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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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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
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Forgetting is easy. Remembering is hard. 

A Fae determined to recover her memory and learn her place in the realm discovers that there are no simple answers. 

With the help of a soldier with secrets of his own, she charts a course between two worlds, a dark forest where no Fae dare set foot, and the capital of the realm, which might end up being more deadly. 

Can she uncover her identity before the rest of the realm’s secrets pull her into something she can’t talk or fight her way out of...?
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The night pulsed with power, making it seem as if the stars hanging above the clearing were themselves pulsing, vibrating in time with the words spoken far below, words that had been old when the world itself was young. 

The words climbed a spiral of steam that curled from a bubbling cauldron. The forest was thin in this place, a natural clearing where the roots and gnarled limbs of the ancient trees had given way to tall, soft grasses thick and lush enough to cradle a newborn. In the center of the clearing stood a stooped figure cloaked in a black so dark it seemed to devour the starlight that touched it. Much else could be swallowed by such a darkness, lovely and deep, and whispering promises of dreams unremembered but unforgotten. 

It was the darkness at the center of the forest, a place where the sun could not touch for the leaves and branches of the great, old trees blocked out any light that would burrow its way into the wooded depths. There dwelt a wildness that was the rhythm of the forest, the heartbeat of its creatures, small and trembling, clawed and lurking, even the ones who wheeled high above in lazy circles surviving on Death’s leftovers. 

This world was a wild one, ruled only by the divine laws of Nature herself. That wildness was present in the words that resonated around the clearing. The sounds slithered on their belly through dry leaves, plodded thickly through mud that sucked and bit, skittered up knotted trunks with ragged claws. Sounds that screeched and bellowed through treetops and echoed over overgrown valleys and into the surrounding mountains cloaked in mist. These sounds created the phonology and morphology of the old tongue, the first tongue, the language spoken before the world changed. Before it was occupied by more civilized minds. 

The figure held an ancient hand, wrinkled like a vine-covered tree, over the cauldron, tossing ingredients into the roiling currents. The cauldron accepted its due, the fire below flashing at times, the steam sometimes thickening to smoke after the addition of one ingredient or another. As the chant continued, the air of menace surrounding the clearing increased with the addition of glowing eyes.

Low to the ground, high in the branches, and everywhere in between, sets of eyes began to appear on the forest perimeter, watching and waiting as the shrouded figure continued to chant, the world holding its breath, unskilled minds attempting to comprehend the sheer power that seemed to be unfolding before them. 

The forest was coming alive with every word spoken, every wing and tooth and drop of fluid spilled into the cauldron. Unnoticed at first, new buds unfurled into leaves, thick and healthy. Branches extended and roots unrolled themselves, curling like hands outstretched. A torrent of wild energy brought the forest to life, while the creatures inside it, like shadows hidden among the trees, held still, unmoving as the miracle revealed itself.

They had shining eyes, these figures, eyes that had seen magic like this before, although perhaps not on this scale. They watched the cauldron and the cloaked one, their inner calm contrasting with the wildness that grew and breathed around them. 

The black-clad figure shifted, her hood falling back to reveal a face lined like polished petrified wood. Thin lips, hooked nose, and eyes black and shiny as a rook’s wing, the old woman’s mouth worked, producing the words that were remaking the world. 

Her mouth smiled, and suddenly the words she spoke were intelligible to those who had gathered to watch her from within the tree line. The old woman spoke of the forest’s might, of its wild beating heart strong enough to vanquish those who would think to dominate and subdue her wilderness. 

“The time is at hand,” she announced, her hands like claws grasping at the night. “The time to reclaim this world. To push out the interlopers, to return the realm to the Wilds. Wild it was, and Wilds it shall be!” 

A solitary howl rose from the woods, almost an animal sound but shaped by a more articulate mouth. The howl was joined by others until it was a chorus that rang from the trees and echoed upward, climbing through the branches and leaves until it burst out of the canopy and rushed the stars themselves. 

Night spun around itself, a disorienting feeling. There was a swirl of stars, then the world below once again resolved itself, the heavens separating itself from the earth below. A sensation of falling arose suddenly, dropping toward the canopy once again, drifting through leaves and branches until hitting the icy surface of a bubbling brook. 

Twisting through a rock-walled cavern, the brook sped down a path through the thickest part of the forest, trees and branches and overlapping ferns making it almost imperceptible save for the sound of its journey. Rocks give way to dirt embankments and thick vegetation, and the pace of the brook slowed, currents gentling from roars to whispers, until it emptied itself into a small pool beside a thicket, a willow sighing over the water on the opposite bank. 

Among the tangle of the thicket, a small, grassy spot overlooked the pool. There she sat, quiet, reflective. The peace of the thicket was undisturbed by the ancient woman and her faraway words. Here, there was only the gentle gurgle of the water and the talking of the wind through the trees. 

She could not see beyond the trees very far, the forest receding into a gray formlessness that surrounded her, but not in a menacing way. It was the boundary of a dream, the fuzzy margins, inconsequential until confronted. They didn’t worry her, these boundaries. In fact, to her they did not exist, for rarely does a dreamer know she is in a dream. 

