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To the ones who keep fighting for a better world for everyone, even when that world seems dark and far away—

I hope you find a light to guide you.
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CHAPTER 
ONE
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As she swallowed a mouthful of watery porridge, Lessia glared at the men around the timeworn table.

To her right, Merrick scrunched his nose as he lifted a spoon of the pale liquid to his lips, the disgust when it trickled down his throat as apparent as the stench of sweat and stale air permeating the small ship’s cabin.

Before her, Ardow and Venko sat with blood still staining their clothing, and her gaze snagged on Venko’s swollen-shut eye and the angry red line snaking its way from his forehead down to his chin.

The men’s gazes remained fixed on the bowls the ship’s captain had brought down for breakfast, declaring their contents were the only edible thing onboard, as their departure hadn’t been planned. Not one of them looked up as they shoveled the soupy mess into their mouths.

Lessia ground her teeth as she continued to stare daggers at them.

It’d been almost a week since they escaped Ellow.

A week in which she’d given them time to rest and heal from the injuries Ellow’s guards—and, in Merrick’s case, King Rioner’s soldiers—had inflicted.

A week in which they’d barely spoken more than two words to her, guilt building across their features every time they met her eyes.

A week in which Lessia had spent the time mainly outside, leaning over the railing and staring at the wrathful sea, trying to comprehend how everything had gone to shit.

How could she have missed two people so close to her being traitors?

She should have seen the signs with Ardow!

And Merrick. . .

Her gaze flicked up to the worn ceiling for a moment, following the cracks and warped beams weaving their way to the stairs leading up to the deck of the ship.

She’d assumed he was acting on orders from their king.

But whatever he’d been doing all those times he sneaked away must have been connected to the rebellion these idiots believed they were spearheading.

An ache started in her chest as she thought of Amalise—the fear she’d seen in her friend when they’d sat on that bed together on her final night in Ellow—and she clenched her teeth when Kalia’s, Ledger’s, and Fiona’s faces flashed before her eyes.

What if Zaddock hadn’t gotten to Amalise in time?

What if Amalise and Zaddock hadn’t gotten the children out?

What if everyone she loved was rotting in Loche’s cellars right this moment, believing Lessia had left them behind?

The wooden walls of the cabin seemed to creep closer, darkening the already dimly lit room and casting foreboding shadows on the males around her, causing a shiver to dance across her shoulders.

Lessia dropped her spoon when thoughts of Zaddock made Loche’s smirk fill her mind, then the images of his cold, distant eyes as she’d taken every feeling he’d ever harbored for her away.

The spoon clattered to the floor, shattering the thick silence.

Still, when Merrick quietly bent down to pick it up, neither Venko nor Ardow reacted.

The constant pressure on her chest tightened as the men’s eyes remained anywhere but on hers, and the air she forced into her lungs became heavier, filled with guilt and regret.

Her nostrils flared, and Lessia slammed her hands on the table so hard that her bowl toppled over and the gray mush spilled across the stained wood.

“Enough!”

Every pair of eyes in the room flew to hers.

Finally.

With magic pulsating under her skin, she snarled, “It’s time for you to tell me what’s going on! It’s been a week, and I’ve tried to be understanding, but I’m done waiting! Absolutely. Fucking. Done.”

Ardow’s eyes lowered when she bore her own into his, and she slammed a fist on the rotting wood again. “Look at me!”

Lessia nearly vibrated from withheld anger, the breaths she dragged into her lungs turning choppy.

They’d put the people she loved in danger.

Could have ruined everything she’d fought for the past five years.

And now they wouldn’t even meet her eyes.

A large hand landed on her shoulder, and she turned her glare to Merrick’s night-sky gaze.

She narrowed her eyes when something flashed in his dark ones, and when his mouth twitched, her magic burst to the surface, the golden glow of it reflecting in his silver flecks.

“Don’t you dare laugh at me,” she hissed, the shaking in her hands spreading through her body.

One of his brows quirked up, and the hand he kept on her shoulder tightened in warning.

Soft whispers responded to the magic buzzing around her, but there was no room for fear within her.

Not with the guilt and shame and worry that already festered like a disease on her every nerve and limb.

She should use her magic on every single one of them.

Force them to tell her everything.

Force them to face that guilt hunching their backs—do it as they looked right into her eyes.

But the longer she kept Merrick’s gaze, the longer his whispers traced her skin, the trembles racking her body softened, the overwhelming emotions were soothed, and her eyes widened when she realized what she’d almost done.

Forcing herself to blink hard, she pushed her magic down, lowering her gaze when another wave of hot guilt washed over her.

She’d promised herself never to do that.

And now. . .

Now that she acted on her own will and not the Fae king’s, she could actually honor that vow.

With her chin against her chest, Lessia drew a few deep breaths of musty air, and when she finally lifted her eyes, she found Venko and Ardow watching her with blanched faces.

Merrick’s gaze, though, didn’t waver when she met it again, the hand he’d kept on her shoulder squeezing it once more before releasing her.

“I’m sorry,” she muttered when the silence stretched on. “I’m just tired of being kept in the dark.”

“I know,” Merrick said quietly, and when their eyes locked again, she realized she believed him.

Something in the intense silver-sprinkled darkness made her trust he understood her completely, and her stomach flipped when Merrick continued to keep her eyes hostage.

“We’ll tell you everything,” Ardow broke in, and she reluctantly shifted her gaze to his when he continued.

“We couldn’t before, Lia. It was too dangerous with your. . . your connection to the king.” Ardow’s eyes pleaded with her. “But we’ll tell you everything you want to know. You only need to ask.”

“How long have you all been working together?” Lessia, trying to keep out of her voice the sense of hurt that two males she’d trusted had kept this from her, made herself focus on the anger that swirled dangerously close to the surface of her skin.

Ardow’s brows flew up, and shocked laughter burst out of Venko.

Even Merrick let out a choked sound beside her.

“What?” she growled, her eyes flitting between the other three pairs.

