 
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people to know that my new eyes were ruthless, that they would 

not hold back, that they would not be scared to speak up if they 

witnessed someone trying to deceive me. That little display you 

gave in the mountain was a perfect demonstration. You’re more 

like me than you realize.” Well, that isn’t no compliment, that’s 

for hek sure. I’m not nothin like this grotweasel. “It was the right 

decision to choose you . . . wasn’t it?” he asks me.

“Yes,” I say, cuz what else am I sposed to say to that?

“Good,” ses Konge Grímr. “Because if you ever betray me, I 

will crush you with my own bare hands. Don’t ever forget that.”

I swallow nothin and turn out front, facin the water. There’s 

a grizzlin wind what’s splashin my face with seadrops. In front 

of me, a bulkin great sea dragon looms up outta the front of the 

boat, with fl owers and swirlins carved in its neck. It’s sposed to 

stop monsters from attackin. Granpa Halvor must’ve told me that. 

Can’t see what no hunk of wood’s gunna do to save us — carved up 

all pretty or not — but there you go.

“I’ve had enough air. Take me back to the cabin,” ses Konge 

Grímr.

The cabin is the inside part where the king sleeps. I hold his 

elbow like how he taught me and lead him to it. On the way, we 

walk past the ugly giant man with the scar, Bolverk. He’s not 

rowin; he’s the leader of Konge Grímr’s invasion force, so he 

doesn’t have to. He’s the king’s favorite, I reckon. He stands there 

watchin me with a mad-fox snarl. I haven’t never felt so hated by 

one person before. He’s still skapped I kicked his leg when we 

were in the mountain, specially cuz it made evryone else laugh. 

He points at me and then puts his fi nger across his neck like he’s 
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sayin he’s gunna kill me. I spit at his feet to show I’m not scared.

“Who spat?” ses Konge Grímr.

I shouldn’t of done that. The king’s askin me, but Bolverk 

answers. “It was me, Your Supremacy. Forgive me. I didn’t see you 

walking past.”

“I’m the one with no eyes,” ses Konge Grímr. “I suggest you 

use yours better in the future.”

“Of course, Your Supremacy.”

Why’d Bolverk lie about the spittin? Does he think I owe him 

somethin now or what? I don’t owe him nothin.

Konge Grímr hits my shoulder, impatient to keep walkin. 

Bolverk doesn’t stop lookin at me for one blink as we go past.

AT NIGHT, KONGE GRÍMR MAKES ME SLEEP NEXT TO HIM, 

on the fl oor. It’s hek freezin. I don’t even have no blanket or nothin. 

Even when we’re sleepin, I’m still chained to him, so evry time he 

moves he’s pullin on my arm and jostlin, which isn’t no way to get 

a good night’s nappin. I haven’t slept proply in days. Not since my 

own mother let them take me away to the end of the world on this 

harsk skittin boat.

There’s a tear snakin down my face, but I’m not cryin. I wanna 

visit Granpa Halvor. I want him to make me sweetmilk and tell me 

tales of Mal-Rakki, and promise evrythin’s gunna be okay. But it’s 

not. His shack is a long ways away now. A hek long ways. I slide 

my hand into my pocket and touch the stone what’s in there. It’s 

the one from the plum what Granpa Halvor gave me. I’ve still got 

it. I’m never throwin it away. I hold it tight in my hand and pray to 

Øden for sleep to come.
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Somethin wakes me. I musta dozed off. First I’m thinkin Konge 

Grímr was pullin on the chain in his sleep again, but he’s still on 

his side and the chain’s hangin slack. Musta been somethin else. 

It’s dark in the cabin so I can’t see almost nothin. I squint into 

the blackness. Was that somethin movin? A shadow by the win-

dow? Maybe a death shadow, like the ones what killed evryone in 

the mountain? Well, not evryone, cuz the king’s not dead, is he? 

