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Chapter 1
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The cold flagstones pressed against the sister’s bent knees, chilling her, calming her, and allowing her mind the space to focus solely on the Goddess. She felt safest within this little room, knowing that her devotion to and love for the Goddess would protect her and keep the fire within at bay.

“Sister!” came the desperate cry of a child, and she opened her eyes to his dusty, dirty face as he pulled on her. He had clearly been trying to get her attention for some time.

Nelda Graewyth blinked into the dim light, coughing at the smoke closing in on her, and looked over her own hands in fear she had been the cause. The child took them and tugged at her to stand. Her body was stiff from hours of prayer, her knees numb from resting so long in the same position. She staggered forward, supporting herself on the cold stone altar, bare of any ornaments but a single silver figure. She rested her hands against it, more to ground herself to the world around her than of need to be close to her Goddess.

The child drew in a ragged breath, his eyes wide as he choked back a sob and coughed again. She pulled him close, taking in the situation properly for the first time. Smoke pushed its way under the door. Another wave of relief that she had not been the cause of this was quickly lost to fear at the sound of breaking glass and creaking stone walls beyond the door.

“Where is the mother?” she asked.

“Soldiers,” the child whispered, climbing her body to cling to her, his arms too tight around her neck. “Soldiers are killing them,” he cried. She held him tighter, his little heart thumping too quickly against her. At the sound of something crashing beyond the small room, he clung even tighter and whimpered.

Why did no one ring the bell or call an alarm? Something, anything, to signify we are under attack, she thought. It was a convent of the Goddess, a place of harmony, safety, and refuge for the lost and the dispossessed. She had been one of those herself long ago. “Has anyone escaped?” she asked.

The child shook his head too vigorously against her, and then his little body was racked by more coughing. She pulled the hood of her rough-spun cloak over her head to try to ward off the smoke thickening inside the small space. She needed to get the child out. She pulled at the solid door, wondering how the child had entered the space; he was far too small to have opened the heavy wooden structure by himself.

The latch was hot. She breathed slowly, focused on the heat within it. The comfort of the chapel was disappearing as it filled with smoke. She pushed the idea of the cool stone away as she opened the door to the rush of flames consuming the building on the other side. She held her hood across her mouth to keep the smoke from her lungs, held the child closer, and ran out into the large cathedral of the Goddess.

The roof creaked above her, the beams well alight. The pews that had lined the larger place of worship burned brightly as though a sign of the souls who had filled them only earlier that day. The building screamed in pain as though it couldn’t take much more. In the distance, she could hear screaming. No, it was men shouting. She wondered if anyone had managed to make it to safety—the children, the sisters. So many she knew that she could see no sign of now.

Something gripped at her heart as she saw the hint of metal through the flames and smoke.

“Is there anyone there?” a voice called, deep and cruel. A voice that did not offer help. The bright, shiny silver armour of the king’s men had become an odd red colour in the shine of the flames. As though bathed in blood rather than the reflection of the fire.

Nelda turned from the hint of armour, searching for another way out of the smoke that was burning her lungs as well as her eyes. The child still clung tightly around her neck as she searched for a memory of a doorway. The sounds of the fire and the flickering dusty light confused her. Overwhelmed by the memories of how she had found this place of safety, she fell to her knees, the child coughing in her arms.

She had run so far and hidden for so long. No matter where she hid, she knew the king would never stop looking for her. And yet, for his soldiers to destroy a place of the Goddess and kill the women who had given their lives to worship... surprised her. Did he hate so desperately?

“Pip!” someone called through the haze, but she wasn’t sure it was real. No one had called her such a name in a long time, and she had grown beyond it. It was her brother’s name for her, and his friends had adopted it when they were small. She hadn’t used her real name since she had left them. When she’d found the convent, she had allowed the sisters to find her a name. A name that had never quite suited her the same way, yet one she had used without question every day.

“Sister Patience?” the child asked sleepily, and then he coughed.

“We are getting out,” she murmured, unsure how to find her feet let alone determine how to get up and moving again.

Something close to fear grabbed her heart again. The haze of smoke appeared thicker as her arms closed tighter around the child. She was sure the glint of metal armour grew closer, pushing its way towards her through the smoke. The face of the man she imagined was older, his skin darker, beard rougher, eyes colder, but she wasn’t really sure if she saw him there at all or if it was all in her head. All caused by the fear of the situation.

Part of a burning beam from above smashed into the ground beside her, the flames licking along the wood. The child flinched in her arms and thankfully remained quiet, although the sound around them had increased. The flames alone seemed to roar around her, the remaining beams above her crackling and screaming as the fire ate into them. The pews disintegrated around her while the flames didn’t touch her, although the smoke was not nearly as kind.

She wanted desperately to cough, to clear the fog from her mind and the smoke from her lungs, but she held her breath instead in fear someone would hear her. Even over the unbelievable sound surrounding her.

