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Chapter 1
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Frayne stood amongst the clipped and overly managed greenery of the garden that bordered Sunsong Castle. His father talked often of how he found peace in the natural setting, which allowed him the space to think. Not that Frayne wanted to think about his father—not this one. The king wasn’t a man he could connect with, no matter how he tried or how his mother wanted for him to try.

He blew out a soft breath and inhaled the damp scent of the garden. He had spent too much time in the woods as a boy, working and running with his brother. This wasn’t the same. It was nature, but it wasn’t. Just as his family was his but not. King Dunstan was not his father, and yet he was.

Frayne tried not to sigh. He had returned to Sunsong because of who his father was. It was the reason he knew they had to travel south and why he was now called “sire” or “Your Highness.” The prince and heir of the Kingdom of Burasal. The Burning Prince, he heard whispered when no one thought he was listening.

He missed the man who had raised him, taught him how to hunt and cut wood, the reason he was the man he was. Papa was far away, and hopefully safe. He was thought killed in the fire that the kingdom still talked of. If he did return, he would likely be killed for stealing a child. Although, the more Frayne considered what might have happened that night, the more certain he was that the queen was behind it.

She had not admitted to him that she had started the fire that took his sister, but then she was still to admit there had been another child. To him at least. He had seen something of that at his presentation, but she hadn’t said the words. She spent more and more time with the king, but he knew, like he knew when a deal was a bad idea, that the woman was responsible for his sister’s death. And for sending him away. Whether that was because she could not kill him or wasn’t sure if she should, he didn’t know and couldn’t bring himself to ask. But his father—no, his papa—had been instrumental in that. Whether by order or not, he had saved him that night in so many ways.

Frayne longed for Heath in that moment, the brother he had thought to be his twin but was no relation at all. And yet they were still brothers, and he had thankfully remained close. They shared a suite, although Frayne missed sharing a room with him in the small cottage they had grown in. He seemed further away. Heath spent more time with the soldiers, learning and honing his sword skills. Papa had made sure they knew what they were doing with a sword, and they were both skilled.

Frayne had taken on a general not so long ago. A man he now called uncle. Not that he was family—and yet there was a connection, a similarity between the men that connected them. A witch’s twin.

The witch was his mother. Not that she had raised him or birthed him, but Nelda was his mother, the connection frightening at times. He didn’t understand it at all. She had sung to him as he had grown inside his mother’s belly. She had been close, although he did not blame her or think her responsible in any way for what his sister was or the skills he had. And he had never met her until he was a grown man. But he knew her, felt the pull of her. She insisted he call her Nelda, and yet he called her Mother and kept her close.

The Kingdom of Burasal was not aware of the witches inside the castle. Frayne was sure the cardinal and his men continued to hunt for them, although he rarely heard of the outcomes of their actions and the cardinal was rarely seen. Frayne knew the old man was still doing what he wanted. Nelda had refused to talk of what had happened, even when the king had insisted she tell him. Something had scared her, and not just the terrible things they had done to her. Something else, something that had happened or that she had discovered during that time.

He blinked into the early morning light as dew splashed against his face from the nearby shrub, and he looked about for the girl behind the giggle.

“Grace,” he chastised, trying not to smile as she emerged from the greenery. She had healed well and, despite her continued nervousness, it was comforting to have her close. Her smile would light up the room—and Heath. But so far, Grace remained close to him when she could and Heath, although clearly disappointed, did not glare at him when she was around as he used to do.

“Should you do that where others might see?” he asked, wondering at the magic she possessed.

She pulled a branch back and flicked the cool droplets at him again. “I am not doing anything that others can’t do.”

He wiped at his face, smiling comfortably at her simple joy. “Where is the little one?” he asked.

“Watching Nelda.”

“Watching?” he asked, instantly worried for her. He was always worried about her. He seemed to worry about everyone. When Grace put her hand on his arm, the tightness that had been building in his chest dissipated. “Sorry.”

“You worry over an entire kingdom,” she said, her smile sad. “She is still coughing. Despite her age, she is new to this.”

“I understand that,” he murmured, but it didn’t stop him worrying.

He looked down at her bare feet, her toes moving through the grass, and then back to her grin. “Should you be out?” he asked, glancing around. He had claimed her as his sister at one point, but he knew he could no longer do that. Although she was family, almost as much as Heath was.

“I need the earth,” she said with a shrug, looking down and allowing her hand to fall from his arm. He missed it immediately.

“And if someone sees you?” he asked.

“It is too early,” she said, smiling up at him again.

“The soldiers know who you are,” he reminded her, and she glanced about.

“I can hide,” she said.

“Who are you talking to?” a voice asked behind him, clipped and serious. The queen. He reached for Grace’s hand and ensured he was between them when he turned around.

“My sister,” he said, and the queen scowled.

“She is not your sister.”

