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In the hidden highland kingdom of Ellenmere, 1583, Isolde Brannock-last witch of her line is arrested for the murder of the Crown Prince and brought to Greymere keep to burn. Her interrogator is Cathán Wycliffe, the Court Sorcerer: the boy who kissed her on a frozen lake at fourteen and vanished into a monastery for nine years, leaving her to grow wild and alone in the Witchwood. He believes she is dead. She believes he abandoned her. Neither is entirely wrong.

They have twenty-nine days to find the true killer before she burns. What they find instead is a conspiracy reaching into the king's own cup, a dead prince's hidden child, a soul bound into a raven, and the slow unravelling of everything either of them thought they understood about the craft they carry.

Spanning three decades from the frozen lake to a stone house on a northern headland, from the testimony of a terrified woman at a hawthorn tree to two green-eyed ravens on a gate-post in the autumn dark; The Raven Bride of Ellenmere is a novel about the cost of gifts, the patience of love, and what remains when the membrane between the living and the dead grows thin enough to see through.
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The morning the king's men came for her, Isolde Brannock was kneeling in the snow with a dying fox in her lap.

She had found him at the edge of the birch-grove just after sunrise, his hind leg bone-splintered by a hunter's iron, his eyes the colour of old amber and full of that quiet animal puzzlement that always undid her. She did not bother with prayers. Her people had been done with prayers for three generations. She bent her forehead to his and breathed warmth into the rust-coloured fur between his ears, and she sang very softly the lullaby her mother had once sung her, the one about the moon and the milk-pail and the girl who fell asleep in the long grass.

He died on the second verse. She did not stop singing until the third.

Above her, in the bone-white branches, Maugrim shifted his black weight from one foot to the other and made a sound deep in his throat that was almost a sigh.

"I know," she said to him without looking up. "I know."

She wiped the blood from her hands on the inside of her cloak, where it would not show, and she stood. The cold reached for her through her wool and her linen and her skin and went on reaching. It had been a winter of long teeth, this one. The lake at the bottom of the wood had frozen in the second week of November and not unfrozen since, and the deer had come down to the cottage to look at her through the windows the way the dead do, and twice she had woken with rime on her eyelashes from her own breath. She was twenty-three years old, and she had lived alone in the Witchwood of Brannock for nine of those years, and there were mornings now when she could not remember what her own voice sounded like saying anything other than the names of birds.

Maugrim shifted again. This time the sound was different.

She looked up.

He was watching the southern slope of the wood, where the deer-trail came down through the bracken, his head cocked, the green-glass bead of his eye unblinking. A raven who has lived as long as Maugrim does not waste a sound. She had known him since she was eight. She knew the difference between his hungry note and his curious note and his note for storms, and she knew, with the cold falling certainty of a stone into a well, that the note he had just made was the one he made for men.

"How many?" she breathed.

He gave the small grating click that was three.

"Armed?"

He clicked once for yes, twice for no, then once again. Yes. Yes again.

She closed her eyes for the breadth of one heartbeat. Inside her chest something went very small and very still, the way a hare goes still in the open field when the hawk's shadow passes over. Nine years. Nine years she had lived in this wood and not been found, nine years of poaching her own meat and salting her own fish and trading rabbit-skins for salt at the edge of the village where the goodwives crossed themselves but did not turn her in, nine years of being only a rumour, a story the children told to make each other shriek in the dark. The witch in the wood. The girl with the raven. The last of the Brannock line.

Nine years was a long time to go unfound. It had always been going to end.

She did not run. She had learned, watching her mother burn, that running was a thing the world did to you, not a thing you did to it. She walked back to the cottage with the dead fox slung across her shoulders because it would be wasteful to leave him in the snow, and she laid him on the long oak board outside the door, and she went inside and washed her hands in a basin of melted snow and she put on her mother's grey cloak, which she had not worn in three years because it still smelled, very faintly, of smoke.

Then she sat down at the table and waited.

She did not have to wait long.

She heard them before she saw them. The chink of bit-rings, the dull double thud of horses on frozen ground, the rasp of leather and the soft clicking of mail. Three riders. The first to crest the rise was a captain, by the look of him, in a black surcoat with the silver hawk of Ellenmere stitched at the breast; the second a younger man, broad and red-cheeked from the cold, with the eyes of a boy who had not yet had to do anything he would dream about for the rest of his life; the third a thin, clerkly man in fur-trimmed black with a scroll-case at his hip and a face like a hatchet that had been left out in the rain.

It was the clerkly man who spoke.

"You are the woman who lives in this wood," he said. It was not a question.

"I am a woman who lives in this wood," she said.

He blinked at her once. "Your name."

"Has my name been spoken by anyone who would know it?"

"Your name," he said again, very level, "is Isolde Brannock, daughter of Brigida Brannock who was put to the fire in the seventh year of His Majesty's reign, and you are arrested in the name of the King of Ellenmere for the felonious murder by witchcraft of His Royal Highness Aelric Wycliffe, Crown Prince of this realm, on the eve of Saint Cedd, eighteen days past."

The captain shifted in his saddle. He did not, she noticed, look at her face.

She had been expecting many things. She had not been expecting this.

She had heard, of course, the news from the village; everyone had. The Crown Prince was dead. He had been found at the bottom of the long stair in Greymere with his neck broken and his eyes open and a single black feather laid across his mouth like a kiss. They were saying witchcraft. They had been saying witchcraft for eighteen days. She had assumed they would, eventually, come for someone. The kingdom was thin on witches now; her mother had been one of the last; the only one of any name left in Ellenmere was, she supposed, herself. Of course they would come for her. Of course.

But the feather. The feather she had not heard about.

A black feather.

Her eyes lifted, unwilled, to the eaves of the cottage, where Maugrim had settled with his great wings folded and his green-glass eye trained without blinking on the captain's horse.