More’s poor to me. I keep thinkin about the shadows ever since 

Granpa Halvor told me about them. No one knows what happened 

to them after the fi ght. They could of left the mountain and hid on 

this boat. They could be in the walls right now.

Somethin moves again. There’s defi nitely somethin in the 

cabin with us. I sit up, careful not to make the chain rattle. Maybe 

I should wake Konge Grímr? I’m sposed to be his eyes, after all. 

What if whatever’s in the room’s plannin on killin him dead?

Too late. The shadow leaps forward and there’s a great smackin 

pwok! right over my mouth. Somethin’s holdin me around my 

waist, tight as a thunderclap. I’m strugglin but there isn’t no way 

I’m gettin free.

“Where are the keys?” someone whispers. Not shadows, then. 

Someone who wants to take me away, but why do they wanna do that?

“Check above the bed,” ses a diffrunt voice. Two people, one 

man one woman.

“Got it.”

There’s a rattle of the keys and then they start unlockin the 

chain. They’re tryin to be quiet, but they’re doin a bad job of it. If 

Konge Grímr wakes up they’re gunna be in hek trouble. I dunno 

if I want him to wake or not. Am I safer chained to him or in the 
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hands of these strangers? The skittin handslap is still tight over 

my mouth, so there isn’t nothin I can do to wake the king even if I 

wanted to. The chain falls off of my wrist. The disappearin weight 

is a straightaways relief. Underneath, the skin on my wrist stings 

raw. The people drag me out in a stumble sorta way.

Once we’re outside, the wind hits me bamsmack in my eyes 

and it’s hek chills. I’m dragged around to the back of the boat 

where there’s a group of four or fi ve people.

“We got her,” ses the man who’s holdin me. His voice is 

drunken. I got lots of experience in tellin when someone’s been 

neckin. There’s a cheer. They’ve all been neckin.

“What should we do with her?” ses the woman what took me.

A man steps forward. Bolverk. I shoulda guessed it would be 

him. It was hek stupid antagonizin him like I did. I was thinkin as 

long as I was tied to the king he wouldn’t be able to do nothin to 

me, but I hadn’t thought on him stealin me away like this.

“Hello, little raven,” he ses to me. It’s not the fi rst time he’s 

called me that. I hate it. He only ses it to mock my messed-up 

face. He leans in. His blue-inked lips peel back to show a mouth-

ful of harsk yellow teeth. “Still think it was clever spitting at me 

earlier?” So that’s why he took the blame: he wanted to punish 

me himself. I don’t say nothin. I’m not apologizin. “I’m not sure 

if you’ve noticed, but you’re not very popular on this boat. People 

think you’re spying on them. And they’re right, aren’t they? The 

king’s eyes, the king’s spy, constantly whispering in his ear, telling 

him what you see, and maybe a few things that you don’t. You 

could be telling him anything, turning him against us. I don’t trust 

you. None of us do. Konge Grímr is a great man, but he made a 
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poor decision choosing you. Who knows what fi lth you’re fi lling 

his head with?”

“I haven’t told him nothin but what I’ve seen,” I say.

“Well, you won’t be telling him anything anymore. Throw her 

overboard.”

“Wait! No —” But before I can say another crumb, that heavy, 

fat slap is over my mouth again.

They can’t throw me overboard. I can’t swim. If I go over, I’ll 

drown.

The one who’s holdin me is pullin me to the side. I’m strugglin 

to break free, but there isn’t no room for movin. We’re at the edge 

now, and I see the water below. It’s black, tipped with shinin glints 

like fi sh scales. I’m lifted off the deck and my head’s tilted back. 

For a moment all I see is stars, a hundred thousand stars or more. 

So many stars that the sky is more star than sky. It’s the most 

beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.

“Goodbye, little raven,” ses Bolverk, jerkin my attention back 

to what’s about to happen.