“My family is what I say it is.” It amazed him how in control he sounded.

“Frayne,” Grace whispered behind him, tugging at his hand, but he wasn’t letting go. He wanted to protect her, but he didn’t want to be alone with this woman. He didn’t trust her or himself.

“I do not know why you insist on keeping her,” the queen continued, scowling as Grace glanced around him. He lifted his arm up but did not let go of her hand. As she stepped in beside him, he put the arm around her shoulder.

“She is family.” He knew the queen referred to Nelda more than Grace or even the little one, Pip. She had also moved in with them, although she disappeared at times. He thought she was with the general, who despite his history had taken her in without question.

“I am your mother,” she said. Something seemed sad about her, but it wasn’t real. She might be his mother, but he didn’t want her to be, and in some ways he understood that she didn’t want to be either.

“Nelda is my mother,” he said. How many times had he told her this?

“She is the cause of all of this,” the queen said, anger clear on her face. Grace clung tighter to him. He could see the darkness surrounding the queen as though she was pulling the dark energy towards them, and for the first time he wondered just what power this woman had.

“You are,” he returned, directing Grace back to the castle and away from the building darkness.

“I will call the soldiers,” the queen called after him, her voice too loud for the distance between them.

“Do,” he returned, stopping. Grace shivered against him, and he held her tighter. “They are my family. If they leave, I leave. If they die, I die.”

She appeared lost for a moment. “You are the Prince of Burasal.”

“I am the son of a witch,” he said, keeping his voice low, “and I will find a way to have her acknowledged as such.”

“I am not...” she stammered.

“Nelda Graewyth is my mother,” he said, loud and clear, uncaring of who might hear them. “I don’t understand how that came about,” he admitted. “But it is how it is.”

“No,” she said, as though she could convince him. “She should have died. Nuris should have killed her that night. He certainly tried; he should have tried harder.”

Frayne turned his back on her and held Grace tight, both to stop her shivering and to stop him doing something stupid. Why would the queen refer to the general by his first name? He barely looked at the woman. In fact, very few had seen her at all until Frayne’s return to Sunsong. She had kept to her rooms, lost to her grief for so long. No, it had been before his return. It was something he would have to talk to his father about. The man seemed to have very little patience for her. If she became a danger to Nelda or the others, what might the king do about it? Would he protect Nelda or the queen?

Nelda had been so certain that claiming them as her children would go some way towards protecting them, but he hadn’t understood why that would be, nor had his father elaborated. Once the king knew who Frayne was, it no longer mattered. And Frayne’s status would protect them all.

“What has happened?” Heath asked as they entered the room. It was still early, but he sat at the table with the little one.

“Where is Nelda?” he asked as Heath stood. His brother’s eyes were on Grace, still held very tightly in his arms. Her shivering had stopped, but he continued to hold her tight, possibly to keep him standing.

“Sleeping,” Heath answered, looking towards her door, and she coughed.

“Help Grace,” Frayne instructed, releasing her. Heath stepped forward to take her hands.

“I am fine,” she said. “That old hag can’t frighten me. I could have picked her up with a tree.”

Frayne looked at her with surprise and laughed.

“What old hag?” Heath asked, looking between them. He wasn’t smiling.

“The queen was trying to bond.” Frayne waved his hand as though it was nothing. She had tried before; he had just seen something more of her today than he’d expected. He opened the door to Nelda’s room as she coughed again, and the little one squeezed between him and the door with a cup.

“Here you are, Mother,” the child whispered, climbing onto the bed beside her. It was something she had picked up in the weeks she had flitted in and out of the room. Although Frayne felt that she used it differently. Where he saw Nelda as a mother, he thought the child spoke the word more as it might have been spoken in the convent.

“What was the queen trying to do?” Nelda asked, raising tired, worried eyes to Frayne. He continued past the bed to the window and pulled the drapes open, flooding the room with the early morning sunlight.

Nelda held a hand up over her face and sighed. Since he had been presented to the kingdom as the heir, she appeared worse rather than better. Frayne wondered if it was something in Sunsong Castle that was making her ill. Or if her brother wasn’t as comforting as he claimed and was still trying to kill her.

“It doesn’t matter what she tries,” he said, shooing the child from the bed and taking her place. “Drink.”

“I am still so thirsty,” Nelda whispered, looking over the scars that were not healing on her wrist. The maid, much recovered, had applied some ointment or other in the aim of making it better and insisted on the air being allowed at it. The wound remained angry and red, and it was as though dark marks led from the deep scratches outwards across her forearm. Nelda put her hand over the wound as though to stop him looking and cried out.

The child appeared at the door in an instant. “I’ll get Ymma,” she said.

“I don’t know that she helps,” Frayne replied. “Perhaps the army man again.”

The child disappeared as quickly as she had appeared, and the door clicked closed. He didn’t know which one she would go for or which would be more use.

