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The Chronicles of Kerrigan

Book I - Rae of Hope is FREE!

Book Trailer: 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gILAwXxx8MU

How hard do you have to shake the family tree to find the truth about the past?
Fifteen year-old Rae Kerrigan never really knew her family's history. Her mother and father died when she was young and it is only when she accepts a scholarship to the prestigious Guilder Boarding School in England that a mysterious family secret is revealed.
Will the sins of the father be the sins of the daughter?
As Rae struggles with new friends, a new school and a star-struck forbidden love, she must also face the ultimate challenge: receive a tattoo on her sixteenth birthday with specific powers that may bind her to an unspeakable darkness. It's up to Rae to undo the dark evil in her family's past and have a ray of hope for her future.
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Chin up, Princess, or the crown slips...

The Fae Realm was paradise, but compared to the place Gilly finds herself now, anything would be. 

Kidnapped from her kind, she finds herself in one of the Seventeen Hells, face to face with a creature who’s set on selling her to the highest bidder, who just happens to be one of the Princes of Darkness. Escape seems impossible, but that won’t stop her from trying. 

However, the more time she spends with her captor, the more she finds herself begrudgingly liking the man—until he transforms into a nine-foot-tall monster with horns. But Gilly isn’t the type of Fae to let a little thing like a monster get in her way...
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It was dark. 

It was always bloody dark here, in this place that her father put her. Her mother told her it was punishment for her willfulness, her shamelessness, but she knew differently. Her father put her here to forget about her. To put her out of his mind for as long as he could. And one day, she knew, he’d leave her here to rot. 

She trudged, one foot in front of the other, until she reached the wall. She didn’t have to touch the stone to know where the wall stood, having paced the same track for long enough to know the exact dimensions of her cell. Her steps she could count, she could measure. The length of time she’d spent in this hole, however, was not so easy to determine. 

Time stretched out in the hole, minutes becoming hours and hours days. She drifted, forgetting whether her eyes were open or closed. The darkness was so heavy, she sometimes couldn’t tell. No matter how long she stayed down here, her eyes never adjusted. There was no light, only its absence. Just the darkness.

And the spiders. 

She could hear them now. Hear their little legs scraping in quiet whispers against the cold stone walls. She imagined she could hear them constructing their webs, setting traps for the insects foolish enough to burrow through the dirt and the cracks in the stone only to end up a meal. 

They were the reason she kept moving, the reason her hands rhythmically worked their way up and down her arms. The reason she lifted her knees high, the reason she kicked her feet forward a little when she raised them. The constant motion kept the spiders at bay. But exhaustion was always around the corner. Her steps would slow, her head start to droop. She fought off the tiredness for as long as she could, but eventually she would have to give in. Have to find a corner and huddle in it, battling sleep until her eyes shuttered of their own accord. 

Then the spiders would come for her. 

They’d crawl all over her, probing with their legs before plunging their teeth into her soft parts. Sometimes the bites were enough to wake her, sometimes not, but the welts would rise soon after, itching and burning and stinging for days afterwards. 

Hopelessness washed over her when she reached the opposite wall and turned, retracing her steps yet again. The memory of the look on her father’s face made her shiver. An expression of pure disappointment had hovered there for long enough for her to know what he was feeling, a rarity with her father. Then his face had returned to a neutral expression as he’d ordered her tossed in the hole again. 

This time might be the last time. 

The thought rose inside her, making her cold all over. He’d begun leaving her in here longer and longer, the last time until she’d been close to starvation. Close enough to consider chewing on the creatures who chewed on her. 

Giving in to the inevitable, she stopped her pacing and sat with her back against the wall. She heard rapid skittering as the spiders made way for her, then tried to put the beasts out of her mind. The image of her father, his mask having slipped, dominated her mind. He hates me. 

She’d known that for a long time, had felt it deep in her bones since she’d been old enough to speak in sentences. But having such surety didn’t make it easier to accept. Her parents had shunned her, providing none of the affection and compassion a child should experience. She’d barely seen ten summers, and she could go a week or longer before either her father or her mother deigned to speak to her. 

When she was younger, she’d thought there was something wrong with her. Some curse that had settled on her small shoulders and made her worthy of her parents’ disdain. It wasn’t until she’d reached her womanhood that she’d learned the truth. One of her father’s advisors had ripped the veil of ignorance from her, exposing her to the harsh truth that had confirmed all of her fears. 

They’d been at an official state dinner. In those days, she’d still been allowed to haunt the margins of state events, although she’d never been given the fanfare and formal introductions that had greeted her parents’ entrance. She’d been hovering near the serving tables, snatching scraps to nibble with her back against the wall, watching the goings-on of the nobles of the Realm. She’d been surprised to see one of her father’s closest advisors, a man who might have been affectionately called ‘uncle,’ if she’d received enough affection to interact with the adults surrounding her, flirting with one of the serving girls who looked almost as young as she was. 

When he’d caught her watching, he’d ceased his flirtation and nodded in her direction. “No need to say anything to my lady wife,” he’d said evenly, giving her a smile.

“I have never spoken a word to your wife before,” she’d said with a shrug. “No reason to begin now.”

He froze for a moment, considering her words. They might have sounded knowing, coming from another, but she’d done nothing more than state the truth, which he’d picked up on then. He’d looked down on her, a look almost like pity crossing his stern features. The advisor, a well-dressed man with an overbearing mustache and a bit of a pot belly, had coughed to clear his throat, then leaned in with a sad shake of his head. “I’ve never been one to put my faith in signs and wonders,” he’d said, his voice rough. “But your father, he’s a careful man. Prophecy is a heavy thing, after all.”