She felt the blood go from her face. She felt it go all the way down to her fingers.

The clerkly man saw it. Of course he saw it. They had been waiting for him to say the word feather; that was the whole purpose of saying it; they had wanted to see what her face did.

"The bird," the clerkly man said quietly. "Is yours, I think."

"He belongs to no one," she said, and was astonished that her voice still worked.

"He belongs to you."

"He chose me. There is a difference."

The clerkly man's mouth made the smallest, most unpleasant motion, like a worm turning under the skin of an apple.

"You may bring no possessions," he said. "You may eat one meal before we go. You may put on no more clothing than you are wearing. You may speak to no one. You may not attempt to use your craft. If you attempt to use your craft I am authorised to have my captain put steel into your stomach in such a fashion that you will live for some hours and not be able to speak. Do you understand me, Brannock?"

She understood him.

She turned and looked, for the last time, at her cottage. The kettle on the hook. The pegs along the wall where her dried herbs hung in their stiff brown bouquets. The mortar her mother had ground rosehip in, and her mother before her. The chair by the fire, the one with the carved roses on the back, which Brigida Brannock had been sitting in when the king's men came for her, twelve years ago, while a little girl with hair the colour of wet bark crouched beneath the floorboards with a hand pressed over her own mouth and learned, in one long breath, what fear actually was.

"I am ready," Isolde said.

The captain dismounted. He came towards her with a set of iron cuffs in his hand, the iron old and pitted and bound at the joins with thin lead bands so that the touch of it would dull her gift. She held out her wrists. She did not flinch when the cold of it bit her skin. She had been waiting to wear these for half her life.

The captain's eyes were grey, and as he closed the cuffs he said, very low, so that the clerkly man would not hear, "I am sorry, mistress."

She looked at him. He was perhaps thirty, with a thin white scar at the corner of his mouth and the small sad eyes of a man who had once tried to read a book and discovered, with some disappointment, that he was made for other things.

"Don't be," she said. "It is only iron."

He nodded once, and she saw his throat move.

It was when they were turning her towards the road that Maugrim left the eaves.

He came down out of the birches without a sound, a great black shape against the white, and he landed not on her shoulder, which was forbidden to him in the presence of strangers, but on the topmost rail of the rotted little fence she had never bothered to mend, and he watched her with the patience of something that had been watching her for fifteen years and was prepared to watch her for fifteen more.

The clerkly man's face went strange.

"That bird," he said.

"That bird stays," said Isolde.

"That bird is part of the charge."

"That bird," she said, and she heard her own voice go cold and quiet in a way it had not gone cold and quiet in nine years, "is not yours to take."

The clerkly man looked at the captain. The captain looked at the clerkly man. The young red-cheeked rider, who had been holding her elbow, took half a step back from her, perhaps without knowing he had done so.

"My orders," said the clerkly man slowly, "are to bring the bird also. The bird is to be examined. The bird is to be presented to the Court Sorcerer."

For a moment the snow seemed very loud.

The Court Sorcerer.

She had not heard those words in nine years either. She had spent nine years not allowing those words into her head. She had built a kind of careful house inside her chest, with corridors that did not lead to certain rooms, and she had been very tidy about it, very tidy, and now this thin man in his fur-trimmed black with his scroll-case at his hip had said two words and the whole house had gone down at once into the snow.

Cathán.

She bit the inside of her cheek so hard she tasted copper. She let the pain be a small bright nail to hang her face on.

"Then he comes with me," she said.

The clerkly man inclined his head.

"As you wish, mistress."

They tied her hands in front of her, not behind, which was a kindness she would have to remember later. They lifted her onto the captain's own horse because they had not brought a fourth, and the captain walked beside the horse with the bridle in his hand, and the young red-cheeked rider went ahead, and the clerkly man brought up the rear with a small basket in which he had ordered Maugrim placed. Maugrim had gone into the basket without protest, which surprised the men and frightened her more than anything else that morning. He had not even snapped at the latch.

He had only looked at her, once, through the wicker, with his one visible eye, and the eye had said: I am with you. Until the end.

They rode out of the Witchwood as the sun was climbing.

It was a long, slow road that went south out of the wood and then east across the high moor towards the sea, and from there along the coast another three days, with the cliffs on their left and the salt wind in their teeth, to the city of Greymere, where the king kept his hawks and his court and his younger brother. Isolde knew the road. She had ridden it once before, twelve years ago, behind her mother on a borrowed mare, on a day in the late summer when the heather had been so purple it had hurt to look at. She remembered the heather. She remembered also that her mother had let her hold the reins for a little while, and had laughed when she could not make the mare turn left, and had said in her low husky honey-voice, you will be a queen of horses one day, my Isolde, you have the hands for it.

Her mother had not had hands by the end of that summer. The fire had taken them first.

She closed her eyes. She let the captain lead the horse. The cold iron at her wrists made her gift go small and dim and far inside her, like a candle put behind a screen, but she could still feel Maugrim in his basket, and through Maugrim she could feel, faintly, the things she had always been able to feel through him: the small flickers of grief in the air that ringed the captain and the clerkly man and even the young rider ahead, and behind those, fainter still, the great wide sorrow of the moor, which had been sorrowing since before any of them had been born and would go on sorrowing long after.

And somewhere beyond that, at the very end of her reach, a darker thing. A grief like a held breath. A grief that had a name.

She had not let herself reach for that grief in nine years.

She did not reach for it now.

They came over the long ridge at the edge of the Witchwood in the early afternoon, and the captain stopped the horse for a moment so that she could look back if she wished. He did not say so. He only stopped, and waited, with his grey eyes politely averted.

She did look back.

