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On the other side of the shimmery border between the fae and dragon shifter lands, a vast wasteland of twisted, sickly looking shrubs and dead grass stretched out in front of Belle Harrison and me. About half a mile or so ahead, a sprawling city rose high into the dark, overcast sky, all of the building's outer walls black as night. 

"Well." Belle stopped and stared with her hands on the hips of her jeans, a chilly wind loosening a blonde curl from her bun. "The dark fae could learn a thing or two about aesthetics to greet guests. If they're going for cozy and welcoming, they may need to fire their decorator."

I tilted my head—but not too far because of my crown—at the landscape and the city beyond. "I kind of like it, actually. I like black. Reminds me of my soul."

Belle snorted. "Sorry, but you don't have a black soul. I've seen black souls, believe me, and yours is far from it."

"Black is how I take my coffee, then." I shrugged, the movement hurting my still-sensitive skin from the poison dress I’d put on earlier. "But I did think my soul turned black when Asa was kidnapped by dragon shifters. That was a super dark time. Now my soul is just pissed off."

"That's fair." She raised her hand for a high five. "Coffee junkies unite. Respect. Remind me to whip you up my specialty sometime."

"Will do." Once I wasn't fighting two wars at once, that is. Once I high-fived her, I hiked up my dress and untaped the Queen's Cross from my thigh, hoping it would somehow point us in the right direction. It was supposed to work as a communication device between me and the dragon shifter goddess, Léas, but it wasn’t working even though she was here. Somewhere.

Belle loosed a whistle. "A woman with gadgets, I see. What didn't you bring?"

"Luck, though I'm hoping we won't need it."

“Yeah, fresh out of that.” Frowning, Belle touched her black leather holsters strapped to her thighs, one with a dagger inside and one with her...bird-sword. That’s what she’d called it anyway. "Doesn't tape hurt your skin?"

I smiled. "Only if I don't shave." I gestured to her holster. "Tape is lighter than leather, easier to bend, and my kind stays sticky."

"Well, damn. Now you have me doubting my methods." She tucked her stray curl back into her bun while eying my dress with admiration. "Except I bet I don't wear as many dresses as you do either. As a thief, you need your gadgets hidden."

"And you need your weapons within easy reach for your line of work. You're right though. I've been wearing far too many dresses and skirts lately."

Belle smiled into the distance, her blue eyes faraway. "I'd rather be naked."

"Same." I chuckled, but the sound quickly faded since the three I most wanted to be naked with had been taken from me. 

Pain sliced across my chest, like my heart was cracking. The urge to run back across the border to find them bit at my heels, but I resisted. Finding them wouldn't save them, but finding Léas would. I just hoped we could, and quickly.

Belle unsheathed her bird-sword. “I’m going to see if Night’s Fall can take us directly to the goddess.” She thrust it up in the air. “Take us to Léas.” When nothing happened, she holstered it again and shook her head. “Damn finicky sword.”

“I have a feeling this isn’t going to be easy,” I said with a sigh.

We started walking then, and as we drew closer to the city, a terrible odor washed over us, like sour milk and dumpsters on a hot day. Every window I could see was smeared in what looked like gritty tar, and the blackened walls on the buildings were chipped and crumbling away in several places. The air felt heavy and damp despite the brisk wind, and stuck my lungs together.

"Feels like dark magic. Looks like dark magic. Smells like dark magic," Belle whispered, looking around and not seeming to miss anything as we drew closer. "Must be dark magic. It clings to the city, like it's been here a long time, oozing out of the fae and settling here."

"Black like the Queen's Cross," I muttered, and then gasped, holding the cross out in front of me like a crucifix. "Belle. I don't know for sure, but what if this cross wasn't always black? It was used by a fae to kill a dragon shifter, after all. Maybe that's why it's not working in contacting Léas."

She nodded. "Because of the dark magic. So if we remove it, we might be able to find your goddess."

Not my goddess, I almost argued, but then I remembered that with this crown I wore, Léas was my goddess, whether I chose to worship her or not. Nothing like a little forced religion during wartime.

"Do you know how to remove dark magic from objects?" I asked, hopeful.

"No idea. Since it's a cross and I can't kill it, I'm afraid I have no answers in that regard. Are we sure your goddess is even here? This place appears to be abandoned."

"She's here somewhere." I fought back a sigh, frustration itching under my skin. 

There were multiple dragon shifter cities on the other side of the border. Who's to say there wasn’t more than one fae city too? Léas could be anywhere, but we didn't have time to play hide-and-seek. The fae were killing the dragon shifters when they weren’t munching on humans, and all the while the shifters were growing weaker and weaker because they hadn’t received their power surge from Léas. Even if we did find her, I hated to think what I’d come back to across the border.

We moved farther into the city, our steps loud on the gritty street. I kept my eyes peeled for any signs of movement, searching the dark shadows behind dumpsters and piles of soggy cardboard boxes as we went, and even the rooftops way up high. There was literally no one here.

