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Book Summary

A thousand years ago, Aurelle, the First Witch, was burned alive by the first king of Caldrenmoor and the priests who would become the Order of the Ashen Sun. As the flames rose, she cursed the moon to bleed on the night of her return.

Now the Blood Moon is coming.

Ysolde Farrow is a red-haired healer in a marsh village who has never believed in magic, until a dead flower blooms in her hands and the Order burns her home to the ground. Morwen Vael is the most feared woman in the capital: the only witch the Crown allows to live, wearing a silver collar that burns her if she uses magic without the king's permission. Her only companion is Corvane, a raven who has been at her side since childhood.

When Morwen's crystal shows her a vision of a red-haired girl surrounded by fire, she is sent to hunt Ysolde down. What she finds instead is a sister she never knew she had, taken from their mother as a child. Together they are the last heirs of the First Witch's bloodline, and they discover that the legend everyone believes is a lie.

Across three seasons, the sisters move from strangers to allies, then to rulers, enemies and rivals for the same crown. Kings will fall, a holy war will split the kingdom, and a raven will whisper in the dark. When the Blood Moon finally rises, one sister must decide whether to save the world or save the other. And the First Witch is closer than anyone imagined.
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PART ONE
The Awakening
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CHAPTER ONE
The Ember in the Marsh
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The child stopped breathing just after midnight.

Ysolde Farrow counted. One. Two. Three. She pressed her ear to the girl’s chest and heard nothing but rain drumming on the reed roof and her own heart hammering against her ribs.

“Ysolde.” Hesk’s voice cracked behind her. “Ysolde, why is she so quiet?”

“Give me room.”

“She’s my daughter—”

“I know whose daughter she is. Give me room.”

Lark was seven years old. Three days ago she had been chasing frogs along the dyke, shrieking with laughter, mud up to her knees, calling Ysolde the Frog Queen because of her wild red hair. Now her lips were grey and her small hand was cold as river stone.

Marsh fever. Every autumn it crept out of the reeds and took the weakest in Fennick, and every autumn Ysolde’s mother fought it with willow bark, feverfew and stubbornness. But Brenna was two villages away delivering a baby, the willow bark was finished, and stubbornness had never brought anyone back from the dead.

Ysolde tipped the girl’s head back and breathed into her mouth. Once. Twice.

Lark’s chest rose. Fell. Then nothing.

“Please,” Hesk whispered. “Please, please, please.”

Ysolde sat back on her heels. Her hands were shaking. She had watched people die before; she was twenty-two and a healer’s daughter, and death was a regular visitor in the marsh. But she had never watched a child die in front of her mother. She had never been the only one in the room who was supposed to know what to do.

Her eyes went to the shelf above the hearth.

The jar sat where it always sat, behind the salt and the candle stubs. Brown glass. Inside it, a dozen dried flowers, each one the size of a fist, their petals curled inward like sleeping claws. Ember-crowns. Her mother had kept them for as long as Ysolde could remember, and she had never once used them.

Those aren’t for healing, Brenna had said, the one time Ysolde asked. Those aren’t for anything. Don’t touch them.

Then why keep them?

Her mother had never answered. She had simply looked at her daughter with an expression Ysolde had never understood, something between love and fear, and changed the subject.

“Ysolde?” Hesk was on her knees now, clutching Lark’s feet. “Do something. You have to do something.”

Ysolde stood, crossed the room in three strides and took down the jar.

The lid was stiff. She wrenched it open, and a smell rose from inside: smoke, honey and something older, like a church that had burned down a hundred years ago. She took the largest flower and knelt beside Lark again.

She had no idea what she was doing. She only knew she had nothing else.

She pressed the dead flower flat against the girl’s chest and laid her palm over it.

For a moment, nothing happened.

Then heat.

It started in the centre of her hand and ran up her wrist like a spark along a fuse. Ysolde gasped. Beneath her fingers, the dry petals crackled and moved. They were unfolding. Brown turned to rust, rust to orange, orange to a red so deep it almost glowed. The flower opened like a mouth taking a breath, and the veins on the back of Ysolde’s hand lit gold beneath her skin.

Lark’s eyes flew open.

The girl dragged in a breath so huge it lifted her off the blanket, and then she was coughing, crying, alive, grabbing at the air with both hands.

“Mama?”

Hesk made a sound Ysolde would never forget, half sob and half scream, and swept her daughter into her arms. She rocked her, kissed her hair, her cheeks, her eyelids.

Ysolde stared at her own hand. The gold light was fading. The flower lay on the blanket in full bloom, petals trembling, as fresh as if it had been picked that morning. Twelve years it had been dead in that jar.