The cottage was very small from up here. The smoke from her morning fire was still rising, a thin grey thread, because she had not put it out; she had not had the heart to put it out, and besides she would not be coming back, and let it burn the whole place down if it wished, let the Witchwood take its own back. She looked at the smoke for a long time. She looked at the line of birches that marked the edge of the lake. She looked at the spot, far off and tiny, where she had buried her mother's hair under a flat stone after the men had taken the body.

Then she turned her face to the south, towards the city she had spent her whole life avoiding, and she said, very quietly, so that only the wind and the raven and the captain heard her, "All right, then. All right."

The captain clucked to the horse.

They went on.

Behind her, far below in the wood, the fox she had not had time to bury lay alone on the long oak board outside her cottage door, and the first crow of the afternoon, which was not Maugrim and not anyone she knew, came down out of the white sky and settled on his small still chest and put its head to one side and considered him, in the way crows do, as if it were trying to remember who he had been.
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They made camp that first night in the lee of a tor on the high moor, in a hollow where some shepherd long dead had once built a sheep-fold of dry stones and then either died or wandered off and not come back. The walls were tumbled now, half eaten by the heather, but they broke the wind, and the captain went around them with a quiet competent thoroughness, choosing the angle that would put the smoke of their fire away from the road and the horses out of sight of any rider who came over the southern rise.

Isolde watched him. She had not spoken since the ridge above the wood. She did not particularly want to start now. But she was watching the captain because she had nowhere else to look that did not hurt; the clerkly man was hunched in his black over a small lantern doing something with ink and a folded letter that she suspected concerned her, and the young red-cheeked rider, whose name she had gathered was Tobin, was sitting with his back against a stone whittling at a piece of pine in the absent-minded way of someone trying very hard not to think about the woman who had been tied to a saddle for nine hours.

The captain was setting the fire.

He set a fire the way some men say a prayer, slow and exact. He shaved a little curl of dry birch with the back of his knife. He arranged it with one hand at the centre of a small cone of twigs, the twigs of three different thicknesses and laid in order, the thinnest at the heart. He struck flint to steel three times before he caught the spark, and when it caught he bent his face very close and breathed on it, soft, soft, the way a man might breathe on a child's forehead in fever, and the small bright life took.

Then he sat back, and he sighed, very quietly, as if some piece of him had also been holding its breath.

He looked up and saw her watching.

For an instant his eyes went a little startled, the way a man's eyes do when he has been seen doing a private thing. Then he gave her the smallest possible nod and turned to his saddlebag.

"You'll want to eat, mistress," he said.

She had not wanted to eat. She was not sure she remembered how to want to eat. But he came across the broken stones with a piece of hard bread the colour of wheat-straw and a wedge of cheese wrapped in a square of waxed cloth, and he set them on the flat top of one of the wall-stones beside her, and beside them a small horn cup of water from one of their flasks.

"It is not much," he said. "There will be better at the road-house tomorrow."

"Thank you," she said.

He nodded again and turned to go.

"Captain."

He stopped.

"Your name."

He hesitated. She saw it. He glanced very briefly across the firelight at the clerkly man, who was still bent over his letter, and then he said, "Dunstan, mistress. Dunstan Reeve."

"Dunstan Reeve," she repeated. She liked the sound of it. It was a name that had stones in it, and the small soft give of moss between the stones. "Thank you for the fire."

He looked at her with something that wanted to be confusion but did not have time to finish, and then he went back to his work.

She ate the bread very slowly because her hands were still in the cuffs, and the cuffs were heavy, and every time she lifted them to her mouth they reminded her. The bread tasted like nothing. The cheese tasted of salt and the inside of a man's saddlebag and faintly, beneath that, of the goat it had once belonged to. She drank the water. She set everything back on the stone with the small careful tidiness of someone who has spent a long time being the only person in her own room and is not used to other people watching her chew.

On the far side of the fire, the clerkly man's lantern guttered. He swore, very softly. He had not noticed her at all, which she filed away as a useful thing.

Maugrim's basket was at her feet.

She bent forward, slowly, as if she were only stretching her back, and she slipped two fingers between the wicker slats.

A warm dry beak closed gently around her fingertip. There was no pressure. Only the briefest sealing, the way a mother bird tests an egg to be sure it is whole.

I am here, the beak said.

I am here, said her fingers back.

She straightened. The captain, who had returned to his place beside the fire and was working oil into a piece of leather harness, glanced at her once. He had seen. He said nothing.

That was the first kindness.

The second came an hour later.

The clerkly man had finally folded his letter and sealed it with red wax and a stamp he carried in a small box at his belt. He stowed it in his scroll-case and stood and stretched his back with a series of small dry cracks. Then he came across to her.

"Mistress Brannock," he said.

She lifted her chin.

"It is regrettable," he said, "but I must ask you to drink this before you sleep."

He held out a small clay phial.

She did not move.

"What is it?"

"A draught of poppy. Mild. So that you sleep, and do not, while sleeping, attempt anything we should both regret."

"I will not attempt anything."

"I have no doubt of your present intention, mistress. I am concerned with what you may dream."

She looked at the phial. She thought, in a remote and almost academic way, that she would refuse it; that she would tell him to put it back in his pack; that he could not, with the iron on her, force a thing down her throat without doing himself the indignity of having to hold a witch's jaw open in front of his men. She thought all of this in the breadth of a breath.

And then Dunstan Reeve, without looking up from his harness, said, "Master Eafric."

The clerkly man turned his head.

"The lady is in your custody, sir," said Dunstan, very mild, very level, "and you will do as you see fit. But she is also under my protection until I deliver her to the king's keeping, and I will not have a sleeping woman on a moor in winter. If she sleeps too deep she will not feel the cold come in. And I have seen poppy do that to a woman before."

The clerkly man's mouth worked. "I did not ask your counsel, captain."

"No, sir."

"This is the king's order."

"Yes, sir. With respect, sir, the king's order is that she reach Greymere alive."

