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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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She’s just trying to stop her friend from marrying a blood-sucking leech, and from the way everyone is treating her, you would think she was the bad guy! 

Phaedra doesn’t like leeches, so when one from her past shows up unexpectedly, she’s got her stake at the ready. But he’s fast, he’s slick, and he’s got a taste for her blood. 

Can she escape him when he seems to have all the advantages? Maybe, just maybe, but only with the help of a necromancer and his ghost ship, and a little diversion care of a fire-breathing dragon...
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The rows of towering wooden shelves on either side of her stretched out into infinity, presenting an imposing challenge to the woman standing between them. Still, it wouldn’t appear that way because she was hard at work, her index finger scanning endless spines as rapidly as her enhanced abilities would allow, and coming away coated in dust.

Tayla muttered to herself as she searched, trying not to let the frustration of searching so hard only to come up empty affect her. It was visible in the gold-laced wings that twitched in irritation behind her. “Bring the light closer,” the Fae grumbled, despite the fact that her own glowing skin provided enough light to read by.

Her companion dutifully took two steps forward, shifting the lantern she held higher once again before letting out a loud sneeze. The witch named Cass had been a good sport through the long days Tayla had spent searching among every ancient library and archive she knew of throughout the multiverse. Their current location, in a realm called Pustakam, was a world of mystery and knowledge, watched over by monks in white robes who kept the shelves filled with tomes, books, and scrolls, even if they didn’t quite deal well with the dust that came along with their charges. 

Sneezing again, Cass let out a ladylike sniffle, shifting from one foot to the other. Tayla tried hard to ignore the witch’s discomfort, telling herself she’d personally turned over enough gold to the woman to add a whole new wing to the disordered cottage Cass called her own. The witch hadn’t insisted on payment while serving as a taxi of sorts for Tayla’s library visits, but the friendship that had sprung between them in their efforts to rescue the human Hollie from her vampire stalker. Except Hollie’s stalker had turned out to be her mate, and all the work and mounds of gold we went through to keep the two apart was useless, apart from filling the coffers on Samothrace many times over. 

Cass might have volunteered her services due to the friendship that now linked the witch to Tayla and the other Fae who’d joined forces to help Hollie, but Tayla didn’t feel right taking advantage of their newfound ties. She’d paid her fare each time, traveling from world to world, attempting to locate any information she could on the artifact that would end their quest and be the much-needed coda to Hollie’s saga. But the fifth world they’d visited was turning out to be just as much a waste of time as the four others that had come before.

Without the artifact, there won’t be a wedding, Tayla thought to herself. Hollie had fallen in love with the vamp that had stalked her, discovering that her mate wasn’t the cold, blood-driven fiend they’d all imagined he was. And although Maz was utterly devoted to the little human, he would accept the limitations of her mortality and the short number of years they had left to spend together. But the Fae knew that her friend didn’t feel the same way.

Hollie was enraptured by her vampire lover, but her love was tempered by despair. Matehood could be the highest blessing a creature of the Web could have, but when it was lost, that blessing would become a curse. When Hollie dies, as all mortals do, Maz will live on for eons afterward, mourning and never recover. Tayla frowned at the thought. Or he’ll find a way to end himself and join her in the beyond. The Fae knew her friend feared that future, and unless they found a way to neutralize that fear, Hollie would never give herself fully over to the mating bond. 

“Finding anything?” Cass asked quietly, observing the traditional rule of libraries the multiverse over. 

Tayla sighed, turning back to her companion. She shut the book she’d taken from one of the endless shelves, sending up another cloud of dust that had the witch sneezing again. “Afraid not. Although my research skills are excellent by any standards, my area of expertise is Human Affairs, not locating an ancient artifact that hasn’t been seen since the Web was young. This is worse than a needle in a haystack.” 

There were few clues to go on when it came to the mysterious artifact that promised eternal life with none of the detractors that vampirism presented. Tayla knew Hollie would never accept having to draw blood from other beings as her sustenance, and the Fae was aware of no other way to gift immortality to a human. Save the artifact, of course. If only we knew what it was.

“There’s someone who might be able to help in the search, you know,” Cass reminded her, her tone even but Tayla’s Fae hearing could detect a note of uncertainty in her voice. Although I’m not sure if even I have the guts to ask.”

Shoving the tome back onto a shelf and turning to the witch, Tayla grimaced. She knew who Cass meant. Since becoming entangled with the human Hollie and the friends she’d made through her flight from her vampire mate, the Fae scholar had found herself fighting against all manner of adversaries, but perhaps the most frightening was the dark lady. Nevroyel was her given name, but any whispers that hinted at her existence called her the Princess of Darkness. 

The raven-haired beauty had been created by the Devil himself as a mate to his only son, and he’d imbued her with powers worthy of her vaulted station. The gifts Shayatan had given her were likely ones the beast of ultimate evil regretted, because soon after her marriage to his son, a prophecy had revealed that Nevroyel would bring about an apocalypse that would banish Shayatan himself from the Web forever. 

“I’m not certain the Princess of Darkness would appreciate us disturbing her,” Tayla said, biting her lip. A being of incredible ruthlessness, Nevroyel had stalked Hollie after she and Maz ended up in her secret pocket dimension due to a magical accident. Thinking Hollie was part of a plot arranged by her brothers to take her down, the Princess had almost destroyed Hollie and her allies. In the end, the plucky human had managed to win Nevroyel over to their side, but that didn’t mean that Tayla was in a rush to see her again. The woman was terrifying, and the Fae scholar could see why she was chosen as the harbinger of the Great Annihilation. 

