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Book I - Rae of Hope is FREE!

BOOK TRAILER: 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gILAwXxx8MU

How hard do you have to shake the family tree to find the truth about the past?
Fifteen year-old Rae Kerrigan never really knew her family's history. Her mother and father died when she was young and it is only when she accepts a scholarship to the prestigious Guilder Boarding School in England that a mysterious family secret is revealed.
Will the sins of the father be the sins of the daughter?
As Rae struggles with new friends, a new school and a star-struck forbidden love, she must also face the ultimate challenge: receive a tattoo on her sixteenth birthday with specific powers that may bind her to an unspeakable darkness. It's up to Rae to undo the dark evil in her family's past and have a ray of hope for her future.
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SOME CHAINS ARE MEANT to be broken...

When Elise makes a fateful decision, her world is changed forever. Now she and her friends find themselves trapped with a deadly secret and they're running out of time.

The clock is ticking. The palace is on the brink of a royal wedding and courtiers have journeyed from every corner of the realm. Torn between a life of servitude and the threat of capture, the friends are faced with a sudden decision. And once they make it, there will be no turning back.

Will they stay in the palace, or make a desperate bid for freedom? Is it really freedom if they're living on the run? How far can they go before their sins catch up with them?

Most importantly...can they ever escape the weight of the crown?
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WHEN I WAS A CHILD, we were never very far from death. It hovered like an added presence among us, one whose name was always on the tip of your tongue.

Everywhere you went, death followed.

It was the invisible place setting, there sitting quietly in the back of church. You didn’t know quite what it looked like, you didn’t know when the two of you were going to meet. But life in the mountains was hard and the company of death was one of the few certainties we had in my weather-beaten village. Death and the prospect that, if our luck held, there would never be anything more.

Yet certain as it was, I’d never really worried about it. It was a simple fact of life—that nothing was permanent. That one day, it would end. In one of her more disturbing moments after my father left, my mother had thrown open the windows of our home and summoned it herself.

“Don’t be a stranger,” she’d called. “I’m waiting right here!”

I wasn’t waiting. I certainly wasn’t inviting. It wasn’t until I met those soldiers in the garden that I realized I was secretly hoping death would pass me by.

I didn’t want to die. I wanted to live.

But in that frozen moment when the prince and I locked eyes...

...I wasn’t sure there was a difference.

The sword slipped in and out easier than I would have thought possible, like dipping an oar into water. It hovered between us, and for a split second it was like nothing had happened. He was standing there. I was standing there. For a split second it was like I’d imagined the entire thing.

Then a crimson stain appeared on his tunic.

He gasped a little. What might have been a breath and might have been a word. Those dark eyes lit with surprise as he raised a trembling hand, pressing it to his chest.

The sword clattered to the floor between us. Too heavy for me to hold.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered, stumbling backwards. My ears were ringing and silent tears were streaming down my face. “Eric, I’m...I’m so sorry.”

He fell a second later, landing hard on his knees.

There was movement in the outside corridor, idle shifting as one set of guards relieved the others, murmuring a cursory greeting as they took their place by the door. There was a moment I was terrified he would call out to them. There was a moment I almost called out myself.

But he was quiet. Impossibly, heartbreakingly quiet. Even his breathing was quiet as he stared up at me, lips parted and cheeks pale, staring like he couldn’t believe his own eyes.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered again.

Would I ever stop saying it?

The floor swelled beneath me and I fell to my knees in front of him, staring back into those dark, fathomless eyes. For the first time I saw a ring of color. For the first time a bit of the darkness fell away. Titles fell away beside it. So did circumstance and names. The ring on my finger dragged me forward and I found myself moving closer, sobbing without making a sound—sobbing without pulling in any air, reaching up to press my fingertips to the side of his face.

He was a teenage boy. And I was the girl who’d killed him.

That was all our story would ever really say.

He fell to the floor a moment later—falling backwards, out of my reach. With a grace that felt even stranger still in the moonlight, he landed noiselessly before the fire, face tilted towards the window, eyes closed in a deceptively peaceful sleep.

There was no telling how long I stared at him, frozen on my knees as though locked in some kind of prayer. The moon rose high in the star-stained sky and drifted slowly over the trees.

Inside, I imagined he was screaming. The pain must be terrible. Wasn’t I terrible for leaving him in such a state? He must already be planning how best to punish me—some ghastly drawn-out torture in which I would feel his own suffering a hundred times more. The queen would relish the opportunity. The court would gather as they’d done for the picnic, all those brightly colored gowns.

