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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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HOW CAN YOU MOVE ON with the future without surrendering the past?

When an escape attempt goes desperately awry, Elise and Will find themselves at the mercy of the very people who have imprisoned them all this time. Tensions sharpen, punishments are severe, and they soon discover what terrible things are required if they wish to survive. But such wild spirits were never meant to be tamed.

While appearing to submit, the future princess still dreams of freedom. And as the day of her wedding approaches, those dreams begin to turn into something more.

With so many eyes upon her, can she maintain the illusion? Is the crown prince really such a monster, or is there more to him than meets the eye?

Time is running out. All that’s left are choices.

But will she have the strength to decide?

Contents

Have You Read the C.o.K Series?

Find W.J. May

Royal Factions

The Punishment For Deception 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

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Book 4 - Faking Perfection

Royal Factions

The Queen’s Alpha Series

The Omega Queen Series

Find W.J. May

More books by W.J. May

The Chronicles of Kerrigan

[image: image]
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1


[image: ]


I awoke to the sound of singing.

Not human voices, but birds—chiming in a chorus far above me. Each note hung sweetly in the air, weaving delicately into a framework of others, too high for the rest of the world to hear. I couldn’t see them, of course. But when I closed my eyes I could imagine each one. Sunlight glinting off their feathers. Taking that swirling descant straight into the clouds.

My head lifted automatically towards it. A whispering breeze stirred the air.

How I envied them. Free to soar the heavens, governed by no oaths and no crowns. Not a care for the troubled world beneath them, nothing but miles of endless sunlit horizon in their eyes.

Such was not the fate of men.

A sudden pain shot through my arms, echoed immediately by another in my waist. With a silent gasp I shifted all that was possible, trying to combat the suffocating hold of the rope. But each shuddering attempt only made the coarse strands dig in farther. After a moment I stopped trying altogether, biting hard upon my lip and lifting my bloodshot eyes to the clouds.

Two days we’d been hanging like wilted banners above the castle gate. Two days, and no one had come to check on us. It was as if we’d simply passed from memory. Another shadowy footnote whose names had faded past recall. Another two days and there’d be nothing left to salvage.

And still...the birds sang.

“Do you hear that?” I called softly, lifting my eyes to the heavens. “Do you hear their song?”

It was silent for a moment, then a quiet voice answered mine.

“Those are starlings. There were thousands of them in Reeves. Beautiful voices, but they’d steal all the fruit from the orchards. Most people considered them pests.”

Typical.

“Pests,” I panted, shifting again in spite of myself. “Not hardly. I’d trade a few pieces of fruit for a decent song any day. Who’s with me?”

It might not have been entirely sincere, but it was my turn to be upbeat. Will and I had quickly discovered that, unless we wanted to lose our minds entirely, only one of us could afford to fall apart at a time. I’d spent the night wallowing in misery. The morning was his.

“I said—who’s with me?”

I twisted my head, straining my neck as far as possible, though I already knew I’d only be able to see the slight curve of his hands. That had been the prince’s doing.

He’d watched in silence as the guards dragged us away from each other, kicking out our legs and bending us to the ground. He’d said not a word as they bound us cruelly with rope and carried us up to the tallest parapet. He’d given it not a second thought as they dropped us over the side.

I’d thought it was the end. I’d been certain it was the end. As a rush of air streaked past me, I’d shut my eyes and came as close as I ever had to saying a prayer.

But nothing in the palace was ever so simple.

Just moments before we crashed into the earth, the rope tightened and we jerked skywards once again—ribs snapping and bodies quaking—gasping in pain as they lashed us tight to the wall.

Lashed us to the outside of the wall.

All this and the prince simply stood there. Not a flicker of emotion in his dark eyes. But when they tried to bind us together he shook his head sharply, motioning that we should be placed on opposite sides of the rounded parapet. Close enough to speak, perhaps. But never to touch.

