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Book I - Rae of Hope is FREE!

BOOK TRAILER: 
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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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IT ALL STARTS WITH a spark...

When Elise and her friends escape the palace, they find themselves in more danger than ever before. A wave of revolution is sweeping across the land, but the odds are against them. The realm is littered with spies and the royal army is hot on their trail.

Tensions build as those delicate alliances begin to shatter and break. Confidence wavers as many begin to question if they were better off under the palace’s wicked rule.

Can they find a way to bring everyone together? Can they keep one step ahead of those swords at their backs? How long can the pressure keep building before something finally breaks?
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Each night was colder than the one before.

I lay half-curled beside Will—half-buried in the ground, half-covered by a blanket. The rest was draped loosely over his shoulder. He kept tucking it around me the moment he thought I was drifting. I kept placing it back over him the moment he fell asleep.

There was a thin crack in the canvas that hung in front of us, just wide enough that I could see the silver gleam of the moon. Each night there was a little less than the night before. Soon it would vanish entirely, leaving nothing left to guide us but the unreliable light of the stars.

I pulled myself carefully from the little den we’d made for ourselves, moving with a smooth stealth I hadn’t possessed just a few weeks before. His arm slid noiselessly to the ground behind me, and I took the opportunity to tuck the blanket once more across his skin.

Maybe that’s what woke him.

“Where are you going?” he asked softly.

I startled in surprise, clutching a thin wrap tighter around my shoulders.

“Just out for a walk. I’ll return soon.”

His eyes stared up at me from the ground.

Be careful.

He didn’t need to say it. The silent words were written all over his face. We’ve had close calls before. Midnight walks weren’t what they used to be.

“I won’t go far,” I assured him quietly, then disappeared from the tent.

We’d made camp on the rim of a lake so wide, from the pebbly shore it almost appeared to be the sea. Never had I seen a place such as this. We were deep in the wilderness between unknown provinces, a land that hadn’t yet felt the greedy caress of the capital. There were no roads or defined settlements to speak of. Any paths we found in the forest had not been made by human hands.

It was a comfort in one regard. And absolutely terrifying in another.

There was safety in villages, safety in settlements. A place where predators could not wander so easily, where there were others within screaming distance to come to your aid. Each life in the provinces was a hard one, and aside from our brief interlude at the palace we had all grown up by the same set of rules. One did not wander idly. We chafed against the open expanse of it all.

Yes, it was different than the palace. But there was a cage in it all the same.

“You’re up late.”

I glanced over to see a pair of eyes watching me in the shadows, glittering like coals in the faint light of the moon. Even cloaked in that ever-encroaching darkness, it was still easy to tell who it was. Isabelle had gone to the same place each evening since we’d made camp at the lake.

“I would have thought you’d be tired,” she continued when I didn’t say anything. “What with such a beautiful man lying in your bed. Perhaps you’re already bored with each other.”

I smiled in spite of myself, joining her on the shore.

The last few weeks had revealed different sides of people I’d known at the palace. Some had opened like flowers in the sun, finally free of the constraints of the royal court. Others had retreated into themselves, seldom speaking and spending long hours staring into the fire.

Isabelle was exactly as she had always been—ever since that first day on the train. A girl who had sharpened irreversibly to ward off threats. A girl who was bizarrely likable all the same.

Lately, she’d come to focus a great deal of that attention on my boyfriend.

“Enjoy him while it lasts,” she murmured, turning back to the lake. “Or perhaps I should simply join you. We’ll ease him into the idea...”

She always spoke this way. Like we were in it together.

“He likes cooking,” I answered casually. “Maybe you should start there.”

We both smiled at that.

Only a few nights before Will had been forever banned from meal preparation, after he’d accidentally set the rabbit we were supposed to be eating on fire.

“I’m sure he has other talents,” she prompted slyly.

I answered with an innocent grin. “He most certainly does.”

We were quiet for a while, listening to the rhythmic sound of those little waves lapping up on the shore. A gentle swell, then a parting whisper. Again and again and again.

These late-night wanderings of mine had become a ritual in solitude, but I had to admit it was unexpectedly soothing to spend the time with another person instead. At times, it seemed there were so many of us. But since leaving the plague town, our company had greatly reduced.

Our problem was the numbers.

What had seemed like so many supplies when gathered together was actually quite small. A single day’s journey would decimate our food supply, and there were never enough blankets to go around to ward off the frosty temperatures at night. The five tins of medical ointment we’d scavenged from the infirmary were quickly used to heal the scrapes and fevers of the dozens of adolescents trekking aimlessly in the wilderness, and of the scores of bandages only two remained.

