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      I was pulled from a deep sleep by someone shaking my shoulders. My eyes snapped open. Trissa was hovering right over my face, her lips pulled into a frown, eyes wide with terror.

      “Lily, you must get up,” she hissed and yanked me forward.

      Bleary-eyed, I looked outside to see the moon was still high in the sky.

      “What’s wrong?” My voice was thick with sleep. Trissa’s face was a mask of fear, nostrils flared.

      Anxiety spiked through me as I started to become more coherent and realize my mother’s personal guard was waking me up in the middle of the night.

      “Where’s my mom?” I demanded, throwing the blanket off of me as my heart jackknifed in my chest.

      Trissa just grabbed my hand and yanked me towards the door. I stumbled, trying to run after her while still half asleep. Shaking me awake in the middle of the night … something was gravely wrong. It was only then that I noticed her pale blue t-shirt was soaked with crimson blood.

      “Trissa, daughter of Bethany, inform me of my mother’s condition right this moment!” My voice shook and she must have recognized I was near total panic because her entire body stilled. We were halfway out of my room when she stopped and faced me.

      Holy crystals…

      She was … crying. Trissa Hart didn’t cry. Not when she nearly lost her right leg on a mission, and not when her husband left her for another Fae who lived three cottages over—and had four kids, all with different men. Trissa was made of steel. She’d trained me in Earth studies and deadly weapons since I was three, and I’d never seen her shed a tear. Ever.

      “Your mother … has fallen.” Her voice broke and the room spun around me. “She won’t make it … but if we hurry, you can have a final word.”

      Fallen. Won’t make it. Her words slammed into me like bullets and I wasn’t prepared for the shock. A shriek left my throat, my knees gave out and I sagged forward into her. Grief and panic crashed into me with equal measure, weighing me down like I carried a truck upon my back. My gossamer wings wilted with the news as I no longer had the energy to keep them upright.

      “Call a healer!” I thundered, trying to think of how I could save her.

      My mother’s guard clamped her hands around my arms to steady me, forcing me to meet her big brown eyes. “The healer is with her now. She’s the one who sent me to get you.”

      Oh fuck.

      My whole body felt like it was made of iron. Surely I would pass out any moment. But without another word, and for fear of wasting any more time, I allowed her to pull me in the direction of the front door. I felt like I was sleepwalking; Trissa just yanked me this way and that, while I forced the sobs down from my throat.

      Stepping outside to the moonlit streets of Faerie, we took to the skies, my wings fluttering through our small village. We flitted past my best friend Elle’s cottage, and then Nikola the blacksmith’s, before quickly reaching the jagged cliff that butted against the raging river. I craned my neck to look at our one source of fresh water. A clear glass-like magical dome cut right into the middle of the crystalline blue river, as five feet of black water from the other side smashed against the protective wall. The black water lapped against the protective shield, keeping what was left of Faerie from drowning in darkness.

      I’d lived my whole life in this dome, like an upside down salad bowl covering what was left of the faerie. Everything outside of it was… too horrifying to even think about. Even seeing a passing shadow of the creatures that lurked on the other side gave me nightmares. Coming to the edge of Faerie was always a frightening and humbling experience. One crack in the dome shield and…

      Trissa yanked me towards the ground and snapped me from my thoughts. We walked right up to the blue door cut into the cliffside and I stilled. My wings quivered at the thought of going through it.

      I looked at Trissa with shock. “The blue door … am I … ready?”

      I’d wanted to open this door since I could talk. It was a privilege and responsibility given only to the females of my lineage. Only to seekers. “Our work, our purpose,” my mother would say, “is done beyond the blue door.” I never knew what lay beyond and my mother never told me. “When you’re ready,” she’d say and leave it at that.

      My mother and I were the last seekers left in all of Faerie. Any object you desired, we could find. A relic, a treasure, a book, a lost family heirloom, a person. Nothing was off limits to my seeker magic. What my mother searched for day after day, on the other side of that door … I had no idea. I just knew that it was of upmost importance to Faerie and that one day she would tell me.

      Trissa spun and took my face into her hands. All trace of tears were gone. That hardened gritty soldier I’d come to love and trust was back.

      “Listen, Lily, this wasn’t how she wanted to hand things over to you, but you must pull yourself together and be strong when you present yourself to her. Understand?”

      I realized then that I was openly sobbing. Tears stained my nightshirt and my cheeks. My eyes must be blotchy and red. If my mother was going to greet my ancestors in the realm of the dead tonight, I wouldn’t want her to depart this plane with worry and fear for me.

      I nodded, wiped my eyes and straightened my back, flicking my shimmering crystalline wings up into the air. “I’m ready.”

      My hand shook as I reached out and took the cool brass handle. I’d touched it once, on a dare from my friend Tobin. It had vibrated then and freaked me out, so I’d let go and we’d run off giggling. It did so now too, but much less and I wasn’t scared this time. I wanted to see my mom, to be with her.

      The lock was a crystal that sensed my energy and seeker bloodline and allowed me to turn the knob. Without ceremony, I yanked the door back and stepped inside. I don’t know what I expected: a great library; maybe a room full of crystals or rare objects that my mother had collected for the elders; dragon’s scales; pixie dust; anything … but not this. I’d stepped into … a fancy apartment. Purple walls greeted me with shiny hardwood floors, and a siren blared out the window, turning my attention to … a view of downtown New York City. The Statue of Liberty could just barely be seen in the distance. Confusion crossed my face, and then it hit me.

      “The blue door is a portal?” I said almost to myself.

      If we wanted to see the human world, we had to swim at the edge of the shield and into the blue lagoon to touch the enchanted shell. I’d been to the human world many times growing up as a part of my seeker training, since objects the elders needed were often in the human world, but I’d never in a million years thought the blue door was a portal. I figured when my mom went to earth she used the enchanted shell portal.

      “It’s many things, child. This way.” Trissa weaved in and out of the living room and past a kitchen with dishes piled high as I followed her numbly. Child was her nickname for me even though I was twenty winters old.

      “Mother!” I seemed to remember my reason for being here and picked up my pace, tearing through the apartment.

      I’m in shock. I’m not thinking right. This isn’t happening.

      “We’re back here!” I recognized Kira’s voice and felt a small measure of relief. She was the best healer Faerie had. One of the only healers Faerie had. Just her and her clumsy sister Nika. The rest perished when our lands fell into darkness.

      When we rounded the corner and came upon the bathroom, a strangled cry left my throat. My mother was draped halfway out of the tub … a tub filled with her blood. Her normally thick candy-pink hair hung in wet clumps and stuck to her arms. Trissa reached out and grabbed my arm, hard. I was openly weeping again without realizing. The pain on my arm shook me from my grief, and I pulled myself together.

      Kira bowed deeply to me. “I’ve tried everything. I’m sorry, Lily.” She was a healer and her bow was telling me this was it and nothing could be done. That alone crushed any hope I’d had that my mother would be healed.

      I fell to my knees as my mom’s eyes tracked the room to find me. She was so beautiful, even now. Hair the color of a puckle flower petal, eyes that shone like stars. My mother was my hero. Seeker of the unfound, giver of life. She was irreplaceable, my whole world.

      “Lily,” she breathed, and it killed me to see the tips of her hair stained red with blood, to see the light leaving her eyes.

      She reached for my hand, and when our fingers touched, hers were so cold that I almost recoiled.

      I shook my head at Kira. “There must be more you can do? Bring her to the crystal bed? Get the elders to lay light over her? Maybe there is an object or potion I could seek—”

      “Lily…” Kira cut me off, speaking sternly, and I looked up to meet her face. She simply shook her head and then looked down at my mother’s abdomen.

      I followed her gaze and a sob threatened to rip from my throat. Remembering Trissa’s instructions, I swallowed it, biting my tongue. My mother’s internal organs were splayed outside of her abdomen. I hadn’t seen it when I first walked in.

      It was too late.

      It was a miracle she was still alive.

      “My sweet … Lily.” My mother reached up and traced spirals on my face, causing tears to spill out the corner of my eyes. She did this when I was a child; it used to put me to sleep. I wouldn’t sleep ever again. Not after this.

      “Mom … I love you so much.” I didn’t know what to say, only that I shouldn’t cry. I shouldn’t let her think I was weak and couldn’t handle the responsibility of being Faerie’s only remaining seeker.

      She nodded. “And I you. My little seeker … the last daughter of light. The only one who—” She stopped and turned her head to the side, away from me, spitting up bright red blood.

      “No!” I rushed forward and placed my hand on her heart. I didn’t have healing affinity of course, but I had a small knack like all Fae did, just not like Kira. Still, I tried. I pulsed purplish silver light into my mother and she turned to look back at me, lips stained red.

      “Lily … you must take up my life’s work. Find my journal … the truth…” She winced in pain, then reached out and placed her hand over my heart as mine rested on hers.

      Journal? This was all so confusing; my heart couldn’t bear to see her like this. I just wanted her to be free from pain.

      I nodded, tears filling my eyes. “I will honor your name, always.” I didn’t know what her life’s work was or what the daughter of light comment was about either, but I would do whatever required so that she could die in peace. I was three months away from my twenty-first birthday and my blue door ceremony. She would have told me everything then.

      She looked fierce all of a sudden and her eyes glowed with light. “You must protect Faerie from the Sons of Darkness.”

      Sons of Darkness?

      I looked to Trissa. Maybe my mom wasn’t thinking right. Trissa simply nodded as if in agreement with my mother.

      “Okay. I will.” My voice was stronger than I thought it would be.

      Daughter of light, Sons of Darkness, why was I just now hearing about this? My mother’s life work involved protecting Faerie? Protect from whom? That was my assignment?

      “I found six of them.” My mother’s hand shook and her legs trembled, splashing the bloody bathwater around. “But you will need to return the rest.”

      I had no idea what in the hell she was saying. “I will, Mom. I’ll do whatever is needed of me. Don’t worry.” Tears streamed down my face and she nodded.

      “Trissa will … take you to Mara. She will teach you the way.”

      Mara. My mother spoke of her often. She was the keeper of the blue door, and her most cherished friend.

      “Okay, Mom. It’s okay. I’ll be alright.” I recognized that there was no saving her. I wanted her to go in peace. Nothing about this was okay, but I needed to pretend it was. Her body trembled as threads of blue light eked out of her hands and wove through the air. With the last remaining force she could muster, she ripped off the locket my father had given her before he died and gave it to me.

      “If ever you are in peril, use my essence to … heal.” Her words were shaky and she wasn’t making sense. All of her blue light now flowed into the necklace that I clasped between my hands.

      It would absorb her light, like a healing talisman. I’d seen one of these before; they were very special, but I didn’t want it. I wanted my mom.

      “Mom…” I whimpered, not ready to say goodbye.

      “Love you, Lil,” she breathed in a rasp, her blue light quivering in arcs around her body, shaking the locket between my fingers.

      Not wanting my mother to leave this world in sadness, I began to sing.

      “When the blue waters…” My voice was strikingly crisp given the circumstances. “Rush onto the land.”

      My mother’s lips turned up into a smile. She was the one who taught me this song after all.

      “When the sun goes down on the sand…” My voice shook as my mother’s eyes rolled into her head. Blue tendrils of light swirled in the air as they sought out the magical locket between my fingers. My skin tingled as my mother’s light magic poured around me.

      Kira stepped up behind me and white light poured from her palms, saturating my mother’s body.

      “May the ancestors welcome you with grace and ease. It’s been an honor to serve as your healer.” Kira’s final death proclamation had the song dying in my throat.

      When my mother’s eyes drifted shut and her hand fell from my chest, a scream ripped from my throat, my body collapsing backward into Trissa. Her arms came around me and held me tightly, while the world crumbled around me one blue thread of light magic at a time.

      My mother was my link to this world, my nurturer, my best friend. Now I was a ship without an anchor.
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      I lay there for what felt like hours, but must have only been a short while.

      Kira knelt to pick me up. “I’ll take her back.”

      Trissa shook herself and I pulled my body up from the floor. My limbs felt like sandbags, but nothing quite matched the misery in my heart. I took one last look at my mother.

      “No.” Trissa’s tone was firm. “She must meet with the elders and begin her training.”

      My jaw popped open. “My mother just died. There will be a month-long period of mourning and the people—”

      “Lily, I’m following your mother’s orders, the elders’ orders. You are our last seeker. You will be trained at once. Your mother will be laid to rest at sea and you will carry on her work immediately.” Her face was hardened and the coldness in her tone shocked me.

      How dare she talk to me like that. My fucking mother just died!

      “Who cares about the humans or Earth—or whatever she does! My mother’s work can wait,” I yelled, hot tears springing the edges of my eyes.

      Trissa sighed, reaching up to rub her temples. I didn’t want to be standing in the bathroom with my mother’s dead body any longer.

      “Because … your mother’s work involves saving Faerie. If you don’t pick up where she left off immediately … we fall.”

      Kira’s sharp intake of breath matched my own.

      “What? How can that be?”

      Trissa looked one final time at my mother’s body and then led me out into the small living room.

      “Come, the elders are calling you.” She weaved through the small space until we reached the backside of the blue door we’d come through.

      The elders.

      My stomach dropped out. I saw them only a few times a year, once at the midsummers festival and once at the winter solstice. If you saw them outside of that, you were probably in trouble. They stuck to their land at the very back of Faerie, near the Tree of Life, and read books all day or did whatever it was elder Fae did. My mom dealt with them a lot, I knew that, but they kept to themselves when it came to everyone else.

      When we exited the blue door and back out into Faerie, the sun was just coming up over the protection shield. Slivers of light escaped through the top and kissed the green grass. Without a word, I let my wings carry me up high above the people. I didn’t want to talk to anyone right now, and flying was something of a relaxing gesture for me, so I decided to just travel to the elders that way. Trissa didn’t complain, kicking up off the floor after me. It was only after I left that I realized I’d forgotten to thank Kira for her help with my mom. I’d have to find a nice way to thank her later.

      I was heading for the elders’ home when a blue light below caught my eye. A group of Fae were standing around a young couple, and despite my complete and utter depression for the loss of my mother, excitement thrummed through me.

      “Can we watch? Just for a minute?” I begged Trissa.

      She looked down at the young couple, a small pained smile on her face.

      “Alright, just a minute.”

      We flew lower, still far enough away that we wouldn’t interrupt, but close enough to see what was happening.

      Soulmates.

      They were so incredibly rare now after most of our race was lost to the Dark War. I’d only heard of half a dozen couples in my twenty years, and I’d only ever seen one … until now. This was my second.

      The female Fae was unloading some bulb squash. She looked mid-twenties, and I didn’t recognize her. She must have lived at the edges of the shield, a garden tender by the looks of the dirt under her fingernails. The guy was a market stall tender, and they were standing there in shock, a dozen bulbs of squashes dropped at her feet as blue light pulsed off their chests in the same rhythm as if they shared the same heartbeat. Tears lined her eyes as he reached up and tucked a lock of petal-green hair behind her ear. He was looking at her like she was the most treasured item in the world. They say when you met your soulmate, it wasn’t really a feeling you could describe. Your soul recognized them as your other half and everything that seemed so out of place before now made perfect sense. That’s what Glena told me anyway. She and her husband were soulmates.

      “Okay, Lily, we must go now.” Trissa tugged at my arm and I found myself being grateful for this small moment of happiness.

      On one hand, my mother had died, but on another, two souls had found each other and would now have children and be happy together.

      Flying higher, I tried to imagine that maybe on its way to the upper realms, my mom’s soul had urged the girl to leave the farm and deliver the squash herself today, just so she could meet her soulmate.

      When I came in to land near the large octagonal hut with its colorful crystal windows, I clutched my mother’s locket in my hand, still in shock at her passing.

      Trissa stepped forward and rapped on the large walnut door. I should probably have changed my clothes. One didn’t present themselves before the elders in their night clothes, but I didn’t care. My long cotton-candy-pink hair hung in ratted clumps at my shoulders and I had blood on my hands and shirt, but again … I couldn’t bring myself to give two fucks. I was numb, the pain of grief keeping me from anything else right now.

      The door opened, seemingly on its own, and we entered. I’d never been inside of the elders’ home. There were four elders and their home reflected that with four quadrants, each having their own door or wing. The elder of Winter’s door was black, with the snowflake emblem overhead. Elder of Summer had an orange hickory door with a bright brass sun emblem. Fall was a birch with leaf emblem, and then for Spring, my court, was a door made of bamboo with a flower emblem. Without a queen, they were the closest thing we had to a ruling monarch.

      This place was incredible, larger than any home I’d ever seen. Probably because it was four homes in one.

      I gasped when we stepped further inside and the light hit the colorful crystal windows, dancing a rainbow on the floors and walls. Golds, greens, blue and hot pink, it was stunning. Looking up, my jaw dropped. There, in the middle of the home was a courtyard, open to the outside. And standing in the center was the Tree of Life. My mother spoke of it often, said it gave Faerie its power and kept us safe from the river, which tried to swallow us. Seeing it now, my legs went weak and I had the strangest urge to bow. The home wasn’t really closed in like I’d thought from the outside. The entire home was built in a circle around this one tree at its center. Yes, it had outer walls, but no roof, and the middle of the home, where the tree was, was all raw earth and grass, which gave way to a wood flooring near the bedroom doors.

      “Greetings, Lily, daughter of Violet. Our hearts weep for your loss,” a voice called behind me.

      It was the elder of Summer, my favorite. Indra. She had caramel skin and long orange hair that fell to her back in waves. I bowed, aware that I looked like a freaking train wreck and this was soooo not protocol. “Thanks.”

      The other elders walked out from their rooms and stood behind her. Trissa took a low and long bow, probably more proper than mine. “I’ve informed her she must be trained at once but—”

      “I have some questions.” I tilted my chin high.

      Indra nodded. “Please … sit. Your mother wanted to be the one to explain, but we will have to do.” She gestured to an open library type of room, where on the far wall there was another blue door…

      “Is that?”

      They nodded in unison. “There are many blue doors.”

      What the hell? How come my mother never told me any of this?

      I could barely focus, wading through my grief and being told I needed to pick up my mother’s work was unsettling. I sat down in a red velvet chair and looked up at the elders around me. They were so … normal. I mean, they were radiating power; their wings even glowed with magic, but they were … so approachable. The Winter Court elder, Aubin, was tall with pale white skin and black hair. I normally feared him when I saw him walking around town; he had a natural resting asshole face, but here, in this setting, he looked kind and full of compassion.

      “But the enchanted shell… I thought…”

      Indra nodded. “The enchanted shell is for the rest of the Fae to go and experience earth. The blue door is only for… special missions.”

      Okay, I could get past that. But what I really want to know was burning a hole in my tongue.

      “Tell me…” I hedged, “who are the Sons of Darkness? My mother spoke of them just now, before she…” I couldn’t say died, I just couldn’t. But I was a natural scholar, born with a book in my hand as my mother would say. If there was new information to learn, I would seek it out. Even in these dark circumstances, I had so many questions and needed answers to move forward.

      Indra nodded, clearly taking the lead before the others. “The Sons of Darkness are a … rebel faction. They are a product of the Dark War, and near the end they tried to take over Faerie. They envied our way of life and power, and they struck when we were weakest.”

      I shuddered; we did not speak much of the Dark War but for a week in Fae history class. My people were an advanced, loving, and levelheaded race. Many human rumors of Atlantis were actually stories of Faerie and my people. Talking about the times we fell into war, rape, and greed was something I’d rather not relive. The Dark War lasted a hundred years and was the reason the majority of our lands were eaten up by fire and ocean and disease. This small pocket, here under the shield of protection, was all that was left of Faerie. It was the only Faerie I’d ever known, but our aged Fae told us it was a sliver of what once was.

      I simply nodded. “Where did they come from? What do they look like?” She’d called them a “product” of the Dark Times. What did that mean?

      Indra squirmed, her wings flitting just a bit to let me know she was nervous about answering. “They go by many names. Beasts. Monsters. Demons. Dark Fae.”

      Dark Fae? My heart picked up speed in my chest, knocking at my sternum so loudly I was sure the elders heard it. They… they were rumors. Right?

      “Dark Fae? Are they… like us?”

      Indra and Aubin shared a look before shaking their heads unanimously. “No dear. They are more like the creatures that lurk beyond the dome. Abominations.”

      I shivered.

      Aubin, the Winter Court elder stepped forward with a generous smile. “The Sons of Darkness are only male. For whatever reason, female babies do not survive their childbearing.”

      Oh gods.

      “How will I know if I see one?” I was beginning to get really scared that one of these … Sons … was going to be part of my mother’s life work. What if I had to seek them out and kill them? I’d never killed anyone before.

      “Men that can transform to an animal with a simple thought.” Indra snapped her fingers and I jumped. “Creatures that need blood to sustain themselves.”

      What the what?

      Trissa shifted in her seat next to me.

      “It’s the men with black wings that cast shadows twenty feet off their bodies that you need to worry about,” Trissa added. “The ones whose wings smoke and flame. They are the most powerful. The leaders.” My mother had been going on “missions” to Earth for two decades and she always reported back to the elders at the end of every mission. They knew everything my mother would have known…

      Chills ran the length of my arms. This was not taught in my Fae studies. I also noticed how the elders conveniently left out letting me know where they came from. Rose, the Spring elder of my people was meek and did not speak much, so I kept directing my questions to Indra.

      Black wings, shifters, blood drinkers? She’d just described the wild, made-up stories humans liked to read. “Sounds like something out of a human fairy tale,” I mused, wondering if this night would end in a bottle of tequila. I still had some from my Vegas Earth trip with Elle.

      Indra’s voice was serious: “It’s very real.”

      A headache began to throb at my temples. “Tell me what else I must know. What was my mother’s life’s work? Must I seek these Sons of Darkness?”

      Indra clicked her tongue. “No child. You must try to avoid them at all costs. It’s the crystals that you seek. The seeds of the Tree of Life.”

      She gestured to the courtyard, and as if the tree knew we were talking about it, the leaves rustled in the wind. One of the large branches looked sick, hanging limply off to the side. My gaze went to the base of the tree and I saw something I didn’t notice earlier. A purplish-blue crystal. A gasp left my throat. I’d seen one of these before, in my mother’s bag when she came home from work one night. She was late and had blood on her face and was very rushed. She’d picked me up from Elle’s house and told me we needed to drop something off at the elders’ home before we could sleep. I’d fallen asleep on the flight over. I was six at the time.

      Without realizing it, I stood and walked towards the tree. There were six purplish-blue crystals, all situated on little copper discs in a circle, around the base of the trunk. Half of the discs were filled. Six empty discs stared up at me.

      What was it my mother said? I found six of them, you will need to return the rest? Was she talking about these?

      “You may touch them. Only a seeker or a Son of Darkness can touch the crystals. The Tree of Life brings death to anyone else who would try to contain its power.”

      My hand froze midair. What if she was wrong and I was about to die? But the thrumming just beneath my fingertips called to me, like a magnet pulling me closer. It wanted me to touch it. The second I stroked the cold purple surface, all tension in my shoulders eased. The crystal pulsed a short burst of light, as if communicating with me.

      A collective sigh resounded behind me and I realized I had an audience. Were they relieved I could touch it?

      “These crystals…” Indra gestured, “are like sentries guarding the barrier of our world. All twelve were stolen the night the Dark War ended, and they were brought to Earth. Your mother brought back one that very night and was able to save Faerie from completely self-destructing.”

      Holy shit.

      I knew nothing of this. Why? This should be all over our history books. Or at the very least my freaking mom should have told me!

      “She found all six?” I gestured to the crystals, knowing already that each one was something my mother had worked desperately to find over the past twenty years.

      Indra nodded, her orange hair moving about her head, resembling the flicker of a flame. “These six are the only thing that has kept the shielded walls of our protections standing. Without the remaining six, we will succumb to the darkness and Faerie will be lost forever.”

      I swallowed hard. “But surely you have a backup plan?”

      Because if the fate of Faerie was in my hands, we were fucked.

      She shook her head. “As you know, the Dark War wiped out ninety-percent of our kind. You and your mother are the last seekers we have. Were the last…”

      Yeah, I knew that. It’s also why my mom didn’t have some huge battalion of guards. There were a grand total of three trained warriors in Faerie: Trissa, my best friend Elle, and a young Fae who was a whopping twelve years old.

      Elle. She was going to shit glitter when I filled her in on all this.

      “So, I am to seek these Tree of Life crystals? That doesn’t seem too bad.”

      I was trying to be positive, because my emotional state was fragile right now.

      I’d pop into Earth, grab a crystal, and bring it back. Easy peasy.

      Indra sighed, clasping her hands before her. “Well … the crystals on Earth are guarded by the Sons of Darkness.”

      “Oh.” That complicated things a bit, since she’d just admitted they were like freaking Dark Fae!

      “But we will assign Elle as your guard, and that will free up Trissa to train more. We will give you whatever other resources we can.” She stood and motioned that we move away from the tree and back to the library room. I gave the beautiful crystals one last glance, memorizing every color, every jagged shard, even their energy signatures, though they all varied slightly—I could tell from here.

      Did I seriously just get tasked with saving Faerie? On the night my mother passed? This was beyond messed up. “Alright…” I thought of my mother’s final words, clutching the necklace she’d given me, which was tucked tightly in my palm as we stood among the books again. “I’ll plan my mother’s celebration of life ceremony and start seeking after that.”

      Trissa had indicated that wasn’t possible, but I was going to push my luck here because I wanted to see my mother off properly. The Fae celebration of life ceremony was a week long, but because my mother was such a respected member of the community, they would dance in the streets calling out her name for at least a month. It would give me time to mourn, figure out how the hell I was going to live without her…

      The fresh grief I’d pushed down now welled to the surface. I needed that time.

      The corners of Indra’s mouth pulled into a frown. “I’m afraid you’ll need to start in the morning.”

      “My mother just died!” I interjected. Screaming at an elder was probably a cardinal sin, but Indra didn’t even flinch. If anything, her gaze grew kinder.

      Start in the morning? That was just evil. My mother’s body was barely cold.

      A sob lodged in my throat. Her body … she was just a body.

      Indra reached out and placed a comforting hand on my shoulder. “I know … but your mother had very strict wishes. She wanted to give you a normal childhood. Let you make a best friend, kiss a boy, dream of swimming with the dolphins at crystal cove.” My heart pinched. “Your mother went against our advice and kept all of this a secret so that you wouldn’t grow up in fear of what was out there waiting for you. So that you wouldn’t feel the pressure of our entire existence on your shoulders like she did. And we honored that.”

      I could see now that what my mother thought she was doing was well intentioned, but it gave me no time to adjust to my new reality.

      “But now you are going to see the error in her plan,” the Winter elder said, his voice cold and without compassion.

      “Aubin,” Indra warned.

      He put his hands up. “I’m just saying. Clearly this wasn’t well thought out. The poor girl has lost her mother and now she must start hunting for the next crystal in twelve hours’ time, all while processing everything we’ve told her.”

      “It is what it is,” the Spring elder, Rose, stated, her lavender pixie haircut shaking around her cheeks, squashing the argument, and they both quieted.

      I needed help understanding something. “My mother had decades to find six crystals. Why do I need to start tomorrow?”

      They all shared a serious look.

      “Because the Tree of Life is dying,” a strange voice spoke from behind me.

      I jumped a little, my mouth popping open a little at the sight of the Fae who stood before me. Mara. My mother had told me countless stories of the imprisoned portal master. The thick cuffs around her wrists and ankles were prettier than I imagined they would be: gold with a delicate filigree pattern. But the glowing green magic that bound them looked strong. She stood in the doorway of the blue door that led to the elder’s library. Her long red hair cascaded over one shoulder as she leaned against the doorframe looking absolutely distraught. I’d never met her in person, though every birthday my mother had brought me a gift from her and always referred to her as Aunt Mara.

      I felt the wind rush behind me as the four elders’ wings went erect. I was going to go out on a limb here and say they didn’t get along.

      Though she was imprisoned and stripped of her elder status, she’d spent every day with my mother, helping her with her life’s mission. My mother always spoke of her with a smile on her face and said she was like a sister to her.

      “Any time wasted and we could lose Faerie forever,” Mara declared. Her pointy Fae ears were longer than mine, identifying her elder status. Well … elder before she was banished status. There was a story there, though no matter how much I begged, my mother never told me. Mara was a Fall Court Fae and she looked at Willow, who stood to my right, and they shared a pleasant nod. It said a lot that Mara could be cordial with the very Fae who took her job. Couldn’t say I would be the same.

      “How can I … just start seeking and not honor my mom with a celebration of life ceremony?” I whimpered.

      Mara’s face crumpled. “Because it’s what she would want. She dedicated her entire life to saving Faerie. We must press on. She would be so proud. Come on.” She indicated I come to join her. “I’m sure you’ve had enough of these old geezers.”

      The elders bristled at her, but it caused something within me to lighten a tiny bit.

      She opened her arms, and even though I’d never met this woman, never even seen a picture, I sprang from where I stood and ran into her arms, which she wrapped around me in a motherly embrace. Mara was not permitted to leave the blue door, and until now I was not permitted to open it. Our only link were stories my mother might have told the other. And by the way she held me fiercely, my mother had told her a lot.

      “Come, child, have a rest. Tomorrow is a new day.” Her words soothed me, and I wondered if all of her elder power had been stripped. The elders had a way of making you so calm in their presence you forgot about your pain or worries. With one last glance at Trissa and the four elders, who did not look happy to be called geezers, I walked through the open doorway, stepping into what could only be Mara’s office and home. The second she shut the blue door behind us, I knew that Trissa and the elders would take my mother’s body to Faerie and start the celebration of life. She’d be buried by the river, dropped into the deep waters, and washed away by the current. Much like my innocent childhood. Gone were the days of Elle and I picking puckerberries until our lips were purple. Now I had to grow up. Fast.

      I won’t let you down, Mom.
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      The next morning I awoke to a warm light on my face and the sound of falling rain. My eyes sprang open, and for a split second I was about to get up and search the house to see if my mother had left for work. Then it all came back to me.

      Mom. A sob formed in my throat, but I didn’t have time to grieve.

      Mara’s voice called out from beyond the bedroom: “You’re up! Come have breakfast with me. Jonah is about to walk his dog.” The door was open a crack and I could see her sitting at the kitchen table. I buried my face in the pillow, sucking in a long deep breath before sitting up. The pillow smelled like my mom. She slept here some nights, telling me it was a part of her job. I never questioned it. She was always home in the morning to see me off to school or grab me from Elle’s house if I’d slept over there.

