
  
    [image: The Witch Collector]
  


  
    
      
        [image: Title Page]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Praise]
        

      

      
        
        
        “A romantasy masterpiece. With characters you root for, cry for, and some you love to hate, you will find it all in a rich world that might leave some bite marks as you go.”

        LJ Andrews, Author of Broken Souls and Bone & The Ever King

      

      

      

      
        
        “Charissa Weaks takes readers on a journey through a beautifully crafted world where secrets and truths lie around every corner. The Witch Collector is one of those books that remind you why romance and fantasy are such a delicious pairing. I couldn’t get enough.”

      

      

      
        
        Nisha J. Tuli, USA Today Bestselling Author of Trial of the Sun Queen

      

      

      
        
        
        “Charissa Weaks weaves together a complex world with a rich, living history. The unique magic system draws you in immediately, but this story really shines in the complexity of its characters, who are flawed but never stop fighting for each other. Few books have mastered the balance of thrilling fantasy twists and steamy, heart-wrenching romance with the finesse of The Witch Walker Series.”

        Shelia Masterson, USA Today Bestselling Author of The Poison Daughter

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “Charissa Weaks is always a romantasy must-read! I adore Raina’s quiet strength and Alexus's brooding intensity. Sure to be the start of an epic, deliciously smoldering journey.”

        Penn Cole, NYT Bestselling Author of Spark of the Everflame

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “A true enemies-to-lovers story with gripping twists and turns, dangerous magic, and searing romantic tension that burns up every page. Don’t miss this one!”

        Amanda Bouchet, USA Today Bestselling Author of the Kingmaker Chronicles

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “A tale that will leave you breathless. The Witch Collector is expertly spun with exquisite storytelling and a passionate romance that burns well beyond the pages.”

        Katherine Quinn, NYT and USA Today Bestselling Author of Stolen Midnights

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “If you like your fantasy with complex magic, an intriguing protagonist, a powerful romance, and a great cast of supporting characters, I highly recommend The Witch Collector.”

        Juliet Marillier, Award-Winning Author of the Warrior Bards Series

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “I loved the voiceless heroine who wields magical sign language and the tormented hero determined to keep her alive and save an empire. Welcome to a compelling new fantasy world and a truly epic tale!”

        Jeffe Kennedy/Jennifer K. Lambert, Award-Winning Author of Never the Roses

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “An unputdownable powder keg of myth and magick, Raina and Alexus are here to strike the match. A wild ride with a tantalizingly slow burn romance, you won’t realize you’ve read it in one sitting until you turn the last page!”

        R.V. Wilbur, Author of the Legend of the Trifolium Thrones Series

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “The perfect start to a smart, sexy, and truly compelling series, The Witch Collector is a must for anyone looking for a gripping plot and smart writing to go along with an unforgettable romance.”

        Elizabeth Everett, USA Today Bestselling author of The Secret Scientists of London

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “For the readers who crave a steamy enemies-to-lovers, slow-burn, action-packed romantasy, this book is the one for you.”

        Silvana Reyes Lopez, Book Riot

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “Sumptuous and vivid, Weaks' series is a fantasy romance at its best.”

        Emily Bond, BuzzFeed

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2021 Charissa Weaks

      Second Edition, 2026

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any means without the prior written consent of the Author, except for brief quotes used in reviews.

      This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organizations, places, events, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

      NO AI TRAINING: Without in any way limiting the author’s [and publisher’s] exclusive rights under copyright, any use of this publication to “train” generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies to generate text is expressly prohibited. The author reserves all rights to license uses of this work for generative AI training and development of machine learning language models.

      Published by Charissa Weaks

      www.charissaweaks.com

      First published by City Owl Books 2021

      The Witch Collector/Charissa Weaks

      Cover Design: Mibl Art

      Character Art by: Stella Colorado @petit_kitsune

      Illustrated Map by: Virginia Allyn

      Chapter Header & Divider Art: Svetlana Alyuk

      Published Editing Services: Shelly The Fiction Editor

      Paperback ISBN: 979-8993437705

      Hardcover ISBN: 979-8993437712

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Dedication

      

      
        Author’s Note

      

      
        Introduction & Content Warnings

      

    

    
      
        COLLECTING DAY

      

      
        
          PART ONE

          The Fire

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

        

      

      
        
          PART TWO

          INTO THE WOOD

        

        
          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

        

      

      
        
          PART THREE

          DARKNESSES

        

        
          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          
            Chapter 30

          

          
            Chapter 31

          

          
            Chapter 32

          

          
            Chapter 33

          

          
            Chapter 34

          

          
            Chapter 35

          

        

      

      
        
          PART FOUR

          WINTER ROAD

        

        
          
            Chapter 36

          

          
            Chapter 37

          

          
            Chapter 38

          

          
            Chapter 39

          

          
            Chapter 40

          

          
            Chapter 41

          

          
            Chapter 42

          

          
            Chapter 43

          

        

      

      
        
          PART FIVE

          WINTERHOLD

        

        
          
            Chapter 44

          

          
            Chapter 45

          

          
            Chapter 46

          

          
            Chapter 47

          

          
            From Charissa

          

          
            
              City of Ruin Excerpt

            

            
              
                Prologue: Fury

              

              
                Chapter One: The Prince of the East

              

            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Glossary

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Dedication]
        

      

      
        
        For my family. You are my light in the darkness.

        I love you all to the moon.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        And to all the writers who worry that they aren’t good enough,

        that they can’t keep going, that they won’t succeed.

        You are. You can. You will.
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      The Witch Walker Series centers around Raina Bloodgood, a character who is nonverbal (not Deaf) and uses sign language to communicate and create magick.

      It’s important to note that signed languages use a visual-manual approach to communication. There is no universal signed language. For instance, BSL (British Sign Language) is a different language from ASL (American Sign Language). Sign languages have their own grammar and use hand movements, sign order, and body and facial cues to create that grammar, as well as gaze direction, blinks, and rests. For ease of reading, the fictional sign language in this novel reads as if it were SEE (Signing Exact English).

      For more information, please visit the National Library of Medicine. And to learn why the author does not refer to Raina as mute, please visit Accessibility.com.
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      The Witch Walker Series is an epic romantasy set in the broken empire of Tiressia, a shattered continent that has endured centuries of war between its people, its gods, and the occasional supernatural creature. Given the nature of our main cast of morally grey characters, it should be stated that this story includes themes and elements that may not be suitable for all readers, such as: violence, gore, blood, dismemberment, death, ritual, arson, graphic language, sexual situations, themes of grief and guilt, and memory loss.