Even my wedding dress—which had seemed like a miracle, drenched in endless diamonds as plentiful as the stars—looked somewhat different in the cold light of day.

There were forty-seven jewels. To be split amongst eighty-three fugitives. Zadie’s fantastical pendant was to be saved for the charter of a ship. Whatever remaining jewelry the captives had been wearing was quickly and fairly divided, but the truth was, such things were too conspicuous to be easily traded. And many of us would have happily preferred them to be something practical like food.

In light of such problems, and given that we were rather conspicuous ourselves, we’d done the sensible thing and downsized. Five groups of around twenty people, each splitting off in separate directions, each travelling to a different province, all hoping to keep the royal army off our trail.

We were at the mercy of such numbers. And while twenty was better than eighty, those old problems plagued us all the same. The only reason Will and I had been allowed the tent—aside from a rather gracious attempt at privacy—was that it meant we’d be forced to share a blanket.

Some nights, it was honestly a toss-up which we might have preferred.

“You know that we can’t stay here, right?” Isabelle asked suddenly. “You know that we have to keep going?”

My shoulders fell with a quiet sigh.

Our time at the lake was unplanned and unwise. Never before had we lingered in one place for so long, but the week before had been uniquely terrible. Despite travelling in a thick deciduous forest, we were unable to find even a single stream. For the first two nights it posed little problem—we simply used our reserves—but when the sun rose on the third morning we were in trouble.

Tempers broke quickly and conversation grew sparse. Our energy flagged and we were able to travel only half as far under the unforgiving summer sun. That’s when the fatigue set in, working its way into every one of us. Game was scarce. Demetrius’ little daughter had grown sick.

When we’d stumbled upon a freshwater lake, it had seemed like a miracle. We’d dug into its side, refusing to leave. That was five days ago. Nothing had changed.

“I know,” I answered quietly, staring out at the silver water. It reminded me of my bedroom mirror back at the palace, smooth as polished glass. “And we will...I promise.”

She threw me a sharp look, but said nothing.

We stood there a while longer, shivering in the chilled breeze coming off the water. There were deer grazing on the far side—they must not have smelled the smoke from our fires.

“I should get to sleep,” I murmured, backing away with both arms folded over my chest. “So should you. We’ll have to go hunting again in the morning.”

Those deer had better be gone by sunrise.

Isabelle nodded silently, keeping her eyes on the lake. There was a tension in her body that never really left. From the way she was staring, I’d swear she could see all the way to the other side.

I had already started moving away, when she called out to me.

“Elise?”

She tore her eyes from the water, staring into mine.

“Do you think he’d like my hair better up or down?”

*   *   *
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THE HUNTERS HAD ALREADY left by the time I woke the next morning. As usual Will had gone with them, leaving that blanket tucked firmly beneath both my arms.

I struggled against it with a faint grin. The man had used actual knots.

Well played.

The second it came free, I rolled it up carefully and stepped outside with a shiver. Unlike some of the others, still wearing the richly ornamented clothes that had been meant for my wedding, I had nothing but the pale robes of the servants, along with a thin cotton wrap. My only saving grace was a pair of soft leather boots that Matthew had grabbed for me the day we fled. They molded around my feet like a second skin—supple, but strong. I wondered many times where he’d found them.

Despite the early hour, the little camp was already showing signs of life. The blankets that had been spread for those sleeping outside had been folded neatly and tucked into packs. Newly-washed faces were coming back from the lake, scrubbed pink and chattering with the cold.

“Good morning.” I made my way across the clearing to where Remy was leaning against the jagged bark of a poplar, rubbing his hands together for warmth. The beginnings of a fire crackled just a few steps away. I wondered why he didn’t get closer. “How did you sleep?”

He glanced up a second too late, his mind on something else. “What? Uh—good. How about you?”

I shrugged, leaning back on my hands and staring at the rest of them.

When we’d decided to split into smaller groups, I’d been terrified of getting stranded with a group of strangers. But people had clustered towards people they knew.

Our travelling companions were a mixed bag.

Zadie and Remy had come with us, along with Isabelle, Demetrius, and Ella. The odd girl from Midlark, Jane, had come with us as well. I could tell the others were rather unsettled by her company, but I felt a secret kinship to her and was pleased she’d decided to come along.

The rest were strangers.

