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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.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​Find W.J. May


[image: ]


Website:

https://www.wjmaybooks.com

Facebook:

https://www.facebook.com/pages/Author-WJ-May-FAN-PAGE/141170442608149

Newsletter:

SIGN UP FOR W.J. May's Newsletter to find out about new releases, updates, cover reveals and even freebies!
https://www.wjmaybooks.com/subscribe

[image: C:\Users\Wanita\AppData\Local\Microsoft\Windows\INetCache\Content.Word\W.J. May Logo Black.png]

​​​​​​​

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Beginning’s End Series

[image: ]


[image: A picture containing text, bunch, different

Description automatically generated]

Beginnings

Curiosity

Scrutiny

Foresight

Disavow

Trickery

Wisdom

Decree

Influence

Prevail

Dignified

Honored

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​The Queen’s Alpha Series

[image: ]


[image: Timeline

Description automatically generated]

Eternal

Everlasting

Unceasing

Evermore

Forever

Boundless

Prophecy

Protected

Foretelling

Revelation

Betrayal

Resolved

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​The Omega Queen Series

[image: ]


[image: A picture containing text, posing, bunch, different

Description automatically generated]

Discipline

Bravery

Courage

Conquer

Strength

Validation

Approval

Blessing

Balance

Grievance

Enchanted

Gratified

Contents

Have You Read the C.o.K Series?

Find W.J. May

Beginning’s End Series

The Queen’s Alpha Series

The Omega Queen Series

Book 1

Beginnings Blurb:

Prologue

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Book 2

Curiosity Blurb:

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Book 3

Scrutiny Blurb:

Prologue

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Foresight Blurb

Beginning’s End Series

The Queen’s Alpha Series

The Omega Queen Series

Find W.J. May

More books by W.J. May

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Book 1


[image: ]


[image: Shape

Description automatically generated with medium confidence]

[image: A picture containing text

Description automatically generated]

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​Beginnings Blurb:

[image: ]


[image: A picture containing text

Description automatically generated]

USA Today Bestselling author, W.J. May, continues the highly anticipated bestselling YA/NA series about love, betrayal, magic and fantasy. 

Learn to fight—it is the only option...

You've read the ending, but there is a beginning to every story...

Centuries before the creation of the five kingdoms, when the great houses were still forming and the realm was ruled by the Fae, a small band of companions set out on a journey.

Kiera had never left her village. It was a stroke of luck that she wasn't there when the dragon attacked. Without any friends or family, without a shred of hope that anyone might believe her, she strikes off alone into the forest—looking for people that can help.

The world is new and untamed. The people are leaderless and wild. There has never been an alliance to unite them, but an alliance is exactly what the realm needs.

Because a darkness is coming.

One that threatens to consume them all...

Sometimes, it just takes a leap of faith...
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BE CAREFUL WHO YOU trust. Even the devil was once an angel.
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I never planned for this to happen.

If there’s one thing you could say for us, it’s that we didn’t plan much. Nothing we did was intended. All of our greatest moments, the bitterest of heartbreaks and most thrilling of adventures, seemed random strokes of luck.

Eden wouldn’t call it luck. He’d call it the stars.

Those little drips of fortune were etched into the cosmos long before any of us were born. The story is already written, he’d always say. There’s no point in avoiding such things; the only thing that’s left is to play our part.

Well, we played our part. And I’d like to think we did it well...
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“Those fish heads aren’t going to chop themselves!”

The girl stared down at her hands. Pale from too little sunlight. Scarred from cooking over an open fire. Beneath the grease stains were calluses reserved for those who gripped reins all day, or devoted their lives to the swing of a sword. She’d gotten hers from decapitating fish.

“Kiera!”

She startled back to the present as a door swung open and the sounds of a crowded tavern filtered inside. A discordant chorus of voices, punctuated every few seconds with a deafening shout for more ale. Those two words haunted her dreams. It didn’t help that she slept above the tavern.

“Nice of you to join us.”

The man scowling in the doorway could hardly be counted as a man at all. While the general shape was there, he was sporting an extra three feet in every direction. It made him invaluable as the proprietor of such a rowdy establishment, and somewhat difficult when it came to stairs.

“The fish,” he repeated slowly, as if she couldn’t be counted on to remember. “I needed that stew to be ready ages ago. The people are hungry.”

That stew will make them ill.

Instead of voicing this opinion aloud she gave a sarcastic salute and poured a bucket of freshly caught trout upon the counter, grabbing a cleaver as the man slipped back through the door.

I shouldn’t have done that.

Her cheeks flushed with belated guilt as she gave the blade a cursory rinse.

She was lucky to have a job. So many people didn’t. Since scraping its way through an especially bleak winter, work in the tiny village had been scarce. Fortunately, for all his menace and bluster, the proprietor was actually a good man. He kept her on staff. And no matter what might be happening in the rest of the world, there remained a universal truth: people always needed a drink.

With the skilled hands of one who’d done it many times before she positioned the fish and swung the blade fiercely, imagining each one to be the face of a recent patron. A goblin who tried to walk out on his bill. A shifter who’d grabbed her around the waist as she tried to pass by.

There were more than enough to keep her occupied, and before long she was merrily hacking away—dreaming now of bigger things: ogres and giants and trolls. Some people might fend them off with swords and spears, but she didn’t need anything more than her handy cleaver. They fell, one after the other, crumbling to the floor in a revolting display of blood and gore. Some tried to flee in terror before feeling the kiss of her deadly blade. Some were screaming for—

“More ale!”

She paused with the cleaver still raised above her, a ribbon of piscine blood trailing up the inside of her arm. The fish were quickly abandoned, dumped into a large pot as she hurried out of the kitchen and back to the main bar—grabbing two pitchers as she went.