“Prophecy?” she’d asked, a chill going through her. The advisor had blown out a heavy breath, lifting the ends of his mustache. He shook his head and took two steps away from her.

“Never mind what I said.” He made a gesture as if to wave away his words. He continued his retreat, finishing over his shoulder with an offhand “Enjoy your dinner,” then returning to the table where her father sat at the head. 

It wasn’t until she’d asked one of the rectors at the Great Academy that she understood fully the issue the advisor had cracked open for her. “The prophecy in question came from a witch, one your father has had dealings with since before his accession to the throne.” 

She still remembered the pale winter light streaming through the windows in the rector’s austere office. It had seemed almost buttery, coating the desk and her hands with a yellow glow. She’d listened as the old academic had unwound the mystery of the prophecy and confirmed the curse that had hung over her head since before her birth. 

“The witch scried, using her ancient crystals said to be taken from the innermost core of the Realm, and returned with a prophecy that your father’s rule would be destroyed by his first and only offspring, who would weave her own destiny beyond the Realm.” He looked at the ceiling, his features drooping. “Her exact words were ‘the fruit of the poisoned tree will wither the line.’”

Her heart had leapt into her throat, and she’d had trouble breathing. No wonder my father hates me. He believes I will be the one to destroy him.

She’d noticed the rector’s hands then, had seen the fingers shaking. She’d looked up, surprised at the fleeting flash of fear she’d seen on his features. There’s something he hasn’t told me. 

“What did he...how did my father respond to the prophecy?” she grew the courage to ask, her voice sounding creaky to her own ears. 

The rector looked at her, pausing before answering. “I think you know the answer to that in the treatment you have received. As heir, you should be feted, celebrated by those in the palace and outside it, but you’re almost universally reviled.” 

She’d flinched at his answer, realizing in that moment that his words were true. She’d expected things to change when she reached her majority, expected the Realm to accept her as its next ruler, but her twelfth name day had come and gone, and still she’d been given next to no education about the Realm and her place in it. They never intended for me to rule. 

“Is there any way this prophecy won’t come to pass?” She’d known the answer before the rector opened his mouth, but she’d needed to hear it from another’s mouth. 

“Your father asked the same question of the witch. Her answer was more cryptic than the prophecy itself: ‘Bites pump venom into a heart wounded by hate, a cleansing by pollution.’” He’d shaken his head, then pulled open a heavy tome that sat on the corner of his desk. “Many scholars have puzzled over those lines, but the most accepted definition is by the chancellor of the Great Academy.” 

She knew the chancellor, a bloated, bald man whose dark eyes had made her feel nauseous whenever they followed her. The words the rector read from his book did not surprise her. “‘The most important word from the witch’s response is “cleansing.” The pollution she mentions pertains to the “hate” in the line before. Only hatred can cleanse that venomous pollution, hatred against the one to whom the prophecy pertains.’”

The slam of the shutting tome made her jump. “He means me. Hatred toward me.” 

The rector had nodded, his expression sheepish. “Learned opinion skews toward shunning you.” 

“Why not just kill me?” she’d asked, her voice rising in frustration. “That would have been easier for everyone.” 

“You are still your father’s heir, the queen having failed to bear him other offspring. The murder of a member of the royal bloodline is punishable by death, even at the king’s direction. Those laws were set in stone centuries ago, and there is no appetite to change them.”

So my father can’t love me, and he can’t kill me. Instead, he chooses to lock me away, to make sure I feel the hatred he feels for me, hatred that is supposed to cleanse somehow... 

She pondered the exchange again as she sat in the dark, wondering how all of this would end. The prophecy said she would wither the line. Perhaps my father hopes to wither me first, to keep me from the sun in this dank hole, until I am too weak to destroy anything.

She felt it then, the first bite. It burned, and for a second, she thought she could feel the burning burrowing inward, along the veins in her leg until it reached the biggest vein and catapulted toward her heart. 

Blinking with sudden understanding, a smile crept across her face for the first time in the hole. She moved her hands to her leg, gently cupping them to collect the spider that had buried its fangs in her. She moved it to her face where she spoke softly to it. “Bite me,” she said, grinning. “And tell your friends to do the same.” 

Wonder filled her as she felt one of the spider’s legs touch her cheek, as if it understood what she said. Moments later, she felt another bite, then another. The spiders around her swarmed, crawling over every inch of exposed skin, sinking their fangs deep. Spider venom flooded her, barreling to her wounded heart. 

She could feel something changing inside her. The shreds of youth and innocence that still clung to her were ripped away, the fear that had made her avoid the crawling creatures gone. She leaned her head against the wall and sighed, the pain of the bites turning to pleasure. 

I might be fruit from the poisoned tree, but I won’t be the one rotting in the dark, not for long... 
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It took her a moment to realize the groaning she heard was coming from her. Gilly opened her eyes, breaking at last out of the same dream that had trapped her every night since her abduction. She attempted to stretch, but the bindings held her fast, and she soon gave up, fighting back tears that had once felt unfamiliar.