“You need some fresh air,” he said, making to stand and open the window. Nelda would have benefited from a walk in the garden, but she grabbed at his sleeve and he stayed where he was.

“I need the Goddess,” she whispered.

A moment of fear covered his skin. Did she want to leave him and go to the Goddess, or was she trying to tell him that she was dying? He wasn’t sure how he could survive such news. She smiled at him then, reaching out and putting her hand to his face.

“I need a chapel. I need her image. I need time to pray.”

He put his hand over hers and nodded. He wasn’t sure how to make that happen, how to ensure she would be safe. He would need to talk to the king.

It wasn’t the first time she had asked for such a thing. And he wasn’t sure how to raise it. Perhaps if he had tried harder to find her a way to the chapel earlier, she might have healed better. She was too cool to the touch where she had been warm and comfortable. He had felt that when he carried her from the convent. The image of her pale, battered body tied and bleeding still woke him in the night. He was sure the frightening memory was playing for her far more often.

“I’ll ask him,” he replied, not wanting her to let him go.

“The queen?” she asked, her honey-coloured eyes staring into his soul.

“She wants you gone.” His voice was low. She smiled as she allowed her hand to slip from his face, but she leaned forward and rested her head against his chest. He wrapped his arms around her as a nervousness that he would lose her overwhelmed him. “I will find a way to...” She clung to him, and his words were lost.

“She is your mother.”

“She is the reason I have no sister, that I was taken, that...” Again, he couldn’t express what he wanted to. Nelda’s hand moved slowly over his chest. Despite the cool figure in his arms, her hand was warm over his heart.

“Do not resent Jamie for what he did,” she whispered.

“I cannot,” he said. “I love them.”

“You are a good man, Frayne.”

“Am I?” he asked. She pulled back from him, her warm hand dropping away. “I’m selfish and want you close.”

She smiled at him then, reaching out and shakily brushing his hair back from his face. “You look like him,” she said, something sad in the way she studied his face. He wasn’t sure if she was disappointed that he did look like his father or if it was something else.

“There is nothing of her here,” he said, taking her hand and moving it back to his chest. But the warmth was slipping away. “Where is your fire?” he asked. She appeared to have lost her power. He jumped up, making her flinch, and instantly regretted the move. Had the cardinal found a way to drain her magic from her? Was that why Grace was pulling at bushes with her fingers instead of her magic? Did he want that for her? Would she be safer if she was no longer a witch, or did she need the fire to survive?

He dragged in a breath as he turned to the window. Why was he so selfish when it came to this woman?

The door creaked open. He turned to find the maid, Ymma, who bowed to him and waited before entering the room. On his nod, she rushed forward and looked over Nelda’s arm. He wondered what else had been done to her that they might not be aware of. What else might be pulling the energy from her and preventing her from healing?

“Is that the only mark?” he asked.

They both looked up at him, as though he had asked something they couldn’t understand.

“The deep cuts he used to drain your blood,” he clarified. “What else did they do? What else did they take?” Frayne moved closer to the bed, aware his voice was too loud.

One of the monks had cut Grace’s hair, chunks of it pulled away. The little one had a way of pulling it back so that it wasn’t obvious, and he was reminded of the words Nelda had muttered when he’d found her.

“Men can’t have magic?” he asked.

She shook her head slowly.

“What did they take?”

She shook her head more vigorously.

“Nelda?” he pleaded, then sat on the edge of the bed again as tears ran down her cheeks.

“I don’t know,” she whispered. “I don’t know where it is.”

He grabbed the blanket at the end of the bed and pulled it around her shoulders. He lifted her gently and carried her through to the other room. The conversation stopped as they appeared, the maid rushing behind them to move a chair around to face the fire. He sat Nelda down and pulled the chair even closer to the flames.

Something in her seemed to relax, and she held her hands out towards it.

“Do you feel better for the garden?” he asked, turning to Grace who stood by the table.

She nodded.

“What do you need?” he asked Pip as she stepped forward and took his hand. Hers was warmer than Nelda’s had been for some time, and it helped bring him back from the edge of panic. He didn’t know what to do, but he had to do something. He was the only one who could do something.

“Thank you,” Nelda whispered, leaning forward, her fingers reaching for the flames. For a moment he feared she would burn, but he remained unmoving.

“You can’t correct it all,” the child whispered. His legs buckled, and he sat heavily on the floor. Nelda remained fixated on the fire before her while the little one put her arms around his neck. He wrapped his arm around her and pulled her close. “You will try,” she whispered. “You will fail.”
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Nuris pulled back from the balcony railing when Queen Aphera glanced up at the castle. He didn’t think she could have seen him, but then he didn’t know just what power the woman had. Could she have sensed him?

He hoped no one else had been looking out over the garden this early in the morning as he watched the little witch, Grace, work her way through the bushes. Very little could be seen from the castle once someone was in the garden, but they could easily be seen entering it as they passed through one of the many doors that led from the castle.

