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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.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​​Beginning’s End Series

[image: ]


[image: A picture containing text, bunch, different

Description automatically generated]

Beginnings

Curiosity

Scrutiny

Foresight

Disavow

Trickery

Wisdom

Decree

Influence

Prevail

Dignified

Honored

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​​The Queen’s Alpha Series

[image: ]


[image: Timeline

Description automatically generated]

Eternal

Everlasting

Unceasing

Evermore

Forever

Boundless

Prophecy

Protected

Foretelling

Revelation

Betrayal

Resolved

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​​Find W.J. May


[image: ]


Website:

https://www.wjmaybooks.com

Facebook:

https://www.facebook.com/pages/Author-WJ-May-FAN-PAGE/141170442608149

Newsletter:

SIGN UP FOR W.J. May's Newsletter to find out about new releases, updates, cover reveals and even freebies!
https://www.wjmaybooks.com/subscribe

[image: C:\Users\Wanita\AppData\Local\Microsoft\Windows\INetCache\Content.Word\W.J. May Logo Black.png]

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​​Fae Wilds Series

[image: ]


[image: A group of books on a black background

Description automatically generated]

––––––––
[image: ]


Twist & Turns

Curse of the Fae

Force the Truth

Crown & Glory

Enemy & Rivals

Light in the Dark

Dusk & Shadows

Called by Midnight

Dark Memories

Above the Curse

Myth & Muses

Chase & Hunt

Grab the Box Set – Books #1-3 

FREE for a LIMITED TIME!!

[image: A person lying down on a bed of leaves

Description automatically generated]

[image: A person in a fairy garment

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

[image: A poster of a person with wings

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

[image: A person with wings and wings on her head

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

Contents

Have You Read the C.o.K Series?

Beginning’s End Series

The Queen’s Alpha Series

Find W.J. May

Fae Wilds Series

Book 7

Dusk & Shadows Blurb

Prologue

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Epilogue

Book 8

Called by Midnight Blurb

Prologue

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Epilogue

Book 9

Dark Memories Blurb

Prologue

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Epilogue

Above the Curse Blurb

Fae Wilds Series

Find W.J. May

More books by W.J. May

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Book 7

[image: ]


[image: Shape

Description automatically generated with medium confidence]

By W. J. May

Copyright @ 2023 by W .J. May

[image: Background pattern

Description automatically generated]

[image: A picture containing text, person

Description automatically generated]
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Dusk & Shadows Blurb

[image: ]


[image: A person standing on a stage

Description automatically generated with low confidence]

What's a girl to do when a vampire claims to be her mate? 

For Hollie, a human bystander drawn into a world of supernatural beings, not running was never an option. The problem is, he keeps finding her. 

With the help of her Fae friends and a witch with a clutter issue, Hollie has a plan to knock the vamp out of her life permanently. It's easier said than done when an imp in disguise starts to interfere. She's not sure what's worse: running away from the vamp or being caught by him.
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The stone corridor rang with screams, but Maz no longer heard them, so inured was he to the sound. Millennia of ragged shrieks and desperate pleading washed over him like surf on the rocks of a jagged shoreline under a night of endless darkness. And like those rocks, he was unmoved. Unchanged in his stoic resoluteness. 

It wasn’t that he didn’t care. It was that had hadn’t cared for so long that he no longer noticed the pain soaked into every inch of the Halls of Punishment. The atmosphere of the place, like the rest of the realm, was lost on him. An off-worlder who found himself in the realm ruled by the Angel of Death might tremble at the sulfur-tinged gloom, the moans of agony that seemed to echo from every square inch of the place, but to Maz, it was as normal as a cup of tea. 

Simply put, Pluto was home. 

Letting himself through a heavy wooden door, he nodded to the guard stationed on the other side. The guard nodded back, the strips of decaying skin hanging from his cheeks shifting against the exposed bone of his skull. Maz could smell the sickly sweet stench of roasted flesh, an odor that used to make him queasy when he was young, just after Samael had turned him. It was so long ago he could barely remember it. 

Maz would never forget the circumstance that had brought him to Pluto, one of the Seventeen Hells of the multiverse. Samael had taken pains to make him remember, the memory an example of the absolute power the Angel of Death held over him. 

Samael was one of the Princes of Darkness, members of the Court of Chaos, servants of Shayatan himself. The Princes, known as Archons among those with the longest memories, were beings of enormous strength, their abilities second to only Shayatan, who many considered the most powerful single being in the Web. Each Archon ruled over a realm of their own, though none so vile and feared as Pluto. And of all the Princes of Darkness, Samael was the one most cloaked in mystery. 

Not like the multiverse is missing out, Maz thought to himself as he made his way into the bowels of the stone keep where prisoners were kept for punishment. If they knew the Angel of Death like I do, they might wonder what all the fuss is about. 

It wasn’t that his boss wasn’t capable of dark deeds. He was, and on an epic scale. Civilizations had fallen at the arch of his eyebrow. It was the prince’s penchant for scheming that made him less than entertaining. Samael was obsessed with his machinations, manipulations that spanned centuries and family lines, dynasties raised to vaulted heights only to be devastated by their own hubris in some poetic way. The Archon was an expert at creating high drama, but in the end, he really wasn’t that dramatic himself. 

The Angel of Death was skilled and efficient, matter-of-fact and to the point. Case in point, my welcome to the realm. Barely able to string sentences together on my own, I was led by my mother into the cave where the shaman of our village said the Devil dwelled. His confusion had given way to horror when he realized why his mother had taken him there. 

