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

Be prepared to fight... it’s the only option.

Not every fairytale has a happily ever after...

For the first time in hundreds of years, the five kingdoms were at peace. United by the band of young heroes who’d won the Great War, the realm had entered a time of wealth and prosperity unlike anything it had known before. New families. New beginnings. Old alliances were on the mend. 

But such a thing can never last.

When Katerina and Dylan’s teenage daughter finds herself at the center of a strange prediction, she and her friends are swept away on a wild adventure that may very well claim the lives of all of them. Old evils are lurking the shadows. A secret new darkness is waiting to take hold.

Can the new band of heroes stop it in time?

Or has their happily ever after finally come to an end?

She will fight for what is hers.
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BE CAREFUL WHO YOU trust. Even the devil was once an angel.
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The girl lay beneath a canopy of blankets, staring at the book lying across her lap. It was huge, covering her legs entirely, with golden inlays pressed into the corners and elegant, hand-written script trailing down the page. So many stories, but she didn’t need to read them. She already knew each word by heart. Instead, she was looking at the pictures.

A fae warrior riding a silver stallion, screaming the call of battle with a sword lifted to the sky. An ethereal woman standing in the middle of a desert, eyes closed and arms lifted as the heavens above her opened with rain. Another man was slaying a dragon, leaping into the air as fiery wings sprouted from his back and waves of liquid fire shot from his hands.

At some point, the page with the vampire had been ripped out by an overly-protective governess. Apparently, whatever he had done was too violent for words. 

To most people, it was just another book. Just another fairytale, with monsters and heroes and a thousand fantastical stories to lull their children off to sleep. But to her, it was personal.

Because the people in the pictures weren’t just heroes...they were her family.

With a quiet sigh, she closed the book and threw back the blankets covering her. A pair of slender tapers were glowing on her nightstand and she blew them out before padding quietly across the floor. Most nights, there were guards stationed outside. Most nights, her ladies-in-waiting would be sleeping in the adjacent chamber. But for the last few days the castle had been in flux.

“Hastings?” she whispered, pressing her ear to the giant door. “Mace?”

One knight from the High Kingdom, one wolf from Belaria. That had been the deal when she’d decided to spend most seasons at her mother’s castle.

Two guards. Two kingdoms.

One overprotected girl.

There wasn’t a sound from the hallway but she poked her head out cautiously, glancing both directions just to be sure. She’d learned long ago that there was no underestimating her faithful bodyguards. Especially when one of them had a touch of supernatural stealth on his side. She’d once made it all the way down to the stables for a midnight ride before whipping around to see them both standing, arms folded, in the stable doorway. Needless to say, her parents had not been amused.

But there was no one in the hallway that night. She’d be surprised if there was anyone left awake in the eastern wing. The doors of the palace were opening tomorrow, and everyone was in a full-on panic trying to get everything ready in time. Her grooms were busy, her maids were short-handed, and even her lessons had been cancelled for the remainder of the week.

For a girl who spent her entire life on a royal schedule...it was heaven.

While the rest of the castle scurried unseen on the lower levels she wandered down the deserted corridors, the hem of her silk bathrobe whispering lightly across the floor. A few of the torches were still flickering, glinting off her fiery hair and giving just enough light to see.

It was nice to be unwatched, unsupervised. Even when it wasn’t her guards—whose job it was to observe—there wasn’t a moment in the castle when someone wasn’t looking her way. She told herself it wasn’t their fault. She told herself that it came with the territory.

She was the princess, after all. The only daughter of the king and queen.

But how many times had she wished to be one of the village girls she saw from her window, careless and unhurried, bringing baskets of flowers and honey to the market to sell? How many times had she longed to get on her horse and ride until sunrise—nothing but the wide open horizon in front of her, nothing beside her but the wind in her hair?

Her daydreams came to a pause as she stopped in front of one of the portraits hanging on the wall. It was one she visited often. The image of a beautiful queen with twinkling eyes and long tumbles of crimson hair. It was a portrait that happened to look very much like herself.

She pulled in a breath, checked the hallway again, then slipped her fingers beneath the frame and swung it forward off the wall. There was a little alcove tucked into the stone behind. Just big enough to store a book, or a chest, or—

—or a prophecy that could help you save the world?

It was empty now.

Without really thinking about it she slipped her hand inside, feeling around the corners as she’d done so many times before. She wondered if anyone had known about the alcove before a magical pendant had led her mother there one night. She wondered if anyone would notice if she made her way through the wings of the castle, discreetly examining the other paintings—

“Checking for mice?”

She jerked her hand back with a gasp, whirling around to see a handsome man standing in the middle of the darkened hallway. It was the middle of the night, but he was still wearing pants and a loose tunic. His dark hair fell messily around his face. His feet were bare.

You’d never guess he was a king.

“Father—you scared me!”

Perhaps it was the wolf blood, perhaps it was the ranger. But the man could be completely silent if he desired. Supposedly, she had the same ability herself. She’d yet to find it.

He glanced to the alcove and back again, a knowing twinkle in his eyes.

“You think something’s changed since the last time you checked it?” He cocked his head to the side, staring down with an affectionate smile. “You know, I’m tempted to fill it with something just to surprise you. A rabbit, perhaps. Or a recently deceased fish...”

