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      The stone slab he lay on was unforgiving to Snaith Harrow’s back. He tried to shift position, but two of the sorcerer’s crones held him down with surprising strength.

      One of them leaned in till he could smell her mutton breath. “Didn’t you hear what Theurig said? You ain’t to look, he says.”

      Cold streaked across Snaith’s chest as Theurig added a last touch to his painted outline then set down the brush with a wince.

      The crook of the sorcerer’s torso was more pronounced than usual. Even head-on, he looked as though he were twisting aside, evading a direct confrontation. There was nothing he could do about it; it’s how he was made, or rather how he’d become since he was gored and trampled by a bull when a boy.

      Theurig raked paint-stained fingers through the greasy wisps of hair that skirted the base of his scalp. Everything above it was bald and wrinkled and way too large for a normal man’s skull. Folk said his head hadn’t always been so big, that it had expanded over the years to contain the mysteries of the Weyd.

      “It’s for your own good,” the sorcerer said. “The Weyd demands it. I’ve no desire to see you cursed with the rot. You’re too valuable for that.”

      “As a warrior,” Snaith muttered. You’re delusional if you think I’m going to succeed you. Nothing in the world could entice him to become Theurig’s apprentice. Even if he were among the blind and crippled, those no good for anything else, he’d still refuse. The sorcerer was right about many things, but in this he had misinterpreted the will of the Weyd.

      Theurig sighed, a long-suffering parent nagging a child incapable of learning. “Have I not been clear?”

      Persistent. Manipulative, even. But clear? That would be new. Any words that came from Theurig’s lips were hooks and lures for fishing. His conversation was a tangled net of misdirection, his actions a smokescreen for whatever he was really up to.

      But the sorcerer wasn’t renewing the war of persuasion he had waged for the last couple of years. Instead, he ran his eyes over the design he’d painted on Snaith’s chest. “It would be an offense against the Weyd were you to see your totem mark before it is rendered permanent.”

      Something crawled beneath Snaith’s skin. The last thing he wanted was to draw the wrath of the Weyd, which gave life and took it back at the merest slight. He’d done everything he was supposed to, hadn’t he? The Weyd had willed that he be a warrior when he reached the age of twenty-one, that he dedicate his life to the defense of the clan, and in return receive food and drink and a place to live that reflected his prowess on the battlefield. At least that’s what Snaith had thought, and as a result he’d given his all to sparring in the fight circles. You didn’t become a warrior just because you wanted to; you had to earn the right at the Festival of Proving, along with every other like-minded twenty-one-year-old on the Isle of Branikdür. But he couldn’t deny the doubt Theurig had sewn. Who but a sorcerer could truly know what the Weyd decreed? Some were fated to be farmers, others carpenters, weavers, shepherds. But there was no higher honor than to fight for the Malogoi Clan, to serve, to protect, and to slaughter its enemies.

      Before he realized he was doing it, Snaith had already counted to nine. Good things came in threes, they said, and nine was three times three. He continued to count, ignoring the thoughts that clashed and clattered against his numbers. But pressure closed in on them from every side, squeezed them, interrupted their sequence, burst them apart.

      He had to look! See the design for himself. Was it a hawk? A wolf? A bear like his father’s? It was his skin. His status in the clan. His life. He should be the one doing the inking, the one to decide the patterns. Just the thought of someone else exercising control over him, marking his flesh, stole the heart of a warrior from Snaith’s chest, left him with one that pitter-pattered like drizzle on a dung pile.

      He should have felt privileged; it wasn’t everyone that had Theurig ink their totem mark. In most cases, the sorcerer merely revealed what design the Weyd had chosen, and it was up to the individual to find someone willing and skilled enough to tattoo it. Theurig, it was well known, had his favorites.

      Snaith turned his head to one side, looking anywhere but down at his exposed torso. He glimpsed his knapsack dumped on the ground beneath an alder. Someone had slung his shirt on top of it, and for an instant the irritation of seeing his clothing creased and flecked with dirt overrode his agitation about Theurig’s design.

      He briefly squeezed shut his eyes then turned his face up, so that when he opened them again he was staring at the drooping branches of the willows flanking the sorcerer’s yard, and through them the dismal skies. Smoke from the brazier wafted over him, brought on stinging tears. It was pungent with oak leaf and dried fungus. A bird fluttered overhead—a rook, banking against the breeze. He followed it till it was lost amid the twisted trunks of the forest.

      Theurig stooped over him, showed him the carved tapping stick and the tattoo rod; a serpent’s fang had been slotted through one end, fixed in place with twine.

      “A warrior like you won’t mind a little pain.” Theurig aligned the fang’s point with the painting on Snaith’s chest. “Although I’m told little pains, one heaped atop another, may bloom into unrelenting agony.” He tapped on the tattoo rod with the stick, and Snaith flinched as the fang pierced his skin.

      “Keep your eyes on the sky,” Theurig said. “And inhale the smoke. Trust me, you don’t want to see the inking before it’s done, rot or no rot. These things are sacred, Snaith. The mark you receive today will define you for the rest of your life. A week from now, when the redness abates, you will unveil it at the Festival of Proving, and it will strike fear in the hearts of your opponents.” He sounded genuine. Maybe he’d relented, realized nothing he could do or say would break Snaith’s will and keep him from greater acts of valor than even his father and grandfather.

      Theurig tapped on the rod again, and this time it smarted.

      “What colors?” Snaith said through gritted teeth. His father’s bear tattoo was red and blue, the hues of life and death. The warthog that graced his mother’s flesh was mostly green.

      “Just the one,” Theurig said.

      “But—”

      “Quiet now.”

      But the ink is black. In the ceramic dish Theurig had shown him, that’s all there was. A warrior isn’t marked with black. No warrior I’ve seen.

      The sorcerer’s taps on the rod grew regular, rhythmic. The accompanying burn was akin to the sting of the fire ants that built their mounds all around the village. As a boy, Snaith had seen a transgressor staked out over one, and he could still hear the screams. Within hours, the man’s head was just a skull. Two days later, he was bones all over.

      Snaith caught himself counting the taps, the number of punctures in his flesh for the ink to seep into and brand him forever. Markings weren’t just for this life; they would follow him into the Nethers, grant him protection from the malecs and other evil spirits that stalked the realm of the dead.

      He winced as acid seeped in the wake of the fang, pooled beneath his skin. He tripped over his numbers, muddled them up, and they lost their power to calm him. His lips trembled with the urge to cry out, but he refused to let them. That would have been all Theurig needed to prove his point: that Snaith was not called to be a warrior, that he was destined to be a servant of the Weyd.

      Each tiny wound to his torso increased the compulsion to look, see for himself the mark the sorcerer had chosen. Theurig saw him tense, nodded to one of the crones, who put a palm on Snaith’s forehead and pressed him down.

