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CHAPTER 
ONE
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The noise in the packed tavern was unbearable.


A relentless hum of chatter and clattering of glasses pounded against her temples, and Lessia cast a longing glance at the door behind her.


It had been a long day already, and the only thing she wanted was to climb into bed—to be anywhere other than this teeming, blistering room.


Even the snow swirling outside the dusty windows behind her looked more welcoming.


But she needed to show her face tonight.


She’d spent the past few nights holed up in her study, and Lessia knew word would get back to her king. If she stayed in tonight as well, his henchman would come looking for her.


She’d tested his patience before—two days seemed to be the longest time she could escape his watch.


Sighing, Lessia flicked her hair and forced her lips to curl into a sly smile as she waved to try to get Bren the barkeep’s attention. A few patrons glanced her way, and she winked at two of the regulars when they raised their cups in her direction.


Bren was tied up, scrambling to take orders from thirsty soldiers who’d spent too many months at sea, so she rested her chin in one hand and traced the jagged outline of the wooden countertop with the other.


As she picked at the sticky surface, a drunken soldier barreled into her, jarring her arm off the counter and nearly tripping her.


Shaking her head, Lessia leaned back over the bar, but when the rough material of his uniform kept scraping against her arm, his hip painfully jutting into hers, she turned her head over her shoulder and glared at him.


“Could you move, please?” She pointedly glanced at the space beside him. “There’s plenty of room for both of us to order.”


The soldier swept his auburn hair out of his face and flashed her a drunken grin. “No need to frown, beautiful. I’m only trying to get a drink.”


His eyes roamed over her black cloak and the long-sleeved black tunic she wore beneath, and he arched a brow. “I’d buy you one. But you’re clearly not here to socialize.”


With that, he turned back to the bar, leaning over the dark wood to give a wobbly wave to Bren.


Lessia rolled her eyes.


She knew her attire didn’t do her any favors, not like the beautiful dresses other women in the tavern wore, their laced corsets accentuating their waists and the capped sleeves showing off their slender arms.


But it wasn’t like she had a choice.


The soldier kept trying to get Bren’s attention, and she couldn’t help the smirk that pulled at her lips at his feeble attempts. The tavern was too busy tonight; there was little chance Bren would prioritize him over the many patrons he knew.


Especially when Lessia stood next to him.


A hand squeezed her shoulder, and she spun around, finding her best friend in one of those beautiful dresses she’d admired.


Gray, with white detailing trailing up the long skirts, the dress was simple but beautiful against Amalise’s blonde tresses and huge blue eyes. And it had short sleeves, so she probably didn’t have sweat dripping down her neck like Lessia did.


She dragged a hand through her wavy hair. “Is this one giving you trouble, Lia?”


Lessia shook her head. “I’m good.”


When Amalise narrowed her eyes and a familiar wicked sheen glinted in them, Lessia stepped into her path.


Too often, a situation like this escalated into a brawl, and with tension already heavy in the air from restless soldiers, Lessia wouldn’t be surprised if the whole tavern got involved after one punch.


That she was too tired for.


She let some of her own wickedness fill her eyes and offered Amalise an edged smile. “I told you I’ve got this, Amalise. You go back to whatever poor man you plan on dragging home tonight.”


Lessia waved toward the table where the rest of their friends sat and where a group of soldiers and merchants hovered nearby to try their luck with the beautiful women.


Amalise scowled, but when Lessia kept her feet firmly planted, she shrugged and drew a breath to calm herself. Amalise could be a bit protective, and her temper rivaled Lessia’s—which was one of the reasons they became instant friends when Lessia arrived in Ellow five years ago.


Finally, a smile overtook her face, and Amalise wiggled her brows, whispering theatrically, “I’m thinking the one over there.”


She not-so-subtly pointed to a tall soldier whose eyes were fixed on them and who was clad in the same navy uniform as the man next to Lessia but with wavy black hair spilling far down his back.


Amalise pursed her lips when her eyes snapped back to Lessia’s. “He’s got better hair than me! I need to know his secret.”


Lessia snorted. Amalise didn’t need any beauty tips. She was already the most gorgeous woman Lessia had ever seen. And Amalise knew it.


Lessia’s eyes trailed her friend as she approached the soldier. Her full hips swayed seductively as she stepped up one step too close, invading his space to whisper something in his ear.


Snickering to herself, Lessia turned back to the bar.


The soldier who’d bumped into her had managed to order a few cups of ale and slipped Bren some silvers.


Bren’s eyes widened when they locked with hers, an apology ready at the tip of his tongue, but Lessia winked at him, gesturing toward the rest of the bar, where dozens of people leaned across the surface, desperate for his attention.


When he still hesitated, she waved her hand again, offering him a wide smile.


Although from the look on his face, she wasn’t sure if it reassured him, as his posture remained tense when he finally approached another patron.


Shifting her eyes back to the soldier, Lessia tapped his shoulder. “I know you’re new here, so I’ll give you a pass this time. But me and my friends over there”—Lessia jerked her head toward the table where Amalise and a few others eyed them closely—“are thirsty. And we order first around here.”


He seemed to prepare to respond with something snarky, but his gaze swept over her again, and his muddy brown eyes widened. “You’re—”


“Half-Fae. Was it the ears? Or perhaps the teeth?” She couldn’t help but let her lip curl, showing off her sharp canines, her grin creeping wider when the soldier inched backward.


“Or was it maybe the height?” Lessia straightened to her full five-nine stature, leveling her amber eyes with his frightened ones.


The soldier stared at her with the bar pressed into his back, the air around him crackling with nervous energy and fear seeping into his scent.


Lessia softened her gaze. “Is this your first time on Asker?”


His quivering chin dipped.


Gods, he must hail from one of the remote isles in Ellow if he hadn’t encountered Fae or even half-Fae before. Not that there were that many half-Fae on the human isles—or in Havlands at all—but here on Asker, the capital island of Ellow, it wasn’t unheard of to run into one from time to time.


The air shifted as the soldier’s eyes narrowed. From the stale scent lacing his breath, it must have been ale bolstering his confidence, and his features twisted into a drunken sneer as he spat, “I don’t know who you think you are, halfling, and I truly don’t care. My friends and I just spent weeks at sea. We are thirsty.”


Her guilt instantly melted away, and Lessia clenched her jaw not to snarl at him.


