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General Nuris Graewyth dragged in a deep breath, taking in the scent of the dense forest, the horse beneath him, and the overwhelming silence. It did nothing to slow the swirl of thoughts racing through his mind. He should have been enjoying the peace of being so far from the castle, back in an environment he’d longed for. Instead, the events of the last few days and weeks tormented him.

He looked across at the young man on horseback beside him. Heath focused on their surroundings, looking for what might lie ahead—or what might have followed them from Sunsong. He glanced at Nuris as though knowing he was thinking of him. Nuris nodded to the young man. There was far more to him than either of them had realised. Nelda had insisted that Nuris take Heath with him, that they could help each other, and Pip had nodded agreement.

Both witches had been quieter since the last attack on the king. Pip had remained close to Nuris, and despite Nelda’s healing ability she wore a scar across her arm. She was very lucky that was all she had sustained in the throne room that night. It made him shiver just to think of it. They had already lost one witch, a girl ready to die at the time, but Frayne was still reeling from her loss.

“She visited,” Heath said, and Nuris blinked at him. “Grace,” he answered as though they had been talking of her rather than Nuris thinking of her. Nuris wondered how much of Pip’s skill the boy had appeared to absorb. “She came when we needed her to.”

“Do you think she would come again?” Nuris asked.

“I would like to hope so,” Heath answered softly, “but no, I don’t think she will.”

“There are more witches out there,” Nuris said.

“Are you suggesting she can be replaced?” Heath sounded hurt by the idea.

“No. I am suggesting there are many more out there who need our help.”

“But we aren’t searching out witches,” Heath replied.

“No,” Nuris whispered, wondering just what Aphera had become. Or had she always been such a woman? As a witch’s twin, he had power of his own, a sense of the world more attuned than the average man, as did Frayne. He knew when there was trouble brewing, and yet he had not sensed it with Aphera. He had allowed himself to be lost to her. It was only once Nelda and her children had returned to Sunsong that he had begun to understand just what she was.

“She hid it from you,” Heath said, his focus on the path ahead.

“Frayne is as certain as Nelda that men can’t hold magic,” Nuris said. The boy turned to him with raised eyebrows. “Not that I claim you have it.”

“But there is something,” Heath murmured, looking back along the path. “You and Frayne were tainted by the magic of your sisters, in a way—in a good way. I am a witch’s twin’s twin,” he said, shaking his head. “I am not the same, and yet I am.”

“I do not think we fully understand the magic. Any of it.”

Heath closed his eyes and sighed before he pulled his horse to a stop, his eyes still closed.

“What is it?” Nuris asked.

“We are far from the world,” he whispered, sitting still upon the horse. Nuris wondered then if they were going in the wrong direction or if the young man missed his brother and Nelda. Heath had parents, other parents, and yet he also called Nelda mother from time to time.

“Can you explain the connection you have to Nelda?”

“No,” Heath whispered, unmoving.

Nuris looked at him closely. He was tempted to get down from his horse and check the area, but he remained beside the young man.

“I cannot explain it,” Heath whispered, “not that I won’t. She is Frayne’s mother?” He looked at Nuris then, confused, as though asking if that was the reason. “I knew her in the first moment, knew I had to look out for her, watch over her, and that she would do the same for me.”

Nuris nodded, although he did not fully understand the feeling.

“I won’t tell you who they were,” Heath said, looking around slowly.

Nuris had tried before to learn who had raised Frayne, who had taken him from the castle that night and kept him safe or hidden, and why they might have done that. Although Nelda was certain it had saved his life, Nuris didn’t know if that was the intent or if they had fully understood the danger he was in.

“She is lost,” Heath murmured.

“Nelda?”

“The queen.”

“Did she run away?” Nuris asked.

Heath nodded, but his brow furrowed as though he was not sure that was the answer. Who was she running from? Nuris doubted she would be willing to answer that when they found her. She might have had an idea of what the monks were doing, but did she understand it all? Was she working with them or running from them? Or even both? Did they even know what she was?

Either way, there was no sign of her out here. Heath was certain he had found some trace of her, and yet Nuris could not sense her and was not nearly as certain as the boy that they could find her. Had he ever really known this woman?

Heath looked back at him and sighed. “I don’t think she ever allowed you to know her,” he said kindly.

Nuris nodded slowly. He was sure the boy was right, and yet he had cared for her very much at some point. He wasn’t sure now if that was partly due to his missing Nelda, a sister lost and another quickly trying to fill her place. At least she had wanted a place in his life. He sighed as he looked at the boy watching him.

“Was I so naïve?” he asked.

“You are a man,” Heath said, turning back along the trail and nudging his horse into movement.

“I am not the average man.” Nuris hoped it was not simply having his head turned by a beautiful woman.

“That is why she chose you,” Heath said, still looking out into the scrub around them.