Her blonde hair had caught the early morning light, almost glowing although it was pulled back. One of the monks had cut large chunks from it, and quite roughly. He knew that it caused her pain, her scalp sensitive and sore, when the little one pulled it back for her. Pip shared everything that occurred in his sister’s suite. He wished Nelda had returned to him rather than staying with the prince, but he understood why she hadn’t. She was safer with Frayne, and she wanted to watch over him.

The young prince had only entered the garden moments before Grace. She must have been following him, and Nuris didn’t know whether Frayne was aware of that or not. There had been much for the young man to take on, but his connection to the witches only made that harder. Yet he insisted on calling Nelda mother. Despite the world knowing that she wasn’t. Nuris felt a kinship to the boy himself, although he wouldn’t admit it.

Aphera had entered the garden well after the others. Again, Nuris wondered if there was more to the relationship than Frayne’s claim at Grace being his sister. For they all knew that to be a falsehood as well. Perhaps the prince was keeping them all close in an attempt to keep them safe. They had left the garden before Aphera, the prince’s arm around the young witch.

Aphera appeared angry, frighteningly so, when she emerged from the garden. She had insisted that Frayne must accept her as his mother, for she was. Nuris could only guess that she had tried again, and Frayne had not accepted her. He had also denied the name they had given him at birth. Nuris wondered who had named him Frayne and kept him safe all these years. Did Aphera know the answer to that question?

Pip came to mind, and he thought of the fear she exhibited whenever the queen was close, particularly if she visited his room. Nuris didn’t know if Pip feared for what the queen might do to her, for no matter who her son might be, Aphera held a hatred for witches. Or did the child fear for him? Pip had said once that if the queen entered the room, she would be a danger to them both. But she hadn’t visited, hadn’t tried to contact him, and she was spending too much time with the king.

He glanced back out over the balcony, but he couldn’t see anyone now coming or going from the garden. Frayne might have held the witch close to protect her if the queen had found them in the garden.

Perhaps Aphera had been looking for the king. Too often, Nuris had watched her walking out after the king on his morning walk. It made him uneasy that she was so near to the king. After so many years hiding and pushing the man away, she now clung to him. Nuris wondered what she wanted from him. It wasn’t another child.

Aphera had never wanted such a thing. Nuris wondered if she had ever wanted Prince Dunstan for a husband. She must have known that marrying a prince would lead to a child. And it had, very quickly. But then she would not give him another. Nuris did not know her, he realised. Not at all. Despite the hours she had spent in his rooms, the nights she had whispered in his ear and pressed herself against his scarred body. He had cared—he had wanted her to be happy. Now she frightened him, every memory tainted by what she might have wanted.

A sharp knock at the door made him jump, and he shook the feeling away. He was a soldier. He was to focus on more important things—or was it other things? He had to protect the king and the kingdom, and he understood that witches were the least of their troubles.

The knock was repeated. Nuris remained where he was in the doorway to the balcony, barely breathing in the cool, dark room. He had let the fire die down, as though he was already gone for the day. Already doing what he should to keep the king safe.

He couldn’t remain here much longer. He should already be watching over the king. Although, he wanted to hide in the shadows of her room to learn what he couldn’t understand of her.

Another knock echoed through his room. He stared at the door, wondering if he could determine who it might be. He had the feeling that it was Aphera, but he couldn’t be certain, and that made him all the more nervous. He worried for a moment that the little witch might be searching for him. It would be dangerous for her to find Aphera at his door. But then, she seemed to know when the queen was about and had avoided her so far.

She might follow Frayne to his rooms instead of coming to Nuris. He shook his head and focused on the door. He couldn’t spend his life trying to determine what the queen might do, unless she was the danger to the kingdom that he feared she was. He didn’t know when the feeling had started. Despite the fear, he missed her. He hadn’t been close to anyone else since the fire. He spent time with the king, listening at Circle meetings, directing soldiers, and yet he didn’t know any of them. He was a man on the outside, learning what he could to be able to protect the kingdom. To kill his sister.

Aphera had been a welcome relief to that pressure. He had worried then as to why she wanted to spend time with him. When he thought about that first kiss so many years ago, he knew the reason. She had wanted to know what he knew, wanted insight into the king’s thoughts and the Circle’s wants. Not that he had ever shared such information with her. He hadn’t even shared his memories of his sister—or the longing he felt outside of the hatred. Aphera had shared that same sentiment.

The knocking had stopped. Nuris opened the door slowly, wondering if he might find her standing on the other side and what he might do if that was the case. How many others had she used in such a way? He wondered.

There was no one about. He made his way swiftly towards the throne room, slipping in through the back door, to find the king already on the throne, the Circle in discussion and the queen sitting amongst them.