Glancing back at the shelves that seemed to stretch to infinity, she knew it could be ages before she found any written hint of the artifact, if she was lucky to find any hint at all. With a determined snap of her wings, Tayla nodded once and said the words she’d been avoiding since the search started. “How much to try and contact Nevroyel?”
Cass’s eyes widened in surprise. “Are you sure you want to do that?”
“Weren’t you the one who just suggested it?” The Fae didn’t manage to disguise her exasperation.

“Well...yes, but I didn’t expect you to agree.” The witch wiped at her nose then looked down, her mercenary lust for coin warring with her good sense, as if she didn’t want to be providing the warning she was about to give. “It is a risk, potentially upsetting such a powerful being.”

Tayla rolled her eyes at the understatement. “If we aren’t able to find the object, then Hollie’s love affair with Maz is doomed. Not to mention the fact that humans live notoriously short lives. And I, for one, wouldn’t mind having my friend around longer. It is worth the risk.” At least, the Fae hoped it was. 

After a shake of the head, Cass agreed. “We can give it a shot, but we’ll need to find a mirror first.” 

A look around revealed that there was little chance of finding what they needed in the library. “I doubt the stuffy old monks who run this place have much reason for admiring their own reflections,” Tayla pointed out. “Let’s return to the Fae Realm where we can find a mirror.” And at least the illusion of safety, she didn’t add out loud. 

The pair walked from the massive building holding untold knowledge and down the stone steps, headed for the waypoint the witch had left for their return to the Fae Realm. The waypoint, a hidden portal that Cass created for their travel to this realm, lay in a strand of trees in the sole greenspace within the monks’ domain. They walked toward it, passing an ornate fountain flowing with crystal clear water. Tayla caught sight of her reflection in the fountain and paused. 

“Would this work?” she asked her friend, indicating the pool where little droplets flowed in from the spray above but barely disturbed the calm surface. 

Cass gave it a quick appraisal and shrugged. “We can give it a shot, I suppose.” She stepped to the edge of the fountain, grabbing ahold of the stone lip that circled the lowest bowl in which the pool resided. Closing her eyes, she started to whisper softly, a breeze rifling through her hair. 

Tayla could see a pink glow encircle her friend, and suddenly, the water in the pool began to bubble. It turned dark, taking on the appearance of swirling clouds before a storm. Cass’s grip tightened until the Fae thought she might crack the stone, but then the storm clouds in the water cleared, and the bubbles stopped. An image appeared on the water’s surface; the image of a thousand black-feathered wings flapping, and then, a woman appeared.

Staring up at them from the fountain pool, Nevroyel, Princess of Darkness, looked as if she’d stepped in something offensive. “Who dares to disturb me?” her voice boomed, sending a flock of pigeons, that had been idly picking at the patches of grass growing between the cobblestones nearby, to take off in flight. 

“Apologies, Your Majesty,” Tayla called, stepping next to Cass with a sheepish grin on her face. “We don’t mean to call you out of the blue, but I’m afraid we have a little problem that only you can help us with.”

Her dark eyebrow arched in response. “I fail to see how your ‘little problem’ is any worry of mine. Especially if the problem is as little as you say. I’ve been known to flay the skin off creatures for even thinking to look at me sideways. What do you think I might do to a pair of annoying women who have no shame in distracting me from important duties?”

Cass swallowed hard, eyeing Tayla, but the Fae wasn’t going to give up now that they had Nevroyel on the line. “It’s about Hollie,” she explained swiftly, wanting to be as little nuisance as possible. “And the artifact you told her about. You see, we’re having some trouble locating the—”

“Not my problem.” The Princess stared down her nose at them, a mean feat considering she was staring up at them from the pool. In a haughty tone, she reminded them that she’d already made up for her mistaken attacks on Hollie by providing the human with notice of the existence of the artifact in the first place.

“But that notice is worth nothing if we can’t find the thing,” Tayla pointed out, hoping her words weren’t enough to earn her a horrible demise. “And since the poor little human suffered so much at the hands of your brothers and yourself—” At the dark lady’s frown, Tayla hastened to add, “although all mistakenly on your part, of course, the fact still remains that we don’t have enough information to find the artifact. Could you tell us anything? What it looks like? What material is it made from? Last known location?”

Nevroyel waved her hand to cut off the flow of questions. “Enough.” She eyed Tayla, then took a breath. “I do regret the harm I caused in my rush to assume Hollie’ was conspiring with my brothers. I can tell you what little I know.”

Tayla listened eagerly as the Princess described a small stone carving in the shape of a cat. Nevroyel didn’t know where the artifact was, however, and the last she’d heard about it was before half the worlds in the multiverse existed, so wherever it might have been then, it certainly wasn’t there now. “That is all I know,” the dark lady finished. “Now, a warning: Do not contact me again. You should avoid being noticed by both myself and my brothers. The apocalypse is in the offing, and if you want to survive it, you’ll stay away.”

The image disappeared, leaving no trace in the calm water of the fountain. Tayla let out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding, her knees feeling weak. Cass released the fountain’s edge and wiped a hand over her brow, letting out a sigh of relief. “Well, at least we have a little more to go on now.”

Tayla nodded, excitement at having learned at least the shape of the artifact. Hope was never easy to repress in one of the Fae, and that was especially true of the scholar. “To the waypoint!” she yelled, her wings flapping to speed her departure. “Hurry up, now. We have so much more searching to do.” 
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These leafing birds.