There was a small unpleasant silence in which the fire popped, twice.

Then the clerkly man, Eafric, made the small worm-turning motion of his mouth that she was beginning to know, and he held out the phial again, and he said, "Half, then. Half a measure. So that she sleeps lightly."

"Half," agreed Dunstan.

"Mistress Brannock."

She held out her cuffed hands. He poured a small amount of pale liquid onto the back of her palm, which was almost insultingly intimate, and she licked it from her own skin while he watched her with the patient distaste of a man who had been told to scrub a thing he did not care to touch. It tasted of poppy, and of honey, and underneath of something thinner and more bitter that might have been wolfsbane in very small measure. She felt it almost at once, a soft folding-back of the edges of the world. Sleep, when it came for her, would come like a slow grey tide, not from outside but from underneath, as if the ground itself were closing over.

Eafric nodded once, sealed the phial, and went back to his side of the fire.

Dunstan resumed his work on the harness.

He did not look at her. But he had not had to.

She lay down where she sat, against the wall, with her cloak pulled to her chin. The captain came across some minutes later, without speaking, and laid his own riding-blanket over her, and went away again. It smelled of horse, and of him, and of the faint cedar of the oil he used on his leather. She had not slept under a man's blanket since she was a child sleeping under her father's, on the rare nights, before he died, when he had come in from the moor too late to make the long walk back to his sister's house.

She lay there a long time, watching the fire.

When she was almost gone into the poppy, she said, very softly, "Dunstan Reeve."

The captain, who had been pretending not to watch her, looked up.

"Why are you being kind to me."

He did not answer at once. He set down the piece of harness very carefully and rested his forearms on his knees and looked into the heart of the fire.

"My mother," he said at last, "was a midwife in the village of Caer Idris."

She waited.

"She was hanged when I was eleven," he said, "for witchcraft. She was not a witch. She was a midwife. She knew which herbs to give and which to keep, and the cunning-woman of the next valley had a daughter who died in childbed, and my mother had not been called for, and the man whose wife it was needed someone to be the reason. So they hanged her. They hanged her on a Tuesday. I remember it was a Tuesday because she had made bread on the Monday and the bread was still on the windowsill when the men came back to leave us her things."

His voice did not change. It stayed the level grey voice he had used to set the fire.

"I was put to a captain's house, the captain of the garrison, because I had no one else, and he was a decent man and he raised me, and now I am a captain of his old company, and I have served the king for fourteen years."

He looked up.

"I have arrested seven women, mistress, in my service. Four were hanged. Two were burned. One was put to the press because she would not name her coven. None of them was a witch. I do not know if you are one or not. I do not, in honesty, care. I have come to think that the word means nothing at all but a stick to beat the women a kingdom is tired of feeding. And so."

He picked up the harness again.

"And so I am kind. It costs nothing. And it lets me, on the nights I think of my mother, believe that I am not entirely the boy who did not run out of that house when they took her."

She watched him.

There were a great many things she could have said. Most of them, she found, she could not say with her tongue going slow in her mouth and the poppy laying its grey hand over her like a heavy quilt. She managed, before she went, one sentence.

"You are not that boy, captain."

He did not look up. But she saw the small thing happen at the corner of his mouth, the tiny private movement of a man who has just been given a gift he had not expected and was unsure whether he was allowed to keep.

Then she was gone.

She dreamed, of course, of fire.

She always dreamed of fire when she was tired, and she always dreamed of fire when she was afraid, and she had been both for nine years and so the dream was as familiar to her as the inside of her own mouth. It came in the same way every time. First the smell: the bright sweet wrong smell of wool burning, then the deeper smell of meat burning beneath the wool. Then the sound: not screaming, never screaming, her mother had not screamed; her mother had said her name once, very clearly, the way one says the name of a child who has wandered too far into the orchard, Isolde, my Isolde, and then she had begun to sing the lullaby, the same one, the moon and the milk-pail, and she had sung it as steadily and as sweetly as if she were rocking a cradle, all the way through, until she could not any more.

Then the picture, which always came last and lasted longest: the small dark shape under the floorboards, her own hands over her own mouth, her own eyes, then twelve years old, watching through the slat.

But tonight, for the first time in nine years, the dream went on past the picture.

Tonight, in the dream, after her mother stopped singing, there came another sound. It was very far away at first. It came down from the high air. It was a single beat of black wings, then another, then another, growing closer, until a great raven settled at the edge of the platform among the burning straw and lifted its green-glass eye and looked into her hiding place and saw her.

Not at her. Into her.

And in the dream the raven opened its beak, and out of its beak came a man's voice she had not heard in nine years.

Isolde, said the voice. Isolde, I am sorry.

She woke with the word sorry still moving in her own mouth and the taste of poppy on her tongue and the cold of the moor on her face and a single thin tear running sideways into her hair.

The fire was burned down to embers. The clerkly man, Eafric, was asleep on his back with his mouth open. Tobin, the young rider, was rolled in his cloak with his face pressed into the crook of his elbow. Dunstan Reeve was sitting upright with his back against a stone, his sword across his knees, watching the road.

He turned his head when she stirred.

"You are awake," he said.

"I am awake."

"It is not yet dawn."

"I know."

He looked at her in the dim red light. Whatever he saw in her face made him put down the sword and come across to her and crouch beside her, near but not too near, the way a man approaches an animal in a snare.

"Mistress," he said gently, "are you crying."

She put her cuffed hands up to her cheek, and they came away wet. She had not known. She had not known she was. She looked at the wet on her fingers as if it belonged to someone else.

"It seems," she said, very carefully, "that I am."

He nodded once. He did not, mercifully, ask her why. He only reached behind him for his own cloak, which he had folded into a sort of pillow against the stone, and he tucked it gently under her head where the riding-blanket had bunched. His hand brushed her hair as he did so. It was the first hand other than her own that had touched her hair in nine years.