Marcel, her fellow bartender, was in the corner with some fishermen, trying to settle what was quickly escalating into a violent dispute. Talbot, the proprietor, had taken his place behind the bar, watching the crowd with one eye as the other measured drinks.

“Busy night,” he murmured, unfazed by the general clamor as he continued to pour. “Did you finish with the fish?”

She swept up beside him, tying back her hair. “I annihilated them...”

He chuckled under his breath, flicking a piece of tail from her shoulder then quickly easing the frothing pitchers from her hand. “It’s too festive out there tonight. Why don’t you stay behind the counter? Pour the whiskey. Let me handle the ale.”

Festive. Tavern code for ‘dangerous’. It was the word they used when it was a little too full, tempers were a little too heated, and the men had already been served a little too much drink.

Marcel had no such codes, but he didn’t need them. The man was part shifter.

“Are you sure?” she asked, trying to hide her relief. “It’s no problem.”

The man nodded, squinting slightly, like he’d gotten something in his eye. It was a dance they’d done many times. A brusque series of grunts and deflections, hiding the affection beneath.

He was gone a moment later, leaving her alone behind the bar.

Pour the whiskey...

The first time she’d wandered into such an establishment several years before, she’d felt each layer of chaos and mayhem like it was a tangible thing. An invisible mist that could be shoved aside when necessary. Or, left untended, would suffocate as it swelled to envelop the entire room.

She remembered being almost knocked down by the force of it, as if the swelling crescendo of impatient voices and the frenetic energy underneath was a gale strong enough to blow her away.

Of course, she’d only been ten or eleven at the time—highly susceptible to such nonsense.

The subsequent years had hardened her, the way life in a village hardened everyone. Like a new stone left to tumble slowly down the length of a well.

You’d be smooth once you reached the bottom.

But you could never see the sunlight quite the same.

There was a swell in the general commotion as the door was flung open and a group of shifters swept inside. Most of them tended to stay on the eastern side of the forest with the rest of their pack, but in a rare bit of cooperation they were helping the villagers clear some of the trees that had fallen in a recent storm. They were being well-paid for their efforts. The whiskey would be on the house.

“By the gods!” A raven-haired man detached from the rest of them, collapsing onto a rickety bar stool with a roguish wink. “I believe you’re even lovelier than the last time I saw you!”

Kiera flashed a tight smile, already reaching for the bottle. “Can I get you a shot?”

He caught her wrist, grinning all the while. “Only if you pour one for yourself.”

Her eyes flickered down to his fingers, but that fixed smile remained. There were many levels of escalation that needed to happen before she would consider calling for someone. Most of those levels could be deflected with little more than a smile and a drink.

“Ah, but then who would be steady enough to hold the bottle?” she asked teasingly, tapping her head as though she’d thought it through. “It’s the start of a long night, we must think ahead.”

He laughed louder than was appropriate, already having downed a pint of ale on the walk over. Those fingers loosened of their own accord, pointing to his own head in solidarity. Then he picked up the drink and shoved down a few seats further to make room for the others.

They took no notice of the girl behind the counter. They were caught in a story instead.

“—wedged in the fork of two redwoods. Heavy, it was. And covered in such thick branches, we could not dislodge it with all our combined might.”

“And you summoned the men from—”

“Yes, we summoned the men from Alger. But it wasn’t enough,” the storyteller replied impatiently. “But listen, that’s not the point. A deer wandered out from the forest. No idea why it didn’t shy from the noise—the thing must have been a touch mad. It walked straight up to us, sniffing at the air, pausing a moment beneath the trees...and that’s when the thing gave way!”

He slapped the countertop, to a roar of surprise from the others.

“I’ve never seen an animal move so fast,” he continued, wiping his face, “but its hind legs were pinned, and the front could do nothing but scramble! You should have heard the squeals!”

There was a bark of laughter as the wolves bantered amongst themselves—never bothered by such things. The rest of the tavern continued on as usual. Only the girl had frozen in place.

“What happened to the deer?” she asked without thinking.

She usually tried to keep free of such conversations, but her curiosity had been piqued.

The man who had been speaking looked up in surprise, not realizing she’d been listening along to the story. His eyes swept her up and down before answering, resting on certain parts.

“We cut its throat. It’s drying out in the village barn.”

She blinked, then smiled. “Try the soup.”

The rest of the night passed in similar fashion—an increasingly intoxicated parade of people who blurred the line between man and beast. That mist was there, pulsing as though it had a life of its own, but she was skilled at navigating it by now. She simply kept out of the way, doing exactly what she was supposed to. Smiling, diverting, pouring the drinks. There were times her mind wandered away completely, and she was anchored only by the practiced movement of her hands.

Oddly enough, there was something almost serene about it. Unlike all those other times of the day—folding the beds, washing the linens, gathering food for breakfast—no one was speaking directly to her, asking things that required more than a quick dip of the wrist. She could detach until the clamor was nothing more than a distant hum, reveling in the quiet peace of her own thoughts.

The deer was an ache, one that would linger long after the men were sleeping off the night’s follies. She had always been overly-attached to such things, cording with instant sentimentality.

Perhaps I could search that part of the woods in the morning, she thought to herself, hands flitting over the various bottles. Make sure it wasn’t a mother who left behind some young. I could even—

“May I get a shot of whiskey?”

She turned in surprise, staring at the man who’d just sat down at the counter.

His accent was unfamiliar. As were his manners.

“I’m sorry?” she echoed, forcing herself back to the present.

His eyes twinkled as his lips curved into the faintest of smiles.