Phaedra stared out at the forests surrounding the walls of Exeria, the capital city of this realm, which reminded her so much of her home. Already, the lush vegetation that encircled the city walls was closer, branches and leaves climbing over the walls and moving inward, having covered the miles between the Fae Wilds and the capital with a speed that would be shocking if this weren’t the realm of the Fae Queen. 

Phaedra had heard the tale of the interloping sorcerer who’d managed to pit the Queen against her chosen consort, dividing the realm and plunging it into a war of the Fae who lived in its cities against those who remained in the Wilds. Through the help of the twins, Lina and Gilly, the realm had been reunited and the sorcerer banished. The spell that had caused the rift between the royals broken, the Queen and her King were once again ruling together. And the Wilds, once beaten back and curtailed, was allowed to approach civilization once again. 

And that means those leafing birds are able to wake me up each morning before dawn with their eerie wailing. As a warrior, Phaedra was used to blocking out uncomfortable conditions like noises, heat, and the rocks that poked through her bedroll as she slept in less than ideal environments, but there was something about the birds here, something that reminded her of the owl that had lived in their attic in the autumns back in her childhood home on Valantia. Their calls were close, but not exactly the same, and that little difference was enough to set off her Fae hearing and tickle her mind into waking before the sun’s light crept into her borrowed quarters. 

Phaedra leaned over the railing of the balcony outside the plush bedroom she’d been using in the palace of her Fae cousins, watching the sky starting to lighten at the margins and cursing the birdcalls that had set her on edge. But it wasn’t just the birds that had her bristling this morning. For the first time in her long life, she felt adrift, unsure of what came next. She’d been a warrior since she was old enough to hold a sword, and that life had always been enough for her, but lately...it wasn’t. 

My life has been one campaign after the other, keeping Valantia safe from whatever riffraff was dumb enough to try and interfere with the might Fae race. I had a routine, of sorts, patrolling the Rough, a champion for the Light against all manner of darkness. And then that little vacation on Ahriman-abad happened, and I met my first wingless Fae. And the rest is history. 

Phaedra had fought alongside her cousins without wings, facing off against enemies stronger than she’d ever faced before and making friends in the process. They’d come up against powerful magic, like the sort wielded by the Princes of Darkness, and they’d survived. Even won. Normally, she’d be raring to head off on her next adventure, to vanquish the next enemy. Instead, she was pouting, her wings drooping, while she tried to figure out what had changed. 

Maybe it’s the company you’re keeping, she thought, frowning. Phaedra was used to working alone, had been for millennia, ever since she’d left behind the best friend she’d had on a distant world. Phaedra closed her eyes and shook her head to clear it. Oh, no. We’re not going there. You’re mixed up enough as it is. Rubbing her eyes, Phaedra turned her thoughts to the people she’d joined forces with. They were the loyal sort. Generous and compassionate. 

Strong. Determined. In that, we are equals. 

And yet, why do I feel like the odd Fae out? 

Even her fellow Fae from Valantia, Tayla, the self-proclaimed “Human Affairs” scholar, was happy in the Fae Realm amongst their companions, involving herself deeply in their affairs until the only thing that seemed to differentiate herself from the others were the wings on her back. Phaedra knew her companions would welcome her with such closeness as well, but she’d yet to lower her guard and allow that fully, for reasons she’d hadn’t wholly explored. Which is why you’re here, griping about birds when you know the real problem that is keeping you from sleep has nothing to do with them.

Her ears twitched as she heard the sounds of a quiet conversation below her. Phaedra’s eyes swept the palace courtyard, picking out two familiar forms who were approaching one of the building’s entrances. I wonder where those two are returning from? Deciding finding out the answer to her question was better than the uncomfortable introspection she’d been on the verge of, she vaulted over the balcony’s stone railing and sailed into the sky, coming down gently just behind the pair.

Cass’s shoulders hunched, her body lighting with an uncanny green glow while Tayla’s wings snapped in surprise. “You’ve got to stop doing that,” the witch groaned when she realized it was Phaedra who’d gotten the drop on them. The green glow vanished, and Cass scowled at her. “I’m jumpy enough to fire off a spell on instinct nowadays, so tread more carefully.” 

Phaedra ignored her, her gaze zooming to her fellow Fae’s features. A note of guilt was visible there, and she frowned. “Where are you two coming back from, since you clearly have just returned from another realm.” 

It was a gambit on her part, one that the scholar fell for. Tayla let out a huff, and Phaedra caught a whiff of momentary indecision on her face. Is this Fae really going to lie? To me? The scholar seemed to think better of deception, however, when she spoke. “We’ve been searching for the artifact,” she admitted. “The one Nevroyel told Hollie about. The one that grants immortality.”

Phaedra rolled her eyes, her hands taking up residence on her hips. “You’ve got to be joking. I thought someone with as much education as you boast about having would be smarter than that.”

“How is looking for the artifact not smart? It’s the only way that Hollie can be transformed, so that she and Maz can live happily ever after.” 

Happily ever after. What a crock. Phaedra leaned in, unleashing a little menace in the other Fae’s direction. “Nevroyel is dangerous and should therefore be avoided. And trusting the Princess of Darkness about some supposed artifact makes about as much sense as a human-vampire relationship.”

The witch stepped in, her tone broadcasting that she was attempting to break the rising tension. “Technically, it’s not the only way Hollie could become immortal.” Two sets of annoyed Fae eyes found her, and Cass shrugged, mumbling. “Just saying.”