Shifting her golden-brown hair out of her face and balling her hands into tight fists to keep her unpredictable Fae emotions in check, she hissed quietly, “I am going to give you one more chance, soldier. My friends and I own this part of town—including this tavern. You may apologize for the vile thing you just called me by heading over to them and distributing the drinks you bought.” She nodded toward the mugs of ale lining the bar behind him.


When the soldier scoffed and turned around to gather the cups and return to the rowdy group of soldiers he’d come with, a buzz filled her ears, and Lessia ground her teeth.


She shouldn’t.


Using magic on humans was not only illegal, as she’d break the most sacred stipulation of the treaty between humans and Fae; she’d also despise herself for it later.


But her patience was truly running thin today.


And she had a reputation to uphold.


Casting a quick glance around the room, making sure no one looked their way, she blew out a deep breath and closed her eyes. The corners of her mouth lifted as her magic purred at the chance to be unleashed.


It had been months since she last used her so-called gift.


When her eyes flew open, she stared at herself in the dusty mirror behind the counter, and a shiver snaked down her spine at how her eyes glowed like molten gold in the dim light.


Apart from the pointed ears, she could be mistaken for human, albeit a quite tall female, but when she let her magic reign like this, there was no mistaking her Fae heritage.


Once again, she tapped the soldier’s shoulder, and when his smug face snapped her way, his body stilled, his muscles locking.


“What the. . .”


The soldier backed into the counter once more, the ale in the two cups he held spilling onto his black boots.


Lessia closed the distance between them, gripping the lapel of his uniform jacket and bringing her face to his. She let her hair fall forward again, two bronze curtains concealing her face from the other patrons.


“What—what happened to your eyes?” The soldier’s voice shook as his gaze flitted between her hand and eyes.


Ignoring his question, she let magic seep into her voice, transforming it into a deep, seductive murmur as her eyes locked with his. “You will give those cups to my friends. And you’ll continue to buy us drinks all night—courtesy of your big, big heart,” she purred.


The soldier’s eyes glazed over, his posture relaxing as he nodded.


Smiling, Lessia continued. “As a matter of fact, you’ll be happy to do it. After tonight, you’ll remember that the harbor and the east side of Asker belong to me and my friends. And you want to please us. Please be sure to inform your friends as well.”


Lessia blinked, forcing the lingering magic back inside her until the unnatural glow left her eyes and her natural honey color returned.


Rolling her neck, she offered the soldier a sweet smile, tilting her head when he still hovered by the bar. “What are you waiting for?”


The soldier scrambled to gather all the cups in his hands, and Lessia laughed softly when he walked over and, with a smile on his face, distributed them amongst her friends, leaving a cup behind for her.


Grinning to herself, she lifted the mug to take a sip of ale. Even if she often felt like she cheated when she used her magic, since no soul in Havlands could withstand her commands, it was helpful in situations like this.


But Lessia’s smile fell when cold, oily magic rippled over her skin, and her hand froze midair. With the hair on the back of her neck rising and her Fae senses blaring, she whipped around so quickly the ale sloshed over her hands.


Her heart hammered against her ribs as she beheld the silver-haired Fae slipping onto one of the high chairs beside her. The snow clinging to his gray cloak glittered in the dim light, and his tanned skin and the cascading waves of his shoulder-length hair shimmered—even in the depths of winter.


“That’s what you waste your magic on? Some free ale and a simple human?” His deep voice rumbled through her, her heart beating in rhythm with his fingers tapping the bar.


Even with his glamour in place, the soldiers around them retreated, keeping a respectful distance—their dull human senses picking up on the danger radiating from the Fae.


Not that it surprised her. Full Fae could cast a glamour over themselves—could trick anyone into believing they were mere humans. But Merrick was one of the Fae king’s most vicious soldiers, and not even a glamour could mask the cloud of hostility that clung to him.


She’d heard the stories about him growing up, how the Fae called him the Death Whisperer—how alone, he’d taken out entire companies of soldiers that dared stand against him.


Lessia shakily set down the cup and wiped her hands on her breeches. “Merrick.”


Clasping her hands behind her back to prevent him from seeing them tremble, she swallowed. “To what do I owe this pleasure?”


She winced as her voice wavered, and cast a quick glance toward her friends.


Thankfully, they were occupied, toasting with the soldier she’d sent over and laughing as more of his friends joined them, each with drinks in his hands.


Silently cursing herself for staying in the past two nights, she waited, stiffening as his magic continued to dance over her skin.


The layers of clothes she wore did nothing to keep the oily vibrations off her. On the contrary, she could almost hear the magic whispering through the wool.


She’d have to take a bath and scrub every inch of her body to feel clean again.


Merrick angled his head, always careful to keep his eyes averted from hers, his long fingers impatiently running over the surface of the bar. Bren eyed her as he swiftly placed a goblet of golden liquor before him. When she inclined her head, Bren slipped away, hurrying to the other side of the bar.


“Where were you the past few days?” Merrick lifted the cup, swirling the liquid a few times before he took a long sip.


Lessia followed his movements closely as he elegantly set it down, his tongue darting out to lick a stray drop off his full lips.


He moved like a snake: everything about him cold and calculated, as if he could lunge any second and deliver a fatal bite.


Clearing her throat, she inched backward but stilled when the magic coating her skin tightened its grip, warning her not to take another step.


She shouldn’t have sent the other guards home.


Merrick was the fourth Fae guard King Rioner had sent to watch over her. The others had lasted less than a week before they accidentally met her eyes and she sweetly asked them to leave and forget all about her. But Merrick had been a constant the past four years, not once meeting her gaze, not even allowing her a glimpse of the color of his eyes.


Although she was certain they were pure night—two dark windows peering into his lethal soul.


His magic nudged her again, like sharp daggers leaving stinging kisses on her back.


Lessia drew a deep breath. She only needed to assure him she hadn’t forgotten about the king’s orders; then she could leave, go home, and forget all about him until the next time he sought her out.


“I’ve been working. With so many taverns and gambling rooms to manage, I do have to spend time on paperwork as well. I can’t be out every night.”


Merrick remained quiet, but the air around him thickened with tension.


Lessia shuddered as she quickly continued. “I am planning on bringing some of the soldiers and captains home tonight, and my friends will ensure the soiree we’ll host will be the talk of the town for days. I’ve already let them know who I am. The king will be pleased to hear that most people in Asker are familiar with my name by now.”