“Oh...you were miles away. Why don’t you tell me about it?” he asked cheerfully, leaning back in his chair. “Then we can be there together.”

She blinked quickly, sure she must have misheard.

The village was smaller than most, but situated close enough to a major road to receive the occasional traders or merchants as they passed through. The tavern was home to them all, and over the years she’d made a delighted study of every creature who stepped through its doors.

But she had never seen this man before. She would have remembered.

“We can be there together?” she repeated, eyes drifting over the mop of golden curls and dimpled cheeks. “I’m sorry...have we wandered into a play?”

He let out a burst of laughter, unconcerned with the people bustling round. “Perhaps just a whiskey, then. I can soothe my wounded pride.”

She smiled at this, perhaps her only genuine smile since the moment she’d woken up. They locked eyes for a fleeting moment as she poured the thick amber liquid into a glass.

It wasn’t just the accent, though that alone was peculiar. And it wasn’t just his clothes, though they were fitted in a way she didn’t recognize. Everything about the man—from his handsome face, to the way his fingers wrapped around the glass—everything was something new.

“My name is Charles.”

He ignored the drink and extended his hand.

She hesitated a moment, then shook it. “Kiera.”

It was the first time in longer than she could remember that she’d been the one to reach across the counter. Most days were spent politely fending off people that were reaching the opposite way towards her. Marcel glanced up from across the room, throwing her a questioning look. She waved him off with a discreet flick of her fingers, flashing the man another tentative smile.

“Are you helping with repairs from the storm?” She looked him over curiously, lingering on the strange rings adorning the fingers of both hands. “I haven’t seen you with the rest of the shifters.”

“You haven’t seen me with them, because I’m not a wolf,” he said plainly, downing half the whiskey in a single shot. “But I suspect you already knew that.”

She leaned back in surprise, freezing with a towel in hand. “What do you mean?”

“You’re standing behind the bar,” he answered, studying her with that same irrepressible smile. “The person behind the bar notices everything.”

...an unlikely observation.

She went out on a limb. “Have you ever done it yourself?”

He nodded once, swirling the rest of his drink. “For a few months, when I was younger. You must be quite the woman,” he mused, never taking his eyes from hers. “To stand on your own in a crowd such as this.”

Even as he spoke, a fight broke out between two men on the far side of the tavern. A clumsy, drunken brawl that overturned the table where they were sitting and sent a spray of glass and ale flying across the room. Their companions shouted in alarm, then laughed uncontrollably.

Talbot closed his eyes with a grimace, heading off to find the broom.

“It isn’t always so bad,” she lied easily, pouring two replacement pints that were quickly whisked away. “The wolves are a bit enthusiastic. Especially when they’ve had a few drinks. But for the most part, we serve only the local villagers. People I’ve known all my life.”

He considered this a moment, then shook his head with a frown.

“But wouldn’t that make it harder? At least with the shifters there’s a level of anonymity between you—along with the counter. They come only for the drinks, not to force conversation.”

Again...unlikely.

She raised her eyebrows delicately, flashing an innocent smile. “You think a stranger cannot force conversation?”

He laughed quietly, bowing his head. “Fair point.”

“Kiera!” Talbot called from across the room, kneeling on the floor and trying to clean up the pile of broken glass as the shifters cavorted around him. “Can I get a little—”

“Yes, I’m coming.”

She snatched up another towel and joined him without a second thought, sinking to the floor and mopping up the larger puddles of ale as he swept away glittering shards of glass and threw them into a bin. It was the third pair of cups that had been broken that week. This in a time where such things were costly and hard to acquire. She was surprised he hadn’t already started—

“Bloody animals,” he growled under his breath, shooting vicious glances at anyone who would dare to challenge him. “We should feed them in troughs outside.”

There it is.

She laughed nervously, following his gaze.

“Come now, you don’t mean that. You can’t deny they liven up the place.”

They also have damn good hearing. Even when drunk.

Especially when drunk.

Talbot made a derisive noise, thoroughly unconcerned with such things. The man was built roughly along the lines of a small yak. He could afford to be invested in tumblers, not reprisals.

“I’m surprised you even noticed,” he muttered, knocking aside a chair to extract a far-flung piece of glass. “Here I thought you could see no further than the dandy at the bar.”

“The dandy,” she snorted with a grin. “How old are you?”

Their eyes met and the grin faded.

“I mean...why did you call him that?”

The man sat back on his heels, huffing with exertion. He pulled a cloth from his pocket, wiping it across his brow before casting a quick look back towards the counter.

“Nice shoes, nice clothes, soft hands.” He turned back to the floorboards, giving them a merciless sweep with the broom. “He also wears more jewelry than my wife.”

Having met Talbot’s wife, this was not surprising.

She decided to keep this opinion to herself.

“He actually seems rather sweet,” she murmured, almost to herself. Sweet being a relative term. “At the very least, he isn’t boasting about eviscerating helpless forest creatures.”

Talbot shot her a strange look before returning his gaze to the pack of shifters—clearly fantasizing about eviscerating a handful of forest creatures himself.

They finished cleaning in silence, then a raucous cry echoed up from the bar. A line had formed in the brief time she’d been away, and those waiting were already growing restless.

“I thought I told you to pour the whiskey,” Talbot said irritably, using a chair as leverage to push to his feet. “More than twelve at the bar isn’t a line—it’s a problem.”

She stood up as well, waving the soiled cloth she’d used on the ale. “You also told me to help you clean. I only have two hands.”

“Well, that’s not very practical,” he interrupted, giving her a shove towards the counter. “Go deal with that, I’ll finish up over here. Someone needs to teach these wolves a lesson in manners.”