She watched the eddies whirl and vanish, whirl and vanish, and wondered idly whether there was something she was supposed to be doing. Memory was slippery here, and it seemed to take too much effort to hold onto things when the gentle breeze encouraged her to forget them. She’d long ago forgotten to wonder where she was, or even who she was. Or why it mattered. 

The wind picked up, the leaves around her rattling. Branches began to sway, then the trees themselves, their whispers turning to groans as the breeze became something much less gentle. She looked up, concern creasing her features for the first time she could remember. 

Menace filled her belly, an unfamiliar feeling that made her muscles tense, her breath become shallow. Despite the mighty wind shaking the trees around her, the pool itself had become still, its surface no longer giving a glimpse to the rocks, plants, and small silver fish that dwelled below. It had become fathomless, dark and deep.

She leaned over then froze, her reflection coming into view. Eyes carved of light stone stared back at her, and she noticed pale ear tips poking through the waves of her thick, light honey hair. Plump lips of pale pink framed a mouth that was smiling. 

Touching her lips, she let out a gasp to discover that her reflection did not mimic her motions. The smiling lips were not her lips, the hands not her hands. The reflection’s smile turned sharp and sinister, and the need to flee filled her. Gooseflesh dotted her skin, a chill filling her. 

She’d made up her mind to run, but her body did not move. It could not. She could only look in horror at her reflection and wonder whether something ominous lurked beneath the depths. Or whether it was too late, and that ominous something had already breeched her defenses. She couldn’t remember, after all. 

A hand gripped her shoulder, and the world around her faded to nothingness. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter One

[image: ]


[image: Background pattern

Description automatically generated]

––––––––
[image: ]


“You’re me,” the familiar voice whispered. “Remember?”

She gasped, waking suddenly to a world of light and sound. Scrambling up from the ground to her hands and knees, she blinked at her surroundings. The first thing she recognized was the gurgling of a stream, followed by the sound of birds trilling in the trees and the rustling of wind through leaves. 

Pulling herself to her feet, she groaned then touched the back of her head. It felt tender there, as if it had been hit. Or maybe I fell? A quick glance revealed that the grass she was standing on had been pressed down with the weight of her unconscious body, but that the vegetation around her seemed undisturbed. 

What happened? What happened to me? 

She tried to retrace her steps, but she couldn’t. How did I get here? And where is ‘here’? No answers revealed themselves as she stood and stared at the stream, then the other bank which was dotted with trees and bushes. I’m in a forest. 

The realization caused her to shiver, but she couldn’t be sure exactly why. Why should I feel worried and not worried at the same time?

She tried shaking her head then stopped, groaning again. Placing her hands on her belly, she wondered if she’d gotten drunk the night before and that was responsible for her current plight. It wouldn’t have been the first time she’d been intoxicated, she realized, as she saw the image of herself holding up a golden goblet in a toast while surrounded by other young, well-dressed women. The image disappeared as suddenly as it had come, gone from her memory as if it never existed. 

The stream provided a natural mirror of sorts where she could take in her attire. A silk gown, rumpled and stained from a night spent outdoors, lay heavily on her, and she wondered how much a dress like this would cost. And whether I can afford it. 

Why would I wonder that? Maybe I wear dresses like this all the time...

She attempted to comb through her hair with her fingers, suddenly anxious at her appearance. “A lady must always appear presentable,” she murmured to herself, then froze. Who told me that? 

She scrubbed her face with her hands, then groaned when she realized her hands were dirty. There were three rings glittering on her fingers among the dirt and muck. One was a simple silver band, another a golden band with a jewel-encrusted crown, and the third an opal set in an ornate platinum casing. The expensive dress was starting to make sense, given her accessories. 

Considering whether to attempt to wash her hands and face in the stream, she paused, the remnants of a dream coming back to her. She took two steps away from the stream, deciding it was safer. I don’t want to touch that water, but I don’t understand why...

Add it to the list of things I don’t understand, she told herself, letting out a huff of air. She turned her back on the stream and looked out over a thicket of shrubs and bushes. Her brow furrowed. She’d obviously gone to some length to end up here. So why don’t I remember anything?

With one last look around her, she took a step into the grasses that grew to the border of the thicket. Her slippered foot landed on something, and she reached down to see what it was. It was made of velvet and soft to the touch. She turned it over in her hands, taking in the white thread embroidery on the deep burgundy pouch. “Linetta,” she whispered to herself, her finger tracing the word. 

Is that my name? Am I Linetta?

The real question is, why don’t I remember? Her fingers untied the bag and opened it. A quick catalog of its contents was made. Coins of different materials and sizes. A few small red gemstones. And nothing that says who I am beyond the name embroidered on the outside. 

She closed the pouch, then carefully looped its ties around the thin, silver-plated belt circling her waist. When she was satisfied that the pouch was secure, her hands found her hips. “All right, Linetta,” she told herself. “Let’s find out exactly what you’ve forgotten.” 

The thicket was deep, with branches set to scratch and dig, but her body seemed to know just how to duck and shift to work her way past them without injury. Soon the trees and shrubs began to thin, and in less than half an hour, she was out, stepping into a grassy field where she could see winged insects buzzing languidly in the early morning sunshine. 