She snorted, and swung the portrait quickly back to the wall. “It still baffles me that an entire kingdom of people chose to give you a crown.”

“Belaria is famed for its whiskey,” he said practically. “There’s a chance they were all drunk.”

With that, he lifted his arm and she slipped inside—breathing in the familiar smell of his clothes as she rested her head against his chest. Wind, leather, and wine. She didn’t know how it was possible, given that they’d spent almost the entire day indoors, but her father always seemed as if he’d swept in from the forest. The light of adventure still shining in his eyes.

For a moment they stood there together, looking at the portrait. Then he glanced down at the top of her head with a troubled expression his daughter would never see.

“You know, the thing about prophecies is... they never come when you’re looking for them.”

She sighed quietly, still staring dreamily at the portrait. “It must have been incredible,” she murmured, “the night Mother’s necklace led all of you here. To reach inside the wall and find your destiny—written there for all the world to see.”

He laughed shortly, tightening his grip on her shoulders. “It was the worst day of my life.”

“The worst?” she repeated incredulously. “How could it be the worst?”

He stared out the darkened window, a faint smile still lingering on his lips. “We’d just defeated a wizard, beaten back the royal army, resurrected a dead friend, and restored the five kingdoms. I’d just gotten your mother back.” He paused suddenly, as if parts of the journey were still difficult to remember. “And then a prophecy threatened to take it all away.”

She stared hard at the portrait, almost as if she could see the alcove on the other side. “...but you can’t regret it.”

“No,” he said briskly, shaking away the darker thoughts and turning back to his daughter with a smile. “Because, if it hadn’t happened, I wouldn’t be able to do this.”

He kissed her softly on the forehead, spinning her towards her room at the same time. “Get some sleep, Evie. Tomorrow’s going to be a big day.”

She grinned wryly and waved goodnight. Leaving him standing there, staring up at the portrait. Big was a bit of an understatement. As far as big days went, they didn’t get bigger than this.

It was the twenty-fifth anniversary of the day her family saved the world.

*   *   *
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EVIE OPENED HER EYES the next morning, only to see something silver glinting just above her face. She blinked quickly, trying to focus, then realized with a gasp that it was the tip of a sword.

“Wha—”

“Surrender or die,” a cruel voice interrupted. “I’m certainly hoping you choose the latter.”

Heart still racing, she tilted her head a few inches to see the blurry outline of a man kneeling on the bed. His knees were planted on either side of her body, and his long white hair was practically glowing in the morning sun. His eyes narrowed as they met hers. Dark and unyielding.

“Final warning.”

She paused a moment. Then hit him upside the head with a pillow.

“Everly,” he complained as the sword clattered to the floor. “You were meant to cower in fear. I hadn’t even gotten to the good part of my speech yet.”

She tried hard to scowl, but ended up grinning instead. It had felt like ages since she’d seen him. And if he was already at the castle, that had to mean—

“I told him not to.”

Asher!

Her head snapped up to see another man leaning in the corner, waves of dark hair and arms folded across his chest. When their eyes met, his entire face warmed with a gentle smile.

“He never listens to me.”

At that point, the princess let out a rather undignified cry.

“Get over here!”

Before her attacker could leap away to freedom she yanked him down on the bed, reveling in his curses and protests as the man in the corner forgot his customary reserve and leapt upon them as well. There was a chaotic flailing of laughter and limbs before the fae pulled himself free.

“That’s quite enough.” He smoothed the sleeves of his jacket, though he was unable to fully hide a grin. “I’d hoped your governess would have civilized you by now.”

She spat a mouthful of feathers at him before turning to the dark-haired boy by her side.

“When did you get in?”

“Just now. Right behind Ellanden, actually.” He glanced to where the prince of the fae was sheathing his sword with a pout. “I suspect his father is waking yours in the same way.”

No sooner had he spoken than there was a deafening crash from upstairs.

“...I think you’re probably right.”

“Are we the first ones?” Ellanden asked, forgetting that he was pretending to be mad and settling back down on the bed. “Uncle Kailas and Aunt Serafina—”

Evie shook her head. While her mother’s twin occasionally resided in the High Kingdom, he and his lovely wife had been spending more and more time in Vale.

“Not yet. Michael and Petra were supposed to get in last night, but they sent a message ahead saying they were going to be late. Something about looking up an old friend...”

“My father and I were almost late as well,” Asher added, tracing absentminded shapes on her comforter. “He made us stop and hunt a thousand times on the way here. I guess with the big celebration, he didn’t want to take any chances.”

The others shared a quick grin over his head.

Yeah, I’ll bet.

Aidan Dorsett had learned the hard way how quickly tempers could get out of hand at a royal feast. As one of only two vampires in attendance, he wouldn’t be taking any chances with his own thirst. He wasn’t going to let his teenage son take chances either.

“Maybe he was just culling the deer population,” Ellanden said with mock sympathy. “They can really get out of hand this time of year.”

The vampire flashed him a deadly grin, showing every one of his teeth. “I’d love something a little stronger, if you’d be willing to volunteer...”

