





[image: A Bond so Fierce and Fragile by Sophia St. Germain. Compelling Fates Saga. A white dragon is intertwined with a border of blue flowers and swirls.]












About the Author


Sophia St. Germain has always loved reading fantasy and romance. She writes dark fantasy romance and is a big fan of found family, enemies to lovers, strong but flawed FMCs, and morally grey MMCs.


Originally from Sweden, Sophia moved to the US in 2019 but has also lived in France, Norway, and Belgium. She uses influences from her travels and the different cultures she’s experienced in her books and characters.


Sophia works in tech by day and writes and reads romantasy by night (and, let’s be honest, very early mornings).









By Sophia St. Germain


The Compelling Fates Saga


A Tongue so Sweet and Deadly


A Promise so Bold and Broken


A Bond so Fierce and Fragile


A Fate so Dark and Delicate




Echo


Echo of Wings


Echo of Deceit


Echo of Wrath











A BOND SO FIERCE AND FRAGILE


COMPELLING FATES SAGA BOOK THREE


SOPHIA ST. GERMAIN


[image: Headline Eternal Logo]












Copyright © Sophia St. Germain 2025


The right of Sophia St. Germain to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


First published in 2025 by Sophia St. Germain


This eBook edition first published in 2025 by Headline Eternal


An imprint of Headline Publishing Group Limited


Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library


eISBN: 978 1 0354 4314 7


Map © Brittany Petrone @inkyandbookish


Cover Design by David Gardias – bestselling-covers.com


HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP LIMITED


An Hachette UK Company


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.headline.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk


www.headlineeternal.com









To the ones who pour out their souls and ask for nothing in
return—I hope you find someone who would wage war on
fate itself to give you the world.









[image: black and white map of Havlands, showing Ellow, Korina, and Vastala.]









CHAPTER 1


LESSIA


Merrick grinned at her as he opened his arms, and Lessia couldn’t help but break into a run to reach him where he stood upon one of the cliffs beneath her childhood home, his silver hair dancing around his face in the warm summer breeze.


The sun blasted her skin as she pushed herself to move faster, and she had to fight to keep her eyes from closing against the bright light as her feet dug into the sand to close the distance between them.


But as Merrick’s arms wrapped around her waist, she gave up and let her lids fall shut, allowing her other senses to take in the male she loved.


Merrick.


Her mate.


His wild scent whirled around her, and she couldn’t get enough of how it filled her nostrils—nor how it filled her with that sense of freedom, of casting off shackles, of being utterly and entirely herself.


“I missed you,” he murmured into her hair, and his heart began pumping faster, the drums tapping against her own chest and filling the air like a soft melody.


Pulling back, she finally opened her eyes to his, and the ones that usually held the darkness of the night sky were now nearly pure silver, the flecks appearing to whirl as they flickered over her.


“I missed you too,” she whispered before she crashed her lips against his.


The groan ripping from him nearly sent Lessia to her knees, and only because his strong arms held her did she not tumble down onto the white stone beneath them.


Gods, she had missed him so much.


Lessia wasn’t sure how long it’d been, but any time away from him was too long.


She’d gotten too used to him always being there.


I’m here.


I’m always here.


Lessia smiled against his mouth, interrupting the kiss, and when Merrick pulled back to search her eyes, she let her lips pull even wider until he also broke into a grin.


“I’ll never get used to that.” Merrick shook his head so wildly his hair flew around it, sparkling against the blue sky behind him. “I’ll never get used to you being mine.”


Lifting her hand to caress his cheek, her palm rasping against the silver stubble growing there, she responded, “I’m always yours. Always.”


Merrick brushed his lips against hers again. “As I’m always yours.”


“Are you coming or what? We’ve waited forever!” A voice broke through the clear air, and Lessia hadn’t thought her smile could go any wider, but her cheeks began hurting when her sister impatiently waved at them from behind Merrick’s tall frame before she sprinted up the trail toward their home.


After a final look at Merrick, who nodded and released her, she grabbed his hand and began dragging him the familiar path up to the stone house where she’d grown up—where she’d spent her first twelve years of life.


Large green bushes flanked the road, and the bird-song she remembered loving as a child filled her ears as copses of trees popped up on either side.


The sound of small animals rushing across the forest bed joined the chirping and the wind rustling the leaves, and Merrick pulled at her hand when a rabbit crossed their path, to stop her from stepping on it.


Lessia drank in every sound, every smell, every familiar curve of the road.


She’d missed this island so much.


Thirteen years. . .


That’s how long it’d been since she’d last been here.


Her favorite place.


Her home.


She felt Merrick’s eyes on her and quickly tried to shake the melancholy that had begun filling her upon remembering the night she’d left, upon remembering the mother who’d made this place a haven.


The mother who was no longer.


The hand wrapped around her own tightened its grip, and when it pulled her to a stop once more, gently tugging at her to turn around, she let it.


“It wasn’t your fault, Elessia.” Merrick tried for a smile, but the darkness that now filled his eyes betrayed him.


And when a second voice—another familiar one, but this one filled with anger and resentment and disgust—broke the gentle melody floating around them, his grin collapsed completely.


Lessia spun around even before her father could finish his sentence, her heart shattering at the twisted grimace on his face.


“Of course it was her fault.” Alarin took a step toward them, and Lessia’s blood ran cold when she realized his white tunic and breeches were splattered with something dark. . .


Something red?


Despite the warning blaring within her, Lessia sniffed the air.


Iron overtook all the summer scents that had twined around them before.


Blood. It was blood that painted her father’s clothing—blood that ran down his hands, dripping onto the light stone lining the path as he continued to walk toward them, his amber eyes crazed as they flitted between her and Merrick.


“She killed her sister. And then she killed her mother.” Alarin stopped a few feet away, but drops of spit still landed on her face as he forced the words out. “She’s a monster.”


“No.” Lessia stumbled toward him, but Merrick’s grip on her hand held her back. “No, Father. Frelina is alive! I just saw her.”


Her father’s face crumpled with pain, before his arm shot out behind him. “If she’s alive, how do you explain the graves?”


Lessia didn’t want to look, but she couldn’t stop herself from following her father’s shaking hand, and when it revealed two white stones—one with Frelina Rantzier carved into it and the other Miryn Rantzier, both with dark stains marring the shiny fronts—a scream burst from her lips.


“You should feel pain,” her father spat. “You killed my mate. My daughter. You should suffer like I have.”


No.


No, this was all wrong.


Lessia shook her head, barely able to see through the tears that welled up in her eyes.


Still, when her father unsheathed a sword hanging by his waist, she didn’t shrink back.


Instead, her eyes fixed on the graves of her sister and mother.


Two of the people she’d loved the most.


She did deserve this, didn’t she?


If they were dead. . .


If they’d truly left this realm to move on to the afterlife?


It must be her fault.


Out of the corner of her eye, she noted the sword flying through the air, the whistling sound brushing her ears, but it wasn’t until Merrick’s hand ripped from hers that she snapped her head up.


Tears spilled down her father’s cheeks as his arm fell to his side. “Now you’ll know.”


Know what? It was as if her thoughts refused to collaborate.


But then a gurgling sound—a horrible, wet, bloodcurdling gurgling sound—reached her, just before a loud thump accompanied it.