      “Even one peek,” Theurig said, “and your skin will fester, your gums will bleed, your bones will crumble.”

      And he wasn’t lying. The image of poor Vrom Mowry surfaced in Snaith’s mind. They said Vrom had offended the Weyd when he raised a hand to his father. His flesh had turned putrid as it prepared to slough from his bones. Snaith tried to banish the specter with numbers, but Vrom stood his ground, as stubborn and willful as he’d been in life. And so Snaith switched his attention to an image of his own making, the mental picture he had painstakingly constructed over many months, if not years: Tey Moonshine. His Tey. The woman he was going to marry.

      Tey wasn’t beautiful in any conventional sense, but she was compelling. He held her likeness in place with the ruthless subjection of his will, made it move, made it breathe—a simulacrum so real it could have stepped from his mind and smothered him with scalding kisses. If he permitted it. Hair glistening and lank, the color of crows’ wings. Ivory skin never touched by the sun—not that there was much sun to touch anyone on the Isle of Branikdür. Thin lips that framed teeth perfectly imperfect. He imagined touching those lips with his own. Knew he shouldn’t have. Instantly, the familiar crawl of insects on his skin. In all their years of friendship, he’d not so much as held her hand—nor anyone else’s: just the thought of it brought bile to his throat. But he’d burned for her often, and he knew from the way she watched him bathe in the stream after fight practice that she burned for him, too.

      Vrom’s ghost broke up against the diamond-hard image of Tey. Everything else retreated—the counting, the smells, the tap, tap, tap of stick on rod. Snaith often summoned the surf-sound of Tey’s breathing to lull himself to sleep, the scent of the musk she daubed herself with, made with petals and oils that Theurig had schooled her in as a child.

      Even with his eyes wide, Tey still hovered before him, swathed neck to ankle in her black dress and shawl, not an inch of her exposed save her gaunt face and hands so thin and spindly, the bones stood out in ridges. When he turned his head to the side, she was still there, immaculate, and not for the first time he wondered if his construct was better than the real thing.

      Behind Tey, the mud huts and tents of the workers and untested warriors were hazy, out of focus. Snaith had lived there once, before his father was honored for his exploits in the clan wars. Over on the far side of the Malogoi village, amid the cabins of oak and the wattle-and-daub cottages, life was a little less grim, and a lot less grimy.

      “Starting to hurt?” Theurig asked, not looking up from his work.

      Snaith grunted.

      “Give him a taste of the rag.”

      A crone pressed a sodden cloth to Snaith’s lips. He sucked on it, tasted something bitter and sweet at the same time. When the woman removed the rag, Snaith’s head began to swim.

      Out of sight, Theurig’s cooped-up chickens clucked and cackled. A dark smear undulated across the sky, twisting and looping. In his eagerness to see what it was, Snaith dropped the image of Tey. At first he thought it was a low cloud, but clouds didn’t move like that, against the wind, expanding and retracting.

      “Just my bees swarming,” Theurig said, straightening up and popping his back. “They’ll not be gone for long.” He nodded to the painted wooden boxes he kept on the fringes of his herb garden. “Got a fresh hive primed to lure them in, thanks be to the Weyd.”

      The sorcerer gave a wistful look toward the vanishing swarm then stooped over Snaith once more and got back to work with fang and ink.

      Each tap felt distant, an echo. Where before there had been smarting, now there was only numbness. Snaith licked his lips, numb too, and still tasting of whatever had been on the rag. He caught blurry glimpses of a third crone bustling around the yard, snipping sage and rosemary, making her way toward the quieted chickens, no doubt intent on their eggs. He became aware of the snort and grunt of the pigs penned a way back from the house, blubbery, hairy, and caked with filth. They would eat anything, Theurig once said. Anything at all.

      He re-summoned the image of Tey, lost himself in the details. Imagined again the sound of her breathing, matched his own to it. Drifted into the dark cavities surrounding her eyes.

      Hot wetness spattered his chest.

      He gasped. Sat up. Had to see.

      Red.

      So much red.

      Before he could check himself, he cried out, “Blood!”

      “Seals in the power of the inking,” Theurig said.

      The sorcerer came swiftly into focus, clutching a chicken by its legs, crimson gushing from its opened throat, gore-stained knife in his other hand. All three crones were gathered around him in attitudes of prayer, dark woolen shawls covering their heads.

      “Right,” Theurig said, handing bird and blade to one old woman, accepting a drenched washcloth from another. He proceeded to clean the blood from Snaith’s torso. “Give me a second, then you can look.”

      He exchanged the washcloth for a towel and dabbed Snaith dry. A crone stepped forward, holding a square of glass backed with wood.

      “Stand up,” Theurig said, lending a hand.

      The crone positioned the glass in front of Snaith. He gasped. First because he could see himself, clearer than in the stillest of stream waters; but even more so because of what the sorcerer had inked indelibly on his chest.

      Black markings followed the lines of his ribs, the bony frame for tattered bat’s wings. Snaking from sternum to navel, a sinuous body, the curved tail of a scorpion, vicious talons. The horror was topped with a ram’s skull, horns curling back from the temples, empty pits for eyes.

      “The Wyvern of Necras,” Theurig said, voice pitched low and solemn. “The Death Lord of Hélum.”

      “No,” Snaith whispered. Then louder, “No.”

      That wasn’t the mark of a warrior; it was the sign of a sorcerer, and a turncoat one at that. The Death Lord? What was Theurig thinking? Of Hélum—the Empire, the ancient foe of Branikdür. What has he done to me? What has he made—

      “The Weyd has spoken.” Theurig clasped his hands over his chest.

      “No,” Snaith said. “Not the Weyd. You did this. You!”

      Theurig’s eyes flashed fire. “I am a vessel, a channel. I do not decide men’s fates. I merely listen and obey.”

      Snaith stiffened. Bunched his hands into fists. Theurig’s eyes flicked to them. Back to Snaith’s face.

      He knows, the smug bastard. Knows I won’t strike him.

      It was taboo. No one would dare.

      Numbness drained from Snaith’s body, leaving his chest raw and aflame.

      “I have no infirmity,” Snaith said. He didn’t need to say more. Only the maimed, the deformed, the useless were apprenticed to sorcerers, and then only if they showed aptitude.

      “Infirmity is not just of the flesh.” Theurig tapped the side of his head. “Tey is no different.”

      “Tey? She’s just shy, not crazy.” People said she was, though, till Snaith shut their mouths for them.

      “Did I tell you she refused me?” Theurig said. “Only a select few do I ink myself, and she turned me down, said she’d mark herself. Can you imagine?”