Light reflected from the armour of a soldier as he appeared out of the smoke. She ducked down, holding the child closer. He didn’t appear to see her amongst the smoke, her dark cloak working to camouflage her amongst the mayhem. Part of the smoke cleared in that moment, and she saw the Goddess standing over the altar built in her honour as it burned before her. The ceiling gave way; soldiers cried out and raced away. When the door out into the mother’s quiet room became clear, Nelda raced for it, working her way quickly through the debris. She stopped as another beam fell from the ceiling, just missing her, and looked up only briefly. The blue sky seemed so clear before it was lost to more dark clouds of smoke.

She pushed through the door into the small room and wondered if this was a good idea. The room was clear of smoke, a small window open into the garden beyond. She pulled her long skirts up to her knees and held the child with her other arm before climbing onto the reading desk to look out at the drop beyond. It wasn’t too far. If she could manage the jump and hold the child, they might have a chance. Beyond the edge of the convent garden were the forests of the king.

She could only hope that if any of the sisters or children had survived, they might have run in the same direction. Surely the king wouldn’t think to search his own forests. But then, she was surprised he would search her out in a convent. Twenty years ago, she wouldn’t have considered trying to find sanctuary in such a place herself, but it had saved her in so many ways.

The sound of soldiers had disappeared, and she didn’t know if they had pulled back or if they were lost to the sound of the building coming down around her. She slipped her legs over the narrow window frame, the window pushed out and held with a post. She wasn’t sure she could hold it open enough while also holding the child and jump without breaking her legs.

“Have faith, Sister,” she murmured. The mother had said those very same words whenever she had questioned the convent or the Goddess watching over them. Now was the time for that faith. She pushed the window up with one hand and pushed off the wall with her legs, trying to grip the small child against her and hoping he would hold on.

The hard ground jolted through her. And although she stumbled as she heard the glass break behind and above her, she ran on, both arms around the child. She ran as fast as she could past the vegetables she had planted, thinking of the terrible waste they would be now unless the others were not as she feared. If the sisters still lived and could rebuild, the garden would help keep them going. She ran on past the wall, not looking back, not checking to see if anyone was watching her go or chasing her down. She just ran, the child quiet in her arms. She ran and ran and ran.

The cool forest was a relief to the fire threatening to burst from within, but Nelda’s legs wouldn’t allow her to stop. The dark trees closed around her, and when she blinked she could see nothing but flames. She stumbled, lost her footing and fell heavily to the ground. Unable to catch her breath, she coughed, fearing she would never stop, trying to curl into a ball and sit up at the same time to breathe.

“Who is there?” a voice asked in the dying light of the day, but she couldn’t stop coughing. Couldn’t protect herself.

“Hello?” another voice called, but Nelda couldn’t have found her voice even if she’d wanted to reply. She hoped they would walk right past her in the darkening forest.

“It is a sister,” the first voice said, and she turned to take in the young man racing towards her. He had a sword at his belt and did not wear the armour of the king’s men. His dark, wavy hair bounced around his shoulders, exposing a strong jaw and handsome face. He was just a boy. Another followed close behind, a little taller, his hair more sand coloured than brown although a similar length and wave. His brown eyes sparkled in the dying light and seemed to see inside her soul.

“Is she from the convent?” he asked, the deeper voice indicating he was older than she thought.

She shook her head then, unsure if she wanted anyone to know she had survived—that they had survived.

“Sister,” the first said slowly, carefully as he squatted down before her. As though she were the frightened child. “Are you hurt?”

She shook her head, pulling the child in closer.

“We could see the flames,” the other said, watching her closely. Something pulled her, like a sense of something, a magic. She clung tighter to the child, thankful he was quiet.

“You have to let him go,” the first said, and she reluctantly dragged her gaze from the other man standing behind him. “He is gone now.”

She shook her head again, looking down at the too-still child in her arms as she wondered when he had gone to the Goddess—and whether he had succumbed to the smoke or she had held him too closely. His tiny body appeared even smaller, and she struggled to find his name in the scattered memories of the day. She tried to speak but coughed instead. Drawing in a painful breath, she allowed the child to fall from her arms.

“It is unusual to see such numbers of soldiers in these parts,” the first boy said. “Did anyone survive such a fire?”

She looked back in the direction she thought she had run from, searching for anyone else, anything to indicate whether anyone had survived, any of the sisters, the children. She sucked in a sob, and it burned in her lungs. She cried out, which hurt further as she clutched at her chest.

“We can take you home with us,” the boy said.

“Papa would kill us,” the other growled.

“We can’t leave her here. She’s hurt.”

“She is not a pup, Heath,” the other snapped.

“No, Frayne, she is a woman. Like our mother,” Heath replied calmly, holding out a hand rough from manual labour. She reached for it and then pulled back. Their family would be in danger if they learnt what she was—if anyone learnt what she was. She had to find another convent, another place of safety that the king’s men would hopefully not find.

“We can help you with the child,” Heath continued, resting his hand on her shoulder. It was kind, and she nodded.