The king looked annoyed. Nuris wasn’t sure if that was because of the conversation or the fact that Aphera was inserting herself into kingdom business. She had shown no interest from the first moment she had arrived at Sunsong, and yet now she was here every day. Every day, despite the king asking her to leave, she remained and then returned the following day.

“Why is he insisting on this?” Lord Langham asked. Nuris looked from the queen’s serious features focused on the table top to the older man who had spoken.

“He is confused,” said Lord Morys.

“He has been bewitched. The woman should have been put to death the moment she arrived. Before that, even.”

Nuris bit down on his lip. They were talking of Nelda. They knew she had survived and that she was still in the castle. He wondered how many of the Circle of the Sun were aware of the extent of their witch infestation at the castle. Not that he saw it as such. He had grown fond of Grace, although the confidence she had when he’d first met her was yet to fully return after the monks had held her captive. And little Pip had adopted him as her own. Despite what he was and what he had intended to do, she had worked her way into his heart.

Nelda. He would die for Nelda, despite what she was.

“He was raised far away from home and family. She has fooled him,” Aphera said, her voice low.

“She did not raise him,” the king interjected, standing from the throne and walking over to the table. “She did not know him.”

“Did she know who took him?” the queen asked.

Something in Nuris leapt to attention. Aphera knew. He understood that with everything he had. Whether she had seen whoever took the baby or she had handed him over herself—she knew. He pressed himself against the wall, fearful of just what he might say, what he might do to get her to admit the truth.

“Does it matter?” Lord Langham asked.

Aphera looked at him as though confused by his words.

“He has returned. The prince is safe. Who took him and kept him safe is of no matter now, whether it was the witch or not. The child found in the crib,” the old man said, looking directly at the queen, “is the question.”

“Pardon?” she asked in a small, squeaky voice.

“Who was the child in the crib?” Lord Langham leaned forward to ensure she heard him. “Who was it?”

She shook her head.

“It was the prince’s crib, was it not?”

The king was focused on those around the table, but he maintained his silence. He had learned of the other child, but he would likely not answer for her.

“I thought him dead,” she whispered.

“But he wasn’t. So whose little body burned that day?”

She shook her head again. “Whoever took him must have...”

“Started the fire?” the old man answered for her. “The witch did that, and yet she did not take the babe.”

“Are you sure?” the queen asked, something too level, too calm in her voice. The old man smiled.

“It would have been noticed if the queen’s maid was wandering the castle with a baby in her arms, before and after the fire. Her brother found her; he declares she had nothing. In fact, he had thought he killed her.”

“Was he really trying?” she asked.

Nuris wanted to growl. This was all Aphera’s doing, and his sister had borne the blame for it all.

“Are you suggesting General Graewyth carried a babe into your rooms to murder and then stole the prince?”

Aphera looked down. “I don’t know what happened?” she whispered. “I just remember the smoke, the intensity of the flames, and my baby consumed by them. I too want to know what happened and how he was saved.”

“Has the prince not told you?”

“No.” She said it so softly, Nuris was tempted to step away from the wall and show himself.

“He won’t talk to you?” Lord Morys asked.

“He does not know me,” she responded.

“He does not trust you. He trusts a witch.”

“Why is that?” Lord Ellistone asked.

Aphera looked up at the king then, something pleading in her expression. The Circle didn’t trust her, Nuris could feel it. Doubt filled the room, and they weren’t holding back on interrogating her. They didn’t know the woman. She had spent too long locked away. If she had tried harder, sooner, then perhaps there wouldn’t be such distrust.

Nuris waited for the king to call a halt to the line of questioning. Instead, he silently watched over the Circle of the Sun members focused on the queen and what might have happened. Nuris too had doubts about her, but he felt something different. He felt a certainty, which he had before, that she was more involved than she was willing to admit. Whether she had killed the child herself or had someone else do it.

He wanted to know why she would do such a thing. How could she have been so certain that her new baby was a witch? Maybe she hadn’t been sure. Maybe she hadn’t wanted to bring a girl into such a position. Hadn’t wanted her daughter to be married off as she had been, used as a bargaining piece for a kingdom she didn’t care about. Was she truly heartless enough that she would kill the child?

Sad eyes were lifted his way, but she couldn’t see him—he knew that. He could enter and leave unseen; he had done it most of his life.

The world seemed to be staring at her, and her possibly at him, when someone cleared their throat and the focus shifted to the cardinal, who had entered just as silently as Nuris might have.

“It ends here,” he announced.

“What does?” the king asked, sounding genuinely interested in what the man was saying. Nuris knew that if the king could have the old man disappeared, he would.

“Your love of witches,” the cardinal spat, and a murmur rippled around the table.

“This discussion is something very different,” Lord Langham said, “and one you are not a part of.”

“The God watches over all,” the cardinal announced. “I am the representative of the God, therefore I am involved in all that happens.”