      “And now I refuse you,” Snaith said. It was too late as far as the tattoo was concerned, but he could still deny Theurig what he really wanted. “In seven days it is the Proving. I will put down every opponent that stands in front of me, bounce their heads from the ground. I will win the circle fights, Theurig. I will be a warrior, the best of the best. And then I will claim my bride.”

      “Still you will not turn from this path?”

      “My father’s a warrior. My mother, too. My grandfather—”

      “A great chief, in his time,” Theurig said. “A great man. But a different man. I’ve tried leading you gently, but I would be negligent were I not to make it absolutely clear: the Weyd has chosen you, Snaith Harrow. Only a fool would pretend not to hear.”

      “We’ll see,” Snaith said. “What will you do when I triumph at the Proving? No one succeeds at anything unless the Weyd wills it. Isn’t that what you used to say?”

      “I did say that, but there is so much more I did not say.”

      “Such as?”

      “Too much. It would take too long. A lifetime.”

      “Then you will let me compete?”

      Theurig stepped in close, locked eyes with Snaith. “How could I prevent it? I am but the messenger. It is not my place to compel. The Weyd imbues us with freedom to choose.”

      Snaith brushed past the sorcerer and snatched up his shirt and knapsack. He dressed quickly, desperate to cover the insult upon his chest.

      “Try not to be rash,” Theurig said, dismissing the old women with a waggle of his fingers.

      “Rest assured, Theurig, I am never rash.”

      And that was the truth of it. If anything, Snaith thought things through too much, each and every permutation rattling round and round his mind until he reached a decision, or more often than not, an impasse. It was one of the things that made him so angry: what Theurig had done wasn’t just a desecration of all that he stood for, all that he aspired to be; it would stoke his seething thoughts for days. Lock him up in a futile and torturous battle within his own skull to straighten it all out, untangle the knots, find a solution, even though there could never be one. How could there be when the inking was permanent, when the decision had already been made?

      Snaith shouldered his knapsack and strode for the gate.

      “I will pray for you,” Theurig said.

      May the malecs in the Nethers shit on your moldering corpse, Snaith thought as he latched the gate behind him.

      He should have been terrified at having just cursed a sorcerer. Theurig never tired of telling the clan that was the worst possible affront to the Weyd. But he was too angry for fear, too far gone to give a damn. The sorcerer had shamed him with the Wyvern of Necras, stolen his dreams of greatness. The one thing left to him was defiance.

      No one had done it before—opposed a sorcerer and lived. But no one had what Snaith had: his drive, his conviction, his singleminded focus.

      See a thing clearly enough, Theurig had once taught at the schoolhouse, see it in your mind, and not all the clans of Branikdür will be able to stop you achieving it. Not even the Empire of Hélum. Perhaps not even the Weyd itself.
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      Tey Moonshine knew she was dreaming. She could read it in the patterns of scars that covered her goose-pimpled flesh. Her nakedness was a dead giveaway; moments ago she’d been fully clothed as she crumpled to the hearth-room floor, the last dregs of vitality siphoned from her. He needed it more than she did, her father always said. Her essence was his by right.

      It was a sorcerer’s trinket he used to drain her, and a rare one at that. A rusty spearhead etched with patterns of lines, which had allegedly been left behind when the Hélum Empire abandoned Branikdür centuries ago. Exchanged for a starving widow, a keg of beer, a catch of fish—the story changed each time her father told it. But Khunt Moonshine was consistent about one thing: that the sorcerer who’d traded the spearhead warned him of the consequences of being found with such an artifact. Forgotten knowledge, he said it was. Forbidden.

      Tey could almost see her father now, still sitting in the armchair beside the fire, touching his sorcerous spearhead to her unconscious body, feasting on the energy that gave her life—and for what? A few seconds of euphoria before it bled away into the Nethers. Khunt Moonshine didn’t see it that way; he thought it made him younger, though the evidence was against him.

      Night-sweat plastered hair to Tey’s forehead in clotting strands. Her scars itched. A vise gripped her skull. In her guts, an icy clump. And that smell—beer and weedsticks, pervading her dream, so present and real.

      She rubbed at her forearms, tracing the ridges of badly knit lesions. Felt old self-inflicted wounds around her belly, breasts, and thighs. The jagged necklace of the white line across her throat, from where she’d come the closest. At the probing of her fingertips, the scars shimmered, a spider web of mutilation. Her secret codex, scored into living flesh. She’d carefully scribed it, an intricate trap for the draining of life. And she’d intuited a way to store the stolen essence—a well, she called it, in the region of her womb. Whatever Khunt Moonshine her did to her, she could do back to him a hundredfold. Probably. If it worked. Just one more scar, she told herself each time he drained her. One more scar to strengthen the web. There was no sense rushing these things. What if she failed? What would he do to her then? The same as he did to her mother?

      Shadows flitted across a gloamy haze, predatory in their circling. Pockets of darkness promised her safety, but they lied. It was the safety of the grave. She desired it, yet she didn’t. It was a constant back and forth, her flirting with oblivion.

      Rustling whispers called her name. Her head buzzed with their resonance. They claimed to know her, know what she was. Usually, it was her own thoughts rattling around her skull, but this time the rasping imprecations came through her ears, though their derogations were the same:

      Filth! Broken! Blood, shit, and ashes.

      Tey sputtered a laugh, maniacal, shrill. The voices could say what they liked, but it wouldn’t end well for them. Whoever it was, one touch, one word, one slanted look, and she’d have them, hook, line, and sinker, same as she had her so-called father.

      Oh, he thought he was the one in control, but if only he knew. She could see it in his eyes—his helplessness to resist, his compulsion to leech her life force again and again. Idiot. He was as ignorant of sorcery as he was of letters. Not that Tey was a sorcerer, but she knew enough.

      It made her giggle to think he had no idea she could stop him any time. A knife in the eye or a hatchet in the back, like they say Crav Bellosh did to Chief Sol Harrow. Powder of death cap in his beer. A favor to one of the clansfolk training to be warriors, and the village wardens would find him at the first gasp of dawn, a gory, twisted accident. She’d come close to asking Snaith Harrow on more than one occasion, but that would have meant revealing too much, sullying the image he had of her.

      Poor Snaith, lovestruck since they were children. If it weren’t for him, Tey would have worn her scars brazenly, so everyone could see her power. But for Snaith’s sake she covered up, even in the stifling mugginess of summer.

      He was still sweet on her. She could tell from the looks he flicked her way, even when he was sparring in the fight circles. In another life, she’d have been sweet on him, too. Even now, there was something that tugged at her from his gangly, dagger-edged beauty. Perhaps one day she’d awaken him, expose her mutilated witch-flesh. Straddle him with the candles doused. Guide his fingers across her puckered skin. Maybe he’d like it. Snaith had the black flame in him, after all. She knew it when she saw it, even when folk couldn’t see it for themselves.