Without another word of warning they leapt on each other once again, catching the princess in the middle. Shrieks of laughter and violent oaths echoed down the halls as they tore into each other like feral cubs that had been kept too long indoors.

They didn’t notice when the door opened in the background. They didn’t see the group of people watching them, until the one in the middle cleared her throat.

“Ten minutes and they’re already trying to kill each other...”

It was as if Evie was reading her fairytale all over again. Each of the legendary characters had just stepped right off the page. Cassiel and Tanya were standing in a loose embrace, leaning back against the door. Aidan was still in his travelling clothes, staring at the trio of youngsters with an indulgent smile. Her own parents looked a bit disheveled—perhaps because they had awoken to a similar kind of reception only minutes before.

The children leapt to their feet with matching grins, rushing across the room to embrace those they hadn’t yet seen. There was an affectionate scuffle as they let themselves be passed around from one person to the next, then Evie wound up in the arms of her uncle.

“I missed you.” Cassiel pressed a kiss to her forehead before looking down with a twinkling smile. “Have you been practicing with that bow I got you?”

She lit up with excitement, poised on the tips of her toes. “Every day! I can hit the center of the target almost every time!” A thrill of adrenaline rushed through her as she whirled around the spot, searching for it. “I need to show you—”

“You need to get dressed,” her mother corrected with a grin. “In case you hadn’t noticed, the gates are open and a rather large group of people is gathering outside.”

In a fit of childish excitement Evie and the others abandoned the adults and ran to the window, looking out at the courtyard below. In just the time since they’d arrived at the castle the bonfires had been lit, the doors had been opened, and the festival was just starting to come to life.

No sooner had they rushed to the window than a man lifted a trumpet to his lips.

The celebration had officially begun.
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​Chapter 2
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What happened next was a battle of wills.

It was Everly Hale-Damaris versus no fewer than twenty hairdressers and stylists, all of whom had appeared out of nowhere the second her mother said the fateful words, ‘get dressed’. She’d like to say she was winning. She’d like to say she even stood a chance.

But there were few things in the five kingdoms more formidable.

“This is intolerable,” she muttered, slumping as far down in her chair as possible without getting strangled by the linens piled around her neck. Outside, the festival was already in full swing; the music of a lively fiddle drifted in on the breeze. “I’m missing everything.”

In an effort to save space, the three friends had been relocated to their old nursery in the southern wing of the castle. A choice that was not only drenched in nostalgia, but was strategic at the same time—there was only one door and very little chance of escape.

“You wouldn’t be missing anything if you’d gotten up when I recommended last night,” her hairdresser chided indifferently. “I’ve been prepping myself since well before dawn. Now sit up.”

She tried to slump further out of spite, but was quickly lifted by the hair.

While the rest of the castle followed strict royal protocol, the stylists were a different breed altogether. Things like boundaries and royal commands had very little impact on them.

It was a lesson Ellanden was learning as well.

“I don’t even live here,” he said sharply, throwing a look of warning at two men holding up different samples of linen. “You have no authority over me.”

They retreated with look of deep disappointment, but in reality there was very little about the young prince’s appearance they could hope to improve.

He may have been gifted with Kreo blood, but Ellanden was pure fae.

His ears were slightly less pointed, but for the most part he looked exactly like one of his kind. Tall and graceful, with a lean athletic build and dark, eternal eyes that seemed to always sparkle regardless of the light around them. He had the signature ivory hair of his family, and while the royal bloodline already had a certain reputation he’d surpassed his people’s every expectation.

Their prince was extraordinarily beautiful.

It had taken Evie a while to feel comfortable saying it. To push past any awkwardness and merely state it as a fact. Her best friend was a heavenly creature blessed by a distant star.

So what? Get over it.

When they were children playing in the woods around the castle, she didn’t understand the way people would stop and look at him—whispering behind their hands and murmuring under their breath. When they got older, she found herself annoyed by the gaggles of adolescent girls who followed him from place to place, peering around corners and giggling behind their hands.

Now, she hardly noticed it.

“Do you guys remember this?”

The others turned as Asher held up a wooden pony, dancing it lightly across his palm. He’d been rifling around in their old play-chest, quietly delighting in all the memories that emerged.

Evie watched as he sat cross-legged in the middle of the floor, trailing his finger along the wood with a little smile dancing on his lips. He was just as captivating as Ellanden. Gifted with the same otherworldly beauty and grace. Everywhere they went people stopped to look at him, too.

...just in a slightly different way.

She’d never forget the night her Uncle Aidan had showed up at the castle with a five-year-old vampire tucked under his arm. It had been raining—storming, actually. Yet when the weary travelers arrived, both of them were mysteriously dry.

The others had been visiting for the holidays. She and Ellanden, just toddlers themselves, had been playing at their feet. But they were quickly banished to the nursery as the adults vanished into an adjacent room, whispering furiously, leaving them alone with the child.

Well, almost. At the last moment, Tanya panicked and cracked open the door. 

She remembered that first moment the three of them had been together, staring at each other with open curiosity, none of them venturing a single word. He had never seen a fae before, and silently marveled at Ellanden’s pointed ears. The prince tilted his head, checking excitedly for fangs, while the tiny vampire lifted a curious hand to touch a lock of Evie’s fiery red hair.