“As if I would work with these two.” Leaning back in his chair, Merrick crossed his arms over his chest. “Their mess is theirs alone.”

Ardow scoffed, but his mouth closed when Lessia raised a hand.

“Then why would you try to save them?” She eyed Merrick as he pulled out a ribbon of fabric from inside his tunic and used it to tie back his hair.

Her eyes lingered for a moment on the shiny strands, and she wondered whether it was a full-Fae trait that kept it looking as if it had recently been washed while her own was matted and smelled like death.

When he finished removing his hair from his face, Merrick rolled his eyes. “Someone needed to help them clean it up.”

“I need more, Merrick,” she hissed through clenched teeth.

“I don’t have all the information, as our dear king made sure I couldn’t be trusted with it,” he hissed back, his eyes flaring.

She swallowed the snide remark on her tongue.

Like her, he’d been forced to serve King Rioner against his will, and she knew all too well the limitations that came with the blood oath.

And Merrick had been bound by it for centuries. . .

Blowing out a shaky breath, she managed to demand, “Then tell me what you do know.”

“There is more to the little rebellion your friends think they’re heroes for being part of. I don’t know the full extent, but Alarin—your father—does,” Merrick responded.

Lessia winced when her father’s sorrow-filled eyes burst into her mind, the compassion that had filled his face as he stood behind Rioner that final day on Ellow.

He hadn’t even known who she truly was when he’d hurt for her in Loche’s office.

Hadn’t known his own daughter was the one on her knees on the floor, begging the man who’d started to piece together her broken heart not to cast her out like trash on the street.

With a sharp inhale, she pushed the images away.

Threw them to the back of her mind as quickly as Loche had thrown her out.

“Alarin is your father?” Venko leaned forward, his uninjured eye narrowing.

“I—” she started, but Ardow interrupted her.

“King Rioner is your uncle?” Hurt twisted his dark features as the hands he’d placed on the table clenched.

“So what if he is?” she snapped, balling her own hands when they continued shaking. “He doesn’t know I exist. At least not as his niece. My father kept us hidden from him my entire life, and he wouldn’t dare look at me long enough to recognize the resemblance.”

“Of course it matters!” Venko hissed. “You’re of royal blood!”

“I’m a halfling, remember? I have as much claim to the throne as either of you. Rioner would sooner kill me than recognize the blood that flows through my veins,” she snarled.

Ardow shook his head. “That’s exactly why it matters! If he ever finds out, he’ll stop at nothing to find you!”

A chill traced down her spine, but she shrugged angrily to hide it.

There was no point in worrying about King Rioner finding out who she truly was.

Not when she already had so much else to worry about.

Not when she didn’t know if her friends were safe.

If they were alive.

“Then let’s hope he never does,” she said quietly before boring her eyes into Ardow’s. “You’ve stalled long enough.”

Tension strained Ardow’s face as his eyes drifted toward Venko, and her magic pressed in her veins again when he remained quiet for a moment.

But then he sighed, his gaze returning to meet hers. “It started many years ago. Before you and I were even born. . . The books have it wrong, Lessia. Not all shifters were on their king’s side, but they were slaughtered all the same. No man, woman, or child the humans and Fae encountered was shown mercy. Still, some survived, and they’ve been hiding out across Havlands ever since.”

Lessia nodded slowly.

Geyia had told her the same thing back in that cave.

But she didn’t want to stop him now that he’d finally started talking, so she waved for him to go on when he eyed her.

“Like you and me, they’re outcasts. . . and they’ve grown tired of it. They can’t return to rebuild their home for fear of discovery. They can’t integrate into society. . .” Ardow leaned his chin in his hands, his gaze fixed on the battered table. “Their numbers started dwindling a few decades ago. . . until they ran into a group of half-Fae that had managed to flee Vastala. Initially, they fought for the small piece of land both sides wanted to claim, but they soon realized they’d be stronger together—that it would give them the numbers they needed to fight back.”

“Wait—” Venko started, but when Lessia cast him a warning look, he sealed his mouth shut.

Still, a crease marred his forehead as he picked at the bowl before him.

With a quick glance at the merchant, Ardow straightened. “As they began planning for the rebellion, the half-Fae and shifters realized they weren’t so different after all and that there were more people like them all across Havlands—living in Vastala and Ellow. Well. . . if you can call it living.”

He shot her a penetrating glare, and Lessia had to look away when something stirred inside her.

What Ardow spoke of wasn’t so different from what she’d told Amalise whenever she felt guilty for keeping the children locked up.

But this was different, wasn’t it?

The children were innocent, while these. . . rebels were not.

The ancestors of the shifters amongst them might not have followed their king.

But the rebels had killed people.

Woven their way into an election to manipulate the process—the will of the people of Ellow.

Is that so different from what you did?

Lessia shook her head as the voice flitted across her thoughts.

She hadn’t had a choice.

These people did.

Merrick was quiet—worryingly quiet—and she glanced his way, finding him glowering at Ardow, his long fingers impatiently tapping his knee.

As if he felt her eyes on him, his gaze shifted to hers, and she nearly flinched at the thunderous darkness swirling in it.

After throwing a sharp glare Ardow’s way, Merrick rasped, “I knew humans were slow, but your friend here has surpassed my expectations.”

A muffled sound left Ardow, and one of Merrick’s silver brows lifted, but his eyes remained locked on hers as he drawled, “What he—very slowly—is trying to say is that this group banded together to overthrow the leaders in Havlands and has been recruiting people across the realm ever since. Some, like Ardow here, believe in their cause, believe that they’re working for a better world. . . and others, like that one”—he waved toward Venko—“are bribed to help them. That’s what they tried with Loche as well, but apparently he wasn’t as pliable as they’d hoped.”

Lessia tensed when Loche’s name left his lips, and Merrick’s eyes slitted as they followed her raised shoulders down to the shaking hands in her lap.

Shifting so she sat on them, Lessia tore her eyes away and focused on Ardow.

“Is it true?” she whispered.