His thick silver eyebrows twitched in irritation, the only emotion he ever allowed to cross the hard lines of his face.


At least when she was around.


But she doubted that face ever softened. There was a reason for his nickname, one she didn’t care to find out.


“You know as well as I do that our king is not pleased. He ordered you to make a name for yourself here, Lessia. He did not order you to become a harlot, a human plaything.”


Lessia stiffened, her nails digging into her palms until the smell of iron filled the air. But she wouldn’t allow herself to correct him. It was better he thought that of her than knew what she actually did when she was out of his sight.


“Well, I do own most of the taverns in this part of town now. And I’m respected amongst the merchants and barterers who pass through, so we get the best goods at decent prices. Even with the prices rising, I can keep costs down.” She swept out an arm toward the packed room. “That’s why everyone comes here, why we’re busy every night. I’d say I did pretty well. And I should expect our king would think so too.”


When Merrick’s nostrils flared, she clamped her lips shut.


Shifting, she studied his profile, the angry lines of his mouth as he sipped yet again from the goblet.


What she wouldn’t do for him to turn his face to hers, to meet those evil eyes and tell him to leave. Perhaps ask him to forget who he was entirely, tell him to move to the abandoned shifter island and never return.


All Havlands would be better for it.


But no such luck. Merrick tapped the bar again, and Bren immediately slipped up to refill his cup.


“I guess you’ll see for yourself soon enough,” he said quietly as Bren shuffled off.


Lessia didn’t think her heart could beat any harder, but when the tattoo on her arm burned in response to his words, burned for the first time in five years, she couldn’t stop the gasp that escaped her. Her hand flew to cover her left arm, pulling at the tunic she wore to ensure it was covered.


Merrick downed the liquor and rose, towering over her as he turned to leave. She swore his lips curled slightly as his whisper brushed her ear. “King Rioner is coming to see you soon. He’s calling in the debt you owe him. I’d say be ready, but. . .” His face dipped toward her arm, knowing exactly what was hidden beneath the layers of clothes she always wore. “It’s not like you can escape it.”









CHAPTER 
TWO
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She couldn’t breathe.


Even when Merrick’s magic finally released its death grip and his broad back disappeared as the tavern door slammed shut behind him, she had to lean against the bar to remain standing.


The Fae king was coming to Ellow.


He was finally coming for her.


Five years, she’d been out of his claws. Five years during which she’d almost forgotten the blood oath he’d forced her to swear to escape his dungeons.


But now her time was up.


Moving her hand to clasp at her chest, Lessia tried to draw deep breaths as flashes of darkness filled her vision, water dripping onto hard stone ringing in her ears, drowning out the sounds of the tavern. Her vision blurred as a crushing weight settled on her chest, and she desperately tried to force air down her lungs.


She couldn’t do this here.


A warm hand settled on her back, and a strangled noise left her when strong arms pulled her into a broad chest, shielding her from the room. Burrowing her face into the leather tunic, she let his arms envelop her—hide the tremors racking her body.


“You’re not there anymore. You’re never going back there. You’re safe, Lia,” Ardow whispered into her hair, his hands running up and down her back.


A dry sob shook her as his warm embrace reminded her of how she’d landed in the cellars in the first place, images of kind amber eyes and melodic laughs filling her mind, and overwhelming guilt constricted her throat.


“You’re safe, Lessia,” Ardow repeated.


He continued softly hushing her until her locked muscles relaxed, until air finally made its way into her lungs and her vision returned, the deafening sounds of the tavern following.


When the pressure on her chest lifted, Lessia finally pulled back and met her friend’s worried eyes.


“I’m sorry,” she whispered, her stomach twisting at the moisture lining his eyes as they trailed across her face.


Ardow gently cupped her chin. “Don’t apologize. What happened?”


“It’s—” Her voice vanished, the blood oath she’d sworn taking her air once more, forbidding her to speak of the king—to speak of anything involving him.


Ardow’s eyes hardened, the warm brown deepening as his jaw clenched. “It’s him, isn’t it?”


She couldn’t even nod, could only keep her eyes on his until Ardow bowed his head in understanding, his teeth grinding so hard she could hear it over the bustling tavern.


Ardow was the first friend she’d made when she’d come to Ellow. Being part-Fae, he hadn’t shied away from her pointed ears. Instead, he’d stalked right up to her in a tavern not unlike this one and declared he was buying her a drink.


When he’d realized she’d only arrived in Ellow that morning, that she’d never set foot in human lands before that, he’d taken her in and offered her a spare room in his run-down apartment without another thought.


That’s also how Ardow had gotten around the blood oath.


Lessia hadn’t been able to explain why or how she ended up in Ellow, but he’d glimpsed the silver snake tattoo slithering up her arm one night when she made her way back from the washroom. With his Fae heritage, his grandfather being half-Fae, he knew immediately what it meant.


While she’d been prepared for him to throw her out headfirst when he saw the brand on her arm marking her a criminal, a Fae traitor, he’d only pulled her into his arms and whispered how sorry he was.


Soon after that, Ardow learned why she had nightmares, why the soft smatter of rain on a window made her flinch, and why she refused to sleep without a burning fire even during the warm summer months—getting to know the parts of her that she could never share or speak of.


Still, he didn’t know the whole story.


There was only so much he could guess.


“I’m okay, Ard. I promise.” Lessia glanced around the room, finding Amalise’s eyes glued on her, a question in them.


She tried to roll her eyes to wipe the serious expression off Amalise’s face, but when her friend’s ones narrowed, she sighed.


Ardow had filled Amalise in when Lessia decided to trust her, and she’d become even more protective after that. Not that it was a bad trait, especially in a best friend, but Lessia wouldn’t put either of them at risk, and now that her king was coming here . . .


Lessia steeled her spine.


She needed to find a way to keep them far away from him.


Dragging Ardow with her, she plastered a smile on her face and headed for her friends, swiping her half-full mug off the bar and downing the now-warm liquid.


She’d do what she did best.


Pretend, for a little while longer, that all was well.









CHAPTER 
THREE
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Lessia shivered when the wind tore through her coat as they walked the winding path back to their home. Her friends giggled and gossiped beside her, and the drunken soldiers joined them, laughing and boasting about their adventures at sea.


Slinging an arm around her shoulders, Ardow tugged her close to his massive body to shield her from the icy gusts of snow that swirled around them.