“Help how?” said the older one, Frayne.

“We can bury him.”

“I don’t think this is a good idea,” Frayne murmured.

“Oh?” Heath asked, standing and taking a step back. “A convent burnt down,” he said as he looked at her sadly.

“The king,” she wheezed.

“What of the king?” the younger asked.

“The king’s men attacked the convent?” Frayne asked.

She nodded. They knew what that meant. The whole of the Kingdom of Burasal knew what it meant if the king’s men attacked.

Heath brushed absently at his breeches. There was something familiar in him, as though she sensed he was someone decent, like someone she had known long ago. Someone she could no longer remember.

He took a couple of large steps away from her and picked up a large flat rock. Then, kneeling back down, he began to scoop out the soft earth. He made a reasonable impression and then turned to her as the older boy, Frayne, walked away into the woods. Something tugged at her as he disappeared, as though she needed to go with him. And yet, she didn’t think he wanted to help her; he was likely looking for soldiers.

Climbing slowly to her knees, Nelda scooped up the boy’s body and then staggered to her feet. She walked across to the impression Heath had dug into the ground, the distance harder to travel than the miles she had run through the forest. She placed him carefully into the hollow, curling him around himself as he’d done when he was sleeping, as so many of them had slept. And then she leant in and kissed his smoky cheek.

Heath pushed the dirt back in around him, the smell of the soft, fresh earth momentarily blocking the smell of fire and smoke. He then placed the smooth, flat stone over where the boy’s head had been. The other young man returned with an armful of rocks, which he dropped before disappearing again. Heath and Nelda quietly worked together covering the grave with stones, fitting them together until they’d formed a neat, rounded pile. Nelda placed her hand against the rocks and prayed silently to the Goddess to keep him safe. As she was hopefully doing for those who had disappeared from the convent.

“I’m Heath,” the young man said softly, reaching for her but stopping short of touching her. “What is your name?”

“Sister Patience,” she croaked, her voice lost to the smoke. Her lungs hurt just to breathe.

“My mother will help,” Heath said, climbing to his feet and holding out his hand to her. She shook her head, and he smiled. He had kind eyes.

“Danger,” she whispered, coughing again.

He looked around then, and she wondered where the other one had gone. Maybe they only seemed kind and were leading her to those who hunted for her. Before she could consider what they might want from her, Heath pulled her to her feet and offered his arm. He appeared to be nothing more than a farmer with his worn clothing, but the sword at his hip was of quality, cared for. Fear rose in her throat as she tripped over a root.

He held her tight. “I promise, Sister, we will look after you. My brother seems a bit gruff, but he has a heart of gold.”

Nelda wasn’t so sure; it was so hard to trust. It was very dark by the time she saw the lights of the cottage, lost amongst the trees. Frayne was waiting in the doorway.

“Did you explain to Mama?” Heath asked.

Nelda staggered a little, surprised even with support that she had made it this far. Frayne reached forward and scooped her up, then carried her into the cottage. The firelight was bright after the dark trail, and she held her arm up against the light.

“Sit her here,” a woman said, her voice soft and kind.

“Papa is not going to be happy,” Frayne said despite his hold on her, as though reluctant to put her down.

She muttered something under her breath, and he sat her down slowly in a padded chair by the fire. She flinched away from the flames, then sighed when a woman rested a hand on her arm, her eyes kind. She would have been a similar age to Nelda, although she showed a little more clearly the signs of that age. Silver strands ran through her coppery brown hair, which was pulled back into a bun at her nape. Her skin was tanned from the sun, lines marked around her eyes—but they were soft and kind, and for a moment Nelda wanted to reach out and put her hand to the woman’s face.

“Get the water,” she instructed, her focus on Nelda, and the two boys disappeared. “I have some soup for your throat,” she said, her voice calming as she held out a bowl.

Nelda reached out for the small bowl, glad that it was cool, and raised it slowly to her lips. It was clear and tasty and helped soothe her throat. She nodded thanks and drank down more before coughing wildly, making her throat and lungs burn again.

“Slowly,” the woman said, taking the bowl from her. Nelda nodded, wiping at her face with the back of her hand. She was dirty from the smoke, but she wasn’t burnt. She knew she wouldn’t be. “I am sorry for the child,” the woman said.

Nelda could see the hurt in the woman’s eyes. As though she understood more than she said. Heath appeared with a deep wooden bowl of water, a cloth across its edge. The woman dipped it in and wrung it, appearing surprised by the curls of steam rising from it. The hot water was pleasant against Nelda’s skin, and she allowed the woman to gently rub over her face and across her hands. She needed a good soak. She was sure that her clothing and hair smelt of smoke as well, but Nelda caught the woman’s wrist as she reached for her head piece. The woman pulled her hand back.

“You are safe here,” she said.

“Nowhere is safe,” Nelda said. “Nowhere will ever be safe again.”