      But she’d gone too far in her thoughts. Even entertaining such fantasies was an affront to the Weyd. It was the only reason her father hadn’t done worse to her: he was afraid of the consequences. And while she had her own theories on the so-called retribution of the Weyd, she was wary of putting them to the test. Even if it was all a sham, she had no way of proving it, no way of knowing for sure. In any case, if those responsible for the lies that cowed the clan ever learned of such transgressions taking place… well, she’d seen what Theurig was capable of.

      Raggedy dark tatters fluttered across her vision. She craned her neck to follow the scud of shadows, gasped as they coalesced into something loping and coated with scales.

      A Shedim.

      Tey’s heart galloped. Fear was no respecter of dreams.

      No one had ever seen one, but everyone knew what the demons looked like from the tales Theurig told when the clansfolk grew restive. Stories that gave them second thoughts about leaving the village and the protection the sorcerer offered.

      It straightened from a crouch, taller than a man, spindly limbs, glistening talons. The head was elongated, high-crowned. No features she could see, just a shifting face of mist, black like the rest of it, darkly lit from within.

      “You hide away here while your essence is taken from you,” the Shedim said. “Why don’t you retaliate? Because he beats you if you do not comply? You could milk his life-force instead, make it your own. Be no man’s victim.”

      “I am no man’s victim,” Tey said.

      But she was, and something about the tilt of the Shedim’s head told her it knew so, too.

      “Of course not. You are Tey Moonshine, beloved of the Weyd, destined to be a sorcerer and to rise from the filth that defines you. How could it be any other way? What else are you good for?”

      The Weyd did not love her. It was an essence, not a thing, and certainly not a person, the way Theurig spoke of it. But it was still the only alternative to her compulsion for oblivion. She’d refused to join the others training for the highest status the clan had to offer. She was no warrior. She craved death, not glory. There was no need suffering injury to make her useless to the clan; she was already useless. Even Theurig knew her mind was as scarred as her body, a hazard of fissures with nothing to hold it together. The blind, the lame, the amputees—all were given one last chance before they were dragged out to Coldman’s Copse as fodder for the Shedim. They were tested to see if they were pleasing to the Weyd, fit to be sorcerers. But she’d never pass any test, no matter how often Theurig claimed she had the gift.

      What else are you good for?

      “Good for nothing,” Tey said. That simple admission crushed the head of the old self-doubt bubbling to the surface.

      She opened her arms in abandonment, exposed her neck, her breasts, the thatch of hair between her legs.

      A taloned hand was at her throat without her seeing it move—not touching, but hesitant, poised to grasp her, poised to throttle.

      Tey arched her back, shuddered with anticipation. Between panted breaths, she gasped, goaded, pleaded. But not for her life.

      A tremor passed through the talons.

      “Do it,” Tey breathed.

      The Shedim groaned.

      “Do it, do it, do it!”

      Pain flared between her breasts. She jolted upright, shot a look down. The Shedim had pierced her with one dirt-encrusted talon. Not deep—just enough to break the skin. A trickle of blood worked its way between the ridges of her scars.

      The Shedim let out a rasp of air that could have been a chuckle, could have been repugnance. It raked its talon across her sternum. Made three equal lines. A triangle. Crimson rushed into the furrows it scored in her flesh. No sting. No pain. Just the chill of its touch.

      “You believe in magic, little girl?”

      Tey spasmed as ice entered her, spread like poison through her veins.

      “You believe in the Weyd?”

      “You think I’m a fool?” she hissed through the gap in her teeth. It was an evasion of the truth, but she couldn’t risk letting on about her power. And she was no girl, either. Not any longer.

      “No, I do not.” There was tightness in its voice. At first Tey mistook it for lust, but it was more strained, more tortured.

      The Shedim snatched its talon away as if it had plunged it into a maggot-riddled carcass.

      Tey slumped to her knees.

      “The Weyd…” she said, “… is for old men. Tricksters.”

      She’d watched Theurig enough to know the only spell he wove was a spell of lies, even if everyone else swallowed his pretense. And he knew that she knew, she was sure of it.

      “Is that all it is?”  The Shedim circled her once more, losing substance with each loping stride. “Make believe? Lies? Legerdemain?”

      Was that a challenge? Was there an answer she was supposed to give? Did it know what she could do? It clearly knew about her father and the power of his spearhead. She raked her fingers through lank hair, cocked her head, and instantly all care left her. The skin of her face tightened around a thin gash of a smile.

      “Theurig’s Weyd…”

      “Go on,” the Shedim said.

      Now she was guessing. “… is not the true Weyd?” Because there was something, she was sure of it. Some power beyond the earth and sky that fed the well within her, that gave her essence and life.

      Each second she awaited the Shedim’s response was an agony of anticipation. She half-expected to be struck down or afflicted with the rot for saying such a thing. But what would the Shedim do? She yearned for it to strike her, kill her. She lusted for the embrace of the dark, to be snuffed out like a sand-smothered fire pit. Another moment, and it would all be over. She’d be…

      And like it always did when she set foot upon the brink, her resolve shattered.

      “No, wait!” She loathed herself, loathed the lingering stench of beer and weedstick smoke that had pursued her into this dream.

      The Shedim came to a stop in front of her. Twin pinpricks of violet cut through the mist shrouding its face, swelling to the size of pebbles. They rippled with ancient knowledge, studying her, drinking her in.

      “I…” The words clogged in Tey’s throat. She coughed to clear it. Tasted bile.

      “Yes?”

      “I don’t want to die.” Filth! Broken!

      The Shedim lowered its chin to its scaly chest and shook with suppressed mirth.

      “That is a good place to start.”

      Blood, shit, and ashes.

      She shouldn’t have said it. Shouldn’t have lifted the lid on the truth. The Shedim knew what she feared now, and that knowledge would nullify the ward of her scars.

      “Whatever you endure,” the Shedim said in a kindly voice, “I shall be with you, closer than you are to yourself.”

      “Why?” Tey dropped to her rear and scooted back. The ground, coarse and hard, abraded her skin.

      The Shedim gave a dismissive wave. “Because you have plucked power from darkness, Tey Moonshine. Your sufferings have drawn attention, and you have not been found wanting.”

      “No,” Tey mouthed soundlessly. “I am wanting. I am!”

      “But it remains to be seen,” the Shedim continued, “whether you are capable of the next step. These gashes in your flesh, these… patterns are a good start, yet their true potency remains latent. I can teach you to do what you have intuited, to draw upon the vitriol that lies at the heart of all your kind, to turn the tables on those who would do the same to you.”