Most days, she would have delighted in watching him do exactly that. But the floorboards were literally trembling beneath the horde of impatient feet, so she hurried back to the bar.

“All right, gentlemen.” She wove her way through the crowd, slipping again behind the counter. “What can I get for everyone?”

A chorus of voices rang out in reply, most of them demanding the same thing with a few notable exceptions. There was a clattering of glass and a clinking of bottles as she poured with both hands—flashing a quick look at the huntsman who’d asked for a glass of herbal tea.

“That will take a moment longer,” she warned, tucking back strands of messy hair as the bulk of the crowd drifted back across the room. “I’ll need to put the kettle on.”

He inclined his head as a trio of rowdy shifters escaped Talbot’s sanctimonious lecture on property damage and pushed their way back to the bar. They were younger than the rest, new to the pack and bursting with adrenaline. The flood of whiskey coursing through their veins didn’t help.

“—just telling you what I saw.” One of them swayed unsteadily before collapsing on a stool beside the counter. “The man looked just as we do...prettier, perhaps. But he was definitely a fae. He had the pointed ears and the bow and everything. Didn’t speak to us, just got on his horse and left.”

“That’s nothing,” another slurred, sitting beside him. “I saw a vampire once.”

His companions laughed uproariously. “You did not!”

“I most certainly did!” the man insisted fiercely, looking between them. “He was coming out of a tavern just like this one, near Galt. Do you doubt my word, Luther?”

His friend missed all those warning signs, surveying him with a wicked grin.

“If you’d actually seen a vampire, there’s no way you’d be sitting with us today. We’d be here drinking, toasting your memory, while your body floated peacefully downstream.”

The shifter pushed abruptly to his feet, toppling the chair behind him. His friends were quick to follow, but a second before anyone could speak Keira slid casually in between them.

“Maybe he did see a vampire,” she ventured, turning the chair upright and easing a fresh drink into their clenched hands. “Maybe...we’re speaking to his ghost.”

There was a moment of precarious silence, then the shifters burst out laughing.

...thank the gods.

It was a fundamental rule she had broken. If one didn’t have abilities beyond what was natural, one mustn’t insert themselves into the quarrels of those who did. It didn’t help that she was a woman, or that she scarcely outbalanced the weight of their combined cloaks.

But the fates must have been smiling that night.

And Talbot couldn’t handle another broken glass.

The wolves were still laughing as she slipped around the counter, toasting her cleverness before vanishing into the crowd. She stared after them a moment, then remembered the kettle.

Herbal tea.

“Like I said...quite the woman.”

She glanced up in surprise to see Charles still perched upon a stool near the end of the bar, watching the commotion and slowly nursing the rest of his drink.

When their eyes met, he raised the glass in a playful salute.

“Simple pragmatism,” she replied. “Spend four years working in a room dominated by drunken men, you learn the best way to navigate these kinds of situations is through humor.”

And copious amounts of alcohol.

“You seem well up to the task,” he admitted, flashing a quick glance at a shifter who reached covertly across the counter, fishing a bottle from the shelves. “But I wonder if you enjoy it.”

“If I enjoy it?” Kiera echoed back, laughing aloud at the idea as she slapped the errant wolf on the hand. “Where do you come from, sir? For I must one day travel there myself.”

His eyes twinkled as he surveyed her across the bar.

“No time like the present. I’m leaving at daybreak for the western shore. There are grand ships there, I’ve heard. Ships that travel to lands yet unseen. I would like to sail upon one of these myself.” He paused a moment, weighing his next words. “I would like you to come with me.”

She nodded along with a smile, wiping up the counter. “Ah...I see.”

A ringing silence fell between them, and the smile faded as she lifted her gaze.

Amidst the drunken pandemonium around them the man was sitting in perfect stillness, staring as though they were the only two people left in the world. The commotion itself seemed to retreat from the edges of him, fading into the periphery, driven back by that unnatural calm.

“You jest,” she said flatly. “You wish me to come with you to the eastern shore?”

“The western shore,” he corrected with a smile. “Though any shoreline will do.”

A pair of voices summoned her from the opposite side of the bar, but she remained where she was standing—locked in the hypnotic gaze of those twinkling eyes.

“You are mad.” She tried to smile, seeking refuge in the script, but found the skill beyond her reach. “We met each other only a few moments ago, and now you want me to travel alongside you to the western shore so the two of us can board a ship together and sail into the unknown?”

He nodded slowly, fingers tracing the rim of his drink.

“I suspect we’ll kiss at some point along the way, but that’s the long and short of it.”

She let out a breath of laughter, blushing in spite of herself.

“You are mad,” she repeated gently, trying to ease him into the idea. “You surely realize this? I cannot have been the first person to have told you.”

He merely smiled, nodding again. “I have heard something along those lines. Always from the most satisfied of women.”

She laughed again in spite of herself, forgetting all those hard-learned lessons for a split second and allowing herself to consider. Allowing herself to dream.

“And suppose you don’t like me?” she teased, planting a hand on her hip. “Suppose we get halfway out to sea, then you decide there’s a girl you might have liked better?”

He rubbed at the stubble on his chin with a serious expression.

“You’re right, I hadn’t thought of that.” He considered a second longer, then glanced up as the answer presented itself. “I suppose we should test that part out right away. Just to make sure we’re both compatible. It’s not the way I would have preferred, it’s just simple pragmatism—I’m sure you’ll understand.”

This time she laughed in earnest, finding herself back on familiar ground.

“Yes, of course. Makes sense.”

The voices called again and she hurried to fill their order, tossing an empty bottle into the bin only to find the man sitting in the exact same position as before. He watched as she went about her duties, pouring drinks and dishing out soup, but never moved a single inch on the chair.