“You were willing to kill the prince,” Lord Sumner muttered.

“It was not clear who he was. Is it confirmed? Have we proof the witch’s boy is actually the son of the king?”

“They look alike,” Lord Ellistone said. “The evidence of the line is clear. The boy even moves like his grandfather did.”

Everyone has been watching him, Nuris thought.

“What if the witch birthed him? Could our king have had relations with the maid? Could he be their child and not the lost prince?”

“If that were the case,” Lord Langham said, standing now and leaning against the table. “He would still be heir. It matters not who his mother is.”

“Truly? The people would accept a future king birthed by a witch?” the cardinal asked.

“He is my son,” Aphera said loud and clear, drawing the attention of the room. “I know he is my son.”

“You thought your son burned alive,” the cardinal said, his voice cruel. “If he was not, who did die that day?”

“You are not in a position to ask such questions,” the king said. “You are outside this circle. You are limited by your duty to the God. You will leave.”

“Return, go away,” the old man quipped. “You can’t decide what you want of me.” He turned to the king.

“I know exactly what I need you to be,” the king said. “Cardinal of the God. The man leading the church, ensuring the people’s religious needs are met. This is not what the people need from you. They need stability and an understanding that the head of their church is not killing its own.”

“I am not.” The cardinal’s voice was level despite the clear anger in his face.

“Burning convents to the ground with all sisters and orphans inside doesn’t appear to be demonstrating stability.”

He growled something under his breath and then squared his shoulders. “The witch—the witches—should die.”

The queen nodded slowly.

“She is important to my son. I do not understand the relationship, but if he insists, I will protect her for now.”

Nuris had been surprised that the king had allowed Nelda to live as long as he had, but he wasn’t going to question why. If that was for the son he hadn’t recognised when he’d returned to Sunsong or for Nelda herself, Nuris would only appreciate that she was safe. And he would ensure she remained as such.

“Bring the boy and let him explain it,” the cardinal demanded.

The anger that rolled off the king pushed against Nuris like a wave. Had he become more sensitive to such things since Nelda had returned, or was he simply paying more attention?

“My son does not need to answer to you,” the king bellowed, then looked around the table. “I may not understand why he insists on keeping the woman close...”

“Witch,” Aphera interrupted under her breath.

“Woman,” the king repeated clearly, his focus on her. “But it is what he wants, and what he needs to be here. He is the prince and heir of Burasal, and it will take time for him to come to terms with that. If she helps him, then I cannot try to remove her.”

“Kill her,” the queen muttered, looking up. “You should kill her, not remove her. I am his mother.”

“He will not accept you,” the king said matter-of-factly. “I cannot persuade him otherwise. My son has returned. I will do whatever I can to protect him and ensure he remains at my side until it is time for him to take my place.”

“She will take him. She will kill him again.”

“She didn’t kill him the last time. No one killed him. The fates or the Goddess kept him alive.”

“The Goddess?” the cardinal asked, something twisted in his voice.

“The Goddess watches over lost souls and children, does she not?” the king asked, and he glowered in return. “Her sisters take them in and keep them safe. What if he had been raised as an orphan? What if you had killed the prince in your misguided judgement of the honesty of those women?”

“They took in witches,” the cardinal growled.

“They took in lost souls. They may not have known what and who they were. They are to protect all. It matters not who those souls belong to, whether the poor or a lost prince.”

Sounds of agreement moved around the table, and Lord Langham sat down slowly. In the silence that followed, the queen pushed to her feet, smoothed out her skirts, and glared at the king.

“He is my son,” she repeated and then headed for the door.
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Nelda didn’t want to be a burden, but the longer she spent in Sunsong, the harder she found it to breathe. She longed for her brother. The need to be near him overwhelmed her at times, but it was not safe to look for him. She was not safe at all within the castle walls, and she feared she was still putting Frayne in danger. The more she tried to protect him, the more fear she felt for him.

“Mother?” She looked up at him leaning into the door frame. Grace gave her a sad smile from another chair pulled up close, although she sat further back from the fire.

It took too long for the heat to seep into her bones. How long had she been cold for? It was as though twenty years of denying what she was had taken its toll. Not that she understood fully enough to have done anything about it sooner.

She had spent too many years hiding in the convent, wanting to be safe, wanting to keep others safe. In fear that she would hurt more people, she had pushed down what tried to flare inside her. She closed her eyes to the room, drinking in the heat she had denied for so long.

“Mother?” Heath asked, his voice a little more frightened. She opened her eyes to the flames leaning towards her, working their way out of the fireplace and to the blanket covering her.

She blinked at the wonder, and they returned to flicker low in the fireplace.

“Do you feel better?” Frayne asked.

She nodded slowly, but she wasn’t sure she did. Nothing had felt the same since she had been saved the second time from the cardinal. Removing the smoke from the lungs of the maid had taken whatever heat had been left inside her. The maid contained more secrets than she could tell. Nelda had felt that too as she had held the girl close. She coughed at the idea of the smoke filling her lungs again.