      Tey panted for breath, on the cusp of understanding, heart skittering as her thoughts clashed with deep-seated taboos.

      “You know what must be done. You have always known. Yet fear of what your clan will do to you in return has weakened your resolve.”

      Kill him? Kill my father?

      “When he next comes to drain you, when he utters chants and sates himself on your essence, when he feels the rush of euphoria, that is what you must harness. His essence and yours, magnified a thousandfold by his moment of ecstasy, drawn into your well through the conduit of your scars. And then you must seal the deed with blood. I think you understand my meaning.”

      They said the Weyd sought retribution for mere disobedience to a parent. But lifting a finger to one, or taking a knife to her father…

      “Fear not what can be done to your body, Tey Moonshine. This you already know. It is your essence you must learn to protect.”

      “But a parent—”

      “You think it is any less of a taboo what he does to his daughter, by means of forbidden knowledge? You think the Weyd will be any less severe? You would be saving the elders the trouble, and in the process, filling yourself with this animal’s power.”

      I don’t need his power, Tey wanted to say, but the thought lacked the conviction to enter her throat. She wrestled it into her mouth, wrapped her tongue around it, but before the words left her lips, the Shedim dissolved into shredded rags that fluttered violently for a moment then disappeared.

      Tey was left grasping the bars of her crib and screaming for Mama, then wincing at the blows she got for making such a din. But that was a memory, not a dream, and memories bled you dry, till you were no more than desiccated meat.

      She wrenched her awareness back to reality. The reality of the dream. The haze melted away, till she saw she was in a rough-hewn cavern, black light suffusing the rock.

      She could hear snoring—labored, wheezing rasps. When she turned to locate the source, the cave vanished and she found herself flat on her back on a cold stone floor.

      First, the even stronger stench of ale, weedsticks, and sweat. Next, the crackle and flicker of flames, heat on her face.

      And then she came fully awake.

      Filth. Broken. Blood, shit, and ashes.

      She opened her eyes onto the cracked and damp-stained ceiling of the hearth room. She was wearing the homespun black dress she’d worn to Mama’s funeral and every day since. They said it was blood-rot that killed Mama, sucked the life out of her over the years, but Tey knew better, knew she’d end up the same if she didn’t fight back. Mama’s dress… it had once swamped Tey’s seven-year-old frame so much she’d had to roll the sleeves up and lift the hem so she didn’t trip over it. Bittersweet memories, more bitter than sweet, given Mama hadn’t always been perfect. It helped to think of them as belonging to someone else.

      Tey willed the welling moisture to stay at the corners of her eyes, refused to let it spill down her cheeks. She rolled herself away from the heat of the hearth-fire and forced herself to face her father. He’d fallen asleep in his armchair, a contented look on his pockmarked face.

      If not for the blur of unshed tears, her glare would have burned holes in him. She thought of the cleaver she kept hidden beneath the cot in her bedroom, imagined her fingers wrapping around the handle.

      One hack, and he’d wake yelling.

      Two, and he’d squeal like a hog.

      Three, four, five—hack, hack, hack. Cut him into strips and ribbons and feed him to the crows.

      The Shedim’s voice crept and crawled beneath her skin. [I am with you…]

      Tey’s imagined grip on the cleaver slackened.

      [Closer than you are to yourself.]

      She flexed her fingers, sucked in a breath of smoke-laced air.

      [You have plucked power from darkness.]

      She could feel the Shedim’s touch again, and this time her scars answered with the burn of acid. For one terrible lucid moment, she saw herself the lost queen of oblivion, and at her feet, curled up beneath her throne of mottled bones, lay Snaith Harrow, the man who dreamed of marrying her. She knew she was responsible for his livid flesh, his rolled up eyes, and the smoldering hole where his heart should have been.

      The vision snapped shut, leaving her shaking. It was a phantom, nothing more. Imagined fear. She was weak. So weak and tired from her father’s leeching of her essence. It had to stop. Before she ended up like her mother, it had to stop.

      She could almost hear the Shedim’s cackling glee, the excited clap of taloned hands.

      Next time Khunt Moonshine stole the life from her she’d spring her trap. She’d latch onto him with the patterns of her scars…

      [Now you’ve got it,] the Shedim said. [Now you understand.]

      … then, when her father was bursting with her essence…

      [Free us, Tey Moonshine. Return us to the light of day.]

      … she’d slit his throat.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        EVE OF THE PROVING

      

      

      

      The fight circles were all in use when Snaith arrived on the Green. That was the downside of working with his Uncle Tubal, felling trees; he was always the last to arrive and the last to leave. “You need a trade,” his mother never tired of telling him. “In case the Proving doesn’t work out for you.” It made him sneer, hearing her voice in his head. In case it doesn’t work out for you! That’s just another way of saying I might lose. No chance. Not happening. You’ll see.

      Most of Malogoi’s twenty-one-year-olds were there, cramming in some last-minute sparring before tomorrow’s Festival of Proving, the first the village had hosted in his lifetime. Practice weapons—blunted swords, spears, and axes lay scattered across the sand, and not in the oak chests they were supposed to be stored in.

      Are you incapable of tidying up after yourselves? Were you waiting for me to do it, as usual?

      Their selfishness never failed to get under Snaith’s skin.

      Not worth worrying about, he told himself. And even if they had put the weapons away, Snaith would only have gotten them all out again. He’d use every single one of them before his practice was over. At the Proving, you didn’t get to pick and choose what you fought with. You used what you were given, if you were lucky enough to be given a weapon at all. The idea was to make do with what you had to hand, same as in a battle. Same as in life. The others never tired of complaining about the unfairness of it all, but for Snaith it was invigorating: the thought that his opponent might be given an axe and he might be left weaponless against it. The greater the challenge, the more he got to show his skills. He could hardly wait for the Proving to begin.

      This was it: the moment when those that mattered, those who were really important, took the opportunity to make a name as a warrior. At least, that’s how he saw it. Everyone sound of limb and strong of heart had a duty, he’d always thought, to give their lives to the protection of the clan, to fight, to vanquish, and to live on in legends. Those who couldn’t fight, worked, and those who couldn’t work were dragged kicking and screaming to Coldman’s Copse. Unless they were deemed suitable for service to the Weyd. And that didn’t happen often. Theurig had been the Malogoi sorcerer since Snaith’s father was a boy. In all that time he’d never taken on an apprentice. Yet he’d gone after Snaith like a vulture on carrion. It made no sense. A sorcerer was supposed to have some flaw, like the kink in Theurig’s spine.