“It was not all a jest,” he said abruptly, staring with a peculiar expression. “While I would like very much to kiss you, I have no expectation of such a thing. But the offer is real.”

He stared a moment longer, then cocked his head with a smile.

“Would you come away with me? Pick a spot on the map and leave this place behind?”

Her lips parted uncertainly as the question hung between them, hovering like a life raft amidst all that churning chaos of the crowd. She pulled in a breath to answer, completely unsure as to what she might say, when Talbot’s voice rang out across the tavern.

“Keira—we need some more water! There’s a pail hanging out back.”

Her eyes flew across the tavern to see him kneeling beside the fire, poking at something in the caldron with a pointed metal stick. By the time she glanced back Charles had laid some coins upon the counter and was picking up a bottle, a mischievous smile playing about his lips.

“Hurry back,” he said with a wink. “Adventure awaits.”

*   *   *
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KIERA GRABBED THE BUCKET off the nail and hurried out into the night—heading towards the nearby stream with it banging against her leg every other step.

She had received such propositions many times before. She had bantered with men across the counter many times before. But never had it struck her quite the same way.

There was something alarmingly genuine about Charles. The way he spoke, the words he chose, the way he smiled. Talbot was right—he had soft, unused hands. That was real gold he’d set down upon the counter. There was a chance he wasn’t just drunk and he wasn’t just crazy.

There was a chance his offer was actually real.

Does it matter?

For almost eighteen years, she had lived in the village. The house where she’d been born stood empty just a stone’s throw away. She knew every inch of it, had climbed every tree in the surrounding forest. But in those rare quiet moments, she always found herself gazing the other way.

It was an addiction, her mother used to say. She was addicted to the horizon.

Aching dreams turned into restless fantasies. Those fantasies grew strong enough to consume. Catching her in fleeting moments of distraction—turning her eyes to the clouds.

It wasn’t a lack of contentment. A thick skin was needed to survive life in such a tiny village, and she was grateful for everything she already had. It was merely a compulsion. A nameless stirring that had guided her feet and shaped every thought just as much as her childhood teachers.

One that made it difficult to let such an offer merely slide away.

Perhaps it does matter and perhaps he speaks in earnest. She knelt at the side of the stream, letting the icy water fill the bucket to the brim. Perhaps in a few weeks’ time, we could be stepping aboard a ship.

For a moment, the idea was so ridiculous that she laughed aloud—quieting herself quickly and glancing around the surrounding woods. But the smile lingered even after she pushed to her feet, playing around the corners of her lips as she started walking back to the village.

Could you imagine? The western shore...

And that’s when it happened.

There was a sound like a hurricane as the air around her suddenly shifted—lifting her hair skywards before flattening her suddenly into the ground. She let out a silent yelp, peeling her face from the pine needles, only to scream in earnest as a wave of fire poured out of the sky.

The heat of it was incredible.

Even so far away it scorched through her, singeing the edges of her dress and blistering the skin on the backs of her hands. Her body curled of its own accord as her arms flew protectively over her head, but even then it only took a second to realize she wasn’t the only one screaming.

NO!

She lifted her eyes again, tear-stained and bleary, to see the distant rooftop of the tavern vanish in the blaze of that impossible fire. The screams that had managed to pierce the forest were immediately silenced as the entire village was devoured in a raging inferno. Burning alive for a single, horrifying instant before disappearing without a single trace.

“...no.”

A tremor shook through her body. She rose halfway to her knees, then convulsed at the waist and promptly threw up. By the time she straightened, the smoke had overtaken her.

She retched again, gasping for air, then stumbled instinctively to her feet and raced in the opposite direction—towards the clearer air. There was no longer any sense of direction. It was impossible to see farther than her own hands. At many points, she tripped and fell over. Even then she kept moving, dragging herself frantically across the ground.

It wasn’t until she reached the edge of the suffocating cloud that she saw it, squinting up through the swirling clouds of smoke. It was only an instant, only a vague outline. One that would be challenged many times in the days to come. One that she could never forget.

That can’t be... A dragon?

Then she blacked out.
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​Chapter 2
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When Kiera’s eyes fluttered open several hours later, the heat from the fire had vanished and the air around her felt abruptly cold. She shivered the second she was conscious, wrapping her arms around her chest before slowly picking herself up off the ground.

There were a few blissful seconds when she told herself that it couldn’t have happened. Her mind was playing tricks on her. She’d made the whole thing up. Unwilling to turn around and look, she stayed in those seconds as long as she physically could. Then her eyes drifted down to her dress.

It was black in some parts, gone in others. An entire sleeve had vanished, while the hem of the rose-colored skirt was drenched in soot and frayed to the knees.

Then there were her hands.

She lifted them slowly in front of her face, staring in cold astonishment at the raw and blistered skin. She had been so far away when it happened. How could they possibly—

She turned all at once—not just looking, but running back towards the village as fast as her legs could carry her. In the delirium following the blaze, she hadn’t scrambled away nearly as far as her dizzied mind had led her to believe. She was only a short way from the stream where she’d stopped to fill the bucket. The village would come into sight only a little ways after.

By some random compulsion, she picked up the bucket. One of the only things to have remained perfectly upright without a single drop spilled. Half of it splashed across her bare legs as she carried it along with her, swinging it wildly by her side as she—

In the space of a single heartbeat, she froze where she stood.

Except...I won’t see the village. Because the village isn’t there. Because the fire wasn’t random, it was an attack. And it came from a—

She stopped herself cold. Unable to think the word.

Like a frightened child her gaze travelled onward through the trees, but her feet refused to move any farther. She stood there instead, shuffling nervously, casting petrified glances towards the sky. Then all at once, she started walking in the opposite direction.