“He is yours,” she’d announced once they were deep enough inside for the light to be little more than a gray shroud. “In exchange for an end to the black throat.” He would never forget the tone of her voice, cold and hard but with a brittle quality, like the crust of frost that forms on snow after several days of freeze. His limbs absorbed the cold, and he’d shivered unexpectedly. 

Maz had frozen as shadows formed themselves into a cloaked figure who seemed to walk out of a gloom he’d been a part of only a moment before. Maz’s mother gave him a shove forward, and he’d looked back over his shoulder, his eyes begging her to enfold him into her warm arms and take him from this waking nightmare. 

Her expression was hard, her eyes staring ahead at the creature that was reaching out for Maz. She never looked his way again, not when the being clamped a hand around his small wrist and drew him into the shadows. Moments later, he’d found himself in a world where the gray haze in the air had hit his lungs like a blow, and he’d staggered and coughed, his vision struggling to adjust to the dim surroundings. 

Broken columns and tumbled ruins seemed to surround him, shrouded figures weaving through the debris as if part of a strange, synchronized dance. It wasn’t a dance, he realized a moment later when he saw that they were all linked together by an elaborate system of intricate chains that were connected to rings pierced through their flesh, dragging them along through an obstacle course of toppled towers and uneven walkways. 

Then he’d heard the screams, so loud and pitiful that he’d rushed to cover his ears. The cloaked figure had released his hand and pushed back the hood that had obscured his features. Maz was surprised to find a handsome, angular face beneath it topped by hair so blond it was nearly white. Red eyes bored into him, and young Maz had felt the heaviness of the moment in the weight of his gaze. 

“You won’t forget this moment, boy,” Samael had told him roughly. “The moment your own blood traded you away to the Devil to save their own selfish skins.” The Angel of Death had smiled at him then, revealing a pair of long white fangs. 

Maz swatted the memory from his mind, barely registering the faint annoyance he felt every time he trod the same ground over and over again. That had been Samael’s intent, to burn the moment into his psyche in a way that would scar him for eternity. It was a job well done, but that didn’t mean Maz had to appreciate the prince’s mastery. I’ve lived in worshipful fear long enough, haven’t I?

Things had started to feel different after the long centuries of being the Archon’s lackey, doing his boss’s bidding without the opportunity to refuse. Maz had never felt the weight of eternity like he did now, millennia after Samael had turned him. An endless monotony of torture, pain, misery. Even if I’m the one inflicting it, on a long enough timeline, it still gets boring. There has to be something more.

The image of a fiery-haired temptress with eyes that reminded him of the jungles of his homeland appeared in his head, and his muscles clenched with need. Frustration overwhelmed him, and he looked down to find his fingernails expanding into claws that struck sparks against the stone while he walked down the corridor toward the iron door that marked the most secure section of the keep. Taking a breath to calm himself, his claws retracted, and Maz took a moment to straighten his attire, readying himself for the confrontation ahead. 

How I long for her scent, that enchanting whiff of innocence and sunlight. Ache burned inside him. Maz remembered the first time he’d seen her. A crescent moon had hung overhead, its white glow seeming to illuminate her perfect skin. He’d known the moment he’d laid eyes on her that the woman was his mate. 

It was a terrifying and intoxicating notion, both wonderful and terrible, knowing that his life was destined to be entwined with another, their lifeblood weaving together, two becoming one. But he’d not been able to consider the romantic and philosophical aspects of matehood in that moment. Instinct had taken over, that instinct screaming at him to claim his mate as quickly as possible and never let her go. 

And thanks to my impeccable luck, I’ve hit on the most impossible female in the multiverse. I can’t claim what I can’t find. 

His anger flared, filling him with righteous rage. Ready to do what needed to be done, he opened the heavy door with a violent flick of his wrist. He tried not to think about the fact that the human had disappeared shortly after he’d found her. Sure, I might have fumbled our introduction a little, but surely that wasn’t enough to drive her away permanently. 

But she’d vanished, a neat trick for a human. That race was known to be magic-deprived and intellectually backwards. Still, she’d somehow managed to avoid him for weeks until he’d stumbled onto her dream and discovered her location. The Fae Realm of Valantia was a surprise, to be sure, and not a good one since off-worlders could not enter the realm without being detected. 

So Maz had hastened to the Rough, a dimension linked to Valantia, to figure out how to reach the human, but she’d nearly come to him. He’d smelled her on a Fae and almost managed to get close, but the situation hadn’t shaken out like he’d planned once again. 

And that’s what brings me here, he thought, his eyes on the rusted bars that lined the cell of the prisoner before him. Maz turned his mind from the longing that was slowly consuming him to the figure chained to the wall across from him. Unlike those in cells throughout the Hall of Punishment, the captive wasn’t crying or begging. 

He was smiling.

“I wondered when you’d be back for another chat,” he said convivially. “This place isn’t exactly flush with stimulating conversation, you know.” 

“Are you trying to say that you missed me?”

The prisoner barked out a laugh at Maz’s sardonic question. “I guess I am. You’re the only company I’ve had in this place, after all. Still, for accommodations, it’s not half bad.”

Maz held back a sigh. “You can’t tell me you’re eager for another round of heartless torture. Aren’t you tired of it yet?”

The figure shook his head. “There are worse things I could be doing. Like following behind your boss like a little toady, jumping whenever he crooks a finger.” The prisoner looked him over. “Besides, it looks like you have that job sewed up.”

Maz shrugged his shoulder. “Beats hanging around all day.”

The captive laughed, a deep belly laugh that had his handsome face turning red. “Oh, that was a good one. I have to say, for a leech, you’re not half bad.” 