Ignoring the witch’s reminder of the human’s potential turning, Phaedra cocked a brow in Tayla’s direction. “The chances of finding a powerful artifact like that are dismal. If something like it actually exists, then it’s highly likely that it’s already in the possession of someone powerful who isn’t going to be eager to part with it.” 

“I wouldn’t be too sure about that,” the scholar replied, pulling out a scroll from within her robes and unspooling it to point to an illustration of what appeared to be a cat curled up asleep. “I’m not familiar with the script surrounding the image, but with the help of Cass’s magic, I could read it. The artifact is called the Nindra Bidala, and it not only grants immortality to its owner, but also eternal youth.”

The excitement in the other woman’s voice had Phaedra’s own spirits lifting, hope for her friend getting the better of her earlier mood. Then she remembered the reason behind Tayla’s little field trip. Tying the little human to a vampire for immortality was not something I could ever get behind. Despite her agreement to work with Maz to ensure Hollie’s safety, and even the grudging respect for the vamp that she hadn’t been able to ignore, Phaedra wasn’t able to accept a parasite as the eternal mate for her human friend. “Does your precious scroll happen to show the alleged artifact’s current location?”

The light went out of Tayla’s expression and she shook her head. 

“See,” Phaedra continued, crushing back the guilt she felt for attempting to extinguish the other woman’s optimism. “You’re on an impossible quest. You’d be better off turning your attention to finding a new boyfriend for Hollie—one that isn’t a bloodsucking leech.”

“Hush,” Tayla said, turning back toward the palace entrance. “We all know your opinions on vampires.”

“Since you never stop spouting them,” the witch added under her breath. 

Phaedra’s hearing meant she could make out even the muttered words. “They’re not opinions. They’re facts. And you’d do well to—” Her admonishment was cut short when the entrance in front of them opened, spilling out two couples who were engaged in their own conversation, something about a race to the top of a certain tree. 

“I wager my best set of daggers against that new quiver Mother gifted you with,” Gilly was saying as they walked through the large stone doors. “My man is going to wipe the floor with yours.”

“Ha,” Lina said, her expression haughty. “Have you seen how fast Braken is? Your Dev has no chance against him. In fact—” Her words petered out when she caught sight of the trio in the courtyard. “Hey, friends. What is everyone doing up so early?”

Phaedra jerked her thumb at her companions. “These two dolts are just returning from another wasted night searching for something that probably doesn’t even exist. And even if it does exist, and we manage to locate it, there is no way in the seventeen hells that it should be used to bless the unholy union being proposed.” 

Lina cocked her head at the winged Fae’s words, her expression saying she was giving the words serious consideration, while her twin’s face broadcasted something much less polite. “You mean Hollie and Maz, don’t you? 

“Of course she does,” Cass grumbled. “Although I would usually be the first to agree when it comes to my disapproval of vampires in general, you would think she’d get over her blind hatred when it comes to Maz.”

“A leech is a leech,” Phaedra said simply with a shrug of one shoulder. “And the only good leech is a dead one.” 

“Quiet,” Lina hissed, jerking her head to the gate through which Cass and Tayla had walked a few moments ago. “The object of our conversation is heading our way.”

A second later, the pair entered the courtyard, their gazes so fastened on one another that it took them a moment to realize they were no longer alone. The look of adoration on the vamp’s face made Phaedra’s stomach churn. She’d never trusted a leech, and with good reason. 

The image of a scarred but handsome face flashed through her mind in that instant and she shoved it away. “Dawn is only moments away,” she warned, her voice cold. “It’s time for all good vampires to get inside to their coffins before the sun turns them into a smoking corpse.” 

Hollie turned in her direction, a frown marring her pretty face. The Fae scholar elbowed Phaedra in the stomach, but she ignored it, her eyes never leaving the leech. 

“It is nearly our bedtime,” Maz said, her attention absorbed by the human beside him. Bending in to press a soft kiss to her cheek, he whispered something that Phaedra’s hearing picked up with ease. “I’ll show you something hotter than the sun once we’re alone.”

“Gag me,” Phaedra muttered to herself, earning another frown from the human. 

Hollie smiled at her mate, patting him on the arm. “Why don’t you go inside, and I’ll join you soon.” The vampire lavished one more long, steamy look in the human’s direction then nodded, turning on his heel to enter the palace, the stone doors closing behind him of their own accord.

“When are you going to stop with the smart remarks?” Hollie asked, turning on Phaedra as soon as the vampire was out of sight. 

“That depends? When are you going to get your head on straight and realize you can’t mate with a bloodsucker?” 

Once again, her words set off a maelstrom, and Phaedra crossed her arms, ready for the chaos she’d created. 
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It wasn’t long before Lina stepped in front of Phaedra, waving her arms and whistling for attention. “All right, that’s enough, everyone!” When the raised voices finally quieted, Lina took a long breath, smoothing down her dress and attempting a calm demeanor. “I know we all have strong feelings about this issue, but that doesn’t mean we’re going to solve anything by shouting loud enough to wake up the entire palace.”

Her twin did her best to abide by Lina’s proclamation, couching her voice at a reasonable volume while chastising her winged cousin. “You already gave Maz your blessing, remember? You can’t rescind it now.”

Phaedra pursed her lips, shaking her head at Gilly. “A blessing given under duress after a battle that almost killed me, along with Tayla and Cass, is not valid.” 

The fiercer twin scowled. “For someone so beautiful on the outside, I can’t say the same for your insides.”

The words rolled off Phaedra’s back. She’d heard much worse during the centuries she’d been patrolling the Rough. But the human, it seemed, wasn’t as resilient. Hollie burst into tears, burying her face in her delicate hands. A wave of guilt broke over her, but Phaedra maintained her detached demeanor, a habit of her warrior training. 