“Thank you,” Hesk was saying. “Thank you, thank you, Ysolde, oh gods, thank you—”

Then she looked at the flower.

Then she looked at Ysolde’s hand.

And the gratitude on her face slowly curdled into something else.

The door creaked. Ysolde turned.

Old Maddoc the ferryman stood in the doorway with a lantern, rain dripping off his hood. He must have heard the screaming and come to help. He was staring at the glowing flower, at the living child, at Ysolde’s hand, and his lantern was trembling so badly that the shadows danced across the walls.

Slowly, deliberately, he drew a circle over his heart with two fingers. The sign of the Ashen Sun.

The sign you made against evil.

“Maddoc,” Ysolde said. “Maddoc, wait—”

He was already gone.

* * *

Her mother came home at dawn, soaked and exhausted, with blood under her fingernails from the birth.

She stopped in the doorway.

Ysolde had put the flower in a cup of water on the table. She hadn’t known what else to do with it. In the grey morning light it looked impossible, a living coal in a house of mud and reeds.

Brenna Farrow did not ask what had happened. She did not ask about Lark. She walked to the table, picked up the flower and threw it into the hearth.

The fire swallowed it.

Then spat it back out.

The ember-crown rolled onto the stones, unburned, not a single petal blackened. Brenna stared at it. The colour drained from her face until she looked older than Ysolde had ever seen her.

“Who saw?” she asked quietly.

“Mama, Lark was dead. She wasn’t breathing. I didn’t—”

“Who saw, Ysolde?”

“Hesk. And Maddoc.”

Brenna closed her eyes. Her lips moved without sound, and Ysolde realised with a jolt that her mother, who had never prayed a day in her life, was praying.

“Pack,” Brenna said. “Warm clothes. Food for four days. Nothing else.”

“What?”

“We leave tonight.”

“Leave? Mama, I saved a child’s life. Everyone in Fennick loves Lark. They’re not going to—”

“Maddoc’s ferry isn’t at the landing.” Brenna opened the chest at the foot of her bed and began pulling things out with quick, practiced hands, as if she had rehearsed this a hundred times. “I passed it on the way in. He went upriver before dawn. Do you know what’s upriver, Ysolde?”

Ysolde’s mouth went dry. “The chapterhouse at Kettering.”

“The chapterhouse at Kettering. Full of the Order’s men, who have been waiting their whole lives for someone like you.”

“Someone like me.” Ysolde’s voice rose. “What does that mean? What am I? Because I held a dead flower and it came alive in my hand, and you’ve kept those things in a jar my whole life, and you told me they weren’t for anything. You lied.”

Her mother turned. For a heartbeat Ysolde thought she was going to be slapped.

Instead Brenna crossed the room and pulled her daughter into her arms so tightly it hurt.

“I know,” she whispered into Ysolde’s hair. “I know. I’m sorry. I thought if I never told you, it would never wake. I thought I could keep you small and safe and ordinary.”

“Then tell me now.”

“Not now. When we’re far from here. I swear it on my life.” Brenna pulled back and held Ysolde’s face in both hands. Her eyes were wet. “Now pack.”

* * *

Tobin was mending nets on the jetty when she found him, whistling off-key, his sleeves rolled to the elbow.

He grinned the moment he saw her. Tobin always grinned when he saw her; he had been doing it since they were nine and she had pushed him into the river for calling her carrot-head. He was broad and sunburned and not especially clever, and he was the kindest person Ysolde had ever known.

“The whole village is talking,” he said. “They say you raised Lark from the dead.”

“She wasn’t dead. Not really.”

“Hesk says she was.” His grin faded when he saw her face. “Ysol. What’s wrong?”

She hadn’t planned what to say. She had only known she couldn’t leave without seeing him.

“My mother and I are going away for a while.”

“Away where?”

“I don’t know.”

“For how long?”

“I don’t know that either.”

Tobin put down the net. He wiped his hands on his trousers, then reached into his pocket and pulled out something small. A ring. Braided copper wire, twisted around a tiny blue river stone.

“I was going to ask you at the harvest dance,” he said, his ears turning red. “I had a whole speech. It was very good. There was a part about frogs.”

Ysolde laughed, and the laugh came out broken.

“Tobin—”

“You don’t have to answer now. Just take it. Wherever you’re going, take it with you, and when you come back you can tell me yes or you can throw it in the river. Either way.” He pressed it into her palm and closed her fingers around it. “Just come back.”