Nuris wanted to ask more questions, demand an answer, learn just why she had done as she had and whether he was the only one. But then, he had understood earlier that he was likely not, no matter what she might have told him. The boy might not have the answers—or worse, he did and Nuris was not sure he wanted to hear the truth from him.

“I can only tell you what I feel,” Heath said. “I’m not sure even she understands the truth, or the reason behind any of what she might have done.”

“Does that include killing her child and so many others with the fire she started?”

Heath nodded slowly and then pulled the horse to a stop again. This was going to be a long night, and they might never find her. For a moment, he wondered if that was best. Leaving her to her own devices and away from Nelda and Frayne. He might not know where she was, but he was certain that she would be a danger to them both if she were to return to Sunsong.

“There,” Heath whispered, slipping down from the horse, and disappearing into the brush.

Nuris lost sight of him. He waited and closed his eyes, trying to feel what the boy could feel. Although he had a sense they were moving in the right direction, it was not with the same certainty Heath had. For a boy with no direct connection to magic, it was interesting the skill he held. Those who had stolen magic from the witches were likely jealous of such skill. He wondered then if that put the boy at more risk. They might try to steal his skill or use him for their own purposes. Fear started to rise in Nuris’s throat.

The horse beside his started to move about, and he was not sure whether it was sensing his own fear or it had the same understanding. His own horse huffed as though there was no issue. Heath reappeared from the brush, shaking his head.

“Do you think she came this way or she is here?” Nuris asked.

“Not here,” Heath said, a little despondent, as though he was losing hope.

They had not been searching for long, but the longer they were away from Sunsong the more Nuris worried for his sister and the king.

“She won’t allow anything to happen to him,” Heath said, climbing back up onto the horse. It was almost as though Pip were reading him.

“Who will ensure nothing happens to her?”

“Frayne,” Heath said without hesitation.

Nuris could still see him in the dim green glow of the throne room, slicing through the shadows. His sword moving as though with a magic of its own.

There were times he still was not sure he could trust the king. There were moments when the king looked at Nelda as though the only way forward was for her to die, and he didn’t know how to work around that. Nuris understood the danger; he had lived his life hunting them out. But he no longer felt that fear or hatred.
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The sword was heavy, heavier than King Dunstan Sunsorrow remembered a sword could be. Frayne had said he’d just wanted to be sure the king could use one and had handed him the one he carried. It was larger than any sword Dunstan had seen carried by any man previously.

Frayne had borrowed one from a soldier, but Dunstan was sure the one he held was better quality. It made him wonder at where the sword had come from and who might have given it to his son. It also reminded him of the sword he had carried as a younger man.

Both Dunstan and his father had carried swords then, had not relied solely on the men around them. He had been stronger then. He wondered at what point he had put it down, and why he hadn’t thought of it in a lifetime.

Dunstan was not even sure where that sword might be. Despite the weight of his son’s sword in his hand, he ran back to the castle and along the hallways. It was only once he’d reached the door of what had been his father’s rooms that he stopped and looked back at Frayne, only a step behind him.

“Are you that keen to see Mother?” Frayne asked.

Dunstan’s face warmed. He had forgotten that he had moved Frayne and Heath into those rooms, and with them Nelda.

“I was thinking of my sword, and my father’s sword,” he said.

“And that led you here?”

“I don’t remember what I did with it. Why are there no guards?”

“They are likely with Nelda and Pip in the garden.”

“Oh,” Dunstan muttered, opening the door. He wondered at the lack of security, but he hoped Pip would be able to sense anything within the room before they entered it. Although, after a night that had seemed to last for so long, Nelda was in the garden in the sunshine as often as she could be. She might feel closer to Grace there.

“Father,” Frayne said slowly and clearly, as though talking to a child rather than the king of Burasal. Dunstan enjoyed it when he called him father.

“I think the sword is here, and yours is too heavy for my old bones.”

He held out his hand and realised that, despite the weight, he had carried it all the way there. He handed it back to Frayne, who looked it over and then sheathed it as though it were not the weighty beast it was.

Dunstan stepped into the main room and looked about. He had no idea where he might have put it, or even if it might still be there. He looked at Frayne standing in the middle of the room, watching him.

“Do you know where it is?” Dunstan asked.

“Not here,” Frayne said, closing his eyes. “I’m sure of that, but I couldn’t tell you where it is. I cannot picture you carrying a sword of your own. You do appear to know what you are doing with it.”

Dunstan tried not to scowl. They had been sparring most of the morning, mostly to work off some of his frustrations, and Frayne had a skill he had not seen. He wasn’t sure if it was the way he had been taught or a link to magic he had. “Does the magic give you the strength to lift that?” he asked, pointing to the sword now back at Frayne’s belt.

“No, many years of practice.”

“I did have one of my own, but it wasn’t really needed, and after the fire I was distracted.”

“But you hunted out the witches, didn’t you? You went out with the soldiers you directed and killed women and children.”