There was a beautiful couple from Nimoa—Antony and Patrice. The first time I saw them was the day we escaped the palace. She’d been standing, rigid, at the base of the stairs. He’d been kicking to death the count who had claimed her. When that proved unsatisfactory, he snapped the man’s neck. Both had dark hair and even darker eyes, but skin so fair it seemed to glow every time they stepped into the sunlight. Never were they more than an arm’s length away from each other. 

Sitting beside them was another girl from Nimoa, with pale skin and shoulder-length black hair. In the almost four weeks we’d been travelling together, I’d never heard her say a word.

Maybe they all look like that in Nimoa. I tilted my head, watching from afar. With fair skin and dark hair. Many of the others were the same.

A sudden thought and my skin went cold.

Not Matthew. Matthew had hair like honey.

With abrupt determination, I forced my mind away. I wouldn’t allow myself to spend another day thinking of him. Neither would I allow myself to think of him in the past tense.

“It’s so cold,” Remy murmured, glancing up at the pale sky. “Strange for the beginning of summer. I suppose we’ve gotten used to the palace.”

I gave him a quick look, but kept my thoughts to myself.

On the other side of the fire sat a trio of men from Costan. Not far away from them was a small group from Reeves. I studied them carefully, zeroing in on a well-built man sitting in the middle.

Four weeks of travel, but we’d never said more than a few words to each other. Truth be told, I didn’t even know his name. My only memory of him from the palace was that fateful day in the servants’ hall, when they’d gathered together and Matthew had explained our plan.

He’d offered them a choice that day—to risk everything for a life of freedom or spend the rest of their days toiling away in the ashes of our fire. It had been an open invitation.

But the man from Costan wasn’t so sure.

“Anyone who wishes to come?”

Never before had I seen such an expression on Matthew. I half-thought he was going to stab the man right where he stood. But he’d simply nodded, looking past as if he wasn’t even there.

“Anyone.”

Remy was still talking. I tuned back in with a quick smile, nodding as Demetrius and Ella hiked toward us through the trees. They were accompanied by Zadie. As they usually were.

“Have a nice swim?”

The adults exchanged a quick look, while the child beamed between them. It was an unlikely pairing, but one they were settling into with surprising ease.

“Absolutely,” Zadie said with determination, shaking her wet hair onto Remy—who batted her away with a grin. “The lake is so warm there’s practically steam rising off the top. You two should definitely try it.” She winked at Ella, who giggled hysterically. “Just jump right in.”

I smiled in spite of myself, pushing back my hair.

“Right...it looks really warm. Remy was just saying how warm it was.”

The two started talking as my gaze drifted once again across the field. After a few seconds I tugged on Demetrius’ sleeve, nodding discreetly at the man from Costan.

“Who is that man?” I asked quietly. “Who was he to Matthew?”

The smile vanished suddenly from his handsome face.

“I will not speak of it,” he answered, in a harsh tone I’d never heard. “Keep him away from me, keep him away from my daughter.”

The others stopped talking, staring at him in surprise.

“But why?” I asked in alarm. “Is he...is he dangerous?”

It seemed absurd to say it. I couldn’t imagine Matthew would have allowed him to join us if that was the case. And yet Demetrius refused to answer. He simply repeated what he’d said before.

“Keep him away from me, keep him away from my daughter.” His gaze fixed on mine, as cold as that frigid lake. “Or I’ll kill him.”

My lips parted in astonishment, but I nodded quickly—grateful when Zadie moved the conversation to something else. It wasn’t a threat. It was a promise.

Maybe there was a fight between them. Some kind of—

“SNAKE!”

The five of us sprang instinctively backwards, watching with bated breath while one of the girls from Reeves shook out her blanket, leaping away at the same time. There was a soft thud as the creature fell upon the leaves, shooting into the underbrush along the edge of the camp.

A cottonmouth. Highly venomous.

“Did it bite you?” one of the men from Reeves asked anxiously, sweeping his hands through the girl’s hair as if there might be another. “Even a little—”

She shook her head, trying to hold back tears as the rest of us searched in vain.

Demetrius swept Ella off the ground, placing her high on his shoulders. Zadie stood rigid beside them, looking as though she wanted to climb up as well.

“That’s the third one this week,” Remy murmured, his bright eyes darting apprehensively through the shrubs. “Maybe we should move to the other side of the lake.”

Demetrius rubbed his eyes, still gripping his daughter’s legs.

“We’d find them
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