      Mara’s house was … quirky. She was bound to this place, between the two planes. The last fairy alive who could move the portal, or so she told me last night when I tried to ask her a hundred questions before I passed out in a pool of my own tears. The wood floors of my mom’s bedroom were hot pink, but when I walked out into the kitchen, the floor was a bright yellow. It was a one-floor home, but the rooms felt endless. Last night I’d passed a kitchen, living room, library, dining room, weapons room, and then my mom’s room, which was at the back.

      “Was the New York apartment a real place?” I asked, confused, as I sat with her at the blue glass table with rhinestone edging. She was peering out a window, which I now saw was really an open door with a window frame inside.

      She nodded. “I can’t leave this place, but I can move this place to other blue doors that were set up centuries ago. The New York apartment has a blue door inside, I transport my house to that blue door and oh shhh, here he comes.”

      She grasped my hand, her wings suddenly erect. I leaned forward to see a man in his late thirties walking a dog. A grin pulled at my lips. He was shirtless, wearing board shorts, hair still wet probably from the ocean. We were on a side street, but I could smell the salty sea through the screen.

      “Where are we?”

      “Venice Beach. I start every morning here so I can see Jonah.” She fanned herself and I laughed, but then the laughter died in my throat as I remembered that I was now motherless. An orphan. I felt like I’d known Mara my whole life and had no reservations about asking her questions.

      “So this was what you and my mom would do? Live here together between hunting crystals?”

      She stiffened and turned to me. For a Fae who I knew was well over four hundred years old, she had smooth skin, still plump and free of wrinkles. Like me, she would live forever unless killed, and we could choose to stop our aging whenever we wanted. Mara had chosen to look about thirty-five forever. Same as my mom.

      She reached out and tucked my hair behind my ear. “I have so much to tell you and so little time. How about each night and each morning I tell you one story about your mom?”

      I nodded, tears lining my eyes. “I’d like that. I’d like to know what she hid from me.”

      Mara’s face darkened. “She didn’t see it as hiding. Ever. It was always protecting you.”

      The hairs on my arms stood up. “From the Sons of Darkness?”

      I’d been forced to rapidly go through the grieving process, and now I was at the revenge part. That was a part, right? If not, it should be. “Is that who killed her?”

      I gripped my fork tightly. Although my mother never told me exactly what my purpose as a seeker would be for the elders, and for Faerie, she did have me train in weapons and battle with Trissa since I was five. I also went to Earth with some of the other Fae a few times a year to learn their customs in case we ever had to flee Faerie and live among them. I was fully prepared to grab one of those big-ass swords from her weapons room and cut the heads off of whomever hurt her.

      Mara sighed, stirring her eggs with a fork, her golden cuffs scraping the edges of the table. “Yes. But I don’t know which one. Just that he had black wings. This is not the kind of life you bring a child into. You’ll see that.” She patted my hand and then stood. “Alright, let’s go pick up Elle and Trissa. You’ve got to hunt for the seventh crystal.”

      “Just like that? No … crash course?” Panic gripped me as I thought of her spitting me out into New York City or wherever and just assuming I knew what the hell I was doing. But the desire to see my best friend and tell her all that had happened was stronger than my fear.

      “You’ll have to learn on the fly. Sorry, kiddo. The Tree of Life will die without the remaining crystals.” It was so weird how much she talked like my mom, how comfortable I felt around her.

      I wasn’t sure I was prepared to see Elle. I’d cried myself to sleep last night, but since then I’d patched up my emotions and wore my mother’s silver locket around my neck. Seeing Elle, telling her my mom was gone … it would reopen everything.

      I shoved eggs in my mouth and then stood, prepared to take on my mother’s purpose and … and save Faerie. What could go wrong?
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        * * *

      

      After a quick shower, I met Mara in her office.

      “Whoa,” I gasped when I saw the large circular table with the hundreds of dials and clockwork-like gadgets. I hadn’t noticed it last night.

      “Moving realms, or even jumping states on Earth, is no small feat. Buckle up.” She indicated the chair on the far wall that had a five-point harness.

      My eyes widened a little as I walked over and strapped myself in, careful not to sit on my wings. “Heading to Faerie,” she announced, and started to tinker with the dials, spinning one a quarter turn and another a full turn. Her cuffs lit up with blue-green glowing magic as she spun them faster and faster. Suddenly I was pinned to the chair as a force knocked into me, and then just as quickly it stopped.

      “Open the door, will you?” She nodded to her closed office door.

      I felt a little dizzy, but unclipped my harness and walked over, placing my hand on the doorknob. I wrenched it back expecting to see the hallway inside of her house, but instead I was met with the somber faces of Trissa and Elle. Behind them was the raging river of Faerie. They were at the blue door in the cliffs. I didn’t even have time to marvel at Mara’s ability. Elle lurched forward and slammed into me, wrapping her arms around my neck as she hugged me tightly. Everything I’d pushed down in order to cope with my current circumstances welled up again as my best friend sobbed into my shoulder. “Lil, I’m so sorry.”

      Elle. Elle was more like my sister than a best friend. Her mom was the nursery tender for all of the babies in Faerie. I literally grew up sharing a crib with her daughter. Elle was feisty yet loving, and took us all by surprise when she declared at age twelve that she didn’t want to be a nursery tender like her mother, she wanted to be a warrior like Trissa. She’d been my best friend and sparring partner my whole life, and I was so damn glad she was here with me now.

      When I pulled back, I watched the tears draw tracks onto her cheeks. Her short bob was a honey colored brown that set a nice background for her arresting green eyes and smattering of freckles. She loved my mom, called her aunty Vi, and I knew this news would hit her hard. My mother always brought back trinkets from Earth, one for me and one for Elle. I was grateful to share my grief with someone.

      “The people are chanting her name,” Elle said, looking deeply into my eyes. “The wildflowers are being collected, mead is brewing. She will have a beautiful celebration of life.”

      I nodded, chewing my lip to keep from completely falling apart.

      Elle leaned closer to me, lowering her voice. “What the fuck is up with the Sons of Darkness and these crystals? This shit is crazy!”

      Trissa cleared her throat and we turned to face her, Elle rosy-cheeked. “I’ve filled Elle in on everything. She’s met briefly with the elders, and saw the tree and the crystals. She’s fully prepared to help you with your task.”

      Elle reached out and squeezed my hand. “We’ve got this. We won’t let Faerie down.”

      That was Elle. Always so positive.

      Mara checked her trinkets on the table. “Sun is setting in Seattle. We should get a move on.”

      I frowned. “But it was just morning in Venice Beach.”

      Mara waved her hand at me. “Time in the in-between passes differently. It’s unpredictable.”

      Trissa nodded, closing the blue door, and I caught just a glimpse of someone walking past with remembrance wreaths. Each person in the village would hang one on their door out of respect. When you had such a small population, any death hit the community hard, but my mom … she was special and now I knew why. She alone kept Faerie standing.

      “Strap in,” Mara called out. I looked over to where there had been only one chair with a harness and now there were three.

      “Wait…” I looked at Mara in shock and she winked.

      How powerful was she? Clearly not powerful enough to rip off those cuffs … I wondered what got her imprisoned in the first place. The elders didn’t dish out punishments that easily. We were a forgiving people, so her crimes must have been bad. Really bad.

      I strapped in, Elle next to me and then Trissa on her right. They were both wearing full leather battle gear, two swords each. I knew my mother had a guard and I’d asked her why once. “Because mommy’s job can get dangerous,” she had said. I’d just left it at that, never asking many questions because it seemed to make her uncomfortable. She just wanted to hear about my day, or go for walks on the river’s edge, not talk about work.

      “Here we go!” Mara called out. That lurch pulled at my gut for a split second and then was gone.

      Mara spun a dial on her desk. “Alright, Triss, I’m thinking two hours is enough? If you’re not back by then, I’ll send Bashur.” Mara checked her watch and stepped out from behind the desk.

      I unclipped, feeling overwhelmed and sick to my stomach. This was all happening way too fast. But the thought of those leaves on the Tree of Life, dead and dry … the empty disks at the base of the trunk … it spurred me forward.

      “Bashur?” I queried.

      Mara grinned, “Didn’t want to overwhelm you last night and this morning, so I had him stay in my room.” She walked over to the second blue door, not the one we’d just opened, and pulled it back.

      “BASH!” she called out into the house.

      Elle and I shared a look. The sound of pounding feet padded across the floor, and one of the paintings rattled on the wall.

      Mara motioned that we should step out into the hall and so we did, just in time to see a gigantic … dog … round the corner.

      Two strips of drool hung from his mouth as the huge brown beast bounded towards us. He jumped up on Mara, licking her face and she burst into fits of laughter. “Bash, this is Lily, Violet’s daughter,” she told the dog as if he understood. He leapt down from her and came right over to me, sniffing my hands and then my feet. When he finally looked up at me, there was intelligence in his eyes.

      “Protect her,” Mara told him. He barked once.

      What the…?

      “Elle, her guard,” Mara then informed him. He smelled all over Elle’s hands and legs and finally craned his neck to look up at her.

      “Protect her too.”

      Bashur barked.

      “Is he … magical?” We didn’t have dogs in Faerie; we had gnomes, sprites, pixies and a whole host of other creatures, but not dogs. They were of Earth.

      Mara shrugged. “I may have given him a little upgrade.” She winked again.

      Whoa.

      Bashur walked over and nuzzled Trissa’s abdomen, whimpering. Trissa knelt down. “It’s not your fault. You did good. Good boy.”

      He whimpered again, tail and ears tucked under, and it hit me that he was missing my mother.

      “Was he there when…?”

      Oh my God.

      Trissa nodded. “He saved my life. Got us out and back to Mara. Carried your mother on his back.”

      I looked at his fur now and saw that it was tinged pink in parts.

      Fuck.

      I wasn’t prepared for these emotions. They went away and then they came back, and I was constantly shoving them down, wave upon wave of grief that I kept trying to repress.

      I knelt down and stroked his head. “Thank you, Bashur. Because of you I was able to speak to my mom before she … left.” I pulled at the locket at my neck.

      He licked my face and I stood, wiping the drool off.

      Gross.

      “Alright, I hate to be the asshole,” Mara called out, “but we have a small window of time. They will be moving the crystal after last night, so we need to move fast.”

      Right. No time to grieve, no time to train or learn anything, just go, go, go.

      “Weapons.” Mara walked to the weapons room she’d briefly showed me before. “Pick something small, Lily. Trissa and Elle should be watching your back. Your only task is to find and get that crystal out.”

      I glanced at the wall numbly, cursing my mother for her stupid plan of wanting me to have an innocent childhood. I’d give up some of my clueless childhood for a bit of preparation about what the hell was going on right now.

      “You’re good with blades in close combat. This is nice,” Trissa called over my shoulder. I spun and she handed me a black obsidian dagger. It was perfect. I slipped it into my thigh holster.

      Mara reached up to hand me something, and the second I saw it my stomach dropped out.

      The bag. The felt-lined, charcoal messenger bag my mother never took off. It looked freshly washed. “It’s special. Holds the crystal, and if a human ever looks inside, they will see old books.”

      I nodded, tempted to ask if we could schedule in a quick crying session but knowing there was no time. Slipping the bag over my shoulder, I straightened myself.

      “This way. Clock’s ticking.” Mara scampered through her house barefoot. We passed four blue doors along the way until we found ourselves in the laundry room.

      “Open it,” she told me.

      Taking a deep breath, I did. Crisp, dewy air hit me as I peered out into an open wooded area. We were on some kind of private land and rain was lightly falling from the sky. Trissa pulled on Elle’s arm and they stepped outside while Mara turned me to face her. “You’re the last seeker we have. I know you never got to see Faerie before it fell, but it was beautiful. It was a thousand times bigger than it is now … with proper seasons and rows and rows of flowers and three-hundred-foot-tall trees … animals that I can’t even describe. The land was so … alive.” Her eyes lined with tears and I was touched at her beautiful memories of Faerie, but wondered why she was telling me.

      Leaning in, she grabbed my shoulders and whispered in my ear: “The elders don’t want to put too much pressure on you, but I think you can handle it. I want you to know that once you return all the crystals to the Tree of Life, Faerie will restore itself and you can travel across her lands discovering her endless wonders.”

      Shock ripped through me and she pulled back to face me with kindness in her eyes.

      “It was your mother’s greatest dream. To see Faerie restored.”

      I’d seen maps of old Faerie in history class. It was huge, as big as Earth, and now we encompassed a space that was a mere ten miles wide. You could fly across town in a blink. What would it be like to restore Faerie to its former glory? Was that even possible? Her lesson shook me, and holy shit did I feel the pressure.

      I simply nodded, unsure what to say.

      “One more thing, love,” Mara called out as I stepped outside. “You can’t spend more than two nights on Earth or you weaken. You need to either recharge with a crystal or in Faerie.”

      I gave her a blank and confused look.

      “Don’t get kidnapped. You could die,” she clarified, and my eyes widened.

      “Oh. Gotcha.”

      Wow, they really weren’t holding back with the bad news, were they? Shit got real so quickly I felt like I was in a movie.

      She and Bashur gave me one last look before shutting the blue door.

      I spun, seeing Trissa and Elle giving me a nervous look as they shifted on the balls of their feet. Oh right, they were waiting on me. I was the last seeker of Faerie and only I could find this crystal and save my world.

      We were so fucked.
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      “This is so insane. I can’t believe your mom never told you that she was saving the world!” Elle hissed.

      We were alone for the first time. It turned out that we had properties all over the world with blue doors. This one was a little one-bedroom cottage in Seattle, with a dilapidated shed on the side that Trissa was rummaging through.

      “Yeah, a little heads-up would have been nice,” I said to my bestie.

      She bopped on her heels, twitchy fingers resting over her two swords and a stack of throwing knives. “I’m so excited to get some action. I’ve never really fought someone. Only in practice.”

      Leave it to Elle to be excited to get blood on her blade. She was a warrior through and through, no matter the circumstances of her birth. “They told you about the Sons of Darkness?”

      She nodded, stepping closer to me. “The elders said to beware the black-winged ones. They’re the worst.”

      I guess I’d rather know my enemy than not. “Where do you think they come from?” I whispered. “Are they Fae?”

      “Found it!” Trissa cried, causing Elle and I to quiet as she walked out of the shed with an old rolling pin in her hands. She was covered in dust and cobwebs. To a normie, our word for humans, all evidence of her Fae nature was gone. No pointy ears, no wings. She looked human. It was part of the illusion that settled over us when we crossed into the realm. It happened naturally. I could still use my wings of course, because they were still there, but a normie wouldn’t see them.

      I raised an eyebrow at the rolling pin. “Are we baking poison cookies for the Sons?”

      She grinned. “No, but that’s a good idea. Oh, your mother would kill me for giving you this, but … I know you’ll need it.”

      She handed me the rolling pin, and the second my fingers touched the smooth crystal inlayed into the wood, it started to … change. From wood, it turned to cold steel and then bulked out, popping and bending and creaking as it transformed into … a motorcycle.

      “Wicked,” Elle breathed.

      “No helmets needed, just fly if you’re about to crash,” Trissa declared.

      Yeah, I was pretty sure that wasn’t how it worked, but whatever, this bike was badass. My mother would totally flip out and give me no less than six hundred rules on how to drive it safely. For my sixteenth birthday, she smuggled a laptop and American DVDs into Faerie for Elle and I. I’d seen The Terminator about a hundred times, and had always wanted to ride a motorcycle like Arnold.

      I swung a leg over the bike. “What did my mom ride?” Clearly, she wasn’t flying around Earth, scaring normies, and seeking could take you hundreds of miles.

      Triss looked uncomfortable. “A red pick-up truck. It was … we don’t have it anymore.”

      Oh. I was going to have to sit down with her when I felt emotionally ready and find out exactly what happened that night to my mom. But that might not be for years, if I would ever be ready. For now, Faerie depended on me to find that crystal.

      Trissa pointed to a button. “Kill switch.” Then she pointed to another thing. “Petcock.”

      It took every ounce of maturity I possessed not to bust out laughing at “petcock,” but Elle did it for the both of us. Trissa shot her a glare and then pointed to something else. “Throttle.”

      Then Trissa pushed something, flipped another thing, and twisted something else and the motorcycle roared to life.

      “Got it?” she asked.

      No. Hell fucking no. I nodded, because I was so far into this shit train … what did it matter?

      “You start seeking. Take Elle, I’ll follow on this.” She pulled a little electric scooter out from behind her back and popped it open.

      Elle jumped on the bike behind me and hooked her arms around my waist. This was no big deal, like seeking anything. I’d done it hundreds of time. Taking a deep breath, I remembered the bluish-purple color and texture of the crystal, the way it was cool to my touch and how the light bounced off of it. As I was imagining it, there was a small tug at my navel.

      “Got it,” I declared. The thrill of seeking always excited me. Feeling that intuitive hunch and pull in the general direction was always a bit like solving a mystery.

      Elle clung to me. “Don’t kill us!” she shouted.

      I nodded and pulled on the throttle lightly. The bike lurched forward and both Elle and I screamed. I slammed on the brake and we jerked to a halt.

      “Okay, you know what, let’s work up to the motorcycle.” Trissa set the electric scooter on its kickstand and I frowned. “You ride the scooter and Elle and I will follow you.”

      My one shot to be a badass bicker chick and I blew it.

      Get your shit together, Lily.

      “Come on, Lily, we need to hurry. They’ll move the crystal,” Trissa urged me.

      Right.

      Walking over to the scooter, I jumped on and set off at a whopping ten miles an hour. I followed my instinct out onto the road, and then to the right at a fork when I felt a strong tug in that direction. It was hard to keep my mind clear when I kept thinking about my mom. Had her celebration of life started yet? Were the elders bathing her body in crystal water and wrapping her in white silk? It was hard to get the gruesome bloody image from my head of her in that bathtub.

      I got so wrapped up in my thoughts, I barely felt the tug to the left at the next fork in the road. Craning the handlebars at the last minute, I drifted down the road scolding myself for losing the connection with the crystal.

      “Focus, Lily,” I told the wind, thinking again of how the crystal had felt, the way the sunlight shone on its light purple and blue.

      Like a kick to the gut, my connection was back again, and so strong it knocked the wind out of me. We were close.

      Trusting my gifts and following that tug, I careened the scooter down a small side street. I would have missed it had I not been looking; it was marked by two huge trees. We were here. After turning in, I immediately steered into the thick bushes, hiding from view.

      Trissa and Elle pulled in behind me and cut the motor, walking the bike to where I stood and stashing it in the foliage. I peered through a gap in the hedge and gazed upon a yellow dilapidated farmhouse. Something kicked in my belly, signaling the object I sought was here.

      “It’s here,” I whispered.

      Trissa consulted her watch. “Different place than last night. They’re moving it every twenty-four hours or so.”

      Nerves prickled along my skin. My mom died going after this crystal … and now I needed it to save Faerie. No fucking pressure.

      Breathe.

      Trissa pulled out a small vial of purple juice. “This is pricklewart juice. One drink gives you about sixty seconds of invisibility. After that, you will be seen, but it should be enough to get you in the room with the crystal, then you can jump out the window, where I’ll be waiting.”

      My face scrunched up. Pricklewarts were nasty. Worse than nasty, they were literal warts that grew at the base of troll trees in the dark forest. They smelled like a dying animal, so I’d obviously never tasted one. But invisibility would be a decent tradeoff for drinking something nasty…

      Triss looked impatient, tapping her foot. “Lily, I’m sorry to rush you, but we are on borrowed time.” She popped the cap off the vial and shoved it in my hand. “If they move this crystal again, it could take you weeks to find. Earth is big, you’ve never had to seek something that’s another country away. I knew it was in this city, so it was easy for you, but next time it might not be. Next time might be too late for Faerie.”

      Shit.

      Elle’s eyes widened and she looked terrified. Good, I wasn’t the only one. With Trissa’s stark warning ringing through my head, I grabbed the juice and put it to my lips.

      Trissa’s hand came out to stop me. “I’ll take the back of the house, Elle the front, and you will be alone inside. Can you handle that?”

      Fuck no.

      “Yes.”

      She nodded, seeming pleased with my confidence, though I was really questioning my mother’s decision making right now.

      “I trained you well. I’m not worried,” she finally said, almost like she herself needed to hear it. “Scream if you need help, but these things are best done as a one woman show.”

      Damn. My mom was like a Fae thief-assassin. Sneaking into Sons of Darkness strongholds and retrieving the lost crystals of Faerie. It was kind of badass when I stopped to think about it. “And don’t get any ideas about drinking this stuff all the time. More than one dose in twenty-four hours acts as a poison.”

      Oh fabulous. Thanks for almost leaving that out.

      Without wasting another minute, I pressed the cold glass vial to my lips and tipped it back in one shot. Foul smelling liquid poured down my throat and I gagged as the smell hit my nostrils, but the taste was surprisingly sweet and peppery.

      “Good luck!” Elle whispered, reaching out to squeeze my hand quickly. I looked down at my body as it slowly…

      Holy shit!

      I’d disappeared.

      “Go!” Trissa hissed.

      Letting my wings burst from my back, I zipped across the large front yard of the farmhouse and right up to the front door. No one was manning the front, which told me they didn’t have a big enough group guarding the crystal to allow for outside security. Or at least I hoped that was the case. Zooming right up to the front door, I did one hard tap with my index finger. Maybe they would think it was a rock or something.

      Fifty-two … fifty-one … fifty … I was counting in my head. Come on, you idiots. I tapped again because I could hear a muffled TV inside. Footsteps. “Was that a knock?” a deep voice called out.

      “I didn’t hear anything,” another voice followed, this one less deep.

      The door swung open and I braced myself for a hideous beast. But the guy that opened it was … normal looking, but for the fact that he looked like he had a small pair of brown horns on his forehead. It was one of them, one of the Sons of Darkness. Shaking it off, I tucked my wings flat down my back and slid right between him and the doorframe, slipping inside.

      “No one there,” he called to two guys sitting on the couch. “I’m gonna have a smoke anyway. I’ll keep watch until we get orders on where to move the crystal.”

      The crystal. I froze.

      Thirty-five … thirty-four … thirty-three … holy shit he talked about moving the crystal. I glanced quickly at the guys sitting on the couch and saw that one of them was extremely pale and creepy looking, his eyes completely black. The other was another horned head like the dude outside smoking. Okay, three guys total so far. Not bad considering there were three of us. I could do this. I had lost count and knew I probably had only seconds to find the crystal before the pricklewart juice wore off.

      Tiptoeing down the hall, I called up a picture of the crystal in my mind. There. A strong tug at my navel pulled me deeper down the hallway and then to a closed door. As my fingers turned the knob, they started to reappear. If someone was in this room, I was screwed. I’d have to fight them.

      Pulling my obsidian blades from my thigh holster, I stepped into the room and breathed a sigh of relief that I was alone. Closing the door behind me, but not latching it for fear of making noise, I spun back to the center of the room.

      When my eyes landed on the blue glowing crystal that lay in the middle of a bed, relief spread throughout my limbs.

      I did it.

      There was a window in the room that led to the outside. I’d have to crawl over a desk, but I could definitely get out through here.

      Wasting no time, I crossed the room and kneeled on the bed, ready to pick up the crystal.

      “Who the fuck are you?” a deep male voice came from behind me and I froze.

      Spinning, I held up my blade ready to slice, when my gaze landed on a guy with huge black wings. I nearly stumbled off the bed. I’d expected the wings to be feathered, like a crow’s, but they weren’t. They were … Fae wings, like mine in shape, but inky black where mine were pink. Were the Sons of Darkness … Fae?

      No way.

      The elders used the word Dark Fae, but they’d made them sound like hideous creatures, not this… this guy was… like me, only his wings were black.

      His hair was sandy blond and tousled like he didn’t care to comb it, but still managed to look put together. My gaze fell to his ears, which were short like a human’s. I was a whopping five-foot four inches tall and this dude towered over me at least a foot higher. He was stacked with muscle that pulled at the edges of his t-shirt, and his arms screamed “I can squeeze your head off your body with my bare hands.” But his eyes, his insanely blue eyes were threaded with molten copper. They had me stepping closer to inspect them, letting my guard down as I did.

      The thought that he was Fae shook me, but I was still ready to fight my way out of this room, crystal in hand, when a blue light pulsed from his chest. Alarm registered on his face, and then that same blue light pulsed from me, an identical rhythm to his.

      No. No. no. no. no…

      Confusion crossed his face as a warm unconditional love trickled down my veins and a sob lodged in my throat.

      My fucking soulmate was a Son of Darkness.

      I couldn’t really describe what I was feeling. My heart burst open and euphoria pumped through me, but I was trying to push it down. I felt … completely and utterly in love with this person before me, like he could do no wrong. I would accept him for whatever he was, and he would do the same for me. We were created for each other, and I suddenly felt like the last twenty years of my life had been so lonely without him. The entire room glowed blue with our combined magic. Boom-boom, boom-boom … the magic pulsed with my heartbeat. His brows were drawn down in confusion, but then softened into intrigue.

      He finally found his words. “What is this? Magic?”

      He didn’t know. The tears that had been building up in my eyes spilled over and I found myself wondering if he was feeling the same thing as me. How the hell could this dark creature be my soulmate? It wasn’t right. He was my newly sworn enemy.

      He seemed to have just noticed the crystal in my hand, and every possibly soft feature I’d seen in his face vanished. “Seeker,” he hissed, and stepped forward, ripping the crystal out of my grip.

      Our blue light cut off completely the moment our fingers touched. It was like it had done its job of bringing us together and now it was gone—except he didn’t touch me like he should have. His touch was cold and threatening.

      “Liam?” a voice called down the hallway. Footsteps could be heard.

      My eyes widened in panic and … Liam, AKA my clearly evil soulmate, grabbed me under the arm and dragged me across the room. He shoved me into the closet, closing the door nearly all the way as he stepped out into the room to meet whoever had said his name.

      I froze, unmoving, as one of the horned guys walked in. I saw him through the one-inch gap in the door. When he scanned the room, passing the closet in which I hid, my body went rigid. “What was that blue light?” the dude asked and my heart beat so loudly in my chest I thought I was going to throw up.

      He’d shoved me in a closet when he could have killed me … that was sort of … not evil? It wasn’t exactly soulmate love, like in Faerie, but he hadn’t killed me … so I’d have to take it.

      “Nothing. I was just checking on the crystal,” Liam said smoothly, clutching the blue crystal in his hand with ease.

      The guy looked suspiciously at Liam. “I saw a fucking blue light down the hallway.”

      The tall winged creature stepped closer to the horned dude and started down at him, “Who’s in charge here?” he asked.

      The horned guy gulped, lowering his gaze. “You.”

      Liam nodded. “That’s right. There was no blue light. Stop smoking pot and wait for me to give you orders. Understand?”

      The guy glared at Liam but nodded. “Yes, sir.” Then he stalked out of the room, slamming the door.

      Whoa … my soulmate was kind of a dick and it was kind of hot. Oh my God, what was wrong with me? Why was I even referring to him as my soulmate? Clearly that was a mistake. Some … fake blue light trick thing? I was grasping at straws.

      When the horned dude left, Liam wrenched the closet door open. His face was all hardened, not a trace of the wonder or curiosity I’d seen before. Reaching out, he took both of my upper arms into his hands and pulled me inches from his face.

      “I don’t know what that blue light was, but I know what you are, and if you touch this crystal again, I’ll kill you.”

      I should have been terrified, and I was half wondering where he’d put the crystal, but honestly I couldn’t get over how yummy he smelled, how my wings seemed to perk and snap erect when he was touching me. How even though he held my arms in a death grip, his touch was … pleasant.

      Fuck. What was happening to me?

      He dragged me forward, my tiptoes skimming along the carpet as he released one of my arms to free up a hand and wrench the window open.

      “Wait, you don’t understand,” I pleaded.

      He picked me up like I weighed ten pounds and tucked me into his chest. My stomach dropped out at the close physical contact and I saw a flicker of desire in his face … or maybe I imagined it.

      “Don’t ever come back.” With that, he chucked me out the window and it took everything in me not to scream. My wings snapped out, fluttering, and lifted me up just before I hit the ground, causing my feet to skim the tall grass.

      I raced back to my scooter, trying to think of what the hell I would tell Trissa and Mara. No way could I tell them that a Son of Darkness was my soulmate.

      My first mission was a huge fucking fail.
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      Mara questioned me the second we all walked in the blue door. “What happened? Did you get the crystal?” Bashur barked in excitement that we’d all made it back. I was out of breath, hands shaking and soaked from the rain.

      After telling Elle and Triss briefly of my fail, we’d run off for fear of being seen.

      I shook my head. “I was caught. A black-winged Son. He almost killed me.” I mean, he said he was going to kill me, but he’d never pulled a blade or weapon.

      Triss frowned. “Are you hurt?” Her eyes roamed over my body and then stopped at my blade, which was clean of blood. I had no bruises or injuries, no sign of struggle. She’d trained me in hand-to-hand combat; she knew that a fight for my life would show some injury. I rocked on my heels nervously.

      “I’ll go back tomorrow night. I won’t give up,” I told them.

      “Let’s go back now,” Trissa pressed. “How many were there inside? I can kill them.”

      “Five … I think.” I was trying to remember; I hadn’t exactly seen all of them. There could have been more in other rooms sleeping or something. Going back would surely be a bad idea. Liam wouldn’t hesitate to try to kill me, and I wasn’t completely sure I could hurt him, even if it was to save my life.

      Mara sighed. “It was her first time. We’ll try again in twelve hours’ time. Her mother’s being laid to rest. The elders have called for her.”

      Trissa looked like she wanted to argue, but simply nodded her head, stepping past me and going deeper into the house.

      The sending off was the most beautiful part of the celebration of life. All of the white tea lights, the invocation of the elements … I wouldn’t miss it for the world.

      I bowed my head in shame. “I’ll do better next time,” I told Mara, because I had a sneaking suspicion she knew I dropped the ball.

      “Your mom botched her first job too.” She winked as we started to walk into the dining room.

      My eyebrows raised. “Really?”

      Elle stood there silently watching me, but hadn’t said a word.

      Mara nodded, a wry grin pulling at her lips. “She walked in, saw a group of Sons, and ran out screaming. Came back crying and said she wanted to quit.”

      Whoa. That did NOT sound like my mom. “She was twenty-two years old, new to all of this, and terrified,” Mara added.

      My eyes widened. I didn’t know my mom was so young when she started, basically my age. She had me young, at age twenty, declaring on my fifteenth birthday that she would stop aging because she’d gotten her first gray hair that day. I smiled at the memory. The mom I knew would take shit from no one. It was kind of cool to think of her new and starting out like me.

      Reaching out, Mara smoothed my hair. “She didn’t want to rob you of your childhood. To throw all of this at a teenager’s feet.”

      I understood now. As much as I might not agree fully, I understood.