The grassland sat in a semi-circle of trees, so she headed for the one area where the grass went on to the horizon unbroken. After walking for several minutes, shapes began to climb from behind the horizon line, and a few minutes after that, she realized the shapes were buildings. There was a village in the distance, and now she had a destination. 

“Well, Linetta, you have a lot to answer for,” she said out loud, speaking to herself in part to soothe some of the anxiety that had taken hold of her insides. Her muscles felt as tight as a cithara string about to snap. “How did you get yourself so lost in the forest that you decided to sleep there and forget everything you’ve ever known?”

There was heat in her voice, her tone angry. There’s no reason to hold back on myself, she figured. I’ve made a mess of epic proportions, and if my name wasn’t printed on this stupid coin pouch, I’d have no clue to my identity. 

Her mood was made worse by the ache in her head, one that didn’t resemble a hangover in the slightest. It was a dull, radiating pain that pulsed from the tender place in the back of her skull, making her think she’d been a victim of violence. “But why knock me out and then not steal my coin purse?” Or commit an even more sinister act, she pondered. I was there, defenseless, for who knows how long. They could have done anything to me, and yet, I was left untouched.

“It wasn’t violence then,” she muttered to herself. “Which means I went there willingly.” As far as she knew, she wasn’t a master tracker, but she hadn’t noticed anything that would clue her in to another person being present with her around the stream. She’d been alone. 

“I fell, hit my head, and it caused me to lose my memory. Then I wandered to...wherever I wandered, in a daze before losing consciousness.” She figured it made as much sense as anything else. “So where did I fall then? And why?” 

The grasses grew less tall, and she could see where they leveled out into a plain that had been covered with a thin layer of gravel to create a road that ran perpendicular to her own path. Linetta crouched, looking both ways while she was still in the shelter of the grass. The caution came naturally, almost below the level of consciousness. When she’d made certain there was no danger in sight, she stepped carefully from the grass and into the roadway. 

The village was more apparent now, the road obviously leading to it from parts unknown. Or maybe I knew the parts at one time, just not now. She sighed. “Oh, Linetta, I’m getting the feeling you’re a bit of a troublemaker.” 

Her eyes were on her slippers, which picked up more dust with every step. They’d once been a pale pink like her gown, but now they were turning gray moment by moment. All dressed up and no idea where to go. Brushing a stray leaf from her bodice, she frowned down at herself. An expensive gown and a full coin purse. I must be someone of means. “Lady Linetta,” she said, trying the words out in her mouth. 

They felt familiar, or maybe not. Eyes toward the heavens, she let out a groan. “Who in the Fae Realm am I?” 

Fae Realm. That felt familiar. She was one of the Fae, the inhabitants of the realm who, like her, had pointed ears and delicate features. The Fae Realm was just one of the many realms that existed in the Web, worlds connected through portals and inhabited by a multitude of different life forms. For a moment, her spirits were buoyed by the fact that she knew something about her surroundings until she realized how little this information helped her. 

It took several minutes to get a hold on her frustration. “If I don’t know who I am, I should at least be able to assemble facts about the rest of the world. Maybe I know more than I think I do.” 

It turned out to be harder to reconstruct the world around her when she didn’t know what in particular she did not know. The road came around a curve, and a small farm revealed itself, the unpainted barn showing its age, a small fence around the yard beside the farmhouse which was little more than a two-room shack. 

Linetta considered knocking on the shack’s door and asking for assistance, but something held her back. In the end, it was hard to trust anyone, even someone residing on the idyllic-looking farm. She did stray from the road to the small pond that lay between it and the farm, her throat parched from the walk. It was now past midday, and she was closing on the village, but she knew it would be at least another hour or perhaps longer before she reached its walls. 

Kneeling beside the clear pond, she dipped her hands under the water, rubbing them gently to clean them. Then she cupped them and lifted them to her lips, gratefully slurping at the cool water. She repeated her motions several times until her thirst was slaked. 

Linetta took a moment to look at her reflection. She felt none of the apprehension she’d experienced next to the stream where she’d woken up. There was nothing familiar about her appearance, nothing she recognized as inherently ‘herself.’ Tiredness weighed on her features, which were otherwise youthful and attractive, at least by her own metrics. 

“How did you end up in this state?” she asked, tucking a stray lock of hair behind a pointed ear. “Someone who looks like you shouldn’t be passed out next to streams in the middle of a forest.”

She rose and wiped her now-clean hands on her gown, then regretted it when they came back caked with dust. The walk back to the road was short, but she felt weighed down by a weariness that didn’t seem likely to resolve anytime soon. How am I supposed to figure out who I am when I know next to nothing about anything?

Tired feet carried her inexorably toward the village. It was late afternoon by the time she reached the outskirts, her stomach growling at her like an overactive lapdog. She took in the well-kept white walls and blue tile roofs of the town, but it made little impact because she recognized nothing. 

The houses on the outskirts gave way to ordered streets with shops and two-story homes. Well-fed people waved as she passed them, their smiles polite, their eyes slightly less so. Probably because I look like I just crawled out of the woods... which I did. 

She passed a farrier and stables that smelled like manure but were otherwise clean and organized. The blacksmith’s shop belched smoke, but the walls were not blackened by soot. It was evident from even a short stroll around the village that the residents took pride in their town. 