There was something a little harsh in the way he said it, and Dunstan wasn’t sure how to respond. He had done such things. There had been a danger in the kingdom, and there still was one. Although there did not seem to be the questions from the people that he had expected when the hunts had died off.

He was not a senile old man. He was still young, younger than his father had been when he’d died. And he had died too young. The world before seemed foggy, as though he had not really been there, had not been paying attention to what was going on around him. He had been so sure he was doing the right thing, and what was required for the kingdom to survive.

And yet in the last little while, surrounded by witches, it had all seemed like a very bad idea. He should have been protecting these women, not helping hunt them out. But they had been a threat to the kingdom, hadn’t they?

“What did they do?” Dunstan asked, looking around the room as though his father might still be here.

“Who?” Frayne asked.

“The witches—the women we have chased for so long.”

“Was it because of Nelda?” Frayne asked.

Dunstan shook his head. “No, and yes.”

Frayne sighed and headed for the door.

“Do you hate me for what I’ve done?”

Frayne stopped and looked back, appearing confused by the question. “I don’t know you,” he said. “I would like to,” he added, a small smile lighting his face. “But first, let us find your sword.”

Dunstan nodded and joined him at the door, and Frayne led the way back towards the room he had not revisited since the shadows and Grace’s death.

It felt cold and uninviting when they stepped inside. Frayne’s focus was directed at the floor, the centre of the room where Grace had fallen. Dunstan reached out and rested a hand on his arm. “I didn’t want that,” he said, honestly. He had wanted to find a way to save the girl, if only for Frayne.

Frayne took a deep breath and moved around the space on the floor, although there was nothing to indicate what had unfolded there. The fire even blazed in the fireplace, yet the room was cold.

“Is she still here?” Dunstan asked.

“No,” Frayne whispered. Although he sounded very sure of the answer, his step faltered as he glanced about.

“I don’t think the sword is here.” Dunstan was unsure whether he should change the subject, but it was the reason they were in the room.

Frayne ran his hand over a chest that was tucked away in a corner, then sat down on it as though his legs had failed. Dunstan sat beside him and leaned against the wall.

“I appreciate what you are trying to do,” Frayne said. “But it is hard. I still see her scared in the garden, shaking in my arms, and then that last moment...” He closed his eyes and Dunstan put a hand on over Frayne’s resting on his knee.

“As I appreciate your return to me.”

“It is in the chest,” Frayne said, turning a smile towards Dunstan. Pulling his hand from beneath Dunstan’s, he tapped the wood between them.

“So, we have to stand.”

“Only if you want to get it back.”

Dunstan wanted to stay there for as long as he could, shoulder to shoulder with his son, but he pushed to his feet. He held out a hand to Frayne, who took it although he did not need it to stand. They both looked over the chest and then lifted the lid.

All it contained was the sword and a deep-blue shawl. Dunstan lifted the sword and felt a surge of relief to hold it in his hands again. He wondered at what point he had locked it away and forgotten it. He looked it over and pulled it slowly from the sheath. It was not damaged but could do with a good clean. He had thought it large as a young man, but it was not nearly as broad as Frayne’s sword, although it shared the length.

Frayne reached into the chest and pulled out the shawl. It was a finely woven wool, and there was no pattern or adornment other than the pretty colour.

“This is different,” Frayne muttered, looking at Dunstan with raised eyebrows.

“It was your mother’s,” he said, remembering her sitting naked on his bed, wrapped in nothing but the shawl. It had been made for her, but she wouldn’t take it from the room. “Nelda,” he said when Frayne did not reply. Despite all the years of hate, he had never forgotten her. Now he wanted to keep her close.

“What do you want from her?” Frayne asked.

Dunstan shook his head. He could not ask her for anything, could not hope that she would want to be close to him. “She stayed with me when I was injured?” he asked, although he was sure she had. She had been there when the world appeared clearer, as though her being in it had made it so.

Frayne nodded. “Magic had nearly taken your life, and so we needed magic to ensure you didn’t die.”

“She sang,” Dunstan whispered, lost in the odd flashes of memory, trying to make sense of them.

“She doesn’t sing enough,” Frayne replied, the shawl still in his hands. “But that does not answer the question. You spent so long wanting her dead. Is that still the case?”

“No,” Dunstan replied, focusing on the sword rather than the hurt and worry he could see in his son’s face. “I’m not sure I ever wanted that.”

“If you had found her sooner after my death, would you have killed her?”

“I thought so,” Dunstan replied easily. “But if I had seen her face, those fiery eyes, I might have tried to save her.”

“Might have?” Frayne asked gently, and he looked up.

“It is hard when the woman you love is believed to have taken your son. I was confused as to what she might have been. I know now that I wasn’t, that she is as she has always been.”

“A servant to the royal family.” Frayne’s words sounded harsh.

“I did care for her, more than I should have,” Dunstan answered honestly.