      Mara motioned to the bedroom I had slept in last night. “Go and change for your mom’s ceremony. There are clothes in the closet.”

      The second I stepped into the bedroom at Mara’s to change for my mother’s ceremony, Elle turned to face me, shutting the door behind her.

      “Is there something you want to tell me?” she asked, folding her arms across her chest.

      I gulped. “About?”

      Shit. She knew. How?

      Elle stepped closer to me, lowering her voice. “About the black-winged Son of mother fucking Darkness who, I don’t know, looked like your fucking soulmate.” Her eyes were wide and bugging out of her head.

      My hand flew out and clamped her mouth shut. “Shhh,” I scolded her, pulling my hand back. “Did you see?”

      She nodded. “I got worried when you were taking so long, started peeking in windows.”

      My stomach tightened. “Did Triss?”

      She shook her head. “I diverted her.”

      Relief crashed through me. “Thanks.”

      She shook her head, rubbing at her temple. Her golden-brown wings flitted about behind her in anxiety. “Lily … those guys are scary … like evil.”

      “I know! It’s not like I did anything to make it happen,” I snapped, feeling like she was making this my fault.

      Her face fell, compassion replacing what previously looked like condemnation. “I know … I just. You didn’t like … give up the crystal, right? You fought him for it? And he won?”

      Shit. So she must have just seen the blue lightshow and not what happened after he put me in the closet.

      I nodded. “He’s strong. He … someone else walked in and there were two of them and yeah, they overpowered me.” I wasn’t yet ready to admit the truth to my best friend.

      Fuck. Why hadn’t I stabbed him? What was wrong with me? My entire homeland was dying and I let him just take the crystal back.

      Elle nodded. “Okay, just … remember what’s important … saving Faerie.”

      I returned her nod, suddenly feeling sick to my stomach. The only person in the world I wanted to talk to about this and ask advice from was dead, and I felt so very alone.
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      An hour later, I was dressed in all white, standing next to my best friend and laying my mother to rest in front of our entire village. People had come in from the outskirts and farmlands to pay their respects to the elder seeker. Back before Faerie fell into darkness and our queen was slain, the seekers served her majesty, bringing back important objects and relics that would help win wars or heal people. Being a seeker was a great honor, and we were well respected members of the village.

      Indra wore an all-white gown, the hem of which were soaked by the river as she stood up to her ankles in the water. My mother’s limp form floated magically in the air before her. She was draped in white silk, with a giant clear crystal over her abdomen where her mortal injury was.

      “Violet, Daughter of Kari, we release your body back to the Earth so that your soul may fly free in the upper realms of the dead.”

      “Fly free, Violet,” the crowd chanted, and a sob formed in my throat.

      Fly free, Mom. Fly free.

      The other three elders surrounded my mom and let their magic flow from their palms, blue, orange, green, and white. It was beautiful. They guided my mother’s body over the lapping waves and then finally set her into the most turbulent part of the river.

      “We are grateful for your service to our lands and our people,” Indra told my mother softly.

      “We are grateful,” the Fae repeated as they dropped my mother’s body into the ocean and the crystal weighed her down, sinking slowly, slowly, into the water.

      I couldn’t hold it in any longer, I couldn’t be strong. I was a fucking weak ass twenty-year-old girl who wanted her mom and I didn’t care. Tears sprang from my eyes and I burst into sobs, collapsing on my knees.

      It was done. She was gone. Never to be seen again. The waters would take her body deep under the river, under the protection dome, away from here where she would cease to be anything but food for the water creatures. Back into the circle of life.

      Elle’s hand was the first to touch my shoulder. Then another and another. My fellow women surrounded me with love and compassion and it only made the tears fall faster. This was my favorite part about being Fae. Something I rarely saw the humans do in my many visits to Earth over the last two decades. This community of togetherness. When one grieved, we all grieved. If someone needed food, or care, or anything, you needed not even ask. It was given. The Fae were a beautiful people and I was proud to be a part of this special place, a place that Earth would never be like.

      A place Liam could never comprehend.

      I don’t know where that thought came from, but it was over as soon as it arrived. The people began to chant my mother’s name, and the music started.

      “The grieving is over,” Hana, the village seamstress, told me. “Now we must celebrate.”

      Our celebrations of life were short in the grieving and crying, and long in the dancing, laughing, and telling of stories. It was the way things were done, and although some might see it as a bit insensitive, I was grateful when the women pulled me from the beach and started to tell stories of my mother.

      “I’ll never forget your parents’ wedding night,” Maye, one of the village bakers, told me, linking arms with me as we walked to the band that was playing. Tomas had his tree horns out and his twin brother was banging some gourds in an upbeat tune. They were no Bob Dylan, but they’d do.

      “Eww, please don’t tell me about their wedding night,” I joked, wiping my eyes and smiling. I’d heard this story before but never tired of it.

      “I wanna hear,” Trissa said behind me, and I was startled by her voice. She never came to these things. She didn’t believe in the upper realms or the gods or any of that stuff. “I’ll make a pretty fertilizer one day,” she would always say.

      Maye grinned. “So I’d stitched her a beautiful lingerie gown, and assuming they would be busy the rest of the night, I went home and started getting ready for bed…”

      I beamed. The story was actually hilarious. Even more funny when my mom told it.

      “We were next-door neighbors and their house only had one bathroom,” Maye told the group that had gathered. Half of the people looked confused as to why Maye would be talking about the bathroom, but Elle and I started to erupt into giggles.

      Maye dramatically puts her hands out. “It’s midnight! I’m just dozing off thinking how lovely the ceremony was and I hear … bang, bang, bang, on my door.”

      All of the Fae gathered around looking serious. It only served to make Elle and I laugh harder.

      Maye walked around the center of the circle that had broken out around her. “I rush downstairs, thinking my roof must be on fire, and there’s Violet!”

      Silence. She had everyone’s attention.  “I looked down at her and realize she’s red faced and holding her bum. She says three words to me. ‘One. Bathroom. Looseberries.’”

      Elle and I burst into laughter with the rest of the surrounding Fae, and tears leaked from my eyes. My mom spent her wedding night on Maye’s toilet. The baker was still learning, and made gooseberry pie with looseberries instead, known to have a laxative effect. The entire town had diarrhea that night except Maye, who never cared for gooseberry pie.

      I was glad she told the story. It made me miss my mom in a good way. “You think she’s up there with my dad?” I asked Maye suddenly, looking up at the stars. My dad died during the Dark War when I was two and I didn’t remember him. I only had a few pictures.

      Maye walked over and cupped my face in her hands. “If there’s one thing I know, it’s that those two are together, watching over you.”

      The tears were back as she pulled me into a hug and I let her hold me. Maye had been like a grandmother to me. She would rock me to sleep many nights when my mom was off working. As she gave me a huge tight hug, I just felt like everything was going to be alright. I would never be alone. Not in Faerie. Not with Maye, Elle, Trissa, Tomas, and everyone else looking out for me.

      I suddenly felt guilty that I’d let the crystal go so easily, that I hadn’t fought for it. Clearly that dude wasn’t my soulmate, it was some weird … magic trick or something. Either way, Faerie needed that crystal and I wouldn’t let them down.

      Maye released me and I squeezed her hand, spinning to find Trissa and Elle and tell them I wanted to go back in and find that crystal. But instead I slammed right into Indra.

      “Oh, I’m so sorry.” I reeled back, cheeks pink.

      You weren’t supposed to touch the elders. Not without being invited to. They were the closest thing we had to a holy person or queen.

      She smiled down at me, forgiving. “I didn’t mean to startle you. I hoped we could have a word?”

      Her face pinched with anxiety and I nodded, following her as she led me away from the group. When we were well away from the people of Faerie and had reached Summerset Park, she took a seat on the willow bench.

      I sat next to her, waiting for her to speak. She just breathed slowly, watching the celebration of life for my mother in the distance.

      “Is everything okay?” I finally asked. “I mean … if this is about the crystal. I’ll do better next time it’s just that—” She put up a hand and stopped me from speaking.

      “There is something I was vague about before and I would like to be more clear on now.” Her voice cracked a little with emotion.

      My heart hammered in my chest as I prepared myself for her to say something crazy. I wasn’t sure I could take anymore truth bombs. “What … is it?”

      I was racking my brain, trying to think what this could be about.

      “You asked me where the Sons of Darkness came from and I didn’t answer.”

      My whole body stiffened. Liam. He popped into my mind and my chest ached, but I promptly shook it off.

      “One of them had … Faerie wings. Like mine … but black, oily,” I told her.

      Liam. That name was seared into my brain.

      She nodded, taking a deep breath. “The Sons of Darkness are halflings. They are the product of our mistakes during the Dark War.”

      The lower part of my jaw unhinged at her words. Halflings? I didn’t know what that was, but I could guess…

      “Product of the Dark War?” I needed to hear her say it.

      She sighed. “Our people … took human lovers and the Sons of Darkness are the result.”

      I knew it! I burst up from the bench, unable to keep still any longer. “They’re half Fae!” I hissed.

      Her lips turned in a frown. “Sort of yes. At first we thought it would be okay. We could let the halflings with human mothers stay on Earth, and the halflings with Fae mothers stay here. The human mothers wouldn’t see past the illusion and so no harm would be done. They wouldn’t even know they had magical children.”

      I shivered. Can you imagine a five-year-old looking in the mirror and seeing black wings or horns and no one else could see it? Or craving blood? It would make you think you were insane.

      She fiddled with her hands. “We quickly realized that wouldn’t work. And we noticed that only males were being born. Something about the genetics never favored females in the womb. We don’t know why.”

      “What happened?” I needed to sit down or I was going to faint. Liam was a fucking halfling. He was part Fae. Did that make him my soulmate for real? I mean, it was plausible, right?

      Holy fuck.

      “The halfling children started to be born here and on Earth…” Her voice tightened with emotion. “It was okay for a little while and then … the halflings on Earth got sick. We learned that without the energy of Faerie or the crystals, they … died.”

      I felt sick to my stomach. Halflings or not, they were our people. “How many?”

      She looked confused.

      “How many died?” I pressed her.

      “Hundreds.”

      Oh God. “But the ones that lived here? They were okay?”

      Indra nodded. “For a time, but the Winter King, Cypress, had laid with a human and his child was one of the ones that died on Earth.”

      I squirmed in my seat. We used to have a full court. King Cypress of Winter, and Queen Isana of Summer, were our main rulers and lived at opposite ends of Faerie. Then there was princess Daphne of Spring, my court, and Prince Teek of Fall. It kept checks and balances intact.

      “He stole the crystals, didn’t he?” I just had a feeling.

      She nodded. “King Cypress loved his human, and she couldn’t come live here, so he took one of the crystals and gave it to her, to keep their next child safe.”

      My eyes widened. “Next child?”

      Indra nodded. “They had another. And the king let word spread that you could keep your halfling child alive on Earth, if only you stole one of the crystals from the Tree of Life.”

      Oh no.

      “Queen Isana sensed a rebellion and immediately put out an invitation to all halflings and their human mothers to come live in Faerie,” Indra stated.

      I sagged with relief. That was a really good idea. It would keep the crystals here and no more deaths. Indra fell quiet again; her breath hitched.

      “Well, surely that fixed things!” I couldn’t bear to hear anymore but I had to.

      Indra shook her head. “It did not. Unfortunately, the human mothers could not spend more than a week here without getting sick.”

      Oh gods.

      “They had to go back…” Indra didn’t need to finish. I knew.

      “They stole the crystals to keep their children alive,” I stated. It didn’t sound so bad. I mean, it was bad, our whole fucking world crashed down, but I couldn’t really blame them. A mother would do anything to keep their child alive and not be separated from them. This was so far off base from what we learned in school it wasn’t even funny. Lies. We were told lies.

      “That night, all twelve crystals were taken. Such greed, they didn’t even leave one, let alone half. The entire genocide of our people…” A sob lodged in her throat as she paused a moment to compose herself. “A billion Fae died that night, the water rose, the earth shook, and a fire lit all of Summer, while frost took over Winter. Our entire realm just … broke.”

      My throat tightened with emotion as a tear rolled down my cheek. “How was this one part saved?” I gestured around me.

      Indra grinned, wiping a tear from her cheek. “Your mother. She chased down one of the Fae and stole back one single crystal, which was enough at that time to hold this small space.”

      Mom. In that moment I was so proud. My mom saved Faerie…

      “Why don’t you tell people?”

      She squirmed. “Some are old enough to remember. But I guess we all agreed it was a dark time and we didn’t want to relive our mistakes. We didn’t want future generations to live in fear or repeat what we did.”

      Never lie with a human. It was our cardinal rule and now I understood why.

      “Why tell me?” I mean, I guess I knew the answer. Because I was all wrapped up in it now.

      Indra turned to me, her orange hair glowing in the moonlight. “Because the Winter King now leads the Sons of Darkness. We think he’s still out there, gathering up all the crystals on Earth.”

      My heart hammered in my chest. The Winter King was alive? I assumed he escaped with his human lover and child and … died or something.

      I gasped. “The crystals … keep him alive.”

      She nodded. “And your mother found something out before she died … something … unpleasant.”

      I wasn’t sure how much more information I could take.

      “What is it?” I gulped.

      Indra reached out and clasped my hand in hers. “I don’t know. She didn’t have time to tell us. Did she tell you?”

      Tell me? I shook my head. “No. She just told me how much she loved me.” I tried to replay that night in the bathtub, but didn’t want to for fear of having a breakdown.

      Indra nodded, patting my hand.

      “If he got all the crystals from Faerie … then our village would fall and we would all die. That would mean the Winter King and his Sons of Darkness could … live on Earth forever?”

      Indra simply nodded. “He’s powerful enough.”

      Holy mother of Faerie, this was so much worse than I thought. Anger rose up in my chest, making it hard to breathe. “You should have told me sooner. I haven’t been trained properly for this. We need more warriors, more seekers. I can’t—”

      Indra cut me off: “I know. But you’ll have to do. The entire fate of our world and race rests in your hands.”

      Well … fuck. Thanks a lot, Mom.
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      I slept that night in Faerie. Time was beginning to blur together. Earth time and Faerie time were different. In the morning, I stood at the blue door, Elle at my side. She was full battle ready, wearing her chainmail top and leather corset. It looked kind of punk rock, but I knew it was lifesaving armor.

      Trissa walked up to my left and I nodded. Finally, we were ready to go. I was antsy to get back to Earth and get that crystal from Liam. Especially now that I knew how important they were to our small village and all of Faerie.

      When I saw that Trissa was not properly dressed, I frowned.

      She sighed, not meeting my eyes. “The elders have ordered that I stay back and train a squadron of warriors for you.”

      Oh.

      I looked at Elle, who nodded, fiercely. She would be my only protector.

      “I think it’s overdue,” Trissa added, “but … I’m nervous to leave you and Elle on your own.”

      Elle scoffed. “You think that little of me?”

      Trissa looked over at her protégé, compassion all over her face. “No, I care for you so much that I want to protect you both.”

      Elle and I both moved in at the same time and wrapped Triss in a hug. “We got this. Don’t worry,” I told my mother’s loyal guard.

      “Yeah, you know me. I’ll remove a man of his balls if he even looks at us wrong,” Elle said, and that caused us all to laugh.

      When we pulled back, Trissa’s eyes were misty but were replaced quickly with her icy expression. “It could take weeks for you to find the next crystal. I should use that time training more warriors.” She seemed to be saying this to herself, as if she needed to convince herself that letting us go alone was a good idea.

      I looked around at the village of happy Fae. “How will you make warriors of gardeners and bakers?” I wondered aloud. All of the Fae bred for war were dead. Except her.

      She sighed. “We’re about to find out.”

      With a final round of hugs, I turned to open the door. “Oh, I almost forgot.” Trissa pulled something from her satchel. The rolling pin, AKA motorcycle.

      “You’ll need this. Have Mara give you lessons.” I took the rolling pin, slipping it into my bag.

      Without another word, for fear of crying or getting too freaked out, I opened the blue door and walked inside.

      I never knew what I was walking into with the blue door. Would it be the New York apartment where my mother died? A random library, or a part of Mara’s house?

      I’d walked right into Mara’s office and she was waiting for us. The second we walked in, she looked up. Her eyes were red and puffy like she’d been crying.

      “Ready to go hunting?” she asked in a peppy voice, wiping her eyes. As I closed the door, she craned her neck to peer outside and into Faerie. It dawned on me then that she must feel so alone and isolated here away from her home.

      I nodded. “You okay?” I couldn’t ignore that fact that she looked like she had been crying.

      Her face fell. “Your mother … was my best friend. I’d have liked to attend her celebration of life.”

      Oh. Gods. That was sad. “I’m sorry,”

      Mara waved me off and started to tinker with her table while Elle and I strapped in.

      “Wait a minute,” I suddenly blurted out, remembering that no Fae or human could stay in one world too long. “How can you stay here and not get sick?”

      Mara looked up from her table and a dark look crossed her face. “The elders permit me an hour every three days to sit by the Tree of Life.”

      Gods, that was like solitary confinement or something.

      “Same place as last time?” she asked, changing the subject.

      I nodded as Elle leaned into me, lowering her voice to a whisper. “We’re going to do anything to get this crystal right? Anything?”

      Her eyes said what her words did not. Would I kill Liam to get the crystal?

      I gulped, nodding. “Anything.”

      Faerie was more important than any feelings I had for my “possible soulmate,” who happened to be an evil, Dark Fae halfling.

      “Seattle, here we come. Buckle up!” Mara yelled.

      The spinning sensation pulled at my gut, but it was easier to handle this time. Less like being on a rollercoaster. When the room settled from its blurred state, I unclipped and stood, swaying on my feet a little. Mara led us through the house, past where Bash was asleep on his back, drool dripping down his face.

      “So, did he just travel with us or … we left him behind somewhere?” I wondered aloud.

      Mara opened the blinds on a window in her kitchen and I peered out into the misty forest of Seattle.

      “My office is in the in-between. I picked you up from Faerie and Bashur was in my house, which I’d previously moved to Seattle last night, before making a stop at Venice Beach to see Jonah. Then I brought Bash back to Seattle before getting you. Make sense?”

      Not really, but I nodded.

      She walked through the laundry room and opened the door that led to the front porch. This house was backward from where you would think. The front door led to the backyard and the back door led to the front porch.

      I was thoroughly confused.

      “So, if you were to move your house while I was out on a mission and I open this door…” I needed to get some more info about this inter-world travel thing.

      Mara nodded. “You would see the inside of a dusty old two-bedroom house.”

      Elle said what I was thinking: “So cool.”

      How powerful was Mara? Because that took some serious skill.

      “But I would never leave my post unless it was an emergency. If that ever happens, just sit tight and I’ll be back to get you.”

      That seemed like something we should have talked about on day one. I nodded and pulled the rolling pin from my bag. “Trissa said you could give me a lesson?”

      Mara waved me off, her golden hand cuffs clanking together. “Oh, who has time for pesky lessons.”

      Rubbing her hands together, a bright purple light built between her palms. My eyes widened. “A spell?”

      Mara nodded. “I rode a motorcycle plenty of times before I got locked down in this place. I’ll just transfer the memories.”

      I stepped back a pace, my wings stiffening. “Transfer memories?”

      Elle and I shared a look.

      Mara smirked, her lips curling. “It’s nothing scary. They will feel like your memories and your muscle memory will remember it as well. Trust me, it’s nothing compared to what Indra and Aubin can do. Those two could wipe your whole memory bank if you cross them.”

      Wipe my whole life. I shivered. No one should have that kind of power. Memories that felt like mine but weren’t? That seemed scary as hell. But I knew we didn’t have much time to argue if I wanted to catch that crystal. “Okay.”

      “Alright, then.” Mara reached out with the glowing purple hands and grasped the side of my face. A warm tingle worked its way into my head and a slight zapping noise popped in my ears, followed by a flare of purple light. She pulled her hands away.

      “Done.”

      I didn’t feel different, but maybe it would come to me on the bike.

      “Alright, girls, Bash and I will wait here. It’s best you go in and out quick. If it’s missing, it may take you a few weeks to track the new location. We can go over that when you get back.” Mara waved us out the door.

      It seemed time was always of the essence in this field of work. I looked at Elle, who nodded, and we stepped out into the rain. After waving Mara off, she shut the door and I activated the crystal on the rolling pin, which caused the motorcycle to transform and take shape.

      “So, I have a theory about your … problem.” Elle looked back at the closed door.

      My soulmate problem? I did not want to talk about that now, but Elle and I were both top of our class in studies and if she had a working hypothesis I wanted to hear it.

      “So, you know the elder library?” Elle asked.

      I shivered. I wouldn’t forget that night I’d sat in there while they dumped this big new job on me.

      Elle wrung her hands together. “Well, they called me in there to tell me everything and prepare me to be your guard. They showed me the crystals and all of that and then they had some emergency and they left me in the library unattended for like fifteen minutes.”

      A grin tugged at my lips. “What did you read?”

      The elder library was strictly off limits. If I hadn’t been grieving that night, I would have taken more notice of the titles there. As a book lover and knowledge seeker, I would love to be let loose in that thing.

      Elle chewed her lip. “Well, it didn’t make sense at first, but now I wonder…”

      I swung my leg over the bike and looked up at her. “Wonder what?”

      “It was a book about halflings … which I think are what they called the Sons of Darkness in the very beginning…” You couldn’t keep anything from Elle. She was too smart.

      I nodded. “Yes. Indra said that.” I needed to catch her up on everything she’d told me last night, but there never seemed to be enough time.

      “It said that in the dark times, the Fae mated with the humans because they thought they were soulmates.”

      I frowned. “Soulmates with a human?”

      That was impossible.

      Right?

      Elle shrugged. “So then it’s not crazy to assume halflings could be our soulmates.”

      A frown pulled at my lips. “So that’s your theory?” This was NOT helping. So far, I’d just heard that it was entirely possible that Liam was my soulmate.

      Elle sighed. “I think he could be your soulmate, Lil, and that’s going to make what we are about to do all the more tough on you.”

      Fuck.

      I shook myself. “No. I’ll be fine. He doesn’t even know what soulmates are,” I told her.

      She nodded, but indecision crossed her face. “Well, I’ll be there with you, to help you stay focused.”

      What she meant by that was she would kill Liam if I couldn’t. That very thought had panic coursing through my veins and it scared me. Would I protect him from my own best friend?

      No.

      He was a Dark Fae. A thief. An active participant in trying to ruin my world. No, if Liam got in my way, I would end him. Soulmate or not.
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      We pulled up to the old farmhouse and I was surprised at how easy riding the motorcycle was. It was just … there in my mind. The grips, the way I leaned into the turn but not too much. I just knew what to do because I’d ridden before … but I hadn’t. I’d probably be more freaked out if I wasn’t so insanely freaked that Elle thought Liam could really, truly, be my Fae soulmate. I almost didn’t want to go back in there. I wanted him to be gone, or I wanted us to focus on finding the next crystal, so I didn’t need to ever see him again, or possibly kill him. But Indra’s words came back to my mind: they took all twelve crystals, leaving not even one. The genocide of our people and lands rested solely with the Sons of Darkness. The blood of a billion Fae was on Liam’s hands as far as I was concerned.

      “Let’s get this over with.” I deconstructed the bike and placed the rolling pin into the messenger bag. The same messenger bag I would place the crystal in when I pried it from Liam’s cold dead fingers.

      We were at the edge of the property, way out in a thicket of trees. Trissa had reiterated I would not be able to use the pricklewart juice for another day, lest I be poisoned, so we were going in old school style.

      “I say we fly. High above the house,” Elle whispered.

      “And risk some humans seeing a floating girl, no way,” I scolded her. Reaching into my magic bag, I pulled out two baseball caps and a pizza box.

      Elle’s eyes widened. “All this stuff fit in there?”

      I smirked. “Mara gave it an upgrade.”

      Elle looked impressed. “I wanna be that powerful when I grow up.”

      I snorted, forgetting for a moment our serious task. “Mara is said to be descended from some of the original Fae. We’ll never have power like that.” My mother let slip once that Mara  once led the council of the Queen of Summer herself.

      Elle fixed her cap and we folded our wings flat to our back. Elle pulled a deadly dragon blade and hid it in her hand, just underneath the pizza box. Anyone getting stabbed with that would burn alive from the inside out.

      We stepped out from the trees and I opened my seeking ability to the crystal. It could be in the same room or they may have moved it into the garage or—

      “It’s not here.” I don’t know why I was shocked. Both Triss and Mara said they would probably move it but…

      “Lil … that smell.” Elle was a nursery fairy who’d decided to become a warrior. But some of her natural talents were enhanced smell and hearing, as well as some healing ability.

      It took a second for the putrid coppery smell to hit my nostrils, and when it did, my stomach dropped.

      Death.

      We both broke into a run, bee-lining it across the yard and up to the front door, where that acrid scent hit the back of my throat. My chest tightened as a dull throb started to pulse in my stomach. The blue light, that which denotes our soul, our life force, started to seep from my chest and swirl before me.

      Liam was dying.

      Tears lined my eyes as I recognized his soul essence calling to mine in death. I don’t know how I knew it, but I knew. It was just a feeling that came with complete knowing. When I looked at Elle, her mouth was slack, eyes wide. I burst through the door, stumbling over a dead horned Fae, and pounded down the hall.

      “Liam!” I shouted, my voice raw with grief. I’d barely started processing my mother’s death. I wasn’t sure I could take another … even if he was a stranger.

      But he wasn’t. He was my soulmate.

      Everything I felt in my body now obliterated my earlier promise to kill him in order to obtain a crystal. I could never harm a hair on his head; he and I were the same. Elle ran after me, her feet slamming down the hall until we both came to rest at the entryway to the crystal room, the place he had hidden me in a closet so that his friends didn’t find me…

      Liam was sprawled out onto the floor, lying in the doorway, his wings smoking black, fresh blood pooled around his body. There was a blade in his abdomen, slammed up to the hilt. He held it loosely, trying to staunch the flow of crimson. Above his chest, the blue light of his soul danced in a swirl, trying to reach up and touch me.

      I fell to my knees, tears rolling down my cheeks. “Hold on,” I told him, and slipped one arm under his neck and another under his legs.

      Now that we were close enough to touch, he reached out and caressed my face with two bloody fingers. “You … look just like … her.”

      My body went rigid. “Did you … kill my mother?”

      The thought had never crossed my mind until now. He looked up into my eyes and I knew then that if he said yes, I would pull that knife from his stomach and let him bleed out, no matter what my soul thought about that. My mother would be avenged.

      He shook his head. “My … father.” He’d barely gotten the words out before his head lolled backward and he passed out.

      Relief crashed through me. Not only had my soulmate not killed my mom, I’d just learned who had. Too bad it was his dad. That fucker was going to die.

      “Come on. I’m taking him to a healer.” I tried to lift him and fell forward. Jesus, he was like a sack of bricks!

      “A healer!” Elle hissed. “In Faerie? Are you crazy?”

      I looked up at my best friend, the blue soul light dancing between our chests as his last dying song. “Elle … please.”

      “He’s evil,” she hissed.

      I frowned. “Has he ever hurt you? Or me?”

      She sighed. “No. But he … stole our crystal which gives us life.”

      I nodded. “It gives him life too. Indra told me that the Sons of Darkness are … the offspring of Fae and humans. A product of the dark times. Halflings. They need crystals to survive too.”

      Elle gasped, looking down at Liam, wide-eyed.

      “So that makes him a thief yes, but he’s not evil. How can he be? He’s my soulmate.”

      She looked at the blue light swirling and arcing between us and then nodded.

      With a lot of effort, we lifted him up and he winced in pain, seemingly regaining consciousness. “The crystal,” he mumbled.

      “Where is it?” Elle whispered as we walked him out of the hallway and into the front yard, a trail of blood in our wake. Elle was trying to coat his wound in healing light, but it was doing nothing.

      “My … father,” he managed, before he fainted, his weight getting even more heavy and cumbersome.

      His father? Damn, he had some daddy issues, but it brought me some measure of comfort that the man I was going to kill for ending my mother’s life wasn’t someone he was close with. What kind of father would steal a crystal from his own son and try to kill him?

      “I don’t think three of us will work on a bike. Can you cloak us from normies?” I gritted out to my bestie, straining under his dead weight.

      She nodded. “But any Fae in the area…”

      “We’ll have to take the chance.” Nursery Fae were especially good at illusions. They worked on small Fae children until they reached the age of seven, when they could see through them. I still remember her mother using an illusion to look like a giant bloated pumpkin with arms and legs, which made all of us giggle like crazy.

      “Okay, we’re a helicopter,” she said, chewing her lip in concentration.

      My wings snapped from my back and beat madly like a hummingbird’s. Elle’s did the same, and then we were flying. It would take about ten minutes to reach the safe house from here, where Mara would be waiting. I just hoped he had that long and that I could convince the ex-elder to let him pass into Faerie. I wanted to get to know the man I was supposed to spend the rest of my life with—the one my ancestors saw fit to pair me with.

      I just couldn’t let him die.

      Elle and I didn’t speak, we just flew with the giant, nearly seven-foot-tall Fae in our arms. He’d lost so much blood now that his complexion was pale white, his wings ashy gray.

      When we finally set our feet down in front of the safe house cottage, I’d broken a sweat and felt like I was going to collapse. My arms burned and my wings felt like Jell-O, fatigued and weak. It seemed my training regimen needed an upgrade. Dragging him over to the blue door, I placed my blood-coated hand over it and it clicked open.

      “That was fast—” Mara cut off as she saw Elle and I carrying the half dead Dark Fae into her laundry room. Reaching behind her, she pulled a shotgun and pointed it at his chest.

      “No!” I shouted, throwing myself over him. “He’s my soulmate!”

      Saying those words out loud … to her … it was crazy. Me laying my body over a Son of fucking Darkness in protection was even crazier. I didn’t recognize myself.

      Mara looked then at the faint blue light pulsing between our chests.

      “No,” she breathed.

      It was dimmer than before, but still quite the lightshow. His soul was in distress. “Mara … I can’t let him die.”

      A thousand emotions crossed her face. Bashur entered the hallway, took one look at the scene and then growled, but she quieted him with a snap of her fingers.

      “My mom would never let my soulmate die. Do this for her.” It was a shitty thing to do, to play on her emotions like that, but I was desperate. I could feel him losing life—because it felt like I was losing life.

      “The elders will kill him if they see him,” Mara said, and then her hands started to glow a hazy purple. She clapped and the blue light between our chests ceased. “That will wear off soon,” she told me.

      “Lily, sneak him to your house,” Mara barked. “Elle, you get Kira and pay for her silence. If the elders catch you, tell them he’s a prisoner of war and you intend to interrogate and torture him.” She left briefly and returned, handing Elle a stack of gold Fae coins.