As if a comforting brush of each other’s fingers could distract from what was to come.

It soon became clear a quick death was too good for us. The boy who’d been impaled by a javelin whilst trying to escape had been blessed in ways we were not. He had not been claimed by a member of the High Court, let alone the royal family. Such mercies were beyond us now.

Lashed to the highest tower in the highest building in all the land...but we were not allowed to fall. To fall meant certain death, denying those lords and ladies wandering below the privilege of watching us slowly wither away upon the stone. No, their plan was infinitely more cruel.

We were simply to remain.

Like captured butterflies pinned to the stone we were to stay bound to the castle wall, until at last death took us. It might be the scorching sun, it might be gradual asphyxiation as the rope cut into our broken ribs. Far more likely it would be simple dehydration, as it had been almost three days since either one of us had been allowed a drink.

Already the edges of our vision were beginning to darken. Lights and sounds began to blend together. I knew I was speaking, but I was having trouble remembering anything I’d said.

“Elise?”

I blinked quickly, trying to bring myself back. There was a note of panic in Will’s voice, as if it wasn’t the first or second time he’d called my name.

“I’m sorry...what did you say?”

From how I was angled, I couldn’t see the way his fingers strained towards me. The way his eyes tightened desperately before he banged his head against the stone in silent, helpless rage.

“I said I liked the birds. The starlings,” he added, as if I wouldn’t remember. “They made things more difficult back home, but I liked the starlings, too.”

...oh.

The ground was spinning. We were lucky it was so far away.

“How are your eyes?”

I lifted my chin again, confused as to why it kept falling to my chest. My eyes? Had he asked something about them? I squinted towards the horizon, blinking hard against the sun.

“My eyes?”

There was a slight pause. A painful adjustment as he tried to gather enough air to speak.

“How is your vision?” he clarified. “Tell me five things you see.”

I gazed once more towards the countryside, slightly alarmed that my mind was unable to latch onto a single object. For several moments I tried, unaware how much time had actually passed.

“I see a fountain,” I finally mumbled, unable to come up with anything better than a lie.

There was a slight pause.

“...there’s no fountain.”

“And how would you know?” I snapped irritably, straining weakly against the rope. “You’ve been up here as long as me. Perhaps your vision is failing.”

When he spoke again, I could have sworn he was smiling.

“Five things,” he said patiently. “You’re staring over a pastoral landscape, Elise. Tell me five things you can see.”

Again, my eyes flickered over the rolling countryside, clouding with the sudden realization that everything in front of me could potentially have been mine. Had I simply accepted the prince’s decision, resigned myself to wear a crown, I could have been riding those fields on horseback rather than seeing them from a devastating height. I could have travelled from province to province, seen wonders I could never have dreamed of, trained an entire flock of starlings just to sing me to sleep.

But to do such things, the girl from Midlark would have truly died.

“I’m too tired to see,” I admitted quietly before realizing a much darker truth. “And at this point...I don’t know why I’d try.”

I understood the psychological benefits of forced positivity. Back in the villages, there were some days it was the only thing that kept us alive. But up here on the ramparts, strapped under the burning gaze of the sun, things were different. What was the point of drawing it all out, when the best possible outcome was that the two of us would finally be allowed to die? 

There was more shifting. More painful adjustments.

“Elise, you can’t give up hope. I need you to stay with me—”

“That’s selfish,” I murmured. “Wouldn’t it be kinder to let me go?”

It was quiet for an awfully long time.

Growing up in the badlands before being forcibly relocated to the palace, Will wasn’t a stranger to the concept of a lost cause. There were days that dejected fatalism consumed him, days when he would have been the first to see the situation for what it was and throw in the towel.

But there were other kinds of days as well. Days when that steadfast strength was the only thing keeping the people around him going. I’d seen it before. First with Remy. And now with me.

The man might have safeguarded himself against every danger the world had to offer. But the most dangerous of all those pitfalls had managed to sink in its teeth.