The village square sat in the center of town, a wide-open green space surrounded by streets on four sides, the buildings fronting those streets some of the most popular and prosperous. Folks streamed into and out of the businesses, some carrying boxes and baskets, others strolling idly. 

She watched two young boys walk by, each holding a pasty in their hands. Linetta smelled the pasties as they passed, and her stomach clenched hard enough that she almost doubled over. I guess I’ve discovered one thing about myself. I don’t like to miss a meal. 

Her eyes scanned the storefronts, coming upon a three-story building that took up much of the block. Whitewashed brick made up the first floor, the ones above it built in wood and painted a light green, contrasting with the blue tile roof. It was hung with a sign composed of an intricately painted board. The painting was of a wooden gate overgrown by flowering vines, and underneath, in swirling letters, was the name. The Green Gate. 

Two Fae males stumbled out the door, their arms around each other’s shoulders, as if each was responsible for keeping the other upright. Neither was doing a very good job. From the expressions on their faces and their gait, they were well past inebriated and a fair clip toward drunk. 

If they have liquor, maybe they serve food too, she thought hopefully. With a restraining hand on her stomach, she opened the door and stepped inside. 
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Linetta blinked into the dimness. After a day spent under the sun on the road, it took a moment for her eyes to adjust to the lamplight inside the Green Gate. She paused just inside the door to take in her surroundings.

A few heads turned when she entered, and her eyes flitted from one to the other, but she noticed nothing out of the ordinary. To the left, she saw a contingent of men dressed in the same attire occupying a handful of tables. Their coats were light blue with golden piping, tailored for broad chests, tapered waists, and long limbs. Straight-legged pants in the same colors led to shiny black boots. 

Some of the coats were more heavily decorated than others, and Linetta realized suddenly that they were uniforms. The Fae Royal Guard. The words popped into her mind, and she swallowed, understanding now that she was staring at soldiers.  

With no idea why apprehension was filling her, she turned away from the military uniforms to take in the rest of the clientele. A row of booths hugged the back wall, and Linetta saw a few groups scattered among them, most dressed in simple garb like the other villagers, namely white tunics and homespun britches. Despite their rustic quality, the clothing was well-made and clean, as were the wearers.

Along the right wall, a long wooden bar ran the length of the building. Behind it stood a ruddy-faced Fae with brawny arms and a bald head. He wiped the bar with broad, circular strokes, his face intent. Linetta directed her steps toward the bar and the man standing behind it, hope filling her as she approached.

She could smell food cooking nearby, likely on the other side of the closed door behind the barkeep. Linetta willed her stomach not to growl too loudly and bellied up to the bar. “Good afternoon,” she said, inclining her head in what she hoped was a genteel way, then sat carefully on one of the open stools. 

The barkeep grunted in response, then she felt his eyes crawling over her, taking in her disheveled appearance. He went back to his cleaning, dismissing her out of hand. Linetta tried not to let her frustration show. “Could I trouble you for a glass of water, and a plate of whatever meal you might be preparing?” 

The barkeep finished his swirls and tossed his rag under the bar. He came back in her direction, pausing to fix her with a skeptical look. “I’m supposed to believe a lightskirt like you has the coin to pay for a meal?” 

Lightskirt? “I have coin,” she said. 

“Let me see it,” he said, unimpressed. 

“Do you make all of your customers show you their coins before you serve them?” It seemed patience wasn’t her strong suit. You learn something new about yourself every day. Or in my case, every minute. 

He just stared at her, not answering. Linetta sighed and untied her coin pouch from her belt. She lifted it to where he could see, hefting it up and down so he could hear the coins clink against each other. 

One bushy eyebrow rose. The barkeep’s lips pursed. “I needs to see it.”

“You don’t believe me?” 

He gave his head one solid shake. “Too easy to cast an illusion nowadays, isn’t it? Hows do I know you ain’t got magics like that?” 

It had been a long day already, and she was too tired to argue. Illusions, huh? Maybe I could cast one... Fae were known to have innate powers, generally simple ones that all Fae shared, like lighting a fire with a gesture, or causing their skin to emit light. Some could charm non-Fae, some were good with herbs and potions, and others were so skilled with creating fine jewelry and musical instruments that they seemed to have a magical talent for it. 

There were other Fae, a rare few, who had more specific and powerful talents. Like casting illusions. She drew on an inner well of strength and attempted to cast the illusion of a gold coin sitting on the bar in front of her. She squinted, bit her lip, and gnashed her teeth, but no coin appeared. 

Giving up, Linetta untied the pouch and held it open so that he could see the coins inside. The barkeep made a gesture with his hand, indicating that he wanted to inspect further. I might have woken up on a riverbank this morning, but I wasn’t born last night. Instead of holding her pouch out for his inspection, she plucked a small silver coin from inside it and handed it to him. 

The barkeep pressed it between his thumb and forefinger, then nodded. Without a word, he filled a glass with water and passed it to her. Linetta gulped it gratefully while the bald man disappeared through the door, leaving her alone at the bar. 

Her stomach protested at the addition of water without anything more solid to sink its teeth into. “I know,” she muttered softly. “I’m working on it.” She swiveled on the stool, looking for anything that might clue her into her location, but nothing looked familiar.