Turning her cotton-filled head, she found Merrick’s body crumpling to the ground, the sword he ripped from his gut clinking as it fell to the stone. His arms and legs splayed out in strange positions across the grass-peppered path, almost as if he’d taken a great fall.


Lessia wasn’t certain if the sound that split the air came from her own mouth.


It was animalistic, a primal roar of pain that should break worlds apart, that should carry all the way to the Old World. . . perhaps even to the gods.


And when that thread she’d just begun to notice, the flicker of awareness between them, went dark, something broke inside her.


Hands flying to her chest, she fell to her knees beside her mate.


“Merrick!” Lessia’s voice sounded as if from far away, as if it wasn’t her own anymore, as if the pain was too great to let anything else in. “Merrick!”


She dropped her hands to his face and forced it her way, but the eyes that met hers. . .


There was no light behind them.


No dancing silver flecks.


No deep darkness.


And his face?


There were no hard lines that she loved to watch soften.


There was no twist of his mouth to hide a smile.


“Merrick!” She snapped her head down to his chest, but no heart thumped against it, and no air drove it up and down.


Another eerie, spine-rattling sound exploded through the air.


“Now you know,” her father echoed. “Now you know how it feels. What you did to me.”


She couldn’t look at him.


Not when anger began working its way through the pain.


Not when that anger turned to rage, and her magic flitted to life behind her eyes, burning under her skin.


He’d killed him.


Her father had killed Merrick.


A hiss flew through her clenched teeth.


Squeezing her eyes shut, she gripped Merrick’s bare arm to keep herself from storming toward her father and from allowing the voice in her mind to urge her to avenge her mate.


To kill like he’d been killed.


As Lessia dug her nails into Merrick’s smooth skin, something touched the edge of her consciousness.


Don’t lose focus.


Her forehead scrunched.


How many times do I need to tell you not to lose focus?


Merrick’s deep voice bounced within her mind, and her eyes flew open.


He still lay there beneath her, chest unmoving and face serene, the bloodied sword beside him and the wound it had caused still oozing blood, pumping it from his gut, and Lessia fought another cry weaving its way up her throat.


Focus, Merrick’s voice snapped.


I’m trying, she wanted to scream back, but the words caught in her throat when she dug her fingers further into his arm.


Her eyes trailed the golden skin.


The smooth golden skin.


As she released her grip, her eyes followed the marks her nails had left.


But. . .


There was no dark traitor mark.


She glanced at the other arm, but it was as smooth as the one she’d held—no raised scars, no black letters contrasting against his skin.


Lessia moved to look at her own arms, realizing with a start that the skin on them, too, was smooth and unbroken.


No traitor mark.


No outline of the blood oath she’d once sworn.


It. . . it wasn’t real.


This wasn’t real.


She pushed at her mind, forcing it to focus.


What was the last thing she remembered?


There had been water.


A ship.


The king.


Loche and Merrick standing before her.


Suffocation.


Something warm being pressed into her hand when cold lips collided with hers.


Pain shooting up that same arm when heavy wetness surrounded her.


She took a shallow breath.


The king had figured out she was the one the curse spoke of.


And this?


This wasn’t real.


She could see it now.


The muddled edges of her consciousness, the mistakes that whichever of Rioner’s guards was doing this to her had made, the impossibility of being back in her childhood home.


Lifting her head and making her stiff legs straighten, she captured her father’s eyes again.


Only now, those eyes were a few shades darker, the golden-brown hair more auburn in the flickering light of the sun.


“Rioner.” Lessia clenched her fists when the king met her glare head-on. “So you dare meet my eyes now?”


The cool laugh he let out should have made goose bumps rise across her skin.


But she was done being afraid of him.


Absolutely fucking done.


Merrick had trained her for this.


She’d decided to walk this path.


To save their realm, whatever the cost might be.


And the king was terrified of her.


She could see it in the slight creases around his eyes—the twitch of the palms hanging by his sides.


He was terrified of the curse and her magic.


A corner of her mouth lifted.


He should be the one to cower now.


Wiping the straggling tears, she let the magic sizzling under her skin burst out of her eyes as she stepped toward him.


The Fae king didn’t move as she locked eyes with him and purred, “Don’t look away.”


“I won’t.” Rioner’s mouth twisted into a cold smile. “But you realize this cellar is filled with guards, don’t you? They’ll kill you before you have time to take a breath if you so much as threaten to stain my robe.”


She made herself smile back at him, trying to get the smell of iron that still filled her nostrils to fade.


It wasn’t real. Nothing of what had just happened had been real.


“See, I don’t think they will. They know of the curse, I assume?” Lessia cocked her head. “I’ve understood you can’t kill me yourself. Perhaps not even order it.”


Rioner’s brows popped up for the smallest of seconds before he caught himself. “I thought your mind was clear. The guards told me you hadn’t broken yet.” He began turning away, his eyes still meeting hers over his shoulder. “They must have been mistaken. I’ll need to find another to help with this mission.”


“Don’t turn your fucking back on me!” Lessia nearly tripped over an uneven stone as she followed him. “Where are you going?”


Rioner halted. “You’re demanding to know where your king is going?”


Something like unease coiled deep within Lessia’s gut. “Stop playing coy. We’re past that point, aren’t we, uncle?”


A shocked laugh escaped Rioner. “Uncle? That’s a new one.” He waved to someone she couldn’t see. “Her mind has gone. Please take care of her.”


The salty breeze shifted into a worryingly familiar one, and Lessia’s magic faded away with every whiff of iron-tinged stale air.


Sounds she never wanted to hear again drowned all others.


And then. . . the darkness.


Darkness that engulfed everything—that nearly swallowed the king as he walked toward a thick stone door.


Her eyes widened.


Not to get used to the shadows that danced all around her but because she recognized that door.


Lessia met the eyes of a dark-haired Fae standing guard beside her.


A Fae she also recognized.


The memory of agony had her muscles flex, but she pushed it away, forcing herself to speak up again. “I know this isn’t real! I left this cellar years ago! This isn’t real!”


Spinning around so his robes flew all around him, Rioner drawled, “You’ve been in these cellars for years, Lessia Gyldenberg. I thought I had use for you—something only a halfling could do—but alas. . . I’ll have to find another.”


“No!” Her greasy hair slapped against her skin as she shook her head. “No!”


This wasn’t happening.


It wasn’t real.


It couldn’t be real.


Focus.


She tried to get Merrick’s voice to give her strength.


“Merrick,” she whispered. “Merrick, please help.”


She needed him to growl at her.


To make her snap out of this nightmare.


“Yes?”


Her eyes flew to the king again.


Then to the dark ones of the male who opened the creaking door.


A choked sound traveled from her chest when Merrick’s passive eyes trailed across her face, then moved back to the king.


“Do you know the halfling?” Rioner asked as Merrick pulled the door wider for him.


“Never seen her before.” Merrick’s eyes didn’t seek hers out again. “Is she important?”


“No. Perhaps you can do me the honor of killing her? I need more space—”


Her heartbeat slamming in her ears muffled the rest of the king’s words, and before anyone could react, Lessia sprinted forward, grasping at the king’s robe and pushing him up against the wall.


“Merrick would never look at me like that,” she snarled as she gripped his head and forced his eyes to her own. “You can’t fool me into believing this is real.”


“Lessia, no!”


She ignored the vaguely familiar voice fighting to break through the haze of rage.


“You can’t breathe,” Lessia purred softly as her magic sizzled to the surface once more. “The air in this room is gone.”