“And for an imp, you’re an idiot.”

The prisoner laughed again, then made a show of trying to wipe the tears away from his eye but not being able to thanks to the chains. Maz’s tone turned serious. “Why are you doing this, Dallon?” he asked again. 

There was silence, save for the sound of the prisoner’s chains clinking softly against one another as he adjusted his position. “You know, I’ve thought about that question for a long time. Hells, all we have is time, am I right?” When Maz didn’t nod, the figure seemed to deflate a little. “I don’t want this life anymore,” he said simply after a moment, then turned his head to stare at the wall, his earlier jovialness diminished. 

“We all have our roles to play,” Maz said softly, his tone as close to conciliatory as it got. “Destiny makes the rules, not us.”

“The same destiny that links you to a woman who refuses to be yours?” the captive retorted. “I’m sorry, leech, but I refuse to be pushed around by destiny. I’ll leave you to chase after your precious destiny like a dog in heat.”

His rage returned in that moment, and Maz’s fangs flashed in the dim light. I’m ready to punish, he thought as he stepped toward the imp draped in chains before he lost the ability to think. 
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She woke suddenly, her hands clutching at the sheets as the memory of a pair of white fangs followed her into the daylight. Breathing hard, Hollie pulled herself into a sitting position, her back resting against an ornate wooden headboard. She gathered her thoughts, willing the remnants of the dream to fade.

Birdsong and the golden morning light helped drive the ghost of the vampire’s grip away, and Hollie stood, trudging from the plush bed toward the bathroom. It had taken a little time to get used to the facilities in alternate realms, but the luxury of Exeria was already becoming normal to her. Although the accommodations were top notch, Hollie couldn’t help missing her own home. It might not be as lavish as the palace of the Fae Queen, but it was hers. 

She washed up, wondering if she’d ever see Earth again. I wasn’t cut out for a life on the run, she told her reflection as she fingered an imaginary wrinkle on her face and searched her head for gray hairs. Hollie was far too young to find any, but with the level of stress she’d been subjected to lately, she wouldn’t have been shocked to find her whole head had turned white overnight. 

Padding back into the bedroom, she opened a closet and reached inside, not caring what color of pastel dress she pulled out. Each one was impeccably embroidered and painstakingly formed from intricate, expensive fabrics. Hollie tugged one on, then pulled a comb through her hair before stuffing her feet into slippers and entering the airy hallway outside her suite. 

As she strolled down the hallway, she returned the nods of the industrious Fae who kept the palace humming along, kept the towels clean and the washbasins filled. Hollie imagined this was what it was like to stay at one of the fancy, all-inclusive resorts she’d never had the chance to visit. All of her needs were catered to, and she’d never had to lift a finger. It was nice, but it wasn’t what she was used to.

Growing up in a small town in Wisconsin, there hadn’t been many tropical-style resorts to speak of. Her father’s idea of a vacation consisted of a weekend spent on Lake Winnebago fishing for bass and walleye. The accommodations had been less than stellar, although when she’d turned twelve, she had graduated to her own dome tent. Even then, it was still staked close enough to her father’s tent to hear his snores. 

Comparing her old sleeping bag and campfire fare like hotdogs and marshmallows to the delights of the Fae Royal Palace was laughable. She was outclassed to the nth degree, but a part of her longed to be in that musty tent under the Midwestern stars, her dad snoring in rhythm to the chirping of the crickets and frogs. 

Even if she would trade in all this luxury to be back there, Hollie couldn’t be sure that the swap didn’t come with a non-refundable vampire. 

The arched entry to the dining hall was massive enough for an elephant to stride through, and she suddenly felt small crossing through it. Tables filled the room, half of them occupied by staff, functionaries, and minor nobles. There was another dining chamber, the royal one occupied by the Fae Queen and her King, where greater nobles could be granted audiences. Although Hollie had a standing invitation to the formal dining room, she preferred this one, finding it more comfortable to blend in with the common Fae. 

A hand waved frantically in her direction. It was attached to a beautiful brunette Fae who greeted her with the usual, over-the-top enthusiasm. “What’s shaking, bacon?” the Fae asked, her head bobbing and eyebrows twitching in Hollie’s direction. 

“I get it,” Hollie said politely. “A breakfast-based greeting, right?” 

The Fae called Tayla nodded excitedly. “Bacon being a common breakfast food in your realm, except where forbidden by one of your panoply of gods. Did I perform the greeting correctly?”

A shrug was Hollie’s reply. “I suppose so, although we usually just say ‘Good morning’ where I’m from.” 

Tayla stiffened slightly, her smile slipping at the response. The Fae considered herself the foremost human expert among her people, and she’d been delighted at Hollie’s arrival in her home realm. She’d followed her to the Fae Realm of Queen Elsbeth and had been picking her brain ever since, asking esoteric questions about human culture that were starting to wear on Hollie. But that didn’t mean she wanted to hurt the Fae’s feelings.

She reached across the table and patted her hand. “Did I ever tell you about something called the ‘Baconator’?”

Tayla leaned forward, eyes widening, her enthusiasm returning. “What’s that? Some kind of genetically modified, swine-based killing machine?”

Hollie laughed, some of her gloom fading. “You’d think, but in actuality—” Her explanation was interrupted by the sudden arrival of two steaming mugs of tea that appeared out of nowhere on the table between them. She started, instinctively clutching her chest in reaction. Her body, keyed up by her nightmare of the vampire, had told her she was under threat.