Tayla pulled the human into her arms, shooting Phaedra a murderous look. “Don’t cry, Hollie,” she said, changing her expression to smile at her companion. “Look, I’ve got something that’s going to cheer you right up.” Tayla pulled out the scroll once more, unrolling it to show Hollie the same image Phaedra had scoffed at minutes before. 

“See, we have a description now,” the scholar said brightly, tapping the scroll to emphasize her point. “And a name. The Nindra Bidala. It’s only a matter of time before we find the object itself.”

Phaedra let out a snort at the ridiculous assumption that the priceless artifact was just going to drop itself into their laps because they wanted it to. The sound was drowned out by other voices, all offering their opinion on how best to achieve the goal. “Come on, this isn’t a thing,” Phaedra spoke over them, trying to convince them that they were being overly optimistic, but no one paid her any mind. 

Eyes heavenward, she considered returning to her room, to the bed that felt too soft after so many nights sleeping rough. It was beyond evident that her insights weren’t welcome. Still, I can’t let these fools rush off unprepared, like they’re sure to. They’ll find themselves in a wicked trap faster than the first spring flies fumbled into a spider’s web. 

“We could get the witch to scry for the artifact,” Solomon said, scratching at the stubble on his chin. “Isn’t that what witches do best?”

Cass pursed her lips. “In general, yes, but if it were that easy, I would have already suggested it. Objects with rare magical properties, like granting immortality, are exceedingly difficult to find, usually because their magic provides a mystical protection to prevent it. I’m not powerful enough to find an item like that.”

“What if you had help?” Gilly asked, moving to stand at her husband’s side and take his hand. “There are plenty of powerful witches on Samothrace.”

“And the Fae royal family would be happy to pay for their services,” Lina chirped, smiling broadly at the witch.

“You’ve already given her a mountain of coins,” Phaedra grumbled. “You’d probably have to mortgage this palace to afford multiple witches.”

“You calling my kind greedy, fairy?” Cass snapped back. “There is nothing wrong with expecting fair compensation for unique services rendered.” 

“Of course there isn’t,” Tayla cajoled, patting the witch on the arm gently. “Do you think it might be possible to hire others to assist? Even if we can just get a direction to start in, it will be worth it to us.”

Hollie’s eyes were on the ground, and Phaedra listened carefully when she spoke. “I...I can’t thank you all enough for what you’ve done for me.” Her eyes flashed to the royal twins. “And the fortune you’ve spent on my behalf...well, it’s just so much more than I could ever...I mean...I...”

Lina rushed to the human’s side, wrapping an arm around her. “I’m glad we’ve been able to help you, and we appreciate your gratitude. No need to say anything further.” 

Hollie smiled gratefully, enfolding Lina into a hug that turned into a sort of half-dance as the human’s excitement grew. “If you guys think we have a real shot, and you’re willing to help, then I say let’s do this thing!”

“It’s still not a thing,” Phaedra overrode them. “You think the witches on Samothrace are going to be eager to aid us when they were ready to take down the vamp and ended up swinging from the trees. Remember that?”

“She’s got a point,” Braken said, the tall Fae’s brow furrowing. “We might not be welcome anymore among the witches. The memory of that humiliating defeat might be still too fresh”

“What do you think, Cass?” Tayla asked, and Phaedra could see the other woman holding her breath for the answer. 

“As long as we leave the vamp here, we should be okay,” Cass said after a moment. Although the witch was good at schooling her features, Phaedra could detect some doubt lingering around the edges. Good. Maybe the witches will refuse to help and we’ll put a stop to all of this foolishness then and there.

“Let’s go while Maz is resting,” Hollie said. “I’ll let him know I’ll be running a little errand.” She pulled a device out of the pocket of her jeans. “Windy, could you please inform Maz that I’ll be making a quick visit to Samothrace, but that I will be well-guarded by my friends.”

A reply crackled over the device, and Phaedra recognized the voice of the little red robot that followed Hollie around like a hungry kitten. “Affirmative. But I can anticipate his response. Master Maz is not likely to like your leaving without his escort.”

“Hollie.” The vamp’s voice buzzed from the device, his supernatural hearing allowing him to hear their conversation from a distance. His voice rose in volume on his approach. “I do not like the thought of you among a flock of witches who hold a grudge against your mate.”

“I know,” Hollie said, her hand over her chest, loosely pressed just above her heart. “I can feel you through the bond. But I’ll be protected, and you can’t exactly waltz back into their midst and expect a warm welcome either.”

“We’ll keep an eye on her,” Solomon said, leaning in to speak into the metal device in Hollie’s hand. “And we have Cass as our most excellent go-between.”

The witch’s eyes widened almost imperceptibly, and after the shortest of hesitations, Cass blurted out her reply. “Uh huh, you uh...you got it.”

“Very convincing,” Phaedra told the witch in a stage whisper. “He’s sure to put his confidence in you now.”

Cass stuck her tongue out at her, then turned away from the Fae. “We’ll keep Hollie safe while you slumber,” she promised. “Consider this my gold-star guarantee.”

“Fine,” Maz grumbled. “Hollie, if you believe you need to go, then I trust your judgment.”

“Thank you, sweetie,” the human replied, then made kissy noises into the device that would have made Phaedra toss up her breakfast if she’d eaten any. 

“May I accompany you on this journey?” Windy asked. “I can join you in the courtyard in three minutes.” 