They’d stayed like that for only a moment, then rushed in unison to eavesdrop at the door.

“—and there’s no one left to look after him?” Dylan was asking under his breath.

Aidan shook his head, looking almost as shaken as the child himself. “He was going to be killed.”

The men glanced grimly at the floor. Katerina held a hand to her chest, eyes tearing up with the strength of the story. “Poor boy...”

Aidan’s hands tightened on his chair, then he pushed swiftly to his feet. “I’m taking full responsibility for him. I’ll raise him as my own.”

If it was possible, this declaration was met with even more shock.

“Aidan, you can’t be serious.” Tanya stood up as well, staring in disbelief. “You don’t know anything about the boy. You’re just deciding to claim him for all eternity?”

“It’s a huge decision,” Cassiel said seriously. “One that can’t be made in the heat of the moment. Your lifestyle isn’t exactly conducive to raising a child—”

“I know exactly what it takes to raise a child,” Aidan interrupted stiffly. “You’re all terrible parents. I’ve been raising your children for years.”

At that point Katerina stood up as well, laying a gentle hand upon his arm. “Cass has a point. With the work that you do—”

“No one can protect him better than me,” Aidan declared, having already made up his mind. His voice picked up speed the more he talked, rushing with equal parts fear and anticipation. “He’ll stay with me when I’m travelling. When we’re together, he can stay with the rest of the children—”

The others shared a swift glance.

“What now?” he asked irritably, feeling their unease as his own.

“You say he’s five years old?” Dylan asked quietly. The vampire nodded. “That means for five years he’s fed off the blood of mortals, like the rest of your kind. He isn’t accustomed to anything else, and has no sense of control. You cannot put him in the nursery with the rest of the children.”

“Not yet,” Katerina amended. “Not until he’s been taught the rules.”

Evie and Ellanden cast the boy a quick look, then returned their eyes to the door.

“For the last few months, he’s been living off nothing but animal blood,” Aidan replied shortly. “He knows the rules; I’ve explained them.”

“And you’re willing to stake Ellanden and Everly’s lives on that?” Cassiel asked softly. “If there’s even the slightest chance that you’re wrong...he must not yet stay with the children.”

“I know the rules,” the boy chimed in softly.

The adults whirled around to see him standing at the door. The children whirled around, too. One second, he’d been standing right beside them. The next, he was in the frame of the door.

“He moves like you already,” Tanya muttered, clutching her heart. “Quiet as a ghost.”

“I know the rules,” Asher insisted. “I won’t bite anyone.”

Cassiel stared at the boy a moment, then his face softened and he beckoned him inside. 

“You won’t bite anyone?” he repeated gently, holding the boy accountable with his eyes. “Not even if you’re very, very hungry? Not even if they deserve it?”

Looking back on it now, Evie understood his concern. Back when they were children, she and Ellanden had spent equal time as both the best of friends and the most bitter of enemies. One day, they’d make a blood oath and swear to be brothers-in-arms; the next, they’d be locking each other in the dungeon. Once, when Ellanden had stolen her book of fairytales, she’d thrown her father’s sword and knocked him straight off his horse.

Point being: kids played rough.

Throw a baby vampire into that equation? There was no way to know what might happen.

Asher stared back with enormous eyes, shaking his head.

Katerina pursed her lips to hide a smile, sharing a quick look with Dylan, but Cassiel kept a straight face as he knelt in front of the boy, reaching out to take his hands.

“What about me?” he asked quietly, studying his face. “Would you bite me?”

It was must have been quite a temptation. The blood of a fae was intoxicating to any and all vampires. Enough to make even the most disciplined break rank and lose control.

Asher glanced quickly at Aidan before shaking his head.

“Good.” Cassiel straightened up suddenly. “Then I won’t be frightened to sleep in the nursery tonight beside you. The rest of the children may sleep there as well.”

Although Evie didn’t understand at the time, it was the highest compliment he could pay the child. She also didn’t realize that, for the next several nights, her uncle wouldn’t be getting any sleep.

She snapped out of her trance as Asher continued his examination of the pony, pausing over what looked suspiciously like a bite mark. He lifted a finger to it, turning curiously to face the others.

“Was this me?”

“Probably, you little savage.” Ellanden stood up and went to examine the toy himself. “I still maintain you went through that teething phase a lot longer than was necessary.”

Asher nipped playfully, sending the stylists into a mild panic.

“There.” Evie’s hairdresser put the final touches on his masterpiece, stepping back to give it a finishing pat. “It’s perfect.”

The princess stared at her reflection without blinking.

“Uh, it’s two feet tall.”

Sometime in the midst of all her pouting, the devious man had managed to coil every lock of her crimson hair into a nightmarish tower on the top of her head. How it was managing to stay up without pylons and a support structure she had no idea. She suspected sorcery was involved.

With a sting of betrayal, she turned to Ellanden with a withering glare.

“You saw this was happening! How could you not tell me!”

He lifted his hands in innocence. “I thought you were entering the joust.”

Oh I’m going to KILL him—

“I think it looks really nice, Evie.” In a flash Asher was standing before her, looking down with a knowing twinkle in his eyes. “Very...innovative. I’m sure your parents will approve.”