She let out a frustrated burst of breath when she realized it was only tea. Hollie’s eyes found the young Fae woman dressed in the attire of a palace servant who waved at her with a helpful smile. “I don’t know if I’ll ever get used to that,” Hollie said, begrudgingly tugging the mug toward herself. “Things just popping up out of thin air unexpectedly,” she said, shaking her head, her tone tinged with disapproval.

“That’s another human expression I don’t understand,” Tayla said, reaching into a pocket in her dress to pull out a little leather-bound notebook. Snatching the pencil she kept tucked into her long hair, she licked the end of it, then held it against the paper expectantly. “What exactly is ‘thin air’?”

Hollie held in a sigh. Tayla was constantly asking her what this word or that phrase meant. At least this one’s in English, she thought, then admitted to the Fae that she had no idea where the saying had come from. This time she didn’t even venture a guess, just picked up her tea and sipped it, staring off into space. 

“Home illness?” Tayla asked after a moment, setting her notebook down. 

“Sickness,” Hollie corrected half-heartedly. “And I guess you could say that’s correct, but it’s more than that. Can you still be homesick for a place if you can never go back there? If it’s never going to be your home again?”

The questions came out, a momentary lapse in Hollie’s usual positive demeanor. So much had happened since she’d first left Earth. Her abduction. A slave auction. Fleeing across worlds in fear of being caught by someone powerful and terrible and intent on harm. Her reaction to the situation had been to put on a brave face, to try and focus on the positives instead of the overwhelming number of negatives in her circumstances. Otherwise, she might give up hope of ever seeing her home again.

But as the days passed, and her nights trapped her in unending nightmares of the creature pursuing her, hope was feeling more and more like a diminishing resource. Her Fae companion gave her a look of understanding. “Anyone in your place would be pining for home too. I wondered how long you would be content to live in the twins’ realm. The Web can be overwhelming, especially to a human.”

“It doesn’t matter if I pine or not, I can’t go back there. The chances of running into that vampire are too high. If he followed me to the outskirts of Valantia, what’s to stop him from walking into my house and helping himself to a vein?”

“Vampires aren’t all-powerful,” Tayla replied. “And you have powerful friends.”

Hollie nodded. “I don’t want to sound ungrateful. Lina and Gilly have been the most welcoming of hosts. And this place, it’s incredible.” She meant her words. Her hostesses here, twin daughters of the Fae Queen, were kind and generous, and fun to be around, and although they’d told her to stay as long as she liked, Hollie felt a little like an interloper. “But since their weddings, they’ve been wrapped up in their guys. Which they should be,” she hastened to add. “But I’m starting to feel like a third wheel.”

Tayla’s face screwed up in confusion. “Third wheel?” She drew the shape of a wheel in the air, her fingertip lighting up to leave a shimmering line in the air hanging between them, then shook her head.

“It’s an expression meaning you feel like you’re intruding on a couple who would prefer to be alone. Because you only need two wheels to get where you’re going. Not three.”

“I thought vehicles had four wheels,” Tayla muttered, then perked up. “Unless we’re talking about a chariot. Is that what you mean?”

“You’re getting too bogged down in the metaphor,” Hollie said, snatching Tayla’s hand out of the air where it was now sketching the shape of a chariot. “They should have their space, their honeymoon period. And I need to figure out what happens next.”

“What do you want to happen?” Tayla asked gently.

Hollie’s look was far away as she imagined returning to her life the way it had been before magic and mystery had invaded and thrown everything into chaos. A simple life. An ordered one, where she knew what to expect at the beginning of the day, and she could make it to her bed that night without being chased by monsters. “Home.” 

“They’ve offered you a home here,” Tayla reminded her softly. “The Fae Realm takes some getting used to, but you’ll never want for anything. You’ll be comfortable, protected, and welcome in all the best houses in the realm. You could build a life for yourself. There are worse places to be stranded.”

“Don’t I know it,” Hollie said, then let out a wistful sigh. “I’m appreciative, I really am. But if there is a chance to go back to my old life, I want to take it.” 

“It must have been a good life,” Tayla said with a gentle smile.

Hollie frowned, looking inward. It was...wasn’t it? 
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“You’d better get moving, Mrs. Applebaum. The sun will be setting soon, and you know how hard it is to drive at night.”

The old woman looked up at Hollie through glasses with lenses that seemed an inch thick. She blinked twice, then the corners of her eyes crinkled as she grinned. “You’re such a sweet girl.” She patted Hollie’s hand twice, then dug her keys out of a purse that likely weighed ten pounds. “Tell your father I said to give you a raise.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Applebaum,” Hollie replied dutifully, ignoring the pang of sadness at the mention of her father. “You take care.”

She watched as the old woman toddled into the parking lot, debating whether she should have reminded her that her father, Frank Townson, was no longer with them. Mrs. Applebaum had seemed a little frailer lately and a lot more forgetful. Hollie made a mental note to stop in at the library where Cindy, Mrs. Applebaum’s granddaughter and Hollie’s former classmate, worked at the circulation desk. A little chat about her grandmother’s health is in order. 

Watching the old lady’s station wagon pull out of the lot and onto Main Street, Hollie rested her chin on her hand and sighed. What if there is something wrong? Mrs. Applebaum isn’t getting any younger. And neither are any of my other clients. 

Her father had built up a reputable insurance agency in the same office building over the last thirty years. An aneurism had taken him from her suddenly last year, leaving Hollie alone in the small house they’d shared. And in charge of the business he built, one that is dwindling as its client base joins him in the Great Beyond. 