They made their way down dirty cheeks, and since her hands were bound above her head, tied to a stake plunged into the dirt floor, she could not wipe them away. Using all of her strength, she wrenched at the bindings as she did multiple times a day, but they did not budge. They were made of strands of grass woven together, and Gilly should have been able to break through them easily, but they were stronger than silver. They must be imbued with magic, she thought, not for the first time. The same magic that won’t allow me to call on my own powers. 

By now, she knew for certain that Willa was not the youthful wildling she’d pretended to be for the last decade or so. Gilly had never fully trusted the woman purely on instinct, as there was little the woman had done, save complain, that would have earned that distrust. She’d wandered into a wildling camp years ago, claiming to have hailed from one of the villages that had been razed and salted, never to be fertile again. Gilly had once believed the city dwellers were at fault for the destruction, until she’d learned of the Eater of Worlds and the sorcerer’s attempts to devour the Fae Realm and its creator’s powers. 

It was apparent now that Willa was not a wildling at all, but something else. A non-Fae who had impersonated the appearance of one of the Fair Folk to infiltrate their society, lying in wait for the Eater of Worlds to slip up and be defeated. In the chaos after the sorcerer’s defeat, Gilly had been distracted by the dark-haired woman’s demeanor. Confusion and hope had been the emotions on display by the majority of Fae after the revelation of the Fae Queen, who had put aside her Crone appearance to reclaim her true one. Willa, however, had been plundering the stash of weapons and potions the Winking Hand had brought along in case of trouble. 

Gilly had encountered her in the magic-user’s tent, a potion of control in her hand. She’d looked up when Gilly confronted her, reminding her of the rule that only magic-users were allowed access to the Winking Hand’s supplies. Willa had groaned, her temper showing, and suddenly she’d lashed out with the unseen braided grass rope she’d been holding in her other hand. 

Gilly was fast, but that day, Willa had been faster, managing to wrap the binding around one of Gilly’s wrists. The rope had acted on its own accord then, expertly wrapping itself around Gilly until she’d been pulled to the ground, wrists bound to ankles behind her back. “What in the seventeen hells?” 

Willa had shaken her head, then knelt beside her, pouring the potion into her mouth. Gilly had tried to spit it out, but Willa put a hand over her lips and held her nose, forcing her to swallow enough of it for Gilly to feel its effects. 

“It’s about time I shut that haughty mouth of yours, girl,” Willa hissed. “My powers once far outweighed yours, before Rashon managed to steal them from me through trickery and my own vulnerability, a vulnerability I no longer suffer from. You’re my ticket to getting everything back.” 

The woman’s laugh had caused shivers to run down Gilly’s spine. She wanted to deny what Willa was saying, but the potion made it so that she could not speak without a command to do so. Willa put a finger on Gilly’s nose, a hateful grin on her face. “No longer will I have to limp along with the meager remnants of magic I managed to retain. Not enough to be detected by your Winking Hand, but enough to help get me out of scraps from time to time. Once I complete the ritual, I’ll have every ounce of that gorgeous Fae power that resides inside of you.”

Anger rose inside her as she replayed the scene of her abduction in her head for the hundredth time. Gilly struggled harder against her bonds, but they moved not an inch. When she’d exhausted her strength, she sat, breath heaving, muscles aching. Sweat started to pool where her limbs were bent, the heat of the day rising already. Sunlight was making its way through the uneven wooden slats that made up the small shack where she was being held. Heat like this made her know that they were no longer in the Fae Realm. 

Wherever they were in the Web, Gilly had no idea. It was her first time leaving the Fae Realm, and she had no idea what lurked outside the walls of her wooden prison. She moved her hand until it came across the small, sharp rock she’d found while flailing around the first night of her imprisonment. Picking it up, she used it to scratch another notch in the wall near her head. According to her rudimentary accounting, she’d been tied up there for five days. 

Her mouth was dry, her stomach hollow. Although Fae were deceptively hardy creatures, given their delicate appearance, she knew she couldn’t exist forever without some sort of sustenance. But the traitor Willa had yet to return since she’d dumped Gilly off and retied the indestructible grass rope. There was nothing she could do but lie there and wait, either for Willa to return or to slowly and painfully starve to death. 

She didn’t know how many hours passed before the door swung open suddenly, revealing a woman she knew was Willa, even though the woman no longer affected the Fae wildling appearance. Her body was almost as delicate as a Fae’s, but she lacked the tell-tale ears and glowing skin. Her dark hair shone around her shoulders, her coppery skin kissed by the sun. She was wearing a nondescript black outfit, tight-fitting stockings and a long-sleeve top that clung to her like a second skin, a jacket that went to her thighs and looked like it was molded to her, completing the look. 

She crouched down, giving Gilly a once-over. “Good, you’re still alive. I wasn’t sure if your Fae species had the characteristic durability of your kind.” 

Gilly’s brow furrowed. “What are you talking about? And where are we?”

Willa ignored her, instead choosing to complain about how long it had taken to secure transport. “You’d think demons were out of fashion nowadays. And not one witch at the Exchange, can you believe it?”

Gilly had no idea what she was blathering about. 

She scowled at her prisoner, but it had no effect. “The Web isn’t what it used to be, you know, before I spent millennia trapped in the Fae Realm,” Willa continued. “But I finally managed to find a way off-world.”

“Release me,” Gilly said, ignoring the woman’s words. “Or face the wrath of the Fae Queen and her King, and their combined armies.” 