Nelda woke to the sounds of raised voices. She couldn’t remember lying down in the little bed, but it was far more comfortable and cosier than anything she had slept in for some time. She reeked of sour smoke and wished she had the chance at a bath. She couldn’t stay here. She couldn’t entertain the idea of some sort of normality, not even for a short time.

Not if she wanted to keep them safe. They had kept her alive, after all. The horror of the previous day closed in on her. The noise of the only safe world she had known collapsing around her still rang in her ears. The desperation of trying to hold on to the child in her arms, only to lose him. She sucked in a breath, trying not to cry out from the overwhelming pain.

She had cried so often when she had first arrived at the convent, and then it had been so long since she had cried again that she wasn’t even sure she had it in her. More than half of her lifetime had been spent inside those walls. Walls she’d thought would keep her safe and, in the end, had only crumbled like those previous aspects of safety she’d thought she had.

The door swung open, and she cried out in surprise. A man filled the doorway, broad and greying, his clothes worn, and yet there was something about him that screamed soldier. She pulled back as he stalked forward.

Something of recognition flashed across his face.

“Nelda?” he whispered.

She shook her head, despite the pull of hearing her name spoken by another for the first time in so long. And then he was reaching forward and pulling at her headpiece, and her long black hair was exposed. There was no need to cover it—he knew who she was, although she struggled to recognise him.

He sank to the bed then, his hands closing around hers. “Pip,” he whispered.

The tears she was so sure were finished started again. And her hand reached for his face—his strong, broad face. “Jamie,” she said, unsure if it really was him yet knowing it was.

“James?” a fearful voice asked by the door.

Nelda’s hand dropped, and she reached for the headpiece as the woman entered the room and closed the door.

“James,” the woman repeated, her voice louder. He turned slowly and took her in. “What have you done?”

“The boys brought her home. You just defended their efforts to save the woman,” he said, a smile on his lips, although she wondered then how long it would take for that to change. Now she saw what she had seen in the boy the day before. The young man had his build, and his eyes.

“Nelda? The witch who started all of this?” the woman asked, looking over her shoulder at the closed door. She seemed more nervous than angry. Crossing her arms over her chest as though to put a barrier between them, she stared at Nelda.

“She is not going to burn us to the ground,” he said, something jovial in his voice.

“She may have been the reason that the convent burnt down,” the woman snapped. “They might be looking for her. She murdered a boy,” she added.

Nelda shook her head, thinking of the little one lost and then all the others. She sobbed again, and then the large man was wrapped around her, holding her close, patting her back, whispering soothing words.

“James!” the woman screamed, and the door slammed.

“I never thought I would see you again,” he said, holding Nelda out and looking her over. “You appear to have weathered the years better than me.”

She slowly raised her fingers to his face again, taking in the short, rough beard, the same kind eyes. He had been lost to the fire all those years before. “How are you here?”

“You weren’t the only one to leave Sunsong Castle that night,” he added, looking at her.

“How do you know I left?” she asked.

“You don’t remember?” he asked in return, then shook his head and ran a hand down her hair as he smiled sadly.

Nelda looked at the door where the woman had left, angry and confused. “I should go,” she said, pushing at him and trying to climb from the bed. “You are all in danger if I am found here.”

“They don’t know we are here. We have been left alone.”

“They left the convents too, until now. Everyone...” She choked out the word, her voice catching as another coughing spasm took hold.

“Your brother,” he whispered. She turned to him, glaring. She hadn’t allowed herself to think about him in a long time. For what felt like a lifetime. He was gone, and there was nothing she could do to bring him back. No matter what she tried.

“I must leave,” she said, climbing from the bed and holding the headpiece rather than trying to put it back in place. It wouldn’t matter if she looked like a sister of the Goddess or not if she was found. If she wandered far enough, she wouldn’t put Jamie and his family at risk.

“Nelda,” he called after her as she opened the door. The two boys sat at the table, staring at her. The woman, James’s wife, stood at the fire, pretending she wasn’t there. “Please,” he begged.

“I thought her name was Sister Patience,” Heath said. “Father?” There was something in his voice that took her back all those years to a place she could never return to.

“Thank you,” she said, pressing her hands together and bowing to the room. “I will take my leave.”

“Wait!” he called after her.

“You will all die if I stay here.”

“You heard her,” the wife said, no longer calm and friendly. “Let her go.”

“Mama, she hasn’t recovered.”

“Thank you,” Nelda said, bowing her head again. “But I...” another coughing fit shook her body. As she tried to steady herself, Jamie’s large arms closed around her and led her to the chair. The wife sighed.

“Papa?” Frayne asked. “I thought you were angry we had taken her in.”

“You weren’t keen either,” Heath shot back quickly. “You wanted to leave her out in the woods.”

“You should’ve,” Nelda wheezed. “You probably should have put me down.”

“Yes,” the wife snapped.

“Daisy,” James growled.

“She was there, wasn’t she?” Daisy demanded, her eyes red and swollen when she turned from the fire. Heath stood and reached for her, but she shook him off. “She knows.”