Frayne studied him without comment.

“I still care for her, and not just because she is your mother.”

“You hoped I was her child,” Frayne said.

“You are, in a way. You feel that, you understand that, even though the rest of us do not.”

The young man nodded then, looking more at ease. “It scared me and yet gave me peace for the first time.”

“So how do we save her?” Dunstan asked, a little more desperately than he intended. Nelda was still a witch, and as far as the laws went, witches had to die.

“You are King—it should be easy.”

Dunstan gave a snort of a laugh. “Nothing is easy as King. You will learn that when you are King.”

“I’m not sure I want to be,” Frayne admitted. “And yet I know it is where I must be.”

Dunstan nodded agreement. He had not wanted to be there either.

“I don’t understand why your sword is in a box, or why you did not move into your father’s rooms.”

“The world was easier from a smaller space. I did not believe I deserved the comfort, and I was in the throne room. On the throne, a king should be seen by the people.”

“I understand the pull of the throne,” Frayne replied. “But you are King and a soldier of the people, and my papa told me a man should always carry his sword.”

“I didn’t want to use it,” he said, unsure why he was admitting such a thing. At what point had he feared using it? Had he really seen too much blood as King? Had he taken too much pleasure in the killing of women?

“Can I give this back to Mother?” Frayne asked, holding tight to the blue cloth in his hands. Dunstan wondered at how well it had lasted. The scent of the wood had likely seeped into it and stolen any scent of hers that might have lingered on the material.

“I’m not sure she would want the reminder,” he answered, knowing she would look just as spectacular wrapped in it as she had all those years ago. He blew out a soft breath. He was never going to be able to hold on to her. “Where is your brother?” he asked, moving the subject away from Nelda.

“He left with Uncle in search of the queen.”

The king walked away from the chest and looked around the room, wondering if any of this would ever make sense. “He accepts you as Nelda’s children,” he said softly.

“Father, what can you tell me?”

“Nothing,” Dunstan admitted, looking back at his son. “I have no idea what has happened, where all the magic has come from or who is responsible. The queen is not what I had thought she was, the cardinal has disappeared after possibly eating a girl, or biting her at least. Now the monks are gone, and the gods look down on empty halls of worship. I long to bring the sisters inside the walls of Sunsong to keep them safe, and yet I know they will not come. Sisters roamed the halls when we were children, singing praise to the Goddess, working with children. And yet now they are gone, and Sunsong feels emptier for it, and I do not know when it happened or why.”

“Do you think they all sing like Mother?”

Dunstan shook his head—there was nothing like the sound of her voice. “There is magic in it,” he said.

Frayne nodded and smiled as though it was obvious to all, but Dunstan was not sure that was the case. She had always sung, and in his darkest moments he had thought she had used it to enchant him, to lead him astray, to distract him so that she could harm his child. But she had sung when they were younger, when he saw her playing in the courtyard with her brother, and in the distance in a chapel with her mother.

“They were always connected to us,” he said, heading for the door.

“Who?” Frayne asked, catching him up and grabbing his arm before he reached it.

“The Graewyth family.”

“To serve,” Frayne said.

“No, I think it was more than that.”

“Where are you going?” Frayne asked.

“To find the truth.”
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Nelda breathed in the sweet scent of the garden, reminded again that she had visited it so rarely before. She had been thinking about Dunstan, which confused her. She had a story in her mind as to what they had been, how he considered her, and then not so long ago, he had held her hand and made her promise not to leave.

She looked out over the grass where Pip lay in the sun, moving her arms and legs back and forth, her eyes closed and a wide grin on her face. She was older than she appeared, yet Nelda often forgot how young a child she was. She had barely had the chance to be a child in the few years she had lived. Nelda wondered if there had been such an opportunity before she had arrived at the convent.

“It doesn’t matter,” she whispered, still smiling.

“It does,” Nelda replied as she stood up, feeling a little stiffer than expected. It had been a long number of days with little sleep and sitting on cold benches. She sat down awkwardly beside Pip and then lay down. The sun was glorious. She sat back up and slipped her shoes off.

As she lay back down and turned to look at Pip, the girl was smiling at her. Pip reached out and took her hand. “I am as I am, and for now we are safe.”

“How long might that last?” Nelda asked. She did not really want to know the answer. She had spent time trying to forget what the past held, and she understood she should already be dead. But she needed to be safe, needed to make sure she was here for those who needed her. For the moment, that was Pip, but Frayne and Heath were always forefront, and Dunstan was confusing her.

“He is clear in his heart,” the child whispered.

Nelda wanted to prevent Pip reading the thoughts swirling through her mind. And yet, Pip understood so much. She might be able to help untangle those thoughts. Nelda pulled out of her hold then, but the child turned, leaning up on an elbow to snuggle into her side.

“I love you too,” Nelda whispered. “I don’t want to use you.”