She should have told him the truth. She should have told him that Maddoc had gone to the Order, that her mother was terrified, that something inside her had woken up and she didn’t know what it was.

Instead she kissed him. Hard, clumsy, on the jetty in front of anyone who cared to look.

“I’ll come back,” she said.

It was the first lie she ever told him.

* * *

Three hundred miles to the north, in the tallest tower of the royal palace at Hollowmere, Morwen Vael woke screaming.

She was on her feet before she understood she was awake, her back against the cold stone wall, her breath coming in ragged gasps. Across the chamber, on its iron stand, the crystal sphere was glowing. It had never glowed on its own before. Not once in twenty years.

On the windowsill, the raven ruffled his feathers and watched her with one black eye.

“You saw it too,” Morwen said. “Didn’t you, Corvane?”

The raven said nothing. Ravens rarely did.

Morwen crossed the room and put her hands on the crystal. Silver fire burned at her throat as the collar reacted, a warning bite. Using magic without royal consent. She ignored the pain; she had been ignoring it since she was six years old.

The vision rose again inside the glass.

A girl with red hair, kneeling in a small dark room. A flower opening in her hands like a wound. Fire all around her, fire that didn’t burn, fire that bowed to her.

And then the voice. A woman’s voice, low and warm and ancient, speaking directly into Morwen’s skull.

The First returns.

The crystal went dark.

Morwen stood motionless for a long time. Then she touched the crescent-shaped mark on the inside of her left wrist, the one she had carried since birth, the one she always kept hidden beneath her sleeve.

It was warm.

* * *

King Aldric Thorne did not like being woken. He liked being woken by his witch even less.

“A girl,” he repeated, sitting on the edge of his enormous bed in a nightshirt, looking every one of his sixty years. “You dragged me out of sleep for a girl.”

“For a witch, Your Majesty. In the south, near the marshes. A powerful one. Untrained.” Morwen kept her eyes lowered, her voice calm. The collar was still stinging. “The crystal has never shown me anything like her.”

“And the Order? Do they know?”

“If they don’t yet, they will soon. A witch like this doesn’t stay hidden.”

The king rubbed his face. Beyond the window, the capital slept beneath a fat white moon.

“Then you’ll find her first,” he said. “Take my son. Take whatever men you need. Bring her to me alive, before that zealot Seraphine Drael gets her hands on her and makes a bonfire out of her. If this girl is as powerful as you say, I want her power serving the Crown, not feeding the Order’s legend.”

“As you command.”

Morwen bowed and turned to go.

“Morwen.”

She stopped.

“You’re holding something back,” the king said. “You always hold something back. It’s the only thing about you I trust.” He lay back against his pillows. “Whatever it is, remember who holds your leash.”

Her fingers brushed the silver at her throat.

“I never forget, Your Majesty.”

In the corridor, Corvane swooped down from a rafter and landed on her shoulder. She walked with him through the dark palace, her footsteps echoing.

She had not told the king about the voice.

She had not told him that the girl in the vision had red hair exactly the colour of the woman Morwen saw in her dreams. The woman who sang to her when she was very small, before the soldiers came. The woman whose face she could no longer remember.

* * *

In Fennick, the sun went down red.

Ysolde tied the last bundle and tucked Tobin’s ring into the pocket sewn inside her dress, right over her heart. Her mother was at the table, writing something by candlelight, a letter she folded twice and pressed into Ysolde’s hands.

“If we’re separated,” Brenna said, “you don’t open this until you’re safe.”

“Why would we be separated?”

Brenna didn’t answer. She was looking at the window.

Somewhere outside, a dog began to bark. Then another. Then every dog in Fennick at once.

Feet pounded on the path. The door burst open and Tobin fell through it, soaking wet, gasping, his face white.

“Riders,” he panted. “On the causeway. White cloaks. Twenty of them, maybe more.”

“It’s too soon,” Brenna whispered. “Kettering is a day’s ride. It’s too soon—”

Unless they had already been close. Unless they had already been looking.

Ysolde went to the window.

Across the black water of the marsh, a line of torches was moving down the causeway toward the village. It looked like a river of fire, flowing straight toward her home.

And at the head of it rode a woman all in white, her pale hair shining in the torchlight, holding a banner that bore the burning sun.
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CHAPTER TWO
Fennick Burns
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“The boat,” Tobin said. “I’ll get the boat. We can go out through the reeds—”

“They’ll have boats of their own.” Brenna was already moving, snuffing the candle, throwing a cloak over Ysolde’s shoulders. “The Order doesn’t ride into a marsh village without closing the water first. They’ve done this before, boy. Many times.”