Will had faith.

There was no breaking it.

“...perhaps it would.” His voice hitched with sudden determination. “But I’ve always been rather selfish.”

There was a soft cracking sound. A silent gasp I would never hear.

Then his fingers touched mine.

“Please.”

It was a word he hadn’t grown up saying. A word you’d never hear in Reeves. Life was hard. You made it or you didn’t. There was little room for such supplications, and yet he said it anyway.

“Please stay with me.”

The world faded completely, but for the first time I didn’t care. My entire body was frozen, completely riveted by the sensation of his hand upon mine. I stretched as far as my battered wrists would allow, feeling his sunburnt skin as an unlikely smile played about my lips.

“Will...I’m glad you kissed me.”

A tremor went through his body. I felt it even through the stone.

His head turned to mine, my head turned to his. A rounded pillar of stone lay between us, blocking each other from sight, and yet I could almost feel those sparkling eyes on me.

“I would have done a lot more than that.” A wistful sadness tempered his voice, though I felt sure he was still smiling. “I think I would have loved you...if we’d had the time.”

My eyes tightened, but I’d been hanging in the sun too long to cry. Yes, I think I would have loved him, too. I think I would have loved him until the sun set on our final sky.

I wanted to tell him. I tried to pull in a breath.

Then our peaceful silence was shattered beyond repair.

A door opened somewhere behind us and what sounded like a battalion of guards marched through. Their armor clanked with every swish of their arms and their boots echoed loudly against the stone. Then there was another sound. The telltale hiss of metal as a sword was drawn.

It’s finally over. My breathing hitched as I braced the best I could, wrapping my trembling fingers around Will’s hand. They’re going to cut the rope.

I was half right.

They cut the rope. But it wasn’t over.

Instead of falling forward, we were immediately yanked back. That endless countryside vanished as we found ourselves back on solid ground. Will dropped to his knees beside me. My legs immediately buckled and I fell to the ground as well. Cold slabs of stone came up to meet me, slick and hard beneath my trembling hands. But no sooner had I hit the ground than the tip of a blade appeared beneath my chin, forcing me upwards lest it cut straight through my throat.

The world swayed around me as I scrambled onto my knees. Faces floated in and out of focus. Will reached automatically to steady me, but there was something wrong with his wrist.

Then all at once, the sword vanished. The rooftop grew suddenly quiet.

Without being able to see who stood before me, I instinctively bowed my head. If for no other reason than I didn’t want to see the blade coming before it pierced me through. My eyes closed of their own accord and something wet slipped down my face. Turns out I could cry after all.

“We await your command, Sire.”

Wait...Sire?

My eyes opened ever so slightly, just enough to see a pair of leather boots standing a few feet away. The tip of a sword hung down beside them. As I looked, it sliced a deadly circle in the air.

But the prince had no intention of using it.

Instead, he answered with three quiet words.

“Take them inside.”

*   *   *
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WHAT HAPPENED NEXT felt like something out of a dream.

In a fevered daze we were pulled from the stone parapet and thrust through the open door, back into the palace. After three days left to hang in the blinding sun, it felt as though we’d stepped inside a cave. A kind of panic came over me as darkness cloaked my eyes. I could hear from the shuffling of bare feet beside me that Will had stopped moving as well. An automatic hand lifted to my eyes, as if the shadows burned them just as surely as the sun. But no sooner had we stopped than we were forced to keep moving once again. The soldiers merely dragged us between them, unconcerned with whether we kept pace or our legs limply trailed behind.

It was a long way down from the highest tower. I realized with a start that the only time I’d been so high before was the day Remy had made the climb himself, preparing to jump off the edge.

Strange...Will and I had been together then, too.

Just as we’d been in the dance hall. Just as we’d been from the moment we stepped off the train. It seemed we were always on the edge of a cliff, he and I. Suspended at the point of a crossroads, where just the slightest breeze could push us in either direction.