      For a more in-depth list of story themes/elements, please visit my website. I hope you’ll begin—and end—this heart-wrenching journey with Raina, Alexus, and crew.
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            COLLECTING DAY

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s been eight long years since the Witch Collector took my sister.

      Every harvest moon, he rides into our valley, black cloak whipping in the wind, and leads one of us to the kingdom of Winterhold—home of the immortal Frost King—where we will remain forever. It’s been this way for a century and today is that day.

      Collecting Day.

      But the Witch Collector will not come for me. Of this, I’m certain. I, Raina Bloodgood, have lived in this village for twenty-four years, and for twenty-four years he has passed me by.

      His mistake.

      Some women long for a husband. A home. Children. Others desire feverish kisses in the shadows, whispers of seduction against their skin.

      Me? I want my family together and free. I also want the Frost King and his Witch Collector.

      Dead.

      And today, I make my wish come true.
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      Under the bruised light of early dawn, I sneak through the rear door of the baker’s hut, swipe two loaves of fresh bread off a cooling rack and slip into the silvery fog creeping through our sleeping village. No one sees me. No one hears me. I’ve been quiet and stealthy all my life, used to being the overlooked witch without a voice. But I’ve never been a thief, and I’ve never been a murderer.

      People change, I suppose.

      With the bread bundled inside my apron, I rush into the empty cottage I share with my mother and drag my pack from beneath the bed. That sweet yeast-and-honey aroma makes my empty stomach grumble, but I must stay focused. The stolen bread could save my life in the coming days.

      The last few weeks have given me reason to believe that those I love can have a different future than the one that has stretched before us for so many years—one of fear, dread, and loss. Finally, we can leave Silver Hollow and this valley, find a new life far away, someplace safe from the heavy hands of immortal rulers. I just need to manage the unthinkable: kidnap the Frost King’s right-hand man, force him to guide me through the forbidden Frostwater Wood, find a way to sneak into the kingdom’s guarded castle at Winterhold, kill my enemies, and take back my sister.

      Alone.

      Once I’ve added the loaves to the other items I’ve prepared for my journey, I shove the pack back to its hiding place. Most young witches in the village are probably huddled by warm fires with their families, worrying about being selected later today, while I’m plotting a one-woman uprising.

      Unlike other witches in the vale, I’ve never feared being chosen. Witch Walkers sing their magick in Old Elikesh, the language of the Ancient Ones, something I’ve never truly been able to do. Born without the ability to speak, I learned to communicate using the language my mother taught me.

      A language of signs spoken with hands.

      Creating magick in this way is a difficult skill. Sometimes, when I attempt to translate Old Elikesh into signs, I get an incantation wrong. A word here, a refrain there. That struggle, and the fact that not a single witch’s mark lives on my skin, has made me invisible to the Witch Collector. The chosen Witch Walkers are taken to Winterhold, where they’re trained to use magick to protect the Northland Break’s borders and the kingdom seat itself. What would Colden Moeshka—our immortal Frost King—want with an unskilled witch like me?

      A grin tempts my lips.

      If only he knew all that I can do.

      A hard thud smacks the door, and the sound reverberates through my bones. I jerk around, worried it might be Mother, her arms overloaded with apples as she toes the door for me to let her inside. But the unmistakable scent of death wafts beneath the threshold. The smell is weak, but it’s there.

      When I drag open the door, a dove lies on the ground, its wings splayed and unmoving. With a gentle touch, I cradle the bird in the bend of my arm, trail my fingers over its head and breast, and carry it inside. The poor thing’s neck looks damaged, but it’s still alive, though barely. I have a few minutes to save it, but that’s all.

      More often than not, the chance to help a fading soul passes me by. It’s safer if no one knows I’m a healer. I’ve never dared tell my parents or anyone else, for that matter. Not even my closest friends, Finn and Helena Owyn. Only my sister, Nephele, knows I possess this skill. She always said to be thankful I have no witch’s marks, because the power living inside me makes me valuable.

      And valuable things get locked away.

      As the scent of death grows sharper, I sit in Mother’s chair near the hearth and nestle the dove in my lap. Its death smells like pine needles and damp moss mixed with a hint of chilly rain.

      On a deep inhale, I close my eyes, absorbing that scent, and watch as the shimmering strands of the dove’s life unravel like a spool of thread in my mind’s eye. I’m not sure if this is the wisest decision, given what I face today. Healing can be exhausting, depending on how near death is and the size of the life I’m weaving back together. A tiny dove should be a small effort, though. I can’t just let it die.

      Concentrating, I imagine the dim strands of life becoming a gleaming braid, and the dove soaring high over the valley. This is the first part of every rescue—manifesting a vision of my will. Next, I dredge up the ancient song I’ve known since the first time I saw the threads of life floating in the air around a dying doe and form the lyrics with my hands.

      “Loria, Loria, anim alsh tu brethah, vanya tu limm volz, sumayah, anim omio dena wil rheisah.”

      The strands glow and tremble, drawn together like iron to lodestone. I keep singing, repeating the words until the strands have entwined, and the gilded construct of life is once again solid and resplendent.

      The dove’s wings flap and ruffle in my hands. When I open my eyes, its heart pounds so hard that its breast moves with each beat. Those little eyes flutter open, too, and then it’s up, flying from wall to wall.

      Worried the little one might be scared and confused, I shove open the shutters and try guiding it outside. When it lingers, wings flapping wildly around my head, I grab the broom and swat at the air, until it finally gives up and dives for the window.

      Smiling, I hurry to the ledge and watch the dove take off into the cold day, vanishing in the distance near the orchards and the forest’s boundary. I’m a little tired and dizzy, and a cold sweat slicks my brow, but I’ll recover.

      For a long moment, I close my eyes, smile fading as a familiar eeriness settles within me. This is the strangest part of healing a life so close to its end, when the stolen death coils inside me like a sinking shadow. I only have a handful of deaths tucked away, but I feel the darkness of each one.

      Finally, the eerie feeling passes, and I move to close the shutters. Instead, something makes me pause and take in the view of another morning in the village—possibly my last.

      To the west, where Frostwater Wood curves over the hills that lead to the western mountain range, the midnight shift of Witch Walkers moves along the forest’s edge near the watchtower, gliding through the gloom like ghosts. And in the mist, just beyond the village green, a few women appear from the east. They carry baskets of apples on their heads, surrounded by chilly clouds of their own breath. All else is calm. For now. A village on the cusp of waking for the most dreaded day of the year.