Maybe I should ask the barkeep where I am. Another coin or two should loosen him up. It was an idea with merit, but something stopped her from following through. If my loss of memory is because of a head wound that someone else inflicted, it might not be smart to let on that I don’t remember who or where I am. 

She had no idea who might have knocked her out and left her and her coin pouch in the forest. It could be anyone, including the inhabitants of this fine establishment. It might be safer to keep to myself until I know more. 

But how was she supposed to figure out where she was if she didn’t start asking questions? It was a conundrum that made her head ache. Anyone could be a suspect, which meant eyes could be on her now, watching her, waiting for her to slip up. Or, conversely, no one might know her or care that she’d knocked loose her memories so that they’d escaped without a trace. 

“Fancy anything more to drink? Water is fine, but we’ve got something more sublime.” 

Linetta turned her head to take in a pretty female Fae, two long brown braids framing her heart-shaped face. She seemed friendly enough, but Linetta didn’t want alcohol. She needed food, and lots of it. 

She was just about to respond accordingly when she felt an arm encircle her waist. “A beautiful woman like this deserves something finer than water,” said a melodious male voice. “Why don’t you bring us both a glass of summer wine, Shoshanna.”

She watched the cheerful Fae stiffen. Shoshanna walked off without a word to do as she was bid. Linetta looked over at the male who’d acted so proprietarily. He was tall and handsome in the way of a man in his prime, one who likely spent his days in the fields and his nights trying to get under the skirts of any pretty woman passing by. 

“My name’s Frie,” he said, a wolfish grin on his face. “I haven’t seen you around the Green Gate before. It must be my lucky night.”

“Linetta,” she said, holding out a hand to him automatically, then wondering how she’d known to do that. Frie took her hand and bowed over it, kissing it gently before releasing it. 

“The lovely Lady Linetta, how it rolls off the tongue,” he said, laying on the charm as thickly as jam on toast. “What brings you to our village?” 

“I have interests in the area,” she said vaguely, not knowing what else to say. Thankfully, she was saved from making awkward conversation when Shoshanna returned, two glasses of a pale golden liquid on her tray. 

She set the glasses down in front of them, hard enough to make wine slosh over the sides. Linetta noticed the jealousy that burned in the other woman’s face. Shoshanna turned her attention to Frie. “You better have the money to pay for this,” she grumbled.

“Fret not, Sho. I’m sure our lovely visitor is more than able to pay, judging by the purse she showed to Neff.” 

Linetta did not touch the wine. She clutched her coin purse, testing the loops and ties to make sure it was closed and fastened securely to her belt. How did I get into this situation? A flirt and his jealous paramour. All I wanted was some information.

Her feelings changed as she gave her situation a second thought. Still, a flirt is someone I can work with. If I return his flirtation, he might be useful. He’s a local, after all. And it would be harmless, as I have no designs on Frie, as cute as he might be. I’ll tip out Shoshanna, let her know it was meaningless, and maybe make her friendly enough to fill any blanks that Frie leaves.

It was a ramshackle plan, but it was the only one she had. “I have more than enough to pay,” she said in a sure voice. 

“Hear that, Sho? She’s got more than enough coin to buy a round for everyone.” Frie raised his cup, his voice growing louder. “Drinks are on the lovely lady Linetta!” 

Linetta’s eyes widened as folks who had seemed almost asleep in the late afternoon heat were now awake and alert and gathering around her at a remarkable clip. They were overwhelmingly male, some locals and others in uniform. Her nerves screamed at her, and she picked up her glass of wine and sipped, needing to settle herself. 

“To the lovely Linetta,” a blond Fae toasted her, winking at her before waggling his eyebrows. “May your beauty grow with each passing year.” He lifted the mug of ale Shoshanna put into his hand, and others followed. 

It was a nice enough toast, so Linetta took another sip of summer wine, figuring it was best to be polite when in a situation such as this. Unfortunately, his toast wasn’t the last.

“Hurry up, Neff,” Shoshanna cried from behind the bar where she was hurrying to fill orders on Linetta’s coin. “I could use some help out here!”

“To Linetta,” the crowd around her chorused, and she realized she’d missed another toast. Another polite sip, and she was licking her lips. This stuff is good. Too good.

Before long, her glass was empty. She leaned back and realized she was a little off balance. That wine is stronger than I thought. A soldier, his hair cut short, his ears long and lean, shoved a new glass into her hand, then raised his, clinking it against hers. 

It would be impolite not to drink, she told herself, blushing when the Fae in uniform started to ogle her cleavage. Frie’s arm was still around her waist, and it tightened so she was pulled back against his broad chest. It felt good to be able to relax, especially after the stressful day she’d just experienced, so she let herself melt into the embrace. 

“How long will you be around?” Frie asked her, his smile sly. “We don’t usually get such generous visitors.”

“I’m just passing through, gentlemen,” she said, realizing that her words were a slurring mess. Where is the food I ordered? I shouldn’t be drinking on an empty stomach. 

A chorus of despairing groans rose around her. “That’s too bad,” Frie said. “How about another round to help the lads get over their disappointment?”

Linetta knew it wasn’t a good idea, but she was helpless under the onslaught of polite toasts. Her second glass was nearly empty, and the room around her swam with suitors. Were there this many a minute ago? 