Most were as old as Mrs. Applebaum, who’d already seen eighty, retirees whose children and grandchildren didn’t see the necessity of seeing an in-person insurance agent when they could make changes to their policies through an app on their phones. The business might be providing a living now, but in five years, maybe seven, I’ll barely be holding on.

Her phone rang, interrupting her fretting. She saw that it was Kelly, her neighbor and occasional friend, and debated ignoring the call. Kelly only called when she wanted a favor, and Hollie wasn’t really in a favor-granting mood, but after another two rings, she relented and pressed the green button to connect the call. 

“Hey girl, I thought you’d be home by now.”

“The agency closes at six, just like every day for the past thirty-odd years.” She tried to keep the snippiness out of her tone but wasn’t sure if she’d done a great job.

Kelly didn’t seem to notice. “Do you have a few eggs and some bread I can borrow?” 

It was harder to hold her tongue this time. Most people “borrowed” those things from the market, not their neighbor. Kelly and she might not be as close as they’d been when they were girls, but Hollie’s memories of those better times prompted her to be patient. “In my fridge. Use the key under the mat.” 

“I don’t know why you even bother with a key at all,” Kelly said breezily. “Wautoma isn’t exactly known for its vicious gangs.” 

Rolling her eyes, Hollie realized she needed to end the call for her own sanity. Kelly had a way of reminding her that she wasn’t living some sort of cosmopolitan lifestyle, as much as she might dream otherwise. “I guess I’m practicing for when I finally move away to the big city and start my life for real.” 

Laughter blasted from the phone. “Keep dreaming, girl. You’re stuck here like the rest of us. You should have gotten out after high school when you could.” 

“You know what, I just remembered I’m out of eggs. And bread. Talk to you later, Kelly.” She hung up the phone and repressed a curse. Kelly always managed to get on her nerves, her no-filter style having grated since middle school when she’d decided to ditch Hollie who had braces and pigtails for the cool clique, crushing Hollie’s self-esteem in the process. 

She hadn’t even come to Hollie’s mother’s funeral, despite their being neighbors since they were born. Kelly was still her neighbor, she and her live-in boyfriend having claimed the second story of her parents’ house next to Hollie’s own. Kelly wasn’t pleased by the arrangement, endlessly complaining about how hard it was to live at home, but apparently it wasn’t hard enough to prompt her to gainful employment and moving out. 

“She’s not right,” Hollie grumbled to herself, gathering her things and switching off lights around the office. “I’m not stuck here.”

Even as she said the words, anxiety filled her. When most of her friends had gone off to college, Hollie had stuck around Wautoma, not having the heart to leave her father behind. He’d been mourning their mother’s death, the wound still raw years later, and she’d worried that he would slide into a deeper depression if she left too. So Hollie had stayed, working at her father’s side and putting her dream life on hold.

I could go home and pack my bags tonight, she told herself. It would be easy enough to get a job in Chicago in one of the insurance conglomerates’ corporate offices. I’d find a cute apartment and make some real friends. Visit museums, have dinner at fancy restaurants, be able to shop past six o’clock in a town that doesn’t roll up its sidewalks at sunset. 

Wautoma didn’t have much in the way of nightlife. Nor were jobs plentiful. When manufacturing had moved out of the Midwest, her town’s factory going along with it, there wasn’t much to offer in these parts. Successive generations had graduated high school and moved away, and now it was rare to see a young adult older than twelve. Which is one of the reasons I’ve never had a real boyfriend.

It was time to move on. There was nothing holding her anymore, nothing but memories. Her mind made up to finally make a change, Hollie set the alarm and locked the building, heading toward her car. A sudden commotion in the alley beside the building made her pause. 

The raccoons are back, she thought as she moved closer to the source of the noise, assuming it was the pair of ring-tailed beggars who’d managed to work their wiles on her father. He’d leave them strawberries and grapes as a treat, despite Hollie’s warnings not to feed the wildlife or risk encouraging their bad habits. Frank Townson was a soft touch, however, and soon the two raccoons were regular visitors to the trash cans in the alley outside the office. 

Scanning the dim confines of the alley, her brows furrowed when she didn’t see any of the bandit-faced beasts. A breeze ruffled her hair, and Hollie shivered, then started when she saw a shadowy figure seem to step from the darkest recess of the alley. 

Déjà vu washed over her for no reason she could understand. Eyes flashed in the darkness, locking on to her, and in that moment, she was frozen to the spot. The figure took a step toward her, and her mind told her to run, to get out of there before the shadow resolved itself into a real person with real intentions. But she couldn’t move, couldn’t do anything but watch him walk closer. 

Footsteps rang out against the concrete, echoing in the confines of the alley, but Hollie could barely hear them over the pounding of her own heart. She’d never felt this looming sense of danger before, not in Wautoma where the biggest crime to happen in the last decade had been when a group of high schoolers had defaced the mural on the exterior wall of the public library. Adrenaline surged through her, but she couldn’t flee. I have to see him...

Without warning, the lid of the dumpster flung itself open suddenly. The figure stopped, turning in the direction of the noise, and the spell was broken. Hollie let out a ragged breath, her eyes flicking to the open lid, but there was nothing there. There was a clanging sound, like someone stepping on the metal of the other lid, then what she thought was footsteps hitting the ground, but the space around the dumpster was empty. There’s no one else there. So what’s making all that noise?

The footsteps belonging to no one pattered off down the alley in the opposite direction until they were too far away to hear. Hollie’s gaze returned to where the shadowy figure had been, but there was nothing there. She was alone.

She shivered, then hurried to her car, locking the door behind her. It took a while for her heart to stop pounding, and she closed her eyes and focused on her breathing. What was that? 