      After stoking the fire, I exchange my cloak for a shawl and head to my worktable. The sun is almost up, which means Finn will wake soon, and like the others carrying their apples, Mother will return from the orchard at any moment. There’s work to do, a plan I must see to the end, though it’s hard to imagine leaving everyone and everything I’ve ever known.

      But I cannot stay. We live in a world where war simmers between two of Tiressia’s continental breaks—the Eastland Territories and the Summerlands to the south. For centuries, every eastern ruler has tried to conquer the southern lands, longing to claim the City of Ruin—a citadel believed to hold the Grove of the Gods, the burial ground of Tiressia’s deities.

      Or so says the myth.

      To the Frost King’s credit, I’ve never known war, even in a world divided. Tiressia once existed as a single continent populated by people of all kinds. A massive quake struck the land five thousand years ago, dividing it into what would eventually become four kingdoms, each with its own god—including the archipelago to the west of the Northlands, known as the Western Drifts.

      The Northlands have remained neutral under a centuries-old treaty with the East, though our citizens—whether protecting the coast, the mountains, the valley, the Iceland Plains, or the king himself—must live according to the Frost King’s wishes, guardians of this land above all else. It’s noble, I suppose, to give up one’s freedoms and family to live a life of magickal servitude, but it’s also not the life I want. And each Collecting Day, I’m reminded how little say I have in the matter.

      I believe I now have the power to change this. To end the Frost King’s immortal life and make us a free land governed by its people. Free to live as we choose.

      And that’s what I aim to do.

      Father’s old whetstone sits at the bottom of his trunk. I gather it from beneath his other work tools and scoop a cup of rainwater from the wash bucket for the grinding task. Just as I sit to work, Mother bursts into the cottage carrying a bushel of apples. She kicks the door shut, but not before a bitter wind out of Frostwater Wood follows her inside. With a grunt, she drops the laden basket on the hand-woven rug covering our wooden floor.

      The cold wraps around me, and I tug my shawl tighter, the colorful one Nephele knitted ages ago. Lately, my sister’s memory is everywhere. Even the rime-covered apples at my feet make me think of her. Nephele looks very much like my father—her snow-white skin, pale blonde hair, and sky-blue eyes. Yet she loved the orchard and enjoyed the Collecting Day harvest like my mother. She also didn’t mind living on the Northland Break, one of four land masses that made up Tiressia’s shattered empire. She wasn’t bothered by the touch of winter that clings to our valley after every harvest moon either.

      I’m the opposite. I hate living in the Northlands, I hate the Collecting Day harvest, and I hate this time of year. Each passing autumn day is another reminder that the Witch Collector is coming, and that Silver Hollow, with its rolling green hills and sun-washed flaxen fields, will soon be buried beneath winter’s suffocating frost.

      Though I’m the spitting image of my mother, with our dark hair, tanned skin, and midnight-blue eyes, I like to imagine that I’m more like my father when it comes to living in the North. He enjoyed telling me stories of his time on the southern coast—about the sun and the beach, and swimming in the waves. He always spoke about it with such fondness.

      Mother wipes a strand of gray hair from her brow and props elegant hands on her wide hips. “I know you’ll think I’m foolish,” she says, “but this will be a good day, my girl. I feel it in my bones.”

      Mother’s witch’s marks are few, her magick simple. The swirls of her ability glisten under a fine sheen of cold sweat, faint silver etchings curving up the tawny skin of her slender neck.

      Setting the cup of rainwater aside, I force a smile. My fingers are stiff with cold when I sign, “I am sure you are right. I should get to peeling.”

      A beat later, I spin on my stool, turning away from her and those knowing eyes. My smile vanishes as I light the candles that illuminate my work area. I want to avoid this conversation. This confident speech happens every year, and every year the Witch Collector proves Mother’s intuition—or wishful thinking—wrong.

      Still, I could never call my mother foolish for hoping for the best. Though a dreamer with her head in the stars, she’s the wisest person I’ve ever known. It’s just that this day is never good, and this year it might be worse than ever before.

      Because of me.

      I unlock the worktable drawer and retrieve our salvation. The reason I’ve found such bravery for taking back our lives: Father’s old knife. The God Knife, he called it, said to have been fashioned by an Eastland sorcerer from the broken rib of a long-dead god. It had been missing since the winter after my sister was chosen to go to Winterhold, lost in the snow-covered fields the day Father’s heart stopped beating.

      A few weeks ago, a group of farmers found the blade during harvest, half buried in the soil of a soon-to-be fallow field. Warek—Finn and Hel’s father—recognized the knife by its unusual white granite hilt, strange black blade, and the amber stone set into the pommel. He made sure the farmers returned the weapon to my mother.

      “What’s so special about a God Knife?” I asked one night when I was still small enough to sit on Father’s knee. He carried that knife everywhere he went. There was no question that it was important.

      He’d just come in from harvest. I still remember the way he smelled: like musk and field. I traced the green veins in his hand, following his dark witch’s marks—the marks of a reaper—that branched like black tree roots over his knotty knuckles.

      “The God Knife is a god remnant,” he answered. “God bone, fashioned by the hand of Un Drallag the Sorcerer. It harkens to the soul of the god from whose body the bone was taken. It can kill anyone and anything, the blessed and the cursed, the forever living and the risen dead—even other gods.”

      “Yet you keep it,” I’d signed, not understanding the depth of his words, or that they would one day change my world.

      His only reply had been: “Yes, daughter. I keep it. Because I must.”

      Like my many thoughts of Nephele, thoughts of my father are never far from my mind. Why he went to the fields the day he died—alone and in the dead of winter—will forever remain a mystery, as will the question that might haunt me until my last breath: If the blade is so all-powerful, why didn’t he use it to save us? To save Nephele? He had possession of the knife for years—a god killer, an immortal slayer, a divine weapon. Never once did he use it against the Frost King.

      Mother leans over my shoulder and unties her cloak as she studies the knife with a wary gleam in her eyes. The scent of cloves, fallen leaves, and smoky coldness floats from her skin and clothes.

      “You’re sharpening that old thing?” she asks, her voice uneasy.

      I sign an innocent reminder. “For the apples.”

      She gives me a look. Mother never cared for Father’s tales of finding the God Knife along the Malorian seashore. She always shushed him when I’d ask him to tell me the story. Though she’s kept the blade hidden away since its rediscovery, just as Father would’ve wanted her to do, she still doesn’t believe in its myth. She claims the weapon holds no power.

      But I believe it does. Because I feel it.

      “Carry on, then.” Her voice is still edged with that same unnerved tone as she cocks a suspicious brow. “But we have far better knives for peeling apples, Raina.”