She couldn’t help the smile that pulled at her features when the king tried to draw a wheezing breath, and when his eyes bulged after only seconds, the grin turned into a humorless laugh. “Doesn’t feel too good, does it? I hear you like to drown your enemies.”


“Stop! It’s not what you think.”


That voice again.


Who was that?


Lessia nearly turned her head, but when the king’s face turned blue, she couldn’t deny herself the pleasure of watching him suffer.


“I think water replaced the air in your lungs. Can you feel it?” she cooed, savoring the fear in the amber eyes as the male shook his head.


“Please!” someone begged, and this time the voice tugged at her heart. “Lessia!”


Tugged so hard her heart skipped a beat.


Frelina. That was Frelina’s voice.


Focus.


She whipped her head around, but the cellar was empty.


Where had the guards gone?


As she brought her eyes back to the king, her question got stuck in her throat.


Soft, bright amber eyes met her own.


Not muddled, hard ones.


Her father’s eyes flooded with tears as he grasped at his throat, the gurgling sound no longer pleasing her but driving a cold sweat across her skin.


“Lessia! Please!” her sister called out again.


Was this another mind trick to stop her from getting to the king?


Focus.


Rubbing her arms, she tried to get her mind to close, tried to force the magic within it away, tried to understand what was real.


As she trailed her fingers across the scars, the letters marking her arm, she reminded herself that the king had had her sister and father.


The letters were real.


They couldn’t create those by capturing her mind.


It’s the same one.


That’s what Merrick had told her.


You and me.


They were real.


Elessia and Merrick.


They were real.


That meant. . .


Fuck!


Lessia quickly pulled on the magic that had drifted away.


“Breathe. You can breathe!” she urged her father, and when a rattling sound rumbled in his chest, she released a breath, catching him when his knees buckled.


As she pulled one of her father’s arms over her shoulders, her magic burned behind her eyes and she snapped it inward, the way she’d done when training with Raine, Kerym, and Frelina, and upon finding blazing green eyes—the eyes she’d cursed for so many years—she screamed at them to get out, to leave her alone.


And as soon as they flickered, her walls flew up.


The cell vanished.


Only the sound of water remained in the small wood-encased space, and as Lessia looked around, she realized the room they stood in was a ship’s cabin, with the heaving water sloshing against the sides of the vessel.


Her father still hung limp by her side, and as she glanced to her right, she found Frelina, Kerym, and a male who must be Thissian chained to a wall.


Whipping her head around to the other side, her heart stopped.


Rioner actually stood tall there, a lazy smile on his bent face.


And beside him. . .


Three of the vilest guards she’d gotten to know during her stay in his cellars.


The green-eyed one, the one she believed was named Torkher, flashed his teeth, but when she couldn’t help but show her own back, Rioner slammed a hand into the Fae’s chest as he made to approach Lessia.


“That was quite the entertainment.” Rioner fixed the gilded crown atop his head. “I thought you might kill my dear brother.”


Lessia’s nostrils flared, but she kept her mouth shut, her gaze following the guards who began filing into the rounded room from either side of her, their eyes trained on her and the other prisoners.


“See, you were right. I can’t kill you.” Rioner’s frosty smile lifted further. “But I can kill everyone around you. Make you watch them suffer until their last breath. Force you to hear their screams every minute of every day until you’re begging to be able to kill yourself. I think it shall be quite entertaining as well.”


“Fuck you,” Lessia snarled, tightening her grip on her father and inching toward her sister and friends.


“Such a mouth on you.” Rioner chuckled as he began walking toward a rounded metal door. “I’ll see you tomorrow, little halfling. And. . . I think perhaps we start with the other Faeling.”


Red colored her entire field of vision when Rioner jerked his head toward her sister.


But she didn’t have time to respond before the first door slammed shut behind him, closely followed by the other two, the metal clangs telling her they were bolted shut, leaving them all in the little light that shone through the gaps in the planks of the side of the ship.









CHAPTER 2


MERRICK


One day.


One fucking day without her and he was losing his mind.


Merrick paced back and forth on the deck of Loche’s ship, the one Raine had dragged him onto when he’d refused to stop trying to beat the regent into carrion in the cabin beneath.


Glaring at the wild sea crashing around the ship that Elessia’s friends had sailed in on to pick them all up from the water, he tried not to imagine what the king was doing to his mate right this moment.


But it proved futile when images of the first time he’d seen her forced themselves into his thoughts.


Her pale and too-thin body lying on that dirty stone floor beneath the king.


The shaking voice begging for it all to end.


Her unseeing eyes when she swore the blood oath to Rioner.


Fuck!


He’d thought the pain he felt when he realized what she was would be the worst he’d experience.


It had nearly killed him to follow the king’s orders.


But now?


Now that he knew her?


When he truly knew who she was—that she was his?


His to save.


His to protect.


His to love.


Merrick cursed again, stepping up to the railing and digging his fingers into it so hard that chunks of wood crumbled under his palms.


He would rip the flesh from the king’s bones like he did this wood for what he’d done to her.


“No more. Please no more,” Elessia had begged that first day he’d seen her, and Merrick wouldn’t stop until the king did the same.


Until he fucking kissed his feet, begging for mercy.


And then. . .


He’d unleash the souls that always pressed all around him.


He would let them rip into the king—bring him over to their side of the veil or whatever it was he could open and close between their worlds—and continue the torture there forever.


Merrick hadn’t missed the thirst for revenge in some of them, the hunger when they beheld the king, whispering what they’d like to do to him.


An exceptionally tall wave hit the side of the vessel, splashing small drops of salty water onto his face, and he was about to curse again—curse the fucking seas for daring to still exist when Elessia must be hurting—when something flickered within him.


Holding his breath, he froze, trying to sense it once more.


There. The fragile thread that used to shimmer in gold like Elessia’s eyes when her magic surfaced now sputtered like an almost burned-out candle.


But it was there.


She was alive.


And she was fighting.


Merrick didn’t know how, but he could feel it.


His little fighter.


The woman who’d been through so much—too much—in her young life, but who refused to give up. Who believed in him even after everything he’d done. Who believed in the good in all the world even after everything it had done to her.


The good Merrick had thought to be long gone until he watched her fight for a better life.


Until he’d watched her save those Faelings, watched her find friends, watched her build a life, and watched her. . . fall in love.


He knew Elessia believed he’d been hurting for years because of the mate bond. . .


But he hadn’t.


He hadn’t been happy—it’d been long since he’d felt happiness, until the past few weeks—but he’d been content seeing her find purpose, find comfort, even find love.


Still, knowing now what it felt like to give in.


To claim her.


To call her his. . .


He understood why Raine never regretted meeting Solana, even if he now had to live without her.


Merrick would have stiffened at the slow footsteps sounding behind him if he hadn’t smelled the stench of alcohol that constantly whirled around Raine.


“The drinking helps.” Raine waved a flask his way as he leaned against the railing beside him. “You’ll see.”


“No,” Merrick mumbled. “I need a clear head to find her.”


Raine nodded, his eyes shifted out across the dark sea. “The human—Amalise—is making some food. It didn’t smell too good, but it’ll be hot.”


Food. . .


As if he could eat anything when Elessia. . .


“You need strength, too, Merrick. I’ve heard those whispers all day—you’ll be drained soon.” Raine moved so he faced him. “Remember what happens. . .”