“Yes, yes, quite threatening,” Willa said, then bent to the bindings near Gilly’s feet. “If I had my powers, I could wink between worlds with less effort than a burp after a good meal. Instead, I’ve got to trust some teleporter to take me where I need to go, not to mention wasting valuable time and effort in securing that transport.”

“I could give a leaf about your transportation issues,” Gilly growled. She realized suddenly that her feet were free and aimed a kick at her captor, seeing her first chance at escape since she’d been taken.

“Naughty girl,” Willa said, nimbly dodging her leg and moving out of its way. Gilly scrambled to use her legs as leverage to free herself, so she missed Willa digging something out of her bag. The woman knelt beside her head and quickly fastened that something around Gilly’s neck.

The strength went out of her, suddenly sapped by the collar that now sat against her skin, causing it to itch ferociously. 

Willa patted her cheek, giving her a wink. Then the woman’s tone turned serious. “That pink powder got us this far, but now we’ve got to rely on others to take us further. You’re going to behave, whether you like it or not. That collar will make sure of it.”

Iron. The word raced through her brain, setting it on fire. “You put me in iron?” Gilly couldn’t believe it. Fae were naturally allergic to the substance, which was why it had been banned in their Realm. With the collar around her neck, her strength was a fraction of what it was before, and her magical abilities would be impossible to access. 

Willa untied the rope from the stake above Gilly’s head, then tugged on it, forcing her to rise. Gilly’s legs were unsteady, her muscles crying out from movement after such a long time of stillness. She wanted to leap on the woman, to tear her to pieces, but all she could do was pant as Willa pulled her hands behind her neck and wrapped the bindings around them, leaving a long enough length of rope to act as a leash of sorts. 

“We’ve got some miles to go,” Willa told her as she led her out into the blistering sunshine. “You’re going to do as you’re told, or I might decide your powers aren’t worth the trouble after all and give your blood to the dry ground.” 

Gilly staggered out of the shack, taking in her surroundings for the first time since their arrival in whatever realm they were currently occupying. It was a dusty world, but there were a few gnarled trees growing in a stand of grass before her, not far from what looked like a dwelling of some sort. Not unlike the houses the stone lovers build, she thought to herself.

Waves of heat made the horizon look unfinished, not the defined line she was used to. Willa pushed her forward, forcing her to put one foot in front of the other as they made their way to a road that was little more than a dry brown tract of dirt. There were no other people around her. Gilly wasn’t sure whether to be disappointed or relieved. If she had seen a person, would she have called for help? 

The question became real when they came over a hill to see a wagon coming in their direction. It was pulled by a creature Gilly had never seen before, with long, curved horns and shaggy hair of dark purple. It had six legs, a wide snout, and a pair of shining dark eyes. Riding on the wagon itself was a large male, his skin tinted green, two small tusks peeking out above his bottom lip. 

It was a type of creature she’d not seen before, one that looked vaguely menacing and also slightly pedestrian as it was doing something so prosaic. I should call out to him, see if he can help. 

Gilly opened her mouth, then closed it again when she felt something sharp poking into her back. “I asked you to behave, remember?” Willa whispered, moving closer to her. The wagon rattled past without another glance from its driver, and Gilly felt the optimism go out of her like smoke disappearing into the night. 

“Good girl,” Willa said, removing the sharpness that could only be a blade’s point from Gilly’s back. “That half-orc wouldn’t have been much help anyways,” she said conversationally. “They aren’t very bright, and half of his type would eat you as soon as talk to you.” 

Gilly wasn’t sure if she trusted her kidnapper’s words, but it didn’t matter now. Only one question was hovering in her mind. A question on which all of her hopes would hinge. “Where are you taking me?” 

Willa looked over at her, grinning. “We’re going to the one place in the Web where anyone can find anything they need. It’s where I found that elaborate piece of jewelry I gifted you with,” she said, motioning toward the collar, “and a few other odds and ends to keep me going. It’s also where we’re going to meet a certain demon and hitch a ride.” 

Gilly frowned, not liking the thought of seeking out a demon. Still, it’s better than being tied up in a shack for days on end. Her stomach rumbled. And maybe I’ll get a chance at a meal. 

Bone-tired, she forced herself to keep walking, hoping that their destination would provide her with an opportunity to turn the tables on the woman at her side. 
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Gilly figured it was at least two hours later when Willa pointed something out in the distance. “Our destination,” she said, and Gilly blinked tired eyes at the hazy metropolis ahead of them. “Once we reach the limits of the Exchange, you’re going to have to stick tight to me.”

“The Exchange?” Gilly asked, not having heard it before. 

“It’s a waystation of sorts, a place to exchange goods and services that is virtually unregulated,” Willa explained. “We’re in a pocket dimension whose location in the Web moves periodically, and only those who have been there before can find it again. It helps keep out unwanted prying eyes. We were lucky to reach it with the pink powder, but now we need to hitch a ride elsewhere.”

“Why bother to come here if you were just planning to go somewhere else?” Her choice didn’t make sense to Gilly. 

“I didn’t exactly have a lot of time to plan my exit from the Fae Realm,” Willa answered with a heavy dose of snark. “There is equipment I will need for the ritual that I can’t just pick up at any old market.” 

“So that’s what you’ve been doing all week? Gathering supplies?” 

“Something like that,” Willa grumbled. “The collar you’re wearing didn’t come cheap, so I had to barter with what I had and work my way up to it.” 