"Sleep again, if you can," he said. "It is two days yet to Greymere."

She wanted to say something. She did not know what. She wanted, suddenly and absurdly, to ask him whether he had ever met the Court Sorcerer, whether he had seen him; whether the man Cathán Wycliffe had become looked at all like the boy he had once been. She did not ask. She closed her eyes. She heard him stand and go back to his place against the stone.

But just before she slipped under again, she felt, at the edge of the wicker basket by her feet, a small disturbance of air. Maugrim had shifted his weight. He had heard her dream. He had heard the word sorry.

And in her mind, very dim, very small, very far from the place where words live, she felt him answer with one of his own.

Soon, said Maugrim. Soon, soon, soon.

She did not know whether it was a comfort or a warning.

She slept.
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The Sorcerer's Coat
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Greymere came up out of the sea-mist on the morning of the fourth day, and at first she did not believe it was a city at all.

She had been expecting something with edges. She had been expecting walls, gates, the clean geometry of a place built by men. What she saw instead, when Dunstan Reeve put a hand on her shoulder and said quietly, "There, mistress," was a long dark crouching mass on the grey water, half rock and half fortress, with seven towers rising out of it like the long bones of something drowned that had not finished dying. The towers were grey, all of them. The walls were grey. The sea below was grey. The gulls above were grey. The only colour anywhere in the whole long view was a thin thread of smoke coming from the highest of the towers, which smoke was, in the cold flat air, a faint and unsettling blue.

"What burns there?" she asked.

"The Sorcerer's Tower," said Dunstan.

She did not say anything to that.

He glanced at her. He had been glancing at her for four days now in his level grey way, and she had been letting him because she had nowhere else to put her face. Something had been built between them on the moor, in the small dark hours of the second night and the third, a kind of bridge made out of bread shared and water drawn and one captain's blanket and the careful unspoken thing he had given her by not asking her any more questions about her tears. She did not know what the bridge was for. She knew only that when they came over the last rise and Greymere came out of the mist below them, she had reached, without thinking, for the back of his hand on her bridle, and he had let her hold onto two of his fingers for the breadth of three breaths, and then he had gently disengaged and not spoken of it.

"Mistress," he said now. "Listen to me."

She listened.

"When we go down through the gate, you will be taken from me. They will give you over to the Witch-Warden's men, and they will take you to a cell, and then they will take you to the Great Hall to be presented to His Majesty. I will not be able to walk with you past the gate. Do you understand."

"I understand."

"In the Great Hall there will be the king. There will also be the king's brother, who is the Court Sorcerer. He will be the one who will question you."

She did not move. She felt the cold come up the inside of her ribs as if someone had poured a small bucket of well-water down her spine.

"Mistress," said Dunstan, more quietly.

"Yes."

"He is not a kind man. I do not know him well; no one does. But I have served at the court long enough to know him by sight. He is, by all accounts and by my own watching, the coldest man in this kingdom. He has presided at thirty witch-trials in his nine years in the office and not one of the women has lived. Do not look at him for kindness. Do not appeal to him. Do not weep at him. Do you hear me."

"I hear you."

"And answer his questions briefly, mistress. Briefly. He has a habit of letting women talk themselves into the fire."

She closed her eyes.

She could not, then, have spoken even if she had wanted to. She nodded once, very small, and Dunstan Reeve, who would never in his life know what he had just done to her by saying nine years, clucked to the horse and they began the long descent down the switchback path to the gates of Greymere.

The clerkly man Eafric overtook them at the second turn and rode ahead with his scroll-case to announce them. Tobin, the young rider, fell back so that he and Dunstan flanked her, one at each stirrup. Maugrim's basket had been moved that morning to the captain's own saddlebow, which Dunstan had done without explanation and without permission and which Eafric had noticed and not commented on.

They came down to the gate.

The gate of Greymere was not large. It was not even, by the standards of the great keeps she had heard of in her childhood, particularly grand. It was a small black iron gate in a great grey wall, and above the gate, on a long iron hook driven into the granite, hung a great brass bell, and beside the bell hung something else.

She saw it as they rode in under the arch.

It was a cage. An iron cage no bigger than a butter-churn. Inside the cage was a small hunched grey thing that had once been a woman.

She had been there, by the look of her, for weeks.

"Don't look," said Dunstan.

She did not look. She looked at the back of her own hands on the saddlebow. She heard the cage creak above her in the wind. She heard a small whimper come from it as the horses passed beneath, the whimper of a creature that had heard hoofbeats and remembered, faintly, that hoofbeats used to mean something. She felt her stomach go cold and tight as a fist, and she felt Dunstan's hand close briefly around her ankle through the leather of her boot, a small fierce squeeze that said: not you, not you, not today.

Then they were through the gate and into the lower bailey, and the cage was behind them, and she did not look back.

The lower bailey was paved in black flat stones. Men moved across it in the black surcoats of Ellenmere, and women in grey, and a boy was leading two great wolfhounds on a chain, and somewhere a smith was hammering. It was a working place. It was an ordinary place. It was the same kind of place she might have seen in any market town, only without colour, and with that single thin blue thread of smoke still rising from the high tower.

They stopped at a long low building of black stone with a single barred door.

"This is where I leave you, mistress," said Dunstan.

She wanted to say a great many things. She did not say any of them. He dismounted; he reached up to help her down; he set her on her feet with the small careful courtesy of a man helping his sister out of a coach, and he stepped back, and he saluted her, very faintly, by touching two fingers to his temple.

"Be careful," he said.

"Captain Reeve."

He waited.

"Bring me the bird."

He hesitated only a moment. Then he turned, and he went to his saddle, and he lifted the wicker basket down with both hands, and he carried it across the stones and gave it into the hands of the warden who had come out of the long low building to receive her.