...what?!

She was on the verge of killing him, too, but there was a method to the madness.

For a split second, her hairdresser forgot the vampire had fangs and looked on the verge of embracing him. Tears filled his eyes as he plucked a flower from a vase and stuck it in the very top.

“That’s exactly what I was trying to do.” He let out all his breath in one fanatical sigh. “Make something the rest of the realm had never seen before.”

Evie whipped around to face him, toppling a bit to the side under the weight of her hair. But Asher grabbed her arm with a sweet smile, lifting her to her feet.

“Well if you’re finished, I guess we’ll be leaving. Landi—you ready to go?”

The fae caught onto his master scheme at the same time the princess did, slipping the pony into his pocket before sweeping gracefully to the door.

“I don’t think I’d do a thing to change it.” He glanced at the top of the princess’ hair with a little grin. “It’s perfect just the way it is.”

Just like that, the battle of the century turned into an unexpected truce as the friends and the stylists parted ways—both sides waving graciously and offering sweet words of goodbye.

The second they were in the hallway, the friends fell silent.

“Seven. Hells.”

Never one to hold back his opinion Ellanden bit down on his lip with a grin, trying to comfort the princess and failing miserably to do so at the same time. “It’s not that bad. Maybe we can drape a sheet over your head. That way, no one will ever see.”

She reached for his belt, yanking the sword halfway out of its sheath. Asher caught her hands and lowered them back to her sides, stepping between them with a quiet chuckle.

“Let’s save the bloodshed until after the feast...”

In a flash, his fingers were in her hair—pulling out pins and sliding out wires, expertly unwinding every coil the hairdresser had taken so long to fold into place. When he was finished, her hair looked the way it always did—cascading in crimson waves down the center of her back.

“There...” He pulled out the flower last, tucking it behind her ear. “...perfect.”

She slowly lifted her hand to it, not knowing what to say.

Compared to his boisterous friends the vampire was quiet, keeping mostly to himself. But every now and then, he did something to surprise her.

“...thanks, Ash.”

Ellanden cocked his head to the door. “Are you finished preening yet? Can we get on with it?”

Still fighting the urge to impale him upon his own blade the princess flounced past with a superior smile, swishing her long hair back and forth as she threw open the doors with a flourish.

“Let the party begin...”

*   *   *
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THERE ARE PARTIES, and there are parties.

This was the latter.

Everywhere the princess looked, she was dazzled. The courtyard of the castle had been transformed into some kind of wonderland. The walls were draped with silks and the fountain was dripping with candles. Flowers and fairy lights were strewn amidst the trees. Even the breeze itself was enchanted, scented like whatever aroma each person desired the most.

Long silver tables had been set on one side for the feast and an equally long arena had been set up on the far side of the grass. Ellanden hadn’t been joking about there being a joust. But there were other tournaments as well. Sword-fighting, archery. As a knight crashed to the ground in a spray of sweat and blood, Evie knew instinctively that’s where she’s been spending most of her time.

Vibrantly colored tents had been erected in the space in between. Most of them were booths for different games, but the local villagers had been allowed to sell their wares. There were stacks of soaps and fine linens. Delicate woodland jewelry and endless stacks of honeys and jams. A pack of shifters was hawking a corded cloak that was guaranteed to stay on even during a transformation, while a coven of witches was selling candles that guaranteed to lure your lover to bed.

The boys stared curiously at the candles, until Evie stepped into their path.

“Where to first?”

“The archery range,” they answered in unison.

And THIS is why we’re friends.

With a beaming smile, she slipped an arm through each of theirs and the three of them began winding their way slowly through the tents. No matter how urgent the need to prove themselves in the arena might have been, there was simply too much to see to go there directly. Every few feet, they found themselves stopping to look at some new distraction. Several times they found themselves reaching eagerly into their pockets for coins, having found something they needed to buy.

A quiver of silver arrows for the prince, a pair of riding gloves for the princess. A sinister-looking lollipop for the vampire that made the others gag until they forced themselves to look away.

As if the tents weren’t fantastical enough, there were the festival-goers themselves. People of all ages had come out to enjoy the celebration. And by people...very few of them were human.

Packs of children raced in between the tents, some of them so excited by what was going on around them they hadn’t realized they’d begun to grow claws and fur. Nymphs and naiads floated past in shimmering gowns that seemed to change color depending which way you looked at them, while groups of warriors and knights wandered around side by side, laughing loudly at times gone by with flagons of ale permanently affixed to their hands.

A lone warlock had set up shop in the far corner, hawking a ridiculously expensive elixir that claimed to give immortal life. Five witches were planted immediately in front of him, siphoning off business with a tent that streamed multi-colored bubbles into the air.

It was a magical extravaganza. The type of thing that used to happen all the time, but had only started up again once their parents had ascended the throne.

And the best part?

For one night alone the friends were allowed to walk amongst them.

“This is fantastic,” Ellanden murmured, looking far younger than usual as he tilted his head back with a contented smile. “I’ve missed this.”