Fighting not to roll his eyes or give in to the urge to slam his fist into Raine’s face to relieve some of the tension coiling his muscles, Merrick thought about the last time his energy ran out.


It’d been after he was forced to torture her.


The worst fucking day of his life.


Hearing her ribs break. . .


He ripped another chunk from the railing and threw it into the sea.


He’d nearly died that night.


Would have happily gone if it hadn’t been for Elessia and what he knew she’d still have to face.


Not just with the king but the rebels. . . and the fucking Oakgards’ Fae.


He’d been drained before, of course.


But it had been centuries before that night.


He’d learned quickly that if his magic drained him, it wasn’t like it was for other Fae, where they just couldn’t access their gifts.


Of course it fucking wasn’t.


Merrick’s gift—those damned souls whispering to him—tried to claim him and take control over him whenever he wasn’t strong enough to resist them. Tried to pull him over to their side and tried to rip that thread that separated their worlds apart, so they could come and go as they liked.


He wasn’t certain what would actually happen if he died.


Perhaps they’d go with him.


Or they’d run free.


Not that he’d care, if Elessia. . .


Merrick shook his head.


She was alive, and he’d ensure she stayed that way.


“Fine.” Merrick glared at Raine, responding to his earlier suggestion. “I’ll eat. Then we need to find her.”


“Do you feel. . . Is she. . .” Raine winced.


“She’s alive,” Merrick snapped.


She was. That he was certain of.


“Good.” Raine gave him a weak smile. “We’ll find her. And that little sister of hers.”


Merrick didn’t miss the shadow of guilt that crept across Raine’s face at the mention of Frelina.


Not that it had been his fault.


None of them could have known what Meyah was planning.


Still, although he probably should have, Merrick didn’t offer him any encouraging words.


It was good that he felt guilty—then he’d also have some urgency to find them.


Raine’s narrowed eyes told him he knew precisely what Merrick was thinking, but he didn’t say anything as they walked into the dimly lit cabin.


The low murmurs quieted as Merrick’s foot landed on the wooden floor, the squeaking of the planks seemingly echoing across the cramped room.


To his left, a few foul-smelling cots stood, and atop them sat the sisters who’d saved them back in the cabin in that damn forest on Asker.


Venko was perched on his own bed beside them, and the merchant briefly met his eyes as Merrick walked farther into the room.


Those blues of his still held some fear—even after all the weeks they’d spent together—and when Merrick curled his lip back, Venko quickly averted his eyes to the clasped hands in his lap.


Merrick would have snickered if there was any humor left in the world.


He could smell the loathing from Loche even before those steel eyes met his own, and his lip lifted farther, letting his teeth rasp against his bottom lip. The regent openly glared at him from where he sat watching Ardow and Amalise cooking something whose musty smell permeated the entire square room.


“Watch it, human,” Merrick purred when Loche grumbled something under his breath. “I wanted to kill you before all of this happened. Now. . . it might just be a necessity.”


“Merrick,” Raine warned. “She won’t like it.”


He’s right.


Merrick jerked when her voice rang in his mind, as clear as if she’d been right there, and the raspy sound of it was the most beautiful thing he’d ever heard.


She wouldn’t like it if he killed Loche.


He couldn’t read her mind, but he knew she still cared for the dumb human, and he wouldn’t hurt her. Never again.


She’d told him she would never deny him anything.


And neither would he her.


“Fine,” he finally muttered. “I won’t kill you.”


When Loche smirked at him, one of those smiles the regent deserved to get his teeth knocked out from, Merrick added “yet” under his breath.


Perhaps Elessia would tire of his smug smiles and searching eyes.


If so, Merrick would be ready.


“No one is killing anyone.” The guard who had trailed Loche during the election—Zaddock, Merrick seemed to remember—stepped out from the small bathing chamber, where he must have dunked his hair in the only bucket, judging from the drops of water running down his leather tunic. “At least no one in this room.”


“Z, you’re ever so grumpy now.” Loche leaned back in his chair, his hands resting behind his head. “You seem a little frustrated. . . What happened those weeks in the cave?”


A plate clattered to the ground, and when Amalise bent to pick it up, it was impossible to miss her reddened cheeks and the sour look she cast at the regent.


Ardow appeared to have caught his friend’s discomfort as well, as he quickly broke in, “Let’s just eat, and then we can argue.”


No one seemed to disagree because when Ardow and Amalise set out the plates on the table for Raine, Loche, Zaddock, and Merrick, it remained entirely quiet.


Ardow brought four bowls with him to the cots, and when he sat down next to Venko, the sisters began a hushed conversation, but as Merrick—very unfortunately—was coming to know, a never-ending torrent of words spilled from their mouths, reverberating softly through the entire room.


Blocking them out, he focused on the blonde woman who’d slipped onto the chair by his side, much to Zaddock’s dismay, from the open glares he shot across the table.


“So you’re with Lessia now?”


Merrick nearly choked on the piece of bread he’d popped into his mouth at the openly hostile tone, the fierce blue eyes, and the lifted chin of the human beside him.


She didn’t seem frightened of him.


At all.


“Well?” Amalise tapped her spoon against the bowl.


“I am.” Merrick stared right back at her. “She is mine, and I am hers.”


“So you’re going to get her back?” Amalise raised her chin another inch.


“Of course I’m going to fucking get her back.” Merrick couldn’t help but let anger seep into his tone. “It’s the only damned thing I am going to do.”


“Good. You can’t be too sure with the Fae. I’ve heard some horrendous stories from Lessia. You seem to be pretty ruthless, so I wondered if perhaps you’d leave her behind.”


He couldn’t help it.


His whispers boomed through the room as a snarl dropped from his mouth.


“If anyone else doubts my intention to find Elessia and kill the king and every single fucking male or female who has hurt her. . .” Merrick emphasized each word. “Feel free to let me know now.”


Every person in the room turned a shade lighter at the thick air, and the souls, he knew, were whispering their innermost fears back to them.


Even Raine, the male who’d fought beside him for centuries, shrank into his chair.


When the whispers continued, Loche’s hands twitched toward his ears, but Merrick had to give it to the regent: he fought bravely, especially since Merrick allowed the souls to creep all the way up to him.


Zaddock flew from his chair when a small sound escaped Amalise, but the blonde pushed him away when he tried to wrap his arms around her to shield her.


“Good,” she huffed again. “You seem like you can protect her. Even if you’re fucking terrifying.”


A startled laugh burst from Merrick’s throat when he met her hard eyes—the ones that were not glossy from fear—and the whispers softened until only a low humming bounced between the dark wooden walls.


She was fucking testing him.


Merrick heard Venko mumble “I hate it so much. So damned much” to Ardow before Amalise spoke again, and that was enough for him to rein in his magic completely.


“Now that that’s settled. . . How are you going to find her?” Amalise demanded.


“Yes. . . tell us, Death Whisperer, how will you find her when she could be anywhere in the Eiatis Sea?” Loche’s voice sounded stronger than it should have, as his coloring still hadn’t returned to his usual shade, and Merrick wanted nothing more than to rip the regent’s smug face off.


But then. . .


Something flashed in those gray eyes.


Something he realized the regent was fighting hard to keep under wraps.


Fear.


Sorrow.


Heartbreak.


That’s what rotted within him.


That’s what that smirk tried to hide.