“Then what do we do?”

Brenna looked at him for a long moment. Then she took his face in her hands, the way she had taken Ysolde’s that morning.

“You go home,” she said gently. “You go home to your father and you say you’ve been mending nets all evening and you know nothing about witches. Do you understand me, Tobin? You know nothing.”

“I’m not leaving her.”

“You love her?”

He didn’t even hesitate. “Yes.”

“Then you’ll leave her. Because if they see you with her, they’ll take you too, and she’ll try to save you, and then they’ll have her.” Brenna let him go. “Go.”

Tobin looked at Ysolde. She saw the fight go out of him, saw him understand. He squeezed her hand once, so hard it hurt, and then he slipped out into the dark.

Brenna pulled Ysolde toward the back of the house.

Behind their cottage, at the edge of the water, stood the old eel shed: a rotting frame of poles and reeds where Ysolde’s grandfather had once smoked his catch. No one had used it in years. Beneath its floorboards was a pit, half full of black water, deep enough for a grown woman to crouch with only her head above the surface.

“In,” her mother said.

“Mama—”

“In, Ysolde.”

The water was so cold it punched the air out of her lungs. Ysolde sank to her chin, gasping, her skirts floating around her. Through the gaps between the boards she could see a thin slice of the world: the edge of the village square, the well, the old oak with the harvest ribbons still tied to its branches.

Brenna knelt at the edge of the pit.

“Listen to me,” she whispered. “Whatever you hear, whatever you see, you do not come out. Not for anyone. Not for me.”

“Where are you going?”

“To buy you time.”

“No.” Ysolde grabbed her mother’s wrist with a wet hand. “No, you’re not. Come in here with me. There’s room. Mama, please, there’s room—”

“They know a witch lives in this house. If they find no one, they’ll tear the marsh apart until they do.” Brenna’s voice was steady, but her eyes were shining. “If I don’t come back, you go north. Through the Greywood. You find the woman with the raven.”

“What woman? What raven? Mama, I don’t understand—”

“She’s—”

Horses. Close. The ground shook with them.

Brenna kissed her daughter’s forehead. Her lips were warm.

“You were the best thing I ever did,” she said. “Remember that, when you learn the worst.”

She slid the last board into place. Darkness.

Ysolde heard her mother’s footsteps walk away, calm and unhurried, toward the square.

* * *

They brought everyone out.

Ysolde watched through the gap in the boards as the Order’s soldiers went from door to door, dragging people from their beds. Old women in nightgowns. Children crying. Fishermen with their hands raised. Torches everywhere, turning the square orange.

The soldiers wore white cloaks with a burning sun stitched in gold across their backs. They did not shout. That was the most frightening thing. They moved with quiet efficiency, like men who had done this so many times it bored them.

Then the woman on the white horse rode into the centre of the square, and everyone went silent.

She was not what Ysolde expected. She was young, perhaps thirty, and beautiful in a way that was hard to look at directly, with pale hair pulled back tightly and a face as calm as still water. She wore no armour. Only a white robe and white gloves, and a silver sun hanging on a chain at her breast.

She dismounted slowly and looked around at the terrified villagers as if she pitied every one of them.

“My name is Seraphine Drael,” she said. Her voice was soft. She didn’t need to raise it; the whole square was holding its breath. “I am High Inquisitor of the Order of the Ashen Sun. I have not come to hurt you.”

No one believed her. No one said so.

“Last night, a child in this village died and came back to life.” She turned slowly, her gaze passing over each face. “I understand how that must feel. Like a miracle. Like a gift from the gods. But the gods do not work through the hands of women in marsh huts. What was done here was not a miracle. It was witchcraft. And witchcraft always asks for payment later.”

She stopped in front of Hesk.

Hesk was holding Lark on her hip. The little girl was pink-cheeked and healthy, staring at the beautiful white lady with wide, curious eyes.

“Is this the child?” Seraphine asked.

Hesk said nothing. Her arms tightened around her daughter.

“What a lovely girl.” Seraphine smiled and crouched down to Lark’s level. “What’s your name, sweetheart?”

“Lark.”

“Lark. That’s a beautiful name. Tell me, Lark, do you remember being sick?”

Lark nodded.

“And who made you better?”

In the pit, Ysolde stopped breathing.

Lark opened her mouth. Hesk’s hand came up, too late.

“I did.”

The voice came from the edge of the square. Every head turned.

Brenna Farrow walked into the torchlight with her hands at her sides and her chin raised. She did not look afraid. She looked like a woman walking to the well on an ordinary morning.