The man holdin me shoves me over the edge. The stars are a 

swirlin blur as I fall into the water.
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AGATHA

IT IS NOT MY FAULT. I  WAS TRYING TO DO THE GOOD 

thing. Catriona is the bad one. She shouldn’t have taken the Nice 

Queen Nathara’s necklace and she shouldn’t have worn it and if it 

wasn’t for her none of this would have happened.

Now the shadow things are on the island and we can’t stop 

them. Also Catriona does not want to stop them. It is her plan to 

let them go to our enclave and kill the people there. Some of the 

Raasay people are bad ones and it is right that the shadow things 

should get them but some of the Raasay people are good ones so 

it is sad. 

I am outside Maistreas Eilionoir’s bothan which is where I was 

walking. She summoned me which means she wants to see me. 

I think she is going to tell me off for making the shadow things 

come out or maybe punish me. I do not want to be punished. I 

knock on the door and she says “enter” so I go in. She is sitting on 

the fl oor with her legs crossed.

“Hello, Maistreas Eilionoir,” I say.
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“Agatha,” she says. “Sit.” She does not look happy.

I sit.

“What you did last night was beyond foolish. You put the lives 

of every single person in this enclave at risk.”

“I — ” I try to say more, but she does not let me.

“You made terrible decisions, acted impulsively, and did not 

think through the consequences.” My head is sad. I do not like 

Maistreas Eilionoir to say what she is saying. “As punishment, you 

are forbidden on the wall until further notice.”

“That’s not fair!”

“Silence! Instead, you are to walk around the outside of the 

enclave and count how many paces it is in its entirety.”

“No,” I say. “I don’t want to do that and I won’t d-do it.” It 

sounds like a boring job and a not important one.

“Yes, you will. Because I am your elder and I am telling you 

that’s what you must do. To determine how best to defend our-

selves from the sgàilean we need to know the exact size of the 

enclave. So you will go outside and count the paces. Understood?” 

I do understand but I do not tell her yes. “The sgàilean are a risk 

to all of us now, not just you.”

What does she mean not just me? Maybe she’s talking about 

what Knútr the nasty deamhan said when the shadow things tried 

to get me on the ship. He said I am a foreign person like him but 

he was wrong.

“I am not a f-foreign person,” I say.

Maistreas Eilionoir’s forehead is crinkles. “Why do you say that?”

“I am from Clann-a-Tuath and from Skye.”

“Of course you are.”
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I do not want to ask it because what if the answer is bad? I 

have to ask it. “Knútr the nasty deamhan said I am a foreign per-

son. Why did he say that? He said it’s why the shadow things tried 

to g-get me on the— boat.”

Maistreas Eilionoir is still for a long time so I think that maybe 

she has fallen asleep with her eyes open or is dead. But then I 

know she is not dead because she says, “You are Clann-a-Tuath. 

You always have been and you always will be. However, there is a 

small grain of truth in his words. As you know, it is toirmisgte to 

speak of who your birth parents are, but perhaps — given the cur-

rent threat we are under — it is necessary to say this much: your 

birth mother is a member of our clan, but she fell in love with the 

wrong man — a foreigner. Their affair was brief, and you are the 

result of it. No one else is aware of what occurred between the two 

of them, and I suggest you keep it that way.”

My eyes are popping out big big. “But what—? Who was—? I 

am still Clann-a-Tuath. You said it. It doesn’t mean I’m a— a f-for-

eign person. Who was the foreigner man? Where was he— from?” 

I have lots of questions and they are all whirry in my head.

“Enough,” says Maistreas Eilionoir. “You know very well it is 

forbidden to ask such questions. Every woman in this clan is your 

mother, and every man is your father. You should think no more 

about it. I mentioned your parentage only because not knowing it 

almost got you killed once before, and I wouldn’t want that to hap-

pen again. But right now, the sgàilean appear to be attacking us all, 

regardless of our blood, so what I need from you is to go outside and 

do as I have instructed. You are to ask no more on the subject, nor 

speak about it to anyone else. Understand? Not now, and not ever.”