Fae had a tendency to age only so far as they were ready at the time. Some of them stayed children for much longer than most cultures, while others were in a hurry to grow up. Ellanden was the latter. Of all the friends, he alone had been born around the time of the battle. His mother was actually carrying him during the fight. If Evie hadn’t been born, there’s a chance he would have aged normally and been eighteen already. But to suit the speed of his childhood companion, he’d stopped two years short. Now, they were all sixteen together. Counting down the days until they were grown.

“You could declare an annual celebration,” Asher teased lightly, tossing the remains of his treat into the trash. “We could come back every year.”

The friends laughed quietly, having attempted such things many times before.

Their parents visited each other as much as was possible, considering each of them had a kingdom to run, but no matter how much time was spent together it was never enough for their children. After years of shameless begging they had finally been allowed to spend each summer together, either in the High Kingdom, the Belarian capital, or behind the ivory gates of Taviel.

“Landi—look!” Evie hurried over to a booth that was curiously unattended, given the lovely gems strewn out on display. Delicate silver necklaces, teardrop earrings, and shimmering bracelets of white gold. “I can’t believe they’d just leave it out like this. No one’s even watching.”

“That’s because no one would ever steal from them.” Asher gestured to a sigil sewn into one of the banners on the tent. “This belongs to the fae. Probably not even planning on selling it.”

“They have that stuff all over the place in Taviel,” Ellanden said dismissively, eying a display of swords. “If you want, I can pick something up for you the next time we go back.”

She lingered a second longer, touching the tip of her finger to an exquisitely-crafted ring of braided silver leaves, before turning to follow his gaze.

“I say we get our faces painted, then try out that battle-axe.”

The boys shared a grin over the top of her head, then headed off towards the weapons. Gemstones and sweets could occupy them for only so long... The arena was calling.

*   *   *
[image: ]


“WHAT DO YOU MEAN, WE’RE not allowed to fight??” Ellanden asked furiously, towering over a squat little man who looked to be on the verge of a heart attack. “We’re hosting the festival!”

“I’m sorry, Highness,” he stammered, eying the two silver swords already gripped in the prince’s hand. “Your father’s orders. No one of royal blood is permitted to enter the arena.”

The fae glanced furiously over his shoulder to where Cassiel was sitting with the others at the high table, graciously receiving an endless stream of courtiers. Their eyes met ever so briefly over the crowd and he shook his head sharply. A moment later, he returned to the guests.

Ellanden turned back to the proprietor, seething in silent rage. “Fine. Then clear out the archery range so we can practice.”

The man hurried so quickly to do as he asked, he almost tripped over his own shoes. While the exhibition fights continued at one end of the field, the three friends picked up their quivers and bows and marched across to the other—throwing sullen looks over their shoulders all the while.

Rather, two of them did. The vampire maintained his usual calm.

“Aw, come on.” He tried to cheer up his friends, picking up an arrow and throwing it towards the target with his bare hands. “It’s not like they could have let the prince of the fae and the crown princess of the High Kingdom fight against commoners in a festival arena. You think they didn’t want to fight themselves? You think they’d rather be sitting there, doing that?”

He gestured towards their parents with amusement, lingering on their rigid postures and fixed smiles. They sat without blinking, greeting each new arrival with the same glassed-over eyes.

The others looked, but didn’t care.

“Easy for you to say,” Ellanden said petulantly, threading his bow. “You wouldn’t have been allowed to fight anyway.”

The second the words left his mouth he glanced up quickly, staring at his best friend with a mixture of apology and fear. When Asher lifted his eyebrows, that apology deepened.

“Sorry, Ash. I wasn’t...” He trailed off as the vampire took a step towards him, twirling an arrow absentmindedly between his fingers. “Now, don’t get crazy. I said I was sorry—”

“I heard you,” Asher said sweetly, never stopping his advance. “I heard the whole thing.”

Evie rolled her eyes and took the opportunity to fire three arrows into the center of the target, while one boy continued stalking toward the other, a predatory smile on his face.

“You know I hate it when you do this,” Ellanden muttered, unable to hide the grin that was creeping up the side of his face. “I swear, it gives me nightmares.”

The vampire’s eyebrows cocked in mock sympathy. “Oh, no.”

Even Evie had to laugh at that as the fae lifted his bow between them—notching an arrow just three feet away from the vampire’s heart. “I’m sorry it had to come to this—”

At that moment, several things happened at once.

The vampire pounced, the arrow flew, and both teenagers were yanked into the air with a simultaneous gasp, staring up in astonishment at a blinding light twinkling above them.

“Marigold!”

Evie dropped her bow and ran over with a grin, arriving just in time to see the light shimmer into the form of a radiant little woman. A second later, the boys dropped back to the ground.

“It’s so wonderful to see you, my darling!” The fairy stepped obliviously over their crumpled bodies, embracing the princess with a strength that defied her size. “And look how you’ve grown!”

Evie bowed her head with a blush as the woman glanced over her shoulder.

“And you two.” She clucked her tongue disapprovingly, opening her arms to them at the same time. “How many times do I have to stop you from killing one another?”

They stepped forward and sank to their knees in perfect unison, kissing her on the cheek.

“It’s good to see you again,” Ellanden said with a smile.

“When did you get to the castle?” Asher added, discreetly wiping a smear of lipstick off his cheek with the back of his hand.