      “Can’t we heal him here?” Elle took the coins and suddenly his body was lifting up into the air as Mara seemingly levitated him across her kitchen floor, the slow drip, drip, drip, of his blood spotting everything.

      “He’s on death’s door. He needs the healing energy of Faerie if he’s going to make it.”

      Oh gods.

      Before I knew it, we were in her office, Liam draped across Elle’s and my lap and we were spinning.

      When I opened the door into Faerie, it was bustling with people. Mid-day.

      Shit.

      Mara rubbed her chin. “You’ll need a distraction.”  Placing two fingers into her mouth, she whistled loud and strong. There was scratching at one of the back doors of her office, and when she opened it, Bashur was there.

      “You need to create a distraction so the girls can get to Lily’s,” she told him. He barked in understanding and then took off outside. He took a right, away from my house, and a moment later screams rang throughout the village. Fae started to fly towards the commotion from all over, and Elle and I took that as our sign to go.

      “Thanks, Mara.” I looked back at the portal keeper. She was frowning, looking from Liam to me.

      Ignoring her look, I ran out of the blue door that was etched into the cave. “Get the healer,” I told Elle.

      The moment we stepped into Faerie, Liam stirred. I set his legs down as Elle ran off to grab Kira. “Can you walk?” I asked and started to half drag him down the street, knife sticking out of his stomach.

      His eyes opened and then widened, looking around in wonder. His color was a little better, his wings a little brighter.

      He was able to shuffle, leaning against me as we walked. “Is this…?” He looked around at the river on our right, and the tall village houses on our left. We were almost to mine. I lived only a few minutes’ walk to the blue door.

      “We’re in Faerie. I’ve called a healer,” I told him.

      His eyes widened even more but he said nothing, only gave me a sideways glance that seemed to be trying to sum me up. Probably wondering what the hell I was doing bringing him here. I was wondering the same thing myself. He clearly didn’t know what the blue light was. He had no idea I was his soulmate.

      “Here…” I opened the door to my house, which was always left unlocked, and prayed no one had seen us. Shutting the door behind me, I lowered Liam onto the couch in my living room. When my mother’s scent wafted up from the pillows and overwhelmed me, my face fell. Hadn’t she warned me of the Sons? Hadn’t she on her death bed told me to protect Faerie from them? What would she think now that I had brought one into our very home?

      His legs started to tremble, and I chewed my lip nervously as he simply stared at the ceiling.

      “This place … feels like … being near a crystal.” His breath was short, voice weak.

      I nodded. “The crystals keep our world alive. Keep us alive. That’s why we need them back.” Maybe I could talk some sense into this guy. Get him on my side.

      When his cold hard gaze landed on me, chills broke out onto my arms. “Without them … we die. Your mother…” He spat her name like it was venom in his mouth and took a shaky breath. “She took the last crystal from me and I lost my best friend … because of her.”

      Fuck.

      “But … we need them too,” I argued. My mom killed his best friend? Or maybe she just took the crystal … and that killed him. But it was basically the same thing. I was about to retort and say that his dad killed my mom when my front door burst open.

      Kira took one look at the unconscious Dark Fae on my couch and sighed. “Oh hell, Lily, what have you done?”
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      It took Kira the better part of the day to heal Liam. She took one look at the wicked blade she’d pulled from his gut and determined it was Fae made. I wasn’t sure what the hell that meant. I’d lost track of how many bad guys there were in this scenario. Were some of the Fae who fled with their halfling children still out there on Earth? I just didn’t know. Mara had done something to encapsulate our blue, fated, mate lightshow, but I think Kira had sensed it. We’d all gone to school together and she was pretty cool.

      When Elle went to pay her extra for her silence, she’d shrugged it off. “Just get him out the second he wakes,” she said and left.

      It took me two hours to convince Elle I was okay on my own with him, that he wouldn’t hurt me. Truthfully, I had no idea, but my gut told me he wouldn’t. That day when he’d shoved me in the closet rather than kill me, it spoke volumes.

      “I’ll check on you first thing in the morning,” Elle said and left.

      Now the sun was setting and I found myself just sitting there staring at his face. He was majorly hot—for a Dark Fae who was hell-bent on seeing my people wiped out of course. His full lips and fair skin reminded me of the Winter Court Fae, but his light hair … that was not of our world. Only normies had blond hair; we had yellow hair, and orange and black and brown and every color of the rainbow, but the blond of a normie was unique to our world. Not a lot of Winter Fae made it before the world fell, but there were a few. Maybe I could pretend just for a little while that he was Winter Court and not a Son of Darkness halfling…

      As I was staring at him, he started to stir and I popped up onto my knees, grabbing a glass of water.

      He tried to sit up and winced, falling backward against my couch. “Relax, here, have some water.” I held the cup to his lips and reached my other hand under his head. His eyes found mine as he drank the cool liquid and they flared with intensity. After I set the water down, he looked out the living room window. I had the curtain peeled back about six inches, just enough to let in a little moonlight. You could see a swath of the river, and that seemed to be what held his gaze.

      “This place … it’s beautiful. Magical.” His voice was rough.

      I’d been brewing over an idea for the past six hours, and if I didn’t get the nerve up to say it, I probably never would. “What if I appealed to the elders to allow your people to live here too? Then we wouldn’t need to fight over the crystals, and we could all live together in har—” He reached out and grasped my wrist, hard.

      “Don’t ever let them in here. They’ll burn it to the ground.”

      My face fell. “But you’re—”

      “I’m different,” he stated. “They have no intention of ever setting foot here again. They want to create—” He seemed to realize who he was speaking to and cut his words off, dropping my wrist. Grasping the edges of the couch, he tried to sit up, and blood promptly soaked his shirt. “I need to check on my men.” He winced as he tried to stand.

      My eyes bugged at the sight of the blood. I planted two hands on his chest. When my palms met his rock-hard muscle, I shoved him back onto the couch. “You need to heal!” I growled.

      As he fell backward, he reached out and grasped my upper arms to stabilize himself. He weighed a bajillion pounds, and as he fell, I fell with him, trying to adjust my body so that I didn’t reinjure him. Splitting my legs open, I straddled him, and landing right on his lap, my pink hair fanned around us and I looked down at him. He looked up at me with a molten gaze and his wings … rippled with orange glowing magic.

      “I risked my life to save you,” I growled, “the least you can do is stay the night to heal.”

      His hands fell away from my arms and trailed down my back slowly. Goosebumps broke out on my skin as his fingers caressed my wings. Touching another Fae’s wings was an intimate thing … and the way he did it, with such delicacy, had heat building in my core. The blue light pulsed then, sharp and fast between us both, lighting up his features.

      “What is the blue light?” he asked, looking up at me, our faces a mere three inches away from each other.

      I’d never wanted someone to kiss me so badly and I’d never felt so wrong about it.

      The blue light. How the fuck did you explain that to a guy who didn’t grow up in this world? You didn’t.

      I panicked, spouting the first lie I could think of. “It means … we’re both Fae. The same race.”

      He frowned. “I’ve met Fae before and it’s never happened.”

      Why was I still sitting on him? Why were his hands still stroking my wings?

      I gulped.

      “It means…” Without another thought, I leaned forward and captured his mouth in a kiss. Opening my legs, I settled my hips onto him, getting closer as his breath hitched, sucking in mine. When my lips crashed onto his, I wasn’t sure what to expect. Would he throw me across the room? Pick up this dagger and try to kill me?

      His mouth opened, deepening the kiss as his hands slipped down the back of my wings to cup my ass. When our tongues touched, a warm buzz tingled all the way down my throat to my belly. Even with my eyes closed, I could see the blue light dancing beneath us. It was back alive and brighter than ever. He sucked my bottom lip into his mouth and I moaned, causing him to grab my ass. I let my fingers trail down his hard chest, feeling the taut muscles there when he grasped both sides of my face and wrenched me back.

      “We can’t,” he growled. It was like someone had poured ice water over me. I pulled myself back and nodded as my cheeks reddened.

      What the full-on fucking fuck am I doing?

      His shirt was soaked with blood. I was going to kill him grinding on him like that. Stupid idiot. He was a damn Dark Fae. Halfling. Monster. And I was making out with him over some blue light? Backing up, he barely removed his hands from my ass to let me go. Once I was off of the couch and my mind had cleared, I nodded.

      “You need rest,” I told him, although my body really, really, wanted him to need other things. What the hell was I doing?

      Making out with my people’s sworn enemy.

      From the coffee table, I grabbed the pain tonic Kira had left and poured a capful.

      “Numb berry juice. It will help the pain and you can get some rest.” I held the cup of pink juice to his lips, while his glowing amber eyes stared back at me. He paused, unmoving for a full half minute.

      “I’m not going to hurt you,” I told him.

      Finally, he opened his mouth and the liquid poured down his throat. “Maybe you should,” he said, and closed his eyes.

      Maybe I should. I glanced at the Fae blade sitting on the table, crusted with blood up to the hilt. It would be so easy to end his life, but I could never do that. I knew now that if it were him or a crystal, I would choose him. I was also fully aware of how insane that sounded considering he was my sworn enemy. I just needed to find a way that we could both live together on the same side.

      After an hour, my thoughts grew heavy. I tried reading a book, but my lids were closing. I decided a small nap would do me good, so I curled up in the large reading chair next to the sofa and fell fast asleep.
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      When I woke, it was because the entire house was shaking.

      “What the…?” I leapt up, heart hammering in my chest. Immediately my eyes fell to the couch. Nothing but a small bloodstain.

      Fuck! He was gone, but there on the coffee table was a note scrawled in messy writing. It sat right next to the blood-covered knife. My house shook more violently, and I let my wings flutter, taking me up off of the ground. Earthquake? Faerie didn’t have earthquakes. Not since the dark times. Hovering over the coffee table, I picked up the note.

      

      You have six. We have six. Call it even and don’t come looking for the crystals anymore.

      -L

      

      My heart fell into my stomach. After that kiss … he just … left? Panic seized me as I thought of how he had left. He couldn’t open the blue door, which meant he was stuck here. I sat there suspended in midair for a moment until the shaking finally stopped, then I flew for the front door, shoving the letter in my pocket.

      Throwing the door wide open, I came face to face with Indra. She was panicked and looked stricken. “The Tree of Life … it’s dying.”

      Oh gods. If Liam touched our tree, I would kill him myself. “How?”

      Indra’s face was pulled taut with anxiety. “You must retrieve the final six crystals. We need them now more than ever before.”

      My brow furrowed. “Indra, yesterday everything was fine. Has something happened?”

      Because if Liam took more crystals or screwed something up, I would feel so guilty.

      She sighed. “There is one thing I have yet to tell you.”

      Oh gods.

      “I don’t think I can take any more secrets,” I confessed.

      She nodded. “But this you must know.”

      Grasping my hand, she lifted up off of the ground and flew towards the elder home. The Tree of Life. I followed her wordlessly, scanning the village looking for one escaped Dark Fae. If they found Liam, I was so screwed. When my eyes fell on the blue door, my brow furrowed at the huge crack in the base of the door.

      Did the earthquake do that? Or … Liam?

      We reached the elders’ home and stepped inside. There was a slight crack running through the entire house, stopping at the base of the elder tree. A gasp escaped me at the sight of one of the tree’s limbs sickly black and ill. It was shriveled and looked like it were about to fall off.

      “How?”

      It had to have been Liam. He was the only change from yesterday.

      I was such an idiot!

      Indra walked to the back of the home, where I heard hushed voices whispering. I followed her until we came to a door that was hidden right behind the tree. It was ajar and I recognized Kira’s voice. “She’s slipping away,” the healer was saying.

      I frowned. Someone was dying?

      Indra stepped into the room, cleared her throat, and I followed her awkwardly.

      The other three elders and Kira bowed their heads slightly as we walked in.

      My eyes immediately fell to the limp form lying on a crystal bed.

      For a moment I had an out of body experience. For just a split second I thought it was my mother and I actually gasped. Then I saw the differences. The nose was sharper, chin more defined, but still … the resemblance was uncanny.

      “Who … is that?” I asked, fighting the dizziness that threatened to overwhelm me.

      “Is she stable enough for the next few moments?” Indra asked Kira, ignoring my question. Kira nodded and her eyes flicked to mine, but neither of us said a word. I prayed she kept my secret about Liam.

      When the Winter elder passed, he lowered his head. “Indra, are you sure the child can—?”

      “Out,” she ordered sharply, and nerves chewed at my gut. The rest of the elders scurried from the room, Rose giving me a sad nod as she passed. Kira left as well, leaving just Indra and I alone with a woman who looked like my fucking mother.

      Just what the hell kind of secrets was my mother hiding?

      When they had left, shutting the door behind them, Indra turned to face me. “This woman was formally Princess Dahlia of Spring Court, and now is formally the only living queen of Faerie, and she’s  … your aunt.”

      To my credit, I didn’t laugh. No, instead, my knees gave out and I collapsed to the ground in shock. How does a Fae with wings fall? I don’t know, but in that moment I couldn’t stay upright anymore.

      Indra gave me a compassionate look and sat down on the floor in front of me, crossing her legs.

      She looked at the woman on the bed. “Your mother, Violet, and Queen Dahlia share the same mother, but different fathers. They’re half-sisters. Your mother was born … out of wedlock.”

      Oh.

      Well it happened from time to time. I never knew my grandparents. They died in the Dark War.

      “Okay…” I said.

      Indra’s eyebrows raised. “Royal lineage is a very, very, big deal. Our people are tied to our royalty and our royalty is tied to our land. That’s why Spring is the only court left that hasn’t fallen. She keeps us alive, she keeps this small bit of Faerie alive.”

      Holy shit.

      “But the crystals … I thought they—”

      Indra nodded. “They do. The queen needs the crystals to keep the tree healthy.”

      It hit me then. “The tree, she’s … connected to it?”

      Indra looked solemnly at the bed, nodding her head. “When the crystals were taken, Queen Dahlia bound her soul to the tree to keep it alive until your mother could bring them back. Only replacing all twelve will bring her back from where she slumbers. Only then can she restore Faerie.”

      Restore Faerie? I leapt up and shook myself. “No. This is fucked up. Way too much pressure.” I backed up until I hit the wall. First, I had to save Faerie, and now my undead, half aunt’s life was on the line?

      Hard fucking pass. I would majorly screw this up.

      Indra looked alarmed, like she expected a twenty-year-old whose mother died a few days ago and was tasked with not only saving the world but also saving the sleeping queen to act differently.

      I laughed, I couldn’t help it, I was losing my grip on reality. “You just thought I would take this news great? That my only living relative is a fucking queen and she’s dying? You expect me to march out there and get all the crystals for you? This is crazy! My mother should have told me sooner! I. Can’t. Do. It. Alone!” I shouted, feeling the stress of the past few days weigh on my mind.

      I was in shock; I was finally losing it. Indra’s face became angry, crumpling into a mass of dark wrinkles. Reaching behind my head, she grabbed the back of my neck and dragged me forward.

      “Ow!” I shouted as she pulled me by the back of the neck over to the bed. “Did you hear a word I just told you?” She shoved my face closer to the woman and tears sprang into my eyes. She was the spitting image of my mother: dark pink hair, long lashes, high cheek bones. She smelled like lavender and just being near her made some of my madness ease. My heart ached to be with my mother again.

      “Your mother’s sister is alive. You have family. You are not alone. This woman, our queen, needs you. The people of Faerie need you. You cannot give up because you are one person, or you are too young, or you are scared. If your mother had done that, we would all be dead.”

      I sighed and she released my neck, straightening her blouse. She was right. I reached out and touched the woman’s cheek. It was soft but cold.

      “Does that make my mom … royalty?” My mind spun with what this all meant.

      Indra frowned. “No. The mother they shared was a garden tender Fae. Dahlia’s father was the Spring prince with royal blood, but your mother’s father was a warrior Fae tasked with guarding the Spring prince. It was a big scandal.”

      Damn.

      “Why is she sick now?” I remembered the tree branch—the black ashy branches.

      Indra shook her head. “Your mother’s energy was helping her, helping the tree, now without it … I don’t think she can hold on for much longer. We need the crystals.”

      The queen was alive … this was so huge. “The people don’t know?”

      Indra shook her head fiercely. “I love our people, but they cannot be trusted with this. Not while she’s in this state and cannot protect herself. We have no warriors. She could be too easily assassinated and then Faerie would surely fall.”

      I hated that what she’d said was right. You just couldn’t trust everyone, and many blamed the royal court for not acting swiftly enough to mitigate the damage to Faerie. Their followers were few and far between in the end.

      I stood, brushing my sweaty palms off on my pants. “I’ll find the next crystal and bring it back, no matter what.”

      But if she told me one more deep dark secret, I was going to lose my mind.

      Indra nodded. “I’m sorry you had to find everything out in this way. Your mother wanted what was best for you … I think she assumed she had time to let you grow into a woman before throwing this at your feet.”

      I was sick of hearing that excuse, even though I understood it. I just nodded and walked out of the room, away from the dying tree and back to the blue door.

      The biggest thing on my mind right now? Where the fuck was Liam?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      When I reached the door, Elle was there, fully suited up. “What’s with the earthquakes?”

      I shook my head. I knew I could trust her with anything, but now wasn’t the time to delve into the freaking queen being alive and me being related to her.

      “The Tree of Life is dying. We need to get that seventh crystal, stat.”

      I reached for the handle and threw the door open. Mara was sitting on her desk, looking right at me.

      “Oh good, it’s just you. I thought it might be another Son of Darkness!” she snapped.

      I winced as I shoved Elle in the door and slammed it closed. “He came through here?”

      She nodded. “Kindly asked me how he could get back to Seattle.”

      Elle looked like she was going to have a heart attack. “Holy fuck, he opened the door?”

      Exactly my thoughts. “How?”

      Mara shook her head. “Isn’t it obvious? It makes so much sense now. Something your mother never could quite figure out. How do they always know where the crystals are, even when they have moved, or we take one?”

      A stone sank in my stomach. “No way.”

      Mara nodded. “He’s a seeker.”

      My soulmate. A fellow seeker and a Dark Fae. The gods must be sitting on their thrones laughing at me. How was this possible?

      “Take me to Seattle,” I ordered Mara, clipping into the seat. 

      If Liam was a seeker, then I was in deeper shit than I previously thought. He would be on to the next crystal and I was way behind. 

      My only question was: who was he taking them from? Was there another enemy I needed to worry about? His father … who was he exactly?
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        * * *

      

      Elle and I got to Seattle and I wrenched open the door. It was pouring rain. 

      “Be safe!” Mara yelled out the door as I ran onto the lawn and transformed the motorcycle. Elle jumped on and then we were off. I put out my feelers, remembering what it had felt like to hold the crystal in Liam’s house. The weight of it. The color. 

      Nothing.

      Fuck. 

      I gunned the bike harder as we tore down the road. I came upon the old farmhouse, and instead of waiting and hiding in the bushes, I drove right up to the door. Elle and I were drenched with rain, but I didn’t care; anger drove me forward.

      “Liam!” I shouted, kicking the front door in. I was fuming. He’d kissed me like I was the last Fae on Earth—and left a fucking note! He never told me he was a seeker. Anger rushed through me and I realized it was messing with my seeking ability. 

      “Lily, what’s going on?” Elle stepped into the house behind me. The bodies were gone. Only bloodstains remained. I was dripping wet, which did well to hide the tears that lined my eyes. 

      “I don’t want to like him but…” My chin quivered. 

      Elle nodded, her wings drooping as she stepped closer to me. “But you do.” 

      I bobbed my head up and down. “I’m such an idiot! He could have stolen the other crystals. I never should have let him into Faerie.” 

      Elle shrugged. “But he didn’t. He apparently left quietly and asked Mara for a ride back without threatening her or anything.”

      Yeah … which was unnerving. Was he good or bad? I didn’t like gray areas.

      “Elle … I can’t sense the crystal.” I was spiraling. The fucking queen needed me. My half aunt, I guess. It was all too much. My best friend stepped up and grabbed the sides of my face. “Remember when your mom hid that tiny pearl in the sand?” 

      I grinned at the memory. 

      “You found it! Lil, there is nothing you can’t seek. You just need to focus. Remember nature wants to help you.” 

      Of course, how could I forget my most basic training? With grim determination, I gave her a nod. 

      Slipping out the front door, I pulled off my boots and socks. Sitting on the wild grass, I let my toes sink into the Earth, relishing the energy I felt coming off of her. The Earth was a powerful land full of energy. Less powerful now that humans had drilled her and sucked her dry and polluted her beyond recognition … but still powerful nonetheless.

      “Help me, Gaia,” I whispered, pulling up the image in my mind of the crystal, of holding the bluish glowing crystal shard in my mind. A warm tingle vibrated along my toes and worked its way up my ankles. Suddenly, the image in my mind of the crystal was replaced with a picture of a sign that read Portland, Oregon.

      My eyes snapped open. “Thank you.” I placed my palms on the Earth and sent her love. Popping up to my feet, I slipped my boots back on. “It’s in Oregon.”

      “You’re sure?” Elle asked.

      I nodded. “Come on, let’s tell Mara.”
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, Elle and I stood at the open gates of a huge mansion in Portland, Oregon. Bentleys, Rolls-Royces, Mercedes, all the nice cars drove in. As people got out, I noticed they were dressed in ball gowns and tuxedos. This was clearly a high-profile black-tie event. Men with horns, who had human females on their arms, walked confidently to the front door. There were also guys with black wings like Liam’s, though fewer of them. This was a Sons of Darkness party. But I could feel it: the crystal was here, pulsing and strong.

      Elle and I shared a look, and without saying a word she jumped right back on my bike. We didn’t dare speak so near to the home. Some Fae had a talent for far hearing, and what we needed to talk about would raise the suspicions of any guards.

      The second we reached the blue door at apartment #402, I wrenched it open.

      “That was fast.” Mara looked at my empty hands.

      I shook my head. “It’s a black-tie event. Tons of Sons there, but human females also.”

      Mara chewed at her lip, her intricate gold cuffs clanking with her other jewelry as she rubbed her chin in deep thought. “How do you want to play this?”

      “Can you hide our wings from Fae seeing them? I want Elle and I to go in as humans.”

      It was risky as hell, but we needed that crystal now more than ever.

      Mara seemed to chew on the idea for a moment, staring at the bright blue kitchen cupboards in her home. “I think I could manage an illusion that would work for about an hour.”

      I nodded. “That should do.”

      Elle and I raided Mara’s closet, producing two ball gowns. Mine was all black sequins with a lace-up corset back that managed to fit decently. Elle slipped into a red number and Mara magicked our ears shorter.

      Elle was finishing her makeup as I watched Mara make an illusion spell at the table. She was weaving thread after thread of purple magic into a ball. It was incredible to watch.

      “What kind of Fae are you?” I couldn’t help but wonder. She was so powerful; I’d never heard of a Fae who had as much magic as she did.

      She looked at the open bathroom door where Elle was doing her makeup. “A powerful one.” She winked and rolled the magical ball in her hands.

      Okay, she didn’t want to tell me. That was fine. My mom said Mara was a woman with a complicated past she wasn’t proud of. I didn’t want to pry.

      “Alright, kiddo, your first big mission.” Mara smoothed the hem of my dress. “Just remember: nothing is more important than your life. Get out of there if things go sideways.”

      I frowned, wondering if she knew the queen was still alive and needed the crystals to awaken again.

      “Some things are,” I said. “Sometimes the sacrifice of one, for the good of many, is needed.”

      A frown pulled at her lips. “Your mom thought the same thing and look where that got her.”

      Dread crept into my stomach. What was Mara saying? Don’t get the crystal at all costs? I was so confused.

      “Just be safe,” Mara urged, walking me to the doorway, where Elle was waiting. “Your mother would want me to look out for you.”

      Maybe that’s why she was saying that stuff. Elle and I gave her both our backs and she laid the illusion spell over our shoulder blades. A warm tingle ran the length of my back and I looked over my shoulders to see my wings were gone.

      Cool.

      We bade her goodbye and opened the door to our Oregon apartment. We had blue doors in every state and in every country, Mara had said. It was a complicated network of Fae portals that I was just beginning to understand, and only Mara was powerful enough to work it all.

      Elle and I jumped onto my bike, which was parked in the seedy parking lot of the grim complex, and I chastised myself for not thinking of getting a car or something. We were going to look all disheveled when we arrived. Luckily, the rain had let up.

      “So you heal the guy, kiss him, and the next morning he bails and leaves a note?” Elle whispered from behind me where she sat on the bike.

      “I don’t want to talk about him,” I snapped, harsher than I meant to.

      She shrugged. “I’m just preparing you. He’s a seeker too, you know. Clearly you guys are after the same thing.”

      She was right. There was a very real possibility Liam would be here tonight too. With that in mind, I pulled my ball gown up and settled over the bike.

      Now that my mother was gone, I wanted more than anything to have family. The queen was my aunt and my only family left. I wasn’t going to let her or the people of Faerie down.
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        * * *

      

      “Good evening, ladies.” The gentlemen at the door bowed to us. After stashing the bike in the woods down the road, we’d grabbed a taxi and fixed our hair inside of it. Now, with Mara’s wing illusion spell wearing off in about forty minutes, we were led inside of the massive mansion without male dates or an invitation. The dresses alone were enough it seemed.

      We passed dozens of Dark Fae. Sons of Darkness was just another name for what they truly were. Cruel horns twisted from their heads. One of them had hooved feet, another displayed the same black Fae wings like Liam. So many of them were here that I started to panic about our plan.

      “Hello there,” a deep voice called out beside me and I froze. Turning halfway, I came face to face with a guy in his twenties. His eyes were deep orange, but they glowed like tiny flames danced inside of them. He was exceedingly handsome, with a full beard and tall stature, but something about him raised the hairs on my neck. “Care to dance?”

      I gave him a big fat, hopefully genuine grin, “Sure thing. I just gotta use the ladies’ room, then I’ll find you?”

      He reached out and trailed a finger along my arm. “I’ll be at the bar.” His voice was gruff and made my stomach churn. I nodded and bee-lined it to the back of the room with Elle hot on my tail.

      Just as I was about to start sending out my feelers and looking for the crystal, everyone started clapping.

      Looking up, I followed the direction of their stares and my blood ran cold.

      A tall, black-haired Fae in his early forties stood at the top of a balcony overlooking the guests. His eyes were cold and dark, and his black wings flitted behind his back, tendrils of smoke curling off of them. But even so, I could see the resemblance to Liam from here: the chiseled jaw, the full pout. It was Liam’s father, and worse yet, he wore the crown of Aubin. He was the Winter King.

      The fucking Winter King killed my mother.

      I’d seen pictures of the crown; we had a book on all of them. The Winter King’s crown had a large ruby crystal in the center that amplified his power.

      “Greetings, my Sons.” His voice reached out towards us, bringing with it a rush of frigid cold air. The men in the room all clapped as the human women looked up adoringly at the king. Elle froze next to me and I wondered if she recognized who the hell he was.

      “Tonight, we celebrate the Sons of Darkness … the union of human and Fae, which will bring forth a new race into my new world.”

      What the what?

      My blood ran cold as everyone clapped excitedly and women started to pair up with men, walking over to couches, or mattresses on the floor, and disappearing behind curtains. The women started to undress, and it hit me then that this was a fucking breeding orgy party.

      Bile rose in my throat. Was he deliberately trying to grow the Dark Fae race?

      “Be fruitful and multiply,” the king said, before walking away from the balcony and into the arms of a woman with long red hair who had been standing behind him.

      “Holy fuck,” I whisper-screamed. He was purposely creating more Sons … and these humans seemed all too happy to oblige. Our most cherished rule was to keep our people a secret to the humans, but he’d clearly outed us to select few who were willing to…

      I felt sick.

      “Where is the you know what?” Elle whispered, eyes widening with urgency.

      The crystal. I’d nearly forgotten why we were here. Shaking my head, I took a deep breath and pulled on my power, feeling a tug down the hallway, where there was a staircase leading down. A guard stood in front of it, barring our way.

      “There.” I nodded to the guard.

      Elle nodded. “I’ll distract him. You get it and we meet at the bike.”

      I nodded, nerves flushing through me.

      Elle walked over to the guy while I stayed back. He wore a trim black suit, but underneath his coat I saw the glint of a dagger. He looked my bestie up and down in a seductive way as she approached him. I wasn’t exactly sure what she was going to do. Use an illusion? Knock him out?

      Nope. She walked right up and started making out with him!

      Oh gods!

      I bolted down the hall and slipped right past them while she kept him occupied. “Oh baby, I’d love to but I gotta work,” I could hear him telling her as I took the stairs two at a time.

      She had balls of steel. What if he’d led her to a mattress? I didn’t even want to think about it!

      When I reached the bottom of the stairs, I let my wings carry me across the hall so I didn’t make a sound. Even though the wings were invisible, they still worked. When I reached an open room, I peered inside to find that it was actually a huge open space, and when I looked up it spanned three floors. I was in some kind of walkout basement with a circular castle type of vibe. The entire wall in front of me was made of glass, which led out to a beautiful back yard and in-ground swimming pool. To the right was a set of wooden double doors. The pull at my navel told me that was the way to go. The crystal was behind the door, I knew it.

      Reaching for the lock on the door, I froze when I heard rustling wings behind me.

      “I knew you would be here.” Liam’s voice should have startled me, but instead it just made my whole body buzz. He was standing behind me dressed in all black, with his angelic blond hair gelled to one side. I had somehow memorized every inch of his face when I’d stared at him in those hours of his healing on my couch. My gaze ran over his blue eyes, somehow looking like they were lit with embers of gold.

      “You’re a seeker too.” I had to hear him say it. His eyes roamed over my body, taking in my dress and curled hair.

      He stepped forward, bringing with him a chill of cold air as he gave me a nod. “You need to leave. My father will kill you on sight.” His words were gruff and oddly protective. The blue light started up then, spinning in a circle right over my heart. He looked down at his chest, the matching blue glow casting shadows across his face. His brows pinched in confusion.

      “Why does it do that? Why only with you?” His question held so much wonder. I was too embarrassed to tell him that it wouldn’t stop until we’d mated. Too scared to see his reaction when I told him it was because somehow our dead ancestors in the upper realms thought us fit to spend the rest of our lives together.

      I remembered the queen then, and my promise to the elders and my people to get the crystals. “Liam I—”

      My words were cut off by the sound of footfalls. “Hey! What are you two doing?” someone cried out. A guard had come up behind Liam.