That’s what those tightly clenched fists, as he made himself meet Merrick’s eyes, tried to control.


Merrick’s rage melted faster than butter on a piece of newly baked bread, and it was replaced with something cold—something he didn’t like.


A feeling he didn’t care for one bit.


He knew what it was like, watching the one he loved fall for someone else.


So Merrick swallowed the snarky response he’d planned to retort with, and instead looked to Raine. “Where do you think he’s gone?”


Raine had studied the king’s movements and habits for centuries.


It was how he’d decided on that island in the middle of Midhrok.


Raine shook his head, his reddish hair falling into his eyes. “I-I honestly do not know. I doubt he’s gone to Vastala. Not with his brother in captivity. You saw his guards back on that ship. . . They weren’t too sure of that decision. He’s probably somewhere remote. . . somewhere no one would think to look.”


“What about Korina?” Merrick suggested. “Even rebels haven’t returned there yet.”


The dark waters around Korina had been nagging at his thoughts the entire day.


For some reason, they resonated with what the king was doing—betraying his own blood.


Exactly like the shifters had betrayed the Fae and humans.


“Perhaps. . .” Raine sighed. “It’s a start.”


Merrick ground his teeth, telling himself not to snarl at him.


It wasn’t Raine’s fault.


It was no one’s fault.


Well, apart from the regent.


He couldn’t help but send the raven-haired human another death stare.


If he hadn’t stepped forward. . .


“I gave her the stone.” Loche glared back at him as if he knew precisely what Merrick was thinking. “That’s all I did.”


“What stone?” Amalise asked, her brows drawn in.


Merrick didn’t look away from the gray eyes as he responded, “It controls the sea wyverns. The stone can call them back here—can make them fight for us.”


He refused to thank the human.


Loche should have fucking given them the stone before.


Now it might be too late.


“Wyverns. . .” Zaddock mumbled. “So she’ll be able to protect herself?”


“If the stone allows her,” Raine said softly.


The blood in Merrick’s veins froze to ice.


“What. Do. You. Mean?” he got out, his voice lowering into that frosty one he’d noticed always gave Elessia goose bumps.


He’d never wielded any of the stones—his gift too precious to the Rantziers to have him part of the fleet—so he wasn’t too certain how they worked.


Raine’s features twisted at whatever he saw in Merrick’s face, and his voice lowered so much that Merrick knew the humans by the cots wouldn’t be able to hear what he said next.


“After the Rantziers’ misuse of them, the stones don’t respond to just any Fae anymore. Only those who are worthy—of pure heart—may call them back.”


Merrick’s shoulders dropped two inches.


Elessia was the most kind-hearted, loyal, and pure soul he’d ever met.


Of course she’d be fucking worthy.


Raine’s eyes dropped down to his bowl with gray mush. “Merrick. . . she’s not just a Rantzier, she also compelled Ydren when she first met her.”


His heart ached so much in his chest he was surprised it didn’t break through his ribs, and as Merrick sucked in a breath, he felt all the eyes in the room fly to his face.


The silence was too much.


The stares too heavy.


Flying from his seat, Merrick ordered, “Tell your captain to steer toward Korina. We’ll start there.”


Then he took the stairs four steps at a time to get up into the rain-filled air again, keeping his eyes on the horizon and screaming into the bond, I’m coming for you! Please, just keep fighting. You’re strong enough. I’m coming!









CHAPTER 3


LESSIA


You’re strong enough.


Lessia jerked as she awoke, trying not to panic at the rattling chains and the damp blindfold Rioner’s guards had tied around her head, which irritated her skin.


Merrick’s voice still echoed in her mind from the dream, and she could almost hear him tell her Only you and me, could almost taste his soft lips against hers, could almost smell his familiar wild scent fold around her.


She couldn’t stop the sob that left her lips.


“Lessia, are you in pain?” Her father’s voice sounded somewhere to her right.


She hesitated for a moment, listening to the metallic rustles and Kerym’s whispered words to his brother, who still hadn’t responded in the hours they’d been here; to her sister’s soft breathing; and to her father’s repeated “Lessia?”


Was she in pain?


Not physically.


Although she still had a strange aching sensation traveling up her right arm. . .


Not even mentally.


She didn’t know how, but. . . the tears that fell from her eyes as she thought of Merrick weren’t of sorrow.


They were of resolve, of what she knew she must do.


She’d made a vow back on Raine’s island: to fight back—to do whatever it took.


It was time now.


It was really time.


Before it all ran out. Before something happened on this ship that she couldn’t control. Before her family or friends were harmed because of her.


Lessia had already suspected back on Ellow that Rioner would somehow figure out she was the one the curse was about.


The king wasn’t dumb.


But she hadn’t told anyone her suspicions because she knew she needed to be close to him if she was to fulfill the gods’ prophecy—if she was to kill him. So she’d let them all believe she’d trusted their plan to confront the king, all the while knowing it was quite likely Rioner would take her away.


If her friends had suspected what she expected to happen, even Merrick might have locked her up in one of Loche’s cellars to keep her away from King Rioner.


Especially if he’d known the entire prophecy. . .


But now. . . she was only a few feet beneath Rioner if, as she suspected, some of the thumping footsteps above them belonged to the Fae king.


Lessia had prayed that her father and Frelina might be out of the king’s claws when she had to do this—that they wouldn’t be put in harm’s way.


But that wasn’t her reality now.


So she would need to act quickly.


Alone.


Ensure no one, not even the people in this room, knew her plan.


It wasn’t the best one.


Perhaps it was only a plan, as Raine had once so rudely stated.


But she knew the king underestimated her.


He still believed she was the broken Faeling he’d dragged out of his cellars, and she’d make sure that was precisely what he continued to think.


That Elessia was only a broken, weak halfling that the king could drive to the brink of absolute despair—that he could break and shatter and snap.


Because if she didn’t convince him of that, Rioner would ensure she truly broke. He’d kill or perhaps even trick her into killing one of the people in this room.


There was no more time to lose.


So when her father demanded “Lessia, please answer me,” she forced the guilt out of her mind and began screaming.


Given everything, it wasn’t too difficult to make her body shake, each scream that left her more heart wrenching than the next as she thought of her mother, as she made herself think of never seeing Merrick again, as she thought of the risk to the rest of her family.


“Lessia. You’re all right! You’re not there.”


She ignored Kerym’s urgent whisper, ignored her sister’s small hand trying to lace with her own, ignored her father’s panicked question, “What’s happening?” and she definitely ignored Kerym’s answer: “She believes she’s back in Rioner’s cellars.”


“Fuck!” Kerym swore as she heard what must be his chains clinking. “Didn’t think I’d miss Merrick so quickly. Lessia! You’ll make all the guards on this ship come down here.”


That’s exactly what she hoped for.


Lessia continued wailing, shaking off all loving touches, and even when a creaking door opened and heavy footsteps moved the planks they sat upon, she let her cries reverberate around the ship.


“Stop that!” someone ordered.


Lessia screamed louder.


“Enough, halfling!” Hands grasped her shoulders, shaking her.


She filled her lungs and put every pent-up emotion behind the next scream.


“What is this ruckus?”


Lessia fought a relieved grin and cried out again when the king’s voice drifted toward her.


“Stop her right now!” the king demanded. “She’s so fucking loud, any ships within a mile will hear her.”