“Just now,” she answered merrily. “I thought I’d try to enjoy a little bit of the festival before my insufferable companions showed up and... and there they are.”

The friends twisted around as two more balls of light floated over the wall of the castle. One was crimson, the other a deep sapphire. They hovered for a moment, vibrating with such speed the princess was sure she could hear little voices squeaking through, before dropping to the ground abruptly and leaving two equally tiny women standing on the grass.

They needed only a moment to get their bearings, then they pounced.

“Oh, shite—”

In the scuffle that followed, chances were Evie was the only one who heard Ellanden’s quiet curse. Back in the day, it was said that the fairy, Nixie, developed a startling crush on her own father. But the second she saw his teenage nephew, those affections had tripled in size.

The others looked on with a grin as she leapt on top of him, wrapping her tiny arms around his neck with delight. Given their comical height difference, it almost looked as if he was wearing a rather aggressive scarf. His eyes closed with a rather pained expression before opening with a grin.

“Hey, Nix...you’re strangling me.”

She buried her face in his skin, inhaling deeply. “That’s how it feels to me, too...”

Asher bit his lip as the other fairy, Beck, swatted the back of her head.

“He means it literally, you psychopath! You’re choking the boy!”

With the utmost reluctance she released him and dropped back to the ground, swishing her dress back and forth with a coy little grin.

“She’s just jealous. She’ll never understand what we have.”

Wisely choosing to ignore them Marigold rotated in a slow circle, trying to take in the festival before fluttering several feet into the air to get a better view.

“Ah, I see your parents already want to kill themselves.” Her eyes swept over their endless formalities with a twinkle before returning to Evie. “And you escaped the royal hairdresser.”

“I didn’t, actually. Ash saved me on the way out.”

As she spoke she eyed the jovial woman with extreme caution, taking a step away. She loved the fairies more than anything, but the women saw the princess as a life-size doll and were endlessly trying to play with her hair. Beck cast a sly look at the fae. They were always trying to do his hair as well. But it hung loose to his shoulders as always, twisted with occasional braids like his father.

“Well, you’ll be wanting to get to the table soon enough,” the fairy replied, rubbing her hands together as she spotted some sticks of nectar moving their way through the crowd. “The feast is soon to begin, and your parents won’t be happy if you’re late.”

Without another word, the fairies vanished and three glowing orbs took their place—floating up above the crowd before disappearing amongst the tents.

The friends glanced at the high table before turning back to the target.

“Best out of five?” Ellanden suggested.

Evie snatched the bow from his hand with a grin.

Growing up, she’d been at a distinct disadvantage when it came to such things. Both her friends were blessed with supernatural speed, strength, and accuracy—not to mention that the Fae were natural archers. But she’d never been content to play the part of the dainty princess. She craved adventure just like the rest of them, and every second she wasn’t studying she trained. Hard.

Fencing, knife play, riding, archery—you name it. Whenever she expressed even the slightest interest in something involving the outdoors, her father became personally involved. Sending for the best instructors and commissioning specialized weapons from the blacksmith.

She was a quick study. Often times, he simply trained her himself.

“What are you going to give me when I win?” she asked arrogantly, nocking an arrow to the string as she lifted her arms. “It had better be good.”

Bold words, considering her opponents. But there were few things more arrogant than a fae.

“Oh, Everly...” Ellanden chuckled under his breath. “If you win, I’ll give you something I’ve never even dreamed of giving you before.” 

Their eyes met and he flashed a wicked smile.

“Respect.”

With an icy glare, she raised her arms once more—seeing the entire target just the way her uncle had taught her. Her fingers relaxed as she prepared to let the arrow fly. But a second before she could release it, Asher grabbed her hand with a sudden cry.

“Wait!”

He was gone a second later—streaking to the target in a blur. There was a brief scuffle when he got there, then he reappeared a moment later with a small girl in his arms.

“Cosette!”

Ellanden threw his bow to the ground and angrily made his way towards them, taking the child from the vampire and kneeling in front of her with a brotherly scowl.

“What in seven hells were you doing? We could have shot you!”

The little girl flushed, unable to meet his eyes. “I just wanted to play with you,” she murmured, staring down at her fingers. “I thought maybe I could retrieve the arrows.”

The sight was enough to melt anyone’s heart, but the fae was immune.

“So you hid behind the target?”

They might have only been cousins, but the two could easily have passed for siblings. With their fair skin, dark eyes and ivory hair, they favored each other in every way. Ellanden certainly treated her as a sibling. Commanding her around in that same possessive, imperious way Evie had sometimes seen Cassiel speak to Serafina. Usually right before he got slapped in the face.

“Answer me, little one.”

She flushed again and threw a silent look to Evie.

With a grin, the princess set down her bow and walked over to help. The princesses of the High Kingdom had to stick together. Besides, the girl was her cousin as well.

“What seems to be the trouble here?” she asked in a theatrical tone, folding her arms threateningly across her chest. “Do I need to start knocking heads?”

Ellanden rolled his eyes, glancing at the target. “She’s going to get herself killed...”

“Why?” Evie raised her eyebrows in a challenge. “You think you would have missed?”