      I didn’t think. Throwing myself in Liam’s arms, he caught me, surprise lighting up his eyes as I leaned in, pressing my lips to his. The moment my lips touched his, the grip on my hips tightened. The blue light at our chest died down to a small flicker and our tongues intertwined. Warmth trickled down my chest and pooled between my thighs as desire slammed into me tenfold.

      “Alright, get a room. This area is restricted,” the voice called out, closer now.

      Liam pulled back, eyes glowing orange, then he leaned into my ear, “I hate that I want you,” he whispered, his breath sending an electrical pulse down my neck, making my nipples tighten and my wings snap erect.

      Pulling away, spinning, he took the man off guard and plowed the right side of his palm in a hard karate chop against the dude’s neck. It was just like the movies. The man crumpled, out cold.

      Liam turned on me, lips still wet from our kiss. “You need to drop this hunt. Keep your six crystals and leave the rest on Earth.” His wings were erect, and my heart pounded as it settled over me what needed to be done.

      I had to know. “Why are you stealing it from your own father?”

      He looked back at the unconscious guard. “We have different visions.”

      “Your father’s the … Winter King?” I also had to know if my suspicions were correct.

      He just glared at me.

      I shifted nervously. “I’m just … trying to know your story.”

      He was my fucking soulmate and it killed me that we weren’t on the same side … but maybe we were. He was against his dad; I was against his dad. Maybe we could be a team.

      Liam’s gaze darkened. “Lily, that’s your name, is it?”

      My stomach warmed at the sound of my name on his lips. He must have seen it around my house before he left, because I hadn’t told him.

      I nodded.

      He stepped closer to me, reaching up to trace my collarbone. My mouth went dry as I held in my whimper. “You don’t want to know my story. I’ve done things so horrible they would make your blood run cold.” He leaned in, his breath washing over my neck. “We’re not friends. We’re not lovers. We’re not in this together.”

      His words should have scared me, but they only saddened me at what I knew would need to be done. He pulled back and took my chin into his hand. “Go now. Don’t come back—”

      With the base of my knife, I cracked him over the head, cutting the words off in his throat.

      Seeing the look of betrayal cross his face before he crumbled to the ground killed me inside. Tears blurred my vision as I spun and burst into the room. There, lying on a pedestal, were … two crystals.

      Holy shit.

      Jackpot. It was only when I got closer that I saw that one of them looked … different than the rest. It was bluish green and fading to black at the base. It didn’t look like the other crystals in Faerie but … I should still grab it, right? Surely it was the same thing?

      Reaching out, I grabbed the blue Tree of Life crystal and slipped it into my bag, hesitating on the second one. I don’t know why, but my intuition was screaming at me not to grab it. But surely it was the same one we needed? It was the same size and shape, just a different color. Without another thought, I reached out and wrapped my fingers around the dark crystal. Hot searing pain shot up my arm to my elbow and I screeched in agony, drawing my hand back. Sweat beaded my forehead as I looked down at a black scorch mark on my palm.

      Shit.
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      My hand still throbbed with pain as I decided to ditch the dark crystal and ran out of the room. The guard was stirring, but Liam was still out cold. Guilt gnawed at my gut as I remembered that first day I met him and how he’d hidden me inside of the closet…

      Shit! Shit!

      Pulling out my knife, I cracked the guard over the temple, knocking him out again, and grabbed Liam under the armpits. Heaving him backward with all my might, I stashed him in a dark alcove behind a potted plant. He almost looked like he’d had too much sex and booze and had just passed out. Hopefully, that’s what someone would think if they found him there.

      Footsteps down the hallway had my heart jackknifing in my chest. Letting my wings beat slowly enough not to make too much noise, but fast enough for flight, I hovered as a guard with big horns walked out into the large space.

      “Shit, Donny!” said the guard, and ran for his fallen friend. I noticed that the second floor had a window open. It was large enough for me to fly through, so I aimed for that space.

      As I slipped out into the cold night, the weight of the crystal in my messenger bag gave me comfort. I did it! I’d got the crystal.

      I was halfway across the yard, ready to land and run to where I’d stashed the bike, when I heard the flapping of wings.

      Fear gripped me as I took off like a hummingbird, glancing over my shoulder to see none other than the Winter King himself.

      His wings smoked as small embers fell from them.

      Holy fuck. I was fast. It was a trait of a seeker, but this was a freaking king. Royalty was powerful, and although my mother was the queen’s sister, according to Indra we didn’t share the right blood for me to have those kind of powers. I was way out of my league and my warrior guardian AKA Elle, was nowhere in sight.

      I flapped madly, trying to get to our meeting site where I’d stashed the motorcycle. I didn’t think the rolling pin would fit in the purse and didn’t want to be caught with it if searched.

      Risking another glance back, I was relieved to no longer see smoking wings attached to a very angry Fae king. I’d lost him. Barely slowing when I reached the wooded area where I stashed the bike, I crashed into a tree and smacked my wing. Landing hard on my right ankle, I had to keep my arms out to steady myself.

      Elle popped out from the tree. “Did you get it?”

      Oh thank the gods. I nodded, starting the bike. “But the Winter King came after me. I think I lost hi—”

      “I believe you have something of mine.” His cold dark voice crept over me, bringing a chill with it. There, in the clearing just behind our bike, stood the Winter King, his huge wings flapping behind him. A white dusting of snow fell from them, and I tried not to gape in awe. How could his wings smoke with embers and produce snow at the same time?

      Elle was less entranced than I, and wasted no time gawking at the powerful king. She sprang into action, chucking one of her throwing swords right at his face. He ducked, tucking his wings in, and dodged it, but this gave her just enough time to pop on the back of the bike as I gunned it. The tires dug into the dirt as we lurched forward and burst from the trees.

      Elle shifted her weight, but I couldn’t worry about what she was doing, I just kept my eyes peeled to the road, going eighty miles an hour.

      “Oh shit,” Elle shrieked, as a razor sharp icicle whizzed past my head and crashed onto the concrete, shattering into pieces.

      I froze, trying not to let the panic get to me.

      Think. I’d had lessons with Trissa since I was five years old, but they were failing me now in the field under stress.

      “Shield!” I cried out, suddenly remembering the basics of our training.

      “I’m trying!” Elle screamed back. Erecting an energy shield to bar a physical object from entering your space took complete concentration and depleted your power. No way could I do one while driving, but Elle might be able to if she could focus.

      “I need a fucking harpoon!” she bellowed over the wind. “This asshole is too fast.”

      Elle was a master at throwing knives, so if she wasn’t able to nab him, then we had a real adversary on our hands. I mean, no shit, he was the king of gods damn winter. My mind was still reeling from that and all it meant. So Liam was his halfling son…

      “He’s gone,” Elle called out suddenly.

      I felt her body sag with relief against me, but I knew better. This guy didn’t just retreat. “No. He’s playing us,” I yelled back; we were getting close to the blue door apartment, but no way was I leading him there. I’d have to drive in circles until we really lost this guy or injured him—or he killed us. Okay, that last thought went dark, but this was the first high speed chase I’d ever been in.

      I was just going to turn around and risk a glance behind me, when the king flew right out in front of us, dropping to the street.

      “Take flight!” I screamed as I swerved, the bike leaning too far to the right as I lost balance. I had to think fast or this was going to be a really bad accident. Using my powers, I clicked the jewel on the handle and started to transform to bike back to the rolling pin at the same time my wings beat furiously to lift me off of the ground. The king shot ice shards from his hands right at Elle, as she threw more and more small knives. It was a battle, my first real battle, and I was woefully unprepared.

      We were way out of our fucking league here.

      His cold voice cut across the road: “My men are right behind me. They’ll skin you alive. Give me the crystal and walk away with your life.”

      It was tempting, but his sick little breeding program, or whatever the hell that was back there, had my head reeling.

      “These aren’t yours!” I shouted boldly. “They belong to Faerie.”

      I tightened my grip on the bag that held the crystal and grabbed my small obsidian knife with the other, preparing for a fight I knew I could not win.

      “Stupid girl. Just like your mother.” With that, he flung his wrist out and a shard of ice headed right for me, cutting across the space between us in a blur.

      I jerked to the side just as a streak of wings burst in front of me and kicked the icicle out of the way.

      Liam.

      He lunged forward, wasting no time tackling his father to the ground as a flurry of snow built up between them, white chunks of frosty snow around them like a tornado.

      The king gripped Liam by the neck and slammed him into the pavement. “You are my greatest mistake!” he shouted, as he blasted Liam’s face with cold air, seemingly freezing his skin as he hovered over him, wings flapping madly to pin his son to the ground.

      Liam grimaced but fought back, gripping his father’s wings and causing frost to coat them until they were frozen icicles. The Son of Darkness bucked his dad off and stood, looking at Elle and me incredulously.

      “Get the hell out of here!” he shouted in rage.

      His venomous snarl shook me and I took flight as he and his father grappled once again. Elle was right behind me as we flew into the thick trees and made our way to the apartment. My heart pounded and my hands shook with adrenaline. The cold wind cut past me as my mind tried to process what just happened.

      “Do you think he’ll be okay? The king said he had more guards coming,” I said to Elle as we landed in front of the blue doorway.

      Elle’s brown hair was windblown and her cheeks pink. “He seemed like he could hold his own,” was all she said.

      I nodded nervously. That was true. He had powers that matched his father from what I had observed, but my heart ached to leave him there. We were clearly on opposite sides, but why had he just protected me from his father?

      I peered over my shoulder to confirm we were not followed, and then reached out for the handle.

      I couldn’t think about Liam right now, I needed to get this crystal back to Faerie and restore the tree of light before it fell and brought Faerie with it. The queen needed me more than Liam did.

      The second I opened the door, Mara and Bashur were there. He gave one bark and Mara lowered the shotgun she held.

      “You took a while. I was just about to send Bash.”

      I raised the sack and gave her a lopsided grin. “I got it.”

      Mara pumped her fist into the air. “That-a girl!” Then her eyes roamed over my torn dress and Elle’s disheveled looks. “Trouble?”

      I nodded. “You have no idea. I’ll catch you up on the way.”

      We entered her house and walked briskly through the kitchen and into her office. I spoke the entire time, telling her about the dark crystal and showing her the singed skin on my hand. Then I told her of meeting the Winter King, and the breeding program. She gasped and shook her head in disbelief. “Your mother had suspicions about some kind of halfling race expansion, but to hear this from your lips … it gives me chills.”

      I stopped just as we reached her office. “Mara … the Winter King … he’s the one that killed her.”

      Her gaze darkened. “I know.”

      A frown pulled at my lips. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      She reached out with her golden handcuff and grasped my hand. “Because revenge has eaten away at souls more pure than yours.”

      If the fucking king of Winter killed me, you’re damn right my mother would have gone after him in revenge. Wouldn’t she? So why shouldn’t I take him out?

      Assuming I was powerful enough, which I wasn’t.

      I frowned. “His wings … they smoke like fire but he throws ice. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      She nodded. “He’s the son of the original Summer queen and Winter king. He holds both fire and ice power. He’s older than any Fae I’ve ever known.”

      That sent chills down my spine. He could have killed us easily then … why didn’t he? Maybe he needs a seeker. That thought brought horror rushing through me and I tamped it down.

      With that, she opened the door to her office and we strapped into our seats. My mind was reeling on overdrive.

      I didn’t speak the rest of the way, numbly unclipping and hefting the crystal over my shoulder. As I reached the door to her office to go back into Faerie, Mara called over my shoulder: “You’ve done an amazing thing today. Try to enjoy it a little.”

      I nodded and opened the door, only to find that I was directly in the elders’ library, inside their home. Indra was waiting.

      “Have you found one?” She wrung her hands together nervously. Mara must have alerted her somehow. I stepped inside the warm library and Elle came up beside me, bowing low out of respect. I’d forgotten all formalities, and clumsily bowed as well.

      Indra waved her hand. “You don’t need to greet me in such a way. We are all equals in the cause to save Faerie.”

      Whoa.

      Elle and I shared a look. The other three elders turned the corner then and my eyes fell on the elder of Winter Court.

      “I got the crystal,” I told them, and they all sighed in relief, clutching their chests. I noticed then that the floor of their home had a giant crack down the middle. Was that there when I’d come after the earthquake?

      Indra noticed my gaze. “There have been more tremors.”

      I pulled out the crystal and held it out to Indra. This should help.”

      She stepped back a pace. “Oh, dearest, it is your birthright to place the crystal. I cannot touch it without catastrophic harm.”

      Oh shit, that was right. I pulled my hand back and nodded. I needed to tell them so many things, but unlike with Mara, I couldn’t talk to the elders so freely.

      My gaze flicked to the Winter elder. “Did you know the Winter King still lives?”

      Indra had said he was running the Sons of Darkness, but I hadn’t really expected to run into him like that.

      He sighed. “I assumed as much. Your mother clashed with him a handful of times over the years. There are many factions of the Sons of Darkness. He only runs one of them.”

      Anger flared inside of me. “Did you know he killed her?”

      Indra frowned. “Mara told us. Why all of this talk of the Winter King?”

      I took a deep breath, looking over at Elle, who nodded in encouragement.

      “The Winter King has some sick breeding program. We walked into some sex party with hundreds of Sons of Darkness and their human … concubines. They’re … mating.” This was awkward as fuck, but I felt it my duty to warn them.

      They collectively gasped, and Indra immediately started to pace the library. “This is worse than I feared.”

      Elle stepped forward, “The king was talking about weird things. Like wanting to create a world on Earth where they could … I don’t know. It sounded like he wanted all the crystals to take over Earth for himself.”

      Indra stopped pacing and I shot Elle a warning look. The king’s speech had been confusing, and I’d wanted to find out more from Liam before just dropping that bomb on them.

      Indra’s face took on a menacing look. “Of course. That’s been his plan all along I’ll bet.”

      Her eyes fell to my hand, which was red and burned from grabbing the dark crystal. “Is there something else you need to tell us, dear?”

      Fuck.

      Well, they dropped a ton of stuff on me over the past few days, so now it was time to return the favor. This was something I hadn’t even told Elle yet.

      “The king had two crystals. One that looked like this.” I held up the beautiful bluish-purple shard. “And one that was … blackish green. A dark crystal. It burned me when I tried to grab it.”

      The elder of Spring looked like she was ready to fall over, but Indra remained surprisingly calm. She simply looked at the Winter elder and they both nodded. “Your mother had some intel, weeks before she died, that the Sons had in their possession a powerful warlock who was changing the properties of our crystals so that we could no longer retrieve them, and you would no longer be able to touch them. Only the Sons of Darkness can.”

      Oh gods.

      What did that mean for Faerie?

      “So, it’s just gone?” I shouted. “We can’t use it? Even if I get them all, we will only have eleven!”

      Indra gave a deep sigh, her wings wilting behind her. “Let’s take it one step at a time. This crystal should stop the tremors.” She pointed to the one in my hand. “I’ll go and have a chat with an old friend and see what we can do about the dark crystal.”

      I just nodded, and with that, her and Aubin walked past me, each giving me a bow of their head. They reached the blue door to Mara’s prison and knocked. She opened it and ushered them inside before closing it behind them. It hadn’t occurred to me that they couldn’t just walk inside like I could. Only Mara could let them enter.

      Interesting.

      “Come, child.” The elder of Fall coaxed me forward. Maple was sweet and soft-spoken, just like Rose, and I felt more at ease in her presence than Indra and Aubin. Summer and winter were intense seasons, and that reflected in their personalities.

      “I’ll wait here.” Elle took a seat in the library and I nodded, wondering if she just wanted to rifle through any books while I was gone and that’s why she was staying behind.

      Maple led me through the hallway as Rose lagged behind. They were quiet and reverent, reminding me of Buddhist monks on Earth, but of course with untold power.

      As we entered the atrium that held the Tree of Life, my breath hitched. The branch that had been browned and drying before was now turning to ash. Flakes of ash broke off and flitted towards the ceiling.

      “It’s worse,” I gasped, feeling the crystal pulse with power as I neared the tree. Deep vibrations ran the length of my arm as we got closer and closer.

      “Faerie is dying with its queen,” Maple said, her voice full of sorrow.

      No.

      I wouldn’t accept that. Hard fucking pass.

      “No she’s not,” I said firmly and kneeled before the tree. The little empty golden disc glowed as I brought the crystal closer and closer to it.

      Cupping the crystal, I laid it into the open disc, hearing a click as it clinked against the metal. A tremendous power rose up my arms in waves as blue light arced out and surrounded my body. The tree’s leaves rustled as if a great wind were present, and my once red, burned and painful hand … was now healed.

      I pulled it back, looking it over closely.

      “Interesting,” was all Maple said before she exchanged a look with Rose.

      “You think—?” Rose asked, but Maple cut her off with a clearing of her throat.

      I was about to ask more when the tree branch that was once ashy and brittle started to grow a thick and vibrant green. Little white blossoms bloomed on its branches as health returned to the tree.

      The elders squealed in delight. “You’ve bought us time.”

      I grinned, taking a huge sigh of relief. “How much time?”

      When I spun around, their delight was gone, replaced with grim expressions. “Maybe a week.”

      That wasn’t so bad. It only took me a few days to get this one; the next one surely I could do in seven.

      “I’ll be back soon with the next crystal.” I pulled my shoulders back and straightened my posture in a display of confidence.

      They both looked at each other in disbelief, but then simply nodded to me. Walking back over to Elle, I found her with her nose in a book. She yelped when I caught her, and leapt up to put it back on the shelf. Her fingers fumbled until the book slipped back into place and then she spun on me. “I thought you were—hey,” she straightened as the elders came into the room. Her cheeks went pink and I grinned.

      “Let’s go back in. I want to find the next crystal right away,” I told Elle, and she gave a curt nod before we walked over to the blue door together.

      I wondered if I opened this if it would be Mara’s office or someplace else. I hesitated … unsure. “Mara will have set up the portal to take you where she thinks you should go next,” one of them called out behind me.

      With that, I reached out and turned the handle. I was sleepy as all hell and was hoping wherever I was going had a soft bed. I didn’t want to sleep in Faerie for fear of missing a tug on my power that would lead me to the next crystal on Earth. Pulling the door wide, I was crestfallen to see the New York apartment my mother died in.

      I hesitated a moment and Elle’s hand slipped into mine. “We got this,” she told me, and we both walked in together.

      Peering over my shoulder, I gave the two elders a nod goodbye. My eyes fell to the couch where Trissa had given me the crazy news of what my new life’s mission would entail, and then flicked to the bathroom, door ajar. The faint smell of bleach wafted out of the room and my throat tightened. Kira probably came and cleaned it up, but I wasn’t ready to go in there yet.

      It hit me then … everything hit me. My mom was dead, my soulmate was the Dark Fae halfling son of the Winter King who was trying to kill me, and the whole fucking world would go to shit if I didn’t find these crystals that—oh, by the way—now nearly burned my hand off!

      “I wonder why Mara wanted us to come here?” Elle pondered. “And I wonder what the Fae elders went into the blue door to see. Are they going to Earth? Or is—?”

      Tears streamed down my cheeks and Elle’s questions dried up in her throat. “Oh, Lily.”

      She rushed forward and pulled me into a tight hug. The walls I’d built to keep me going over the past few days crumbled then and I broke down into sobs. Legitimate pain ebbed from the center of my chest and throughout my limbs, making me feel weak.

      “Come on…” Elle coaxed me into the back room of the tiny apartment. The double doors were open and the curtains spread to show a beautiful view of Central Park. My sobs turned to sniffles as I kicked off my boots and Elle pulled the comforter down. Sitting on the bedside table was a picture of me and my mom. I was three and had just learned to fly. My mom was beaming ear to ear as I stood on her shoulders, fluttering about. My tears returned full force and Elle squeezed my hand, easing me into the bed and covering me with the blanket.

      “No twenty-year-old should have to bury their mother,” I moaned to Elle as I hugged the pillow to my chest. She nodded, looking at the bedside picture.

      “I know. You’re lucky you have me or you’d be totally screwed.”

      I grinned; she always knew how to make me laugh. Reaching up, I clasped her hand. “You’re not wrong.”

      Feeling the weight of the comforter over me and the aches in my joints dissipating, I felt the pull of sleep summon me.

      I couldn’t help but think of Liam. “He saved us,” I mumbled as my eyes grew heavy. Did he get away from his father? Was he dead?

      Elle nodded, and my eyes drifted closed. “He did. But I’m not sure that means we can trust him.”

      It was the last thing I heard before I drifted off to sleep.
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      I awoke to the smell of fresh pancakes. My mouth watered as I sat up and looked at the alarm clock.

      Ten A.M.

      I’d slept twelve hours. The curtains were drawn, and Elle had laid my boots by the door, which made me smile. Even though we were the same age, she always mothered me. Peeling the covers back, I slipped into the bathroom and took a quick ten-minute shower. My mom had the bathroom stocked full of disposable toothbrushes, shampoo bottles, tampons, everything you could need. This must be her main bolt hole besides Mara’s house and our home in Faerie.

      Going to the closet, I felt a pang in my chest as I saw rows and rows of my mother’s clothes. Leaning forward, I inhaled sharply, smelling my mother’s unique scent. My throat tightened with emotion as the jasmine and vanilla hit my nose and overwhelmed my senses. My mom and I were the same size—a fact she bragged about in public often. Her hips were a tad bigger than mine, but nothing I couldn’t fix with a belt. Pulling out some low-slung jeans and an NYPD V-neck, I laced my boots and made my way out into the living room.

      On the couch were blankets and a pillow where Elle must have slept, although now she was in the kitchen flipping pancakes.

      “Where’d you get fresh eggs and stuff?” I called out.

      “From me.” Mara’s voice made me jump a little, and I spun to find her leaning against the open front door of the apartment. Only it wasn’t a front door, it was a blue door that now led into her house. I would never be able to wrap my mind around these endless doors and how they could be configured to different places and realms.

      She smiled. “Instacart is my friend.”

      I grinned; the thought of a hundreds-years-old Fae ordering normie food from an iPhone app was hilarious. I wasn’t allowed a phone or any other electronics, other than the laptop and DVDs my mom brought me. Electronics malfunctioned around us anyway. Mara likely had to get a new phone every six months.

      “My mom liked the place.” I observed her touch in everything. The paintings on the walls were all of flowers, her favorite, and the coffee maker was teal, which was her favorite color.

      Mara nodded. “She did. New York is a special place for seekers. You’ll see.” She winked.

      Elle handed me a plate of pancakes. “For Mara,” she told me.

      I held it out to the Fae, assuming she would come inside and eat with us, but she shook her head. “I can’t enter Earth. Part of my … sentencing.”

      Oh right. I was in New York and not in some weird blue door in-between place. I was having a hard time remembering that.

      I handed her the pancakes and she plopped right down on the floor between the doorframe and started eating. Bashur came up behind her and she tossed him a pancake, which made me laugh. It felt good to laugh. I felt like I’d turned a corner in my grief.

      Crying last night, letting it all out, was good for me. And wearing my mom’s clothes today made me feel closer to her. It brought me comfort that everything would be okay. Reaching into my shirt, I pulled out the necklace she’d given me with her healing soul energy in it and gave it a kiss. The cold silver touched my lips and I promised myself only to use it for something dire.

      “Order up!” Elle called, making Mara and I both chuckle. The scent of normie syrup was so yum. It wasn’t like the pure maple syrup we had in Faerie, this was pure sugar and caramel food coloring, which somehow tasted better to me, even if it was worse for my body. Pulling my pancake plate from the kitchen counter, I grabbed a fork and bottle of syrup and plopped down to meet Mara on the floor. She looked up with tears in her eyes.

      “Your mom used to do the same thing.”

      It was the perfect thing to say. I felt closer to her than ever and I was starting to realize the sanity in not throwing this life on a child’s lap. I was strong; she knew I could handle this.

      Elle nervously shoved a piece of pancake into her mouth as she settled down next to me and eyed the cuffs on Mara’s wrist. “Why did you get … imprisoned?—I mean … if you don’t mind my asking,” she mumbled.

      Mara took a slow bite, chewing thoughtfully. “It’s not a very good breakfast story. I’ll tell you girls another time.” She gave us a small smile and my heart plummeted. I mean, I knew it probably wasn’t a great story, but now I wondered just how tragic it might be.

      “So, while I was in the shower,” I quickly changed the subject, “I tried to feel out where any crystals might be, but I got nothing.” A frown pulled at my lips.

      Mara nodded. “Happened to your mother often. That’s why I sent you girls here.” She gestured to the New York skyline behind us.

      “What’s so great about New York? I mean as far as hunting crystals goes?” I took another bite of fluffy pancake.

      Mara grinned. “Your mother only discovered it a few months ago, but Central Park has…” She lowered her voice, peering behind her as if she feared being watched. “A seeker stone.”

      Elle and I shared a confused look. “What’s that?”

      Mara shrugged. “Your mom named it. It’s a stone tablet that shows a seeker where all of the crystals are.”

      Whoa.

      That was … whoa. “How did it get to Central Park? Who made it?” That didn’t seem like the place for something like that. It should be in Faerie, where the crystals belonged. Whoever made it must have done so after the crystals were taken, because there would be no need for such a thing before.

      Mara gave me a look that said, How should I know?

      Curious.

      She shrugged. “I have my suspicions. When the Winter King fled Faerie, he took many valuable possessions with him. One of them might have been this seeker stone.”

      I frowned. “Then why isn’t it still with him? Or why didn’t my mom just bring it back here to the apartment?”

      Mara nodded. “Your mother wondered the same until she tried to take it. It’s magically embedded and cannot be removed.”

      Weird. I wondered if the Winter King or Liam knew it was there. Who else would imbed it there? Maybe a rogue person did it for safekeeping? Maybe the king knew he was going to flee with the crystals and used dark magic to make it… that way he could always keep tabs on where they were.

      I stood, forgetting about the final pancake on my plate. “Well, where is it? I must go see it.”

      Mara nodded, her red hair shaking around her shoulders as she stood as well. “It’s in Central Park in the Shakespeare Garden, embedded into the informational plaque.”

      I nodded. That seemed easy enough to find.

      Elle shoved a final pancake in her mouth and then gestured behind Mara, into her house. “Can I stock up on weapons? I used all my throwing knifes.”

      Mara nodded and stood to the side.

      Bashur barked and Mara shushed him. “I’ll let you out later.”

      I grinned. “Does he want to go for a walk?”

      The second I said the word “walk,” the giant dog began to spin in circles, yipping and panting heavily.

      Mara chuckled. “Well, now you have to take him!”

      “We’d love to.”

      “Sure you don’t mind? He’ll drag you halfway across the city.”

      I nodded. “I’m sure.”

      “I’ll grab his leash.” She ventured into the house, leaving me to rub behind Bashur’s ear.

      Ten minutes later, Elle was armed to the teeth and Bashur was on his leash, raring to go.

      “Alright, see you in…” She checked her watch. “An hour.” Then she waved to us before shutting the door.

      I looked at Elle, opening the door again, and gasped when I saw the long hallway of an apartment building and not Mara’s apartment.

      “Okay, that’s seriously cool,” I told Elle and Bashur. She nodded her agreement as Bashur yanked on the leash and started to run for the elevator. I had found a key for the apartment in a dish on the entry table, so after locking up, we took the elevator down to the bottom floor.

      “Hang on. Let me do an illusion to make Bashur look like a chihuahua. Some buildings don’t allow giant dogs.” Elle threw some magic over Bashur and I nodded.

      “Good thinking.”

      She’d been listening in our Earth Studies classes.

      With Bashur fully illusioned, we strutted out into the lobby, passing a doorman. He was slouched in a chair staring at his phone. He looked about twenty-five years old, with short cropped black hair and dark skin. As we passed, he did a double take when he saw me and set-down his phone. “Are you Violet’s daughter in 3B?”

      My heart pinched at the sound of my mom’s name and I nodded. The guy grinned, pulling out one headphone. “You look just like your mom. You girls living here now?” He was clearly feeling chatty and I didn’t want to be rude.

      I bobbed my head, but was unsure how to explain our current living situation.

      “Off and on between here and Milan. We’re models.” Elle put a hand on her hip, tilting her chin up.

      The dude gave a slow grin. “I can see that. Yeah. Cool.”

      Bashur barked, tugging at the leash and the dude reeled back. “Damn, little homeboy has some lungs on him.” He looked down at Bashur’s feet. “Don’t you, cutie pie?”

      Elle and I grinned. Chihuahua illusion worked. “Yep, he’s excited for his walk. Hey, it was nice to meet you…?”

      “Derek, I’m from Brooklyn, but anything you need, just ask.”

      “Cool. Thanks!” I yelled as Bashur yanked me towards the door and we all headed out into the bustling city. We took a right and I peered up at the street. Madison and 79th. I’d memorized the map of Central Park my mom had on the counter. Our apartment was right at the entrance of Central Park, and maps were something my photographic memory took well to.

      Elle looked back at our apartment. “This place probably costs five grand a month.”

      I frowned. “I wonder where my mom got the normie money from.”

      Elle shrugged, that’s obvious. “It’s gotta be illusioned.”

      That felt wrong, but then again, if they never knew it was counterfeit … it was still in circulation and wouldn’t really matter, right?

      There were so many people around, all walking head down and fast paced. I’d never seen so many people in one place in my life. The entirety of Faerie’s population was probably in one city block. It was loud and overwhelming. I’d been out to Earth as part of our training, but I’d never been to New York City. We pumped our legs, letting Bashur weave us in and out of the people. It was just a short walk to the entrance of the park, and then we went through an archway. One second we were in a concrete jungle and the next I was surrounded by rolling green hills and thick trees. My little Fae soul relaxed a little among the nature and I got my bearings, comparing it to the map in my head. We continued on 79th past Turtle pond, keeping our eyes peeled for the garden Mara spoke about.

      “Should you try connecting with the Earth?” Elle whispered.

      I could take off my boots and put my feet in the grass. No one would notice I was doing magic or anything, but I really wanted to see if this seeker stone was real.

      “If we can’t find it, I’ll try that,” I told her.

      Elle nodded.

      “It should be up here on the right. Shakespeare Garden,” I told Elle.

      Bashur was smelling everything and had stopped to pee three times already. It’s like he was saving it up and spraying it all over everything, but Elle held his leash while I referred to my photographic memory of the map.

      “Here!” I exclaimed and then gasped when I saw the intricate archway of Shakespeare’s Garden. An iron arch spread stood about ten feet tall with flower and petal detail work that any Fae would appreciate.

      Elle was inspecting the work as well, while Bashur took this time to pee on the corner of the arch.

      “Hey! Don’t do that.” I smacked his rump and he looked up at me and barked.

      “Wow, this is lovely.” Elle stepped into the park, pulling Bashur after her. You could almost forget that Faerie was dying and that I needed to look for the remaining five crystals. I could almost just … be a tourist. Almost.