She almost nodded to herself as she let out another harsh shout.


She’d known the king wouldn’t want to be found. Not with her father chained up beside her. Not with the Siphon Twins—the twins still considered heroes amongst the Fae—shackled beside him.


The sound of her scream died in her throat when her head flew to the side, and sharp pain exploded behind her eyes as whoever had slapped her used far more strength than her sister had done that one time.


Still, she forced out another shriek.


“Enough!”


The fist that connected with her nose was entirely unforgiving, and hot blood flooded her mouth when her bone crunched.


Head-splitting pain burst through her face as she tried to scream again, but it was muffled when whoever hit her stuffed something foul-smelling into her mouth, hindering her ability to breathe.


The moan that followed was a real one as Lessia had to draw a breath through the nose she expected was shattered, and when her body twitched to curl into itself as the air stilled, she let it.


The next strike still rang true.


Her head slammed so hard into the wall behind her that she must have lost consciousness for a second, because when she came to, her father was screaming at Rioner.


“—enough! She’s a child, Rioner! My child! Your niece!”


Lessia shook her head, realizing the blindfold had slipped off somewhat from the beating, and by squinting, she could make out Torkher grinning coldly where he squatted before her, the king standing behind him with four guards on either side.


Even though the dirty piece of fabric still covered some of her vision, Lessia could tell the guards—apart from the damned sadist Torkher—were uneasy.


Their gazes flitted so fast between her father and his brother and then back to each other, she wouldn’t have been able to make it out if she hadn’t been half-Fae.


But this was good.


They were loyal enough to the king that they’d kill her—or at least find a way to break her entirely.


But she didn’t believe they’d let her father die.


Hopefully not even her sister.


Her family was innocent.


She’d bet on that as soon as she’d seen how they stared at her father in that cage on the ship—how they’d hesitated at the king’s orders, mumbled to each other when they followed his demands, and the disapproving jerks of their heads as they led Thissian onto the deck.


Only she would be the one to lose her life.


And Rioner, if she was able to bring him with her.


Blood trickled down her throat as she pulled in another wheezing, painful breath through her nose, but she ignored the agony when the king opened his mouth.


“It’s enough when I say it’s enough, brother.” Rioner’s face remained bored as his eyes flew across the chained group. “She is meant to dethrone me. I will sooner die than let a fucking halfling—one that’s related to me, at that—”


“Don’t say another word, brother.”


Lessia flinched at her father’s warning—his tone so eerily similar to the cold one of the king’s as he glared up at him.


She twisted so she could see him better, and another jab of pain stabbed at her.


But not from her nose.


No, her father’s raging face was almost identical to his brother’s, standing above them.


Cold.


Calculated.


Furious.


A primal rage born only of Fae blood.


She’d never seen him like this, and she couldn’t help but think she’d brought this on them. On him.


This is bigger than you, she tried to remind herself.


It was bigger than her family.


She was doing this for all Havlands.


Lessia tried to repeat the words to herself, but when her father continued and his voice broke—from pain or anger, she wasn’t sure—that cold, sticky feeling of guilt crawled through her veins.


“She is my daughter, brother. My. . . my daughter! She’s a Rantzier! Have you no mercy?”


Disgust pulled at the king’s features, twisting his already cruel face into one of nightmares. “It makes me feel sick that you made these two, Alarin. Sick! I should have them killed right now just for tainting the Rantzier name.”


Red painted her vision, and Lessia tried to hiss “Don’t you dare” through the dirty rag stuffed into her mouth when the king glanced at her sister, who sat with a straight back, eyes ahead, not an ounce of fear dancing across her soft features as she shifted the chains lying across her lap.


But when Rioner’s cold gaze moved, landing on Lessia’s tightly bound hands, then moved to follow the blood she was certain trickled over her chest, a chill whispered down her spine.


“So you’re not completely broken yet. . .” The king cocked his head. “Say, how does it feel being separated from Merrick? From Loche? Did it make you feel good, breaking their hearts?”


She didn’t want to, but she couldn’t help the slight grimace twisting her features upon remembering Loche’s eyes turning aware again, and when Merrick’s wide, angry gaze met hers as Loche slammed his lips against her own. . . she physically recoiled.


Shaking her head, she had to fight not to press farther back into the wooden wall behind her.


Why had Loche done what he did?


Something tickled her consciousness, but it was so hazy, the memory still filled with so much pain, she huffed a sharp breath to battle it.


Rioner chuckled. “I saw the regent kiss you. I doubt he’s alive if the Death Whisperer has any backbone left. Merrick probably unleashed those souls of his as soon as he came up for air. It’s what I would have done. . .”


“Enough! It’s fucking enough,” her father snarled. “Leave her alone. Or I swear. . .”


The king whipped around so quickly that another jab of pain struck her when she moved her head to follow.


“You do not give me orders, brother.” Spit flew from Rioner’s mouth as he snarled at her father. “You are the reason there is a risk to our family’s throne. You gave life to this. . . this disgusting, vile abomination.”


Chaos erupted as Kerym flew forward as far as his shackles would allow, as Frelina screamed something at the king, as her father growled so loudly some of Rioner’s guards blanched.


Lessia couldn’t help but do the same, managing to spit out the fabric in her mouth.


Fighting for her life, she tried to get to the king, wanting to tell him to tell her that to her face, to look her right in the eye as he called her those names.


But it was useless.


Rioner only laughed at the group, and when he ordered “Make them more agreeable, will you?” before spinning on his heel to leave the room, Lessia cried out again.


A harsh, raspy, agony-filled cry as five guards lingered, each with their eyes on one of them.


She tried to get in front of Frelina—tried to press her sister behind her—but Torkher wouldn’t have it.


With a sharp order to another guard, he slammed another fist into Lessia’s face, and the pain pulsated through her so violently she wondered if she’d be sick before he pulled the blindfold down once more.


Sounds she knew she’d never forget began echoing through the ship’s cabin.


Moans.


Cries.


Huffs.


Crunches of bones.


Harsh sounds of breaking skin.


Her sister’s defiant scream.


Her father’s desperate cry.


Kerym’s swearing and threats.


Thissian’s muffled groans.


But still, Lessia didn’t miss the king’s demand: “Torkher. Break her completely. Not just physically but mentally. Whatever it takes, I want her to jump off this ship willingly.”


The laugh brushing her ear as the Fae guard leaned in was the same one that filled her nightmares.


“I missed you,” he whispered, his wet lips dragging across her cheek and his hands roving across her body. “I’ve learned a thing or two since last time, and. . . I can’t wait to play.”


The scream that burst through her mouth wasn’t forced this time.









CHAPTER 4


LESSIA


Lessia shook so much that the putrid water in the cup she held sloshed over its sides, and she barely managed to get a few drops into her parched mouth when she brought it to her lips.


Dropping the mug after trying to lick up the remaining water, Lessia leaned back against the wall, her head throbbing with such force she wasn’t certain if it was her body or the ship they were on that trembled.


She didn’t know how many days had passed, not with the blindfold they kept over her eyes day and night, but she guessed at least a few, based on the aching hole in her stomach and the dried blood that seemed to coat almost every inch of her skin by now.


The guards had beaten them every few hours since Rioner left the room, and no matter how much Lessia tried to persuade them that she was broken—that she’d willingly step off this ship—she hadn’t been convincing enough, and Rioner hadn’t bothered showing up a single time since he’d ordered the torture.