James nodded. Nelda studied her hands, hoping they were not as warm as they felt. She wasn’t in control—not of herself and not of the situation—and she longed for the cold chapel at the convent. She wondered then whether the soldiers would have found her there if the child hadn’t. If he hadn’t roused her from her prayer, would she have even realised what was happening around her? She might have died blissfully ignorant.

“You should hand me over to the soldiers,” she said.

“What?” Frayne asked. “Why would they want you?”

“You could be safe that way. You could claim you found me. They wouldn’t remember you,” she pleaded with Jamie.

“They might. I’ve avoided them this long. I think I could last a bit longer.”

Nelda shook her head. “I only bring misfortune.” Another coughing fit took hold, and Daisy handed her a cool cup of water. It was comforting in her hands. Something secure to hold on to, and it went some way to soothing her throat. She nodded her thanks. “I’m not wrong.”

“How long were you at the convent?” Daisy asked, sitting down beside her husband and allowing him to take her hand.

“A long time,” Nelda said, looking at Jamie rather than his wife.

“How long?” she asked. The soft, coaxing tone had returned.

“I travelled for a year or two, tried to find somewhere safe and then settled there. Seventeen or eighteen years.”

“You can’t be sure?” Jamie asked.

“Time travels differently inside the convent walls.”

They looked at each other and then back to her. One of the sons moved closer while the other grumbled something at the table. “You shall stay with us,” Daisy said. Jamie let out a sigh of relief, but Nelda shook her head.

“It is not a good idea,” she returned.

“If they are looking for you, they are looking for a sister of the Goddess. We could make you look like an aunt, claim you are mama’s sister.” Heath smiled, but his mother’s eyes were on Jamie as he looked to his lap.

“It won’t be enough,” Nelda whispered. It would only take someone to recognise her, and they would all be in danger. The first people she’d met outside the convent knew her; it would be too hard to hide in Burasal.

“Do you believe they would still search for you?” Daisy asked, her face earnest.

“If you believed they weren’t still looking, you too would have returned,” Nelda said.

“Was that the only reason?” Jamie asked.

Nelda took another slow sip of the water, hoping it would delay the cough she felt building at the back of her throat. Her lungs burned. Jamie reached for her, but she held up her hand.

“I can’t stay here, Jamie. It isn’t safe.”

“We wouldn’t report you,” Heath said.

“I am not safe for you—not the other way. I need to leave before something happens to your family.”

“What would you do?” Frayne asked, something darker in his eyes. He looked like Jamie but not like the other boy did. They were a similar age.

Nelda looked then at Daisy. There was something about her, something more than worry.

“When were they born?” Nelda asked, and Jamie looked to the woman beside him.

“They were born together, just seven days before that night.” Daisy looked down at her lap as Nelda slowly shook her head.

“Jamie would not have been watching over the queen if you had just birthed twins.”

“We weren’t given the option of not being on duty,” he said, his voice low. The boys looked at each other and then at their father.

“The queen?” Heath asked. “Why would you know the queen?”

“You likely didn’t even know he was married, with children,” Daisy muttered. “You would not have been interested in such things.”

They had been friends, but Nelda didn’t need to explain that to this woman. He had watched out for her and her brother in a difficult world under a cruel king.

“Why didn’t you tell us you were at Sunsong Castle?” Frayne asked his father. Nelda looked at him then, the dark-eyed child. Man. He was a grown man.

“It was a difficult time, one I don’t want to relive. They think me dead, and we are better for it.”

“Why would they think you dead?” Frayne asked.

“Enough!” Jamie bellowed, standing tall and taking up the room. Nelda wanted to lean back from him, remembering the times he’d yelled across the courtyard.

The room descended into an uncomfortable silence. The boys glanced at each other, Daisy stared at Nelda, and Jamie stared off into the distance. Nelda had wondered over the years, when she had allowed herself time to think of that night, who else had survived. But it no longer mattered. She would always be running. Always be chased down for the wrong the king thought had been done.

She placed the cup down carefully and stood, brushing out her tattered dress. It still stank of smoke and death, as though it had never really left her. No matter how far she ran, she would never escape it. No one moved as she walked to the door, left the little cottage and the old friend behind her. She took a shaky breath, felt the burn and wondered how long until it left her—if it ever would—and then she walked out into the trees.
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Chapter 2
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Dunstan Sunsorrow, King of Burasal stood before his throne, staring across the expanse of the empty room before him. The stone felt cold and unfriendly, despite its familiar grey tones. He wasn’t taking any of it in as his mind played over the same worries. Could the world have been different? Might he have seen it differently if that single night that had shaped his life had not occurred?

His gaze found the familiar scars on the beams high above him. As he closed his eyes, he could smell the smoke and see the glow of embers. They could have been replaced when the castle was rebuilt, but he had not allowed them to be removed. It was important to remember the mistakes of the past to ensure they were not repeated.