“I’m the healer here,” she said. “I’m the one you want. Leave the child alone.”

Seraphine rose. She studied Brenna for a long, silent moment.

“The ferryman told us the healer was away last night,” she said. “Delivering a baby in Oxmere. He said it was the daughter who was with the child.”

Maddoc stood near the well, his eyes on the ground.

“The ferryman is an old fool who drinks,” Brenna said. “My daughter drowned three winters ago. Ask anyone.”

Seraphine looked around the square.

“Is that true?”

Silence.

Ysolde pressed her fist against her mouth. Please. Please don’t.

Then Hesk spoke, her voice shaking but clear. “It’s true. We buried her by the dyke.”

“We did,” said old Widow Pell.

“Drowned in the spring flood,” said Tobin’s father.

One after another, the people of Fennick lied to the High Inquisitor’s face. Ysolde sank lower in the black water, tears running down her cheeks. She had lived among these people her whole life. She had never known they loved her like this.

Maddoc lifted his head and opened his mouth.

Hesk looked at him.

He closed it again.

Seraphine’s calm expression did not change, but something flickered behind her eyes.

“How touching,” she said softly. She turned to the soldier beside her. “Bring me what you found in the house.”

The soldier stepped forward carrying a cup. In it, blazing red in the torchlight, was the ember-crown.

A murmur went through the crowd.

“We tried to burn it,” Seraphine said. “It wouldn’t burn. Do you know what that means, Mistress Farrow? It means the power that woke this flower is very, very old. Older than you. Older than this kingdom.” She held out the cup. “Touch it.”

Brenna hesitated.

“If you are the witch,” Seraphine said, “it will know you. Touch it.”

From the pit, Ysolde saw her mother’s shoulders rise and fall in a single deep breath. Brenna reached out and laid two fingers on the petals.

For a heartbeat, nothing.

Then, faintly, the flower glowed. A soft golden pulse, like a heartbeat, running through the veins of its petals.

Brenna swayed on her feet. Her face had gone grey. Whatever she had done, it had cost her something terrible.

Seraphine looked at the glowing flower for a long moment. Then at Brenna.

“So,” she said. “The healer has a little gift of her own. Buried very deep.” She handed the cup back to her soldier. “Build the pyre.”

* * *

They built it under the old oak with the harvest ribbons.

Ysolde watched them do it. She watched them drag out wood from people’s winter stores and stack it high while the villagers wept. She watched them tie her mother to a post in the middle of it.

She should have gone out. She knew that. She should have climbed out of the pit and run into the square and told them the truth. They could have her. They could take her anywhere, do anything to her.

But her mother had looked straight at the eel shed while they tied the ropes. Just once. Just for a second.

And her mother had shaken her head.

“Before we begin,” Seraphine said, standing before the pyre with a torch in her gloved hand, “I will give you one chance. Tell me where your daughter is, and I will strangle you before the fire takes you. It’s a mercy. The only one I can offer.”

Brenna smiled at her.

“I pity you, Inquisitor.”

Seraphine went still.

“You burn us because you’re afraid,” Brenna said. “I can see it in you. I can smell it on you. Whatever they did to you, child, I am so sorry.”

For the first time, the calm on Seraphine Drael’s face cracked. Just a hairline. Her lips parted. Her hand tightened on the torch until the leather of her glove creaked.

Then she threw it into the wood.

* * *

The fire rose fast.

The people of Fennick screamed. Some of them turned away. Hesk covered Lark’s eyes and pressed her daughter’s face into her shoulder.

Brenna didn’t scream.

She began to sing.

It was a lullaby. Ysolde knew it the way she knew her own heartbeat; her mother had sung it every night of her childhood, a strange old song in a language no one in the marsh spoke, about a moon and two sisters and a door. Brenna’s voice rose above the crackle of the flames, steady and sweet, as if she were rocking a baby to sleep.

And the fire around her burned gold.

Not orange. Gold. The same gold that had lit Ysolde’s veins when she touched the ember-crown. For a single impossible moment the flames bent away from Brenna’s body like grass in a wind, and the soldiers stepped back, and even Seraphine’s face went white.

Then the gold flickered and died, and the fire closed in.

The singing stopped.

In the eel pit, in the freezing black water, Ysolde Farrow bit down on her own hand until she tasted blood, so that no one would hear her scream.

* * *

She didn’t know how long she stayed there. Minutes. Hours. The fire burned down. The crowd was sent back to their homes.

Then she heard Seraphine’s voice again, quite close.

“She’s still here.”

“Inquisitor?”