The fae stared at her for a moment, then gestured down to the child. “No. I’m going to strangle her.”

A bugle sounded in the distance and the crowds started drifting towards the tables. Already, Katerina was standing on her tiptoes, searching for her daughter in the crowd.

Evie glanced wistfully at her bow.

“Duty calls...”

As Asher grabbed their things, Ellanden picked up the child.

“Come, cousin,” he instructed, hoisting her under his arm. “You’re not supposed to be here.”

She let out a sigh as he started carrying her to the tables, oblivious when she started glumly trailing the point of an arrow in the grass. Halfway there, he glanced over his shoulder.

“Evie, you coming?”

Her eyes drifted once more to the royal procession before shaking her head. “In a minute. I want to walk around a little first.”

The others headed off with a shrug as she started winding her way back through the tents, walking slowly and deliberately, taking the long way around.

Asher’s right. We should do something like this every year.

She breathed in deeply, catching the faint scent of honey and leaves.

For one of the few times in recent memory, the scores of people wandering past took no notice of her. A pack of little children actually knocked into her shoulder as they ran past.

She paused for a moment, taking it all in, when a strange woman standing at the edge of the festival suddenly caught her eye. She was a witch—at least, she was dressed like one. There were plenty of false wiccans and fake palm readings at events like this. But something about the woman made Evie doubt she was one of them. The lines on her face were as deep as time, and she stared at the princess with eyes that had been alive too many years not to have learned how to see.

A second later, she lifted a gnarled hand—gesturing her forward.

Evie lifted her eyebrows in shock, actually glancing over her shoulder to make sure she was the one the witch had summoned. There was no one. Everyone else was bustling by on their way to the tables, rushing past the old woman like she wasn’t even there.

The witch waved again. This time, with a smile.

Generally speaking, children of the royal household weren’t permitted to go off by themselves with strangers. Generally speaking, swords and wolves quickly became involved.

But her parents were with the others at the high table. Her friends were there as well. The old lady had made it past the guards into the festival. She couldn’t be that bad.

...right?

Moving with extreme caution Evie made her way through the stream of people, stopping when she and the woman were just a few feet away from each other. She looked even older up close. Like she’d been granted immortality, but her body had continued to age.

“Spare an old woman some coin?”

The princess looked past her through the open flap of the tent. She’d been wrong. The whole thing was set up for tourists. Crystal ball, tea leaves, a hand-sketched map of the stars. She suddenly wondered if the woman was old at all. Her face would have made better sense as a mask.

“I should be getting to the feast—”

“Just a moment, Everly. It won’t take long.”

The princess froze in surprise.

She couldn’t remember the last time a commoner had dared to use her first name. In all her years, it had happened only once. The man was promptly flogged by her bodyguards.

“You have some questions, I think.” The old woman smiled, showing a mouthful of mossy teeth. “Perhaps I can give you some answers...”

In hindsight, Evie didn’t know what made her do it. Maybe it was the fact that the woman had called her by name. Maybe, amidst the sheer revulsion of seeing that ghastly smile, she had lost all sense of things and simply did as she was told. But she found herself entering the tent.

The flap closed behind her, sealing her into mystical world of candlelight and dust. A cloud of incense hung heavy in the air and she coughed a little before perching upon a cushion.

“So what is it exactly that you do?” she asked routinely, glancing around. “Are you going to hypnotize me, or maybe read my palm—”

She looked up with a gasp, to see the woman sitting right in front of her.

“Nothing so trivial as that, my princess. What concerns me is a person’s destiny.”

Evie raised her eyebrows, trying hard to control her expression. “You know, I’m related to a few people who would find this personally offensive...”

Her voice trailed off as she stared at the witch with a touch of concern. Instead of sitting across from her at the little table, the woman had begun to sway slightly where she stood. Her head tilted back and a deep noise started rumbling in her chest like there were a hundred voices inside her instead of just one—each of them muttering, each of them longing to get out.

Concern turned to surprise. Surprise quickly turned to fear.

“What is this?”

She leapt to her feet with a shriek as the woman’s head snapped forward again. Her eyes were open, but all the color had vanished from the center—leaving them perfectly white.

Her withered arms rose, reaching for the princess’ hands.

“Don’t touch me—”

Then, all at once, a deep voice filled every corner of the room.

“Three shall set out, though three shall not return

To recover a stone from a land that won’t burn.

Long they shall travel, for deep does it dwell

To bring to the land either heaven or hell.

They shall fall out of step in a land without time

And toil in shadow where stars cannot shine.

Old enemies prowl, for the dead never die

But peace will prevail if the dragon can fly.”

Just like that, it was over.

The flaps of the tent shuddered, then were still. The candles flickered, then came back strong. Then the woman’s eyes cleared and she flashed the princess a welcoming smile.

“Now, my dear...shall we begin?”

Evie stared in terror—lips parted, eyes wide with shock. She tried to speak, but no words would come. The most she could do was stumble backward to the door of the tent.

“I have-I have to...”

A pair of cool hands clamped onto her shoulders and she whirled around with a scream, only to find herself staring into a pair of familiar dark eyes.

Asher raised his eyebrows slowly, releasing her at the same time. “The feast is starting; we need to
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