      As she turns away, I hold the God Knife’s dull, black edge up to the candlelight. In truth, I need the blade sharp enough to penetrate thick leather and even thicker sinew, and I only trust one pair of hands to make sure it can. Unfortunately, those hands aren’t mine.

      I have to get the knife to Finn. He usually works with iron mined near the Mondulak Range, certainly not bone, but his hands are the only ones I trust with this. I just need an excuse for why taking the time to sharpen this knife is necessary, because Mother is right. We have plenty of other blades for the day’s work. I’ve no reason to be so focused on this one—none she’ll believe anyway. And it’s not as if I can explain my plan. Something tells me she wouldn’t be too keen to find out that her daughter plans to kidnap the Witch Collector at knifepoint today.

      Mother hangs her cloak by the door and crosses to the hearth to pour a mug of mulled apple cider. When she returns to my side, she watches over my shoulder as I position Father’s whetstone on a piece of oiled cloth. She once said the knife isn’t made of bone. After all, what bone is black as night and cold as ice?

      But it’s bone. God bone. Not flint or steel. I’m sure of it. Something deep inside that old marrow vibrates with every pass across the whetstone, as though I’m slowly coaxing it back to life.

      More sweat beads on my brow as I work, sliding the edge along the stone with careful measure. What if I damage it? Can god bone be damaged?

      What really worries me is the obvious. What if the Witch Collector bests me today when I hold this blade to his throat?

      Though I’ve prepared for weeks now, my hands still tremble at the thought of standing against him, enough that I falter in my work. Bone catches against stone and nicks my fingertip. I gasp and suck the wound.

      Gods’ death. Only I would somehow accidentally kill myself with the very weapon that could save me.

      “Raina, be careful.” Mother sets her mug aside and grabs my hand, studying the cut. She touches my chin, tenderness softening her eyes. “I know you consider this knife a connection to your father, but maybe Finn should have a look at the blade if you’re so determined to use it. I’d prefer your beautiful hands intact.”

      My pulse quickens. I’ve seen twenty-four winters, yet I feel like a child again. Like a little girl hiding something from her mother. But this is the perfect moment. I couldn’t have designed it any better if I’d tried.

      “Finn is probably on his way to the shop,” I sign. “I will take it to him, and I will finish the apples before noon. I promise.”

      “Go.” She smiles, though it seems to require great effort. “But don’t be long. The harvest supper won’t prepare itself.”

      Relieved, I shove up from the stool, throw on my cloak, and wrap the knife in a piece of animal skin before heading toward the door.

      “Raina,” Mother calls. I glance over my shoulder as she crosses the small distance between us. “You try so hard to hide it,” she says, “yet a mother knows her child. Do not let your loathing of the Witch Collector and the Frost King lead you—or us—to trouble. If you’re going to promise me anything, promise me that.”

      A breath rushes from my lungs as her indigo eyes dart to the bundled knife in my hands, as if she knows my every intention, and guilt and shame squeeze my heart for what I’m about to do. What I must do.

      I lean in, kiss her soft cheek, and lie anyway.

      “I promise,” I sign, and slip into the cold, gray light of day.
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      The Owyns’ blacksmith shop sits on the eastern outskirts of Silver Hollow, near the orchard and vineyard. It’s a long walk, but I’m brimming with enough nervous energy that I should arrive quickly.

      As I make my way across the green, I memorize the village’s every detail. Frost glistens on the thatch of every cottage and hut, and the last thin breaths of nighttime fires curl from the chimneys. Gardens are dying back, and the wildflowers lining the path to the fields have turned to colorless husks. Soon, snow will pile on the eaves and creep knee-deep before every door, and life here in the vale will grow bitter and difficult.

      I think a lot about how much I hate this place, but the truth is that I only hate my circumstances—not having a choice. Because life could be worse. I could live in a barbaric clan in the Eastland Territories or deep in the sweltering Summerland sands, or I could live along the Northland Coast, constantly worrying about the war and danger across the sea. Instead, I live in a peaceful village filled with good people—Witch Walkers, halflings, and those with no magickal ability at all.

      The guardians of Frostwater Wood.

      Our Witch Walkers, along with those from the villages of Hampstead Loch, Penrith, and Littledenn, serve as the second line of defense in the Northlands, second only to the Northland Watch, a combat-trained legion that protects our southern borders. Hour after hour, Witch Walkers’ voices carry magick into the ether along Frostwater’s rim to reinforce a barrier we keep intact at all costs.

      I’ve walked that boundary many times, helping to strengthen the protection with my silent song. To a stranger, the barrier is nothing more than a shimmer in the trees, like dew sparkling on a spider’s web in morning light. But it’s much more than that. It’s an impenetrable fortress with a single guarded entry point to the west, near Hampstead Loch, through which the king and his entourage—namely his Witch Collector—are said to travel.

      Sometimes, I wonder if we’re keeping intruders out of the wood and the Frost King’s mysterious Winterhold.

      Or if we’re keeping something in.

      On the other side of the stone wall that separates the main village from the farmers’ steads, a handful of elders exit the temple after their customary morning prayer. Several villagers follow, including Finn’s mother, Betha, and his four younger sisters.

      The Owyns are loyal Northlanders with deep ancestral ties to this break, unlike me. They’ve long been dedicated to the worship of ancient gods, especially the last Northland god in recent memory—Neri, a selfish bastard who’s been dead for three hundred years. Sometimes, being around the Owyn family makes me feel blasphemous, but then again, I’m anything but pious, and they know it. I haven’t stepped foot inside the temple since Nephele was chosen.

      And I never will. Ever again.

      “Raina!” Hel, the second-to-oldest Owyn child, starts my way.

      Not a day goes by that I don’t talk to Hel. I’ve known her all her life, and when I lost Nephele, Hel wouldn’t leave my side. She filled an emptiness in me that not even Finn could reach.

      I wave, and the girls pick up their steps to meet me, their brown faces drawn tight against a cold wind. Betha seems reluctant, wearing a grim expression.

      The twins, Ara and Celia, remain unfazed. They run and cling to my legs while Saira, the least of the Owyn family, leaps into my arms and hugs my neck. She pulls back and signs the only phrase her tiny hands have mastered, thanks to her mischievous big brother.

      “Raina needs a wash.”

      Saira giggles, and a genuine smile spreads across my face. She’s a small wedge of joy in an otherwise joyless day.

      Hel approaches, her mane of ebony curls fighting the breeze. The dagger her father and brother gifted her last year when she turned eighteen is forever strapped to her side, even during prayer. She’s tall and strong like her father, but soft in the ways of her mother.