“Pick up the pace.”

I didn’t know who gave the command, but the soldiers obeyed at once. No longer were we given the chance to follow along of our own accord. In the same brisk movement, a pair of guards lifted the two of us completely off our feet—moving swiftly down the halls before coming to a stop in front of a magnificent gilded archway I’d come to know so well.

The throne room? I thought in a daze. Are we to be executed here after all?

A part of me was reeling, but a greater part was lost in shock. Colors blazed, then dimmed before my eyes. The guards were speaking quietly amongst themselves, casting occasional looks at the closed door, waiting for some signal to approach. I shifted a little against the hands holding me, then bowed my head sharply when a burst of pain travelled up from my ribs.

The talking stopped then as the guards turned to look at us for the first time. I couldn’t see what they were seeing. Truth be told, I could scarcely see anything at all. But they all winced at the same time, glancing at each other before gazing in morbid fascination at our faces once again.

“You’re certain they’re to be presented like that?” one of them asked another, his voice a mere whisper in the deserted hall. “We shouldn’t take them first to the grooms—”

“Who knows if the grooms will even be necessary,” another replied. “I thought the prince was going to dispatch them on the roof. Perhaps it will be done here instead.”

I dropped my eyes to the floor, utterly numb. Gone were the titles and acknowledgements granted to us since the claiming. They were addressing us the same way they had on the train, as if we were animals instead of people. Incapable of higher thought.

Only one of them seemed vaguely sympathetic. At the very least, he wasn’t placing callous bets on how long we might survive.

“Forget how they look,” he said briskly, keeping his eyes on the door. “At any rate, those faces will only help them inside. Now keep sharp. It sounds like they’re coming.”

There was a little clang, and just a few seconds later both doors swung open to reveal the cavernous room on the other side. It was impossible to stand at the crest of such a place and not feel small by comparison. My eyes stung from the golden gleam of the marble, each faltering breath amplified tenfold off towering walls. Will, who had never seen it before, was momentarily frozen.

But it wasn’t the room, or the thrones, or the contingent of guards that had me breathless. It was the group of people standing on the other side.

“Bring them forward.”

Strong hands clenched my arms as I was half-dragged, half-carried across the tile. In a strange way, I was almost grateful. The world was spinning, and I would have never made it on my own. But instead of staying with us the soldiers cast us down onto the golden marble, retreating to a respectful distance as a different group of people came forth.

My eyes were locked on the floor, but I heard every step. The firm sole of a boot, the soft swishing of a silken dress. How was it that these people, bedecked in all their finery, frightened me infinitely more than the soldiers with their heavy armor and swords? Perhaps it was because these people no longer needed weapons. Each one could seal your fate with nothing more than a softly-spoken word.

“Such beauties, they were...” The queen slowly walked forward, her voice as cold as the stone upon which we knelt. “It looks like they were left hanging in the sun a little too long.”

There was a titter of laughter from the guards, but those who stood behind her remained silent. They did, however, walk forward to get a better look.

Only two, I thought in surprise. And here I expected the entire court.

That was how the palace conducted executions.

Rowan had told me once—in a thoughtless moment he’d later regret—that it was customary for the lords and ladies of the capital to witness such a spectacle. Prisoners were executed right out in the open, where the eyes of the court could feast upon the grisly scene.

When we’d rushed outside that fateful night, confident that our freedom was almost within reach, the entire court had been there to greet us. There had to have been almost a hundred people, each staring back with the hungry anticipation of those who’d seen it many times before.

Now there were only three.

As if that wasn’t enough, the queen lifted her hand and made the group even smaller.

“Leave us.”

At once, the guards vanished. Will and I twisted our heads to watch them depart, half-expecting it to be a trick—for them to come rushing back with swords and spill our blood right there on the floor. Then a throat cleared softly, summoning our attention back to the front.  

“No...they’re not so pretty
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