The cliffs that Asker was built upon did little to shelter the town from the ocean breeze, which in summer was well needed but in the deepest winter caused ice to slither up the stone buildings lining the road, making the stone town seem as if it were made of crystal.


Ahead towered the white castle that once housed the monarchs of Ellow. Warm light flickered out of the many windows lining the tall walls, and soft music reached her ears over the wind.


The regent must be hosting some type of festivities.


She’d never been inside the castle, had never been invited when other merchants met to mingle there.


It wasn’t too surprising. After all, she owned only a few rowdy taverns and the odd gambling room and had a bit of a reputation for being senseless and flighty.


Ardow squeezed her shoulders when they neared the metal double doors to the old warehouse they lived in. It was abandoned when Lessia found it, and she’d acquired it for a bargain from a desperate merchant who was shutting down his business. With Amalise’s and Ardow’s help, she’d turned it into a home over the years.


“I’m heading to the office quickly.” Lessia slipped out of his embrace. “Keep them busy, will you?”


She flicked her eyes to Amalise and the two other women they typically spent their evenings with—Soria and Pellie—and the seven soldiers they’d dragged home, including the dark-haired one Amalise had spoken to all night.


Ardow nodded, but when he guided the rest left, up a spiraling staircase—toward the only room they allowed outsiders—Amalise doubled back, patting Ardow on the shoulder as she passed him.


Lessia arched a brow. “Have you tired of the soldier already?”


It wouldn’t be the first time. Amalise loved to flirt, but no man stayed around for long. And even though Lessia teased her about it, her heart tugged when her friend grinned at her.


Amalise had lost her first and only love when she was eighteen. Six years ago, he’d gone out with a boat, working as a fisherman, as most men in Ellow who weren’t nobles did, and after they’d been caught in a surprise storm, the only thing that returned was shards of wood crashing onto the beach.


Amalise had told her one night when they’d both drunk too much wine.


It was the only time Lessia had ever seen her cry.


Her eyes burned at the memory. Seeing Amalise so vulnerable had made Lessia share her own worst memory, one that hurt more than all the years she’d spent imprisoned. One that forever would taint any good memory she carried from her childhood.


One that still haunted her dreams.


“Where did you go just there?” Amalise’s grin faltered, her eyes filling with worry as she placed a hand on Lessia’s shoulder.


Lessia shook her head, pushing the laughing girl’s face out of her mind. “Nowhere good.” She tried to smile, but it ended up more of a grimace. “I’m heading to the office. You coming?”


Amalise nodded, and they shifted a large shelf blocking the hidden door to the right side of the warehouse.


As they opened the door and slipped in, muffled sounds filled the air around them: hushed voices and soft footsteps echoing through the large room before them, bouncing off the shiny, arched ceiling.


Lessia glanced at Amalise, and they both rolled their eyes at the same time.


“I guess it is too much to ask that they follow curfew.” Lessia grinned.


When a head popped through one of the ajar doors lining the wall to the left, dark eyes widening and quickly disappearing, and a soft knock sounded on one of the walls separating the twelve bedrooms, everything fell silent.


Lessia couldn’t stop a small giggle from escaping, and after one look at Amalise, they both erupted in laughter.


“We know you’re awake. Come out,” Lessia managed to get out in between fits of giggles.


Door after door opened and faces peered into the softly lit hallway, the firelight from the lanterns placed every few feet along the walls reflecting in their wide eyes.


Warmth spread in her chest when hesitant smiles lit some of the younger ones’ features, and when Fiona, one of the youngest additions, squealed and ran for them, Lessia let the warmth fill her entirely, shrugging off the last remnants of haunting memories.


She opened her arms and lifted Fiona up, hugging her tight. “You been up to no good, little one?” she whispered before setting her down.


Fiona looked up at her, eyes rounded and feet planted firmly as she mock-glared back. “Always.”


Lessia grinned at her while tucking a strand of dark hair behind Fiona’s delicately pointed ear, careful not to touch the wide scar weaving up her neck. “Good, I’d hate for it to get boring around here.”


Turning to the rest of the children, she searched for a new face, as another one should have arrived this morning. When she came up blank, she frowned and turned to Kalia, the oldest and the first child she’d ever offered a room here.


Now twenty-one, Kalia ran this place, and Lessia couldn’t be more grateful for her help. Kalia was a kind soul, and most of the children trusted her immediately, making their transition and Lessia’s life easier.


She’d met Kalia when they both were living on the streets of Vastala, and Lessia hadn’t forgotten how the girl risked her life when King Rioner’s men came for her. Even if her efforts were in vain, as soon as Lessia got out and was settled here, she’d sent one of the men now in her employ back to Vastala to find her.


Kalia had been living here ever since.


“He’s not doing too well,” Kalia said softly, ripping Lessia from her thoughts.


She gestured for Lessia to follow as she started walking toward the farthest bedroom.


Glancing at Amalise, who nodded and began shuffling the rest of them to bed, Lessia followed. Unease roiled in her gut as Kalia pushed the door open, and a small body lay curled up on the bed, facing the wall.


The boy was skin and bones, the clothes Kalia must have offered him hanging off his skinny shoulders. He didn’t react when they entered, his eyes vacantly staring into the white wall beside his bed.


Even if he looked and smelled clean, his raven hair was matted, falling far past his shoulders, indicating how long he’d roamed the streets of Vastala.


Too long.


Lessia sat down on the creaking mattress and lit the lantern beside the bed, nodding for Kalia to leave them, her eyes sweeping the bedroom as Kalia quietly left.


The room wasn’t much, but it was clean.


There were two beds, one still empty—the boy he would share this room with hovering outside to offer them privacy—and two small desks, each with its own chair. A worn rug covered the floor, and by the ends of the beds stood two small cabinets to store any belongings they might have. Not that this boy would have had much to bring with him, based on the state they’d found him in.


Her nostrils flared as she thought of the reason he’d been living on the streets. While the humans had learned something after the devastating war a century ago and finally treated most members of their society decently, the Fae hadn’t evolved at all.


King Rioner’s family still ruled the kingdom with an iron fist—as it had for millennia. The nobles and wealthy merchants were the only ones living comfortably, and the rest were left to fend for themselves as best they could.


And half-Fae. . .


Well, Lessia definitely preferred it here in Ellow. Even if humans didn’t particularly care for them and often looked down upon them, they at least didn’t leave half-dead children in the streets.