“We are as we are. I can answer your questions; you can keep me safe.”

“I hope so,” Nelda returned. “Only I’m not so sure we are safe.”

“One threat gone, another steps closer,” Pip replied quietly, sleepily, as though she was drifting in the sun. Nelda wondered what that threat might be or even which one was gone. The queen had disappeared.

The breeze swung the long, slender branches above them, the leaves rustled, and Grace came to mind. At the idea of her, the world stilled around Nelda.

Frozen in time, she looked about, wondering if Grace was nearby and not gone to the Goddess as she had thought. Or as she had hoped. It would be such a shame for the girl to be lost to the world yet trapped at the edge of it. A terrible life followed by a cruel death. She sighed, and the little one closed her arms tighter around her.

“Can we stay here?” Nelda asked. “Can we pretend the world doesn’t exist and live in the sunshine forever?”

“Frayne needs you,” Pip replied. “The crown needs us. That is what Grace told us we need to do. We can’t hide any longer, Nelda.”

“I know,” Nelda sighed, “but I don’t want to search it out.”

“It will find us soon enough.” As the words were spoken, the world shifted again. The sun ducked behind a cloud, the breeze cooled, and they sat up together, looking over the garden. Nelda focused on the shadows she had thought she’d seen in the grove with the graves that now appeared to be pushing into the space around them.

A fireball formed in her hand before she could think of whether it was a good idea or who else might see them. She wondered then at their separating so soon after the shadows had been defeated in the throne room. Nuris and Heath had headed out in search of the queen; West and Ymma had their own task, although she was not sure what that was.

“Magic,” Pip whispered. “Everything is magic.”

“Did he know what she was?” Nelda asked. The child looked out into the trees rather than answer, not even a hint of a nod to indicate what West did know of the girl he kept close. And since they had returned to the castle, he had kept her closer.

“Frayne and his father need to spend time together,” Pip said.

“I know that,” Nelda returned. She had encouraged it, although she missed not being with him. She stood slowly and allowed the flame to grow a little taller, then stretched out a hand and pulled Pip to her feet.

The shadows surrounding them were not right. The feeling that the world was closing around her again pushed in. Nelda struggled to breathe, and the child clung tighter to her hand.

“Is this what you thought might happen?” she asked quietly, unsure who was nearby, how close they were or who they might be. She had the odd feeling of other witches, but it was not quite the same. The shadows were not natural, but not as though there was someone in them. The feeling evaporated when the sun reappeared, although Pip remained close at her side and clinging to her arm.

“I don’t know what will happen,” Pip said. “I get a feeling, an understanding, but I don’t always know what that means. Sometimes I understand the meaning, but not how it will come about.” She sighed and looked at the ground, and Nelda could feel the disappointment and fear welling in the child.

“We shouldn’t be out here alone,” she said. “Soldiers should have followed us.”

“They did,” Pip replied, “but they keep their distance.”

“That won’t help us if the shadows attack.”

“We have something they do not, something that might work better than their swords.”

Nelda lacked any confidence in her power to prevent the shadows rising up again, or what they might do when they closed in around them. They had stopped the shadows before, or at least they had managed to survive. But the threat could return at any point.

A soldier appeared at the edge of the clearing, and Nelda wished Grace were here as another force, another ally. Despite all the work they had done with the king and some of the soldiers, they were still witches, they were still outsiders.

“Lady Graewyth?” the man asked nervously, and she looked down at the flame in her hand.

“Can you take us back to the king now?”

“He is...”

Nelda’s heart dropped, and she wondered what else might have happened to him. No matter where the queen might be or what she might be up to, Nuris should have remained at her side. Or she should have gone with him.

The man looked at them and then turned back.

“The king?” she demanded.

“I don’t know where he is,” the man stammered when she reached him at the edge of the garden. Another soldier waited, looking bored.

“Does someone not stay with him, watch over him?”

“He was with the prince,” the man said, still looking at the other soldier as though to confirm it.

“And?” she prompted.

“They were sparring, I think.”

“Alone?” Would Frayne really have put his father at such risk by not having others around them—or even Dunstan not consider what could happen to Frayne?

The man looked at her as though she wasn’t making any sense, as though it were a stupid idea that the king needed watching over. They had been there when he had been injured. Or at least she had thought so. There were so many soldiers, and perhaps not all of them could be trusted.

“Captain West,” she said. “Do you know his whereabouts?”

“My lady, I would suggest you return to your rooms.”

“Why?” she asked.

“I am sure the prince will return soon enough and can answer your questions. It is difficult to watch here.”

Nelda was reluctant to leave the sun, but Pip’s hand was in hers, leading her towards the entrance to the castle before she could ask if it was a good idea.

Nelda entered the empty rooms, feeling the lack of Frayne in them. Pip squeezed her hand tighter. “Do you think that Nuris will return quickly?” she asked the child.

“He has a task to do,” Pip replied.