      “Alright, I’m going to have a look around.” I winked at Elle. There was a couple sitting on a bench reading; huge red rose bushes flourished behind them. Another lady and her little girl were dancing around the garden in joy. This place was special; it almost had a Fae quality to it, and I wondered when it was built and by whom.

      As I walked the edge of the garden, passing little plaques with quotes from Shakespeare on them, I searched for the one Mara spoke of. It wasn’t until I got to the largest one, the one that announced Shakespeare Garden in huge lettering with a Romeo and Juliet quote above, that I could feel the power of magic pulling me.

      Gotcha.

      Stepping up closer to the plaque, I suddenly became overwhelmed with emotion. Knowing my mother had stood in this very spot not too long ago had an ache forming in my chest.

      “Help me, Mom,” I whispered, and rubbed my thumb over the necklace at my throat. That pull was so strong, the plaque was … shimmering bronze and I felt the irresistible urge to touch it. When I placed my hand flat onto the plaque, it glimmered a reflective shiny purple, sending a jolt of buzzing magic up my arm. The words that once stood there were replaced as an image of a map formed in its place.

      With a gasp, I removed my hand and stared at the purple glowing map. It took me a second to understand what I was looking at. The upper section was of Earth and all of the countries here, the lower section was … Faerie and my village. That lower portion was a tiny little map that showed the Tree of Life and an etched picture of seven crystals that rested on its base.

      “Whoa,” I breathed, leaning closer. I scanned the US map and my eyes stopped on Australia. There was a crystal symbol directly over the right side of the country. Damn, my Earth geography was shit. It was on the tip of my tongue.

      “Gold Coast,” Elle whispered behind me.

      I spun to see her looking wide-eyed at the map. “You see it?” I wasn’t sure if it was a seeker only thing. She nodded.

      “Why can’t I see all of the others here?” I asked her. Unless every single crystal was in Australia, but I doubted it. This map showed eight and I needed twelve.

      She shrugged, “Maybe you have to find them in order or something, or it can only show you one at a time on Earth.”

      Hmm.

      A woman suddenly walked up to look at the plaque and I instinctively reached out to cover it with my hand, which made the map disappear, and the plaque was normal once again.

      Whew. That was close.

      I backed away, giving the woman a sweet smile, and then looked at Elle. “I guess we’re going down under.”

      She nodded, jaw tightening as she gave me a warrior’s grin.

      Elle was really coming into her own in this situation, I wish I could say the same about myself.

      Just then, Bashur barked and jerked. The leash flew from Elle’s hands.

      “Bash!” I screamed and ran after the huge beast.

      “Puppy!” a girl said, reaching for a tiny chihuahua that wasn’t there. When her hand hit the top of bashers back, which was nearly as tall as her, she recoiled. Illusions were pesky things. They looked like one thing, and felt or smelled like another.

      “He’s not friendly,” I told the mom, and she yanked her daughter back, shooting me a glare. I dove and grasped onto Bashur’s collar just in time for him to start digging up a beautiful red tulip bed.

      “Bashur!” I scolded him, trying with all my might to yank him back and away from the pretty flowers he was currently murdering.

      When I finally got up to his face, I reached out for his muzzle and yanked him back.

      “What the—?” His nose was covered in dirt and he held a leather-bound book in his mouth.

      My stomach dropped when I saw the book. It jogged a dozen memories within me. When I was younger, my mother would write in a book like this all the time. Like a journal. Then one day she just stopped. I asked her why and she simply stated, “It’s complete.” I never really thought about it again until now. My fingers caressed the spiral on the spine. It was hers. I couldn’t help it; I had to open it, just to get a glimpse of her perfect scrolling handwriting. But when I split the spine, I frowned as I gazed upon blank pages. Flipping through them, all I saw was blank after blank.

      But this was hers … I knew it, and clearly Bashur had smelled it. It must be some magic illusion ink. I’d have to deal with it later.

      Her words came back to me now. In her final dying moments she’d asked me to find her journal and I’d barely given it any thought. Until now.

      “Good boy, Bashur! You’re getting a treat when we get home,” I told him, and he licked my hand, depositing a large string of drool on my palm.

      Yuck.

      Elle looked down at the book in my hands. “Is that?”

      She’d seen my mom working on it many times over the years.

      I just nodded. “Let’s head back.”

      With that, we headed back for the apartment and on our way to Australia. The journal pushed to the back of my mind as I focused on getting the next crystal.
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      After stashing the journal in the bedside table in New York, I grabbed Bashur and Elle and we positioned ourselves in front of the front door. Checking my watch, I saw that it was just about one more minute until an hour had passed. When the clock ticked, I pulled the door open and Mara was leaning against the hallway of her home, inspecting her nails.

      “Hey, kids. Did you find it?”

      I grinned. “Yep, it’s in Gold Coast, Australia.”

      Her eyes lit up. “Oh, Gold Coast is lovely.”

      We stepped inside and I shut the door behind me as Bashur jumped up on Mara and licked her face. “Did he hold his pee and mark ten different things?” she asked.

      Elle and I grinned. “Yep.”

      Mara rubbed the space between his forehead, and I found myself enjoying our little crew. I could get use to this life. Hunting for crystals was dangerous no doubt, but life was more enjoyable with good friends. And I seemed to have found two of those.

      We went into Mara’s office and strapped into the chairs as she did her thing working the dials and knobs at her huge command center to take us to Australia.
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        * * *

      

      After a spin cycle and a jog down the hallway, we were standing at her back door.

      “You might have to do a lot of exploring to find where it is. I’ll set a timer for two hours and send Bashur if you haven’t checked in.” Mara tinkered with her watch and I nodded.

      Patting Bash on the head, I stepped out of a small beach condo and breathed in the salty fresh air. The ocean was by far my most favorite place on Earth. Just the vastness of it was so humbling. Faerie was such a small and restricted place since the Dark Times; I’d grown to love the fresh open sea.

      “How do you pay for all these places?” I asked in wonder. I knew that a beachfront home was no small purchase.

      Mara smiled. “When the Dark Times happened and the Fae fled to Earth with their halfling children, we sent out a small band of loyal Fae to live and earn money on the Earth world. We call them the guardians. They are fully devoted to the cause of finding and returning the crystals and restoring Faerie.” She gestured to the house. “They fund all of our endeavors.”

      Whoa. This life just kept unraveling with new shit I had no idea about.

      “One of them must be a millionaire,” Elle observed.

      “Billionaire.” Mara winked.

      Yeesh. So that’s how my mom paid for the fancy apartment in NYC.

      I synched my watch. “Alright, two hours.”

      She nodded. “Good luck!”

      With that, I transformed my motorcycle and hopped on, Elle behind me holding on to my shoulders. I sat there for a full minute, activating my seeker power by thinking of the object of my desire. Pulling up the mental image of the blueish crystal in my mind’s eye, I felt the tiniest tug to the right. Taking off on the bike, I followed the pull and kept my senses open. We sailed past palm trees and white sand beaches as the salty wind whipped around us.

      Reaching a fork in the road, I felt a tug to the left, but it was barely noticeable. Faint. I needed to concentrate. Turning left, I went on doing this for half an hour, sometimes stopping at a light for so long I got honked at and had to pull over before I lost the trail. This was a challenging hunt. Finally, when we’d been riding for what seemed like forever, we came upon a beach town called Cabarita Beach and my senses flared. The pulse hit me deep in the gut, yanking me to the left.

      “It’s here!” I shouted to Elle, who’d been patiently hanging on to me and not talking so that she wouldn’t disturb me.

      I felt her grip on my shoulders tighten in response as she readied herself. I had no idea what we’d be walking into, and that was the hardest thing. Would it be one lone Fae or an entire party of them like last time? Or worse, a trained army? The Sons of Darkness were much more organized than I thought they would be when I’d first learned about them.

      I had a vial of the pricklewart juice in my pocket, and since a few days had safely passed, I could use it to be temporarily invisible again. Careening the bike, I pulled us down a little side street and the knock in my gut was so strong I felt a little nauseous. Cutting the bike engine, I stopped. We were close. Elle popped off and then I did as well, packing up the bike until it was a rolling pin once more and stashing it into my messenger bag.

      “Okay, give me a minute,” I told my bestie, who stood erect, hands twitching over her weapons as she readied herself for anything. To any passerby she was a normal twenty-something chick in beachwear, but little did the humans know, she was armed to the teeth.

      “Is that a gun?” I gasped, eyeing the Glock at her hip. Fae were usually against electronics of all kinds and anything machine or manmade like guns was … not forbidden exactly … but frowned upon.

      Elle nodded. “Mara gave it to me, and I have no problem using it.” She tipped her chin high as if to say there would be no more discussion.

      Well, I guess you had to fight fire with fire, and we were way out of our league when it came to the Winter King.

      I chuckled a little. “You’ve become a little badass, Ellie poo. A far cry from the little Fae who was too scared to jump off Stoneman Cliff.”

      She scowled playfully. “Oh fuck you. Stoneman Cliff is high as hell and I was eight years old.”

      The memory brought back a smile to my face.

      “You have wings. What’s the worst that could have happened?”

      She just rolled her eyes and waved me off.

      I felt it then, a knock between my ribcage, urging me forward. “Okay, I’m gonna sneak up to those houses.” I pointed to one of the three homes I thought it might be. They were all mammoth two-stories that perched high on the cliff overlooking the water. “And I’ll give you a hand signal when I find the right one. Then I’m going in.”

      She swallowed hard and nodded.

      “I’ll watch your back and keep an exit point clear.”

      I gave her a brief hug and then took off at a brisk walk down the street. It was a sunny and totally normal day out, but darkness loomed in my mind. Fear started to creep into the edges of my consciousness. This was dangerous. Like super fucking dangerous. Flashes of my mother’s body flickered in my head and I had to shake it to clear them.

      Walking past the first house, I got nothing. Passing next to the second, the urge was a little stronger but not a homerun. Slowing my pace, I crept up to the third house and got a pull so hard that I veered into the side yard almost out of control.

      The crystal was here … and so was a sickly energy I’d come to associate with the Sons … except for Liam. Pushing him from my mind, I held up my right fist, signaling to Elle this was the house.

      She nodded.

      I let my gaze run over the front porch, watching shadows pace inside behind the white sheer curtain. Fluttering my wings, I allowed them to take me just a few feet into the air. A guard paced the back porch, his long brown ponytail tied at the nape of his neck.

      Shit.

      There were no open windows from what I could see, so I was going to have to chance the backyard and the roaming guard that stood there. Wasting no time, I chugged the contents of the pricklewart juice, and grimaced as it made its way down my throat.

      Yuck. It seemed Mara had added some rose to this one to try to mask the smell, but it didn’t do much. The second my fingers disappeared from view, I knew the potion was working and I shot up into the air, coasting forward at a slow rate so that my wing flapping sound was minimal.

      The guard was big, a hulking mass of muscle stacked on his arms, as pelts of fur ran the length of his legs, where they ended at two hooved feet.

      Holy crystals.

      Was this one of the ones that could shift into an animal? I didn’t want to find out. He was on a cell phone chatting with someone.

      “I know, baby. I’ll be back in a few days. Just a quick work trip,” he purred as I landed on silent feet and padded across the porch.

      The back door was open, letting a cool breeze into the home.

      Score.

      Flattening my wings to my back, I slipped past the curtain and froze when a guard walked right over to me.

      “Marx! Get the fuck off the phone and do your job,” he barked, before turning and going to the kitchen. He just missed me by two inches.

      I exhaled the breath I’d been holding, and tiptoed further into the house, feeling the pull of my seeker power tug me closer to the front of the home. There was a guy in the kitchen with a small pair of brown horns on his forehead. I tiptoed past him, barely breathing as I passed an open office. My stomach dropped as I nearly screamed at the sight of the Winter King sitting behind a computer.

      “Where’s my tea!” he shouted, clacking something on the keyboard as the man in the kitchen mumbled a reply.

      My heart was in my throat as I padded past the room, wondering how the hell I was going to make it out of here. The Winter King was in Australia? How? Why? I’d assumed this was a new group and a new crystal, but now I was getting worried. Elle and I couldn’t go up against him again. We’d barely gotten away last time.

      My powers tugged me to a room just off the front door. Invisible yet tangible pulses of power knocked into my solar plexus one by one. My breath hitched as I began to feel my invisibility powers flicker.

      Oh gods.

      I placed one hand on the doorknob, grabbing my blade with my other. It was now or never. Twisting open the knob, I slipped into the room and closed the door without shutting it fully for fear of making noise.

      I took in the scene all at once, shocked when my gaze fell onto a familiar Dark Fae. Liam was tied and gagged on the floor. He looked beaten and bloody. Purple bruises dotted his face and jaw, and the carpet was splattered with his blood.

      Anger rose up inside of me so fast and hot I thought I might explode.  In front of Liam was the same sickly green crystal from last night. The one I couldn’t touch. But the worst of the entire situation was the guard sitting in a folding chair and staring at the door I’d just come through. I was seconds from materializing and getting my ass handed to me, so I needed to think fast. My fingertips were already becoming visible.

      The Son of Darkness was one of those pale sickly ones. He stared at the door in confusion. It had just opened on its own. Lunging forward, I made the split-second decision to take out the guard. Using the butt of my knife, I intended to knock him in the temple and do this cleanly, but mid-air I materialized. Planting his feet on the ground, he kicked backward, falling out of range of my knife as splayed out onto the floor.

      Thinking quickly, I let my wings carry me up and over him, straddling him and pinning him to the ground. This guy almost killed Liam and he would surely kill me.

      Trissa’s words from my training came to me then: If it’s kill or be killed, you strike first.

      Covering his mouth with one hand, I brought my blade across his throat, slitting it clean open. Crimson blood gurgled onto the carpet as the halfling bled out.

      I looked down at my hands in horror. What had I done…? I was a murderer.

      Liam started to moan softly, and it snapped me out of my stupor. Guilt gnawed at me as I crawled off the guy, hands shaking. Stumbling over to Liam, I fell to my knees and pulled the rag out of his mouth.

      He gasped for breath and then winced, holding his side.

      “I killed him,” I whispered in shock, almost to myself.

      Liam nodded. “Good, because they were about to kill me. Untie me,” he groaned.

      My chest lit up blue then, the most inconvenient time in the world for it to signal to me that I’d found my soulmate.

      I get it. You don’t need to remind me, I scolded the blue light.

      As I cut his bindings, he stared at the blue swirling light arcing off my chest, and then at the mirrored light on his, but thankfully he didn’t say a word. I looked at the dark crystal.

      “Is this the only one they have here?” I whispered. Why would the freaking map in Shakespeare’s Garden lead me to a crystal I could not touch? I mean, obviously it wouldn’t know I couldn’t touch it … but something wasn’t right. It showed me all the crystals in Faerie and only this one here. Where the hell were the others?

      Were they cloaked somehow?

      He sat up grabbing his ribs. “Yes. The others are—” He seemed to realize who he was speaking to. “Elsewhere…”

      I groaned, about to tell him that he could trust me, when the door flew open behind me, slamming against the wall with a loud bang. I spun with a shriek as a wall of frosty air smashed into me and I flew up against Liam’s chest. Cold, frigid wind wrapped around me as the air knocked out of me, leaving me gasping. Liam’s hand splayed on my belly, tucking me closer to him while shooting out a wall of ice. It was the most incredible thing I’d ever seen. Water poured from his palm, then froze almost immediately as it quickly erected a sheet of ice.

      “I taught you that!” the Winter King roared from the other side of the icy wall.

      A thump snacked against the wall and it shattered. Liam eyed the crystal on the ground and then the window to my right as if weighing his options. Me or the crystal. I didn’t have time to warn him that it would burn him if he touched it. Yanking me with him, he flew upward, tightening his grip around my waist as he lifted me up into the air with him. I clung to his arm as he hovered around the window at the front of the house, and kicked his leg right through it, shattering it.

      “You were my brightest child!” the king roared as shards of ice rained down on us. Over twenty icicles shot from the king’s palms, causing me to duck and take cover as best I could. A searing pain sliced through my arm and I let out a whimper as a sharp icicle went clean through my upper right arm, poking six inches through the flesh. A wave of dizziness overtook me; agony radiated through my chest, my blood speckling the carpet below us. Liam flapped his wings, carrying me through the window, and set me down on the front porch, before spinning on his father.

      “And your biggest disappointment. Well, likewise, old man!” he roared and blasted another sheet of ice at the enraged king, stepping back slowly into the front yard.

      “Go, Lily!” he shouted back at me as they traded blow for blow, snow and ice flinging around the front porch so fast I could barely focus. My teeth chattered as the bone-chilling cold seeped into me. I was a spring Fae; this cold would freeze my wings and snap them right off if I wasn’t careful. My arm hurt so badly I had to fight to stay conscious, but there was one thing I was absolutely sure of. Liam and I were on the same side. Twice he’d saved my life, and that meant something. Actions spoke louder than words.

      “No. I’m not leaving without you this time.” I pulled my knife with my left, uninjured hand. “We go together,” I told him through gritted teeth. I might not be that useful right now, but I could definitely try to remove his dad’s balls for killing my mom. I just needed to get close enough.

      The king burst into laughter from where he stood on the front porch, a flurry of snow at his feet and six-foot icicles growing from his palms. “You fell for a fucking seeker from Faerie!” he boomed at Liam, and the entire house shook with his rage.

      Holy shit, that man was terrifying. If not for Liam, I would have been a stabbed-up piece of meat right now. Well, more than I already was.

      The blue light had stopped pulsing from our chests, and so thank the gods, he didn’t know we were soulmates. He might have popped a gasket then.

      Where the hell was my best friend? I hoped she was safe wherever she was.

      Liam looked back at me, still holding an ice wall in front of us. Sweat rolled down his forehead and he looked strained. My eyes fell to his thigh, where I saw a one-inch-thick icicle sticking out of it.

      Shit. We were in rough shape. We needed to get the hell out of here.

      “The crystal.” He looked at the open, blown-out window and I shook my head.

      “No. It’s not worth it. W—"

      “Not to you, you have seven!” He cut me off, glaring at me with venom in his gaze.

      I reared my head back like I’d been slapped. “I’m sorry … I—”

      A cold blast of frigid air burst from the king’s palms and slammed into Liam and I, knocking us backward across the lawn. Jagged pieces of ice cut my skin and wings.

      The guards rushed out onto the porch and I knew they would be on us in seconds. But now that we were far enough away from the house to see the rooftop, I grinned.

      Elle dropped from the roof, standing before the guards and king, gun drawn. “Back off, motherfuckers!” She held the sleek black gun right to the king’s head.

      Holy shit. My best friend had lost her damn mind.

      In a split second, the king raised his arms and a wall of ice twelve inches thick erected before him, causing Elle to stumble backward. One of the guards advanced on Elle then and she lowered her gun to his leg, squeezing the trigger. Two short bursts flew from the gun and took out his kneecaps. He went down with a shrill cry and the other two guards froze.

      Holy crystals!

      “Who’s next?” she shouted, pointing the gun at the guards, slowly backing out into the yard near us.

      Time to get the hell out of here. I pulled the rolling pin out and transformed the bike as quick as my gimpy arm would allow. Liam was still holding an ice wall in front of us in a standoff with his dad. He took one look at my bike and climbed over it. “I’m driving. Your arm,” was all he said.

      My fucking arm. Just talking about it caused me so much pain I wanted to cry. I wasn’t in a mood to argue, so I slipped on the back and hugged his waist with one arm. “Elle!”

      “I’ll fly!” she shouted, and we all took off. Liam gunned the bike, letting his wall of ice crash down, and Elle kicked off the ground, bolting into the air. Turning back, my gaze fell on the king, who tried to step out from his wall of ice. Elle shot two warning shots, which made him promptly run back behind it.

      They were specks of people now, growing smaller and smaller as we raced away from the danger. My heart was in my throat. That was the craziest thing I’d ever done in my life. Elle was right above us, not too far behind, and hopefully disguising herself to the humans as a helicopter, or a bird or something.

      I leaned my head against Liam’s back, afraid to admit to myself how good being this close to him felt. He wove the bike expertly through traffic while I murmured directions in his ear. I just kept pulling up that vision of the beach house where we’d come, the blue door there, and my seeker ability pulled me closer and closer, always nudging me where to go.

      My arm was steadily dripping blood even as I tried to hold the wound and staunch it. The icicle had melted and now it was just an open wound. I peered over my shoulder to find that there were little tears in my wings. I didn’t dare try to flap them or fly, for fear of injuring myself further.

      Finally, Liam pulled up to the beach house and I stumbled off the bike. Dizziness overwhelmed me and Liam turned to look at my arm with concern. “You have to make a tourniquet!” he shouted incredulously. “Weren’t you trained in battle injuries?”

      Sure, bud. We just fucking take battle injury training in Faerie. Yes, I had been battle trained, but not for something like this. My mother probably hadn’t wanted to scare me, but now I was seeing the error of her ways. I wouldn’t make it to my twenty-first birthday at this rate.

      He pulled off his shirt and my mouth went dry.

      Holy mother of Fae.

      His chiseled torso looked like it was etched from stone. His eight-pack was bulked out under tan tight skin and his pants were so low I could see the V-shape of his hip muscles pointing to the pleasure zone. He stepped closer to me, bringing the heat of his body with him as I shook my head a little to clear it. Using his teeth, he tore a long strip from his shirt and tightly knotted it above my arm. I winced as it caused the pain to flare, but sighed in relief when I noticed it stopped the blood.

      “Lily!” Elle shouted as she landed hard behind us, holstering her gun.

      “Don’t put that away!” Liam snapped at her. “Who trained you both?” Liam looked incuriously at Elle, who pulled the gun back out and looked around as if the Winter King were going to run out of nowhere.

      Elle growled at him. “I’d say we’re doing just fine, seeing as though we just rescued your ass!”

      “Barely,” Liam snapped back, tenderly staunching the cuts on my wings with his shirt. “Why didn’t you put up a shield?” he asked me.

      Fuck. The shield.

      “I … I’ve only practiced back home … not—”

      He sighed. “Are you all they have left?” His blue eyes threaded with molten lava locked on to mine and my heart quickened.

      I nodded.

      “My mom … I’m the last seeker.”

      He looked angry; it was weird. Why the fuck did he care? We were on opposite sides.

      “Come on,” I told him, and started to walk to the blue door, placing my hand on the handle.

      He shook his head. “I can’t go back there with you. I don’t belong there. I have a life on Earth, okay? People depend on me.”

      Elle laughed, full-on laughed. “Some life! You almost died back there, and they’re probably right behind us. What good are you to your people if you’re dead?”

      Last time I checked, all of his people had been killed, but I wasn’t going to mention that right now.

      He looked at my best friend with a murderous glare. “Fine. Just to get a ride back to Seattle.”

      “And a healer! Have you seen your leg?” I pointed to his blood-soaked jeans. He looked down with a frown and growled.

      “Fine. And a healer.”

      “Fine,” I added, unsure why I was so mad. Had I expected him to run away to Faerie and be my soulmate?

      Maybe … but not anymore. He would clearly rather steal the Earth crystals and hoard them for his halfling friends. I’d somehow forgotten he was a leader of a rebel branch of the Sons of Darkness. Something I would do well to remember in the future.

      Was he an evil asshole like his dad with a breeding program? No. But he still wanted Faerie’s crystals and that wasn’t right.

      The door suddenly opened and I let go, startled. Mara was standing there with a knowing look in her eye.

      She glared at Liam. “You again?”

      He shrugged, a lopsided smirk pulling at his lips. “Miss me?”

      And with that, we all entered Mara’s house while I battled within myself on what to do with this man.
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      “You’re hurt!” Mara shrieked as we stepped inside, just now noticing my injuries. I waved her off with my good hand. “I’ll be alright. Kira will fix me up.”

      We walked into her house as Liam looked around wildly at everything, including Bashur, who watched him with a weary gaze.

      “Where to, love?” Mara held her hand on the doorknob to her office and looked at me.

      “Seattle, please,” Liam said at the same time I said, “Faerie.”

      Liam groaned, holding his thigh in pain as blood continued to soak his jeans.

      Who needs a tourniquet now? Dick.

      “Take us to Faerie. Kira can heal us all and I need to speak with the elders.”

      Mara raised an eyebrow. “Child, this is not something you take to the elders.”

      I held my chin high. “They seem reasonable, and since I’m the one fetching the fucking crystals that will save their lives, they’ll do as I please.”

      Mara shook her head, holding up her cuffed hands. “I used to think I was indispensable too, and also that they were reasonable…”

      Fear spiked through.

      Liam winced. “I’ll heal on my own. Just take me to Seattle.”

      “No,” I growled. “You saved my life today. Faerie will repay the kindness and give you a healing.” I wouldn’t hear anything else on the matter.

      “Mara, take us to the elder library,” I told her.

      Mara and Elle exchanged a look as I brushed past them all and stepped into Mara’s office to strap into my seat. “Come on!” I shouted. “Or we’re all going to bleed to death.”

      Mara shrugged. “Some people need to learn the hard way.”

      Whatever.

      The elders owed me. I was keeping the queen alive, a fact I was pretty damn sure that Mara didn’t know. Once I told them that Liam was to be trusted, they would believe me. Maybe we could even work together somehow—yes, I was going to figure out a solution.

      We all strapped into our seats and the room spun, emitting a golden light, before it stopped with a slight jerk.

      “Are they home?” I asked Mara. She’d taken Indra and the Winter Fae to Earth or whatever earlier.

      Mara nodded. “I just dropped them off. Open that door and you will be in their study. But I must warn you—”

      I held up my hand. “Don’t.” Standing, I looked back at Liam and Elle. “Come on.”

      Liam looked back at Mara, who shook her head, no, and he frowned.

      With a sigh, I opened the door wide and peered inside the office. “Elders!” I glanced around.

      The sound of flapping wings, and then a blur of orange, flashed before me as Indra came into view. She was smiling, but the second she looked behind me, she growled. Reaching into her waist belt, she pulled her sword, which glowed with fire

      Whoa.

      “Step no further!” she roared and the books on the library shelves rattled.

      I steeled myself, putting my hands out. “Wait. He saved my life. You can trust him.”

      Indra held her sword high, orange flames licking along the side of it.

      “Trust?” She glared at me as the other elders shuffled into the room with alarm on their faces.

      I stepped out into the office, holding my injured arm, suddenly very angry. “Yes! Trust.” I held up my bloody arm. “He just saved my life and now we both need healers. He is a welcome guest of mine in Faerie!”

      Indra stepped closer to me, bringing the heat of her sword with her. “Never. Ever. Speak such words again. He’s magicked you. Tricked you to get into our inner circle. How stupid can you be?”

      For the slightest second, I had a fear that she could be right. Just beyond her was the Tree of Life and seven healthy crystals sat at its base. But then I remembered one very important thing.

      “No.” As if my mere thoughts had brought it up, the blue light began to pulse from my chest and all four elders stepped back, mouths agape. I peered over my shoulder to see that Liam’s chest was emitting the same blue light.

      “We’re soulmates,” I said boldly, and then quickly turned around so I wouldn’t see Liam’s reaction. I didn’t want to know if the news devastated him.

      Indra laughed. “Soulmates? With a halfling? Don’t be stupid, Lily. Your mother raised you better than this. He’s a master of illusion. A demon. Dark magic flows through his veins. This…” She gestured to my chest. “Is illusion.”

      Her mention of my mother made me snap. I burst forward and kicked the sword from her grip. It clattered to the library floor, snuffing the flame out as she looked at me in shock. “Don’t ever mention my mother again! You didn’t deserve her, and you don’t deserve me!”

      I don’t know what had come over me, but I think I’d reached the anger stage of grief.

      “My mother gave her whole life to you and Faerie. And I will do the same. All I ask is for a fucking healer and some kindness to someone who saved my life.”

      My chest heaved as tears lined my eyes. Whatever grand illusion I’d had about the elders being bubbly and kindhearted was fucking shattered. They just wanted their crystals … but was that fair? I didn’t know anymore.

      Indra sighed, eyeing Liam warily and then my bleeding arm. “I’ll approve a healer, but he must return to Earth at once. You may wait inside Mara’s and I’ll send for Kira.”

      Approve? So now I had to ask permission?

      “Fine,” I said through gritted teeth and spun on my heel. When I looked up at Liam and the pure shock on his face, I knew the soulmate comment had completely thrown him.

      Oops.

      As I stepped inside and closed the door behind me, his gaze shifted to the Tree of Life and the crystals at its base. Pure desire flashed there, and I wondered if Indra were right. Had he tricked me to get inside Faerie? No. I couldn’t believe that. My mind was screaming one thing and my heart another.

      We waited in an awkward silence in Mara’s office. I’d sent Elle to check on her mother and rest up at home while I thought of the next plan for us. Mara flipped through an outdated magazine while casting glances between Liam and I. We were both dripping blood onto the carpet, and worse for wear.

      “I can just go to a hospital you know,” Liam groaned.

      I scoffed. “And take weeks to heal? No way. The king will find you and kill you while you’re down.”

      He shrugged. “Probably right.”

      “I’m … sorry, my people are … I mean they’re lovely, it’s just…”

      “Whatever,” he growled and crossed his arms over his chest.

      Mara raised an eyebrow but then went back to her magazine. I was about to respond to him when the door opened and Kira walked in with her healing kit.

      The second she saw Liam, she looked at me but said nothing.

      “Heal him first,” I told her.

      Liam stood and backed up to the wall. “No. I’m fine. She’s lost more blood.”

      Mara coughed and then continued to flip through her magazine.

      I rolled my eyes and beckoned Kira over. She took out her scissors and gently cut the sleeve off my shirt, careful not to touch my wound. I hissed at any sudden movement, a sting lacing up my arm.

      “Pain elixir.” She handed me the shot of thick brown fluid and I chugged it down in one big gulp, relishing the warmth as it burned its way down my throat to my belly.

      “This is … extensive damage, Lily. Were you shot?” She undid the tourniquet and quickly set her warm hands over the wound to staunch the blood. Pink glowing light emanated from her palms; a soothing chill settled over me. The pain meds were working. I didn’t feel drunk like Fae mead; this was more of an anti-anxiety feeling. You just … chilled out. The pain receptors in my brain turned off and I could finally think.

      “Kind of. Shot with an icicle,” I said.

      She tsked-tsked. “This will take a few days to fully heal. I can stop the bleeding and close the wound, but the ligaments and tendons are torn as well. You’ll need to take light therapy.”

      I nodded.

      “Light therapy?” Liam peeped up from the wall. He watched Kira’s hands on my arm in fascination.

      Kira looked at me, as if asking permission to tell him, and I nodded.