Hollie opened her mouth to answer, but before she could, another voice rang out through the device. 

“Me too, honey,” the groggy voice of Frank Townsend, the ghost of Hollie’ father who shared the robot’s circuitry said. “Safety in numbers.”

“That’s okay,” Hollie said in a tone filled with over-the-top brightness. “I’ve already got a crew with me, and I would prefer you stay and keep an eye on Maz. Make sure he doesn’t get impatient and come after me.”

“I heard that,” Maz grumbled from a distance. “And I don’t need a babysitter.” There was silence for a moment before the robot and ghost dad gave Hollie their blessings. Phaedra was relieved that she didn’t have to check in with a host of beings before she made a move. How annoying would it be to constantly be recording your whereabouts for someone else’s benefit? she thought, then ignored the niggle of doubt inside her that made her wonder if maybe it would be nice to have someone to check in with from time to time. 

“Well,” Tayla said, rubbing her hands eagerly after the device was once again stowed in Hollie’s pocket. “Shall we go?”

“Right now?” Phaedra croaked. “It’s barely dawn.”

“No better time than now,” Cass replied, giving Phaedra a nasty look. “But feel free to stay behind and have a leisurely shower and breakfast. If the rest of us are ready?” At the nods from the others, Cass retrieved her wand and waved it in front of her. “Samothrace, here we come.” 

A portal appeared in front of them, its surface swirling silver against the whitewashed cobblestones of the courtyard. Phaedra scowled as her friends started to walk through it. Crow feathers! This is what I get for failing to strap on my sword before walking out on the balcony. Feeling like she was missing an arm without her weapon on her, Phaedra knew she didn’t have time to retrieve it. She hurried to the portal, barely making it through before it snapped shut behind her.

She stared daggers at the witch, who smiled primly back, obviously hoping the Fae would have hesitated one moment longer. Phaedra ignored her, looking around in dismay to discover they were once again in Cass’s disorganized residence. Even the gloomy forest outside would be better than this place. 

“Make yourself comfortable, everyone,” the witch announced, already walking in the direction of the door. “I’ll go consult with the High Council of Witches. Forgive me for leaving you behind, but I think I’ll have a better chance of convincing them to help if we don’t all barge in at once.”

“Understood,” Lina said. “Be sure your Council knows that they will have the unending appreciation of the Fae royal family for their assistance.”

“And a fortune in gold, because everyone knows you can’t spend appreciation,” her twin Gilly added. 

“Duly noted,” Cass said, waving at them before heading out the door and shutting it behind her. 

In the silence that followed her departure, Phaedra sniffed and kicked at a piece of what appeared to be soiled newsprint. “Didn’t we just clean this place up?” 

“Well,” Tayla said, ignoring the warrior’s griping, “what say we get some tea and have a nice sit-down while we wait?” She cupped the human’s elbow, leading Hollie in the direction of the kitchen. She threw an irritated glance over her shoulder in Phaedra’s direction as they left. The twins followed, leaving Phaedra in the cluttered living room with their husbands. 

“Well, fellows,” she said, brushing off a wooden chair to take a seat. “How long are we going to let this little bootless errand continue before we give up? It might seem like a fun little distraction for now, but do you really want your wives dragging us all over the Web in search of something that probably doesn’t even exist?”

The Dev cocked a dark eyebrow in her direction. “Giving up before we’ve even begun? That doesn’t sound like a Valantian Fae to me. Where is your legendary tenacity?”

Phaedra shrugged. “Why expend any more effort on a leech than what it takes to wipe it off the bottom of my boot?” 

“You know,” Braken said, eyeing an unstable pile of what appeared to be dirty animal furs on the arm of a wide chair as he took a seat, “we all understand your misgivings about Maz. He’s a vampire, one who’s been a loyal servant to one of the Princes of Darkness for eons. But not even I could deny the real emotions he feels for the human. And she returns them. You are doing yourself a disservice, continuing to deride her choices instead of accepting him.”

“I disagree. I say I’m a better friend for looking out for the human.”

Solomon leaned against a wall and eyed her. “Our two races were once at each other’s throats, but we’ve managed to make peace.” At the Fae’s shrug, he continued. “Why not give Hollie the benefit of the doubt. She knows what she wants, and maybe it won’t turn out as bad for her as you think. If a Fae and a Dev can end up together, why not a human and a vampire?” 

“There truly is no accounting for taste, I guess,” Phaedra sniffed, still not pleased at the uncomfortable truth the Dev had pointed out. She crossed her legs to rest her elbow on her thigh and her chin on her elbow in contemplation. “Still, Hollie’s a human. They’re the Web’s equivalent to a toddler. You wouldn’t give a child all the sweets it could eat just because it loved sweets, would you? And just to extend the comparison, would you let a vampire drink his fill, gorge himself on innocent blood before staking him? Because the only leech that gets a pass from me has my stake already driven through his black heart.” 

A gasp filled the room, and Phaedra swiveled around to see that Hollie had re-entered the room. She skittered backward, tea sloshing over the side of her mug as she retreated to the kitchen. 

“Way to go, Phaedra the Witless,” Gilly hissed, running after the human with her twin once more. 

Phaedra leaned her head back and closed her eyes, barely repressing a groan. I shouldn’t let the human’s tears affect me like this, she thought, guilt soaking her once again. She refused to shiver at the chill she felt, stoking the fire of anger against the vampire and all of his kind and relying on its warmth to keep her going, like she had for ages now.