His nostrils flared as his gaze flitted between her and the Fae beside her. “In his world, perhaps. But he’s right in that I do believe in our cause. We believe in a world where everyone is treated the same! Where part-Fae and shifters and outcasts can all walk the streets and into whichever establishment they want without worrying about being stared at, attacked, or even killed. It’s time for a shift, and it needs to be now! We’re done waiting around for a change that’ll never happen.”

“And you’re trying to accomplish this by killing people who disagree with you? Aren’t you doing the same thing you’re accusing Rioner and L—” Lessia sucked in a breath when the regent’s name stuck in her throat and pinched her thighs to relieve the pain in her chest.

“That you’re accusing the leaders of Havlands of?” she finally got out.

Ardow shook his head, his eyes burning into hers. “I’ve been an outcast my entire life, and I’m done with it! I’m tired of being looked down upon as soon as people realize the heritage I bear. If we need to take drastic measures to get there, so be it! And you should be on our side! How many times have you been called names? How many times have you been hurt by humans and Fae alike?”

He leaned over the table and waved his finger in her face. “Remember why you’re on this ship! Your king and the regent you desperately wanted to believe would treat you fairly forced you on here. How can you not see that we’re the good ones, Lessia!”

Casting her eyes down, she pinched her legs harder as Loche’s cold eyes flashed in her mind.

Take them away, he’d told her.

I only want to remember you as the spy who snaked her way into our election. Nothing else.

She swallowed a whimper as the coldness in Loche’s eyes faded to mere boredom.

He’d finally seen her for what she was.

And good wasn’t the word she’d use.

“Good ones. . .” Merrick scoffed. “You’re so naive. I’ve lived long enough to learn the belief in inherent goodness is a delusion.”

Ardow shot up. “That’s why you’re trying to stop us? Because you don’t believe shifters can be good? What about halflings? You seem to have stopped trying to kill Lessia, but perhaps that’s just another way to trick us into listening to you?”

“As I’ve been trying to inform your leaders, we also believe in a world where everyone is welcome!” Merrick growled, his hand gripping the edge of the table so hard it shifted with a loud squeak. “But bigger things are happening in Havlands than your little rebellion, and we all need to work together if we’re going to survive them!”

A hollow chuckle left Ardow when Lessia’s eyes snapped to Merrick, but Venko’s injured face paled as he asked, “What do you mean?”

With a huff, Ardow threw himself onto the chair again. “He’s making up wild stories to save that king of his and stop what he knows is coming. Don’t believe a word he tells you.”

Merrick let out a laugh that made Lessia’s skin prickle.

Raising his brows, Merrick ignored the scowling Ardow, keeping his gaze on the increasingly flustered Venko. “How much of what Ardow has now entertained us with has he actually told you? Did you know who you were truly working for? Did you know they’re planning an attack that will end up with more innocent blood spilled? Much, much more.”

Venko shrunk into his seat at the intensity of Merrick’s glare, his blond hair falling into his eyes as he cowered.

“That’s what I thought,” Merrick sneered.

“I couldn’t tell you! Not with Lessia. . .” Ardow trailed off when Lessia’s eyes found his. “I’m sorry,” he pleaded. “But it’s true. I was supposed to be the one going into the election, but we had to adjust when we found out what King Rioner had planned for you. I knew too much, and while you hadn’t used your gift on me. . . we couldn’t risk it.”

Her teeth slammed together as the urge to pound a fist into his face overwhelmed her.

“I told you I’d never,” she gritted.

Ardow’s eyes flashed with pity when hers glossed. “Perhaps not willingly. But you did it to Venko. . . and I’m guessing you did it to Loche as well, since—”

“I suggest you stop talking now.” Merrick’s voice was soft, but whispers began to reverberate between the walls of the cramped cabin, layering over her skin as they intensified.

“I don’t care who you are! You don’t tell me what—” Ardow started.

She couldn’t stand the arguing, couldn’t stand the raised voices joining the guilt and fear inside her.

And she really couldn’t stand the whispers that seemed to state the same words again and again: It’s not your fault, it’s not your fault, it’s not your fault.

It was her fault!

Of course it was her fault.

Lessia closed her eyes and pressed her hands against her ears to drown out the staggering whispers.

“Stop it!” she screamed when her hands did little to quiet them.

After a moment, Merrick’s magic seemed to still, even though the air still flickered with the ancient gift that filled his veins, and Lessia drew a deep breath as she lowered her hands, ignoring the wide-eyed stares from the males around her.

“Stop it,” she said again, quieter this time, but forcing her voice to remain strong.

It was her fault.

It was her fault Loche had banished her.

It was her fault that Amalise and the children had to flee Asker.

It was her fault for getting tangled up with the Fae king—the one thing her father had devoted his life to preventing.

And now she needed to do something about it.

Arguing on a stupid ship in the middle of the Eiatis Sea would be of help to exactly no one.

“None of you will talk unless I say so.” She let the magic brimming under her skin shine through, her golden eyes casting bright shadows across the dark wood as they darted between the three males. “Otherwise, I swear I will break all promises I’ve made and use my damned magic to make each and every one of you tell me your deepest, darkest secrets and use them against you.”

She wouldn’t, but she refused to let them know that when Venko whitened further, and even Ardow leaned back in his chair, his eyes everywhere but on hers.

Merrick shifted beside her, and when she flicked her glowing gaze his way, he met it, but she didn’t miss the flicker of unease in the silver swirls.

“Now that that’s established. . . Merrick, what is happening in Havlands?”

The Fae hesitated momentarily, and it was enough to stop her from pushing the magic down again.

Instead, she tilted her head and raised a brow in the arrogant way he’d done earlier.

A vein in his neck bulged as he glared back at her, but the whispers didn’t surface again as he finally responded, “We have reason to believe a neighboring realm is planning on invading Havlands.”

A shiver racked her shoulders at the gravity of his tone, but she forced herself to ask, “Why?”