Her chest felt tight, her mind alternating between worry and a drunken relaxation. Why should I be worried? she asked herself. It’s not like I have any place to go, or anyone to see. I’m nobody lost in nowhere. At least the locals are friendly. 

“To the Lady Linetta!” Once again, Linetta lifted her glass and emptied it. I might as well make the best of things, because my only alternative is to make things worse. 

Somewhere, deep inside her, a voice called out in warning, but the wine made it seem very small and far away. 
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Salvation seemed at hand as she watched Neff reappear behind the bar, a steaming plate of food in his hand. He set it down in front of her, his expression humorless but a look of calculation in his eye. Linetta ignored the barkeep, instead focusing on the plate. She moved her hand in the direction of the fork. Picking it up, she managed to spear a potato before being jostled by the crowd, who was agitating for their next free drink. 

“Careful now,” Frie said, putting a finger under her chin and turning Linetta’s attention back to him. She chewed her potato, trying to follow what the handsome Fae was saying. It was a little difficult because her eyes couldn’t quite focus. “We don’t want you to lose your footing. Best hold tight on to me.”

He’d never loosened his hold on her waist, but now he wrapped her arm around him, pressing her against his broad chest. His smile was wolfish, but Linetta didn’t notice. Her stomach, unappeased by her measly tribute, demanded further sustenance. She turned back to her plate, then blinked in confusion when she realized it was empty. 

A few of her admirers were chewing happily, and she caught one munching happily on a pigeon leg. He gave her a nod of acknowledgement, swinging the leg up in a short salute before biting off a chunk of the meat. 

Linetta’s brow furrowed, and her stomach howled in frustration. Oh dear, she lamented, her thoughts moving slowly through the fog of wine. I thought I ordered dinner. There must have been some mistake. She lifted her hand to signal the barkeep, but Frie grabbed her arm and brought it around his waist like the other. She found herself pressed against him as he leaned in to whisper in her ear. 

“Things are getting a little rowdy,” he said softly. “Wouldn’t it be more comfortable to go back to my place where we can talk and drink in peace?”

Peace did sound nice, but he hadn’t mentioned food yet, so Linetta wasn’t ready to abandon the bar so soon. She patted him gently on the chest with what she hoped was a conciliatory smile on her face. Linetta then removed her arms and lifted one to try and summon the Fae female who was filling glasses as quickly as she could. 

“Check it out, gentlemen,” Frie said, his voice shifting from soft to lively. “This one enjoys a crowd, it appears. You should have said so, milady.” 

Linetta glanced back in Frie’s direction when the barmaid ignored her. He’d put an arm around the men standing on either side of them, both wearing identical eager grins. Frie bounced his eyes twice, then gave her a look filled with heat. “If it’s a party you want, then come with us. I promise to provide more diverting entertainment than this.”

She blinked, her vision doubling for a moment, making her think there were six men trying to lure her away from the bar. Maybe I should be flattered, she thought, then giggled out loud. Maybe Linetta is the type to entertain multiple men in the same evening and still have time to get the washing up done. 

She shook her head, the last vestiges of reason that hadn’t been diluted by wine allowing her to do the math. Three against one, those aren’t good odds.

Frie, on the other hand, seemed to enjoy his advantage. He was smiling like he’d won seven rounds of Eyes or Ears in a row. Reaching out, he took her hand, ready to lead her away. Linetta stood frozen as alarm bells began to ring belatedly. 

“Let her go.” 

The voice could have been forged from ice. Linetta turned her head to locate the body from whence it came. Her eyes widened as she took in a Fae male at least a head taller than the next tallest man in the room. His shoulders were wide, his chest broader than Frie’s, his muscular frame making him seem like the prototype for which his uniform had been created. His midnight black hair that would normally fall past his strong jaw was pulled back in a loose bun behind his head, revealing the most pleasingly pointed ears she’d ever seen. But it was his eyes, brighter than emeralds in noontime sunlight, set between sharp cheekbones and above a distinguished nose, that held her attention. 

A woman could lose herself in those eyes, she thought, then shook her head to clear it of the flash of attraction she felt. Not this woman. I’m already lost. 

Frie tugged on Linetta’s hand, and she fell forward, unprepared. The flirty Fae caught her without effort, putting his arm around her and turning her back on the other male. Before she could struggle, the soldier’s hand was on Frie’s arm, pulling his grip from her. “I’d suggest you and your friends make yourselves scarce before I lose my temper.”

Linetta turned her head to glance in the direction of the soldier as a chorus of groans went up from around the bar. “Come on, Braken.” She saw a fellow soldier moan in disappointment. “We’re just having a little fun.”

At the jeers of agreement from the others around him, the one she now knew was called Braken scowled and crossed his arms over his muscular chest. “Fun at the lady’s expense. You all have taken advantage of the poor drunken woman long enough.” 

Neff stopped pouring to fix Braken with an angry glare. “Mind yer own business. The lady has plenty of good coin to spend.”

She heard several people voice their agreement, and Neff went back to pouring drinks and passing them out to every hand that reached in his direction. Linetta wondered how long the coins in her purse would hold out if her generosity continued to be taken for granted. 

“Let’s not make this a whole thing,” Frie said, waving his hands to calm the crowd down. Putting his arm around Linetta again, he gave his opponent a frosty smile. “Besides, we were just leaving.” 