The image of the handsome but scarred Fae arose in her mind again, and Phaedra forced it away once more. What will it take for these people to understand how dangerous giving in to a vampire can be? If she would allow herself to remember what had happened so long ago, she might be able to tell them her own story. 

Allow myself to remember? Honestly, how could I ever forget?

Phaedra sat there silent, attempting to get her emotions under control again. Being the voice of reason wasn’t easy, but surrendering to the forces of evil would only make things even harder. She would never accept a vampire, regardless of the love her human friend felt for the creature. 

Regardless of what I felt for my own vampire stalker.  
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The door reopened half an hour later, and Cass walked through it, followed by four older witches who were wearing the official-looking robes of the High Council. Phaedra frowned at their entrance. It looks like Cass managed to convince them to help. Refusing to feel any lower, she reminded herself that just because they’d shown up didn’t mean their help would be affective. Let’s go see what they have to offer. 

She joined the crowd drawing around the large dining table. Cass moved aside a loosely stacked pile of scrolls, then used her arms to push back jars of various sizes filled with random ingredients Phaedra didn’t care to investigate too closely. The witch found an empty piece of parchment and swirled her finger around, summoning a feathered quill. 

Cass snatched the quill from the air and bent over to the parchment, placing the quill against page and then started to write. No ink was necessary, for the magical quill inscribed words on the parchment that seemed to shine and flicker. “I’m listing out the standard contract fields for invoicing. Name, date, scope of work.”

“Be specific about that scope, child,” a witch with her gray hair in two long braids admonished. “For the level of intricacy required, we must have an ironclad agreement between both parties.” 

Phaedra yawned, pulling out a chair and displacing the ancient black cat that she found sleeping there. He hitched, then stretched before finding a puddle of sunlight to curl up in under one of the windows. Phaedra sat, leaning back and crossing her arms as the negotiation ensued. Nearly an hour later, she was about to drop off to sleep as the witches and their clients droned on about terms, when at last a final price was reached. Her head snapped forward, eyes open. That’s a fortune unheard of. Do the Fae royals really have that much money to toss around? 

She shook her head, debating on whether to try and derail things again. Wasting all this coin on a leech. It’s unseemly! A glance at Hollie, who sat patiently, a warm smile on her face, made Phaedra hold her tongue. 

The Fae warrior watched as signatures were laid to parchment. Once signed, the scroll let out of flash of light, presumably to indicate the successful signing of the contract, then rolled itself up neatly. 

“Well,” Cass said, looking around as if she couldn’t believe she’d pulled off such a delicate mediation, “shall we make an attempt to locate the artifact?”

“Not here, of course.” This came from a witch with several warts on her lined forehead. Her eyes dark as midnight pools, she looked down her prodigious nose at them. “We will need a proper altar for such a spell to manifest,” she tutted, and Cass’s cheeks lit up with shame.

“Of course,” the younger witch agreed, motioning her friends toward the door. “We can’t try something of this magnitude in my humble dining room.” A couple of nervous laughs only highlighted Cass’s embarrassment, and even Phaedra felt a little bad for the witch.

Before long, they were back in the foggy forest that made up the majority of Samothrace. Dark trees with scraggly branches and few leaves careened this way and that through the gray mist. Even a warrior like Phaedra couldn’t help but feel uncomfortable in the clammy depths of the forest, an uncommon sense of claustrophobia taking hold. She could imagine the witch’s goddess, Rotten Queen Hecate, strolling out from behind one of the monstrous trees at any second. I can’t wait until we’re off this nasty world and back to a dignified forest. 

The path they were on led to a clearing, the ground lifting to a small, perfectly round hill. On the hilltop in the distance, Phaedra could make out a black stone altar. She swallowed hard, bracing herself from the tingle of witch magic she was about to experience. It wasn’t like Fae magic, that had always reminded Phaedra of the tickle of a thousand tiny wings brushing gently across her skin. No, witch magic is more like being dunked in an oil bath and coming out coated in something slimy and thick. 

She wondered if the other Fae felt the same way about the witches’ magic. If they did, she couldn’t tell, as Lina, Gilly, and Tayla were in a loose circle near Cass, watching with attentive eyes as preparations for the ritual were getting underway. Small piles of ingredients were being placed at points on the surface of the altar, Phaedra noticed, coming closer in spite of her disapproval of their actions. A pile of feathers was at one point, a perfect red toadstool mushroom at another. A tongue taken from a large herd animal was added, then a clump of dirt, and at last, a pile of pine leaves. The points on the altar made a loose circle. 

Cass took a small wooden bowl from the bag she’d brought along with her. Mouthing words that Phaedra couldn’t hear, she bent and spit into the bowl. The witch then took the bowl to each of her compatriots, who repeated her action. “Gross, isn’t it? Witches are about the most disgusting magic users you’ll find in the Web. Is this really the best we can do?” Phaedra leaned in to say to Hollie while they watched Cass pour the contents of the bowl into the center of the circle. 

Hollie gave a half-hearted shrug. “I don’t know. It’s kind of fascinating to see what they use to make these spells work. And although I haven’t seen much of the Web, I’ve definitely come across way more disgusting things out there than a bit of spit.”

Phaedra sniffed, another attempt to sway Hollie away from this fruitless and dangerous search failed. Standing back, she watched as the five witches made a half-circle in front of the altar, reaching out to join hands with one another. They closed their eyes, and the witch with the warts starting to speak in a language the Fae didn’t understand. It sent a chill through her, one that worsened when a breeze swept through the clearing. 