“I don’t know much, only what your father could risk telling me.” Merrick pulled the cord from his hair, shaking his locks out. “A few years ago, a group of Fae that used to be ruled by a royal family called the Oakgards entered our waters, their ships bearing the mark of what we called the Old World—the realm our kind migrated from a few millennia ago. They asked to speak to King Rioner and informed him that their realm was dying, their lands rotting, their forests burning, their water turning poisonous, and that the people were at a loss for what to do. They asked him for sanctuary in Vastala. . . but he turned them away, forced them to leave and go back where they came from.”

“So what?” Ardow sneered, but he quieted when Lessia glared at him.

With a low growl that vibrated right through Lessia, Merrick continued. “They were desperate. The king’s brother even got on his knees and begged him to at least take the children. . . But Rioner refused. He told them they were too many—that he couldn’t risk his own people to save another—one he didn’t even remember.”

Lessia swallowed when the memory of her on her knees before Loche in his office struck her like a dagger to the chest.

Stiffening, Merrick balled his hands on top of his knees. “We believe they’re coming back. That they’re not here to ask nicely but to take our realm by force. If we’re right, Havlands can’t risk not standing united. If we’re in the middle of an uprising. . . it will be easy for them to pick us off one by one.”

“Does Rioner know?” she asked, driving the image of Loche’s office from her mind.

“He does, and he doesn’t believe it.” Merrick’s lip curled, his sharp teeth rasping against the bottom one. “Your father has seen foreign ships when he’s traveled from your home, but since he can’t say exactly where. . . Rioner seems to believe it’s L. . . it’s the regent who somehow wants to intimidate him.”

She realized her magic had faded from her eyes when she stared into Merrick’s dark ones and fear wrapped around her heart like an icy hand.

The fact that her father had even mentioned being somewhere outside the castle Rioner had so graciously given him when he ascended the throne had erased any doubt she might have harbored.

Her father wouldn’t risk the king’s men stumbling across their hidden island—the sanctuary he’d discovered after meeting her mother, and the place he actually called home—the place Rioner knew nothing of, as he had no idea her father only visited the castle a few times a month to keep up appearances.

Especially not if Frelina somehow was alive.

He must be convinced of what he’d told Merrick.

And that meant the people she loved were in more danger than she’d realized.

Not just from the rebellion. . .

But from an entire other realm.

And Loche. . .

If Rioner believed he was behind it all. . .

He was in the most peril of all.

“Is he. . . is Loche aware?” she made herself ask, even as the mention of his name made her rib cage feel as if it would cave in.

When Merrick’s gaze fell and he shook his head, she couldn’t stand being another minute in the musty cabin.

Shooting upright, she stumbled toward the latch, a cry rising up her throat when she couldn’t get it open right away.




CHAPTER 
TWO
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As she gripped the wooden railing and stared out over the furious waves crashing against the port, she struggled to hold back the scream building inside her from the emotions pressing against her chest, threatening to boil over like a pot left too long on the stove.

And when the faces of her loved ones—Amalise, her parents, Frelina, Kalia, Fiona and all the other children, and finally. . . Loche—consumed her thoughts, the sensation continued to mount until it felt as if she would break apart into a million tiny pieces if she didn’t let some of it out.

So, with her eyes on the gray horizon, she did.

Lessia let every ounce of guilt and fear and frustration fuel the piercing cry as it drifted across the ripples of water.

She screamed for the family she’d left behind in Vastala, for the friends she’d abandoned in Ellow, for the regent she’d betrayed, for the king she’d been too weak to fight, for the contradictory emotions churning inside as she took in what Ardow had told her.

But most of all, she screamed for the helplessness she felt as Merrick’s warning of war lodged itself in her throat.

She didn’t doubt he’d spoken true.

That Havlands and those she loved in it were in danger.

And with her being banished and traveling with three fugitives. . .

There was little she could do to get King Rioner and Loche to believe it.

A sound from the upper deck startled her as she caught her breath, and she whirled around to find one of the men in the crew operating the ship staring at her with wide eyes.

Smoothing out the hair blowing around her face, she hissed, “Can I help you?”

The man nearly tripped as he backed away, the color of his face fading with every step, and she realized her eyes must have shifted into gold when a soft glow broke through the mist traveling across the wooden deck.

Sighing, she turned back toward the water, clutching the worn wood so hard splinters bit into her palms.

But she welcomed the pain.

Welcomed anything that could distract her from the crippling powerlessness that lay heavy on her chest.

A warm hand touched her lower back, and the smell of salt and wet wood mixed with Merrick’s untamed scent as he took up the spot to her right.

When she glanced at him, the sheen of her eyes illuminated his hard features and the pearly hair trailing over his shoulders.

His eyes met hers briefly before they shifted out over the sea. “Did that make you feel better?”

She was nearly overcome by the urge to slap him, but as she lifted her hand, he moved faster than she’d ever seen anyone do, his fingers locking around her wrist before she had time to blink.

Pulling her against him, he glared at her. “Have you remembered nothing of what I tried to teach you? You need to be in control. Of your movements. Of your emotions. Of your magic. Of yourself. If you’re planning to take out your anger on me, do it right!”

When Merrick released her, she took a step back from his rumbling chest.

Moving her eyes to her boots, she drew a shaky breath, trying to rein in the emotions drawing up her magic.

She knew heightened states of mind drove magic to the surface to protect its wielder—had had more practice suppressing it than using it.

But right now, suppressing it was proving difficult.

When the light brightening the wood finally dimmed, she lifted her gaze again.

Merrick had shifted his glare to the dark clouds building in the north, the swirling white sheets beneath them betraying the snowstorm heading for Ellow.

She rubbed her arms when a brisk wind whipped around them, blowing Merrick’s hair out of his face and the torn cloak he wore toward the stern.

“I’m sorry,” she muttered when his tense shoulders didn’t lower and the angrily set jaw didn’t soften.

“I do not need an apology. You’re entitled to be angry. Gods, you’re entitled to be fucking furious. But you’re not entitled to be reckless with it.”