Even when they’d begun bringing the others outside the room, to somewhere Lessia could no longer hear their screams, and she’d truly panicked—had truly meant it when she cried that she’d slit her throat right there and then—they hadn’t budged, believing she still harbored some strength inside.


And while she might. . . might have that burning love inside driving her not to give up, she wasn’t sure how long the flame would flicker.


Lessia knew her time was running out.


She could feel it.


If she didn’t convince Rioner’s guards soon, they’d do something to someone in this group she wouldn’t be able to reverse.


That she couldn’t bear.


“F-F. . . Lina,” she managed to stutter through chapped lips.


Her sister had become worryingly quieter with each day that passed, and Lessia wasn’t even able to use her eyes to understand how injured she was.


If it was anything like herself. . .


Lessia had a few broken ribs and fingers, one of her cheekbones was crushed from the last beating, and she was pretty certain her left shoulder had been dislocated a few times, based on the searing ache shooting from it every time she moved that arm.


And her nose. . .


Well, it hadn’t healed straight, and she still struggled to breathe through it.


“I’m here,” Frelina rasped somewhere to her left, and Lessia couldn’t help the tears that sprang into her eyes at her small voice.


“She’s by me,” Kerym added softly. “She’s strong, Lessia. Like you.”


Kerym’s arm nudged her when she sniffed, and Lessia made herself nod.


“This would be a great time for your mate to come to the rescue, I think,” Kerym continued, and Lessia could tell he was fighting to keep the cheer in his voice. “I am excited to watch Merrick rip these fucking guards’ heads off.”


“Sh-she is his mate?”


Kerym stiffened beside her as a deep, unfamiliar voice broke in, and although she hadn’t heard it previously, she knew it must be Thissian’s, since he was the only one in here she didn’t know.


“She is.” Kerym’s tone held so much love that Lessia would have had to look away had she not been blindfolded. “He finally found her.”


“Only to lose her.”


The choked sound that followed Thissian’s words shattered Lessia’s heart.


It was so much worse than Raine’s agony and Kerym’s sorrow.


It was resignation.


As if Thissian had merely yielded to the cruel twist of fate they all lived.


“He’ll come for her,” her sister hissed. “I saw how he looked at her. He’ll rip this world apart if that’s what it takes.”


Despite everything, Lessia smiled.


He would come for her.


She knew it in her bones.


She wasn’t sure how, but she could feel him.


Every time she hurt, she heard his voice telling her she was strong enough.


Every time the darkness moved in on her, she felt his lips press against hers.


Every time she thought she might finally break, the love she felt from him wrapped around her and healed those broken, jagged pieces she was made up of.


While Lessia knew she shouldn’t have hope—because there was only one way this could end, after all—she wished for a little more time.


A few more days with him.


Staring into those night-sky eyes.


Making him smile.


Having his hands travel across her skin as if she were so precious he needed to touch every inch of her.


But even if it was too late for her. . .


She had to believe that Merrick would save the others.


That he’d care for her sister. For her father. For her friends. For Havlands.


Because, despite what the Death Whisperer thought of himself, he was good.


A cough ripped her from her thoughts, and Lessia leaned to her right, trying to get closer to her father, whose breathing appeared as labored as Lessia’s.


“Father,” she whispered, wanting to say something more, wanting to tell them all that it would be all right, that she would get them out of here, that Merrick would come for them.


But the thickness in her throat choked her words.


Lessia tried to tell herself it wasn’t her fault, but when another clipped breath rushed past her father’s lips and a low, pained moan escaped someone else as they shifted on the floor, guilt knifed its way through her chest.


It felt like it was her fault they were being hurt.


The guards were doing it to break Lessia, and she hadn’t convinced them they’d succeeded yet.


“It’s not your fault,” her father rasped as he moved closer at the involuntary sound leaving her, his arm aligning with her own.


And even though none of them could move much due to the restrictive chains, his mere presence was soothing, and the burning sensation behind her eyes that had started when she heard Frelina’s voice grew hotter.


A silent sob shook her body.


Then another one.


And another.


Another.


They kept coming until her entire frame trembled so hard the chains rattled in sync with the violent shakes.


Both her father and Kerym tensed beside her, and she tried to control her limbs when Kerym urged, “Do not let them win, Lessia. Do not break. He’s coming for you, so hold on for him.”


“W-will he know?” she managed to ask, and while the question was vague, the others knew what she meant—knew that she needed to know if Merrick would feel her die, should it come to that.


“Yes.” The haunted word came from Thissian when the others remained silent.


She wanted to scream.


Either way, someone would hurt.


Merrick if she succeeded. The people in this room if she did not.


“It’s not your fault,” her father said again, his voice stronger now. “Nothing that’s happening is your fault. If it’s anyone’s, it’s mine.”


“Father, no,” Frelina whispered, while Lessia managed to shake her head.


“Lina,” her father pleaded softly. “I kept you both so sheltered because I wanted to protect you, but it seems. . . it seems all I did was set you up for failure. Lessia would never have left if I had found a way to integrate you into our society—to teach you what being Fae truly meant. And I. . . I should have listened to you, Frelina. I knew! I knew something was wrong, but I. . . I was too weak when your mother died. I. . .”


Her father’s voice broke, and Frelina’s louder sobs joined Lessia’s silent ones.


“I’m so sorry. My beautiful girls. I am so sorry for all the pain my brother, my blood, is causing.” Alarin drew a trembling breath. “I failed to protect you, and for that, I’ll never forgive myself. But I promise you, I will find a way to get you out of here.”


“Such pretty words, brother.”


Lessia jerked when the king’s voice floated through the room, and she wasn’t feigning the way her body curled into itself, how it tried to become as small as possible when a low laugh that she knew belonged to Torkher followed.


“I wonder how you expect to keep that promise,” Rioner continued, and in the silence following his words, Lessia could hear at least four pairs of feet making their way toward the group.


Kerym shuffled away from Lessia when a distressed sound left her sister, and from the way Frelina quieted and the chains clinked, Lessia understood Kerym was trying to hide her behind him.


But the wave of gratefulness that roiled inside her turned to glacial dread when her father spoke.


“Brother. Let them go. I’ll have them get as far away from Havlands as possible. You can take out your revenge on me instead. Kill me if you like. But let them go.”


“No!” she tried to scream, but the sound was barely more than a whisper.


Frelina also let out a muffled sound, although it was quickly clipped, almost as if Kerym had managed to stop her from speaking.


“Kill you. . . Perhaps,” Rioner mused. “But letting them go?”


The clanging of an expensive metal, not like the chains they were all bound in but like the gold that made up the king’s crown, had Lessia suspect he shook his head so violently the dangling gemstones adorning it clinked against each other.


“I don’t think so,” Rioner declared.


“Rioner,” her father snarled, his begging tone rising into a fury-touched one. “You’re starting a war you’ll lose control over. You will not survive this. With their bond, he’ll tear through this world to find her, and you know he’s strong enough to kill you.”


Lessia’s pounding heart stopped in the heavy silence that followed, and she could tell from the sharp gasp of air flying into her father’s lungs that so did his.


“He’ll find her,” Rioner repeated. “I must assume you’re referring to the dear Death Whisperer?”


The next silence seemed to stretch on for what felt like an eternity, the soft breaths from the people in the room the only sound, and Lessia’s heart remained quiet, as if its beats were too fragile to echo in the tension-filled room.