“The daughter. The mother looked at something behind the house before she died. Search it. Search everything. Burn the reeds if you have to.”

Footsteps on the path. Coming closer. The soldier’s torch sent stripes of light through the gaps in the boards, sliding across the black water toward Ysolde’s face.

Then a shout from the other side of the village.

“The boats! Someone’s cutting the boats loose!”

The footsteps stopped. Turned. Ran.

Ysolde knew without seeing who it was. Only one person in Fennick was stupid enough, brave enough, to do something like that.

Tobin.

She heard the struggle at the landing. Shouting. The crack of something hard hitting flesh. And then Seraphine’s voice, calm again, carrying across the water.

“The fisherman’s son. How brave.” A pause. “The ferryman says he was sweet on the daughter. Put him in chains. Boys who love witches make excellent bait.”

Ysolde pushed up the boards and climbed out of the pit.

She was shaking so badly she could barely stand. Her body was numb, her fingers blue. But the soldiers were all at the landing now, and the reeds behind the house stretched out in the dark toward the far bank and the black line of the forest.

She ran.

The reeds cut her face and hands. The mud sucked at her legs. Behind her, someone shouted, and then the reeds began to burn, a wall of fire racing across the marsh with a roar like an animal. The smoke rolled over her, and she ran blind, coughing, the heat licking at her back.

She didn’t stop until she reached the hill.

* * *

Dawn came grey and cold.

Ysolde stood at the edge of the Greywood on the top of the hill and looked back at the place she had been born.

Fennick was burning. All of it. Not just the reeds. The houses, the jetty, the drying racks, the old oak in the square. The Order had not been satisfied with one witch. They had cleansed the whole village of her memory.

Somewhere down there, Tobin was in chains. Somewhere down there, her mother was ash.

She put her hand in her pocket. Her fingers found Tobin’s copper ring, and beside it, the letter her mother had written by candlelight. The paper was soaked but still sealed.

Don’t open it until you’re safe.

She didn’t know if she would ever be safe again.

She sank to her knees in the wet grass. She didn’t cry. She had nothing left to cry with. She just knelt there, watching the smoke rise into the pale morning sky, while the words of her mother’s lullaby played over and over in her head. A moon. Two sisters. A door.

A soft sound beside her. The rustle of feathers.

Ysolde turned her head.

A raven had landed on the grass an arm’s length away. It was the largest bird she had ever seen, black as a hole in the world, with a heavy grey beak and eyes that caught the dawn light and held it.

It was staring directly at her.

Not the way birds look at things. The way a person does.

The raven tilted its head. Then it opened its beak, and from somewhere deep in its throat came a sound that made every hair on Ysolde’s body stand on end.

The first three notes of her mother’s lullaby.
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CHAPTER THREE
The Seer’s Leash
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“Is he lying?”

Morwen Vael stood in the centre of the Hall of Judgement with two hundred eyes on her back, and looked at the man kneeling in chains before the throne.

Lord Harlan Brannock was fifty years old and had been a friend of the king for thirty of them. Now he was on his knees, his fine coat torn, his face bruised from the guards’ fists. He had been accused of writing letters to the Duke of Esterlan. Of plotting to open the northern gates.

“I’ve told you, Aldric,” he said hoarsely. “I’ve told you a hundred times. Those letters are forgeries. I would never—”

“Silence,” said the king, without looking at him. His eyes were on Morwen. “Well, witch? Is he lying?”

The collar at Morwen’s throat tingled. The king had given consent; the silver would not burn her for this. It only ever burned her for doing what she wanted.

She stepped forward and laid two fingers on Brannock’s forehead.

The man flinched as if she’d struck him. They all flinched. Twenty years she had served this court, and not one of them had ever stopped flinching.

She closed her eyes.

The visions came the way they always did: fast and broken, like pieces of a smashed mirror. A candlelit desk. A quill. Brannock’s own hand writing the north gate will be unguarded on the night of the feast. A sealed letter handed to a rider in the dark.

And then, unasked for, another image. A little girl with Brannock’s eyes, perhaps five years old, sitting on his knee while he read her a story about dragons.

Morwen opened her eyes.

She could lie. She had lied to this court before, in small ways, when it suited her. She could say the letters were forged, and the man would go home to his daughter.

And tomorrow someone would open the north gate, and the Duke of Esterlan’s soldiers would pour into the city and kill a great many people who also had daughters.

“He wrote them,” she said.

The hall erupted. Brannock began to scream, not at the king but at her, words she had heard so many times they no longer had edges. Witch. Devil’s whore. Liar. You’ll burn, you’ll burn, I’ll see you burn—

The guards dragged him out. The king waved a hand and the next case was called.