“And if he cannot complete it?”

“You think the queen will not be easily found,” the child said.

Nelda released her hold and sat down on the settee, looking at the cold fireplace. How long since they had wandered into the garden? She waved her hand, and the remains of the fire leapt to life.

“She has hidden herself well enough for the last twenty years, and that was inside the castle and under the watch of the king.”

“I don’t think he was watching very closely,” Pip said, a cheeky grin lighting her features.

Nelda sighed. Hadn’t she just been wondering again at what they might have been, what they could be? She was a known witch now, worse than a maid in the eyes of the Circle of the Sun. Either way, the king was not here, and she was growing more nervous the longer they were separated. That was when they were at the greatest risk.

She stood again and headed for the door.

“Nelda?” Pip asked, her earlier playfulness gone.

“We are going to the cathedral of the God.”

“The monks are gone,” Pip whispered.

Nelda hoped she was right, but the disappearance of the men and the cardinal worried her more than she would like to admit. She was sure they were involved in this. Not just men in black, the men in the throne room who had tried to destroy them, again, were monks.

“My lady,” the guard at the door said warily as she stepped into the hallway.

“We are going to pray,” she said, walking away, unsure if the two men would be able to protect them if needed or even if they would try. If more shadows turned up, they were just as likely to run away. She would like to think that all the king’s soldiers were as dedicated as those who had protected him from the people when he was injured, but she knew they were not all equal. Too many had followed the cardinal as he burned his way across the kingdom.

Nelda stopped mid-step, wondering if the cardinal might be trying to do the same thing again. It appeared that they were not all working together, but she could not be sure. Nothing was as it appeared to be; nothing was as she had thought it was all those years ago, when she was just a girl and too confident in her understanding of the world.

“Have there been any reports?” she asked.

He stared at her as though confused by the question, and then they glanced at each other.

She waited, turning fully towards them.

“My lady,” one said, his tone a little condescending, “any report for the king would have been given directly to him.”

So, they would not tell her anything. Did they not trust her or were they following protocol? West would have openly discussed any issue with her, as would her brother or Frayne. She hoped Dunstan would share the truth of what was going on, but then she doubted he understood it either.

She turned and continued towards the cathedral. Back in the sunshine, she paused, taking in the warmth of it, and wondered how long it had been before today that she had fully allowed herself to relax and enjoy what the gods provided.

The cathedral loomed over the courtyard inside the gates of Sunsong. Nelda had never really taken in just how overwhelming it was. Almost as though the large stone façade was angry at having her stand at its door. Several people walked past the doorway, which was closed, and she wondered then if it was always so. Surely it would be a welcoming place, with the doors wide open for all to visit.

A couple of young women stopped and looked as she stepped up to the door. Pip pushed in between her and the door and held up a hand. “I’m not sure this is a good idea.” But she was watching the young women rather than Nelda.

“And why is that?” she asked, focused on the child. People would stare. Nelda had no idea if they knew who she was or what her claim was, but there were two guards standing nearby.

Pip shook her head but did not answer. Nelda gave her a gentle nudge to the side and made her way inside. The stone was cool around her, and her footfalls echoed in the empty space. There were no seats available, which seemed odd. She had thought there would be some pews or the like for the elderly or injured rather than standing or sitting on the hard flagstone floor. It appeared smooth enough, as though many people had walked across it over the years, worn it down into a smooth surface.

The God dominated the space. He might have stood at the far end, over the large stone altar, but it was all she could focus on. She stopped to take him in.

Pip gave an odd little curtsy.

The God appeared to be watching Nelda, as though wondering why she was in this space and what she might do. But she wasn’t really certain herself as to why she was here. She just needed to see something of the cardinal, get an understanding of who the man might be and where he might have gone. He always seemed so self-assured. The last time she had seen him in the throne room, he had been that same confident man, appearing as though he deserved the throne more than the king, and then he had disappeared.

She wasn’t sure if the shadows had taken him or he was working with them, and she hadn’t really had the chance to think about it. The world had changed so rapidly after he’d disappeared. The young monk came to mind. Nelda wondered again what he was planning and whether they were involved together in this.

But she doubted that. The conversation between them in the dungeons had been strained. She sighed, the sound echoing again, and for a moment she thought the God leaned forward to study her more closely. Rather than flinch away, she stepped up to him.

She ran her hand over the altar, surprised that there was no image of him here, but then perhaps it wasn’t needed when he was so well represented in the space. It was odd that he was given a large statue when in most chapels, the Goddess was only represented by a painting. The statue above Nelda smiled.

“Is that in appreciation for the woman she is, or that you are in stone?”

The statue did not respond.

At the convents, there had been statutes of them both, usually standing at the gateway, demonstrating to all who came that this was a place of the gods. The sisters might have worshiped the Goddess more closely, but they understood and appreciated the God and the role he played in their lives.