      The Owyns dabble in fire magick—wise for blacksmiths—though the bulk of their skill lies in common magick like the rest of the villagers. Hel’s silvery witch’s marks are bold against her golden, brown skin, and outlined in a pretty shade of ochre.

      She pokes my side and smiles, but her wild spirit doesn’t stir, not even in her eyes.

      “Morning, Raina,” Betha signs. The usual bronzy glow in her olive-toned cheeks seems less vibrant today. She flashes a tight smile and glances at her small daughters, a silent way of saying she doesn’t want them to hear the worries so evidently etched onto her face.

      After all the years she’s known me, Betha still hasn’t learned to sign anything beyond the most basic communication. Nor have the others, save for Finn and Hel.

      I stare into Hel’s sparkling brown eyes. “Everything all right?” I sign.

      Whatever’s bothering them has nothing to do with Collecting Day. The Owyns are Witch Walkers, and Finn and Hel are of age for the Witch Collector’s choosing. The Owyns believe the Frost King does what he does for a godly reason, an immortal man gifted with insight from Neri’s eternal blessing, a leader who means to protect our lands because that’s what he’s supposed to do. I know they’d be saddened to lose any member of their family today, but they view sacrifice as duty—unlike me. Something else must be wrong.

      “The feast hunters should have returned last night,” Hel signs, “in time to prepare their kills for the harvest supper. There has been no sign of any of them. Not even Da.”

      I set Saira on her feet and watch her skip toward the village. Every autumn, the feast hunters journey south toward the Gravenna Mountains, hoping to trap and kill a few great horns for the harvest supper. Scattered steads and at least a dozen small villages lie between our valley and the mountains, but other than that, the land is a stretch of rolling hills and open grassland. It’s certainly not a dangerous trek for hunters who’ve traveled that ground and hunted its wildlife for years.

      “I am sure they only lost track of time,” I reply. “Warek will return with his merry band on his heels, as though he is the greatest hunter of them all.” I squeeze her hand in comfort because her unease is visible, tightening into twin lines between her eyes. I don’t know if I’m right, but later, after I’ve talked to Finn, I will find out.

      Healing isn’t my only gift.

      Hel tucks an errant curl behind her ear. “I hope you’re right, but say a prayer to Loria just in case?”

      “Of course,” I sign.

      Hel knows me well enough not to include her Northland god in her request for my prayers. Loria is the goddess of all creation, and though I can’t say I believe the Ancient Ones listen anymore, Warek was my father’s closest friend, and so—impious as I might be—I will pray to our maker. Just not to Neri. Never to him. He’s the reason we must deal with the Frost King in the first place.

      Hel and I bump forearms, then she presses her forehead to mine and manages a soft smile. “Tuetha tah,” she says, an Old Elikesh phrase that means my sister.

      I press the signed form of the words against her chest, feeling guiltier with every passing second. I keep little from Hel, except the story of the God Knife. But I haven’t mentioned my plan, or that I’m leaving the vale—for real this time. Hel loves me, but she would never understand.

      She gathers her mother and sisters and herds them toward the village’s stone wall. Although her face is still shadowed with worry, her smile brightens, and she winks playfully over her shoulder. “Finn is in the shop if that’s where you’re going. See you on the green at noon?”

      I nod. As if I’d be anywhere else.

      Outside the forge, I step over Tuck—the lazy, golden shop dog I adore—to reach the entry. A stroke behind his soft ear garners a beady-eyed glance, but other than that, he doesn’t move. Such love for the woman who stole death from him once when no one was looking.

      Inside, I’m not surprised to find Finn sitting in a dark corner, leaned back in a chair with his feet propped on a worktable, sipping from a steaming mug of mead. This used to be Finn’s father’s shop, and it shows. Tiressia’s green and indigo flag hangs from the rafters while Neri’s pennon covers the wall above Finn’s head. The image of a creature more wolf than man stares at me, embroidered in silver thread on blue and white silk.

      The sight disgusts me.

      As the door creaks closed, Finn glances up. His short black hair is wild as usual, mussed and hanging over his forehead, and his eyelids are heavy, like he’d rather still be in bed. In better light, his brown skin—more like Hel’s and his father’s than Betha’s—appears marked with silver, save for the outline of dim amber.

      “From that look you’re wearing, I take it you saw my family.” He downs a long drink of mead and lets out an irritated sigh. “Father is fine. They’ll make it back in time for supper. They’re hunters—the best. I’m not worried.”

      That’s Finn’s way of stopping a conversation he doesn’t want to have before it even begins.

      I don’t mind this time. I agree with him. The feast hunters know our lands better than anyone. Besides, what could’ve gone wrong that all seven would not return?

      “Yes. No need to worry,” I sign. Crossing the space between us, I set the wrapped knife next to Finn’s feet and flip the skin back. “Could you sharpen this for me?”

      Finn looks at the God Knife, then back at me, and furrows his brow. “What for? That’s the knife my father found, right? A bit large for peeling harvest apples.” He takes another sip of mead, watching me with a curious eye.

      “It is not for apples. I need it to help clean the great horns for the feast. It must be sharp enough to cut through flesh and sinew alike.”

      Gods, what a terrible excuse. There won’t even be any great horns for the harvest supper if the hunters don’t return in time.

      Finn drags a hand through his thick hair and tilts his mouth into a smirk. “You are Tiressia’s worst liar, Raina Bloodgood. You’re up to something.”

      I move to stand with my back to the heat of the forge, trailing a hand along a row of finely crafted dagger and knife belts that Finn sells to his customers. Last night, I considered what it might be like to tell him every detail of my plan to set Nephele and the Northland peoples free of the Frost King’s rule. To plead with him to be brave and help me.

      But now that the moment is here, I can’t bring myself to be honest. He may know how to forge and wield every weapon created, but Finn is a lover, not a fighter. He’s content where I’m restless. Sated where I starve. He will call me ten kinds of foolish and try to stop me.

      He could very well succeed.

      “I am not lying.” I form the words, my hands steady and sure, hoping that I’m convincing. “Mother sent me. We are using the knife to clean the wild deer for tonight’s supper. The hunters will return.”

      Better to cling to a terrible lie than invent another.

      He narrows his brown eyes, and the need to cower behind something sweeps through me. Deceiving my mother was bad enough, but deceiving Finn might be even more challenging.

      Finn has been my first everything. My first friend. My first fight. My first kiss. My first lover. My first heartbreak. He’s the only person with whom I ever shared the God Knife’s story. He’s also the man I decided not to build a family with because he refused to leave the vale, and I didn’t want to stay. My life’s moments are filled with him. He reads me as plainly as any book.