      Snaith took a studied interest in the bouts taking place in the outer circles. Tol Brandig and his sister Leah grappling on the ground. In any other context, they’d have been stoned for what it looked like. Fat Balik holding the center of his circle, signposting every punch; Grisel Vret, prancing around him like a startled deer—So intimidating. Should have followed Tey’s example and given the Proving a miss, because the only thing Grisel’s going to prove is that she’s good for just one thing, and it isn’t fighting or farming.

      Snaith winced for even having such a thought. The Weyd was all-knowing, all-seeing. People had been cursed for less. He tried to convince himself he’d meant she was good for the Copse, good to be left for the Shedim said to feed there, but he knew he’d crossed a line. The Weyd wouldn’t buy it, and he was already on thin ice for cursing Theurig after the inking.

      Fighting back the lashing threads of worry, Snaith let his eyes roam over the other four outer circles, but the action was already drying up as the combatants toweled down and began to notice him. Only the center circle was still active, and that didn’t look as though it would last too long.

      Lars Tabot could certainly fight, but he lacked skill. He had a headlock on Hram Harknyk, holding the choke a good three or four seconds after Hram had tapped. Lars was a bully, and he was built to back it up. But all his brawn made him slow and plodding, and his wild looping punches left too much space down the middle—space Snaith had once exploited with a kick to the jaw that dropped Lars like a felled tree. Of course, Lars claimed it was a fluke, that he’d been distracted by a fly or the sun or his loincloth snagging in the crack of his muscular arse. He went so far as to label Snaith a cheat, but the judges didn’t see it that way.

      Snaith set down his knapsack beneath the awning slung between two trees to keep the rain off. Last thing he needed was for his change of clothes to get wet, and though the drizzle was light, it was constant enough to drench them through. He scowled at the granite skies, willing the clouds to scatter, but like everything else on Branikdür, they mocked him with their indifference. No wonder the Hélum Empire had abandoned its conquest all those centuries ago. The imperial historian Visovius had described the isle as the canker sore of the Empire, and he’d not been wrong.

      As Snaith began to limber up, he scanned the trees bordering the Green for Tey. It was odd she’d not been there to greet him. Maybe something had come up. Likely she was getting ready for the festival. It was going to be a big day for them both, in more ways than one.

      The grunts and thumps from the center circle gave way to mutters as the lads watched him going through his stretches. It was the same every day: the taunts, the bravado, the calling him out to fight. He’d already beaten half of them in organized competition, but it seemed they were all intent on revenge when there were no judges and no rules to rein them in.

      He did his best to screen them out, moving from static to dynamic stretches. Rain continued to fall in dribs and drabs. The sky looked lower than normal, on account of the jostling clouds. In the scant light that filtered through the Green was nothing but grey, the huts beyond the turnstile to the village blisters on the earth, no better than termite mounds.

      And still no sign of Tey.

      Snaith moved into a sequence of punches and kicks. Some of the lads jeered and chuckled, but he went on putting together his combinations, building blow upon blow, countering, striking, bobbing, weaving. He skipped and lunged, crouched and bounded, throwing knees at an unseen opponent, spinning with an elbow. A backflip, a wheel kick, and the onlookers quietened. He caught a few grudging nods of respect. They couldn’t do what he could do, and they knew it.

      They thought him ridiculous, going through the same sequences day in day out, but they were starting to catch on. Some things only came with practice, and mastery only with relentless repetitions. Then there was the lore gleaned from his father’s pig-skin book, copied by hand from his grandfather’s, and his father’s before him: ancient wisdom on the art of fighting that their ancestors had stolen from a sorcerer, so Bas Harrow liked to claim, always with an admonishment to say nothing to Theurig.

      Snaith’s peers should have learned from their clashes with him in the circle. Should have realized their black eyes and broken noses were the result of skill. But that wasn’t the Malogoi way. The clansfolk were stupidly proud. Rather than seeing defeat as an opportunity to learn, they made excuses and plotted revenge. Chief Crav Bellosh was no better. Snaith only hoped someone deposed him before he went and got them all killed in some ill-judged skirmish.

      He stopped to take a sip of water from his costrel. Even in the chill air, he was hot, and the drenching of his shirt wasn’t just from the rain.

      The others were stripped to the waist, baring their new tattoos. First time they’d shown them since the inkings last week. Leah’s was a serpent that wound its way between her tiny breasts. Her brother Tol was still red from the tattooing, his design a docile boar, which kind of fit. Grisel’s was only half visible, the body of a ferret, its head covered by the cloth that constrained her more sizable bosom. Some of the others had warrior’s designs: boldly inked badgers and wolves, hawks and hogs in various shades of blue, green, and red.

      “What you got?” Lars Tabot asked, puffing his chest out to show off his bear. It was sloppily inked in bluish green that already seemed to have faded. Theurig only had one pair of hands; he couldn’t tattoo everyone.

      “You do that yourself?” Snaith asked. “Or did your baby sister do it for you?”

      “Fuck you.”

      “His ma did it,” Coln Marik said. His was no better: a sparrow made up of dots.

      “Fuck you, too,” Lars said.

      Coln dropped his eyes to the ground and shrank back.

      Worm.

      “Yours is so great, why’d you hide it?” Lars said, poking a finger at Snaith’s sternum.

      Snaith glared, but Lars never took well to warnings. He grabbed a fistful of Snaith’s shirt and ripped it open. Revealed the aberration on his chest.

      Hands flew to mouths. Eyes widened. Someone gasped.

      At first, Lars was too stunned to say anything, but when he opened his mouth, lips twisted with spite, Snaith cracked him a punch on the cheek, then quickly pulled back, fists raised.

      Grisel and Tol instantly stepped between them, calling for calm, but Lars barreled straight through them, swinging for Snaith, trying to take his head off. Snaith slipped the punch and threw one of his own up the middle, rocking Lars’s head back, then he circled away to the right, avoiding the power side. Lars might have lacked skill, but his right hand could have dropped a horse.

      Lars roared, tried to close Snaith down in the circle the others were quickly forming around them. Snaith ducked beneath a wild overhand, hit Lars in the ribs, then spun away behind him. Lars turned, straight into a head kick. He got his arm in the way just in time, winced at the pain. He cursed, lunged, tried to grapple, but Snaith kept him off with a kick to the knee.

      Lars switched his stance, threw a tentative jab. Snaith swayed, came up inside it, and slung an uppercut into his jaw. Lars grunted, and his knees buckled. He shook his head, staggered, came charging in for a takedown, but Snaith clinched the back of his head and powered a knee into his face. Lars fell onto his back, legs raised defensively. Snaith slipped between them, knelt on one arm to immobilize it, punched around the other Lars was trying to protect his face with. Loose blows. Relaxed. All in the timing, the precision.

      When Lars’s eyes rolled up into his head, Snaith stopped pounding him.