Nelda reached out and ran her hand over the cool stone statue. He loomed above her, even larger now that she was this close, and yet she was sure he still watched her. But then the God was everywhere, understanding and watching over them all, not just here in this place of worship.

“Where are your monks?” she whispered, and she was sure then that the statue looked to the side of the cathedral.

There was nothing there other than an office, or a screened area, perhaps for prayer or discussion with one of the brothers. She nodded once before lifting her hand from the cool stone and walked in that direction.

“I’ll wait,” Pip called after her as she made her way across the cathedral.

“You don’t want to come?”

“I feel safer here with the God,” Pip replied. Nelda was surprised at the child. “There is nothing beyond but the dead.”

Nelda sighed and entered the first space. The seating she had wondered at was here, as though a small group could meet and talk with others. It was only separated from the main space of the cathedral by a heavy curtain. Nelda wondered just how private such a space would be.

She explored the other similar spaces. There was no indication that anyone had visited here of late, nor where the monks might have gone. She wondered then if the people wouldn’t come without them. Although many had visited the chapels of the Goddess over the years, it had been a long time since the sisters had been in Sunsong.

The last space had a narrow door, and the office beyond appeared to be a working space. A narrow desk littered in papers reminded her of the mother’s office off the main chapel at the convent she had called home for so long. The desk she had climbed on led to a small window, and she could still feel the child in her arms. She wiped at the tears that suddenly formed, fearing she had been the reason the child had died. There was a small window above this desk, but it didn’t open. The lead lattice covering the glass indicated it was for decoration and far too high to see out of.

Looking around the small room, Nelda saw another door behind the desk. She pulled it back easily and opened the door into the darkness beyond. Steps led downwards, and cool air carried the hint of magic.

Her flame lit up the darkness as she made her way beneath the cathedral, and she wondered just how many knew of this space. There was a sconce to hold a torch, but none present. There was nothing but dark empty space for too long. Then she stopped as a face leaped out of the dark. She took a deep breath, realising the cardinal’s face looking at her was made of stone.

At first, she thought it might be that someone or something had turned him to stone, the creature they had seen in the throne room perhaps. But it was simply a statue, one at the end of a long line of them. She put her hand to it to be sure and felt the solidness of the stone beneath her fingers. There was a rough hole in the wall behind it, and she wondered if someone was preparing for his death.

She looked along the line of similar men. All of them older, beards and thinning hair, their robes defining them as cardinals even if the colour was not evident. She could smell the magic on the air, and she wondered if they had all been involved in the things they were claiming to fight. Her footsteps echoing though the space, she moved faster, more determined as to where the feeling of magic originated from.

She stopped at the remains of a burnt door and wondered just how long ago this had happened, and who had been here. What were the monks hiding beneath the God? She glanced up at the ceiling. Did he understand what they were doing, and did he approve?

She took a deep breath and stepped over the remains of the door to find a large storage room, the shelves bare and a burned-out torch on the floor. It was cold when she put her hand to it. Pip had said only the dead were here, and she was right. There was nothing left but the hint of magic. Had something of the witches she had sensed before been stored here, or even the witches themselves at some point? It would have been difficult to drag a witch through the cathedral and down the stairs. But then, he had carried her through the castle to the chapel, and no one had seemed to notice.
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Chapter 4
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Frayne watched his father scour the shelves in the library as he worked his way around the room himself. It was an odd space, one he had never seen the like of. Papa had a book he had read from occasionally, and Mama had taken the time to ensure he knew how to read. But he had never imagined there could be so many books in the world and in one place.

He still held the shawl his father had claimed was Nelda’s in his hand as he made his way around the shelves. There was much information contained within the room, but he wasn’t sure if what his father was looking for could be found here.

“What are you looking for exactly?” he asked as he pulled another volume from the shelves and flipped through the pages.

“A way to save her. A way to explain all that has been going on.”

“Can it be so easily explained?” Frayne wondered aloud, thinking of the frightening creature the man had become in the throne room. One he could not hurt with a blade—one he knew would return to them.

“My father, a man who fought against witches his whole life, shared images with your brother of women and babies burning.”

“Did the queen know of this?” Frayne asked, wondering if that was where her idea of how to kill Frances had come from.

“How would she have known of this? She was my father’s choice, but he never spoke of my mother, barely to her when she was alive. Why would he have taken the time to talk to my wife?”

“Maybe to explain the expectations of her as queen, or that she might not expect to live long.”

His father lifted surprised eyes from the book he was reading to stare at Frayne.

“I don’t understand any of it,” Frayne said, honestly. “But if there was a reason behind what she did, it fits with what Heath saw.”

“Heath was injured before we made it to the throne room,” his father muttered, still staring at him. He closed the book in his hand. “I carried him.”

Frayne nodded.

“But then when we were attacked again, he was fine, the pain in his chest gone, and he managed to talk with the mute.”

