
	Doing the right thing isn’t easy when you don’t know what it is.

	 

	 

	Ash’s friend Rowan is having a baby that just might be his (if he could only remember). He has no idea how to help her. Meanwhile, her cousin Hazel provides some undemanding distraction while Genista the hillfayre girl teases him with possibilities beyond his reach. What with helping his dour father at the charburn, being troubled by three women and dealing with an unexpected stepmother, Ash is thoroughly confused. It doesn’t help that he thinks he looks a bit like a sad frog and usually smells of charcoal.
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	Down the path to the circle,

	singing the summer’s song,

	furze and broom in the sleepy air

	crowning the queen with the braided hair

	dancing the summer along

	singing the circle song…

	 


Chapter One: Charburn

	 

	 

	Ash Coleman had been watching the charburn all day. It was a task he was well used to, and it gave him no pleasure. Watching the burn was dull, but it did not do to let his attention wander. The turves had to be piled or raked back and wet down in sequence. If the fire grew too fierce, then the charcoal would burn away. If it waned, the char would be of a poor quality. In either case, his father would be angry.

	Ash eyed a wisp of smoke that rose from the pile. If it billowed up, he would need to damp the turf. He hoped it would wait a little, while he ate his bannock and drank his buttermilk. Food eaten from smoke-soured hands never tasted right.

	“Come Summerfeste

	I’ll be confessed,

	for whom I love today…” a voice sang on the path beyond the charburn. “Faugh, what a smell! It makes my teeth ache.”

	“Hello, Hazel,” Ash said.

	He gestured a greeting as Hazel Roseward came gingerly past the charburn but glanced furtively beyond her in case Rowan Amhill might be keeping her cousin company. He had not seen Rowan since the day at Thorny Ford when he’d invited her to partner him at Summerfeste. The festival was in just a few days, and he had not had an answer.

	“I’m on my own,” Hazel said, apparently interpreting his glance. She came to sit beside him, fanning some smoke out of her way. “Did you hear about what happened at the market yesterday, Ash?”

	He shook his head. “No. I know something did, because Da was put out when he came home.”

	He didn’t add that Teak had reeked of ale and had given him a buffet when he’d tried to help him to bed. Luckily, Teak’s aim had been off, and Ash was used to ducking, so the blow had merely grazed his jaw.

	“Is your da home, then?” Hazel’s usually merry face took on a nervous expression as she glanced at the hut.

	It pained Ash to know his friends feared and distrusted his father, but he couldn’t blame them. He felt much the same way.

	“Da’s home, but he won’t wake for a while yet,” he said, as casually as he could. He rubbed his eyes, which he knew from experience would be red-rimmed with weariness and blackened with soot. “He’ll wake when the burn is finished.” He turned away from Hazel’s pity. He made his voice bright as he said, “So, what was it all about?”

	Hazel settled in for a good gossip. “I wasn’t there myself, but Bloss Stepwater was. She’s overnighting with her mam until after Summerfeste.”

	Ash nodded. He knew Bellheather Stepwater rather too well. She was a kind woman, but she was also a gossip and a wag-tongue. It followed that her daughter could be equally good at gathering information and equally adept at spreading it.

	Hazel went on, “Bloss was at the market with her man. She said she saw Rowan there. She almost didn’t recognise her, because of the scars, you know. It’s odd. I know they’re bad, but I hardly notice them anymore, do you?”

	“I notice them,” Ash said.

	Hazel looked at him with obvious astonishment. “I thought you were her friend?”

	“I am her friend. But she never forgets the scars, so how can I?” He shook his head impatiently as Hazel drew an indignant breath. “Go on with what you’re saying,” he said.

	Hazel frowned, then continued, “Bloss said a fairy man was at the market. He’d been to the alewain, and drunk too much, she said. I don’t think that’s likely though, do you? They don’t carry purses, so how would he have paid for it?”

	Ash resisted the temptation to give Hazel a shake. She was a lovely girl, but she did talk such a lot and she had a habit of wandering from the point. She was only a few months younger than her cousin, Rowan, but she seemed so much more.

	“Never mind how he paid for the ale, or even if he paid for it. Tell me what happened.”

	“He was really odd, the fairy man. You know how they don’t talk to any of us? Well, except the one Rowan is in love with. I mean, he must talk to her sometimes, because you can’t be in love with someone who eyes you as if you were an earwig and never opens his mouth, can you? He—I mean, the one at the market, not the one Ro—”

	“What?” Ash grabbed Hazel’s wrist, and she cried out in surprise. “Sorry,” he said, noting the smudged dark prints his fingers had left on her bare skin. He should probably offer her a kerchief, but that would make the smudges worse. “Is Rowan still watching for that fairy?”