When she remained quiet, Merrick moved to lean his elbows on the railing, his eyes meeting hers again as he laced his fingers together. “Unless Raine kills us for entering his waters, we’ll start training again as soon as we arrive. You need to learn how to feel your emotions, especially the negative ones—the sadness and grief and fear—and use those feelings to control what you do with them. You’re Fae. Our emotions are too strong to be pushed down for long. Especially the negative ones. . .” Merrick sighed. “You have power, Lessia. More than you think. You just need to learn how to harness it.”

Power. . .

She nearly scoffed, but then Loche’s betrayed face flickered in her mind, and it felt as if someone ripped her heart from her chest and stomped on it, smashed it into a pool of crimson to allow it to drip through the planks they stood upon.

She sucked in a breath of salty air.

She couldn’t let those emotions in.

No.

Not without breaking down.

And she didn’t have that luxury.

There were people depending on her.

Perhaps more people than she’d expected, since she believed what Merrick had spoken was true.

Squeezing her eyes shut, she forced Loche from her mind—forced herself to focus on the anger that had consumed her before.

Merrick sighed again when she opened them, his features hardening when she didn’t respond.

As he watched her for a moment, something she couldn’t read flashed in his eyes. “It seems we need also to practice using your gift. You require more control over it if you plan to continue to threaten us with it.”

She started shaking her head but stilled when Merrick’s eyes narrowed.

“There may be a time when we’ll need you to use it,” he said softly.

Lessia didn’t respond as he straightened and brushed off some drops of water that had landed on the green tunic he wore beneath his cloak.

She had threatened them in there, but only because her frustrations got the better of her.

She would never use it on a friend again.

Now that she was no longer forced to by the blood oath, she could choose never to use it on anyone again.

She gripped the railing once more when another wave of fury roiled inside her.

All her magic did was destroy and hurt and betray.

“Lessia.” Merrick took a step toward her. “The gods gifted it to you for a reason. You do not need to be frightened of it. It’s not evil or good. It’s nothing but a power to be molded by its wielder. A power to be used carefully, yes. But not to be suppressed or forgotten about.”

“The gods are gone!” she snapped. “They don’t partake in our world anymore. They don’t care for us! And especially not us halflings!”

Bridging the final distance between them and crowding her against the railing, Merrick stared down at her, a muscle in his jaw twitching as an angry tear snaked its way down her cheek.

Lessia furiously wiped it away, wondering how she’d ever wished to be able to cry again.

It was stupid.

Weak.

And she didn’t have time for either of those things.

“If you believe that, you’re not as clever as I thought,” he said quietly as he lifted a hand and used his thumb to brush away another treacherous drop.

Merrick watched it for a moment before he let the tear fall into the dark waves.

Cupping her chin, he lifted her eyes to his again. “The gods may not show themselves anymore, but they’re here. They’re in every creature in our world, in all the beauty and the ugliness, in good and evil, in glory and flaws. And they are most certainly in you. They choose a person’s gift for a reason, and I’d be lying if I said I didn’t question mine for a long time. Truth be told, I still question it—but I wield it, Lessia. I decide what it is and what it isn’t.”

She swallowed as Merrick stepped back. “You didn’t kill your sister. I don’t know how she survived, but perhaps it was the gods’ way of teaching you to respect your gift. Showing you the darker side should you turn to it.”

Her brows drew together. “So you’re saying I should be grateful for the gods forcing me onto the streets of Vastala? For making me live in darkness for years in Rioner’s cellars? Perhaps for me getting banished from every home I’ve ever known?”

Merrick raised a brow when her magic stirred, and she snarled when light filled her eyes again and an urge to tell him to shut his mouth crashed through her.

When she stepped toward him, warning whispers boomed through the mist, and oily tendrils snaked their way around her arms, forcing her trembling body to a stop.

But he didn’t avert his eyes as his glacial voice broke through the fog overtaking her mind. “I won’t pity you. We forge our own fates. While the gods might give us gifts, it’s up to us what we do with them. We always have a choice.”

“So was it your choice to chain yourself to Rioner, then?” she taunted as heat crept up her neck.

The air stilled, and a shiver skittered down her spine when Merrick’s magic tightened its grip.

But just as fast, it released her, the wind and the water hitting the sides of the ship soon the only thing filling her ears.

“It was my choice, yes.” Merrick’s voice barely traveled over the gusting breeze as he spun around to walk back inside.

Her stomach churned at the sorrow that seeped into his scent, and before she knew what she was doing, she gripped one of his large hands.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered as he turned his head over his shoulder. “I shouldn’t have said that.”

He didn’t respond, only stared at her with those star-filled eyes.

When his wild, mourning scent continued to whirl around them, she threw her head back and closed her eyes.

“I’m sorry,” she reiterated. “It’s been a rough few days.”

She didn’t dare look at him when she heard his feet shuffle, but a little bit of warmth clawed itself into her chest when they brought him closer, the sadness lacing the air fading.

“Enough with the apologies. And. . . I’d say you’ve had a rough few years.”

Her eyes flew to his, and her heart leaped when a crooked smile brightened his features.

Pulling at her hand, he led her back to the railing. “While I won’t pity you, I told you—you are entitled to be angry.”

Merrick let go of her hand to lean his arms on the railing, letting out a breath as he stared down the stained wood of the hull. “Gods know I’ve been angry for a long time. Furious at my fate and the decisions I made. But I can’t change the past. I can only use that anger to direct the future. You need to learn how to do that as well. How to direct your emotions before they direct you.”

Her eyes wandered from the pearly strands of hair the wind played with, to his delicately pointed ears, over his high cheekbones and slightly parted full lips, and that feeling that he understood her, perhaps better than anyone else, layered around her.

Shifting so she mirrored his position, she listened to the waves hitting the side of the ship.

She was angry.

At her fate.

But also at herself.

Merrick was right—even if the gods had bestowed on her the stupid gift, she had made the choices leading to where she was today.