“Here,” Heath said softly, holding out a cup, and she breathed in the sweet scent of hot tea. The cup was so hot it would have burnt her fingers, yet she held it tight in one hand, allowing the heat to move through her as she reached for him with the other hand. “The old man said it would help.”

“It will,” Pip announced, as though she had been in charge of it.

“Show me your hand,” Nelda directed. Heath held out his hands for her, and there didn’t appear to be any signs of burns. She breathed out slowly.

“What is it?” He crouched down beside her chair and looked up at her, reaching out to take the hand she had reached for him with. It was warm but not warm enough. She pulled back; fearful she would take what warmth he did have. But he held on to her tightly. “You won’t harm me,” he whispered with a small smile, and she realised that Frayne had moved closer.

“I may not be able to help it.”

“I carried you back, when you were more unwell than you are now, when you had nothing, and you took nothing from us then,” Frayne said.

Nelda sucked in the sob. “I warmed the children,” she whispered.

“Of course you did,” Heath said, his voice soft and low as he wiped away the tears flowing too easily down her cheeks.

“You don’t have the liquid to waste,” Frayne said, his smile broad.

She nodded, sniffing, and tried to will the tears to stop. She took a sip of the hot drink. Something in the herbs was calming, but not bitter, and reassuringly hot.

“It will return,” the child said, standing to the side, her eyes closed.

Heath looked at her a little unsure, as though he didn’t quite believe her. Then he looked at Frayne, who nodded once.

“Can you read her, or does she read you?” Heath asked.

“I read everyone,” Pip said seriously. Heath swung around again, and she laughed. “Not everyone, but your thoughts are clear on your face, so I don’t need to.”

“Such as?” Heath demanded.

Pip looked towards Grace instead of saying anything, and Grace looked at her lap. Nelda didn’t know if she was drawn to Frayne because of the power he held or something else. She did know that Heath wanted for her to be drawn to him. It hadn’t caused any friction between the boys so far, but then she wasn’t sure what Frayne thought of the girl.

“Can I get you anything?” Heath asked, his focus on Nelda. He gave nothing away about what he thought of the child’s guess.

“This is perfect,” she whispered, finding it hard to speak. She was unsure whether it was because of the lump building in her throat or the memory of the smoke. “Is she well?”

“Ymma?” Pip asked. “Much better.”

Nelda nodded slowly. She had to move beyond this. In this state, they could take Frayne at any time. Although she was sure his father would protect him now, there were too many who wanted him gone. The queen, she was certain, was one of them.

The same feeling she’d had earlier about Nuris returned, that she needed him close. But she had survived before, when he had been the cause of injuries that had nearly taken her life. He had been far away and unwilling, even if he were close, to do anything to help her.

Frayne caught a curl that had worked its way onto her cheek and pushed it behind her ear. She focused on him and the worry she could see inside those dark eyes. Was he worried she would never recover, or for what lay ahead? Pip opened her mouth and then closed it as she too stepped forward, and Nelda was surrounded for a moment.

But the heat they produced was something very different from the fire before her. And she sighed as it sank into her along with the tea.

“I won’t leave you,” Frayne whispered.

“I know you won’t,” she reassured him, “even if you should. I won’t be a protection for you forever.”

“No, I will protect you,” he said, the smile small but genuine. “I am the heir.” He winked at her. She laughed comfortably for the first time in too long. The room seemed to breathe collectively, as though they had been waiting for her to show she was still alive, or willing to try to live. Not that she would leave him, never again.

“The cardinal might be working on a way to dispute that,” Grace said.

“It is clear to anyone who looks whose son you are,” Nelda said, raising her hand to his face.

“No matter who makes a claim on me, I am yours,” he whispered, leaning into her. “And you are mine.”

She drew another deep breath, taking in the love he had for her, the connection neither of them could explain. She had been there. She had been the queen’s maid from her second week at Sunsong. She wondered about the maid she had brought with her from her father’s home. The one who had turned the king away from her door.

What would Nelda have done if she had been the one tasked to do such a thing? It might have been a very different world then. He might not have stopped to ask after the queen or struck up the varied conversations. He might not have allowed what had happened between them. Nelda blinked into the worried eyes before her.

“He will protect you,” she said, her voice returning with her confidence that the king would protect the boys when they’d first returned to the castle, despite being locked in a dungeon. “He will keep you safe from the cardinal and the queen.”

“I can protect myself,” Frayne said.

“I know,” she said. “But it is a reassurance that your father will as well.” She wondered then if Jamie had taken him to protect him from the queen that night, or from whoever had set the fire. After the death of the first child, had he known someone would come for the second? But then how had he known there were two babes when she hadn’t? The woman who had spent so much time talking to and soothing the belly of a woman she was obligated to care for.