The warden was a woman. That surprised her. The Witch-Warden's chief gaoler at Greymere was a heavyset woman of perhaps fifty with iron-grey hair cropped short under a leather cap and arms thicker than Isolde's thigh, and she took the basket from Dunstan without changing expression.

"The bird stays with the prisoner," she said. It was not a question. It was a statement of a fact.

"Yes, mistress warden," said Dunstan.

The warden grunted. She looked at Isolde. She looked her up and down the way one looks at a horse one is being asked to buy.

"Brannock," she said.

"Yes."

"You'll want to remember to call me mistress."

"Yes, mistress."

"Better." The warden jerked her head at the door. "In."

Isolde went in.

She was not, as she had half expected, taken down into the dungeons. She was taken up a narrow stair lit by a single greasy lamp to a small clean cell on the second floor with a stone bench, a brazier of coals, a basin, a chamber-pot, and a small high window through which she could see the topmost five feet of the highest tower of Greymere and the thin blue smoke and a single circling kite. There was straw on the floor that smelled clean. There was a wool blanket folded on the bench. There was, set down on the bench beside the blanket, the wicker basket containing Maugrim.

The warden unlocked the cuffs.

"There," she said. "For half an hour, until you go up. Don't try anything with that bird, mistress. I can see your hands from the watch-room and I'd as soon not have to come up."

"I will not try anything."

The warden grunted again. She paused in the doorway.

"Your mother," she said, without turning, "was a brave woman, on her day. I was there. I was a girl. I never forgot her."

Then she was gone, and the door was shut, and the bolt was thrown, and Isolde was, for the first time in four days, alone.

She sat down on the bench. She put her face in her hands. She did not weep. She did not have time to weep. She lifted the lid of the wicker basket and Maugrim came out at once, with the slow deliberate hop he used in small spaces, and he settled on her wrist, his claws not quite breaking the skin, his great black wings folded close, and he lowered his head and pressed his small hard skull against her cheek.

"Hello," she said.

He clicked, very softly.

"Hello, my love."

She stroked the back of his head with one finger. She felt the iron-tang of his feathers; she felt the dry warmth under them; she felt, faintly, the answering thing inside him that was not, had never been, only bird. She had stopped pretending to herself, around the age of fifteen, that Maugrim was a bird in the way other ravens were birds. She had not, however, ever permitted herself to think too closely about what else he might be. There were certain things one did not look at directly, the way one does not look at the sun.

Now, on a stone bench in a cell in Greymere, she looked.

There was a grief inside Maugrim. There had always been. It was not the kind of grief a bird carries; it was the kind of grief a person carries. It tasted, when she let herself taste it, of male sorrow, and of something that wanted to speak and could not, and of a fierce protective love that was not, she realised with a shock that went through her like ice down a bell, not for her.

It was for another woman entirely. A woman somewhere far off in this very keep. A woman he had not seen in a long, long time.

"Maugrim," she breathed.

He clicked once.

"Who are you."

He turned his head and put his green-glass eye against her cheek. He did not answer. He could not. He was a raven. He had been a raven for fifteen years.

But there was a man inside him.

She knew it now. She had known it, perhaps, for a very long time, and not had the courage to name it. She knew it now because she was in this place, this grey crouching place, and the air of this place was making things visible that had not been visible in the safer dimmer light of the Witchwood. She had brought a raven into a court of sorcerers. And the court of sorcerers was about to look at him and see, immediately, what she had spent fifteen years not seeing.

A footstep on the stair.

She slid Maugrim back into the basket and closed the lid as the bolt drew.

The warden looked in. "Up," she said.

She walked through Greymere at the warden's elbow with her wrists bound again, this time in front, with a soft braided cord rather than iron, which was either a courtesy to the dignity of the court or a piece of theatre meant to make her look the more guilty by suggesting she had been cooperative. They went up a long stair, then along a gallery with arrow-slits, then up another stair, then through a wide arched door into a stone antechamber where two pages waited with downcast eyes, and then through a second door, larger, and into the Great Hall.

The Great Hall of Greymere was a long high room of grey stone. The roof was of black beams. The floor was paved in the same black flat stones as the bailey. There were banners hung from the beams, hawks on grey ground, hawks on red ground, hawks holding a sword, hawks holding a key, hawks holding a single drop of blood. At the far end of the hall on a low dais stood three chairs: a great central chair of black oak with a high carved back, and two smaller chairs on either side, the smaller chairs empty, the great chair holding a man.

A long aisle ran from the door to the dais. On either side of the aisle stood the court of Ellenmere, perhaps eighty of them, all in black and grey and the occasional shock of a winter-red sleeve. The hall smelled of beeswax and old smoke and very faintly of incense.

She did not look at the king. She had been told not to look for kindness; she did not even look for the source of cruelty. She walked down the aisle behind the warden with her eyes on the back of the warden's iron-grey head and her wrists tied at her waist and Maugrim's basket carried at her side by Tobin, who had been waiting in the antechamber and was now her escort and would not, mercifully, meet her eye.

It was at the foot of the dais that she lifted her face.

She had meant to look at the king and be afraid of him and then look at the floor.

She looked, instead, at the man standing to the king's right, one step below the dais, in a long coat the colour of charred oak.

The Court Sorcerer.

He was very tall. He was very lean. His hair, which had once been the brown of wet bark, was the same colour she remembered, but it was longer now, tied at the nape with a black ribbon. His face had thinned in nine years. The bones of it had come out. The mouth that had once been a soft surprised mouth, half a boy's, was now thin and severe and held very still, as if smiling were a habit he had broken on purpose, like a man breaking himself of drink. His eyes were the colour of the sea on the day after a storm, grey with green in the depth of them, and they were the eyes she had loved when she was fourteen.

They went over her without seeing her.