They were nearing the border of the city when Willa stopped them again. She stood behind Gilly’s back, working at the bindings that still held her hands in place. “We will draw too many eyes if I keep you in bondage, and right now we need to not attract notice. If you think you’re going to try something, do it now before we get into the thick of the crowds and you draw attention to us.” 

As soon as the ropes fell away, Gilly lunged forward. Scanning her surroundings, she knew the iron around her neck would keep her from running fast enough to avoid being caught. But maybe... 

Without thinking, she reached for her powers, aiming a binding spell at her companion. The magic fizzled the moment she cast it, no doubt due to the collar. Knowing she had no other choice, she sprinted forward, away from Willa, as fast as her feet would carry her. 

Which, it turned out, wasn’t very fast due to the exhausting effects of the iron. Her fingers scrambled at the collar around her neck, desperately trying to unfasten it, but she could find no hinge or lock, no way to unclasp the thing. A moment later, currents of air wrapped around her, freezing her in place. Willa moved in front of her, shaking her head. “Have you gotten it out of your system yet?”

“I thought you had no magical powers,” Gilly spat angrily.

“It was a busy week for me,” Willa said with a giggle. “I managed to corner a sorcerer, a young one, and use the same trick Rashon used on me to drain him of his burgeoning powers. It isn’t much, especially compared to yours, but it’s enough to keep you in line while you’ve got the collar on. So no more funny business, or you’ll find yourself in more trouble than you can handle.” 

Gilly realized she had no choice but to follow the woman who’d imprisoned her into the city. Already on edge, she was disturbed by what she saw around her once they passed through the gates. Creatures of every size, shape, and color were around her, passing through the streets and entering buildings that looked more like dens or hovels than proper shops and restaurants. It was nothing like the cities she’d visited in her own realm.

Especially that smell, she thought, her nose wrinkling at the stink that seemed to pervade the streets and alleyways of the Exchange. Why anyone would choose to come here... she thought, then stopped as she saw a group of beings roped together with heavy chains being led by a creature that looked like the male in the wagon’s nasty older cousin. Maybe they don’t all choose, she thought wryly, shifting to give the creature with the tusks and green skin a wide berth. 

They turned a corner, Gilly struggling to keep pace with Willa’s fast footsteps. They passed a ragged tent that had seen better days, its red having faded under the heavy sun. Its flap rustled in the wind, revealing a dim interior where dark creatures with golden eyes crouched in groups of twos and threes. One made eye contact with Gilly, and a chill gripped her throat. She looked away, swallowing hard. 

Those weren’t the only disturbing creatures she came across. Although sunlight burned overhead, creatures of the night clung to overhangs and paced covered walkways. Creatures with fangs on the lookout for fresh blood, she imagined, noting the pale skin and bright blue eyes that indicated a vampire was lurking. 

They’d had a few vampires in the Fae Realm, she’d heard, until they’d discovered the leeches’ true nature and banned the species from visiting. One or two might slip in via magical means, but the Crone was always quick to dispatch them when she felt their presence. Gilly wished the Crone were here now so they could take revenge on the woman who’d abducted her and was planning to steal her birthright as daughter of the Fae Queen. Wishes are as useful as an iron collar, at least to me, she thought with a frown, then rubbed her weary face. 

The vampires were joined by were-creatures of several varieties, Gilly spotting bear shifters, werewolves, and even a rare dragon shifter as they walked. Unlike most Fae, she had knowledge of many off-world races thanks to the Crone’s library. She’d once found an encyclopedia of creatures and had spent a summer memorizing it, poring over the pages that listed everything from chimeras to cyclops, gorgons to golems, minotaurs to manticores. 

“You look familiar.” 

Gilly turned at the deep voice, seeing that it was directed at her companion. It came from a mouth belonging to a more than eight-foot-tall male with rippling muscles, the limp remnants of a once massive lion’s pelt wrapped around his body in just enough places to keep him from being entirely naked. 

Willa looked up, and Gilly could see the anxiety on her face. “I’m afraid you have me confused with someone else.” She hurried her steps, locking her arm with Gilly’s to force her to move faster. The giant, however, had no problem keeping pace.

“I do know you. You’re Arachne, the great weaver.” The giant ran a hand through his unruly red hair and tried for a charming expression. “It was a shame what Minerva tried to do to you.” 

Willa sighed and brought them to a stop. “Yes, Cacus, I recognize you.” Waving a hand in front of her face, she grimaced. “And I see you still have horrible breath, even after all these eons.”

The giant’s face mottled, and Gilly saw smoke course out of his nostrils. He leaned in with narrowed eyes. “You used to be much nicer.” 

“And you used to be a snazzy dresser. But that pelt has seen better days. Might be time to retire it.” Willa had no fear in cutting the giant down, making Gilly wonder where her confidence was coming from. She started studying her surroundings in case things went south. 

The giant’s hand reached down for Willa, and Gilly saw her opportunity. Without hesitation, she leapt sideways, as much as her weakened state would allow, and rolled to the ground, coming to rest under a roadside cart belonging to a knife sharpener. She didn’t stop to watch Willa’s reaction, instead crawling out from the other side of the cart and sprinting toward a nearby alleyway. 

She’d made it halfway down when she froze, letting out a groan of pain. It was as if there were an invisible wall in front of her, and she’d just run headlong into it. She turned around, trying to shake it off, when she noticed the giant holding up his hand in front of his face, confused by the sight of a dagger sticking out of it. 