“Help,” she breathed the word aloud, angling out of the smoking forest and towards the narrow road. “That’s what I need—to find some help.”

It was that prospect alone that kept her going, the desperate desire to lay that terrible word at someone else’s feet that kept her from fainting once again and freezing outside in the woods.

Of course, it wasn’t until she’d stumbled a few miles farther that she realized the other rather obvious side to her task. It wasn’t just to tell people about what happened.

She needed to warn them as well.

“A dragon.” She forced herself to say the word, casting another terrified look at the sky as she did. “That’s what I saw...a dragon.”

Except it was a dragon like no other. A dragon that even her childhood books and travelers’ fables had never brought to life. There was such a thing as dragons, this much was fact. And while they were said to have lived far away and died out long ago, the general picture of them was clear.

A giant fire-breathing lizard with wings. There was little reason to describe them further, because that much alone was sure to kill you. The talons, the fangs? The fact that they were said to have tracked their prey for hundreds of miles? None of that mattered. A dragon was a dragon. And whether or not they were truly extinct, they were recognizable to everyone in the known world.

This one was different.

This one had three heads. 

Three heads?

For the second time that day, her feet abruptly stopped walking. The rest of her continued obliviously forward, falling onto her elbows in a pile of shriveled leaves.

How is that possible?

She trembled with belated terror, remembering that suspended moment when she’d looked up at the sky. It had been nearly impossible to see anything through the smoke. Even when she was directly beneath the creature all she’d been able to glimpse was a slice of wings, the flicker of fire.

But when it had turned towards the ground, the smoke had cleared and she’d seen with perfect clarity the three writhing necks, the six pairs of yellow eyes glaring down upon her village.

A sob caught in her throat, blurring her sight with tears.

Talbot...Marcel...my friends...the school-mistress...

Even the pack of shifters, there only by coincidence, had met the same terrible fate. Every person she’d ever known, every place she’d ever gone...vanished in a single instant.

Except it wasn’t in an instant, she thought bitterly, feeling a warm spark of anger for the first time. They had time enough to feel it. They had time enough to scream.

A kind of hatred the likes of which she’d never known swept down upon her, lifting her with a strange grace back to her feet. The road was freezing and the night had only just begun, but that fatigue had inexplicably lifted and there was nothing but hard determination in her eyes.

I’m going to tell the world what happened here. And we’re going to tear that dragon straight out of the sky.

If she’d had the sense to think about those next few steps, she might have thought the first task to be a challenge and the second to be borderline impossible. If she’d paused a moment to take a breath she might have considered things further, come up with something resembling a plan.

But with that tear-stained vengeance propelling her forward she could do nothing but march down the center of the road, vowing not to stop until she found someone willing to listen.

It would be the start of a very long night...

*   *   *
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IT WAS ALMOST DAWN by the time she saw the first wagon, the first of what turned out to be a caravan of four or five more. They were farmers, by the looks of them. The kind of people who’d trained themselves to rise an hour before the sun in order to bring to the market the freshest crops.

Kiera stared for a long moment, dead on her feet, trying to convince herself the caravan was real. Then she took off running towards them—calling out in desperation and waving her arms.

In hindsight...not the best first impression.

“Help me!” she shrieked, clutching at her tattered dress when it began to fall. “Someone please, you have to help me! I’m from the village of Cattaling! There’s been an attack!”

It was only because she’d said the name of the place that anyone paused to listen to the rest of it. Even then, two of the wagons veered towards the edge of the road to avoid her. Even in the larger villages, bound by some degree of community, life was such that people didn’t take chances. One didn’t side with the victim. One simply learned to avoid those who had become too strong.

“Please help me!” she cried again, making an effort to lower her voice. “The village has been burned to the ground! There is nothing left!”

This caught some attention.

An older man riding up front pulled on the reins to his donkey, bringing his cart to a gradual stop. The two behind him followed suit, craning their necks to hear what was being said.

“You are speaking of Cattaling?” he repeated, looking her up and down with weathered eyes. “The village between the crest of the woods and the Ierforth River?”

She had never known the river had been named. By the time it had wound its way to the forest beside her home, it had narrowed to nothing more than a stream.

“I have just come from there,” she answered quickly, nodding at top speed. “The entire place has been destroyed—burned to cinders and ash.”

The man stared a moment before glancing back at his cart.

“We were just heading in that direction,” he murmured, almost to himself. “To bring some harvest to a pack of shifters staying in the town. I had just received a raven—”

“The shifters are dead,” she interrupted, glancing at another wagon that had stopped to listen in the middle of the road. “They are all...dead.” Her voice choked up, catching on the word, but she forced herself forward. “Please—you must help me! We need to spread the word!”

A series of uneasy looks passed between those riding atop the wagons. A pair of children ventured curiously from the one in the back, but their nervous mother hurried them back inside.

“You say there was an attack?”

She turned her gaze to another man standing beside the horses. There was a grim set to his mouth and he spoke the words sternly—like there was a chance she was making the story up.

“But it’s done already,” another murmured, not meeting her eyes. “There’s nothing left.”

If she hadn’t looked so tragic, there was a chance he wouldn’t have even averted his gaze. As it stood he merely climbed back onto his mare, tugging the reins to turn the creature’s shaggy head.

“No, wait—”

“Answer me, girl.” The stern man raised his voice to summon her attention, speaking for the rest of the group. “The village was burned to the ground? Who was it that attacked you?”

She pulled in a quick breath, approaching the tenuous part of her story.

While the villages themselves had close ties, that sense of community didn’t generally extend to include each other. The roads weren’t safe, and travel was generally limited. The man was asking only from a sense of self-preservation, to keep the threat from spreading from one place to the next.