Morwen walked back to her place at the side of the throne, where the royal hounds usually sat, and folded her hands in front of her, and kept her face perfectly still.

It was a skill she had learned very young.

* * *

“You could have saved him.”

The queen caught her in the gallery afterward, as Morwen had known she would. Ilsabet Thorne was forty and beautiful and had the smile of a woman who had poisoned at least one person and enjoyed it. She was the king’s second wife. His first, the mother of Prince Casimir, had died of a fever that no physician could explain.

“He was guilty, Your Grace.”

“Guilt.” The queen laughed softly. “What a small, tidy word. Everyone at this court is guilty of something, Morwen. You know that better than anyone. You’ve been inside all our heads.”

“Only when I’m commanded.”

“Of course.” Ilsabet stepped closer. She smelled of roses and something bitter underneath. “I hear you’re riding south today. With my stepson. Hunting some little marsh witch.”

Morwen said nothing.

“A witch that powerful could change the balance of this kingdom,” the queen murmured. “Whoever holds her leash holds a great deal. My son Edric is only twelve, but boys grow. And kings grow old.” She reached out and ran one fingertip along the silver collar at Morwen’s throat. “When you find her, bring her to me first. I can be very grateful. I can even be generous.”

Her finger stopped on the collar’s lock.

“Keys can change hands, Morwen.”

Then she smiled and swept away down the gallery, her ladies trailing after her like ducklings.

Morwen stood very still until the queen was gone. Then she let out a breath she hadn’t known she was holding.

Twenty years. Twenty years of wearing that silver. Twenty years of being fed and clothed and watched like a dangerous dog.

Keys can change hands.

She hated how much she wanted to believe it.

* * *

The stable yard was full of horses and shouting men. In the middle of it, sitting on an upturned bucket and eating an apple, was the heir to the throne of Caldrenmoor.

“Seer,” Prince Casimir said cheerfully. “You look like someone just tried to kill you.”

“Your stepmother.”

“Ah. She does that. She tried to kill me twice last year. Mushrooms, both times.” He tossed the apple core to his horse. “I’ve stopped eating mushrooms. You’d be amazed how much safer life is without mushrooms.”

Casimir Thorne was twenty-six, tall and dark-haired, with his dead mother’s warm brown eyes and none of his father’s coldness. He was also the only person in the entire palace who called Morwen “Seer” instead of “witch.” She had never asked him why. She suspected it was simply because he knew it annoyed everyone else.

“Twenty riders,” he said, standing and brushing off his trousers. “Fast horses. We’ll be in the south in five days if we don’t stop to sleep, which I’m told princes are supposed to do occasionally.”

“We need to go faster.”

“Why?”

“Because the Order knows.”

The prince’s smile faded. “You’re sure?”

“I felt it,” Morwen said. “Two nights ago. Something burned in the south. Something that shouldn’t have burned.”

She didn’t tell him the rest. That she had woken in the middle of the night with tears running down her face and a song in her throat she didn’t know. That she had sat on the floor of her tower until dawn, shaking, feeling as if someone had reached into her chest and torn something out.

She didn’t tell him that her raven was gone either.

Corvane had flown out of her window the night of the vision, and he had not come back. In twenty years, he had never left her side for more than an hour.

“Then we’ll go faster,” Casimir said simply. “Mount up.”

* * *

They rode hard for four days.

The soldiers kept their distance from her, as soldiers always did. They made the sign of the Ashen Sun when they thought she wasn’t looking, and nobody would share a fire with her except the prince, who ate his supper beside her each night and talked about everything and nothing as if they were old friends.

“Do you remember anything?” he asked on the third night. “From before?”

“Before what?”

“Before you came to the palace. You were a child, weren’t you? My father said the Order brought you.”

Morwen stared into the fire.

She remembered almost nothing. A small house. The smell of smoke and honey. Red hair falling over her face as someone bent to kiss her goodnight. And then soldiers, a great many soldiers, and a man in white lifting her onto a horse while someone screamed her name.

After that, the cells.

The Order had kept her in the dark beneath the cathedral at Hollowmere for a year before they put the collar on her and gave her to the king. A year of cold stone and white-robed priests and the screams of other children in other cells.

One of those children, she remembered very well.

“No,” she said. “I don’t remember anything.”

Casimir looked at her for a moment. Then he nodded and passed her a piece of bread, and did not ask again.

* * *

On the fifth day they reached Kettering.