Hollie had never felt anything like that before. The sensation of déjà vu, as if she somehow knew the figure who’d been approaching her, was uncanny. But she knew almost everyone in Wautoma, and no one was that tall. Or had such broad shoulders. And those eyes, the way they’d shone...

He was definitely a stranger to these parts. But what would a stranger be doing creeping down the alley next to her insurance office at nighttime? And what were the noises she’d heard, noises that seemed like an invisible man was fleeing from the shadow creature? 

“Shadow creatures. Invisible men.” Hollie let out a nervous laugh, trying to convince herself she was being ridiculous. “How melodramatic can you get? You’d be worse off than Mrs. Applebaum if you believe that really happened.” 

She started the car and headed slowly out of the parking lot, forcing herself to try and shake the lingering disquiet. This is Wautoma. Nothing interesting happens here. And strangers are few and far between. Isn’t it more likely that your brain just conjured a figure out of shadows?

But what about the dumpster lid? she argued with herself. I saw it fly up on its own.

The wind, the rational part of her mind countered. Isn’t that more logical than an invisible man? 

“Right,” she said, considering herself convinced. “The wind. And shadows. Like fourth grade, when I spent the entire year terrified of the shadow of my jacket.” In the dark of night, she’d been sure the long jacket that lived on a hook on the back of her door was actually a monster who’d come to life at any second to devour her. 

The ride home was short, the small house she’d inherited from her father less than five minutes away. By the time she reached it, she’d forced the incident out of her mind. Trying to summon the urge she’d felt while locking up the office, Hollie told herself that she’d fix a quick dinner, then spend the night packing up her closet. Tomorrow, it was time to start sending out her resume.

Flicking on the kitchen light, she headed for the fridge, deciding to make some French toast for dinner. It was a dish her father had perfected, and one he’d always made before they’d start an arduous task. Opening her fridge, Hollie scanned the contents and frowned. The loaf of bread was missing, and so was the carton of eggs. 

She shut the door and collapsed into a chair at the small kitchen table. “Kelly,” she grumbled, knowing that her neighbor was the culprit of her grocery theft. All the gumption went out of her. Her fingers buried themselves in her hair as she rested her forehead in her hands. 

In that moment, all she could think about was the mess she’d made of her life. Maybe Kelly is right. Maybe I am stuck here. Maybe this is all I deserve. 

Looking back on this time in the sumptuous dining room in the marvelous Fae Realm, Hollie realized two things. That was the first moment I saw the vampire.

And I would give anything to be back in that small house in that little Wisconsin town right now. It might have been a boring life, but it was mine. 

She was no longer in charge of her own destiny. I won’t even be in control of my own body if that vamp has his way. Tears swelling in her eyes, Hollie knew she’d never felt so defeated.  
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Hollie blinked back to the present to find Tayla’s arms wrapped around her. The Fae had crossed behind and enfolded her in a warm embrace. “I understand home illness very well. I can’t imagine being cut off from my home. But something I’ve learned in my travels as the Fae’s foremost authority on human affairs is that friends help the illness recede. It doesn’t go away altogether, but friends make it easier. And you are surrounded by friends.”

Wiping at her eyes, Hollie gave her a watery smile. “Thank you, Tayla. I do have friends, ones I value greatly.”

“And ones who can help you. Protect you. Trust me, the vamp would have to be insane to come after you here. Queen Elsbeth and King Lyr would obliterate him, not to mention the damage Lina and Gilly would do. You’re safe here.”

Sniffling, Hollie nodded. “That fact I’m definitely grateful for.” 

“What’s going on here?” a melodic voice asked, and Hollie turned her head to see Lina’s face, filled with concern. Her twin, Gilly, was two steps behind her, her expression identical. “What troubles you?”

“Oh, I was just recalling your wedding ceremony,” Hollie said, adopting the tone she’d used on her clients at the agency when conversation became too personal. “It was such a beautiful day. And you both looked so happy.”

Tayla’s eyes narrowed slightly, but she didn’t out Hollie to the other Fae. Lina’s face broke into a breathtaking smile, and Gilly let out a little laugh of delight. “No reason to get all teary-eyed,” the other twin chastised. “This one tied herself to a droopy-eared soldier for eternity. If anyone should be crying, it’s my sister.”

Lina stuck out her tongue at her twin. “Says the girl who married a monster.”

Hollie could feel some of her sadness fading. Her lips quirked up, though she felt a pang of regret at not opening up to the women. Lina and Gilly had been through a tremendous struggle to save their kingdom and their own family in the process. Hollie’s issue with the vampire seemed trivial in comparison, so she held her tongue and pretended to be unconcerned about her plight in their presence. 

“You both could have done better.” This came from Phaedra, who was striding toward them, her wings never failing to turn heads. Although everyone in the realm was descended from a common ancestor, the descendants of Queen Elsbeth lacked wings, while Tayla and Phaedra, residents of another Fae Realm known as Valantia, had shimmery gold-lace wings that were both delicate and powerful. 

The warrior woman coming their way intimidated Hollie, although she was beyond grateful to have met her. Phaedra had kept her safe in Ahriman-abad, a hellscape that had done its best to destroy them. She peered down at Hollie, arching an eyebrow. “What’s upsetting you?” she asked, her tone a little harsh. 

“Nothing,” Hollie said, injecting false cheer into her voice. “I guess I’m just a little emotional today.”

Phaedra’s nose wrinkled, and she eyed the other Fae, a look of mistrust on her face. “Who’s upset the human? You know they’re fragile, and not just physically.” 

Gilly dismissed her question with a wave of her hand. “No one said anything. She was reminiscing over our wedding.”