She was the one who hadn’t listened to her father’s advice to manage her emotions, especially as she neared the age when magic manifested, to avoid situations exactly like the one she’d believed she’d caused that day with her sister.

Stealing a glance at him, she whispered, “How do you know my sister is alive?”

Merrick’s eyes drifted her way. “I saw her once.”

He hesitated for a moment. “King Rioner had me follow your father a few years ago. He suspected he was hiding something, and it didn’t take me long to find your home. It was easy, even.”

He let out a low laugh as he shook his head. “But as soon as I stepped onto the island, Alarin trapped me. He’d intended for me to find him all along. Rioner didn’t realize we’d gotten to know each other during the many years I was in his service. . . that we’d become friends, even. And apparently it was on purpose. Alarin needed someone close to Rioner, and I wanted out, so we decided to work together. We had to be careful with what he told me, but I learned of the stirring rebellion and the other threats against our realm, and Alarin provided me with enough secrets that Rioner was kept satisfied and I could leave out the other things I saw. Including your little sister.”

Lessia shook her head, her thoughts whirling.

It didn’t sound like her father to take such a risk, even if he considered Merrick a friend.

Rioner could have easily forced Merrick to tell him every detail he’d learned.

And he’d worked too hard to keep her, her mother, and Frelina hidden.

Merrick moved to face her. “It was a risk he had to take.”

One corner of his mouth quirked when her eyes widened. “He wouldn’t have done it if he believed another option existed. The threats we’re facing are real, Lessia. He’s protecting your family against them.”

Glancing down at her laced fingers, she asked quietly, “Can we go see them?”

It was quiet for so long she wondered if Merrick had left without her noticing, but then he finally cleared his throat. “I think it might have been your father who turned me in that night.”

“What?” She slipped on the wet planks as she spun around. “He wouldn’t do that!”

Her father was nothing if not loyal to those he loved.

He’d rather die than hurt them.

“He would if someone more dear to him was in danger.” Merrick placed a hand on her shoulder to steady her, and his grip tightened as he continued.

“You were nowhere near to figuring out what King Rioner wanted to know. He knew that someone close to him must have been betraying him. Too much confidential information was leaked for him not to figure it out.”

“What do you mean?” She stared from his hand to his eyes as her heart began pounding.

Merrick sighed. “We had to get the rebels to trust us if we would ever convince them to stand down so we could face the Oakgards’ Fae together. And the only way was giving them something they wanted. . .” His hand dropped to his side. “Rioner would have never let you go unless whoever it was, was captured.”

“But my father doesn’t remember me,” she whispered.

If Frelina was alive, she would have told them.

The small voice in her mind made a lump form in her throat.

But if they knew. . .

Why hadn’t her father come for her?

Of course he wouldn’t come for you.

He blamed you for what you did.

Rightfully so.

Lessia swallowed against the thickness, trying to tell herself that wasn’t true.

“I don’t think he knew, or at least suspected, until he saw you,” Merrick said softly as pity darkened his eyes. “I told you before—you were a child. Even if you’d killed her, they wouldn’t have blamed you. And I’ve seen the love Alarin holds for his family. He would have turned these lands upside down to find you if he knew.”

She sniffed as Merrick picked up a lock of her bronze hair, twining it between his long fingers. “You are a mirror of your sister, Lessia. Alarin isn’t dumb. He knew something was off the moment he met you.”

A knot formed in her stomach when Merrick sighed again. “We need to go somewhere safe to figure out our next steps, and while Raine might not welcome us with open arms, I’m hoping he’ll not turn us in as soon as he sees us.”




CHAPTER 
THREE
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When they finally made their way inside, the captain had brought down more watery grain.

Venko and Ardow sat at the table, picking at it with rusty spoons.

Shadows danced over the men and across the small cots covering the cabin walls, their eerie movements shifting when the ship tilted from the rising winds.

Lessia had to grip the side of one of the cots when a strong gust made the ship heel, and her stomach turned enough that she headed to her assigned bedding instead of joining the table and the unpleasant smell of half-rotten oats.

Sitting down on the bed, she drew deep breaths through her mouth against the nausea, her eyes tracking Merrick as he also opted to head to his cot.

Settling in the too-small cot opposite her, he unsheathed the sword always strapped to his back, its rubies glowing softly as he placed it beside him on the mattress.

Lessia picked at the dagger he’d given her, running her fingers along the identical red gemstones before laying it beside the one her father had gifted her.

She’d thought it strange King Rioner hadn’t disarmed Merrick when they’d captured him.

But perhaps his faith in the blood oath was that strong.

Merrick had been in his service for centuries, after all.

Ardow rose, his chair scraping against the floor as he pulled it out.

Picking up two cups from the table, he closed the short distance to her cot, his eyes flicking to the spot beside her.

Lessia thought about refusing, but when his face strained, she sighed and shifted to the end of the bed.

Ardow offered her a small smile as he pressed one of the cups into her hands.

“Truce?” he asked softly.

She narrowed her eyes as another surge of anger swept over her, but when Merrick cleared his throat across the room and she shifted her eyes to his, a wheezing breath made its way into her lungs.

I can only use that anger to direct the future, he’d said.

Averting her eyes to the hands in her lap, she thought he had a point.

She could be angry at Ardow all she liked, but it wouldn’t help their situation.

Flexing her fingers, she made herself meet Ardow’s imploring gaze and groused, “For now.”

He nodded as he bumped his cup against hers, and when he lifted it to his lips, she followed.

Tears sprung into her eyes the second the liquid touched her mouth, and she spat it out, gasping for air as the few drops that had made it down her throat burned like blazing flames.

“What is this?” she hissed, using her sleeve to wipe at her tongue when the scalding sensation continued. “Are you trying to kill me?”

Laughter exploded through the room, and she snapped her gaze between Venko’s flushed cheeks, Merrick’s turned-down face, and Ardow’s wide eyes.

Lessia clenched her jaw when Ardow and Venko continued giggling, and when even Merrick’s shifting shoulders betrayed him, she hesitated only for a second.