He shook his head before the image of the young woman could take hold. She smiled, her dark hair falling about her shoulders as he released it from the secure hold of the bun. She might plague his dreams, but he couldn’t allow himself to remember her in such a way. That wasn’t what she was.

He was dragged back to the reality surrounding him as a soldier ran into the throne room. The clang of his armour echoed around the space as he jogged forward and then dropped to his knees before the king.

“What is it?” Dunstan asked without looking at him.

“The Cardinal of the God is burning his way across the kingdom.”

King Dunstan dragged his focus from the distant past and looked down at the man, who was struggling for breath as though he had run across the entire breadth of Burasal.

“Convents,” he wheezed. “He is burning them to the ground.”

“What? The convents of the Goddess or the women inside?”

“Both, Your Majesty.”

Dunstan’s heart thumped, although from fear of what he wasn’t sure. “Witches,” he stammered. No matter what issue arose across the kingdom, they were behind it in some way.

“The Cardinal claims they worship evil.”

“They are sisters of his own church, women and children!” The king growled and stomped back to his throne, where he threw himself down. He wanted the witches found more than anyone else in the kingdom; he had lost more than most to the evil women. He took a deep breath, surprised at the tremor taking hold of his body. “Where is he?”

“Cutting his way across Burasal.”

Dunstan sighed.

“He leaves death and ruin and flames still burning. The people are scared. If the sisters of the Goddess are not safe, what other evils might he claim of the people of the kingdom?”

The king glared at the soldier.

“He claims this is the work of the God. That women have no place amongst them.”

“Would he destroy every woman?” Dunstan asked, his eye travelling to the portrait of his wife, lost to grief so long ago.

“He uses your soldiers to do his work.”

“I allowed him support to hunt out witches! Not to kill women of the Goddess!” He sprang up from the throne, and the soldier leant back. “The people will believe I support this. Send word—have them returned.”

“Your Majesty,” the man murmured, his focus still on the floor at his feet.

“What does he claim?”

“That he is searching out witches. They have found several within the convent walls.”

Dunstan paced back and forth before the throne. “Did the sisters not know who they were taking in?”

“It is hard to know. The cardinal is certain that the sisters protected them.”

“How many?”

“Seven convents destroyed.”

“How many witches?” he demanded.

“Four.”

“Four,” the king repeated, imagining four versions of the dark-haired girl he was just remembering standing in a line, flames burning behind them. “How many lives lost to drag out four witches?”

“Many,” the man whispered, so quietly the king had to lean forward to hear him.

“The people need to trust in me as their king. Seeing my men burn down women of the Goddess in search of witches may damage that trust. There are other ways to draw these women out.”

“We have been trying various methods over the years, Your Majesty, with little effect. The Cardinal appears to have a different way, and it has been more effective than any of ours.”

The king sighed and studied the man before him, who studied the floor just as intently.

“She may already be dead,” he whispered, and the king rubbed at his eyes.

“Tell the Cardinal I want him here.”

“He may not come.”

“I am his king!”

“He works to a higher power,” the soldier replied, and the king tried not to roll his eyes. “But I will tell him.” The man scrambled to his feet and raced from the room.

King Dunstan sat for a time, looking over the empty room, knowing it would not be long before it was filled with those wanting answers around the cardinal’s behaviour—demanding an explanation as to why the king was allowing him the freedom to destroy what he wanted of the kingdom. He wasn’t even sure how far the cardinal had made it across Burasal. Over the last twenty years, much of it had been searched. Homes, churches, village halls. If the people of the kingdom were harbouring witches, he would have found them in greater numbers.

A tall, lean man silently appeared at the far end of the room. Much of one side of his body was scarred from the fire so long ago, his left cheek in particular. General Nuris Graewyth always appeared silently and disappeared in much the same way. If he didn’t have the king’s complete trust, there might be concern as to what he did with that ability. As it stood, the king used those skills and the man for his own reasons.

“Was there any indication that she was one of those the cardinal discovered?” Graewyth asked, his low voice gravelly from the scarring on this throat.

“I search for all of them,” he muttered.

“And the cardinal?”

“Appears to do as he would wish rather than what I would require of him. I would rather he were here, screeching the prophecies and ideals of his angry God from a pulpit I could watch over.”

“Are you sympathetic to the Goddess?” the man asked with a touch of mirth in his voice, if that were possible.

The king waved him forward. “I want to be a good king to the people, ensuring their safety and comfort. How can I do that if the head of our church is razing buildings filled with women and children?”

“Are we sure they are not what you fear?”

“I do not fear them!” Dunstan growled, then took a breath. Everyone was pushing him today. “I would like you to review what is going on, General Graewyth.”

“You rarely use my title,” the man noted. A smile twisted at his lips, pulling at the scarring. “Is it because you want this witch found?”

“How long have you searched without managing to find her?” the king returned.

“Your soldier is right; she is likely dead. She was badly injured that night.” Dunstan had been told the same previously, but there was something in the look of the man before him when he said it. Something he could not read.