“She’s not going anywhere with you.” 

Linetta turned to take in Shoshanna, who was bristling like a cat with its back up. She took up a place next to Braken and glared at Frie, her expression saying she was ready to back up her words if necessary. 

“See, this is why you should come back to my place where we can get to know each other without all these distractions,” Frie bent down to whisper in her ear. He again attempted to pull her in the direction of the door, but this time it was the barkeep who stopped him.

“Don’t even think about crossing the threshold until you’ve paid for these drinks,” he growled in Frie’s direction. 

“Okay now,” Linetta slurred, holding her hands up, palms out. “Why don’t we all just sit down and have another drink, and we can work this out amiably...amicaly...” A hiccup interrupted her attempts at the correct pronunciation. “Amicably,” she said at last with a nod of pride. 

Braken’s jet-black eyebrow rose. His face said he wasn’t impressed by her vocabulary. The men around them, however, sent up a shot of delight, and Neff smiled as he began pouring once again. “The last thing you need is another drink,” the male said, his voice gruff. “You’re only making the situation worse.”

“The lady can speak for herself, Braken,” Frie bit out, yanking her in his direction. 

“The lady is drunk,” Braken said, grabbing her other hand and pulling her back in his direction. “She clearly isn’t used to the strength of Cimmeran summer wine.” 

Linetta felt like a child’s doll being fought over by two Elven terriers, but the words penetrated, and she flinched at ‘Cimmeran.’ I know that word. She frowned. How do I know that word? 

“She’s going to rent a room,” Braken was saying when she tuned back in. “And she’s going to go upstairs and sleep it off.” 

“Ain’t no more rooms, remember?” Neff said gleefully, making Braken scowl. “You and your fellow soldiers rented all of ‘em.”

“Plenty of room at my place,” Frie said smoothly, giving Linetta another tug before finally releasing her wrist as Shoshanna came at him like a whirlwind. The barmaid didn’t hold back, shoving Frie and cursing at him with the viciousness of a fishwife. 

“You shameless cad,” she hissed, aiming a knee at his privates that he narrowly avoided. “You spent the last two weeks convincing me you ain’t been kissing Miriana behind the bakery like Trina and Lulabell swear that you have. You’re nothing but a no-good, low-down, heartless little—”

“Come with me.” Linetta blinked up the Fae male who towered over her, his expression nearly as black as his hair. He grasped her arm with two hands, determined that she wouldn’t be pulled away this time. Braken only made it two steps toward the stairs before he was forced to stop as three of his fellow soldiers blocked his path.

“Not tonight, Braken,” one said, already slurring. “Tonight, we drink.”

“Do it on your own coin, then,” he snarled in reply, attempting to shoulder his way past. 

“Why should we when the lady is happy to pay for us?” This came from a ginger-haired Fae with bright orange freckles. He scratched at his nose and swayed a little, already having imbibed heavily. 

“I’m not going to argue with you as to why your behavior is wrong.” Braken’s tone was even, but his words felt like a threat. “You can stay and disgrace the uniform as long as you like, but I’m escorting this woman to her bed.”

“How come you get to take her to bed?” Frie whined loudly, then yowled in pain when Shoshanna’s open palm connected with his cheek. 

The crowd was getting restless, the drinks they’d already had at her expense filling them with courage. Linetta realized that things could get out of hand quickly. When one of the other soldiers shoved Braken hard enough to push him back, Linetta freed her hand from his. “Calm down, boys,” she said, aiming for dignified but her choice of words and inebriated tone making her sound more seductive than she intended. 

A hirsute male gave her a smile full of teeth and pushed another full glass of wine into her hand. Linetta noticed something was different about him, and she blinked, bleary-eyed, as she tried to determine what it was. He’s not...Fae... she thought, confused. Without thinking, she took a drink when he raised his glass to her. Although the wine was as crisp and tasty as ever, Linetta realized after she drank that she’d passed the line of comprehension.

Off-worlder. The word popped into her head, like a puzzle piece slipping into place. Before she could think further, she was distracted by a scuffle as Braken squared off against his fellow soldiers. They hadn’t yet come to blows, but she wasn’t sure how much longer things could remain non-violent. 

“There you are,” a voice said, an arm encircling her waist again. “I almost lost you. Let’s go now before someone tries to stop us again.” 

Frie attempted to lead her in the direction of the door, but Shoshanna leapt suddenly on his back and bit into his shoulder. He yelped and flexed out his limbs, an arm inadvertently knocking Linetta down. She landed hard on her behind and winced, then tumbled backward, the wine finally taking its toll. 

Linetta saw the world upside down, an upside-down Braken shoving his colleagues as the circle around him grew tighter. Good luck, handsome soldier, she thought, raising her hand in a drunken salute he couldn’t see, then passing out cold on the barroom floor. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter Four

[image: ]


[image: Background pattern

Description automatically generated]

––––––––
[image: ]


The stream gurgled softly, almost like a sigh, drawing her attention to its surface where her own reflection sat, gazing up at her. The day was warm around her, a gentle breeze blowing through the thick trees and bushes on either side of the water. She watched her reflection as the wind played with a lock of her hair, lifting it before letting it go.  