	“Not the one at the market. I wasn’t talking about him.” Hazel broke off to have a good stare at him. “Ash, are you feeling all right? You look awfully tired. Has your father been beating you?”

	“My father doesn’t beat me. I’ve been awake all night, that’s all.” Ash waved away her concern. “Hazel, never mind the market. Listen to me and do try to stick to the point. Is Rowan still trying to find that fairy?”

	“I don’t know. Honestly, I don’t. She comes to the forest sometimes, but I’m not following her again, not after what she said to me last time. I thought she was going to knock me down. Anyway, the fairy who had the ale at the market was a different one. He wasn’t as handsome, and he didn’t seem well, so Bloss said. Do you want to hear what happened or not?”

	“Go on,” Ash said.

	“Bloss said he met Pine Hemlock and a younger man… I should think it was Lucerne, wouldn’t you? Those two are often together, and one of them’s as bad as the other.”

	Ash grunted assent. He knew the young men she meant and agreed with her assessment.

	“The fairy man walked past them. He was wobbling, Bloss said, and they’d drunk too much as well. One of them knocked him down flat. The fairy man was angry, and he cast a spell on them!” Hazel’s eyes grew even more luminous with excitement.

	Ash scoffed at her, though not unkindly. “Fairies don’t cast spells, Hazel. That’s just a tale they put about to keep us frightened.”

	“Oh, is that so? How do you know they don’t?”

	“Have you ever seen a fairy cast a spell?”

	“No.”

	“Neither have I, or anyone. They’re weak, and besides, they never take any notice of us.”

	“Except to regard us as earwigs. I know, but Bloss said she saw this one do it. He called the men a rude name and stared at them and moved his hand, and then the green sheaf came tumbling down from the sheafwain, just like that!” She snapped her fingers. “Bloss thought at first one of them—not Pine, the other one—had died. Lots of people said so, and they called murder on the fairy man, but then later on they found out the man was just mazed.”

	“That sounds like a may tale to me,” Ash said.

	“Mullein was there. Ask her if you don’t believe what Bloss told me. Or ask your da. He was there, too. Bloss said he grabbed the shaft-horse right out of the wain. He jumped on its back and then he got lots of people to go and chase the fairy. They wanted to stop him from getting back to the hill. They were still crying murder on him, you see, because of thinking the other one…Lucerne. That’s his name, I’m sure. They still thought he was dead.”

	Ash screwed up his face in dismay. If Teak had done something so foolish as what Hazel reported, he must be getting worse. He had always hated the fairies, calling them useless leeches, among other things, but as far as Ash knew he had never attacked one before, let alone tried to incite anyone else to do so. “I hope Da didn’t catch him?”

	“Bloss didn’t know, but I don’t think so, do you? You know what they’re like. They slip off like lizards. First you see them and then you glance away and then they’re not there anymore. Just like trout. Anyway, your da was awfully wild, and so was the sheafwainer when he tried to get his shaft-horse back. Your da called him a fairysacker and tried to knock him over.”

	There was some relish in Hazel’s voice, but Ash thought she was trying to soften it for his benefit.

	“Didn’t you ask Rowan?” he asked.

	“Ask Ro what? She’s not really talking to me.”

	“You said Bloss saw her at the market, so didn’t you ask her about the fairy and the sheafwain?”

	“I haven’t seen her today,” Hazel said in a tone that suggested she hoped she wouldn’t see her cousin any time soon. “Ash…is that little fire supposed to be there?”

	Ash snapped his attention to the charburn and leapt to damp and pile the turves. The resulting gush of acrid vapours sent Hazel coughing into retreat, and she called farewell without returning to the burn-side.

	Ash was quite glad she had gone. Despite his assurance that his father would not wake until the burn was done, he knew Teak had a sixth sense for flare-outs. He had this one under control with no harm done, but that wouldn’t save him from Teak’s heavy hand. Ash was more or less resigned to the occasional beating, since it was no more than the lot of most apprentices, but he didn’t care to have Hazel witness it. The blows were bad enough, but it also hurt Ash to have Teak diminish himself so much in front of his friends.

	If a man cannot govern his temper, how can he be fit to govern anything else?

	His mam, Thrift, had said that often enough, usually when Teak had begun raging over someone or something. Teak had never beaten him when Thrift was alive. He’d never beaten Thrift, either. She was a strong woman from Cliffbloom and she would never have stood for it. Besides, Teak had loved her. Teak’s misery when she’d died had been so terrible Ash had feared he might die of it and leave him quite alone. He hadn’t died, but his softer feelings had.