When the boy shifted, Lessia realized she was gripping the blanket beneath him so tightly she’d nearly pulled it—and him—off the bed. Drawing a breath to calm herself, she released her hold and placed a hand on the boy’s shoulder.


He didn’t react—didn’t shy away from her touch—but didn’t lean into it either.


It was as if she weren’t even here.


“I know what you’re going through,” she said softly. “I lived on the streets of Vastala before I came here as well.”


A chill raced down her spine as memories from her time on the streets flashed before her eyes. She’d been so consumed by guilt when she’d fled her family home that she hadn’t dared use her magic for years. Instead, she’d done what the older half-Fae did—looked for scraps outside taverns, begged on corners, and tried to stay far away from King Rioner’s sentries.


The sentries liked to terrorize them, and while they weren’t allowed to kill without reason, when they grew bored as they marched through the usually quiet streets, they had no qualms about pitting half-Fae children against each other for food, clothing, or even blankets.


The boy’s eyelids creased ever so slightly, so Lessia forced herself to continue. “I know the horrors you went through, but I promise you, you’re safe now. It will be overwhelming, and humans can be strange sometimes, but you’re safe here. We’ll protect you, keep you warm and fed, and when the time comes, if you want to leave, we will help you find work, help you build a life.”


She held her breath as the boy moved to lie on his back, his light gray eyes shifting between hers. When he remained quiet, she gently squeezed his shoulder. “Will you tell me your name?”


Silver filled his cloudy eyes, and he put a thin arm over his face. “I don’t remember.”


Biting her cheek to stop the choked sound traveling up her throat, Lessia nodded. “That’s all right. You’re starting a new life. It seems only fitting you should choose a new name as well. Many of the others have. Is there a name you like?”


He peeked at her, his arm still covering part of his face. “Ledger.”


Lessia smiled at him. “Ledger. That’s a pretty name. I think it fits you perfectly.”


It truly did.


Like all half-Fae, he was beautiful. Even with the matted hair and the hollowness of his face, it was clear he’d grow into a handsome man. Perhaps not with the lethal beauty of the full Fae, but a more human beauty—a softer one.


“It was my friend’s name.” A sob racked Ledger’s small body, and Lessia clutched the blanket again.


“He must have been a good friend,” she got out, trying to draw a breath as a red haze filled her vision.


“He died. They killed him for stealing food for us. Why did they do that?” Ledger covered his face with his hands as more violent sobs shook his frame.


Her magic thrummed under her skin as she placed a hand on his back, and for a moment Lessia thought about removing his pain.


Within seconds she could make him forget about the friend—forget all about the life he’d been forced to lead.


Shaking her head, she forced the urge down.


She’d removed memories once . . .


After that day she’d promised herself never to do it again.


She couldn’t undo what she’d done—would never return to the home where she’d lived the first twelve years of her life. But taking something so big away, the love he clearly harbored for the friend, was selfish—a quick solution that still wouldn’t erase the traumatic events that colored the first years of his life.


Stroking the boy’s arm, she responded quietly, “They don’t know any better. They’ve been taught we’re tainted, that we’re diluting the Fae blood. But do you know what I think?”


Hands still pressed to his face, he shook his head, the bed shifting with the movement.


“I think they’re also scared of us.”


Ledger hiccuped, but a sliver of gray peeked through his fingers. “W-why would they be scared of us?”


She sighed. “Because we’re different. The human in us makes us more open, more understanding of how the world is changing. Ellow might have a ways to go, but it’s better here. And it will continue to get better. Vastala hasn’t changed their ways in millennia, and perhaps they never will. Not unless there is a shift. I think the king is worried that if we grow to large enough numbers, that’s exactly what might happen.”


Ledger hiccuped again, and while he didn’t respond, the tremors running through him came further and further apart. Lessia continued stroking his arm until his coiled muscles loosened, the sobs quieting.


As she was about to ask if he needed anything, the boy cleared his throat. “Do you think my father will realize I’m gone?”


Ledger peered at her, and the hope that filled his eyes broke her heart.


Most half-Fae who ended up here were the result of a one-night affair or a Fae going against the king’s orders and falling in love with a human. Since it was forbidden to wed humans, it was rare for the relationships to last.


And even if they did. . .


Few humans survived them, survived the harassment and the nobles who took it upon themselves to right what they felt had been wronged.


Most of the children here had a dead parent and a parent who’d left them in the streets or the wilderness, pressured by their families or neighbors.


They were considered the lucky ones.


As if living in squalor, begging for scraps, and being spat on was luck.


Offering Ledger a small smile, she brushed a stray hair out of his face. “I could lie to you and tell you he will. But I don’t know, Ledger. If he comes for you, we won’t force you to stay if you don’t want to. You are not a prisoner here.”


In the four years she’d done this—brought these children here for a better life—not a single parent had come for any of them.


He nodded, satisfied with her answer, and when a small yawn escaped him, Lessia smiled again. “Time for bed. Kalia will make sure you have everything you need, but you can always send for me if you need me. Just ask for Lessia.”


As she made her way to the door, Ledger whispered, “Did your family come for you?”


Swallowing, Lessia responded, “I don’t have a family.”


But she couldn’t stop the memory of gentle hands in her hair, the smell of fresh grass, and the sense of happiness flickering to life. A girl with a face the mirror to her own, giggling as she chased her. But when that face twisted with pain, emptiness replacing the happiness in the golden eyes, Lessia bit back a whimper.


She hadn’t been able to save her.


But she’d made a vow that no more souls would lie heavy on her conscience.


With a final glance at Ledger, whose eyes had now shut, the hardness in his face softened, she forced a small smile, then walked out of the room.
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After helping her move the shelf back into place, Amalise waited at the bottom of the spiral staircase, one hand resting on the metal railing. As she approached her friend, Lessia cast a mournful glance over her shoulder.


She wished there was something more she could do for them.


Keeping them locked up like this drove even the calmest crazy some days.


But she’d brought them over illegally-hadn’t dared to risk that they’d be turned away at Ellow’s borders. So they had to wait until they turned sixteen, when most folks in Ellow started to work, before they could be introduced into society, each with an individual backstory of how they’d ended up here.


“Don’t.”


Her eyes found Amalise’s, and Lessia frowned. “Don’t what?”