They went over her in a slow professional sweep, the way the warden's eyes had gone over her in the bailey. They took in her cloak and her cuffs and her hair, which the warden had ordered her to leave down because untied hair was, evidently, considered evidence; they took in her face and they did not pause, not for the breadth of a breath; they noted her and they catalogued her and they moved on.

They moved on.

He did not know her.

Or, she thought, with a stillness that was the stillness of a stone thrown into a very deep well, he did know her, and he had decided, in the breath between her stepping through the door and her reaching the dais, that he did not.

She did not know which was worse.

She felt the warden's hand on her shoulder press her down to her knees on the cold black stone, and she went down. She felt Tobin set Maugrim's basket on the floor beside her and step away. She felt the eyes of the eighty courtiers on the back of her neck, and the warden's wide breathing behind her, and the small distant clicking of the kite outside the highest window.

She did not feel the king's eyes. She did not feel the Court Sorcerer's.

Then, from inside the basket at her knee, came a single soft note from Maugrim. Not a word. Not a click. Almost a question.

And she heard, very clearly inside her own head as if a door had opened, an answer.

Not from Maugrim.

From the man on the step beside the king.

His mouth had not moved. His face had not changed. But somewhere behind his composed grey face a voice had said one word, and she would never be sure whether she heard it with her ears or with the deeper thing that ravens hear with.

The word was her name.
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What the Snow Remembered
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He did not, of course, look at her. He could not afford to.

Cathán Wycliffe, Court Sorcerer of Ellenmere, stood one step below his brother's throne with his hands clasped at the small of his back and his face composed in the long expressionless mask he had been wearing for nine years, and he looked at the wicker basket at the prisoner's knee, because looking at the wicker basket was a thing he was allowed to do.

His face did not change.

His mind, however, had broken in half.

He had known. He had known the moment Eafric's letter had come in from the road-house at the second night's camp, three days ago, and he had read down the close cramped lines of the clerk's hand to where the clerk had written, with the small dry pleasure of a man pleased with his own descriptive powers, the prisoner is a young woman of some twenty winters, dark of hair, grey of eye, of considerable beauty though much weathered, who claims her name as Brannock and who travels with a raven of unusual size. He had read those last words, with a raven of unusual size, and he had sat for a long time at his desk in the high tower with the letter in his hand and the fire low and the words gone away from the page and rearranged themselves into something he was not sure he could bear.

He had said her name aloud then, into the empty room. Once. Only once.

He had not slept since.

He had spent the three nights before her arrival doing the work a man does when he must not allow himself to feel what he is feeling. He had drilled himself in his court manner. He had practised, in the silver mirror in his bedchamber, the slow incurious sweep of the eye, the polite hauteur of the mouth, the lift of the chin that said, I have never seen you in my life, mistress, and you are nothing to me. He had practised it until he could do it on command. He had practised it until he could do it while thinking, simultaneously, of a girl of fourteen with the wet bark of her hair stuck to her cheek by the sleet, looking up at him across a frozen lake.

He could do it now.

He was doing it now.

She was kneeling at the foot of the dais. The warden's broad red hand was on her shoulder. The cord at her wrists was the soft braided one used for ladies and for nuns and for prisoners the court did not yet wish to be seen humiliating. Her cloak was her mother's. He knew it was her mother's because he had seen Brigida Brannock wearing it once, when he was eleven years old and she had come to the keep to plead for the life of a cousin and his brother had given her the audience and then, after she had gone, had laughed.

Her face was thinner than he remembered. Of course it was. She had been fourteen the last time he had seen her. She was a woman now. Her eyes were the same. The grey was the same. The way the small bones of her cheek caught the light from the high window was the same. The set of her mouth was different. There was a stillness in it now that had not been there before. He had put that there. He, and his brother, and the men who had taken her mother. He recognised his own work.

It was at the bottom of the kneeling that she had lifted her face and looked at him.

And he had let his eyes go over her without stopping.

He had told himself, three nights ago in the silver mirror, that this was the only mercy he could offer her: not to recognise her in front of the court. Not to give his brother, who had three spies in this hall at this moment whose names he knew and four whose names he did not, a single thread to pull. He had told himself that he would let his eyes pass over her face the way they had passed over the faces of thirty other women in this same hall in nine years, with the long professional indifference of a man examining a piece of evidence, and that she would understand. She would understand. He had to believe that she would understand.

She had not.

He had seen her face go still at the moment his eyes had gone over her, the small terrible stillness of a person taking a blow she had not, until the very last moment, expected to take. She had thought, perhaps, that he had forgotten her. He had seen her think it. He had watched the thought happen across her face in the small breath between her looking up and his looking past, and there was nothing he could do, nothing on this earth he could do, without his brother seeing, to take it back.

His mind was breaking in half.

The bird had felt it.

The bird had felt it, and the bird had made a small soft note, and Cathán Wycliffe, who had eaten a piece of his own soul nine years ago and bound it into the body of a raven so that he could be permitted to live in his brother's court without dying of grief, had heard the note and known, in the way one knows the voice of one's own child in a crowd, that this raven was the bird he had made.

And inside his mind he had said her name.

He had not meant to. The discipline of nine years had broken in one moment. He had not meant to. He felt her hear it. He felt her hear it the way one feels a fish hit the line. Her shoulders had moved, very slightly, the smallest involuntary flinch, and she had not looked up at him again, which meant she had heard, and she knew, and she would keep silent.

She would keep silent.

He let out, very slowly, very carefully, the breath he had been holding.

His brother was speaking.

He had not heard the first sentence. He heard the second.

"...and the bird, of course," said King Halvard Wycliffe, in the easy, almost playful voice he used for the worst of his court business, "we shall examine in due time. Brother."

Cathán turned his head.

"Yes, sire."

"Have you ever seen a bird of such size."