She was also a witch, one who could sense others. How could Nelda not have sensed the one within? Unless she hadn’t formed yet. The powers hidden away, as they had been within Nelda until the fire.

“What is it?’ the king asked, entering the room without a knock. The soldiers at the door had likely let him in.

Frayne stood quickly, the two boys forming a barrier between her and the king. She ran her fingers though her hair, pulling it behind her ear. The cup shook in her hand. She pressed her other hand around it, willing it to stop. The liquid inside had cooled, and she gulped it down.

“Is she unwell?” the king demanded.

“What do you expect, given what she has undergone at the hands of the cardinal?” Frayne’s voice matched his father’s. Nelda reached out and tugged at his sleeve.

“I will recover,” she said. “Soon well enough for you to publicly drown—or privately, whichever you prefer.”

“Mother!” Heath chastised.

“He is the king,” she said to him, “and I am a witch. This cannot continue.”

“We just talked of how I would protect you,” Frayne murmured. “You give in too easily.”

“What she says is what is expected,” Dunstan said. “I will ensure you are safe as long as my son wills it,” he added in a kinder tone.

“I will not ever want for anything different,” Frayne insisted, but Nelda wondered if that were true. There might come a time when her being a witch would do him more harm than keeping her alive, no matter what he felt for her. He was the future king, and the kingdom must come first.

The king sighed and ushered the boys to the side. Heath moved from between them, although she could see the uncertainty in him. Grace had disappeared, and Frayne remained close.

“What is it?” the king asked, too gently, too kindly. Nelda’s hands shook all the more. What was it about this man that unsettled her?

“She can’t get warm,” Frayne answered for her. Had she complained that much, or was he understanding?

“The cardinal claims that he was not responsible for what might have happened.”

The cup slipped from her fingers, rolling away down the blanket before smashing on the hearth.

“How does he explain his monks?” Frayne demanded.

“He doesn’t.”

“There was one,” Nelda said softly, studying the shattered cup that no one had dared to pick up.

“We are sure there were more than we were able to capture—or end,” Frayne said, looking down at her.

Her heart stopped as she remembered the look of indifference upon the young man’s face as he had directed their torture and sliced into her skin. She put her hand to the mark, which was not healing as well as the old man watching over her care would like.

“He can’t reach you,” Frayne assured her.

“You can’t promise such a thing.” She wanted to smile for him, but studied the cup instead. She leaned forward towards the flames, the heat too far away.

“Can you start a flame?” the king asked. She looked at him with surprise.

“Do you want an excuse, or do you care...?” Nelda cringed at her words. She had never been able to ask for such in the past, and she couldn’t now.

The king sighed rather than responded, looking to Frayne as though his son might be able to provide the words he could not; and yet Frayne looked at him similarly to how Nelda thought she stared.

“No one but the trusted may enter,” he finally said.

“Trusted by you or by me?” she asked.

“I am trying to look out for you,” he whispered.

“Why?” she pressed.

“Because you are the key to learning the truth,” he snapped.

“About what?” Heath asked.

“Who started the fire. Who killed my daughter and tried to end my son.” The king paused and took a deep breath, glancing towards Frayne, but not looking him in the eye. “I would also like to know,” he added more quietly, “who saved him and why.”

“He was the prince,” Nelda said as though that answered it all. “They may not have realised that at the time,” she added, although she knew the king would not believe her.

“You know,” he said, as though he had just realised.

She wanted to shake her head, lie to him, protect Jamie. As long as she didn’t say his name, he would remain safe. And yet there was something that wouldn’t allow her to lie to this man.

“You won’t tell me?” he asked, as though hurt by the idea.

“I don’t know why he was taken. All I know is that it kept him safe. He was loved and grew to be a strong, good man.”

The king grumbled something under his breath that she didn’t catch.

“Could you guarantee that the same would have been given if he grew here?”

“He is my son,” the king growled.

“He is the brother to a witch.”

“It never did your brother any harm.”

“That is why he works independently of your soldiers, lives a life of separation and loneliness.”

“No one knows,” the king said, far more subdued.

“What if they are wrong?” Frayne asked. “What if there is no reason why I have this skill and my sister had no powers of her own? Would she have been lost then? Would she have been forgotten?”

“I don’t know how no one knew of her birth,” the king said by way of explanation. He had been called out the moment the babe was on his way, or at least that was the understanding. Had the girl already been born?

“Who was there?” Nelda asked, looking up at him. “At the birth.”

“The maid, the other one,” he said, a slight colour appearing to rise to his cheeks. “The one who came with her. The one who died in the fire.”

“No one else?” Nelda asked.

He pressed his lips shut and shook his head once. Nelda should have been by the queen’s bed day and night, but she had been sent to get some sleep, told it would not be for some time.

“Don’t Circle members need to be involved, witness the
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