The warrior Fae snorted. “It’s hilarious what humans think merits tears, don’t you think?” 

Tayla shot her companion a dark look. “Typical Fae superiority. Just because humans have different emotional depths, that doesn’t mean they deserve your ridicule.” She put an arm around Hollie’s shoulder in a protective gesture. “Sometimes I think our long lives cause us to lose some of our emotional intensity. Put yourself in someone else’s shoes sometime.”

Phaedra’s mouth flattened into a line. “Thank you for the lecture, Professor, but I’m content with my emotions.”

“Or lack thereof,” Gilly said out of the side of her mouth, making the winged Fae’s eyes flash with anger. Phaedra put her hands on her hips, giving them all a look that said they were lucky she was tolerating them. 

“I think we could all use some tea,” Lina said as the peacemaker, snapping her fingers to summon more steaming mugs. Shepherding the women to the table, she managed to get them settled down.

Phaedra blew over her mug, then took a sip. Her face made a moue at the taste, but she refrained from reminding them that Valantian tea was better. She couldn’t remain silent, however. “If we stick around here much longer, I’m going to insist that we plant some leaves from Valantia. It couldn’t hurt to diversify your stock.”

Lina and Gilly looked at each other, while Tayla hid her face in embarrassment. “You’re welcome to stay as long as you like,” Lina said, smiling in Hollie’s direction. “Stay forever, if you like.” 

Hollie opened her mouth to thank her for the invitation, but Phaedra’s groan interrupted her. “Forever is a mighty long time, and in my opinion, we’ve been here too long already.”

“Nobody asked for your opinion,” Tayla grumbled. “They were talking to all of us.” 

“You can stay as long as you like,” Phaedra said, “but Hollie and I should be getting back to Valantia. I have duties to attend to.”

“Then you go,” Tayla said, making a shooing motion. “Hollie and I can continue our conversations just fine without you.”

Phaedra grunted. “Humans are fragile creatures. They need protecting.”

Hollie’s hands tightened into fists, her nails digging into her palms. She was tired of being labeled as ‘fragile,’ even if she wasn’t as powerful as the other races she’d run into in the Web. I’ve been treated like a child long enough, she thought, her father’s sheltering of her running right into Phaedra’s overprotectiveness. Enough is enough.

“We are more than capable of keeping Hollie safe,” Gilly said stiffly. “If visiting here is keeping you from your duties, I agree with your compatriot. You should return to Valantia and your commitments.”

Phaedra gave Gilly a speaking look. “I know we had our differences on Valantia, but—”

“Your differences?” Lina blustered. “You tried to have her husband executed.” 

“He wasn’t her husband then,” Phaedra corrected, just before Lina continued her tirade, reminding her about the false prophecy and all the trouble the Prince of Valantia had caused. Things quickly devolved into a heated discussion, and Hollie rubbed her temples, unhappy at the direction the day was going in.

“I want to go home,” she said suddenly, slapping her hands against the wooden table. The Fae gathered around her fell silent, then all started talking again at once.

“But what about the vampire?” Lina asked, at the same time her twin said, “You’re on the run, remember? That means staying away from home.” But it was Phaedra’s bark of laughter that burned the worst. 

“Out of the question,” the warrior woman said. “That leech will have his fangs buried in your neck in minutes if you go back there.” 

Hollie held up her hands defensively. “I know it’s not safe, but it’s what I want.” She turned to look at Lina and Gilly, her smile well-meaning. “You are so kind to invite me to stay, and I am beyond thankful, but I don’t fit in here.”

“It just takes time,” Lina insisted. “I know how it is to feel like an outsider, but the feeling will go away after a while, once you get used to life here.” 

“I don’t think she wants to get used to life here,” Gilly said gently, taking her sister’s hand. “I remember how badly I wanted to come home, and if I hadn’t been able to, if I’d had to stay on Ahriman-abad, nothing would have made me feel better.”

“But how can she go home?” Lina asked. “Phaedra is right. The vampire will know she’s there and will come for her. She needs protection.” 

“She does,” Gilly said, scratching her head. “But maybe we’re not considering all the options. There may be some magical way of protecting her. Something to mask her from the vampire, so he won’t know she’s there.”

“How are you going to do that?” Phaedra asked, her tone doubtful. “I’m not sure Fae magic can help you with that. Masking someone in the Fae Realm, sure, but not in the human world.” 

“I know someone who might be able to help.” Tayla perked up, a smile spreading across her lovely face. “I met a witch once, at the birthday party of a significant human. Witches are known for their spellcasting ability.”

“Witches are unpredictable,” Phaedra countered. “Besides, they’re almost as fragile as humans are. They’re no match for a vampire.” 

“Witches have powers that can sometime surpass our own,” Gilly pointed out. “We shouldn’t discount them without considering them as an option. If Hollie wants to go home, we should help her get there.”

Hollie could see the heat rising in Phaedra’s cheeks. She and Gilly had a way of getting on each other’s nerves, and it looked like this was shaping up to be a blowout. “Phaedra,” she said in a gentle tone, reaching out for the Fae. “I know that you only want what is best for me, and I thank you for that, but going home is what’s best for me. You said it yourself. You have duties to attend to, and so do I. If we can find a way for me to get home safely, will you help me?” 

Phaedra let out a heavy breath, her expression broadcasting that she really didn’t want to answer in the affirmative. A moment later, though, she softened. “I will. But we have to be absolutely positive that the leech won’t be able to find you before I agree to leave you alone on Earth.” 