"On occasion, sire. In the north."

"Hmm." The king's eyes, which were paler than Cathán's and a great deal colder, rested on the basket for a long moment, and then on the kneeling woman. "And on the woman."

Cathán made his face do nothing. "Sire?"

"Have you ever seen her before."

The hall was very quiet.

He had perhaps half a breath to make this decision. He had spent nine years preparing for this question, and now that it was here he discovered, with a small cold shock, that he had not in fact prepared for it at all. He had only prepared not to feel it.

He felt it.

He felt it the way a man feels his own ribs break.

"I do not believe so, sire."

He kept his voice level. He kept it dry. He kept it bored. He let his eyes go over her one more time, very briefly, and he let them slide off her, and he turned his face back to his brother, and he made his mouth do the small dry thing it did when he was pretending to be impatient with a minor matter.

"Are you certain."

"Sire, I have presided at thirty witch-trials in your service. The women I have known by sight, I would not deny. This woman I do not know. She is from the Brannock line, by the look of her, but the Brannock line was nearly extinct in your seventh year. I have not seen this one before."

The king's mouth made a small thoughtful movement.

"You will, however, question her."

"Of course, sire."

"In your private chambers."

"As is the custom, sire."

"And you will report to me by the third hour after sundown."

"As you wish, sire."

The king sat back. He let his pale eyes rest on Isolde Brannock for a long deliberate moment. Cathán knew what his brother was doing. His brother was looking for the small involuntary movement that would tell him whether the woman had heard a familiar voice in the Court Sorcerer's denial. His brother was, in the small private way of a man who has built his court on the breaking of women, hoping that she had.

She did not move. She did not lift her eyes. She knelt with her wrists bound at her waist and her hair falling over one shoulder and her face quite still, and she breathed, and that was all.

Good girl, Cathán thought, with a fierce silent love that he would never permit himself to look at directly. Good girl. Hold.

"Take her down," said the king, in the same easy voice. "We will reconvene at the appointed time."

The warden's hand closed on Isolde's shoulder again. She was lifted to her feet. She did not look up. She was led back down the long aisle, with Tobin behind her carrying the basket, and at the great double door she was given over to two of the inner guard, men in black mail with the small gold knot of the Court Sorcerer's service at their throats, and they took her, not back to the cell in the long low building, but along another corridor entirely, towards the stair that led up the inside of the highest tower.

His tower.

Of course.

He had ordered it himself, two days ago, when the king had insisted that the prisoner be kept where the Court Sorcerer could examine her at any hour of the day or night. He had drawn the room for her himself. He had even, in a moment of weakness which he had told himself was efficiency, sent a chambermaid up to put fresh linen on the bed and a pot of dried lavender on the sill. He had told himself that it was for the dignity of the office. He had told himself a great many things.

He stood very still on the dais step until his brother dismissed the court.

Then he bowed, and he walked out of the hall, and he did not run up the stairs to his tower, but he walked, the way he had walked along the cloister of Saint Meinrad's the morning after they had given him the news that his moor-girl had been killed, the slow controlled walking of a man who has not yet decided whether he wishes to keep being alive but who in the meantime will continue to put one foot in front of the other.

He passed Sionnach Auberlin on the gallery above the bailey.

The spymistress was leaning on the balustrade with her chin in her hand, watching the wind in the king's banners. She was a small dark-haired woman of thirty-six with a sharp triangular face and the very pale grey eyes of the Auberlin line, and she was, as far as he knew, the only person in Greymere who liked him.

"Brother," she said, as he passed.

He stopped. He did not turn his head.

"Sister."

She and he were not related. She had begun calling him brother in private four years ago and he had begun calling her sister in response, and neither of them had ever said why. They were the two outcasts of the inner court; that was reason enough.

"You look," she said, "as if you have just sat through an unpleasant supper."

"It was not pleasant."

"The Brannock girl."

"Yes."

She let a small silence go. She had a gift, Sionnach, for the placement of silences. After a moment she said, very low, without looking at him, "She is the one, I think. From before."

His hands at the small of his back, where she could not see them, became fists.

"I do not know what you mean."

"Of course you do not, brother." There was a small wry tilt to the corner of her mouth. "Forgive me. I am a foolish old woman."

"You are thirty-six."

"I am a foolish old woman of thirty-six."

He let out a breath through his nose. He looked, finally, sideways at her. She was looking at the banners. She was, in fact, not looking at him at all, which was the kindest thing she could have done.

"Sister," he said.

"Yes."

"Watch the corridors."

"I am always watching the corridors, brother."

"Watch them more."

She inclined her head, the merest fraction. He went on.

He did not climb directly to her room. He could not. He went first to his own chamber, the one beside his study, and he stood in the middle of the floor with the door closed and his back against the door, and he put his hands over his face, and he stayed there for the space of perhaps thirty breaths.

He did not weep. He did not, in the privacy of his own chamber, with the door bolted and no one to see, allow himself to weep. He had given up weeping nine years ago when he had given up many other things. He only stood with his hands over his face and counted his breaths in and out, and he tried, with the small severe discipline he had built into himself the way another man might build a wall, to put the pieces of his mind back in the order they had been in before he had walked into the Great Hall.

He could not. The pieces did not fit any more.

Nine years ago this winter, he had been a boy of nineteen, and there had been a frozen lake, and a girl of fourteen with the wet bark of her hair stuck to her cheek by the sleet. He had loved her in the way one loves at nineteen, which is the way that ruins a man for any other love, which is the way that means that twenty years later, when the world has buried you in a great grey keep with seven towers and an iron cage hanging at the gate, you will still wake at three in the morning and reach for the place beside you where she should have been.

He had not been told she was dead. He had been told she had burned. Those are two different sentences, and at nineteen one of them had killed him and the other one had not, but they had told him the first and he had







d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