But then I realized with a jolt the prince wasn’t planning anything.

His clenched fingers had relaxed on the carpet. His chest was no longer moving. Even the bleeding seemed to have stopped. At some point in the time I’d been watching...Eric had died.

*  *  *
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I PUSHED ABRUPTLY TO my feet, like someone had given me a slap.

“He’s dead,” I whispered out loud, forcing myself to hear them.

My eyes lifted to the window, vacant and dull.

And so am I.

Without further delay I walked with sudden briskness across the chamber, pulling a cloak over my shoulders as I headed to the door. There was no point in stalling any further. I would hand myself over to the guards, confess what I’d done.

Not for a moment did I consider ending my own life quickly, there in the privacy of my quarters. If I’d had any sense at all I would have simply forced open the window and leapt over the side rather than suffer whatever heinous tortures the queen would surely prescribe.

But I wasn’t making sense. I was scarcely frightened. I had lost a part of myself the second the blade slipped into his chest. I was coming to fear it might be the part that allowed me to breathe.

“Excuse me—”

I pulled open the door then stopped suddenly, staring in confusion at the commotion in the hall. The hour was late, well past midnight, yet the servants were hurrying back and forth—dragging chests and furniture, bowing with silent deference as the occasional courtier swept by in their wake.

“Milady!” One of the guards standing closest turned to me in surprise. “My apologies, I didn’t see you. Did you need something? Did they wake you?”

He looked ready to draw his sword if that was the case. In contrast the prince’s guards were standing not far behind, looking highly inconvenienced to have been relocated the extra twelve feet.

“No, I just...” I trailed off, watching a servant carry two ornate cages filled with exotic birds. He kept them perfectly balanced, never breaking his stride even when one of the larger species started pecking the side of his face. “What’s going on?”

Aside from my personal chambers, every room on this entire level of the palace belonged to the prince. Unless he’d developed a sudden interest in parrots—not likely—my only conclusion was that the evening champagne had been dosed with some kind of hallucinogen, or that someone was staging a very elaborate and dangerous prank.

The guard cast a reflexive glance over his shoulder, having long since grown irritated by the constant bustle himself. “It’s preparations for the wedding, milady. Several members of the court are relocating to accommodate the arrival of the rest.”

I blinked in surprise.

It seemed such a common logistic for a seemingly unending palace. Yet such things were happening all around us. In the levels below, I could hear similar upheaval underway. Trunks were being hauled up the stairwells, huge tapers were taken from storage, vases were filled with flowers. If one were to listen closely they could hear servants slaving away in the kitchen, day in and day out.

“These new courtiers...they’re moving them here?”

“No, milady.” The guard smiled, as if I’d made some kind of joke. “This tower of the palace is reserved for members of the high court, along with a few of the prince’s favorites. It must seem a strange task,” he added unexpectedly, perhaps sensing my confusion, “but you must realize how many courtiers are going to be in attendance. Every person of nobility in the entire realm has been summoned to the capital. The palace is spacious to be sure, but there are only so many rooms.”

I jerked where I stood, then froze very still—feeling as though someone had poured ice water in my veins. All these preparations for a wedding, when the groom was lying dead on my bedroom floor. All these unsuspecting nobles come for a party would be going to a funeral instead. 

Perhaps they’ll use the same flowers.

When I was unable to speak, the guard felt compelled to continue.

“The Countess of Baraque refused to be moved, but the rest of the wedding party got here this evening. Lady Rosalynd is two rooms down, Lord Hector is on the other side of the hall—”

He might have kept talking—I have no idea. Because at that very moment, a sudden burst of illumination pierced through the fog. My head twisted without permission, staring where he pointed.

Will.

“The Lady Rosalynd,” I echoed, trying to keep my voice from trembling. “You say she’s only two rooms down? Just beside my own chamber?”

In hindsight, it was incredibly transparent. But thanks to the mercy of some divine power, the guards didn’t take it that way. They shared a quick communicative glance, and seemed to draw the same conclusion. The woman’s hatred of me was an open secret. It made sense I’d be afraid.

Instead of answering directly, the guard gave me a rare smile.

“We are to stand here all night, milady. From dusk until dawn.”

I smiled and nodded, backing away into my room.

Speak for yourselves...

*  *  *
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THE DOOR SHUT CAREFULLY behind me and I rotated back around. Eric was still lying where I’d left him, just a short ways from the fire, sprawled out across the floor.

Of course he is. Did I think he was going to move?