      He stood and moved away to the center circle to practice against opponents he constructed with his mind, as clear as his image of Tey, and far more fluid and deadly than anyone his clan could pit against him.

      He shrugged out of his ripped shirt as he recommenced the sequences. Lars had interrupted them, and he’d gotten what he deserved. But one thing good had come out of it: the others had seen Snaith’s tattoo, and no one had mocked him. Quite the opposite. They’d all been horrified. It was a reaction that had given him an added advantage over Lars, allowed him to get off the first strike.

      Not that he needed any help. Snaith knew he could have beaten Lars with a hand tied behind his back, hopping on one leg, and drunk from too much grog.

      Maybe they’d start to see it now: his wins in the tournaments were nothing to do with luck. He was the most skillful fighter Malogoi had ever seen, and tomorrow, at the festival, he intended to prove it.
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        A GATHERING OF CLANS

      

      

      

      Snaith hated being wet from the tub. It took three towels to dry off and one to stand on before he was satisfied not a rivulet, not a drop, not a taint remained on his skin. If anyone knew the sacrifice his daily ablutions cost him! Nine trips to the lake and back with pails of water yoked across his shoulders. It kept him lean, he told himself. It kept him clean. And it was necessary. Not just to remove the grime from his skin; not just because he couldn’t stand the idea of smelling like an animal; but to ease his sore muscles after hours spent cutting up the trees he and his Uncle Tubal had felled this morning, then loading the wood onto a cart so it could be taken for storage. Not the best way to prepare for the Proving, but he’d made a commitment and he needed to honor it.

      He rapped three times on the door jamb as he left the washroom, then three times more as he entered his bedroom.

      His tunic and britches lay atop the bed, washed and wrung out by his mother but straightened and folded as only he could do it. His small clothes were arranged beside them, and on the floor at the foot of the bed, his boots, banged and scraped clean of a day’s worth of mud and sawdust.

      He did a quick scan of the room, then did so again. His eyes lingered on the wood-carved warriors he’d made under his uncle’s tutelage, arranged in fighting lines atop their shelf. The figures had been his first project on the road to one day becoming an artisan. As if that was ever going to happen. His mother had insisted on him learning a trade, in case he didn’t make it through the Proving. Maybe if she bothered to watch him practice in the circles, she’d realize there was no need for a fallback plan.

      He squinted at the ranks of warriors. Someone had upset them. Not maliciously—he could see from the ham-fisted efforts to put things back as they’d found them—but a shield wall was buckled, and a line of axemen had developed a kink.

      Mother!

      He was halfway to yelling for her to stay out of his room, that he could clean it himself, when he remembered she’d gone ahead with his father to beat the festival crowds. He would have gone with them, but he’d needed more time to bathe and fix his clothes right. Everything had to be just so for when he met Tey on the Green. When he would put the idea of their marriage to her father. When he would prove his worth in the fight circles.

      A twinge of panic squirmed through his guts. If she turned up. If she was going through with it. Her absence yesterday was uncharacteristic. Maybe she was having second thoughts.

      Snaith quelled the idea with a barrage of affirmations—the unseen armor of a warrior. In the circles, you couldn’t afford a shred of self-doubt, and in love, he guessed, it was every bit the same. He was fast, strong, more skilled than any man he’d seen. He knew how to talk with Tey, get her guard down, and he was the only one who could treat her right.

      Second thoughts! Really? She’d have to be mad to turn me down. Really mad, not just odd. What else has she got? Who?

      And she’d agreed, hadn’t she? Reluctantly at first, but that was on account of her shyness. She had agreed, and agreements were binding, such was the will of the Weyd. No, she was coming. She would be there.

      He would have asked for her hand sooner, only Tey had seemed hesitant the day after her twenty-first birthday. He’d screwed up his revulsion of touching, tried to kiss her. And she’d recoiled. Said it was for his own good. Just thinking about his embarrassment sent acid ripples through his veins, but Theurig’s methods instantly kicked in to quell it. The sorcerer had shared his secrets of self-control at the schoolhouse. Judging by the way the other students acted during the lessons, and the way they continued to act, Snaith must have been the only one listening. But that’s what he did: listen and learn, soaking up knowledge like a sponge. He salted facts and stored them along the neat avenues and pristine passages of the map in his mind.

      A few deep breaths, the corralling of stampeding feelings with whiplashed phrases he’d assembled for the purpose, and calm was well on its way to being restored.

      Rehearse, restate, reset, resolve. Rehearse, restate, reset… Beneath the threshing blades of Theurig’s teaching, Snaith’s thoughts returned to running straight and true.

      Tey was just different, he told himself. It was no reflection on him. She’d never bathed in the stream with the others after school. And her father was an overbearing dung-wit who hadn’t worn the black garb of grieving a single day after his wife died. What kind of a man made his daughter pick up the chores her mother had left behind? Seven years old Tey had been. Seven, and already a slave. She needed out of there, and if not Snaith, then who was going to save her? She was too cowed to act by herself. Snaith knew he had to step up, stand up for what was right.

      It wasn’t lost on him that what he couched in terms of honor was a smokescreen for what he couldn’t voice, even to himself. Was it love he was hiding from, or something altogether more base? Lust could drop a man’s mind lower than the beasts. Thought of where it led to turned Snaith’s stomach, but that didn’t mean he was immune to its touch. Theurig had warned about its power often enough. But lust? Lust for Tey? He could understand such feelings for Grisel. Something stirred in him when she bathed after practice. A woman desired by any red-blooded clansman. Just the right amount of plumpness. But Tey… She was willow-thin, brittle and pale. Riddled with imperfection. Yet she stirred him, too, though in a different way. Like an enemy attacking by stealth, or some otherworldly spirit cloaked in mystique.

      He stamped on the train of thought as he stepped out of the wattle-and-daub cottage the clan had built for the Harrow family, on account of Snaith’s father surviving his twelfth battle. It was a reward many aspired to but few achieved. Clan wars were notoriously bloody, and you were doing well if you made it back at all, never mind the twelve times it took to earn something better than a goat-skin tent or a mud-brick hovel. Most returned from the fray less than they’d entered it—missing fingers or arms or legs; a cavity where once had been an eye. Not his mother and father, though. They’d always come back whole.

      He’d gone most of the way down the garden path when a tingle started at the base of his scalp, swiftly burgeoning into a hive of stinging hornets in his skull.

      The door!

      In his haste, he’d left without tapping three times. Once he’d jogged back and appeased the ritual, freed the bear-trap it had on his mind, he was hit by how different everything seemed since the clans had started arriving over night.

      It was the only time Snaith had seen so many clansfolk in one place without them hacking each other to bloody strips and ribbons.