“Ymma,” Frayne said. No one was what they appeared to be, but the girl was special. Pip had seen that. West perhaps saw something more.

“Heath has magic,” the king insisted.

“He is the twin of a witch’s twin,” Frayne replied, as though that explained all the oddities that had occurred. But it didn’t.

“He is not blood. He did not grow beside you or Frances in the womb.”

“But he did grow beside me. Trusted and loved me as a brother. We are more connected than I can explain, and that is because we are twins.”

“You are not,” the king said softly, as though breaking bad news.

“We are,” Frayne said. He could not explain it, but he knew it to be true; and that connection, whatever it was, connected Heath to Frances. She had accepted him, called him brother, and the grandfather who was not his had also shared with him. He had shared with Frayne in some way, but it was not the same.

“And what do you think he is doing with your uncle?” the king asked.

“Searching for the queen,” he said. They had discussed it so thoroughly before they left. The general was determined, and Frayne had the feeling that he would have gone out in search of the woman whether the king allowed it or not. He had sense and would likely be able to work out where she might be, and Heath had been quick to offer to go with him. Frayne was not sure if that was due to the queen’s role in Grace’s death or because he thought he might be of use. Knowing his brother, it was likely both.

The king huffed and opened another book.

“You didn’t know what she was,” Frayne said.

His focus remained on the book. “She is a woman.”

“She is more than that.”

“Because she killed your sister?”

“Because she is a witch’s twin who destroyed the witch.”

The king sighed again and snapped the book closed, glaring at him. “That is a guess.”

“She admitted as much to the general.”

“Why would she do that?”

Frayne opened his mouth to explain, but closed it quickly. He was not sure what may or may not have happened between the queen and his uncle. Heath was determined that there was something, but it did not make any sense to Frayne—either why the man would become involved with her or what she had thought she could get from the relationship.

But then, Frayne did not fully understand the politics of Sunsong yet, let alone the Kingdom of Burasal. It appeared people were using each other all the time. The Circle had their own agenda, and he would not guess at what they might do to get it.

“I don’t know,” he said softly. “Did you ask the general?”

The king looked towards the shelves. Had he not wanted to ask because he already knew the answer or because he did not think it was a possibility? “There is an answer here somewhere.”

“As to why the queen is what she is?”

The king turned back to him and stared at the shawl in his hand. “Why do you have that?”

“We were going to give it back to Mother,” Frayne said. “If we are looking for answers to the occurrence in the throne room and whatever else has been happening over the last few days, or however long that night lasted, we need to find the monks.”

“You are sure that the creature we saw was a monk?”

“He was a man before he became what he was.”

The king marched for the door, and Frayne raced to keep up with him. As they raced through the halls of the castle, people scurried out of the way. He wondered why there was not a guard close at hand, watching over the king. But the world had not seen what they had. And thankfully, the king now carried his own sword—not that his guard knew that.

The soldiers walked quickly towards them as they approached the cathedral. It was a huge building, and Frayne wondered how much of the kingdom he was still to see and learn about. Many of the buildings facing the courtyard were unknown to him. Could he just walk into any of them?

“Your Majesty,” the soldiers said in unison, bowing low before his father. “The Lady Graewyth was looking for you.”

The king looked about, and the soldier pointed to the cathedral.

“You allowed her here on her own?” the king demanded.

Nelda could look after herself well enough, and it appeared the monks were gone. Rather than wait for a response, Frayne pushed between his father and one of the soldiers and headed inside the cathedral. The space was overwhelming. He wondered how many people visited the cathedral and how often, for it looked to be built to house many. The large statue of the God looked down over the space, and there in the middle of the floor sat Pip.

“Are you well?” Frayne asked, racing forward. She glanced at him and nodded. “What are you doing?”

“Waiting for Nelda,” she said, “and talking to the God.”

“Is he responding?” Frayne asked, looking up at the stone face staring at him. He thought for a moment it blinked, but he was sure it was all in his imagination.

“Not yet. But I need him to listen, not talk to me.”

“And what are you explaining to him that he wouldn’t already know?”

“I think there is a lot the gods aren’t paying attention to. I think there is a lot that is done in their name that they turn a blind eye to.”

Frayne looked up at the unseeing stone eyes. Impressions really carved into stone. Despite the blank stone appearing unseeing, he had the distinct impression that the God was looking straight at him. “Where is Nelda?” he asked, unable to look away.

“With the dead,” the girl responded, her tone flat as though it was fact.

He looked at her in surprise, and she pointed down to the ground. “She won’t find what she wants there.”

“Where will she find it?” he asked.

Pip shrugged and looked back to the God. “What are you holding?” she asked.

“A gift,” Frayne murmured as he turned at the sound of footsteps. His father was entering the space, two soldiers behind him. If they were watching over Nelda, then they should have entered with her.

She appeared then, at the edge of the space. He stepped forward, but her
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