The wind picked up, the leaves around her rattling. Branches began to sway, then the trees themselves. She paid it no mind, her eyes rapt at her reflection. You’re me. Remember?

The words came to mind out of nowhere, unsettling her. Despite the mighty wind shaking the trees around her, the pool was still, its surface fathomless, dark and deep.

She froze, a sudden feeling of familiarity filling her. I’ve been here before. 

A hand touched her shoulder, and she jolted, then swiveled around, looking up to see the owner of the hand. What she saw so confused her, it took a moment for her mind to process it. The same pale pink gown, the same honey-blond hair and pointed ears. 

Her reflection had somehow climbed out of the water to creep up behind her. Fear buffeted her as a howl rose up from the trees around her. Her reflection smiled, a feral smile that froze her insides. She opened her mouth to scream.

And suddenly she woke, bolting upright in bed and ripping herself from her nightmare in the process. Linetta blinked into the light then groaned, falling back against the mattress, the memory of the dream escaping like a thief into the shadows. Head pounding, she managed at last to prop herself up on her elbows and take in her surroundings. 

The room was small and tidy, as was the bed supporting her. A lone window looked out at the neighboring rooftop next to a small dresser holding a wash basin. There was another, larger table and a plain wooden chair, and a chest with a satchel atop it. She noticed a heavy gray coat hanging over the door leading to the small bathroom. 

The sight of the bathroom reminded her that she had to relieve herself, the need hitting her forcefully, making her think that it had gone ignored for too long. She hobbled into the bathroom, hurrying to go before it was too late. What happened last night? Her tongue felt dry, her mouth still holding a remnant of sweetness. I don’t know if I’ve ever been that drunk.

Then again, I don’t know who I am. Maybe I’m the type who drinks every night. She doubted it, though, given what a lightweight she’d been with the Cimmeran summer wine. 

Linetta let out a sigh as the tension left her, then froze, hearing voices through the thin wall she shared with another room. She listened for a moment, recognizing one of the voices. The image of a dark-haired, muscled Fae with striking green eyes entered her mind. Braken, she thought, putting a name to the image. 

His voice rose, and she realized it was an argument she was overhearing. The other voice had to belong to another male, the tone one of authority. “You’re taking her, and that’s that,” the voice stated, expecting his orders to be followed. 

Braken wasn’t pleased. Even with the wall to muffle their voices, she could make out every word he spoke, anger vibrating in his voice. “I’m not interested in playing a glorified babysitter all the way back to the capital.”

“It doesn’t matter what you’re interested in, velox. You’ll do what you’re told.” The hard edge in the other’s voice was impossible to miss. 

Velox. That term was familiar. It represented a rank in the Fae military, one of the lowest ranks. They were skirmishers, famed for their quickness, but also left to do the grunt work. Linetta was surprised when Braken didn’t fall into line with what his superior officer was ordering. Although he did try to fight the entire bar room last night, so... 

“What happens if I don’t want to go?” Braken’s tone was neutral, but she could still sense the grit in it. 

“Then you follow in your father’s footsteps.” 

There was a pause, long enough for her to wonder what had happened to Braken’s father, then the velox spoke again. “What happens if she doesn’t want to go?” 

She. A chill covered her. Linetta had a sudden idea what ‘she’ they meant.

The other man’s response was matter of fact. “What she wants isn’t important. You saw her ring, just like I did. A ring like that means nobility, and nobility belongs in the capital.”

His words sank in, and she took a deep breath. Looking down, she caught sight of the ring on the middle finger of her right hand. Carved out of gold, it held a crown with gemstones embedded in its four points. A certainty filled her that this was the ring they were speaking of. And it apparently marks me as a member of the nobility. 

They’re taking me to the capital, whether I like it or not. She wasn’t sure whether to panic or praise the Light. An idea was forming, one that quickly spread across her mind, gaining acceptance as it went. 

I should let myself be escorted to the capital. If I recover my memory along the way and decide I don’t want to go there, then I can give my escort the slip later. And if I am a noble as they think, then there are worse places than the capital to be headed. Remembering how quickly things had gotten out of control last night, she figured it wouldn’t hurt to have some protection until she could figure out who she was and where she belonged. 

With a shake of her head, her plan was decided. She left the bathroom, eyeing the empty tub longingly and wondering if she could convince Shoshanna to bring her up some bathwater. I might have made an enemy for life last night, she thought with a frown as she headed for the wash basin. There was water in the pitcher, she saw with relief, and filled the basin, unwrapping the bar of soap sitting beside it before stopping to peel the rings off her fingers.

She removed the ring with the crown last, then paused and stared down at her hands. Where the silver and opal rings had sat, there was a little strip of pale skin, but the skin under the crown was darker. I haven’t been wearing that ring long. 

It was another clue, but one that led her nowhere, so she put it out of her mind and began to wash her hands, then her face and neck, feeling cleaner but wishing she had the luxury of a full bath. Something told her that she didn’t have the time, however, as she realized she was waiting for a knock on her door. 

Walking to the table, she picked up the comb sitting there. Wiping it carefully on the towel beside the washbasin, she then sat on the chair and began combing through her hair. It was tangled, with bits of leaf and twig peppering it, so she meticulously removed all of the debris and then started her long, methodical strokes, counting them
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