With exaggerated caution I stepped in a wide circle around him, making my way swiftly to the window. The palace was indeed in a flurry of preparation—I could hear it well enough—but there was very little I could see from my window. From that first day I’d peered through the frosted glass I’d lamented its isolation, that anyone must be forced to live so removed from the rest of the world.

Tonight, such a thing would work in my favor.

If I can open the damn glass.

I stared speculatively at the latch, as I’d done so many times before. There was a chance it had been sabotaged on purpose, in preparation of my arrival. Perhaps it was simple neglect, or years of overuse. Whatever the case, I didn’t see how I could get it open now. Unless—

My cheeks flamed as I glanced at the sword behind me.

I’m already going to hell...

In a flash I snatched up the weapon, only to almost drop it all over again. It felt large and awkward in my hands. How had I handled it so easily before? After several false tries I managed to force the tip into the weathered latch, shaking it violently and without direction. Fortunately, the blade was sharp enough to require little precision. The worn metal snapped clean off, and for the first time in many more years than I would ever know a gust of fresh air swept into the chamber.

All at once, my breath came back to me. My arms shivered, but I wasn’t cold. I was simply ready. Ready for the next step. Ready to be away from this place—wherever that might be.

Without a moment’s hesitation, I swung open the glass and stepped out onto the narrow stone ledge that ran beneath the frame. It was far too small to be considered a balcony, barely wider than the width of my foot and with very few grips on the wall above. To fall would mean certain death. But to stay would mean certain death as well and I didn’t have far to go.

Just two rooms down.

With the patient consideration that came from nearly sixteen years of dragging frozen buckets of water up the side of a ravine, I proceeded forward—making sure each step was sure and balanced before placing one foot carefully in front of the other. It was slow work. What in reality ended up taking just minutes felt like hours as I inched along the side of the tower—keeping my attention fixed only on the task immediately in front of me and forbidding myself to look down.

When at last I reached the stone ledge of the next chamber, my arms were trembling and my strength was spent. A sudden movement frightened me, and I almost lost my grip right there before realizing it was my own reflection in the glass.

For a moment, I stared in silent fascination.

There was nothing familiar about the girl looking back at me, the one whose eyes shone with a feverish blend of adrenaline and tears. She was still wearing the flaming red dress from the hunt, with clawed fingers that dug into the windowsill and dark hair flying in a manic halo behind her.

There was something feral and beautiful there. Something not quite of this world.

Did I think she’d look different? Like a killer? Like a criminal awaiting trial?

We tilted our heads with the same question.

When did I start referring to us separately?

Only then did I look past the reflection to the darkened chamber inside. It was laid out exactly like mine. Lavish and spacious, with a sleeping area on one side and a miniature library bordering the hearth on the other. I looked away from the dying fire, squinting to better see.

Two people were lying in the middle of a large canopy bed. Both were fast asleep. Neither looked to be wearing any clothes. As I stood there the man shifted restlessly in his dreams, almost as if he felt someone watching. I leaned back as far as I was able, resting my fingertips against the glass.

Why did I come here? What did I hope to gain?

I could say with all honesty, I hadn’t known much love in my life. My father was absent, my mother was a ghost, and after the plague most everyone who lived outside Midlark regarded us with hatred and despair. No, I hadn’t known much love. So perhaps I hadn’t learned to miss it.

But what I felt for the beautiful man lying inside, trapped beneath the arm of another?

It was more than I could have dreamed.

And I would risk all that just to say goodbye? 

My shoulders fell with a quiet sigh as I gazed through the glass. No, I must not wake him. I must not involve him to any extent. The sin was mine and I would bear the punishment alone. No final kisses or parting words. The goodbye would be mine to bear alone as well.

I pressed my lips softly to the glass. Bowed my head and pressed my forehead to it as well.

Then, when I turned to go...my foot slipped on the ledge.

Will’s eyes flashed open, finding me at once in the dark. For a fleeting moment, he didn’t look surprised—as if he’d seen me just seconds before. Then his eyes widened and he slowly sat up on the bed, peeling the woman’s arm from his chest, blinking away the last remnants of sleep.

In hindsight, it’s a miracle he didn’t scream. Tear-stained and shivering, in a blood-red dress, I must have looked like some kind of ghost. Not to mention the fact I was clinging to his window.

But Will wasn’t the type to scream. His lips parted, but he didn’t make a sound. He just stared, wondering if he was really awake or still lost in the grip of a dream.

An errant tear slipped down my face.

In a flash, he was on his feet—slipping a dark robe over his shoulders as he silently made his way across the room. Our eyes met when he reached the glass, staring for a suspended moment before he motioned
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