She looked up to see the clouds above them begin to swirl in an unnatural fashion. Suddenly, the piles of ingredients on the altar ignited, each in a different color, drawing her attention back from the skies. Phaedra watched flames in blue, green, purple, red, and white leap from the altar as the warted one chanted in her guttural language. 

The flames made tracks inward until each reached the small lake of spit at the center of the altar. The colors began to swirl together in the liquid, chasing one another around until they rose from the spittle, a mini tornado of colorful flames that grew as it floated upward. Before long, a towering churn of flames reached far above them toward the heavens.

The warty witch’s chant boomed across the clearing, and Phaedra slapped her hands over her ears to protect them from the noise. The flaming tornado broke apart without warning, the five colors blasting forward to impact the witches, each getting hit in the chest with a flaming ray of bright light. 

Phaedra expected them to cry out in pain, or even to fall, but that didn’t happen. There were smiles on each of their faces, and Cass was even laughing. The Fae warrior shook her head, rubbing her arms in nervousness. These witches give me the leafing creeps. 

In sync, all five witches opened their mouths to expel a gas in the same color as the beam that had hit them. The gasses floated upward, joining with the swirling clouds there. It was sudden, the way the clouds turned from gray to black, and Phaedra pulled her wings around herself protectively, expecting to be soaked by rain at any second. But it wasn’t rain that pelted down from the sky.

It was lightning.

A great bolt shot out of the sky and connected with the altar, a massive boom rocking the clearing and knocking Phaedra for a loop. She was blinded by the brightness of the strike, and she had to blink for several long moments before she could make out the altar before her. That thing is cracked in half!

The witches lay scattered around the broken halves of the altar, and their smiles vanished as they picked themselves up from the ground. At least their eyes were closed when that lightning struck. The world was still a blur, as if the lights and darks had changed places. Phaedra closed her eyes and pressed the palms of her hands into them, then opened her eyes, her vision a little clearer.

The witches were back on their feet, slowly rejoining hands. When the last witch grabbed her fellow’s hand, a groan burst into the air, followed by another and another. Twin grimaces took up residence on the witches’ features. “It hurts!” called out a short, squat woman with short red hair. 

Phaedra’s eyes shot in concern to Cass, who looked like she was being tortured. Hollie reached out toward the witch but Phaedra grabbed her by the shoulders and gently pulled her back. “We must not disturb them lest something more terrible happen,” she warned her friend. Hollie looked conflicted, but she remained still, tears filling her eyes. 

“We can’t hold out much longer!” This was from the witch with braids. “The flames! They burn!”

Suddenly Cass dropped, disconnecting from the others. Her collapse was the catalyst the witches needed, and soon the other four were on the ground again. Their moans tapered off, and Phaedra finally released the human, allowing Hollie to run to the witch’s side. She was met by Gilly and Lina. 

One of the twins gently touched Cass’s shoulder. “Are you okay?”

The witch coughed twice, then pulled herself into a seated position. “I think so.” Wiping her face, she gave Hollie a disappointed glance. “But I’m afraid to say that our attempt to scry for the object was a failure.” 

“Not quite a failure,” croaked the witch with the warts. She struggled to her feet, her hands wrapping around her head as she grimaced. “I caught sight of the blasted thing, surrounded in flames.” Gasps went up from the crowd around her. She waved them off. “I may be able to pinpoint its location, but first I must rest. I’ll send Cass with the coordinates soon. Until then, return to your own realm.” 

Her knees shaking, the witch turned and hobbled back in the direction of the path, her companions slowly following her until it was only Cass and her clients left on the hilltop. “I can’t believe that worked,” Lina breathed, her face wreathed in a smile. 

“Me neither,” Phaedra grumbled, earning another elbow to the stomach, this time from Gilly. 

The witch ignored the warrior’s aside, apparently too tired to be drawn into another argument. “I better portal you all home before I collapse from exhaustion.” She retrieved her wand, praising her past self for imbuing the thing with a portal spell in anticipation of her being too tired to cast one after the ritual. “I will visit tomorrow,” she told them, “hopefully with good news.” 

Phaedra made up the rear, glancing back over her shoulder to see the witch start to limp down the hill, the portal already flickering at her departure. She sighed and stepped back into the Fae realm, already depressed by the celebrations taking place. “Did you hear that?” Tayla said, hugging Hollie to her and leaping into the air for a quick twirl with her human friend. “Tomorrow we may have the location of the artifact. By this time the day after, you could already be immortal! Imagine having the artifact’s power for a wedding gift, eh?”

Phaedra didn’t bother to hide her annoyance. She scoffed at her fellow Fae, “Crow feathers,” she cursed, and Tayla returned to the ground, releasing Hollie and gifting Phaedra with a scowl. 

“I don’t know about the rest of you,” the human piped up, excitement broadcasting from her pretty face, “but I haven’t been this hungry since my unscheduled vacation on Ahriman-abad. What say we grab some breakfast?” At everyone’s agreement, the group began making its way to the palace communal dining room. 

Hollie slowed her steps, taking Phaedra’s arm and falling behind the group. “I just wanted to say, you’ve been very patient with me. And I know how you feel about Maz. So for that reason, it would be best if you stay behind while the rest of us search for the artifact. That way, we don’t have to worry about any potential...disagreements between the two of you.”

Phaedra knew the human was being careful with her words. She is too polite to say she doesn’t want to me to tell the leech what I really think of him and his kind. “I’ve held my tongue before with the vamp,” she answered, her shoulders stiffening. “You need my help to stay alive out there, let alone find this magical object, if it even exists.”

“I know you don’t approve, of the mission or of the vampire.” Some of Hollie’s
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