Willa shrugged at him, then pulled out another dagger, moving forward to slice at his ankles. Gilly turned away from the fight, heading in an alternate direction, hoping to avoid the wall she couldn’t see. She made it two steps before slamming into another one. It knocked her back, making her stumble and fall on her behind.

Gilly sat in the dirt of the street, watching as the giant let out a groan. “That’s it,” he roared in anger, then took a heaving breath and blew outward, expelling a spurt of hot flame in Willa’s direction. 

The petite woman met flames with ice, a cold blast radiating from her fingertips and putting the giant’s breath of flames out instantly. Gilly realized the woman was more powerful than she’d expected, even with minimal magic. She scrambled to her feet, feeling her way along the wall, looking for a gap that she could fit through. 

By the time she’d realized that she was entirely boxed in, the ground began to shake. The giant’s footsteps caused miniature earthquakes as he fled, looking over his shoulder in fright. Willa dusted off her hands, then came to retrieve Gilly, her hand passing through the invisible wall with ease to grab her prisoner by the arm. “I can’t fault you for trying when an opportunity like that presents itself,” she grumbled, “but I hope you see now that trying to escape is useless.” 

“Why did you talk to him like that?” Gilly asked while Willa led them back in the correct direction. “He was nice to you.”

Willa scoffed. “His type is never nice, even when they’re pretending to be. They only respect strength, which is what you have to show them. Otherwise, you’ll end up pushing a boulder up a hill forever or some such nonsense.”

Gilly had no idea what that meant, and Willa wasn’t inclined to explain. “There it is,” she said with a grin, giving her a shove in the direction of a squat stone building covered in dead vines. “I should have known it from the stink alone.” 

Above the building hung a wooden sign in the shape of a cage. The painted bars held in little golden shapes with wings, and burned into the wood above the cage was the name Sprite’s Landing. “Come on,” Willa said, pushing her through the door. 

Gilly’s hand moved to cover her nose and mouth as the smell of rot and body odor mingled within the dank confines of the tavern. It was dim and crowded, the square bar seating a motley collection of creatures. She heard a growl and turned around to see a tall, slender male in black robes pull back on the leash of a three-headed dog who was foaming at the mouth. 

“Get that mutt out of here if you can’t calm him down,” called a bartender. He was bright blue in color and had eight arms, each of which was busy mixing a drink. Gilly shook her head, her senses overloaded by the menagerie around her. 

“There he is,” Willa said cheerfully, waving her arm at someone out of sight. Gilly was annoyed by the woman’s incessant positivity, especially in the face of what they were seeing. And smelling, she thought with a grimace. 

Willa yanked her in the direction of a line of booths that ran against the far wall. In the final booth sat a dark-haired male with his back turned to them. Her companion didn’t hesitate to shove Gilly into the booth with the stranger, sliding in beside her and greeting the man pleasantly. 

“Took you long enough,” he growled, and Gilly caught a faint whiff of sulfur above the rest of the stench. She looked the man over, taking in tanned skin except where it was hidden by the fabric of his shirt and thigh-hugging pants. She was surprised to note attractive features, and... Are those...horns? 

It’s the demon. She had been serious about that. Gilly balled her hands into fists, her nails digging into her palms. Demons were not unknown among the Fae, but they were creatures that were avoided on instinct. There was something about them that chilled Fae to the core, and it was no different now, sitting across from one. Although she considered herself brave, Gilly couldn’t stop the shiver that crept over her skin. 

The demon’s gaze moved to her, then froze. “What do we have here?” 
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“Her?” Willa asked with an unamused look on her face. “She’s nobody. Let’s talk about this deal we’re making.”

Gilly kept an eye on the proceedings, splitting her focus to also keep attentive to the menacing beings that were all around them. Her hand had also snuck to her collar, hoping that while Willa was distracted, she could get it open somehow. 

“She’s an elf,” the demon said instead, looking her over in a way that made Gilly feel slightly sick. “What’s an elf doing here?”

“I said she was nobody, so don’t worry about it,” Willa replied with steel in her tone. “Are you still willing to transport us?”

“Elves avoid sorceresses,” he said, ignoring her words. “She would never choose to associate with you.” 

“You got that right,” Gilly said out of the side of her mouth, earning a scowl from Willa, who slapped away her hand from her collar. The demon cocked an eyebrow at her, the hint of a smile on his face. 

“She’s not an elf,” Willa said dismissively. “But I’m in a hurry. So if you please...”

“Not an elf? She’s got pointed ears.” Crossing his arms, the demon leaned back as if he were set for a long discussion of Gilly’s origins.

“Lots of races have pointy ears,” Willa countered. 

“True,” the demon replied. “Then which race of pointy-ear is she?” Head tilted he stared at Gilly. “There are many different races to choose from.” He lifted his hand and extended his fingers, counting them off. “Goblins, merfolk, halflings—”

“I can’t believe I’m being lectured on biology by a demon,” Willa said, rolling her eyes. “She’s not an elf. She’s Fae.” 

The demon froze, then let out a loud belly laugh, making some of the beings in the booths around them swivel their heads to look. “She’s no Fae. She doesn’t have wings.”

“Not all Fae have wings. She’s from the ones that don’t,” Willa shot back with another eye roll. “Just like not all demons have brains, apparently. Can we get back to this deal or what?” 

Her impatience was palpable, but the demon wasn’t moved, making it clear that he was in control of the power dynamic currently. “There are no Fae that don’t have wings,” he said, his tone matter-of-fact. 