“Don’t feel guilty.” Amalise’s blue eyes held hers captive. “You’ve done so much for them. This is more than they could ever ask for.”


Lessia shook her head. “Living like prisoners? Just because they have a bed and food doesn’t mean they’re free.”


“But they’re alive.” Amalise took a step toward her. “They get to live, Lessia.”


A shard of ice pierced her chest, and Lessia tore her eyes away, slamming a hand against the wall as she thought of the young girl who didn’t.


“You can’t blame yourself forever, Lessia.”


Amalise tried to put an arm around her shoulders, but Lessia shifted away.


She couldn’t stand the compassion when she was the one at fault.


She needed to do better by these children.


Give them the life another had been robbed of.


“You were a child, Lessia. It wasn’t your fault. You couldn’t have known,” Amalise pleaded.


“Please stop,” Lessia whispered. “I can’t think about this.”


“But you need to. At some point, you need to let it go. She’d want you to. We all know why you bring them over, and of course we support you. Gods, I’ve come to love those little bastards despite all the chaos they cause. But you need to see the good you’re doing!”


Lessia shook her head, her eyes following the swirling snow outside the rounded window beneath the stairs.


This burden was one she’d carry for however long she would live.


She could rescue every child in Havlands, and it wouldn’t be enough.


It would never be enough.


“Lessia.” Amalise reached out for her again, and this time, Lessia let her take her hand and pull her closer. “Please, you need to at least try. The darkness will consume the light you’ve created here if you don’t. That I can’t bear.”


She shifted her eyes to Amalise’s worried blues, trying to keep the hollowness that filled her out of her honey ones.


“I’ll try,” she said, although the emptiness of the promise echoed in her ears.


She could try all she liked.


But she’d never forgive herself for what she’d done.


Amalise raised a brow, and she forced a weak smile.


Her friend didn’t smile back. Instead, Amalise’s eyes bore into hers, her hand impatiently brushing a lock of hair out of Lessia’s face.


When Amalise’s mouth opened and closed a few times, Lessia braced herself. “Just ask.”


Her friend sucked in a breath. “What happened back at the tavern, Lia?”


Lessia opened her mouth to respond, groaning when the words she wanted to say stuck in her throat.


Gods, she hated that she couldn’t just tell her. It was exhausting trying to find ways around her king’s orders—devastating to see the look of disappointment in Amalise’s eyes, even as she knew Lessia couldn’t help it.


Throwing her head back, she stared at the metal beams lining the tall ceiling. The white paint around them was chipping—they’d need to get that fixed soon.


And given what Merrick had told her tonight. . .


Moving her gaze back to Amalise’s sharp eyes, she let out a soft breath. “You know how I told you there might be a time when I must leave for a while?”


Amalise’s brows pinched, but she nodded.


“I’m afraid that time might come sooner than I’d like.” She couldn’t help her face from scrunching up, the words coming out choppy as her throat thickened.


“Oh, Lia.” Amalise dragged her into her arms, and each held on tight to the other.


Pulling back, Lessia gave her a crooked smile. “We have tonight. I can’t say how much longer, but let’s not waste it.” She gently nudged her shoulder when Amalise’s gaze dropped to the floor. “You’re supposed to be the carefree one.”


Amalise shoved her back. “Not all of us can go around being all serious all the time. Honestly, I can never understand how the rest of Ellow doesn’t see through the disguise, see what a boring bastard you truly are.”


With a snort, Lessia dragged her up the stairs, where soft murmurs and the smell of liquor and arousal filled the air.


As they took the final step, Lessia tried to put the guilt and apprehension out of her mind. If this was truly her final night with her friends, she didn’t want to waste it giving them more reasons to worry.


Squeezing Amalise’s small hand, she lifted her gaze to the dimly lit sitting room.


Pellie straddled a soldier in one of the plush leather chairs before her, while another slowly stroked her back. One of his hands wrapped in her copper hair, tilting her head so the soldier beneath her could kiss her neck. Soria was nowhere to be seen, and Lessia realized two of the other soldiers must be with her.


With a wink, Amalise sidled up to the man she’d spent the evening with, taking the goblet he offered her and throwing it back. Flashing him a seductive smile, she slipped her hand into his and pulled him toward her room. But Lessia didn’t miss the glance she cast her way, the slight frown between her brows.


Swallowing, she walked up to Ardow and sat down on the arm of his chair.


“All good?” He raised a dark brow when she leaned back and a sigh escaped her.


“Yes, the papers were all in order.” Lessia kept her eyes on the room so as not to let him see the worry she was certain burned in them.


Two soldiers leaned against the wooden countertop before them. They took sips from cups of liquor in between spells of laughter, and when their smiles turned her way, the carefree expressions tugged at her heart.


She’d had that here.


Not often.


But there had been nights she’d forgotten all about the king, about what she’d left behind in Vastala, and had just been in the moment with her friends.


But now her time was up. She didn’t know what the king wanted, but it couldn’t be good. And she couldn’t risk bringing her friends into it.


Especially with the secret they harbored in the rooms beneath them.


Pellie waved goodbye as she dragged the soldiers down the stairs, no doubt bringing them to her apartment, and Lessia nodded at her before she disappeared.


Soria and Pellie were key to keeping up the appearance that all she and her friends did was drink and bring home different men—and sometimes women—to warm their beds. While neither knew of the children or what truly went on in the warehouse, they were aware they were a distraction, and they made the most of it, both enjoying the freedom they’d been offered.


A few years ago, Lessia and Ardow had helped the sisters get away from their abusive mother and now paid for their apartments and living expenses. The sisters were clever enough not to ask any questions that might risk their newfound freedom, knowing there wouldn’t be any answers anyway.


Lessia remained quiet while Ardow and the soldiers talked, the men telling them of their lives in the navy. They’d been at sea the past three years, traveling between the human isles to ensure peace, but had been called back with the elections in Ellow coming up.


Lessia nodded. She hadn’t been here the past election, had only arrived right as it wrapped up. But she’d heard it could get intense.


When her eyelids fluttered, Ardow followed the soldiers to the door while she cleaned the dirty cups and wiped the spots on the counter where they’d spilled some of the liquor.


Leaning against the bar, she smiled at the scruffy leather chairs and the scarred wooden table before them—the first furniture they’d brought in here. She, Ardow, and Amalise had slept in those chairs, poor as ever, while they searched for the first place to open a tavern.