“So they’ve mated after all,” the king said, almost as if to himself.


The laugh that followed was like a bucket of cold water thrown over her head.


“The Death Whisperer mated to a mere halfling? Oh, how the gods must have laughed at that one. The embarrassment it must bring him. . .” The king cackled again, and Torkher’s blood-chilling laugh accompanied him, bouncing against the damp walls in the room.


“Tell me, halfling, how long did it take you to forgive him for all he’s done to you?” Rioner asked, a hint of humor playing in his tone.


While Lessia could tell her father stiffened again, the air filling with the taste of confusion, she refused to respond.


Refused to give in to this one thing.


She would break for the king.


Gladly. It was what she had been trying to do every hour of the past days.


But not for this. Because if Merrick heard this was the moment she broke. . .


She bit her lip so hard it muted the pain within her.


She couldn’t go there.


A hand laced around her arm, and she winced when the nails broke through her already sore skin.


“Your king asked you a question,” Torkher spat. “Answer.”


Lessia didn’t even bother giving him a shake; she only kept her chin up.


Then her head slammed to the side, the ringing in it joined by Kerym’s and her father’s outraged screams.


“Answer!” Torkher screamed into her face, his vile breath fanning over her.


She remained quiet.


Another blinding strike had the back of her head slam into the wall so hard the crack echoed in the room. Or perhaps it was all in her head. Lessia didn’t really know.


“Answer!”


She kept her lips firmly shut.


“Stop this!” her father screamed at the same time as Frelina whimpered.


But when Kerym’s soft words reached Lessia’s ears, she realized her sister wasn’t making noises of pain for herself.


“She’ll be all right, little Lina. Your sister is strong.”


Kerym was right, Lessia thought as another fist crashed into her already broken ribs.


She was strong.


Because of Merrick.


Huffing a breath, she tried not to let her body coil farther in, but the pain wouldn’t allow her to straighten her back.


“May I?”


She vaguely heard Torkher utter the question, but when her body was roughly shifted to the side and her shackles clinked, she realized he must have asked whether he could free her to get better access.


That’s what he liked to do when they were alone too.


Having her strapped to something didn’t allow him to hurt her everywhere.


“Fuck!” Kerym exclaimed when she was dragged away from his side.


“Lessia!” Frelina cried, the sound making Lessia’s knees buckle.


But the Fae guard only tightened his grip, his arms sliding in under hers to drag her across the hard floor.


Pain pulsated in the darkness of her blindfold, and when Torkher released her, she tumbled to the wet wooden planks beneath her.


“Keep her conscious,” the king warned. “I do not wish to have to come back. Especially if Merrick is on the way. . . we need to move quickly.”


A low sound rumbled in the Fae’s chest, and Lessia couldn’t help but whimper when he ripped her tunic off, the scent of iron telling her the force opened some of the wounds from yesterday that the fabric had clung to.


“I want him to come,” Torkher hissed into her ear as something cold and sharp played across her exposed back. “See, I want him to find your broken body and know exactly who did this to you.”


The blade dug into her skin, and Lessia couldn’t stop another scream when Torkher broke down the mental shield she’d managed to keep up for the past few days.


She was standing over her own naked and broken body, and the pain slicing through her was like nothing she’d ever felt before.


It was like a thousand daggers striking at once.


Like a fire blistering across every inch of her skin.


Like a darkness that swallowed the world, never to allow the sun to shine its soft light on it again.


With her hands on her knees, she tried to breathe.


But it wasn’t possible.


Neither was the scream she tried to force from her lips.


Instead, her eyes widened when they snagged on large, golden-tan hands, and she quickly straightened.


Behind the pale and bruised body was a lake, and as she stared at her reflection, she realized she wasn’t Lessia at all.


It was the Death Whisperer that stared back at her.


Her mouth fell open, her eyes returning to her own body.


Merrick was carved into every bit of skin visible from this position, and she started shaking her head.


No.


No.


He couldn’t see her like this.


No.


“Enough, Rioner!” Her father’s growl cracked the image before her eyes, and for the first time in her life, she was grateful when darkness once again surrounded her.


But her face crumbled when she realized that even though the image wasn’t real, the sharp kisses of pain dancing across her back were, and so was the metallic scent of blood that whirled all around her.


“I’ll do whatever you want,” Alarin begged. “Please, just stop this. Please.”


She wanted to tell him no—to be quiet.


But she couldn’t.


Not when fighting to keep the magic invading her mind out.


Not when fighting to stay awake, to not let the other, thicker darkness lurking at the edges of her eyes win.


She didn’t even have the energy to wince when more letters were carved into her skin, the movements fast and determined, almost as if Torkher had done this before.


“Please!” Her father was crying now, and it was all she could do just to stay alive when a low cry left Kerym as well, a deeper one following it.


Rioner laughed again, and she briefly wondered whether one practiced the evil sound that penetrated what was usually something merry.


“You can’t handle this, brother?” the king taunted. “She was with me for years. Years when she believed no one was coming for her. You left her. This serves you right.”


Lessia braced herself when the familiar sound of water rushed into the room.


Droplets stung the wounds on her skin, and she bit down another whimper, knowing exactly what was coming, when Torkher stepped back.


The rushing inched closer, the sound roaring in her ears.


“Rioner, please. I beg you! I’ll do anything! Anything!” Alarin’s desperate voice barely carried over the sloshing sounds, and Lessia swallowed, quickly pulling in whatever air she could through her broken nose and dry mouth.


You’re strong enough.


Merrick’s voice drowned the sounds around her.


Do you want me to tell you no one—mate or not—has loved anyone the way I love you? That I would laugh as the world fell apart as long as you stood by my side? That even if I could only have one fucking night—one night pretending you’re mine—I’d take it?


“I love you,” she whispered back, trying to be grateful for the two nights they’d had.


It was at least more than one, she argued with the Merrick she’d conjured in her mind when he frowned at her.


Then the water swallowed her.


But not like it had when she dove from that boat to escape Ydren.


No, this water was invasive, forcing itself through her nose, through her mouth, filling her lungs in what felt like mere seconds.


Even her eyes brimmed with water, washing the image of the beautiful Merrick away.


She couldn’t stop her body from trying to pull air into the now water-heavy lungs, nor when it convulsed from being unable to do so.


Shards of wood pierced her skin as she rolled on the floor, desperately trying to escape the king’s magic, and she thought she should have appreciated it when Ydren was the only thing she needed to fear from the sea.


Lessia tried to focus on Merrick’s lips and his words when she panicked in that cell in Ellow, but her mind snapped to another mouth, one that had pressed against hers right before the sea swallowed her last time.


A vague memory fought its way through her frantic mind from her last seconds on the ship in Ellow, and it wasn’t the water that made her jerk when something warm traveled up her arm.


Loche. . .


He’d. . . he’d given her the stone.


But where was it?


The warmth spread from her arm across her shoulders, to her other arm, quickly making its way through her body, and then. . . then something other than crashing waves filled her ears.


Voices.


Low mumbling voices speaking to each other with words that Lessia couldn’t make out.


Voices of which she wasn’t certain who—or what—they belonged to.


But she didn’t care when the darkness pressed on her mind.


Instead, she screamed in their direction, begging that her gut feeling was true: “Please help me. Help us! Help Havlands.”
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