If it was a reasonably-matched opponent, perhaps something might be done.

...this is not a reasonably-matched opponent.

“It...it wasn’t a group of people,” she began uncertainly, angling her hands so they might see the blisters and blood. “It was a creature.” The roadside stilled with an expectant pause and she let out a quiet sigh, knowing she would have to say the rest. “...it was a dragon.”

For a split second, nothing happened.

Then there was a wooden creak as the carts began to move on.

“Wait—I’m not lying!” she called, watching in dismay as they rolled past her. Those riding along either glared openly or avoided her eyes. “It was a dragon, I swear it! A massive dragon flying over the forest—raining fire down from the sky!”

Most of the wagons had turned around to return home, apparently deciding that while the girl was clearly traumatized and raving, the village had most likely been destroyed.

In the days to come, they would no doubt speculate as to what had done it. Perhaps a band of mercenaries or a plague. Or perhaps a fire gone out of control. She was covered in burns, after all.

A pair of them even continued moving forward, as if she was merely some lunatic roaming the side of the road and the village would be there just as it always was.

She watched them roll away in silence, already knowing what they would find.

“I swear it,” she whispered after them, tears sliding down her cheeks. “It was a dragon.”

*   *   *
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FOR THE NEXT HOUR SHE continued shuffling down the road, feeling the hurts she’d sustained sharpen into painful clarity. Scuffing her boots against the deep grooves worn into the dirt.

The vengeful rage that was driving her had long since subsided and she was left feeling suddenly adrift—considering problems that had been lost in the initial shock.

I have no food or water. I have no money or relations. I have no clothes when this dress falls to pieces.

I have no home.

The walk itself became somewhat ironic. There was nothing left behind her, but there was no greater certainty of anything that lay up ahead. The world had narrowed to the journey itself.

And she was near the point of defeat.

“Damn it,” she cursed under her breath, kneeling down to massage a bruised ankle.

What she wouldn’t give for a cloth and some warm water. In the mother of all ironies, what she wouldn’t give for a cup of herbal tea. More than anything, she wanted desperately to sleep. But the forest was full of predators that could tear her to pieces, and the road itself was little better.

Between the bandits, mercenaries, and dark whims of fellow travelers, there wasn’t a single person in her village who hadn’t encountered some kind of trouble at some point in their lives.

Except for Talbot, but the man’s an ox. Who in their right mind would consider—

She froze where she stood, tears pouring down her face.

How could they just be gone? No longer there from one moment to the next? How could it all be so sudden? So fragile? It felt like a story that happened to someone else, one she would think about with a pang of sympathy, tucked under the blankets of her bed. How could the story be hers?

For a brief moment, she thought of the man she’d met right before it all happened. His handsome face lit with the thrill of adventure, that mischievous twinkle dancing in his eyes.

For whatever reason, it was the image of his face that stayed with her as the ground gave out beneath her and she collapsed in the center of the road. For what could have been minutes or hours, she simply lay there—drifting in and out of consciousness, eyes fluttering open and shut.

The last thing she remembered was a pair of boots walking slowly towards her, each step clouding the air with dust. They came to a stop just inches away as a distant voice echoed above.

“Now what do we have here?”

She pulled in a breath to answer, then let out a sneeze.

Then the world faded to black.
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​Chapter 3
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Kiera woke up to the smell of burnt carrots.

...this must be a dream.

Her eyes fluttered open slowly, trying to focus as they drifted around the shadows.

It was night—that much was certain. And she appeared to be indoors. But indoors was a relative term, given that she could scarcely see past the flickering light of a fire, and for the life of her she couldn’t imagine what had—

WHERE the HECK are my CLOTHES?!

She let out a gasp, clutching at the fabric that had slipped to her waist the moment she’d tried to push to her feet. Her body crumpled a moment later, curving in on itself as she scrambled to pull the blanket back over her skin. Not a blanket, she realized suddenly. It was a cloak.

Her gaze rose once more, travelling from the stone beneath her fingers to the curved walls and domed roof made of exactly the same uneven grey. A breath caught in her chest, a silent scream.

I’m naked...in a cave.

Living every young woman’s worst nightmare.

The sound of footsteps echoed from somewhere outside. Just a soft crunch of leaves, but her eyes widened in terror. Without stopping to think she grabbed a log from the fire and raced towards the entrance, hiding herself as best she could behind a curve in the rock.

Not exactly the most discreet weapon, given that it was currently on fire, but she’d been left with few options. She froze perfectly still as footsteps got closer, raising it high above her head.

And when the figure of a man stepped inside—

“Hey!”

He ducked with a shout and caught the log with a single hand, staring in astonishment at the wild-eyed girl who’d just swung it towards his head with her full might. For a moment it looked as though he might want to talk about that a bit, but he was unable to get past the surprise.

“You’re awake.” He glanced down at the satchel of herbs that had fallen to the floor when she attacked. “I was just trying to—”

“Get away from me!”

She took off running a second later, shoving him for good measure as she sprinted clumsily towards the trees. The heavy fabric tanged around her legs, but she managed to keep going. Her body was shaking, just barely managing to stay on her feet. It was only then she was forced to acknowledge that it was the middle of the night and she had no earthly idea where she was going.

She also wasn’t wearing any shoes.

She threw a fleeting glance over her shoulder, only to see that he hadn’t followed her. He was merely standing by the entrance of the cave, watching as she hurried away. A sense of hesitation came over her, chipping away at that panicked momentum.

That’s when she saw that he was shivering. The cloak she was wearing was his own.

Please don’t make me regret this...