      After a groan and pointed glare, he rests his chair on all four legs and reaches for the God Knife. He’s still half asleep, and he’s either grown disinterested or annoyed.

      Or both.

      “Wild deer, huh?” He twists the pommel in his hand, and the amber stone reflects the forge’s firelight. He looks up at me, narrowing his eyes again like he’s sorting me out. “You wouldn’t happen to mean a Witch Collector instead, would you, Raina? Perhaps a Frost King?”

      Annoyed it is.

      I take a seat in the chair across from him. “Finn, stop. Please do not make this difficult. I need your help.”

      He returns the knife to the table and speaks to me with his hands. “Help with what? Killing the Witch Collector? Bringing the Frost King’s rage down upon all our heads? I remember your father’s tale. Surely you do not believe this knife will change everything. Or anything, for that matter. If it could, do you really think Rowan and Ophelia Bloodgood, of all people, wouldn’t have tried?”

      My chest tightens at the mention of my parents’ names. When they met in the Northland’s southernmost city of Malgros, my father was head sentry for the Northland Watch, a guard witch assigned to protect the port. My mother was also a guard, often stationed near my father’s territory. A short time after Mother became pregnant with Nephele, tensions between the southern queen, Fia Drumera, better known as the Fire Queen, and the East’s King Regner, created unrest. As the southern and eastern breaks prepared for war, the Northland people along the coast feared the conflict might finally spill across the sea to our shores. Then Fia Drumera killed Regner, and soon, in the east, a mystical prince with no name rose to power.

      My parents were granted leave to raise their family, but were required to head north and help protect the vale. They were never loyal to the king. But they were loyal to their land and its people.

      “I cannot say why they never tried,” I tell Finn. “Only that I am not them.” I grab the knife and animal skin and set them in my lap. “Will you help me or not? I need the blade sharpened. That is all I ask.”

      “You want me to hone a killing blade?” He folds his muscled arms across his chest. “That is, at its essence, what you said when you walked in here. Something to cut through flesh and sinew alike. And I know you don’t mean wild deer.”

      I tighten my fingers into fists of silence. Every blade he forges is used to kill, and that’s saying a lot. People come from all around the Northlands to purchase the beautiful and deadly work of Finn Owyn. To seek his expertise. He’s only conflicted now because it’s me who’s asking for his help.

      “I want you to sharpen a God Knife,” I reply. “And believe in me.”

      “A God Knife.” Finn scrubs his hand down his face, his frustration evident. “Made by the great sorcerer Un Drallag, a figment of Eastern lore. Forged from god bone and the essence of a deity, yes? Which god, Raina? Which god do you think this bone belonged to? Neri? Asha? Urdin? Thamaos? One of the ancients? Loria herself?”

      “I…” My fingers still. Father never mentioned that part. I always figured he didn’t know, though I’ve always wondered. “He never said,” I reply, “but it does not matter for the task at hand.” I pause and add, “Wild deer and all.”

      A grin tests one corner of Finn’s mouth but fails to unfurl. He pushes off his knees and stands, skirting the table between us, a weary expression shadowing his face. Crouching at my feet, he rests those strong, black-stained and blistered hands on my thighs like they belong there.

      When he looks into my eyes, I taste the bitterness that has lived inside my heart ever since he refused to leave the vale with me three years ago. I could’ve loved him the way my parents loved each other. We could’ve had so much more than this. Then again, if we’d left, I wouldn’t have had this chance to save my sister and maybe every single person living in the Northlands from enduring a future they did not choose.

      Gently, Finn tucks a loose strand of hair behind my ear. “You know that I believe in you, in all things. And I’ll sharpen this knife until it can flay flesh and penetrate bone if that’s what you want. But you are no match for men like the Witch Collector, Raina. And certainly not the Frost King. I hate them too—more than you believe or will ever understand. But if I think, even for a moment, that you’re about to do something foolish once the Witch Collector arrives today, know that I won’t stand there and watch it happen. I can’t. I will always save you, even if it means saving you from yourself.”

      I clench my fingers again. There are so many things I want to say, none of them kind. Instead, I hold Finn’s stare until he takes the knife, slips on his leather apron, and steps to the forge.

      “Fulmanesh, iyuma.” He speaks the words over the low flames, and they rise at his quiet command, supplying more light.

      After a moment, I follow, silently swiping one of the dagger belts I noticed earlier while he’s not looking. Shoving the leather into my skirt pocket, I watch over his shoulder. I’m more nervous than I want to be now that he holds the God Knife. He could so easily take it from me.

      Finn studies the weapon. “Why is it so cold?”

      I shrug. “It has been like that since I can remember.”

      He tests the knife’s heft in his hand, bites the blade between his teeth, and drags the dull edge across a piece of thick hide, which slices far easier than I would’ve guessed.

      He cuts a sidelong glance. “Feels like bone. Tastes like bone. But it doesn’t look or cut like bone.”

      Of course it doesn’t resemble the kind of bone we’re used to handling. Gods were practically indestructible. It took the last of them killing each other three centuries ago to end their reign, after all. Surely killing a man Neri only gifted with immortal life and rule won’t be as impossible a task as Finn makes it seem. I imagine one good thrust to the Frost King’s heart will do the trick.

      As for the Witch Collector, he’s human—perhaps cursed to his duty unto death. At most, he’s a Witch Walker dedicated to his king. Hel thinks he’s an older man, and I have to agree. He keeps his head buried beneath his cloak, but he’s the same Collector who has come to the vale since I was a child. I know his voice, and I know his tall frame. He won’t expect me to attack—no one ever challenges him. The element of surprise and a holy knife held to his throat should render him easier to overpower.

      If I’m faster than him.

      “I’ll try the grindstone first,” Finn says, the edge in his voice receding. “Then we can go from there. All right?”

      I link my arm with his and nod, resting my head on his shoulder, and sign a quick, “Thank you.”

      The coiled tension tightening my muscles ebbs. Finn and I aren’t together anymore, not in the way we once were, but he’s still my comfort, even when he’s impossible. I don’t know how to live life without him, but I fear I’ll have to. When the moment arrives today, I’ll still give him a choice. But if I’m honest with myself, he made that decision three years ago.

      He presses a tender kiss to my forehead. “Don’t thank me, Raina,” he whispers. “Just don’t make me regret this.”
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      “I have a bad feeling. Don’t you understand that?” Colden Moeshka leans against the small hearth of my hunting shelter, picking at a loose thread dangling from the gold-ribboned cuff of his blue velvet coat. I can smell the cold on him—that constant, crisp scent of winter that has clung to him for three centuries now.