“You daydreaming over there, or did you fall asleep standing?” Ardow grinned at her from across the room, his arms folded over his chest as he leaned against the doorframe.


She smiled back at him.


He was devastatingly handsome, even with a slightly rumpled leather tunic and his dark hair tousled from him dragging his hands through it all night. With his muscled build, six-foot-two stature, and broad shoulders, he rarely had to fight for a man’s or woman’s attention when he wanted it.


Ardow wiggled his brows. “Admiring me?”


Rolling her eyes, she blew out the candle beside her and hurried to the door, where light trickled into the dark room. Ardow stepped aside to let her out, and she let out a breath when she left the darkness behind.


She winked. “Always.”


When she made to walk to her room, Ardow caught her hand, and she turned her head over her shoulder to look at him.


“You want company tonight?”


Lessia bit her lip. It had been a while since Ardow warmed her bed, but she was exhausted and confident she’d have nightmares after the meeting with Merrick.


Shaking her head, she said softly, “I think I just need to sleep.”


Ardow’s smile didn’t falter. He only nodded and kissed her cheek. “Good night, Lessia.”


Waving at him, she slipped into her room, making sure the fireplace was lit and lifting a lantern off the wall to bring inside before she closed the door behind her.
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When she woke, the stars still winked at her through the floor-to-ceiling windows behind her bed.


Amalise had laughed when she’d picked this room—they’d moved in during summer, after all, and the window faced south, so her room was bathed in sunlight most hours of the day. But she’d stopped laughing, understanding instead filling her eyes, when Lessia had refused curtains, unwilling ever to block the sun again.


In winter, though, the sun barely peeked over the horizon in Asker, the island too far north. She’d hated it at first, had only ever known Vastala, where it was warm year-round, the Fae island several weeks south by ship.


But she’d gotten used to it. Even if she still hated the dark, the snow made up for it, and the coastal town was still bright and perhaps even more beautiful in winter, with ice coating every building, making the town sparkle.


After a quick stretch, she pulled on soft trousers and a long-sleeved black tunic before throwing her cloak over her shoulders. She sighed as she straightened the clothes she’d haphazardly thrown over the chair in the corner of her room last night.


In winter, she got fewer stares, fewer people wondering why she bundled up, why she wore long-sleeved tunics even in the blistering sun.


Following a brief stop in the kitchen, where she gobbled down a few pieces of dried meat and an apple, she went to the actual office. They’d built it in the back of the building, far from where the children slept.


Pulling apart the curtains, she let what little light there was in, setting down the lantern she’d brought from her room on the side table by the door.


The fireplace already burned bright, its orange flames dancing across the large wooden desk and the many papers strewn across it. Ardow must be up—there were more papers for her to sign, a new shipment of liquor coming in that they had first right to.


Lessia picked at the paper, but instead of picking up the quill to begin signing and checking what appointments she had today, she rose again, heading toward the small bookshelf. She pulled out an old book containing maps of Havlands and shifted a few other books to the side, then stole a quick glance at the door before she took out a key hidden in the book and opened the safe.


With her heart pounding in her ears, she pulled out the papers she’d hoped she’d never have to see again.


After closing the safe and putting the books back in their place, she sat back down at the desk and stared at them for a long while, her throat dry and eyes burning.


A firm knock interrupted her thoughts, and as Lessia snapped her head to the door, her eyes widened. Pulling at some of the other papers, she covered the thin pile.


Waving for the man to come in, she forced her lips to curl. “I’d almost forgotten it was the end of the month. Good to see you, Zaddock.”


Zaddock smiled back at her, his neatly combed brown hair not showing any signs of the walk here and his black uniform perfectly pressed. “Good to see you too, Lessia. I hear business is booming.”


Outside the door, several of his men stood posted, all bearing black masks to cover their faces and their hands resting on the swords by their hips.


Lessia held back a shudder.


She’d been intimidated by Regent Loche’s men since the first day she got here, by those terrifying masks they never took off.


But she guessed it was the point.


Tearing her eyes away from them, she nodded and opened a drawer to pull out the thick envelope he sought. “It’s been good. Prices are going up, though, so it’s getting more expensive to keep everything running.”


Accepting the envelope, not bothering to open it, Zaddock gestured to the chair opposite her. “Can I sit for a moment?”


Her stomach churned, but she forced her smile to remain. “Of course. What’s on your mind, Zaddock?”


Racking her brain, Lessia tried to think of what he could want.


She had not once been late with tax payments, and while the taverns and gambling rooms she, Ardow, and Amalise owned were not upscale, they made sure they followed all Ellow’s rules. None of them would ever risk having the regent and his men look into their businesses.


Zaddock tapped his fingers against his knee as he studied her, his face tilted and dark blue eyes soft.


She understood why the regent chose him as his collector. From the outside he looked gentle—kind, even.


But she knew better.


She’d heard what Zaddock and the rest were capable of if someone went against their leader.


“Regent Loche doesn’t want to do this, but as you mentioned, prices are increasing. And with this harsh winter, the farmers and fishermen are struggling.”


Her shoulders lowered an inch. “So he’s raising taxes?”


While it wasn’t optimal, since they barely made more than what they needed to cover for the children living here, everyone living in the warehouse had a roof over their heads and warm beds to get into at night, and she’d just have to be more careful with the food she purchased. Lessia knew too well what it was like to be cold and starving, and if she could keep someone else from experiencing it, she would.


Nodding, Zaddock picked up a small dagger lying on her desk, observing it for a moment. “He is. But as I’m sure you’ve noticed, we have had several ships come in the past weeks, and we’re expecting more. With the elections beginning soon, the soldiers are needed here to ensure everything goes smoothly.”


Her eyes trailed the dagger, how the shiny blade reflected the firelight, before she responded. “I have. It’s been good for business. Although some of these men have been kept at sea for too long. There has been more trouble than usual.”


Zaddock put the dagger down and met her eyes again. “Yes. Loche is willing to make you an offer. If you hire more men to keep the soldiers from beating each other—and anyone else, for that matter—to a pulp, he’ll hold off on raising your taxes for now. While you might not have the most decadent of venues, the soldiers seem to prefer them.”


He quieted for a moment, but she heard the underlying message.


He could not understand whyever someone would prefer their taverns over the upscale ones close to the castle or in the western part of Asker.


Sucking her teeth, she mulled it over.