“That settles it,” Tayla said, excitement in her voice. “Now we just need to get to ourselves to Margaí where the witch has an office.” 

“Witches have offices?” Hollie said, confused. “Does this mean warlocks carry briefcases?” 

Tayla shrugged. “Some do, I suppose. You’ve got to keep your spell ingredients somewhere.”

Hollie laughed, but Phaedra wasn’t in a jovial mood. “She’s in Margaí? That’s unincorporated territory.”

“Margaí is a market realm,” Gilly corrected. “It’s shared by a consortium of vendors. They pay for their own security.”

“Security,” the warrior Fae scoffed. “They’re little better than boys with wooden swords pretending to be soldiers.” 

“We’ll be bringing our own security forces,” Lina told her. “Braken and Solomon won’t let anything get close to us.” 

“We’re no slouches either,” Gilly backed her up. “Between the four of us Fae, we’re enough to stop an army of pretend soldiers.”

“Great!” Tayla leapt up from the table, clapping her hands together. “What say we go now? I’m sure your folks will let us use the palace portal, right?”

Hollie knew that Queen Elsbeth and King Lyr had commissioned a new trans-realm portal in their palace to restart relations with Valantia, as well as open the Fae Realm up to other worlds once again. The Fae Realm had always allowed off-worlders, but they were few and far between, especially considering the tension between the cities and the Fae Wilds, which had once been at odds. After the king and queen had united, however, the realm was safe for visitors again. 

“I think Mother will allow it,” Lina said. “Selling it to our husbands will likely be the trickiest part.” 

“Don’t worry,” Gilly said, nudging her sister with her elbow. “I think we have something they might want, if you know what I mean.” She ran her hands through the air, creating an hourglass shape and waggling her eyebrows. Lina blushed, but Tayla burst out laughing. 

“Don’t go through any extra trouble on my account,” Hollie said, joining in on the joke. Her spirits were starting to rise for the first time in a while, and she felt lighter. 

Lina dropped a wink. “Trouble was never so much fun.”  
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She lifted her hand to scratch an itch near her shoulder, then realized a large, hairy spider was making its way up her arm. Hollie’s eyes widened, and she was a second away from screaming, but Gilly saw what was happening and gently removed the creature, setting it atop a stack of moldering papers. Thank you, Hollie mouthed, and the Fae nodded in reply. 

“As I was saying, I can’t thank you enough for all your help getting my fledgling business off the ground. I live and die by referrals, and bringing such esteemed individuals here for assistance is really a boon.”

Tayla nodded in acknowledgement. “Hollie needs help,” she said simply. “And we all hope you’re able to provide it.” 

“So am I!” The woman behind the desk beamed, tucking an unruly curl behind her ear. She had dark hair and eyes and a disheveled appearance. This is a witch? Hollie thought, thinking she looked like a regular old human who preferred to buy her clothing at thrift stores whose donors were exclusively into velvet and black lace. “An endorsement from the twin powerhouses of the Fae Realm would really put me into orbit. You know, you’re the talk of the multiverse at the moment.”

Lina and Gilly looked at each other, then burst out laughing. “Please don’t let my husband hear you say that,” Lina told her, eyeing the shop window. On the other side, two tall, broad-shouldered males were posted, relentlessly scanning the streets for any whiff of danger. “He’s not pleased at the attention recent events have drawn to our realm.” 

“My husband seems to agree with hers,” Gilly said wryly, “and frankly, so do I. But if our endorsement means you’re able to get Hollie home safely, then you’ll have it.”

“See, Cass? Your business is already a success,” Tayla said with a grin. “All you need to do is juice up your advertising budget to blast their recommendation to the farthest reaches of the Web.”

Cass the witch beamed, her somewhat plain face becoming beautiful. “Wonderful. We’ll discuss how best to frame the recommendation later. I want to make sure we have maximum reach.” 

Phaedra scoffed from her place on a stool near the door, her nose in the air. “There’s a little matter of a successful spell, so all this talk of recommendations is premature.”

“Of course,” Cass said with a little cough, picking up a stack of papers and straightening them. “It’s just, I’m not your typical Witch-for-Hire. Our business practices are so antiquated, you’d think we employed our familiars to capture market share for us.” She tittered, then made a little frown when her joke didn’t get a response. 

Hollie leaned back, a little concerned. The image of a cat wearing a tiny black pointed witch’s hat and buying stocks on a laptop flitted through her head, and she rubbed her eyes, trying to take things seriously. That’s a little hard to do when I’m sitting in a cluttered office surrounded by spell ingredients and scented candles. What even is that thing?

Her nose wrinkled as she peered closer at a shape in a rounded vial that sat on Cass’s desk. It took her a moment to realize that it was a goat’s eye. Surrounding the golden disk slit by black was white fur. It was a macabre sight, and Hollie let out a gasp when the eye suddenly blinked. 

“You see, I’m blazing a new path, so to speak, in terms of attracting clientele. We witches aren’t exactly known for slick branding and advertising engagement. In fact, I’m one of a small few who even has a storefront.” She indicated the room around them, crowded with artifacts and smelling a little like a barn to Hollie’s senses. Although Cass seemed to be aiming for ultra-modern, her business reminded Hollie of an old travel agency that only booked local tours. I don’t think a few recommendations and a hashtag are going to fix this.

“But as you can see, bringing our practices into the modern age can mean a broader clientele. Not only does that mean greater profits, but it also brings the benefits of Hecatean magic to more realms. Win-win.”

Tayla nodded helpfully, but Phaedra waved her hand in a circular motion, wanting the witch to move on. “I’m less interested in your strategic plan
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