“Not from the fire,” the king mused. “Go. See if you can get ahead of the cardinal and find what I need before he destroys the kingdom.”

“You have asked for his return.”

“Others can deal with him. You are to find what I seek.”

“Do you want her returned alive or dead?” Was that a hesitation he heard in the general’s question?

“I don’t need her returned. I want reassurance that she is dead. That they are all dead.”

General Graewyth bowed low. Although the king wasn’t sure if it was out of respect or to further mock, he waved the man out of the room and tried again not to sigh. He was so very tired. He pushed up from the throne and through the door he had looked at longingly only moments before. How had his life become so consumed by this? There were other aspects of running a kingdom to keep the people healthy, happy, and peaceful. And yet they lived in fear of an enemy they could not see.

The queen stood at the window, still as though frozen in time, although her ash-white hair suggested otherwise. On the rare occasions he visited with her, he always found Aphera in the same position, and he wondered what she searched for in the view beyond. He came slowly to stand behind her, wanting so desperately for some acknowledgement that he was her husband. Although, if asked, he couldn’t have said what that would appear to be. She had been a distant wife from the beginning. Offered in marriage to a young prince she had never met and, despite his attempts, she would not warm to him.

The creation of their child on their wedding night was the only time she had allowed him close, and then nothing. Her refusal to allow him into her chamber again had been hard to bear. The death of the child so soon after his birth to the flames that had consumed the castle had been harder.

He looked to the corner where the crib had sat, charred and reeking of death. When he turned back, she was watching him, her cool blue eyes hard, the faint scar across her cheek the only sign of the woman who had screamed and lamented the lost child.

The day after the fire, as the kingdom reeled from the events of the night and the smoke still hung low over the castle, Dunstan had thought he would never breathe again—while she’d had dry eyes, and her heart had hardened to stone.

“Why are you here?” Aphera asked. There was nothing cruel in her voice, nothing to indicate she didn’t want him here, but nothing to indicate she did; and he felt the loss of her and their child all the more.

“The cardinal is burning convents of the Goddess.”

She looked surprised. “Why?”

“He believes they are harbouring witches.”

She laughed, the sound taking him by surprise. But there was nothing familiar in it, and nothing that indicated it was a sound of joy. “You would destroy your kingdom for a girl.”

“The cardinal is burning convents,” he repeated. “Not I.”

“You will support him if she is discovered.”

“Do you not want the murderer found?”

“Will it bring him back?” Aphera asked, her voice low. It appeared an honest question.

He shook his head. Nothing he did could ever return the child lost, the son he had barely held. He studied the woman before him, the woman still mourning the loss of that child. She had not looked happy that night; something had worried her as he’d stood beside her bed and held the child in his arms, checking over the new prince and his heir. As he thought about it now, it had felt as though she worried he might notice something she didn’t want him to know. It was his child, that much he was sure of. The moment Dunstan held him in his arms, there was no doubt he was his son.

There had always been people around her. The soldier came to mind—young, handsome, broad. Always standing guard, always watching over the princess. One of the many who had died that night. And the witch, before they knew what she was. Other than the witch, who had once been a maid he’d trusted with more than he should have, he had no doubts about anyone who may have been around his wife.

Could he have ever made her happy? His mourning queen. She didn’t dress as though in mourning, never in black, but there was something dark that hung about her.

His father had died of the shock, they said. Dunstan could do with his father’s counsel now as he watched out the window at the distant black clouds rolling in. The kingdom was vast, and she was but one woman. Only a couple of years younger than he—if she lived, but he was sure she did. Knew in his bones that the witch who had taken his child, pushed his father to his death, and destroyed what should have been happiness for him was out there somewhere, laughing at them.

“Why are you here?” Aphera asked, and he was jolted from his thoughts by her voice.

“Excuse me,” he said, bowing his head and turning from the window to the room that had been completely restored. No sign of the fire remained, and yet he could see it everywhere.

“Why do you come?”

“You are the queen,” he said. “I thought you should be informed.”

“Would your father have done the same for your mother?”

He opened his mouth and closed it. He had hoped to be a different man than his father, and yet Dunstan would be remembered as the king of a destructive time. So many women had died at his hand or by his direction as he’d searched for the little witch who had stolen his life. And yet she wasn’t among them.

“Would he?” Aphera demanded.

He shook his head. Not that he remembered his mother, but he remembered his father’s words when he’d been newlywed and disappointed in his wife wanting her distance. “It is not for us to want what the average man has,” he murmured, his father’s words.

“And what is that?” she asked. He looked up, unaware he had said them aloud.

“He thought we should be more concerned with the kingdom and its needs than anything else. A wife is just a vessel.” Anger hardened her features, and he wondered at what point he had thought her beautiful. She would be considered very beautiful, but it was only skin deep. If she had been more badly burned that night, she might have been viewed differently. “I never believed that to be the case, but I was never allowed the opportunity.”