      He squats, tosses another log into the fire, and stokes the flames until the wood catches and sparks dance. I can’t help but stare. His skin holds a golden undertone in the summer but grows pale with winter’s pallor. Tonight, it glows under the firelight, and his dark eyes shine like black obsidian mined from the Mondulak Range. Much of his wavy flaxen hair hangs loose from its tie, lending his perpetually twenty-year-old features an air of innocence he does not truly possess.

      Shifting on my wooden stool, I rest my elbows on my knees and rub my tired eyes. “Bad feeling or not, I have to go. I’ve never missed a Collecting Day. The villagers’ lives must go on as normal, at least until we know the truth. And the only way we can know the truth is if I go to the vale and get the girl.”

      I’m already late. Every Collecting Day, I wake before dawn to finish the last leg of a sennight-long journey through Frostwater Wood. I usually reach Hampstead Loch—the closest village to my hunting shelter and Winter Road—a couple of hours after sunrise and end my day at Silver Hollow just after noon, if the weather and my horse permit.

      Early this morning, however, I woke to Colden slipping through my cabin door in the darkness, alone and travel-weary from trying to catch up with me, all to deliver what I consider less than trustworthy news.

      “We’ve heard rumors from the East along the spy chain before,” I remind him. “Nothing has ever come of them.”

      “Yes, well, this rumor is different.” Colden holds a chilled hand over the rising heat from the fire, a useless effort to chase away the cold that forever lives in his veins. “There’s only one reason the Prince of the East would break King Regner’s peace agreement with me, and that’s if he’s learned that I’m much more valuable as a weapon against Fia than as his ally.”

      Fia. I think of the Summerland queen often and wonder if she worries for Colden the way he worries for her.

      “Everything I’ve ever done has been with Fia and all of Tiressia in mind,” he says. “If the prince knows my secret, they will come for me. You know they will. They will have to. And they will destroy anyone who stands in their way.”

      “Our borders are protected,” I tell him for what feels like the hundredth time. “Even without our Witch Walkers, the Iceland Plains and the Mondulak Range are impassable this time of year. The Eastlanders never have and never will survive sailing through the White Tides, nor can they make it past the Summerlander fleet to enter via the Western Drifts. The coasts are well fortified. You’re safe, Colden.”

      And Fia is safe. No king—and certainly no nameless prince—has bested her yet. She doesn’t need to deal with the Prince of the East getting his hands on her former lover, but if anyone can take care of themselves, it’s the Fire Queen.

      Colden slices that black gaze across the room and arches a perfect brow. “As well as you know me, do you really think I fear the Eastlanders for myself? If they come for me, I’ll turn their army into ice statues for courtyard decorations, hang the Prince of the East’s icy balls on Winterhold’s gates, and dance on the shards of his pathetic, frozen bones.” Jaw clenched, he turns back to the fire as though some answer to our predicament lies in the flames and ashes. “It’s the Northland people I’m concerned about, Alexus. I can’t be everywhere at once.”

      I raise a brow. To anyone else, I’m sure his threat would sound convincing, but I know better. The truth that Colden won’t speak aloud is that the Prince of the East scares him, for more reasons than he cares to admit.

      For one, the prince is said to bear the stains of walking in the Shadow World—another rumor, and one I don’t believe. It’s been centuries since someone crossed the Shadow World’s dark shores. He was no mere man and wouldn’t have survived otherwise. For two, Colden’s feelings for the prince are…complicated. They always have been. It’s a subject I haven’t broached with him in some thirty years and a topic I gladly avoid.

      I’ve often wondered what might happen if Colden ever found himself forced to stand against the Prince of the East, though. If their past is any indication, I fear he would fail, terribly, at being as vicious as he claims. Years of pent-up bitterness can lead to hatred. That’s true enough. But I know my king. His bitterness toward the prince is a mask, one meant to hide a broken heart that has never healed.

      I hold my hands up in mock defense. “I’m only trying to ease your mind. It’s hearsay. There’s no need for upheaval until we have more evidence.”

      He drops into the chair beside me, and his irritated expression morphs into concern. “I also worry for you. I’ve had dreams,” he says, his brows pinched. “No, not dreams,” he clarifies. “Nightmares. For a while now.”

      We’ve been back and forth about this situation since he arrived, but this is the first time he’s mentioned nightmares.

      I gesture toward him. “Go on.”

      “It’s like the Ancient Ones are warning me that danger is coming,” he says, “yet I don’t know how to stop it. All I know is that I fear the Eastlanders have discovered what I’ve been hiding, and that you don’t need to be in the vale tonight.”

      Though I consider asking what he saw in his dreams to lead him to such conclusions, I lean over and rest my hand on his bouncing knee instead. His foot stills.

      “You can’t have it both ways, my friend. We can’t get the truth without a seer, and we can’t consult a seer if I don’t go to the vale. I must get the girl. It’s the only way to end this worry.”

      The girl with no voice and no witch’s marks. The so-called seer.

      Raina Bloodgood.

      Of all the names I might’ve written on my list, hers has never been a possibility. Not until this morning, anyway. Now that Nephele has decided to turn her sister into an asset.

      Nephele has always been honest with me, or so I believed, but although she’s told me much about her younger sister, she’s never mentioned this valuable and hidden talent. Rather, she’s done everything in her power to protect Raina from ever making the journey with me along Winter Road.

      I’ve always understood and agreed to leave Raina alone. In truth, I’ve never sensed strong enough power inside her to make her useful—not a witch’s mark one. But gods know a seer would’ve been a precious addition to Winterhold.

      Why would Nephele deny the entire kingdom such rare protection? And if the girl is all Nephele claims, why isn’t her power visible with one glance?

      I remind myself that Raina has long been a woman, not a girl. A woman whose face lingers in my mind when it has no reason to.

      Colden fists his hand against his mouth, knuckles tight and white as snow. “She’d better be worth the risk I’m taking by allowing this.”

      I pull my hand away from his knee. “You don’t trust Nephele’s word?”

      I can’t blame him if he doesn’t. I even find myself doubting her, though the thought twists my insides. The truth I can’t ignore is that if Raina held such power, her skin would tell it.

      Unless there’s greater magick at work.

      “Of course I trust Nephele,” Colden answers. “But time blurs reality, or have you forgotten? Nephele and Raina have been apart for a long time. What Nephele remembers of her sister may not be the truth that exists now.”

      Colden isn’t lying about Nephele’s wishes when it comes to Raina—I would sense it if he were—but it would help if Nephele were here. After eight years of swearing on my life to spare her sister the fate of duty at Winterhold, I don’t know how to feel about breaking my word.