More men meant more salaries. However, a few of the older boys in the house were getting anxious about getting out, and perhaps it would be a good way to introduce them into society. Ardow, Bren, and the rest of her men could keep an eye on them while they worked, and since they were half-or at least part-Fae, they were strong enough to take on a drunken human.


Lessia reached out a hand. “Tell Loche we have a deal.”
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Her fingers ached from signing hundreds of forms, and irritation still pricked her skin from an earlier conversation with one of her suppliers.


He’d never liked her, didn’t trust her Fae heritage, but he’d never been so blatantly rude and dismissive as when she’d tried to argue with him over the ridiculously high price he was asking for plain meat.


Making a mental note to let Ardow know they needed a new supplier to replace him, even if it would cost them more, she threw herself on the unmade bed in her room.


Staring up at the white ceiling, she waited for the door to open.


Amalise had been out all day. She’d brought some of the children to the forest to have them let off some steam, but they should be back any moment now, and Amalise always came straight to her room to give her updates on how they were faring.


Shadows from the moon rippled across the beams in the ceiling, and a yearning for summer came over her. This winter had been harsh, longer than the four others she’d spent here, and there didn’t seem to be an end in sight. There’d been dark clouds rolling in, a hint of snow filling the air when she let the last merchant out of her office.


A sharp pain slicing through her arm made her involuntarily curl into herself, her hand flying to cover the tattoo and dread crawling up her spine as she hesitantly pulled back the sleeve.


No.


Her body buzzed when the silver serpent slithered up her forearm, its eyes blinking and its tongue viciously lapping her skin.


A pull twisted deep in her gut, and before she realized what she was doing, she walked out of her bedroom, unable to stop even to pick up her cloak.


In a trance Lessia walked down the spiraling staircase, out the double doors, and onto the cold, dark streets. Pressure built in her chest at the little light outside, but her limbs wouldn’t bring her closer to the path where the metal lampposts lined the road. Instead, they led her out toward the cliffs, toward the wild sea roaring below.


She sucked in a breath.


Was she about to walk off?


Disappear into the dark waves?


But as she closed her eyes, her feet an inch from the steep drop, her body turned, leading her north, away from the town, following the slippery, dark cliffs.


Soon, the city was far behind her, with only black cliffs to her left and the dark forest to her right. Shivering, she tried to manage her breathing and squash the panic clawing at her lungs.


She didn’t jerk when Merrick’s oily magic lathered over her skin; she was almost grateful for the sticky warmth shielding her from the harsh wind. And she was more than a little grateful for the lantern he held as he fell into step with her.


A hood covered Merrick’s face, the silvery cloak billowing behind him as she followed him left, where a lone figure in a dark cape stood upon a tall cliff.


They approached in silence, each dropping to one knee before him.


Lessia winced as the wet stone cut into her skin, immediately soaking her trousers.


“It’s been a long time, Elessia Gyldenberg.”


When Merrick didn’t rise, she didn’t dare either. “It has, my king.”


It was quiet for so long Lessia almost wondered if he’d left, when the king ordered, “Get up.”


Shakily rising to her feet, she stared at him.


The hood of his dark cloak covered his face, but she glimpsed the gilded doublet he wore underneath, coupled with a bejeweled belt and several glittering rapiers hanging from it.


If she hadn’t been so afraid, she might have snorted.


He probably wore that overly decorated crown beneath the hood as well.


“Is something amusing you, Elessia?”


Even if she couldn’t see his eyes, she knew they were narrowed, and she could smell the wisps of anger in the wind.


“No, Your Majesty.” She didn’t bow her head—he couldn’t look directly at her, so he’d never know.


But magic tightened around her neck, forcing her eyes down, bending her head forward until it was all she could do to keep a whimper from escaping.


“That’s enough, Merrick.” The king waved his hand lazily. “At least for now.”


When his magic released her, she snapped her head to the side and couldn’t stop herself from snarling at Merrick, her hand reaching out to pull off his stupid hood to teach him a lesson.


A low laugh rumbled from him, so chilling she stopped herself, clasping her hands behind her back.


She wasn’t a fighter, had never learned combat—hadn’t required it when all she needed was to lock eyes with someone to control them.


Even if she was able to get one of them to look at her, King Rioner himself had commanded armies long before she was born—had fought every type of creature in Havlands.


The king laughed darkly. “So there is some fight left in you. Last I saw, you were so broken I wasn’t sure you’d survive the travels here.”


The musty smell of wet stone immediately filled her nostrils, and the fear she’d felt when his guards finally dragged her out of the cell wrapped like an icy hand around her heart.


She’d been blinded by the light they’d robbed her of for years when they threw her down before the king. With splitting pain tearing through her skull, she’d barely been able to hear the king offer her the blood oath.


Lessia bit her cheek, forcing the memories from their last meeting deep down.


She wasn’t that desperate little girl anymore; she was stronger now, and she had people who depended on her.


Even if she’d make sure they didn’t have to much longer.


“I’m glad. What I need you for will require some strength. From what I’ve heard, it can get quite grisly.” The king tilted his head, but still, she couldn’t make out a single one of his features; only the hood shifting betrayed his movements.


When he didn’t continue, she gritted her teeth. “What may I do for you, Your Majesty?”


Intertwining his long fingers, the king chuckled. “I thought you’d never ask.”


He paused for a moment, and her pulse quickened, echoing in the quiet night.


The king snickered again, before he continued. “I need you to run for regent of Ellow.”


Lessia’s heart stopped.
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King Rioner elegantly jumped off the cliff, closing the distance between them.


A few feet away he stilled, the gemstones adorning his weapons glinting in the moonlight.


Lessia stared at him, her mouth falling open. “What do you mean, run for regent?”


She’d expected he’d use her for something dangerous, perhaps even something evil, but this?


What would the king have to gain in the human elections?


“Your Majesty,” Merrick snarled at her.


She was tempted to tell him to speak like that to her face but drew a shaky breath to calm her temper. “I apologize, Your Majesty. Could you repeat what you said?”


King Rioner stood unnaturally still before her. “I should think I was quite clear. I need you to partake in the human elections, run for regent.”


Lessia threw out her arms. “I won’t win, Majesty. My magic doesn’t work that way. I—I can only control one person at a time. I thought you were happy with Loche. He opened the trade with the Fae, he allowed us half-Fae to live here and be part of the society. He even allows Fae to come to Ellow should they like. So, why?”
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