He left then, not wanting to explain anything further, despite his vain attempts at connecting with a woman who had wanted nothing to do with him from the moment she had arrived at Sunsong Castle. When he had arrived at her door the night following their awkward wedding night, she had sent the maid to tell him there was no need.

The entire Kingdom of Burasal needed him, and yet his wife did not.

The sound of people talking startled him, and he looked over the growing crowd in the throne room. Why had he headed back to this place? The noise dropped, then started again as he took his place on the throne—and so did the questions. Ones he didn’t know how to answer.
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Chapter 3
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Heath moved silently through the forest. His parents had been upset by the events of the previous day, the woman he had found in the forest and the fire at the convent. But they weren’t clear as to why. There was something unsettling with his father; he sensed that. He had seen it when his mother had opened the door and found them in an odd embrace. His father—his gruff and serious father—had put his arms around a sister of the Goddess!

He stopped. The woman moved ahead of him, slow and deliberate in her path. He needed to know who this woman was. Despite his brother’s protests, he had followed her through the forest and away from their cottage. She might have been his mother’s age, but she was more agile. She leaned against a tree with her hand at her chest, taking a breath, and he realised that she was still injured, suffering from the smoke and flames that had destroyed her home.

The image of the lifeless child that had fallen from her arms was still all too clear. Heath had seen death before, but there was something far sadder in the child than he had expected, as though he’d never had a chance at life. He was so young, so small, so covered in the soot of the fire. Heath knew he wasn’t the only child to die in that fire, to perish in the flames—others might have been even more terrified.

Had the sister mentioned the king’s soldiers? Could the king be responsible for this? Heath had heard rumours in the local village of the cardinal claiming the God’s will to seek out all witches. An older woman had talked of a time when they’d been part of the fabric of the kingdom, but she had been quickly hushed. What had happened?

The night had closed around them. In the dim light of the moon trying to shine through the canopy, the sister sat by a tree. She looked about, alert as she pulled her cloak around her, and yet she hadn’t sensed him following her. He waited as she pulled the hood lower over her face and leaned forward. He doubted she would sleep. Careful where he placed his feet, he moved towards her between the trees. The still shape of the woman didn’t move.

She didn’t move even as he sat beside her, sure that he made more noise than he had intended, his leather jerkin creaking and brushing against the trunk.

“Did my father really work at Sunsong Castle?” he asked. His father had been unwilling to share any details when Heath had pushed him.

“He watched over the queen,” she whispered. “Although she was a princess then, she carried the heir to the kingdom.”

“He won’t talk about it.”

There was a soft sigh from the woman, and Heath wondered if this stranger would tell him of his father’s past.

“There is good reason,” she returned, and he was even more disappointed. She knew, yet she wasn’t going to tell him. “You knew I wouldn’t tell you.”

He chewed on his lip. He had known that, but he had hoped. In telling his father’s history, she might be putting herself more at risk. “Why can’t you go back?”

She moved then, although he couldn’t see her clearly in the dying light. She was a shadow against the tree, twisting towards him. “Didn’t they tell you?”

He shook his head then, although she wouldn’t have seen it. There were too many secrets in a house where he had thought there were none.

“Where is your brother?”

“He didn’t think I should come.”

“But he followed anyway.”

Heath looked about, but he didn’t think his brother had followed. Frayne had been so angry at the idea that they should help this woman when she had so clearly upset Mama, and she had said it was dangerous to stay. “He doesn’t like to get involved.” Frayne hadn’t even wanted to help them in the woods when he’d first found them, the frightened sister of the Goddess clutching a dead child. “We are not alike.”

“You are twins. Alike or no, you would be inseparable.”

“Would we?” Heath asked seriously. She lowered the hood, the movement startling him as her eyes, bright in the darkness of the forest, seemed to look into his very soul. “We aren’t.”

She raised her hand towards his face. The glare intensified, and then she was turning away. “You look like your father.”

“Do I?” he asked.

“When he was younger.”

“Were you lovers?”

She laughed, a surprisingly pleasant sound that drew him in, and he wondered just who this woman was.

“Not lovers?”

“Who does your brother look like?”

Heath opened his mouth and then closed it. They were similar but not that alike. “My mother’s brother, I think I heard her say to someone once. He died before we were born.”

She was no longer focused on him, and he gave her a nudge. “Would you like to sleep? I can keep watch.”

She nodded slowly.

“I have heard of others born together who don’t look alike,” he said, wondering why it mattered.

“Yes,” she whispered. “I have heard the same.”

He woke to the sound of birds, the air cool around him, and the woman resting on his shoulder. He didn’t want to move, but as he stretched out his legs, she sat up and rubbed a hand against her face, which was lost beneath the hood.

“Where are you going?”

“Away,” she murmured.

“Can I come with you?”

“Would you give me the choice?” she asked, not looking up. “You followed me this far.”

“I was worried,” he said, pulling out his water skin as she coughed. She took it without a word of
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