Then she poured the rest of the cup over Ardow’s head.

“What the. . .” He stared at her with pale liquid dripping down his face and the strands of his hair turning darker as the liquor stained it.

She glared right back at him. “I told you not to laugh at me.”

When Ardow lifted his own cup, she shuffled backward but stilled when whispers crashed through the cabin, the oily magic turning the air even more stale as Merrick flew to his feet.

“Don’t you dare,” he growled. “You had it coming for lying to her. She saved your life. Show some gratitude.”

Ardow’s features hardened as he glared at the Fae, but when the whispers grew louder, causing the hair on Lessia’s arms to rise, he rested the cup on his knees.

Although the hand holding it shook so much the liquid spilled over the sides.

“I’m sorry,” Ardow snarled when Merrick’s magic continued roiling through the room. “Just stop it!”

Lessia held her breath as the whispers faded, but a low hum remained until Ardow turned toward her, fear reflecting in his eyes as he shakily got out, “I’m so sorry, Lessia. For everything.”

When it finally quieted, Venko’s face had returned to the pale coloring she’d gotten used to the past few days, and both she and Ardow jerked when he pushed his chair back and stalked toward the stairs.

Venko stiffened on the first step, and his finger trembled as he pointed it Merrick’s way. “You’re actually the damned Death Whisperer? I thought you were joking before! I wasn’t even certain you were real or if it was only a story told to keep humans wary of the Fae.”

His gaze sliced to Ardow. “The Death Whisperer, Ardow? What in the gods did you drag me into?” Venko shook his head, his face contorted with betrayal, before hurrying up the stairs.

Lessia flinched again when the hatch slammed shut, and she squeezed her eyes together when memories of another door shutting invaded her mind.

Gripping the rough blanket tight, she tried to push the thoughts away—tried to drown out the sounds of metal and dripping water.

“Lessia?”

Ardow’s voice sounded far away, and a whimper fought to leave her throat when a Fae with blue eyes squatted down before her in a dark corner, a wicked smile on his face as he whispered her name.

You’re never leaving this place.

No.

Enough.

She wasn’t going back there.

Violently shaking her head, she let the fury of Ardow’s betrayal, of Loche’s dismissal, and of the helplessness she felt thinking of her friends flood her veins, tinting the darkness before her eyes crimson.

A warning snarl escaped her when warm hands settled on her knees, and she pried her eyes open to dark eyes and an inhumanly tall form crouched before her.

Lessia scrambled backward on the bed, dashing for the daggers she’d placed beside her.

“Get away from me,” she hissed as she tightened her grip on the hilts.

“It’s me, Lessia,” the figure said quietly.

“No!” she shouted. “Leave me alone!”

But the Fae didn’t.

Instead, he shoved someone off the cot, the grunt from the person hitting the floor echoing in the cramped cabin.

“It’s me. It’s Merrick,” the figure said.

She blinked hard.

But she could still only see the dim outline of the Fae in Rioner’s cellars.

“It’s me.”

The voice rumbled through her as she blinked again.

Her vision sharpened, and the Fae’s silver hair and familiar features kindled something within her.

Lessia blinked again as he climbed into the bed, taking the spot beside her.

Merrick.

Dropping the daggers, she pressed her shaking hands to her face.

Merrick wouldn’t hurt her.

Not anymore.

She stiffened when the bed shifted, and strong arms wrapped around her, pulling her into a broad chest.

“It’s me,” he whispered into her hair, and as his low voice wrapped around her, her coiled muscles softened.

He held her closer, and his hair tickled her cheek as he continued. “I promise you, you’re never going back there. I will never allow them to hurt you again. Do you hear me?”

When she didn’t respond, Merrick repeated, “Do you hear me?”

Finally, she dipped her chin, and a low rumble vibrated in his chest.

When her body finally relaxed fully against his, her cheek resting against his soft tunic, and she breathed in the scent that reminded her of forests and wilderness, he shifted, gently unwrapping his arms and guiding her head to the pillow.

“You need to rest,” he whispered.

She peeked at him through her lashes, and an involuntary sound left her when his feet found the floor.

Freezing, Merrick glanced back down, and whatever he found in her eyes made his nostrils flare as he nodded once.

“I’ll stay here while you sleep.”

It was all she needed to hear for her eyelids to flutter, and she sighed as she curled up on her side, facing the wall, but her feet still touched Merrick’s legs as he sat down on the end of the bed with his back against the wall.

Fatigue seeped into her every muscle and limb, and she tried to focus on Merrick’s slow breaths as sleep pressed down on her.

For a while, the only sounds filling the cabin were the sparks as the candles sputtered, the soft breaths of people, and the rustling of fabric as someone moved positions.

But as she was about to fall into darkness, a barely audible whisper broke through the musty air.

“Is she sleeping?”

She made herself lie completely still, keeping her breaths even, unsure whether she could handle another conversation right now.

“It appears so,” Merrick responded.

“Is she going to be all right?” Ardow’s words were laced with worry, and she could hear him adjust his position somewhere on the floor.

A low rumble shook the bed as Merrick hissed, “Yes.”

“But. . . I’ve never seen her like this. She—she’s so angry.”

It was quiet for a beat, and Lessia didn’t dare move a muscle as she drew air into her lungs so as not to allow her heart rate to increase.

“Are you surprised?” Merrick asked, his tone so cold she held back a shiver.

“No, but. . . I’ve never seen her react like that when she’s reminded of those years. Sh-she usually breaks down,” Ardow whispered.

Lessia tensed, but Merrick’s low voice drowned out the memories threatening to surface.

“It’s a good thing. She’s fighting back. She is angry. And that anger is what’s keeping her going. She’s been through so much in her young life, and she’s repressed all the resulting emotions for so long. . . But she can’t anymore, not with all the hurt and disappointment. So she focuses on the easiest one to manage—rage.”

“Sh-she only feels rage?” Ardow breathed.