“What is this place?” she called from afar, stopping within the line of the trees and staring back like a frightened animal. “What am I doing here?”

He answered slowly, keeping both hands in sight.

“You’re in the woods, not far from the village of Capua. I was heading to meet a group of fishermen camped alongside the river and found you lying in the middle of the road. There was nothing for miles, no trace of where you’d come from...so I carried you here.”

He paused then, letting her interpret that information however she wished.

She considered a moment, then decided to be skeptical.

“You undressed me,” she accused, leveling a finger at his chest.

“I didn’t,” he responded quickly. “Your clothes were in bad shape. They fell apart when I lifted you from the road—but you have been covered every moment since. You have my word.”

Given the present circumstances, it seemed the most trivial of matters. But she found herself reassured all the same. That’s when she noticed the bandages on her hands.

“What—”

“Those were in bad shape, too.” He lowered his voice, remembering the blood. “Burned, from the look of it.” He gestured to the fallen herbs at his feet. “I was trying to make you a balm...”

He trailed into silence, and for a moment the two of them just stood there. While she might have slept through the beginning of their introduction, the next few steps would be hers.

She glanced over her shoulder to the forest before tentatively meeting his eyes.

“It’s very cold...”

He tilted his head with the trace of a smile. “It’s warmer by the fire.”

*   *   *
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ONLY MOMENTS LATER the pair was sitting in front of the dancing flames, knees folded beneath them, watching in absolute silence as he rubbed the herbal salve into the raw skin on her hands.

It was tedious work, though not as painful as it might have been. The one thing it gave her was time. Clear, uninterrupted time in which she might study him in secret.

He was young, probably only a year or two older than she was, with hair the color of dark chestnuts and eyes of a startling green. His head was often tilted downwards, focused on his work, but the glimpses she saw carried a particular kind of beauty. There was a gracefulness to him that tempered the edges of that inherent strength. And his body, while lean and muscled, attended to hers with a surprising amount of care—one that made her suddenly wonder if he had any children.

“My mother taught me this when I was young,” he murmured, winding the strips of cloth in a tight circle around her palm. “I’m afraid I’m not very good.”

Whether or not he possessed the skill, the sting in her hands immediately lessened. She lifted them with a touch of surprise, turning them back and forth as she flexed her fingers.

He watched in silence, brow furrowing with a thoughtful frown. “Those are some serious burns. Were you cooking or something?”

...was I cooking?

For a split second she merely stared at him, then her entire body deflated—wilting like a knife ripped through the sail of a ship. A pair of tears slipped unbidden down her cheeks, and all of the adrenaline that had carried her thus far seemed to vanish like smoke in a breeze.

He watched the silent progression with a hint of alarm.

“We don’t need to discuss it—”

“My village burned to the ground,” she answered roughly, keeping her eyes trained on the stone between them. “That’s why I was in the road. There isn’t...there isn’t anything left.”

He stared a moment, then his eyes drifted to the flaming logs. “...did you see what happened?”

There was a chance he was going to ask, was it you? She’d attacked him with fire. She was the only one who’d apparently survived the blaze. But he said nothing of the sort. He simply waited.

She hesitated a few seconds, then returned her gaze to the ground. “No...I didn’t see what happened.”

They spoke no more of it that evening. They ate a disgusting soup instead.

It tasted like the bottom of the pot he’d used to cook, but she was ravenous and hardly bothered to taste each spoonful before gulping it down. He let her eat her fill, chewing slowly on a slice of apple and silently refilling her bowl whenever it grew close to empty.

This probably should have made more of an impact. Unless one farmed it themselves food was always scarce, and this man was travelling out on his own. But she hadn’t the sense to consider such things—the world had narrowed to a single bowl.

And the rest of her wasn’t in the best shape.

“I’m going to clean this off,” he said lightly when she was finished. With deft fingers, he lifted the cauldron from a spoke beside the fire. “There’s a stream nearby. I shouldn’t be long.”

She glanced up automatically, prepared to go with him. “Let me help you—”

But the moment she tried to push off the ground, her arms buckled and she fell right back down where they’d been sitting. The cloak pulled free of the knot where she’d tied it, rippling down to her waist. But before she could pull in the breath to gasp, he’d caught the hem with gentle hands.

“It’s all right,” he murmured, looking away while she tied it back again. “Just get some rest.”

“I don’t understand,” she answered shakily, holding both slender arms in front of her. “I wasn’t even there when it happened. I wasn’t—” Her voice choked with a sob. “I wasn’t even hurt.”

His eyes flashed to her face, stilling with a peculiar expression.

“It’s a kind of shock,” he said quietly. “It will pass...in time.”

They shared a fleeting look, one that spoke to troubles and stories that should never have happened to people so young. Then she drew in a breath and her gaze drifted again to the shadows.

“Have you checked for bears?”

For the first time, his face lightened with the hint of a smile.

“...I’m sorry?”

She blushed, but repeated the question. “You decided to make camp in the middle of a woodland cave. We’re going to be sleeping in here. Did you at least check to make sure it wasn’t occupied first?”

He opened his lips to reply, then bowed his head with a grin. “Yes, I checked.”

Doubtful...but she decided to believe him.

Without another word, he pushed to his feet—slipping the bowls into the pot and carrying it along with him. He was almost to the door of the cave, when she called out once again.

“I don’t even know your name.”

He hesitated, then glanced over his shoulder.

“I don’t know yours.”

She stared back at him in surprise, caught off guard by the sudden edge to his tone. Never in all her years had someone simply not answered the question. And she’d worked at a tavern.

“...I’m Kiera.”

There was a beat of silence.

“Jesse.”

Their eyes met again, and she managed a tiny
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