      “Light—” she held up her hand, which glowed an insanely bright pink “—therapy is when I place my healing light into a crystal, or glass jar, and she can lay it on the wound when I’m not around.”

      Liam nodded, but it was hard to read him. What did he think of all this? Did the Winter King have any healers? Did any of the Sons of Darkness have healing powers? I wanted to know everything.

      Kira whipped out a bandage and wrapped my arm, handing me a felt satchel with three light stones in them. They glowed pink and I was careful not to touch them and discharge the healing early. “One a day for three days should do it,” she told me.

      I nodded. “Thank you.” I felt so much better, but I was suddenly hungry. It had been a while since those pancakes in New York.

      “Let’s see it.” Kira walked over to Liam. He stood there for a full minute, calculating.

      “She’s harmless,” Mara finally called out, and Liam relaxed, showing her the hole in his jeans.

      “I’m going to need to cut those off.”

      He nodded and my throat went dry. He was already shirtless; I wasn’t sure how much more undressing I could take.

      She went to work cutting off the right leg of his jeans while I tried and failed not to check out his muscular thigh. Mara caught me looking and my cheeks reddened.

      After Kira gave him the same pain medication drink and healed his leg, she also gave him three light stones. “You lay it over the injury until the stone stops glowing,” she told him.

      He nodded and took them in their velvet satchel. “Could these … cure cancer or aids or human stuff like that?”

      Kira froze and Mara and I shared an uncomfortable look.

      “I’ve never healed a human. I don’t know,” was all Kira said. She left without another word, leaving Liam and I alone with Mara. Interfering in human affairs was forbidden. Healing one of them? I couldn’t imagine such a thing. It would expose our kind to them and create a witch hunt. Or at least that’s what we’d been told. King Cypress didn’t seem to mind about revealing the magical world to the humans in his … group.

      Mara set down her magazine. “I gave a healing stone to a human once.”

      I gasped. “You did?”

      “What happened?” Liam and I both asked in unison.

      “Mara held up her cuffed hands. “This. Among other things.”

      What the fuck? Was Mara saying she healed a human and that’s why she was given life imprisonment? No way. Surely that wasn’t something severe enough for the elders to do such a thing … right?

      Liam’s eyes were wide. “Did it work? Did it heal the human?”

      Mara shook her head. “Temporarily. But there is a rebound effect that takes them quicker. Fae magic is not to be used on humans.”

      Liam’s shoulders sagged and I wondered why he was so interested in this topic.

      But suddenly I felt so tired. That pain elixir was working on me.

      “Where to?” Mara asked, starting to tinker with her dials.

      “Seattle.”

      “New York,” we said at the same time.

      He shrugged. “She can do whatever she wants. Take me to Seattle.”

      I glared at him. “Mara, take us to the New York apartment. The first place the Winter King will look for him is Seattle. Clearly, he can’t think straight.”

      “Clearly, you don’t let a man think for himself!” he yelled.

      I stepped closer to him, “I rescued you today. Clearly, you need me to think for you.”

      He stared down at me and heat bloomed in my chest as the blue light pulsed between us. “And I saved your life.” His breath washed over my face and something uncoiled inside of me.

      “Strap in. I know where to take you both,” Mara snapped.

      I’d forgotten she was here. That shut us both up.

      Liam pulled his heat away from me and we both strapped in. The room spun, the blue light on our chests pulsing slow and steady with our heartbeats. When we stopped, Mara pointed to the door at the office.

      “I’ll pick you up in the morning and we can go over the plan,” she told me. I yawned. It was midday. Not even dinnertime and I was ready to sleep for a week.

      Liam just grumpily unstrapped his buckle but also yawned as I reached out and opened the door. The second I saw a small cabin with windows that looked out onto thickly treed woods, I looked back at Mara.

      She nodded. “Ashville, North Carolina. One of my favorite places on Earth. It should have everything you need.” She winked and I frowned.

      Okay. Vague AF.

      I stepped out into the space. Liam groaned and grunted the entire time behind me.

      “Fucking Ashville. I said Seattle!” he growled as I shut the door and we stepped out into the living room. It was a bit dusty. Clearly, it hadn’t been used in a while.

      Liam spun, chest heaving as he glared me down with glowing amber eyes. His wings stood straight up and started to smoke at the tips. “Listen, you’re not my girlfriend. Or my soulmate. Or whatever, okay? I can fucking take care of myself.”

      His words stung, because I was his fucking soulmate, and knowing he didn’t want me was like a punch to the gut. The blue light was going crazy as our heartbeats sped up. “Yeah! Clearly.” I pointed to our chests. “And you’re doing a great fucking job taking care of yourself! You’re welcome for rescuing you by the way. TWICE!”

      He clenched his fists and screamed in frustration: “I got captured because I was saving you! If you didn’t exist, my life would be fine. You came in like a fucking tornado and took everything from me!”

      My head reeled back like I’d been slapped. “I … took everything from you?”

      Rage built in my chest and the entire room swathed in blue light. “Your piece of shit, psychotic father killed the only person in this world that loved me!” I shouted, tears spilling out onto my cheeks. “And stole the fucking crystals from Faerie, causing the largest genocide of my people known to history. So GO FUCK YOURSELF!” I shouted and spun, tearing through the house with no idea of where the hell I was going.

      This fucking asshole was not who I thought he was. He was incapable of saying thank you? Or seeing reason? Or listening to his intuition? What a shit show. The gods had paired me with a soulmate who was the exact fucking opposite of what I wanted in a guy.

      I heard a door slam and then a water tap turn on.

      Yeah, take a shower and wash off your ugliness, you prick.

      I’d never been so mad in my entire life. My chest heaved up and down as the blue light frantically flared and receded in short bursts.

      I lay down on the couch in the small study that I’d found myself in and stared at the ceiling.

      Why was this my life? Why the fuck did I meet this guy and kiss him and now want to kill him? I asked myself fifty questions over the next ten minutes before my eyes started to droop. I wanted to stay awake until he got out of the shower and then take one myself. I wanted to yell at him some more. I wanted to… but sleep took me under its heavy embrace.

      I awoke in the middle of the night to a dark room, only the glow of the embers from a small fire that had long burned out to light up the corners. I looked down and saw that Liam had covered me in a blanket.

      Why the hell would he care if I froze to death? Pulling the blanket back, I went to step off the couch when I noticed a lump on the floor.

      Liam.

      He was snuggled on the rug right in front of the couch. Why was he sleeping in the same room as me? Shouldn’t he be halfway to fucking Seattle by now? Stepping over him, I shivered as the cold seeped into my skin. Grabbing another log, I lightly set it onto the fire, causing the embers to splash upward. Adding two more logs, and a shoved-up piece of newspaper, I got the fire roaring once more.

      Brrrr. This cabin clearly didn’t have central heating, but something told me the prince of Winter here would be fine with that. Had he lit the fire for me?

      My mind stewed over our fight the entire time I showered and well into picking out clothes from a dresser where there were his and hers sides. The underwear were a size too big, but in a brand-new package, and clean. Same with the yoga pants and pink tank-top I found. Someone had set this house up as a safe house of some sort.

      I desperately wanted to wear a thick hoodie, but couldn’t risk pinning my wings to my back if we had to escape. I didn’t know where scissors were, so couldn’t cut holes. My arm was tender but better, and my wings were healed as well, though I would try to hold off on flying as long as I could.

      Finding fuzzy socks, I padded out into the family room and wondered if I should try to make food or get some more sleep. It was 1A.M. and we’d slept through dinner. The pain meds were worn off, but I still felt a lingering grogginess, along with some throbbing.

      I was just deciding what to do when I passed the study and noticed Liam draped against the open doorway, wearing low-slung sweatpants and a t-shirt too tight for his muscles.

      I gulped.

      He stepped forward. “Look, about earlier … I’ve been taught to hate your kind. Okay?”

      Any hopes I had of an apology were dashed.

      I crossed my arms and sneered at him. “Ditto.”

      He sighed, running a hand through his light blond hair and flexing his muscles as he did so. Not that I was noticing or anything.

      “What I’m trying to say is … you’ve clearly led a privileged life—”

      “You ass!” I shouted, taking a step closer to him. “You don’t know anything about my life.”

      He put his face in his hands. “You’re not letting me speak. I’m trying to explain—”

      “Out with it, then!” I roared, feeling the tension build in my chest. This motherfucker infuriated me.

      “I’m fucking sorry, okay! I shouldn’t have said that shit to you before. I was pissed about not being in Seattle and I took it out on you.”

      My mouth snapped shut and he stepped closer to me as the low blue light began to glow in his chest. “You have no idea the horrors I’ve lived.” His face looked chilling in the deep blue glow. “I’ve killed more people than I can count. I’ve buried more friends than I have fingers. I’ve been beaten within an inch of my life by my own father.” His throat constricted. “All. Over. Those. Fucking Crystals.”

      Stalemate.

      It was the first word that popped into my head. I’d lost a billion Fae over his dad stealing the crystals from Faerie, and he’d been through great loss as well. We both needed the crystals … but that’s not how these things worked. Only one of us would win.

      “They belong in Faerie,” I whimpered. “And so do you,” I said finally. Was there some way that everyone could be happy?

      He shook his head. “Lily…” Reaching out, he cupped my face. “You’re so damned naive.”

      The way he said naïve wasn’t derogatory. It was just as if he’d had a realization.

      He stepped closer until his body was flush with mine, and I nearly moaned at the warmth that he brought with him. It was like when we wanted to, he could either be hot or cold, both in body temperature and personality. The blue light was so blinding it made me squint. My body ached for him to touch me, to take me. This blue light begged to be extinguished.

      I leaned my face closer to his, looking at his lips as he wet them. “Let’s work together—”

      “I work alone.” He stopped me, jaw clenched, but he didn’t move away from me.

      “Not anymore,” I growled.

      His grip on my face tightened, not painful, just more commanding. “You’re fucking infuriating!” With that declaration, he yanked my mouth to his and we crashed into each other. Pressing his warm lips to mine, he claimed my mouth in a kiss.

      We both moaned at the same time, like we’d been starved of air and were finally being fed. His body heat melted my chill as his arms wrapped around my waist, pulling me flush against him. My mouth parted, letting his tongue enter, and I shivered as his hand slipped under my shirt and stroked my back. Even with my eyes closed, the blue light was so intense I could see it.

      I knew how this worked. The light would keep pulsing, keep lighting up until we’d mated, made love, fucked, whatever you want to call it.

      I was so fucking ready for that time to come. Wetness pooled between my legs at the mere thought of it. Liam’s hand shifted to the front of my shirt and stilled at my solar plexus as if waiting for permission.

      Reaching down, I yanked his palm up until it cupped my breast, and a deep throbbing shot between my legs when he lightly grazed my nipple. I jumped up and straddled him, lining up my center with his hardness as he reached one arm around my butt to hold me up. A growl escaped him, and he used his palm to press me into him harder. I heard the flapping of wings and then we were airborne. I let him direct us back into the room with the fireplace and then suddenly I was being spun midair as he lowered me onto the couch on my back. When he pulled back to look at me, his eyes reflected the flickering flames, his mouth wet and swollen from kissing. My stomach dropped at the sheer sexiness of this man. All of our verbal arguments were forgotten, and I was full enthralled in this lust bubble.

      He’s my soulmate, I kept thinking as the blue light flickered between us faster than ever. We both reached down at the same time and took off our shirts. For a second, he just let his gaze rake over me slowly, and it was the sexiest most vulnerable thing in the world. Then he dipped his head and took my nipple into his mouth as my fingers threaded through his hair.

      Fuck me, I was going to explode.

      Trailing kisses down my breastbone to my stomach, he rested at the top of my yoga pants. Then he looked up at me.

      You motherfucker, don’t stop, I wanted to scream.

      “Are you sure?” was all he said.

      I could barely find my words, nearly forgetting how to speak. “Yes. Yes.” I said it twice for good measure and he grinned.

      Cocky bastard.

      Reaching up, he hooked his fingers into the waistband of my pants and underwear and pulled them down, kissing my inner thighs, the top of my pelvic bone.

      “Fuck!” I shouted as he nipped my inner thigh before plunging two fingers inside of me. I was so ready for it, so primed, so fucking here for this that I cried out as waves of pleasure racked me. He rubbed me in small circles while I wound up and then exploded, yanking him by the hair and pulling him back up to kiss me.

      When he sucked my tongue, I completely lost my shit and nearly blacked out. My legs were shaking, but I wasn’t satisfied. Not fully. I needed more. Reaching down, I unbuttoned his jeans and pulled his pants and boxers off. I looked down at his naked form and … yum. Wrapping my hand around his hardness, I pulled him closer to me.

      “I don’t have protection,” he panted as I worked him up and down. Fae couldn’t get human diseases like STDs, or even the common cold. We could only sustain mortal injury.

      “It’s fine,” I told him. “I’m on bitter melon.”

      Bitter melon was a natural birth control. It stopped ovulation and inhibited periods. I realized he probably had no idea what that meant, but he must have gleaned it, because we came together then and every cell in my body ignited with pleasure.

      “Oh gods,” he breathed in my ear as we rocked back and forth. The blue light was swirling around us now like thousands of fireflies. It was incredible, and I was suddenly overcome with emotion.

      Soulmates. I’d never in a million years thought I’d meet my soulmate.

      I clenched my thighs, rocking hard as his wings started to flap and I was pulled up into the air with him as his strong hands came around to hold me close to him.

      This weightless feeling, it was incredible. Leaning down, he took my nipple into his mouth and I raked my nails down his back, flapping my own wings as we flew towards the ceiling. I could feel that building pressure inside of me again, until I was ready to explode.

      Nothing else in the world mattered in that moment but his touch. Not the crystals, not the fact that he was the Winter King’s son, nothing. His tongue trailed down my neck as I arched my back and he quickened his movements. Pure pleasure radiated through my entire being as we both exploded in ecstasy together. Blue lights flared against the walls like the aurora borealis as we rocked together, sharing pure bodily bliss. My entire body convulsed as Liam slowly lowered us back to the couch, until, finally, we lay there, panting and sticky with sweat, no more blue light.

      What the fuck just happened? I felt like I’d left the planet momentarily and came back.

      I burst into laughter and his body stiffened against me. “Why are you laughing?”

      He probably thought it was at his performance or something.

      “That was crazy.”

      Now it was his turn to chuckle. “Yeah. It was.”

      Reaching down, he pulled the blanket over us and I snuggled into his arm, falling fast asleep.
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      I awoke to the morning sunlight on my face and squinted as the memories of last night hit me.

      My eyes widened when I realized I was naked under the covers and Liam was gone.

      Shit.

      I scrambled to sit up, throwing on my clothes hastily and tearing out of the room. Did he leave me? Did he fucking have sex with me and le—?

      “Whoa, turbo, slow down. You’re supposed to be healing, remember?” Liam’s voice came from the kitchen and I skidded to a stop.

      “Hey.” I tried to act normal and like I hadn’t totally just panicked. At his words about healing, my arm throbbed.

      “You thought I bailed, huh?” he asked, spreading peanut butter on crackers in the kitchen.

      I sighed. “Maybe.”

      He didn’t say anything for moment. “I thought about it.” He didn’t make eye contact, just stared at the peanut butter. “But then I thought maybe we could work together … temporarily.”

      I thought about it. Temporarily. Might as well fucking cut my heart out. I gulped, and I knew in that moment that this guy was going to break me. He was going to leave me so miserably heartbroken one day, I wouldn’t know what to do with myself.

      “What did you have in mind?” I asked him, walking over to the kitchen and sitting down at the table. I sort of imagined waking up in his arms and having round two. Guess not.

      “You need a crystal. I need a crystal. My psychotic dad, as you call him, is changing the crystals so they can’t be used by your people, but I have a guy in Seattle who might be able to help us with that.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “A guy?”

      He nodded. “A warlock named Jasper. He’ll know about the dark crystal and how you can … fix it … so you can save your tree or whatever you’re doing.”

      I frowned at his flippant comment. “I’m saving my entire world. The tree is linked to the land, and if it falls, so does all of Faerie and all of our people.”

      He grew quiet. “Oh.”

      It’s like nothing had changed since we slept together; it was back to business. I stood. “I’m going to get ready. Then we can see your guy, hunt down two crystals, and part ways.”

      I slammed the chair into the table harder than I meant to and he flinched.

      “Lily!” he called after me, but I kept moving fast to the bathroom.

      I brushed my teeth so hard I thought my gums would bleed. How could we go from having that magical night together to this? It infuriated me and then made me desperately sad. I should never have trusted him. I was so stupid. This was a one-night, fun fling to him. He didn’t even know what soulmates were in our culture. He probably thought I was being dramatic when I spoke to the elders.

      I tied my long pink hair up into a top knot and used some of the makeup that was in the drawer. Hot pink lipstick on my lips and some on my cheeks, which I blended for blush. The mascara was all crusted, but the eyeliner worked, so I did thick black wings. Might as well let this guy know what he was going to miss now. Hell hath no fury like a Fae scorned. After doing that, I took my baggy pink tank-top and tied it at the back so that it hugged my skin and showed a peek of my belly button, letting the baggy jeans hang off my hips.

      Take that, you asshole.

      There were two kinds of girls who liked pink, the Barbie cheerleader chick or the punk rock chick who would throat punch you. I was the latter.

      I stepped out into the living room and he was waiting for me, eyes glowing amber as they raked over my body.

      “I made you breakfa—”

      “Let’s go. We don’t have much time,” I barked and reached for the blue door. When it opened, Mara’s hallway came into view.

      “Mara!” I called out, stepping inside, not caring to look over my shoulder to see if Liam followed.

      “In the kitchen!” she called back.

      I followed the smell of bacon and something sweet and found her making French toast.

      “Hungry?” she asked as Liam stepped up behind me.

      “Starved.” I grabbed a piece of French toast and started to munch on it.

      “You?” Mara went to hand Liam some bacon.

      He just shook his head. “I already ate.”

      A pang of regret sliced through me but then it was gone. He’d said his piece. He thought I grew up privileged and now we were business partners. Nothing more.

      Mara gave me a knowing look and then started to walk to her office. “Where to?”

      “Seattle,” we said in unison.

      She nodded. “I’ll stop and get Elle first.”

      Liam shook his head at me.

      “Actually, I’m going to leave Elle back for this one. We can grab her before we get the next crystal,” I told Mara.

      The keeper of the blue door raised an eyebrow. “Not going to Seattle to get a crystal?”

      Liam cleared his throat. “You ask a lot of questions.”

      Mara pinned him with a glare. “And you don’t answer many.”

      I stepped between them and held my hands up. “We’re going to speak to someone who knows things about crystals. Take us to Seattle … please?”

      She stared Liam down for a full twenty seconds before opening her office door and we slipped inside.
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      Five minutes later we were in Seattle, throwing Mara’s back door wide open and stepping out into the gloomy light. Liam stepped outside and stretched his wings while Mara pulled on my arm, keeping me back.

      “What?” I looked at her with concern.

      She looked at Liam, who stood just out of earshot. “I know how enchanting they can be, but you need to be careful with this one. He’s lying about something. I can smell it.”

      I frowned, unsure if she was being literal or not. “Mara … I know he’s not full of rainbows and sunshine but he’s—”

      Her jaw clenched. “He’s the enemy. He’s after the crystals for himself. Never forget that.”

      My lips turned into a frown. “But you took us to that cabin last night … all but gave me your blessing.”

      Mara nodded. “I did what had to be done to get that soul light from revealing what you two are every time you get close. I knew what you would do.” She paused and my cheeks reddened. “Now it’s done and you can both move on.”

      What the hell? Did Mara send me to that cabin to sleep with Liam and … get it over with? The shock must have been evident on my face, because hers softened.

      “Look, I promised your mother that if anything ever happened to you, I would take care of you. That’s what I’m doing.”

      Hadn’t my mother told me that Mara was the one person I could trust? Maybe I needed to do that now. I nodded.

      “Fine. I’ll see this guy about the crystal and then be back in an hour,” I told her as sadness crept into my heart. It seemed both Liam and Mara had seen last night as a one-time thing. I guess it was time I saw it as the same.

      She nodded. “Be safe. I’m sending Bashur with you.”

      The giant dog came out of nowhere and licked my hand, before trotting outside to stand beside Liam, who was looking at me with an annoyed and impatient glare.

      Right. Send a furry babysitter.

      I turned to leave, and Mara reached out for me one last time. “Wait. I made you something.”

      In her hand was a black ballpoint pen.

      My brow furrowed. “Cool … put it in my room.”

      She grinned. “No. It’s like the rolling pin. Go and give it a try.” She gestured to the yard.

      Ohh. The motorcycle?

      I thanked her, turning to step out into the yard.

      “We good to go?” Liam asked, and I couldn’t help but let my eyes roam over his chiseled form. I’d never really thought that I had a type … but I did and it was Liam. Shaking my head, I reached out and clicked the pen, noticing a small crystal embedded into the end where I’d touched it with my thumb.

      The pen suddenly vibrated and started to take the shape of a hunk of teal metal. I stepped back as it bulked and grew, glancing up to see Liam watching with wide eyes. Bashur barked and when all was said and done, I was staring at a convertible Volkswagen Beetle with the top down.

      “That’s wicked,” Liam observed.

      “Not bad for my people,” I jabbed, stepping into the driver side. Liam got into the passenger side, but not before Bashur growled until he let him into the back.

      “The drool monster is coming?” Liam observed.

      I nodded. “Mara doesn’t trust you.”

      He looked at my lips and swallowed hard. “Do you?”

      It was like all the air was sucked from the car. “You told me not to,” I reminded him.

      He nodded. “I did.”

      I wasn’t sure what to say. In some ways he seemed insecure, like he needed to hear me say I trusted him, and in another I thought he might just be fucking with me. Before my mind could wrap itself around what to do, Liam pointed to the road.

      “Head left out here.” His hand was near my face, and for the first time I saw that his knuckles were scarred. Tiny X scar cuts were visible on the tops of his hands. There must have been fifty of them, so fine I hadn’t noticed them before. When he caught me looking, he set his hands down and covered them.

      Unable to really process that, I just gunned the gas and headed out onto the street.

      Either I had Liam all wrong, or everyone else did. Either way … this wouldn’t end pretty.
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        * * *

      

      We reached the home of the warlock. I parked out front while Liam grilled me from his seat.

      “Don’t stare at him for too long, and don’t touch anything in his office,” Liam warned.

      I swallowed hard.

      “And don’t under any circumstance eat or drink anything while we are there. Don’t use his bathroom or take your hair down.” He pointed to my top knot.

      I gulped. “Anything else?”

      He nodded. “Don’t tell him more than you need to. I like this guy, but he’s powerful and I don’t trust him.”

      Okay, this was getting scary.

      “Last thing…” Liam reached for my messenger bag. “We need something to barter. Gold, cash, magical potions, he’ll take anything, but it’s gotta be good.”

      I yanked my bag back. “Let me look.”

      He held up his hands in a gesture of surrender.

      I rummaged through, pulling out a handful of small items.

      “What’s this?” Liam plucked a folded map from my hand.

      I yanked it back out of his grasp and placed it back in the bag. “Nothing.”

      Mara had given me a map of all the blue doors in America. I’m sure it wouldn’t be the greatest idea if Liam had it. I pulled out my last two vials of pricklewart juice. “Here. Pricklewart juice makes you invisible for a few minutes.”

      Liam’s eyes bulged. “Is that how you got in the houses?”

      I nodded.

      He snatched the two vials. “This is good. He’ll take it.” Then he stepped out, letting Bashur follow.

      I slipped my dagger into my waistband and Liam shook his head. “No weapons. Are you kidding me?” He face-palmed and I wanted to throat punch him.

      How had we just had the best floating ceiling sex of my life last night? And now this?

      I threw my dagger onto the floor of the car and stepped out, slamming the car door in anger.

      Liam frowned. “Are you pissed at me or something?”

      I crossed my arms. “I’m fine.”

      Liam chuckled. “I don’t know about Fae chicks, but when a human woman says she’s fine—”

      “Should I transform and bring the car?” I cut him off, trying to keep it business as usual.

      Fae chick? This guy was infuriating. Call me a Fae chick one more time, bud. Was he seriously clueless about last night and why I was mad?

      He looked around at the fancy neighborhood and waved his hand. “Nah. Leave it here.”

      With that, I spun on my heel and started up the steps. Liam sidled right up next to me, taking them two at a time. We were halfway up the steep row of steps when the door opened.

      I jumped a little, not expecting that.

      My gaze fell on the man who was at least seven feet tall standing in the doorway. He pointed at Bashur with a long, crooked finger. “The Urisk must stay in the car.”

      Urisk? My eyes widened as I looked at the giant dog. Bashur froze and growled low in his throat but I clapped my hands to stop him and pointed to the car. “Go Bash.”

      A Urisk? Surely Mara wouldn’t be sharing her home with that kind of demonic Fae creature…

      She was a master at illusion though, I watched Bashur walk away and wondered if that was his true form. A Urisk?

      “Well, well, if it isn’t the prince of darkness,” the man called, his sharp nose hanging far off his face. I could tell from his long pointy ears that he was Fae, full-blooded, and utterly hideous. There was a sect of Fae that hailed from the Dark Forest that we called warlocks, but what they really were was dark magic users. Rumored all dead … except for this dude apparently.

      “Jasper, buddy, I just love when you call me that,” Liam growled as he reached the top step.

      Prince of darkness. Very cute. Not.

      I slowed my pace, growing nervous about this warlock.

      “And what do we have here?” He turned to fully face me and I almost gasped at his completely bald head. There was a tattoo of a green snake going in a spiral around the entire thing and ending at his forehead. Remembering Liam’s advice not to stare, I looked at the ground.

      “This is my new seeker friend,” Liam stated. “We have a common goal and need your advice.”

      Seeker friend? Common goal? I could strangle him. More like seeker friend with benefits.

      “Hey.” I waved stupidly, not offering my name because Liam didn’t.

      The man, Jasper, raised one eyebrow. “Getting desperate, boy? Aligning with them is a bold move.”

      The way he said “them,” you’d have thought he’d just smelled crap. His lip curled and he looked disgusted.

      Liam shrugged. “Like I said, common goals.”

      Yeah, that’s all we had … common goals. I was going to plot Liam’s murder in my sleep tonight.

      “What do you have to trade me for such help?” the man asked.

      Liam pulled the vials I’d given him from his pocket. “Pricklewart from Faerie.”

      The man’s eyes widened. “Now that is very useful. I’ll take it, and one strand of her hair.”

      My eyes widened and Liam snatched his hand back. “No deal.”

      The warlock sneered before rolling his eyes. “Fine. Come inside and let’s have tea.”

      Liam met my eyes and gave the tiniest shake of his head.

      “We’ve just had breakfast, thanks,” I said sweetly.

      Jasper looked over at me and grinned. “He’s taught you well.”

      I gulped, stepping into a large entryway that showcased a massive set of stairs. The Fae padded along the hardwood floors and turned right into an open, double-doored office. The second I stepped in, I felt an energy shift. It was heavy and dark, making me feel like I couldn’t breathe.

      “Interesting, you’re the third Fae from Faerie to visit me this week.” The man rubbed his finger over a crystal ball at his desk and I frowned.

      Third Fae? What?

      I took the bait. “Who were the other two?”

      He shrugged. “That kind of information will cost you.”

      Liam groaned. “He’s a warlock bard. Anything you want him to tell you will cost something.”

      I nodded. I’d heard of bards; they wouldn’t let you pass the Dark Forest without payment, and in kind they would tell you a story. I needed to find out who from my world would visit him this week. I had an inkling, but I needed to know for sure. Reaching into my bag, I pulled out one of my healing crystals Kira had given me. I could just ask her for another one.

      His eyes tracked it greedily as I set it on the desk. “It’s a hea—”

      “I know what it is.” His hand snatched out and he took it, before opening a drawer and locking it inside.

      “The two other Fae that I’ve seen this week are the Faerie elder of Winter and the Faerie elder of Summer.”

      My heart dropped. That’s what I’d thought. “What did they want?”

      Jasper shrugged his shoulders, holding out his hands. Fucker wanted more payment! I glanced at Liam, who shook his head no.

      Reaching into my bag I pulled out another healing stone, leaving me only one left. My arm was sore. I should have taken it this morning.

      “Tell me everything about the visit with the elders,” I told him, making sure he couldn’t turn this into another bargain.

      He swiped the second healing stone and placed it inside his desk.

      “They wanted to know how to change a Tree of Life crystal that had been tainted back to its original form.”

      Liam and I shared a look and the guy grinned. “And I’m guessing that’s why you’re here.”

      Liam nodded. “And what did you tell them?”

      He laughed and it was a cold, biting sound. “That I knew nothing of the matter. Fuck Faerie. They left us out to dry.”

      My heart jumped into my throat and Liam tensed. “But you do know how, don’t you? Help an old friend out.” Liam slid the two vials across the desk.

      The Fae’s gaze flicked to me and sharpened. “And why should I help her? She’s one of them.”

      I frowned, realizing the divide between us living in Faerie and those living on Earth was far greater than I imagined.

      “Because I’m not like the elders. I didn’t live through the dark times, and only recently was I made aware of this war. I grew up my entire life shielded from all of this, which makes me different.”

      I realized now that my mother had given me a gift.

      His brows raised. “Different how?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t have a bias to either side.” I met Liam’s gaze and his cheeks reddened. “I’m learning as I go, and trust me when I say that I want to seek a solution that benefits both of us.”

      We needed all the crystals in Faerie, but they needed them too, and I needed to figure out what that meant.

      The Fae seemed to mull that over. “If you take all of the crystals from Earth, I die, he dies—every magical creature here will perish.”

      This was not as cut and dry as the elders had made it seem.

      “Then I won’t,” I breathed. “Not until I’m sure I can create a place where we can all live in harmony.”

      His laugh was dry and full of disdain, forehead wrinkling as he glared at me. “Oh, little spring Faerie who smells of roses, how naive you are! We cannot all live in that small little village of what’s left of Faerie. We’d kill each other.”

      I slammed my fist on his desk, pain slicing from my knuckles up to my arm. “Then I’ll make it bigger! I’ll restore Faerie and you can have your own side and everyone can come home.”

      My outburst shocked him. He reeled back an inch and his mouth opened. “There is no one alive with the power to restore Faerie. Even with all twelve crystals, it would take the queen herself to do such a thing.”

      I had to play my cards right here. I couldn’t let him know the queen, AKA my aunt, was alive.

      I crossed my arms and pinned him with my best alpha look. “I know of a way.”

      “Really?” He sneered and I glanced at Liam to see him watching me closely.