Willa threw her hands toward the heavens. “Gilly, why don’t you shake out your wings and prove to this fool that you’re a Fae.”

“But you just told him some Fae don’t have”—she stopped speaking when a pair of golden, lacy wings appeared on her back—"wings?” Gilly realized the wings on her back had no weight, and she had no control over them. Willa must be projecting them with her magic.

“There, are you happy?” Willa said, waving a hand in her direction. “Can we get on with it?”

The demon looked skeptical, but he finally turned his attention to Willa. “I believe we settled on three pounds of diamonds.”

Willa let out a strangled sound. “It was one pound, and that’s a fortune for the service you’re offering.”

“My services work on a sliding scale basis,” he replied pointedly. “The more desperate the buyer, the higher the fee.”

Willa’s mouth slammed shut, and Gilly noticed that her eye was twitching. The normally calm and collected woman was noticeably anxious, which had Gilly’s senses on alert. If she’s worried, I should be terrified. 

“One pound,” Willa growled again. “You won’t find better cut, clarity, or quality.” 

“Two pounds,” he countered, a wicked smile on his face. Gilly noticed that his canine teeth were pointed, raising the gooseflesh already on her skin up another notch.

“Ridiculous,” Willa said, standing. Hands on her hips, she began to lecture him on economics, negotiation tactics, and finally something called ‘seller’s remorse,’ which she was promising would hit him immediately if he didn’t lower his prices. A crackle of energy passed over her fingertips in a wordless threat. 

The demon pressed his lips together, thinking over her offer. “One pound and a half,” he said after a moment. “You want to go to Eden, right?” At her nod, he crossed his arms. “My kind are not welcome there, a fact which you well know. That means I’m risking more than usual to take you where you want to go.”

His gaze flicked over to Gilly. “Then there’s your traveling companion, which you did not inform me about in advance. Unless you plan to leave her behind...?”

“She comes with me,” Willa replied through gritted teeth. 

“Two of you should double the price, don’t you think?” 

“I do not think,” Willa said, her tone hot as the confines of the shack where Gilly had been imprisoned. “I think one pound is exactly enough, considering it will take less than five minutes of your time and I’m already offering you a fortune.” 

“Then maybe you’d consider a trade. Give me this one and a pound of diamonds, and I’ll take you to Eden.” 

“This one is non-negotiable,” Willa said, retaking her seat and putting an arm around Gilly. Gilly considered shaking it off but figured it wouldn’t help anything if she did. I’m thinking a place called Eden is probably preferable to the Exchange, which stinks like its diaper needs to be exchanged.

“Give me the girl,” he replied in a deeper voice, twin curls of smoke making their way out of his nostrils. “No diamonds, just her.” 

Willa’s fingertips were crackling with energy again. “One pound only, and we leave now. The girl is coming with me.” 

The demon’s eyes flashed red, sending a ripple of fear through Gilly. At that moment, three figures approached, interrupting the negotiations. “Long has it been since I’ve seen ladies of your quality in such dismal surroundings.” This came from a handsome male with pale skin and ice-blond hair that fell halfway down his back. He took Willa’s hand and leaned over in a formal fashion, pressing his lips against it. When he straightened and smiled, Gilly realized he had pointed teeth. 

Vampire. 

His companions were no less frightening. A hirsute male with a bulging chest and a ruddy complexion nodded in Gilly’s direction. He was a shifter, a wolf by the looks of him, which made sense since he was traveling with a leech. The other one had her stomach churning, and she was relieved she hadn’t been fed in days as that meant there was nothing in her belly to vomit up. Its gray skin and pervasive smell of decay informed her that she was looking at a member of the walking dead. 

A vamp, a werewolf, and a zombie all walk into a bar...

Gilly bit the inside of her cheek to resist the urge to laugh loudly, even in the absence of a punchline. “Excuse me, gentlemen,” Willa replied with all the simper she could muster, “but we’re in the middle of important business dealings.”

“We did not mean to interrupt,” the leech said with a wink that made Gilly want to gag. “We only hoped to buy you a drink.”

The word drink had Gilly’s mouth filling with saliva, even if her rational mind was advising her not to touch a drop of whatever came out of the rank tavern. Her eyes flashed to Willa, the hope in them apparent. “Fine,” Willa said, heaving a sigh. “Buy a round for the table.”

“This was a deal between the three of us,” the demon growled, upset at the interruption.

Willa gave him an angry glare, then motioned to the vampire to proceed. “Don’t be rude.” 

The vamp summoned a waitress to his side. She looked like she’d seen better days, her skin sallow and her hair limp. Gilly noticed she was wearing an iron ring around her shapely leg and wondered if she too were being forced to obey by the metal that was a scourge to many creatures who made their home in the Web. 

The waitress disappeared only to return shortly with a tray full of drinks. They were bright green and bubbling, but that didn’t stop Gilly from wanting to drain each glass before anyone else could. She restrained herself while the drinks were passed around, reaching for one from the waitress’s hand. Willa intercepted her, taking the drink and her own and placing them in front of her. 

“What should we toast to, boys?” Willa asked with a saucy smile. Gilly kept her head down, plotting on a way to retrieve the glass from the woman’s hand. She was so thirsty, she thought she might begin to drool in a moment. 

The zombie raised his glass high. “To two bootifuw wadies,” he said, his moldering lip and decaying voice box having issues. The shifter and leech repeated his toast, raising their own glasses. 