The Order’s chapterhouse stood on a hill above the town, a squat white fortress with a golden sun blazing on its gate. Smoke still hung in the southern sky. Casimir’s face hardened when he saw it.

“That’s not a cooking fire.”

“No,” Morwen said quietly. “It’s a village.”

The gates opened before they reached them. Standing in the courtyard in a white robe that did not have a single speck of dirt on it, waiting for them as if she had known exactly when they would arrive, was Seraphine Drael.

“Your Highness.” She bowed to the prince with perfect grace. Then her gaze moved to Morwen, and something cold and very old passed between the two women. “Morwen.”

“Inquisitor.”

“You still bite your nails.”

“You still wear white,” Morwen said, “so everyone can see how clean your hands are.”

Casimir looked from one to the other. “I feel as though I’ve walked into the middle of a very long argument.”

“A very old one,” Seraphine said pleasantly. “We knew each other as girls. Didn’t we, Morwen?”

Morwen said nothing. The collar at her throat felt suddenly heavy.

Seraphine led them into a stone hall and told them everything, calmly, as if reporting the weather. A healer in the marsh village of Fennick. A dead child raised. A flower that would not burn. The mother had confessed and been purified by fire. The daughter had escaped into the Greywood.

“Her name is Ysolde Farrow,” Seraphine said. “Twenty-two years old. Red hair. Untrained, but powerful. More powerful than anything I’ve seen in fifteen years of this work.”

“And you burned an entire village looking for her,” Casimir said.

“I cleansed an entire village. The rot goes deep in places like that.”

“On whose authority?”

Seraphine smiled at him the way one smiles at a child. “The Order answers to the gods, Your Highness. Not to kings.”

“My father might disagree.”

“Your father has a witch on a leash in his throne room. Your father is in no position to lecture anyone about the gods.”

The temperature in the room seemed to drop. Casimir’s hand drifted to his sword. Seraphine didn’t even glance at it.

“The king wants the girl alive,” Morwen said. “Delivered to the Crown.”

“I’m sure he does.” Seraphine rose. “Then by all means, go into the Greywood and look for her. It’s a very large forest, full of outlaws and wolves. I wish you luck.” She paused at the door. “Oh. You’ll want to know. We found her mother’s gift was real. Small, but real. She sang while she burned. An old song. Have you ever heard a witch sing in the fire, Morwen?”

Morwen held her gaze and said nothing.

“No,” said Seraphine softly. “I suppose you haven’t. They never did burn you. The king wanted you too much.”

She left.

* * *

The boy was in the lowest cell.

Morwen found him easily enough. Chapterhouse guards were more frightened of witches than of inquisitors, and one look from her had been enough to get the keys. She stood outside the bars and looked at him in the torchlight.

He was big, a fisherman by the look of his hands. Someone had beaten him badly. One eye was swollen shut, and his lip was split, and he had been chained to the wall by his wrists so that he could neither sit nor stand.

He lifted his head and looked at her with his one good eye.

“You’re the king’s witch.”

“Yes.”

“Have you come to kill me?”

“No.”

“Are you going to kill her?”

Morwen was quiet for a moment. “What’s your name?”

“Tobin.”

“Tell me about her, Tobin.”

He laughed, a cracked and painful sound. “So you can find her? I’d rather they hanged me.”

“If I don’t find her,” Morwen said, “Seraphine Drael will. And you’ve seen what Seraphine does when she finds people.”

The boy’s face crumpled. For a moment, Morwen saw how young he was underneath the bruises.

“They burned her mother,” he whispered. “Brenna. She delivered half the babies in Fennick. She delivered me. They tied her to a post and burned her, and she didn’t scream. She just sang. The whole time, she sang.”

He began to hum, brokenly, under his breath.

And Morwen’s heart stopped.

She knew it. She knew every note of it. The melody climbed and fell and circled back on itself like a river finding its way to the sea, and before she knew what she was doing, her own lips were moving, and she was singing the words, words in a language she had never learned, about a moon and two sisters and a door.

Tobin stopped humming. He stared at her through the bars.

“How do you know that song?” he said. “Only Brenna knew that song. Brenna and Ysolde. How do you know that song?”

Morwen stepped back from the bars.

She didn’t know. That was the answer. She didn’t know how she knew. She only knew that the song had been living somewhere deep inside her for twenty years, locked away behind a door she had forgotten existed, and now the door was open, and something was coming through.

She turned and walked out without a word.

* * *

That night she could not sleep.

She sat by the window of the guest chamber the Order had given her, looking out at the black line of the Greywood on the horizon. Somewhere in there
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