      Not that he’d had ever been present at a clan war, but he’d heard a fair few in the distance—the ring and scrape of steel, screams muffled by the ancient earthworks that rimmed the settlement, battle cries skirling on the wind. His father had done his duty, same as every man hale enough to hold a sword, but he rarely spoke about it. His mother, too. She’d earned herself a name—the “Ear Collector”. As a child Snaith had searched high and low for her grisly trophies, but she did a good job of hiding them. Not like his father, with his displays of pinned and desiccated insects all over the house.

      He took a moment to take in the magnitude of the gathering that filled the Malogoi village snug in its circle of manmade hills. Clansfolk beyond counting had journeyed to the Proving from all over Branikdür. Their doeskin shelters were steeped halfway up the slopes that surrounded the homesteads and crop fields. Smoke plumed from a thousand campfires, backlit by the steely light of the cloud-choked sun. Drums beat a hundred separate rhythms, bagpipes yowled above the strumming of lutes, and there was a constant hubbub of chatter, punctuated by raucous barks of laughter. The bitter scent of hops was strong on the breeze, blended with the pungent aroma of weedsticks.

      Snaith inhaled deeply, hoping the peace and happiness contained in so much smoke would lend him courage for what he had to do. He gave it a fistful of heartbeats, then shrugged.

      Nothing. No different. Weak and ineffectual. Let’s hope their fighting is the same.

      He followed the dirt track through the heart of the village, blood afire with anticipation. It was really happening—not just Tey, but his first festival, and his time of Proving.

      Last festival had been in Dour, too far to travel for a lad not then across the bridge into manhood. The festivals always sounded so fantastical to Snaith, but attendance didn’t come without risk. How could it, when the clans were forever at each other’s throats? Month in, month out, there were raids and skirmishes, with more than enough death-pits dug on both sides so the fallen could be seeded for new growth in the Nethers. Snaith worried whenever the Malogoi sent a delegation to the annual gathering, but festival time was a time of truce, and his father always came home smiling, eyes dulled by mead or weed, or likely a touch of both.

      As he passed the frayed and weather-stained tents he’d grown up among, he nodded to Old Man Marly, seated outside one of them, and got the same vacant stare he always received in return. Marly was so gnarled and twisted, he was a useless lump, a mouth to be fed, and had been for some time. The only wonder was that he hadn’t been led out to the Copse yet, but it wouldn’t be long. Nothing against Marly. He’d always been kind when Snaith was a kid, but that was just the way things were.

      A scuffle broke out between four youths in front of the beer stall Jarik Glent had set up so he could grow even fatter on the back of the festival. They weren’t locals. The split tongues and bone necklaces kind of gave it away. Huatha, then. Ferocious killers, he’d heard. But they had limbs like everyone else. Joints that could be broken.

      One of them caught him watching, signaled to the others, and they ceased fighting and glared. Snaith glared back. He could have taken all four—he’d already pictured how, in every last detail, and made sure they knew so from his expression. By far the greatest part of a fight was won with the eyes, according to his father’s pig-skin book, and it had yet to be proved wrong.

      “What you looking at, Malogoi?” A brawny savage took a step toward him, checked to make sure the others followed. With a show of bravado, he said, “Rot got your hair?”

      “No rot,” Snaith said, touching his shaven scalp on one side of the spiny crest of black hair that ran down the center. “Just a knife.”

      Snaith pictured the kick that would break the Huatha’s kneecap, the thump to the soft patch on his chin. In his mind, he moved like a ghost, slid in between the others, cranked a neck, threw a well-timed elbow that split a nose.

      The trio faltered. They’d seen it on his face, read what he was going to do to them in his eyes. Snaith could smell fear a mile off. Recognize it in every careless movement.

      He unlaced his tunic, started to pull it over his head, but stopped when he heard the scuff of feet as the savages backed off, muttering to each other. He tugged his tunic down and watched them go, not one of them daring to cast even a swift look behind.

      When he reached the turnstile that led onto the Green, the stench of sweat hit his nostrils from the jostling bodies all around him. He had the impression most of the outlanders didn’t know what a bathtub was, let alone bother to use one. There were pale-skinned Valks in skimpy battle harnesses, teetering on thick-soled sandals. Men and women painted like skeletons. Others dressed in the skins of wolves, faces protruding between yellow-fanged jaws. Patchwork clothes and tall crooked hats. Kilted northerners, hairy all over, and that was just the women. One man had a crusty black patch where he’d lost an ear. Snaith looked away, in case his mother was responsible. Folk always said you could tell he was Jennika’s son.

      Snaith’s skin itched at the proximity of so many bodies. He dipped his head and muscled his way through, telling himself the physical contact was no different to a fight. But it was different, no matter how he tried to deny it. Proximity to others made him think of contagion. Always had, since he could remember. Somehow, punching them in the face or choking them into submission was bearable. Enjoyable, even.

      When he reached the stile, he vaulted over it. Mud squelched where he landed and flecked the legs of his britches. He cursed and stopped to brush them clean, but someone bumped into him and knocked him on his arse.

      “Oi, watch…” Snaith started, fingers clenching into a fist, but the retort died on his lips. “Elder Moonshine.” He got to his feet and dipped his head.

      “Elder” was a show of respect far above anything Tey’s pig of a father deserved, but it would do nothing to harm Snaith’s case. The bastard’s name was Khunt, which about summed him up.

      “Pillock,” Khunt said.

      He had a fresh gash along his forearm, as though he’d cut it with a knife or caught it coming through brambles. He clutched an iron spearhead in his other hand. His cheeks were flushed, nose bulbous and veined with purple. Snaith registered it all, but a driving need of his own barged to the fore. Things didn’t happen without reason. Maybe the Weyd had placed Tey’s father here at this very time. Maybe it had guided him to collide with Snaith so the question could be asked without Tey being present, man to man. It wasn’t as if she’d say anything if she’d been there. Snaith had never seen her speak in her father’s presence.

      “Elder—”

      “Answer’s no.”

      Before Snaith could close his gaping mouth, Khunt was off, bustling through the crowd toward the stalls around the Green. He looked angrier than usual, and drunker, too. But it wasn’t his normal cantankerousness. This was more purposeful, as if he were in the process of righting some wrong. Or, more likely, knowing Khunt, some perceived wrong.

      Snaith decided against giving chase. Had Tey told her father what he was going to ask, or had Khunt guessed it for himself? He knew from the churn of his guts that his chances of marrying Tey had just slopped into the village cesspit, but why? What had he ever done to Khunt, save for bumping into him just now? And he was hardly to blame for that. Suddenly, even winning the Proving didn’t seem enough to gain the prize he truly desired. What did he have to do? Khunt wasn’t saying, and it was so bloody unfair.

      Tey’s a grown woman! Why does she need her father’s permission to marry? Because the Weyd says so
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