Unease slipped down my back like an ice cube. Did that mean they had all crossed the border into dragon shifter land already? That was what they wanted—land. And the tasty humans who lived on it.

Belle passed me, skirting around a large rusty fan sitting near a puddle, to peer around the corner of a building up ahead.

"Normally I have a plan in these types of situations,” I whispered. “I don't just run in—"

She whirled around with her finger to her lips. I froze, listening, but when I heard nothing, and she turned back around in a half crouch, I pressed forward on tiptoe.

And then I heard it. Singing, but not the happy kind. Several dark voices lifted up to the gray clouds, dragging every little hair on my body with them. I shivered violently and stepped next to Belle to look.

A crowd had gathered in the center of the city street, and they were singing a terrible song I couldn't understand. I didn't think I wanted to, either, especially when a group of people paraded behind the crowd, across a wooden stage of sorts. Human people, I guessed, since they weren’t wearing hooded robes as red as blood like the others, and they appeared terrified. There were about twenty of them, the youngest about four and the oldest maybe in her seventies.

Whatever this was, it couldn't be good.

Belle must've realized this at the exact same second because she whipped a wooden stake out from her boot and started to surge out in the street. 

Panic flared. I flashed out my hand, hooked my fingers through her belt loop, and managed to haul her back. Pretty sure she let me, though, after she'd had a half second to think it over, because there was no way I had more strength than an actual vampire slayer did.

She turned, her eyes a bright red color, and hissed through sharp fangs. I recoiled, but only a little. Maybe I should’ve been scared, but I wasn't. I'd only known Belle for about thirty minutes, but I was sure we were on the same side. 

I tried for a calm smile, and probably failed. "Remember the part about needing to have a plan?"

"I don't know what kind of weird games the fae are playing,” she growled, “but they're playing them with children, and I do not think these will be fun games for them."

"I know. Fae eat people, Belle."

"Well, that is fucking weird.” She sagged against the wall with a heavy sigh. “Says the girl who drinks them. Damn it. But seriously, what the hell? Dragon shifters sacrifice human children. Devils choose them to take on impossible odds. What is it about supernaturals picking on humans?"

"I don't know, but I have an idea. Well, the start of one anyway,” I admitted. “Do you have a phone I could borrow?"

"Yeah." She fished it out from her back pocket in her jeans and handed it to me with a raised brow. "So what's the idea?"

I took the phone and found the camera. "I'm going to get close enough to take pictures."

"Um, I don't see how that's going to solve anything, but I'll go with it. What should I be doing in the meantime?"

I peered around the building again, studying the height of the buildings down the street and the distance the crowd was from us. My plan was starting to solidify. It was a messy one, but a plan nonetheless, and one that was sure to cut the faes' ritual thingy short. 

I stepped back and turned to Belle once more. "How fast can you move?"

A smirk curled her lips as she blurred out of sight, too fast for my human eyes to follow. She reappeared at the end of the alley and strode toward me at normal speed.

Damn. Okay, that was fast. 

I nodded. "Grab that big fan there? All we need to do is hope it works and find another one before we save the day." 

“On it.” 

Holding my nose, I checked a nearby dumpster for two plastic bags. Naturally they were full, so I emptied them, squeezing my eyes shut at the contents. Sometimes it was just better not to know.

After a little lock-picking fun, we found another fan, fixed the first fan by scrubbing the dark magic from the motor shaft, and then the rest of my rickety plan went into place quickly.

In the next two minutes while the group of fae continued to sing their creepy song, we were ready. From inside one of the middle floors of a building facing the street the fae were on, Belle crouched down behind one of the fans that now sat in the window. Tied to it was a plastic bag, and inside, some of my fairy dust. On the other side of the street, a similar fan sat in the window with another fairy-dust filled bag. As soon as the fans turned on, which Belle would do one after the other with her super speed, the fans would blow the fairy dust out of the bags onto everyone below and put every single one of them into happiness comas.

I hoped. I actually had no idea if this would work or not. Did fairy dust even work on fae? When Bad Mama January had given the small vial to me, I hadn’t known she was a fae herself. But she’d told me to be very careful with it, and that fairy dust was actually fairy corpses ground up with their little wings. I’d seen how potent it was, but would it work?

Time to find out.

I nodded at Belle, and could just barely see her nod back. Then I popped up from behind the parked car I'd been crouching behind and started up the street toward the crowd while taping it with Belle's phone.

"Hey!" I shouted, interrupting their creepy song, and just like my voice did in my castle, it echoed loud and clear. 

Everyone whirled to stare, their black fae eyes glittering beneath their red hoods. The humans, now kneeling on the stage, didn’t dare move.

I kept going, now only about sixty feet away from them, never slowing my steps. "I order you, as Yara Parmstone, Queen of the Dragon Shifters, to stop what you are doing."
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