Willa nodded, lifting a glass while keeping her hand over the other one. “To new friends.” Gilly saw her eyes flick to the demon, who was scowling back at her, his glass left on the table. She then put the glass to her lips, preparing to drink.

The three interlopers followed her action, knocking back the bubbling brew in a single gulp. A second later, they fell as one into a heap on the dirty tavern floor. Willa put her glass down, the level just as high as before, Gilly realized, knowing now that the sorceress had faked her sip. 

Whoever drank dropped. Willa was a woman on a mission, and no one, even gentlemen admirers, would pull her off course. She looked at the glasses and knew she couldn’t drink them. Her thirst would continue unabated. “What was the point of that?” she grumbled to herself. 

“I think this demon might learn by example,” Willa replied to the rhetorical question. “And now he has an example of what happens when people annoy me.” 

The demon shoved the glass away from him and stood, letting out another stream of smoke from his nose. “One pound it is, but I want to see them now.” 

Willa pulled a pouch from her jacket and opened it for the demon to peruse. He reached inside and pulled out a gem, watching it flash in the light. “Good quality,” he admitted gruffly.

“We’ve wasted enough time. Let’s get moving.” Willa’s impatience was obvious. At his nod, she snatched back the jewel and tossed it back into the pouch, tucking it away inside her jacket once more. She stepped out of the booth and pulled Gilly with her. Tiredness aside, Gilly was relieved they were leaving. The stench of the tavern, coupled with the unconscious undead rotting beside their booth, was almost more than she could stand. 

“Out the back,” the demon said, hucking his thumb over his shoulder. Willa and Gilly followed, out through a large door onto small stone landing which stood beside a slow-moving river of sludge.

“It stinks just as badly outside,” Gilly groaned, covering her mouth with her hand and gagging. 

“You won’t have to smell it for long,” the demon growled. He held out his hands to them. “Take one and hold on tight. I won’t be responsible for anyone getting lost in the Nether while we’re traveling.”

“The Nether?” Gilly had never heard the word before.

“The space between worlds,” Willa said, grabbing the demon’s hand and motioning for her to do the same. “Hold on, like he says.” 

Gilly held out a trembling hand, and the demon grabbed it. A moment later, she was hurtling through a void of spinning colors, air rushing past her ears with a deafening whoosh. Just as suddenly, she felt her momentum arrest, a blinding light forcing her to close her eyes. 

Then they were shooting off again, what little bile was left inside her working its way up her stomach and threatening to escape. Before it could, she felt her knees hit the ground as they stopped once again.

“What...was that?” she croaked, then felt herself lean forward and crash into the sand beneath her. She felt weak, her thoughts spinning as if being sucked into a whirlpool. Gilly managed to turn herself off and gasped up at the light of two suns blazing above her. “Where are we?” 

When no one answered her, Gilly turned her head to find the demon looking down at her with an expression of unbridled amusement. “Where...where is Willa?” 

The demon let out a deep chuckle and shrugged his shoulders, and ice filled Gilly’s veins. 
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The demon finally helped her to her feet, and Gilly rocked on her heels for a moment, feeling like she was still spinning. “Answer me,” she said at last, her voice stronger this time. “Where are we? Where’s Willa?” 

“If you’re asking about the sorceress, she’s gone.” He tossed the pouch that rested in his palm up just to feel it fall back into his hands, heavy with diamonds. “I never intended to take her to Eden anyway.” 

Pulling the pouch open, the demon plucked out a large diamond and held it up to the suns. He smiled widely, clearly delighted with himself. Then the diamond began to melt, and soon there was nothing left, not even his smile. 

“Looks like she never intended to make good on her part of the bargain either,” Gilly pointed out.

“Stone-hearted sorceresses,” he said like a curse. “I knew better than to trust her.” He tossed the pouch to the ground and focused his gaze on Gilly. “Good thing I decided to grab you too. I’d planned to dump her off on some random realm after relieving her of her belongings, but all she had was you, it turned out. So here we are.”

“And Willa is...where exactly?” 

“Does it matter?” he replied. “I can see the iron around your neck. I bet she’s the one who put it there. You’re just exchanging owners, as I see it.” 

“No one owns me,” Gilly growled, her spine straightening. “I am Sigilla of the wildling Fae, apprentice to the Crone and daughter of Elsbeth, the Fae Queen.” 

“And that is why you will fetch your weight in diamonds,” he said with a healthy dose of enthusiasm. “Especially with that little trick you can do with your wings. Where did they go now?”

Gilly looked over her shoulders, then chided herself for the motion. “I don’t have wings,” she ground out. “The sorceress put them on me just to shut you up. And for your information, some Fae don’t have wings.” 

His smile faltered. “I’m sure the gents at the auction tent have seen your like before. It won’t take them long to convince you to show them again, little fairy.” The demon turned, pointing in the direction of a stand of palm trees. “Over there. Move. Now.” 

Gilly’s limbs felt heavy as she trudged in the sand toward the palms. Fae were light and muscular creatures, and she was used to running along branches and leaping tree to tree. She should be able to make short work of the sand, but with the iron and near-starvation, Gilly could barely make herself move. Her legs were unsteady in the shifting sands, and she wasted no time voicing her complaints. 

“Why didn’t you just teleport us into the auction?” she griped. “I don’t see the point of being able to travel like that if you still have to walk so far once you
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