	Another tongue of flame appeared, and Ash pounced and damped it down. The sun was waning, and soon, mercifully, he would be able to rake out the burn and set it to cool. After that, he could sleep.

	“You let it flare,” a heavy voice said, and Ash jumped.

	“All’s well, Da.”

	“Just as well.” Teak had come out of the hut and was standing unshaven and heavy-eyed, yawning and scratching his chest. “Who was here just now?” he added.

	“Hazel Roseward.” There was no point in denying it. Teak’s sixth sense extended to knowing when Ash told fibs or even partial truths.

	Teak sniffed. “Was it just her, or did she have that sly bit of Con Amhill’s along?”

	Ash hated it when Teak said things like that, but he had learned long ago that objecting made it worse. He shook his head. “She was on her own.”

	“What did she want with you?”

	“I don’t think she wanted anything, Da. She was passing and came to talk a bit.”

	“’S long as talk’s all she wanted.” Teak pointed his thick forefinger right at Ash’s chest. “You watch yourself, boy, if you go haysacking with that one.”

	“I won’t go haysacking with Hazel. She’s a child,” Ash said.

	“She’ll be eighteen before Leafdown.” Teak rasped his chin with his thumb, and Ash wondered how he knew Hazel’s age so nearly. He wouldn’t have bet much on Teak knowing his age.

	“She seems younger,” he said.

	“So she should. She’s been coddled and gentled along all her life. You could have her, if you wanted, but it would have to be proper.”

	Ash almost said he didn’t want her properly or improperly, but he restrained himself. His father seemed to have recovered his temper and was nodding in self-congratulation.

	Teak added, “She’s a smart little thing, and pretty. You can afford to take a Hillgifter as your wife, Ashwin. There’s no need for you to settle for a Crossover.”

	“You did,” Ash said mildly. He wished he hadn’t, but Teak still seemed unusually calm.

	“I did take a Crossover. ‘Twas the time for it, boy. No one had Crossed in our family for three generations. Blooding out was best for me. I never regretted it, not for one moment. She might’ve but she never let it show.” His face turned melancholy for a moment. “She was a lovely thing, my Thrift, Cliffbloomer or not. But you,” he added, with another finger-stab at Ash, “you can have you a Hillgift maid, and Hazel Roseward comes of good Gifter stock with a Cross-sniff of Twentystoner from her great grandda.”

	Ash nodded. He knew Hazel’s lineage as well as he knew Rowan’s, for they were almost the same. Hazel’s mam Sorrel and Rowan’s mam, Tansy, were sisters, and their fathers were both Hillgifters. “Her da might want her to take a Crossover,” he suggested.

	“You’re close enough to the source to please him well enough. Just one remove from the Cross.” Teak nodded twice. “Larch Roseward will be glad enough to get that one bespoken.”

	But she won’t be bespoken by me.

	He said nothing, hoping Teak would forget his notion if it was not discussed. Hazel’s mam and da had no quarrel with him as an old friend of their daughter, but they would not welcome him into their family to father their next generation. How could they? Involuntarily, Ash’s fingers stole to his pitted skin, and he saw his face as it would look in a glass. Even if his skin were not prematurely hardened and aged by his occupation, his long-lipped mouth and curved nose were not features to set a maid dreaming…unless the dreams were nightmares. He thought he resembled a frog.

	He and Teak watched the burn until Teak deemed it ready to be raked. This done, he returned to the hut to sleep, bidding Ash to do the same.

	Instead, Ash went to the washhouse. There was a quarter barrel of water there, but it was lukewarm and scummy. Ash pulled a face. What he really wanted was a good splash in running water. He took the tablet of soap and a rough cloth and set off down the path.

	He intended to turn off toward Thorny Ford, but when he reached the junction, he paused, peering left and right.

	Someone was coming, singing so softly he couldn’t make out the words, although the tune was familiar. Ash hesitated. He had seen no one but his taciturn father and Hazel all day. He was tired, filthy, and aching with a weariness that made him feel far older than his scant eighteen years. Whether it was Hazel’s voluble chatter and candid approach or Teak’s talk of marriage and lineage that had put him off-balance, Ash couldn’t tell, but he did feel the need of some pleasant companionship.

	If it was Hazel coming along the path, he would probably hail her and walk beside her for a while. She was merry, undemanding company. She and Rowan had always been friendly to him when they’d been younger, and, unlike many other Hillgift girls, had not dropped him when he’d begun to work with his father.

	He was on the point of calling a greeting when he checked. Perhaps it wasn’t Hazel. She had already been through the forest once that day, so why would she be back? She had been singing earlier
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