      I drag my hand over my beard. “The question is, are you willing to ignore the possibility that Raina has Sight, thanks to a bad feeling and a bad dream? If she is a seer, and if the rumor about the Prince of the East betraying your agreement holds even a grain of truth, then we need her. Unwarranted concern for my safety cannot stand in the way of that. I’ve faced far worse things than another Collecting Day. I’ll be careful.”

      “I could ride with you,” Colden offers, eyes unguarded. “Alone, you’re formidable. Together, we’re a force of nature.”

      “Absolutely not. If there’s danger, we’re both safer if you’re home, and all of Tiressia is safer if you’re shielded by the Witch Walkers’ protections. Please do not argue with me on this. You will not win.”

      He leans forward, resting his forehead on steepled fingers, and exhales a long, chilled breath that hangs in the air before floating away. I know his dilemma. I can feel his turmoil. It’s impossible not to worry about someone with whom you’ve shared so much.

      We are, after all, like two halves of the same whole.

      “Go then.” He lifts his head. “Ride fast. Go straight to Silver Hollow. Find the girl and get back to the forest as soon as possible. I don’t want you in the vale after dark.”

      He likes to think he rules me, but we both know I’m only still here because he needed me to be.

      “Yes, my lord and mighty king. I was born to grant your every desire.” With as much of a smile as I can muster, I stand and give a spurious bow, hoping to lighten his mood before I go. When I rise, I half expect Colden to roll his eyes at my antics, but his face is still serious, perhaps more so. Any humor in my voice vanishes. “Fine. But tell me you’ll head back to Winterhold. Don’t wait for me. I want you as safe as you want me.”

      “I know you do.” He gives me a look I know well. “And yes, I’ll go. I won’t like it, but I’ll go.”

      We stare at one another for a long beat, then I put out the fire and set to strapping on my baldric, back scabbards, and swords.

      “At least all you must do is get the girl.” Colden stands, sounding like he’s trying to convince himself that I’ll be all right. “Easy enough task.”

      “That is the hope. I can’t imagine the woman I remember causing me any trouble.”

      Colden gives me a dark half-smile. “If she’s anything like her sister, you might be very wrong about that.”

      We head outside and mount our horses, facing one another under the sun’s dappled light filtering through the forest’s canopy. Colden wraps those deadly fists in his animal’s reins.

      “Before I left,” he says, “I instructed Nephele and the others to focus their attention on the forest come sundown. If anyone enters the wood, my Witch Walkers will know. If they sense a threat, they’ll make sure the enemy regrets ever setting foot in our vale.” Tiny shards of ice branch over the leather straps within his grasp. “They won’t leave Frostwater Wood—at least not until they’ve endured me.”

      His eyes are black as soot, his face stone. Any vulnerability he permitted to creep beneath his skin moments before has now been buried in his bones.

      Colden Moeshka, frigid Frost King, has returned.

      “I’ll see you soon,” I tell him, and after he pounds a fist to his chest, his way of saying, Until we meet again, we part ways.

      I dig my heels into my horse’s sides and bear down for a stealthy ride. “Like the wind, Mannus!” I call. “Let’s find Raina Bloodgood.”
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      With the sharpened knife and stolen dagger belt tucked in my pocket, I return to the cottage and spend the rest of the morning helping Mother prepare for the harvest feast. After dumping the last of the apples into a pot, I place them over the fire.

      “I’m sure the hunters are fine.” Mother stands from her chair and wipes her hands on the towel cinched at her waist. With a slight frown, she glances out the window. “Probably enjoyed a little too much ale and wine last night.”

      A few hours ago, I would’ve agreed, but I find myself less sure with every passing minute.

      Gods, I need to be alone with my scrying dish. The thought to look for Finn’s father has struck more than a few times, but Mother is constantly at my side. The hurt she’d feel if she caught me…The betrayal of knowing all I’ve kept from her…

      I can’t risk it. She’ll find out soon enough, but right now is not the time.

      Later, I occupy my nervous hands by making myself useful outside. I help Mr. Foley haul wood for the bonfires and assist elder Mena Shawcross in setting stones for our ceremony circle. Mena’s family has lived in the vale for centuries, but she can trace ancestors from every break. Having such a rich history has always fascinated me, even though I know so little about my own family. Mena moved here from Penrith after she lost her daughter many years ago on Collecting Day. She has no family now, but she and I have always shared a kinship.

      As we press the rocks into the ground, she eyes me more keenly than I like. Her wrinkled, pale skin is covered in witch’s marks—greenish blue like veins, shimmery like fish scales. With age, her skill has developed, but the degree of magick supposedly required to serve at Winterhold is said to be too depleting for the old. I have to think that means the Frost King finds the elders useless because the only other option is that he and the Witch Collector actually care what happens to the Northland people.

      Mena goes to the cart, and I hold out my dirty hands for another stone, but she hesitates, then winks. “Your palms are calling to me today.”

      Mena reads palms, something I’ve let her do a handful of times. She knows I’m reluctant and doesn’t press, but she likes to tease. She’s a dear friend, so I tolerate her prying mind.

      I snatch a rock from the cart and place it on the ground, giving her a light-hearted smile. “What do they say?” I sign.

      “That there are two things you need to learn. Or perhaps, not learn but come to accept. One,” she comes closer, smiles, and taps me on the nose, “is that you are more capable than you believe, dear one. Your strength is in your heart. And two…” She kneels beside me and pushes my hair over my shoulder, letting her hand rest there. “Victory only comes through sacrifice, Raina. I don’t know what’s weighing on you, but I know you’re in turmoil. I can see the burden. Most battles are hard-fought. Something must always be lost if you’re ever to gain. Don’t fear this. You will never move forward if you never leave things behind.”

      Crying is the last thing I want to do right now—I’ve cried enough for all of Silver Hollow—but tears rise unbidden anyway. I take a deep breath and blink them away.

      “Thank you,” is all I can think to say. I don’t know what her words mean for me, but they’re likely the last words of wisdom I’ll ever take from Mena, so I tuck them away. Something of her to keep forever.

      A short time later, after Mena and I finish the stones, Finn finally arrives with Tuck trotting at his heels. Together, we stake torches and Tiressian flags around the green, but Finn is quiet, wearing a perpetual frown. I know him so well. Behind that heavy brow, his mind is tearing apart what-ifs. I also know that—while much of his concern is for me and what he fears I might do today—most of his worries are for his father’s whereabouts. Whether he can admit it or not.

      If I could
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