“For now,” Merrick responded quietly. “She might only be half-Fae, but our emotions are much stronger than human ones. With everything that happened in the past week, I’m surprised she’s even left the cot. I’ve seen full Fae break over less.”

Lessia could hear Ardow shift, and she imagined how his face scrunched up the way it did when he was scared, and an unfamiliar feeling of irritation crept over her skin.

“But she’ll be back to normal soon?”

Merrick moved again, and she could feel his eyes on her, the warmth of his gaze traveling down her face as he sighed. “Time will tell. For now, I suggest you stop riling her up, or you might find yourself in a dangerous situation. I certainly won’t stop her if it comes to that.”

A low muttering bounced between the walls before Ardow broke the silence again. “Can. . . can we help her get better?”

Lessia stopped herself from swallowing when Merrick tensed, feeling as if every beat of her heart slammed against her chest.

“She doesn’t need to get better,” he snarled softly. “If she decides to break apart this whole ship to deal with what happened, I’ll help her. If she wants to kick your lying ass into the depths of the sea, I’ll take your legs. If she decides to rip the world to shreds for what it’s done to her, I’ll cheer her on. And if you were a true friend. . . you would as well.”




CHAPTER 
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She’d barely gotten any sleep last night, not even when Ardow and Merrick quieted and the former began snoring softly.

She’d been awake for hours, trying to understand Merrick’s words.

Was she truly that angry?

The constant red cast clouding her vision certainly implied so.

Too many emotions swirled inside her. . . and none of them were good.

Bleary-eyed, she dragged herself off the cot when the captain entered and put the usual unappetizing bowls on the rattling table.

He informed them that they were getting close to the eastern border of Havlands, that they’d recently passed Korina’s waters and would be near Fae territory within a day or so.

Merrick followed him up to the helm to give him instructions for where they needed to go to get to wherever Raine lived.

Her eyes lingered on his back as he stalked up the stairs, and she wondered if her own shoulders looked as taut as his did, if her gait was as high strung.

Avoiding Venko’s and Ardow’s gazes, she slumped down onto a chair and lifted the bowl to drink directly from it.

Perhaps if she ate quickly enough, it wouldn’t taste as foul.

“How are you feeling?” Ardow asked hesitantly.

Setting down the bowl, Lessia lifted her eyes and wiped at a stray drop that escaped her mouth.

Ardow’s eyes were guarded as he studied her, and another urge to punch him crossed her mind.

But she pushed it down.

You are in control.

She repeated the words to herself until the red hue tinting her vision dimmed.

Ignoring Ardow’s question, as she wasn’t sure how to respond, she turned to Venko. “What did the rebels promise you to get you on board with this. . . plan?”

Venko’s face turned crimson, and his eyes lingered on Ardow briefly before moving to the grayish substance in his bowl. “They promised me monopoly over the trade.”

The trade. . .

A bitter laugh escaped her. “Greed. . . is that what drives all males?”

“No, Lessia.” Ardow sought her eyes. “Venko might have initially had dubious intentions, but after we got to know each other, he understood—”

Venko’s hand slammed onto the table. “Stop! You didn’t tell me there would be bloodshed, Ardow! I thought you were on the good side. That the rebels were fighting for something better for everyone! It’s the only reason I stayed when I realized what was happening. But you didn’t tell me you planned to kill Loche. Or innocent people, for that matter. It sounds to me like the rebels are as bad as those Oakgards’ Fae Merrick talked of. They want to take our lands by force, and so do your damned rebels.”

Ardow tried to reach out for him, but Venko sprang from his chair, taking the one beside Lessia instead.

Dragging his hands down his face, Ardow sighed. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry I hurt both of you. But it was the only way. Please, you have to believe me. We are the good side.”

Lessia’s eyes locked with Venko’s uninjured one, and they shook their heads.

“You killed Stellia and her company,” she snarled quietly.

“We would never,” Ardow snapped. “Yes, we wanted to make it seem like she had some part in it—create mistrust within Ellow. But we didn’t kill her or her guards.”

“How can we trust that?” Venko still had his eyes glued on Lessia’s as he spoke. “Some of her own guards betrayed her. They tried to kill Craven before he left!”

Ardow remained silent for a moment, and Lessia’s eyes widened when guilt tugged at his face, pulling his dark brows down and emptying his gaze.

“Ardow?” she whispered, not certain if she wanted to know what thoughts swirled in his mind.

“He’s dead, isn’t he?” Venko’s voice jarred her, and she sliced her gaze to the side, finding him clenching the table so hard his knuckles drained of blood.

When Ardow dipped his chin, she sucked in a breath.

“Was it you?” Lessia got out.

His jaw flexed, but he raised his downcast eyes to hers. “He hurt you, Lessia! He would have killed you, from what Venko told me. He was a danger to the Ellow we want to build!”

When she started shaking her head, Ardow let out a choked sound before he urged, “Lessia, you know how it’s been for us! What the children we rescue have to face! Do you not want to give them a chance of a better life?” Ardow’s eyes glossed, and she let out a huff when guilt constricted her throat.

Forcing it away, she growled, “Of course I do!”

She wanted nothing more than for them to live like humans and full Fae.

But not at the expense of thousands perishing.

Not even at the expense of someone as vile as Craven.

She’d made herself a promise when she thought she killed Frelina: that no more souls would taint her conscience.

And that included innocent people, whatever heritage they might bear.

“We are on the same side,” Ardow said quietly. “Perhaps the way I’ve gone about it is wrong, but if we work with them, we can figure out another way. I know Merrick seems to think we need to go to his gods-damned friend, but we should find the rebels. They will listen to me. I’m sure of it.”

“Like they listened to you when you told them Lessia was off limits?” Merrick prowled down the stairs, a thunderous look on his face. “We’re not going anywhere near them! Not until we have a plan. And my gods-damned friend is one of the most powerful Fae in our realm. You should count yourself lucky if we can get him to help.”

“And when will we get the honor of meeting this almighty Fae?” Ardow sneered.

“Right now
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