      I put up my left hand. “I swear on my mother’s soul, I know how to restore Faerie.”

      If the queen could restore Faerie and I could restore the queen, then I did know.

      He grabbed a glass shard from his desk and looked at me through it. His dark eye looked distorted through the lens.

      “She speaks the truth. I will help you both,” was all he said before setting down the glass.

      Whew.

      Liam looked relieved. “My father has had the crystals changed. They’re not like they were, and I’m not sure it will revitalize those of us who do not align with his energy.”

      Jasper nodded. “I’m aware of the modifications your father is making to the crystals. Although quite genius in keeping Faerie from acquiring them, it is stupid to taint something so pure. He will find that they do not regenerate him and his children as the pure Crystals do. They’re, quite frankly … evil.”

      Evil. I shivered.

      “How can we fix them? Can you?” I said.

      He nodded. “No, I cannot, but the healing pool in Faerie can. I still remember them as a child. One dip in those pure waters should do the trick.”

      I frowned. “The healing pool is long gone. When Faerie fell, it was consumed with darkness.”

      He shook his head. “No, child. Nothing can destroy those waters. If you send someone to retrieve a bowl full of that healing liquid, it will wash away any and all impurities.”

      Send someone … Elle and Trissa came to mind, but of course I wanted to go myself. Leave the protective dome of Faerie?

      “One problem…” I held up a hand. “I can’t touch the crystal without getting burned.”

      Liam cleared his throat. “I can.”

      I gasped. “You can?”

      He shrugged. “I mean, I touched it for a minute or so that night at the masquerade ball and it was fine. It felt … dark … but I can handle it.”

      The old Fae clapped his hands. “There you have it. The perfect plan. Now go and fetch your crystals and leave me be.”

      Liam stepped away from his desk to leave when a thought occurred to me. “How do you … stay healthy without being near one of the soul crystals?” I looked around his house, wondering if one of them was hiding here. If it was, I didn’t feel it.

      A wicked smile brushed across his face. “That is my secret. Now move along, little seekers.”

      We stumbled out the front door, my mind reeling. The elders had been to see him. Liam could touch the dark crystals. The famous healing pools were still alive … and I had promised to restore Faerie. What the actual fuck just happened?
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      Liam and I were quiet as we descended the steps and got into the car. I gave Bashur a reassuring pat and tried not to think about the fact that he could in fact be a Urisk Fae Demon. Not a word was spoken all the way back to the safe house with the blue door either. It was only when I opened the car door and stepped out that Liam walked before me and spoke.

      “It’s admirable what you want to do…” he said, stepping closer to me, holding my gaze. “Restoring Faerie and all that.”

      Oh yeah, I had promised to do that. What the fuck had I been thinking?

      He reached out like he wanted to hold my hand and I stiffened, so he pulled back. “But until then I need a crystal for myself.” His gaze darkened. “There’s a lot you don’t know about me.”

      I could see now that this dude had some major walls up. Last night for me was an emotional and physical experience. I’d given him all of me. But for him … I feared it was only the physical.

      “Then tell me,” I pleaded.

      He sighed, chewing at his lip. Too many silent moments passed, and he ran his fingers through his light hair.

      I crossed my arms. “You don’t trust me.”

      He shrugged. “I don’t trust anyone. Life’s easier that way.”

      I didn’t know what to say to that. “I can’t restore Faerie without all the crystals.”

      He nodded. “I know. So we’ll get two. You take one and I’ll take one and then you can go off and hunt down the rest. That will take you some while.”

      “But eventually I’ll need that final one, Liam.”

      He nodded. “I know. But I need it now. More than you do. This is life or death.” His voice cracked and compassion bled through my hardened heart.

      “What’s life or death? You know I can help you. You can trust m—” Bashur barked and I spun to see Mara in the doorway.

      “Get it all worked out?” she called out into the front yard.

      Liam forced me to face him. “I need to see someone in town. You go to Faerie and get the water from the healing pool or whatever, and then come back to get me. Then we will find the next two crystals together. One each. Deal?”

      I realized then that somewhere along the way I’d fallen for this dude and would do anything for him. It was a dangerous feeling. I also realized that he was using me for the healing water because the dark crystals wouldn’t regenerate his people like they did his father’s.

      I nodded. “Deal.”

      He kicked off the ground and shot into the air faster than I’d ever seen a Fae fly. I watched the dark spot in the sky get smaller and smaller, before finally transforming the VW Beetle and slipping the pen into my messenger bag.

      “Take me to Faerie. I need to speak with Elle,” I told Mara.

      She nodded as I stepped inside. Bashur stood next to me.

      “He’s not a Urisk demon, right?” I pointed to the dog and laughed. The laughter died in my throat when her face drew into one of suspicion.

      “Demon? Who taught you such things?” She petted Bashur’s head. “Urisk Fae are just lonely hermits. They just want friendship.”

      I gulped. I heard they also ate small children, but was hoping that was a lie. “Okay,” I croaked.

      “Who did you see?” she queried.

      I shrugged, careful with my words. “Some old Fae. Come on, I gotta talk to Elle.”

      We walked at a brisk pace back to her office, but just before we got there the house shook a little. Pictures rattled on the walls and furniture shook. I grabbed on to an end table to steady myself.

      I looked back at Mara. There shouldn’t be any earthquake at Mara’s, since I was pretty sure we were in some in-between realm. Right?

      “Was that normal?” I asked her, but by the way she was frozen and looking off into the distance like she was calculating something in her head, it was not.

      “No. And it shouldn’t be possible…” she mused.

      Before I could ask for another explanation, she led me to the office and I strapped in.

      Was Faerie shaking? Is that why we were too? I hoped to gods not. I needed more time. I didn’t have the next crystal.

      

      When I opened the door into my home world, I breathed a sigh of relief. Everything looked normal and well. Fae were flying about at a slow and normal pace, the sun was shining down through the protections, and everything felt calm. Whatever that shaking was, it wasn’t Faerie.

      “I’ll be back in a bit,” I told Mara, and she nodded before I closed the door.

      I took the path away from the blue door and jagged rocks, walking briskly to the center of town.

      There. Just who I was looking for.

      Trissa was training six warriors. They held sticks, clacking them together with horrible coordination and balance. When she met my gaze, I called her over.

      “How are you?” She hugged me, but when she pulled back her face fell. “Why so serious?”

      I hadn’t talked to my mother’s loyal guard in a while; a lot had changed. “Everything about this new life is serious.” I surprised us both with that answer.

      “That’s true.” She frowned. “Do you need my help?”

      I nodded. “The crystals have been … tainted. One or all of them are dark now.”

      She nodded. “The elders told me.”

      I figured. They were close. “But I’ve found a way to heal them and I need you and Elle to accompany me to seek something.”

      “Anything.” Trissa looked eager. Nothing was too dangerous for this woman. She was a lifer to the job. It was killing her to train people rather than be out there.

      “I need you and Elle to help me fetch a bowl of water from the healing pool of Spring.”

      There, I’d said it out loud.

      She chuckled, looking ten years younger in that moment. “You’re joking, right? The healing pool went under with the rest of Faerie.”

      I nodded. “I know, but the healing pool is still there, I’ve been assured.”

      She sighed, running her hands through her hair. “We’d have to swim under the protections, and then from there—”

      “Can it be done? Because the fate of Faerie rests on it. This is the only way to heal the crystals and restore the Tree of Life.”

      She chewed at her fingernail. “There are monsters and darkness that lurk beyond this village. Things that have morphed over time, horrors you can’t even imagine.”

      I shivered. “That’s why I’m asking you to go with me. For Faerie.”

      She sighed, tightening her belt that held her prized sword. “Alright, let me talk to the elders while you get Elle.”

      I almost wanted to tell her not to involve the elders. They were on my shit list right now. Something about that scene with Liam didn’t sit right with me, although I understood it. They hated him; they saw him as evil. It was crazy how quickly Indra had gone from a loving and wise leader to … whatever that was. It unsettled me toward them. They saw the soul light and still didn’t believe he was my soulmate.

      After finding Elle training in her garden, I filled her on everything. I mean everything.

      “Soulmate ceiling sex!” she gasped, her brow beaded in sweat as she stepped away from the crudely made leather punching bag. I slapped my hand over her mouth.

      “Yeah, but he was a giant douchebag the next morning.”

      She shrugged unstrapping her gloves. “Well, he was raised by the leader of the Dark War so …”

      Touché.

      I changed the subject: “So now I need you to go with us to get this healing water and then we can meet up with him and get the next crystal.”

      She nodded. “Not gonna lie … half terrified to leave Faerie and head out into the darkness, and half curious what it’s like out there.”

      I chuckled; she always was a curious soul. “We’ll have Trissa. It should be fine.”

      Right? That dude wouldn’t lead me astray on purpose … would he?

      Trissa arrived wearing her traveling cloak and a backpack slung over one shoulder, bow and arrow on the other.

      “We’ve been permitted to go if it will help heal the tainted crystals,” she announced.

      Permitted? Since when did I need permission to go exploring in my own home?

      “Alright.” I decided to play this politically correct. Something about the elders was rubbing me super wrong.

      Trissa pulled a wax-coated map from her side pocket. “If we swim under the protection shield and head east, we should meet the other side of the river in about a five-minute swim.”

      I rolled out my neck. “Not bad.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “Not if we don’t get attacked by water creatures, no.”

      I gulped. “We could fly over the river? Not as fast with our wings wet, but doable.”

      She shrugged. “If memory serves me, the trees of Spring have fallen over the river and blocked out the sky.”

      Geeze.

      I shifted on the balls of my feet. “Okay, let’s just assess it when we get in there.”

      Trissa nodded. “Good plan.”

      She started to wade into the water and my stomach tightened with anxiety. Never had I questioned myself and my decision-making skills so much. Was Liam to be trusted? Was the old warlock? Were the elders? Could I even trust myself at this point? That was the scariest thought. When we reached the edge of the dome, the water was up to our waists.

      “Lily, the elders have told me that the dome will only part for a seeker,” Trissa said. She waved me to go in front of her and Elle. “You must touch it for it to move. We’ll swim through quickly and then you can remove your hand.”

      I frowned. My mother told me to never touch the protection. Was this why? It would have opened up? That thought was unnerving. I wondered why it would open for a seeker and not any other Fae. Maybe it used the same crystal technology as the blue door.

      Without thinking much into it, I waded out into the water, kicking my legs to keep myself afloat. The water was the perfect temperature, warm and soothing. When I reached the protection, I did the thing my mother told me never ever to do. Reaching up, I pressed my hand to the cool, flexible, magic encapsulation.

      The second I touched the iridescent structure, it vibrated wildly. The vibrations sent ripples throughout the water, and Trissa and Elle swam closer. My hand suddenly fell through the structure, creating a small opening. Reaching up instinctively, I grasped the edges of the protections and pulled them apart slowly like they were made of thick clay. The gap widened, and as it did, murky black water rushed into Faerie from the dark world beyond.

      Yuck.

      “Go!” I yelled, not wanting to pollute what was left of our world. Trissa burst from the water and dove through the hole, as did Elle right behind her. Using my legs, I stuck those through first, before awkwardly moving my upper body into the opening. At some point my wrists were tweaked too much and I had to let go of the protection and float through. There was a current on the other side that I wasn’t prepared for and it carried me away quickly. Frigid cold water consumed my body as I battled the raging black waters, feeling disoriented. Everything was so incredibly dark. The sun looked blotted out by ash and thick, burned trees, but my major concern was on the opening in the dome and whether it had closed once I’d gone through. This foul black water would kill the fish in Faerie. Flipping over mid swim, I glanced back and saw the hole snap shut.

      Relief poured through me just before Trissa’s scream ripped across the river. “Look out!”

      Flipping over in the water, I turned just in time to come face to face with … a four-eyed, mutated fish creature from hell.

      A shriek tore from my lungs as the fish opened his mouth and I gazed upon three rows of serrated teeth. He had black and green scales, but some spots were missing, and in its place were open wounds that wept pinkish fluid. He lunged for my face, and I threw my arm up to block it, when a knife sailed through the air and stuck in the side of the fish’s head. The creature fell to its side and sank to the bottom of the river.

      Looking up on the shore in the direction of whoever threw the knife, I expected to see Trissa, but it was Elle.

      “Nice shot,” Trissa told her as my mother’s old guard climbed up out of the water.

      I kicked my legs like mad, making my way to the shallow edge of the river so that I could climb up onto the shore as well.

      Elle winked. “I had a good teacher.”

      “Kiss ass,” I teased her as she reached out, helping me up out of the water.

      We all gave a little lighthearted smile, which quickly died as we gazed around the ruins of what was once the most beautiful and enchanted forest of all time. I’d seen a painting once, on the mantel of Glena’s house. This … was not that. Spring was … life; it was color; it was the very breath of Faerie. And now … now it was covered in death and darkness. Small tendrils of smoke seeped up from the ground and towards the sky. Tiny pools of lava gurgled and popped on the once beautiful forest floor.

      I looked over and saw that Elle was crying. Trissa, however, looked haunted and more traumatized than sad.

      “My home was just through these woods. About a ten-minute walk. It was my favorite walk,” she said, voice hollow.

      A tree branch snapped to our right and Trissa flinched. “Come on. We shouldn’t linger. Gods know what’s here now.”

      With that, she walked through the brittle and dry lands while I followed after her, looking left and right and seeing blackness and ash as far as the eye could see. “What … happened? Fire?”

      Trissa sighed. “Fire. Ice. Dark magic. Plague. What didn’t happen is the question.”

      Gods. We walked in a V-formation, with Trissa at the lead.

      After a few moments, a twig snapped. Trissa pulled her bow. Elle had two throwing knifes in each hand, and I had my obsidian dagger.

      “How much farther?” I queried.

      “If it’s still there, we should be coming up on it, just over this hill,” Trissa called out.

      It was a slight incline as we crested a small, dry, blackened dirt hill.

      The collective gasp was audible.

      There, in the middle of what I imagined hell looked like, was the most stunningly clear blue pool of water. Bright lily pads and lotus flowers floated at its surface, a stark contrast to the smoking black ash surrounding the pool’s edges.

      “It’s still here,” Trissa said in wonder.

      That crazy warlock dude was right.

      Trissa unshouldered her pack and pulled out a giant canning jar big enough to hold water for at least two crystals.

      Snap.

      A twig broke again, this time closer.

      Trissa turned to me slowly, alarm showing in the way her wings snapped erect.

      “I’m going to need you to get the water and then be ready to run. We’re being followed.”

      She handed me the jar and Elle pulled a few more throwing knives from her thigh holster.

      Snap.

      Snap.

      Followed? By what?

      I couldn’t see anything out in the thick dark woods, which was more terrifying than knowing what was out there. Taking a deep breath, I trusted that the girls had my back and swooped down to the edge of the waters, crouching on my heels. The small pond was only about thirty feet in diameter, with black charred grass that came all the way up to the edge. Foul smelling, sulfurous smoke ebbed from tiny holes in the ground, but the water … the water was the most beautiful color of teal I’d ever seen.

      Unscrewing the lid of the jar, I reached my hand into the water. The moment my fingers touched the turquoise water, a zap of power shot up my arm and whacked my funny bone.

      “Ow!” I yelped, my fingers springing open and dropping the water jug. “No!” Leaning forward, I reached all the way into the water and tried to grab the jar, but it sank to the bottom of the pond. That power zap happened again, and I yanked my arm out of the water to find my heart jackknifed in my chest. What the hell?

      Why is the healing water trying to kill me?

      “What’s wrong?” Trissa asked without looking back at me. Her eyes were peeled for anything moving in the creepy-ass dead forest.

      “It … zapped me and I dropped the jar.”

      “Zapped you? Okay, well, dive in, we need to get a move on. The water is perfectly safe, I assure you. My grandmother swam in it daily, and lived longer than we all could tolerate.” That made me grin. Okay, swimming in the zapping healing pool. No big deal. No pain, no gain.

      Snap. Another twig. This one sounded like it was right behind me.

      Without waiting another moment, I took in a huge lungful of air and dove into the cool water. I plunged into the deep lake and it felt like my skin was crackling. A burning tingle worked its way up my back and I started to panic. Maybe the healing pool had changed since Trissa once knew it. But I was already halfway down. I might as well bear the pain and get the jar. Kicking, I swam to the lower depths of the clear pond and wrapped my fingers around the edge of the glass. The second my fingers touched the edge of the jar, something pulled at my navel, and then everything around me spun. It was like I’d been thrown inside of a washing machine, similar to when Mara transported us from Faerie to Earth. The water swirled around me and I got disoriented. Then I was falling.

      What the…?

      It was a portal.

      I dropped onto dry earth, inside some kind of cave, landing hard on my feet. Water dripped from me as I stood soaking wet on the sandy beach.

      Doing a full 360, I realized I was trapped. The cave was completely closed off, no light but for the small glow of a few crystal lamps that hung on the walls.

      “Hello, dear,” a lyrical female voice called out behind me.

      A bright golden light at the back of the cave flickered. I stepped closer and the light began to etch into details of a humanoid form.

      Whaaaat the…?

      Long red hair cascaded over a woman’s shoulder as the light then moved to her lower half and it took the form of a tail. The cave glowed so brightly with this golden light I had to squint or risk being blinded.

      When the light died down, I stood before … a mermaid.

      A gasp left my throat. I thought they’d all died.

      “Umm, hi,” I croaked.

      She smiled and beckoned me closer. I took small, cautious steps until I was close enough to be respectable but far enough to retreat if attacked. Mermaids were beautiful, loving creatures, but they looked an awful lot like sirens, which were another story. I couldn’t trust my judgement to tell the two apart since I didn’t grow up around them, only hearing stories and seeing paintings.

      “Hello, dear, I’m Aura, high priestess of the Spring Fae mermaids and the spirit keeper of the healing pool.” Her voice danced around the space, bouncing off the walls and coming at me from all directions.

      High priestess of the mermaids? Spirit keeper?

      Whoa. Should I bow?

      “I’m … Lily.” I gave a small curtsy for good measure. I didn’t know what the hell I was doing here or how I got here, but if she had brought me here, I was going to show some dammed respect in the hopes she could free me as well. She smiled hugely, bowing her head back to me in a gesture of good faith. I think this meant she was truly a mermaid and not a siren. The vibes felt right, but I made a mental note to go home and get as many books on the mermaids as possible.

      “I brought you here because I respect your free will,” she said, her purple scaled tail glittering in the reflecting light of the crystal sconces that lined the cave wall.

      “Umm, thanks.” At this point I was wondering if I would be trapped here forever. Maybe she was lonely … it didn’t look like there were any other mermaids hiding in here with her, but I could be wrong.

      “I see that you brought a jar. Most people come to my pool to be healed, but I haven’t had a visitor since the dark times, and so I wonder … did you come to be healed or just to take my water in your jar and heal another?”

      I gulped, guiltily grasping the glass jar. “Well, I don’t need a healing. I ca—”

      “Don’t you?” She sat erect and her hands pulsed with a silver light that then swirled in the air above her.

      Did I need healing? Is that what she was telling me?

      “Umm, do I?” Fae didn’t really get sick. I mean, of course there was poison, curses, old age, mortal injury and the like, but I didn’t have any of that.

      She sharpened her gaze. “You do not know?”

      I swallowed hard. “Know what?”

      I felt like she was about to give me a cancer diagnosis or something, but Fae couldn’t get cancer of course.

      “You have an extremely powerful and intricate binding spell on you. If anyone else were to remove it, they would meet their death. Anyone but me of course. I can remove it if you like…”

      My mouth opened in shock. A binding spell … on me?

      “Binding what?”

      She shrugged. “Your true power I would think. What else?”

      My true power? I was a seeker. That was my power … right? My mind reeled as I soaked in her revelation. Who would bind me? My mother? Maybe she’d planned to tell me about all this on my birthday and then remove the spell? But that didn’t feel right. My mother was a lot of things, but she would never bind something in me, some power. She’d want me to train with it because untrained Fae power was dangerous. Maybe I was a healer too … or a warrior Fae with extreme strength like Trissa…

      Speaking of the warrior Fae, I knew that Trissa and Elle were waiting for me and they’d be worried—I needed to act quickly.

      “Remove it please,” I declared, making up my mind. If I had some kind of binding keeping me from my full potential, then I wanted it gone. ASAP.

      She nodded. “As you wish. Visit me again soon, yes? I’ll introduce you to the others next time.”

      Others? I gulped.

      “Okay,” I lied, unsure if I could make that happen.

      With a smile, she clapped her hands and then I was plunged into water again, spinning and spinning.

      An electric jolt ran through my body, and pain like I’d never felt before ripped through every cell I had. It was burning, deep and electric, as every muscle in my body flinched. I screamed, bubbles rising before my face and up to the surface. The pain then retreated, just as soon as it had come, and I started to kick up to the surface, jar in hand.

      What. The. Hell. Was. That?

      My body trembled as currents of power pulsed into me. I kicked my way to the shore, breaking the surface, but at first glance couldn’t find Trissa and Elle.

      Rolling out of the pond and back onto the ground, I stood on shaky legs screwing the lid on the jar with weak hands. It felt like I’d been plugged into an electrical socket and power was vibrating just underneath my skin.

      “Run!” Trissa shouted, and blasted past me with Elle next to her.

      Without question, I took off running just behind them. Risking a glance behind me, my gaze fell on a … creature … of nightmarish proportions. It had two racks of horns, six eyes, and a slimy body that was all muscle. Running on the hind legs of a deer and the upper portion of a man, it was … horrifying. Its mouth was open; two thin strings of black drool hung from its sharpened teeth.

      Oh gods.

      I pumped my legs faster, trying to ignore this new weird powerful electric feeling in my body. Trying not to think about the fact that I’d just been sucked into some mermaid portal where she’d … unbound some spell on me?

      I need you, Mom, I silently sent up to the ethers.

      Peering up into the thickly treed canopy, I knew that if we tried to fly, we risked wing injury for all of the low hanging branches.

      We reached the edge of the black river in record time and Trissa looked over at me. “Jump!”

      I nodded as they dove into the water, but something pulled at my consciousness, forcing me to freeze. Peering over my shoulder, my mouth unhinged as I gazed upon dozens of vibrant green patches of grass and pink and purple flowers. They were in the shape of footsteps. My footsteps. Looking down at my feet planted in the earth, lush green grass grew where I stood.

      Holy hell. What was this?

      The creature was gone, giving me a moment to really absorb what I was seeing. Did I really do this? Was my secret unlocked power, a garden tender Fae?

      “Lily!” Trissa snapped, and I shook myself, diving into the water and over to where they floated near the protection. I didn’t want Trissa to see it, whatever it was, because it scared the shit out of me.

      A thought came to me then and relief rushed through my body. It was the healing water? Yes! That was it. The healing water I’d swam in had rolled onto the land and healed it.

      A reasonable explanation, which also made me wonder if that was the key to eventually healing Faerie if I couldn’t wake the queen. Was there enough water to heal it? I didn’t know. Paddling hard, I reached the protection and handed the jar to Trissa. She took it but kept her eyes on the murky water for any more psycho fish. Reaching my palms up to lay them on the protection spell, I used my seeker power to quickly open a hole so we could all slip inside, and then quickly closed it before too much black water polluted Faerie.

      After we finally made it to the shore, we lay on the sand, panting and out of breath.

      Elle’s hand slipped into mine. “We did it.”

      “We did it,” I agreed. I didn’t want to tell them about the footprints because I still wasn’t one hundred percent sure that it was because of the healing water, and that scared me shitless.
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      Twenty minutes later, Elle and I had changed and we were ready to meet up with Liam and find two crystals. One for each of us. The elders had showed up on shore and taken the healing water for “safekeeping,” saying that it could not leave Faerie. I was getting pretty damned tired of them telling me what to do. I mean, I knew they were the leaders of our world, but it seemed like I was doing all the work and they were giving the orders. My rebellious nature wasn’t having that, but I didn’t feel like starting a war, so I allowed them to take it. They must not have trusted me to bring it to Earth, which really pissed me off.

      “So you’re letting him keep a crystal?” Elle pulled her short brown hair into a tiny ponytail at the nape of her neck. “Must be love.”

      I rolled my eyes. “We have a business agreement. Love isn’t even on the radar.”

      Not with him anyway.

      She nodded, “Mhh hmm, sure.”

      I reached for the blue door handle to Mara’s wearing a slight grin, and I opened it. Mara was standing there with Bashur, playing checkers.

      “Did you figure out what that earthquake was?” I asked her, noticing she’d gotten everything back onto their shelves.

      She looked up. “Nope. Not a clue. Ready for the next adventure?”

      I nodded. “Back to Seattle. I need to pick up Liam and get the next crystal.”

      Her face drew into a frown. “Why are you still working with him?”

      I sighed. “Look, I know you don’t like him, or trust the halflings or whatever, but I need him. Only he can touch the dark crystals and bring them to Faerie to be healed.”

      Mara came around the desk, golden handcuffs clanking together as she sat on the edge of the desk and looked up at me. “I’m not that worried about Liam. He could be a great guy for all I know.”

      I frowned. Not worried my ass. She’d all but told me he was a liar who was hiding something and she didn’t trust him.

      She lowered her voice. “I’m worried about what the elders will do to you when they find out you’re continuing to work with him.”

      My head reeled back. “Do to me?” Chills ran the length of my arms and tears lined Mara’s eyes.

      “You want to know my story?” She held up the cuffs. Elle and I shared a look and nodded. I’d been waiting to hear this for so long, ever since my mother told me of the imprisoned fae. Now I wondered if I really wanted to.

      She took in a deep breath. “I’ve had to forgive myself a lot over the years.”

      Forgive herself?

      Tipping up her chin, lip quivering, Mara said, “I started the Dark War.”

      I gasped, stepping back a little, and regretted it when hurt crossed her face. “How?” I regained my composure and took two steps closer to her in an act of what I hoped was support.

      Mara sighed. “I was working the portal, taking the elders and other high level Fae out on important Earth missions when I met him … Daniel.” She smiled sweetly and a tear fell down her cheek. “A human.”

      Oh shit. Rule number one of being a Fae: DON’T fall for a human. Like Ever. Ever. Did Mara … could she have … no…

      “The Sons of Darkness, the halflings, they’re because of you?” Elle asked.

      My mind was working a mile a minute trying to keep up.

      Mara shrugged. “I guess. Daniel and I were soulmates, the blue light didn’t show up on him but it did on me. And I just knew… it was a feeling.”

      Soulmates! With a human?

      Mara looked lost in her memory, “I got pregnant and word got around. Fae started to wonder if they could venture out onto Earth and lay with humans too. We were having a war between Winter and Summer. It was already a vulnerable time. People wanted an escape and Faerie had become heavy. Earth was fun and light and free, and humans were innocent to our troubles.”

      We nodded, encouraging her to continue.

      “I gave birth to a beautiful baby girl.” Tears rolled down her cheeks and I reached out to grasp her hands. “But she was stillborn. That’s when I started to wonder if maybe I’d made a mistake.”

      My heart broke in that moment. Pain ebbed from my chest throughout my limbs. “So you lost your baby and the elders fucking imprisoned you?” Anger rose up inside of me, washing that pain right away and replacing it with rage. How fucking dare they?

      She sighed. “No. I lost my baby, let over fifty Fae escape out onto Earth, including the Winter King, then Daniel died … that’s when the elders imprisoned me.”

      I winced. Oh. Well, that sounded kind of bad. You weren’t allowed to let Fae off-world unless it was for an approved mission. Even when using the enchanted shell. “Why’d you let all of the Fae out?”

      She shrugged. “People deserve free will, do they not?”

      Yeah, they did, I guess.

      “How did Daniel die?” Elle asked, her voice small and full of compassion.

      Mara’s jaw ticked. “Fae poison. I smelled it on his lips. I tried to give him a healing stone, but it worsened the effect and he just went quicker. To this day, I do not know who did it.”

      That was bad. Like really bad.

      “I’m so sorry.” I stepped up to embrace her and she squeezed me tightly. When we pulled back, she smoothed my hair. “I don’t ever want something like that to happen to you. Understand?”

      Loud and fucking clear. I needed to play my cards right with the elders and Liam, but it was time to remind them just who was in charge. Until they got off their lazy asses and started having seeker abilities, I wasn’t going to be taking orders from them.

      “Okay. Seattle?” Mara wiped her cheeks, trying to change the mood. Elle and I shared a sad look.

      Poor thing. She’d been carrying that weight for so long.

      “Seattle,” I affirmed.
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        * * *

      

      Five minutes later, I stepped out onto the green, tree-lined front lawn in the rain to see Liam pacing the area nervously. “You’re here!” he cried out, and ran over to me. There was blood on his jacket and his wings were limp, lifeless.

      “What happened?” I almost reached out to touch him and then remembered myself.

      He followed my line of sight to his jacket. “Oh, that’s nothing. Come on, we don’t have much time. You took forever.”

      Elle and I shared a look. What was his rush? Our world was ending, not his. I knew he didn’t trust me or I would have asked.

      I started to dig a hole in the grass to put my feet in and help us seek the next crystal when Liam took out a knife and sliced his palm.

      “What the hell!” I shouted.

      He frowned. “What? I’m going to find where the next two are.”

      I pointed to the dirt I was about to stick my feet into, and if that didn’t do it then it was off to New York.

      He scoffed. “That barely works, and only if it’s within a few hundred miles, never in another country. This works no matter the continent.”

      He let his blood drip onto the earth, mumbling under his breath as a cool wind passed through the yard.

      Whoa.

      “Blood magic is … dark,” I croaked. My mother told me to never ever use blood in a spell. It called the darkness to you, and once you did that, it was hard to get off.

      He narrowed his gaze at me. “And you thought this entire time that I was a light Fae?”

      I sighed. “Obviously not but—”

      “But nothing. I’m a Dark Fae that does dark magic. Get over it,” he snapped and closed his eyes, leaving me feeling like I’d been slapped.

      Elle raised her eyebrows and crossed her arms, while I decided to just ignore the asshole. He was obviously in distress and in a hurry, but that was no excuse for talking to me like that. He touched the part of the dirt that had his blood on it and stuck his finger deep into the earth. The cold breeze rushed harder, slamming into us. I had to plant my feet into the earth just to keep from falling over.

      Then, just as quickly as the breeze had come, it died down and Liam stood.

      “They’re here.” He looked shocked, “On Orcas Island, just outside Puget Sound. A place where no blue doors exist.”

      “They? Both crystals?” I brushed off my hands and prepared to fly to this island.

      He nodded, seeming to be far off in his mind. “Three of them actually. If we move quickly, I can make it back in time.”

      I frowned. “In time for what?”

      He shook himself and stepped closer to me. “Did you get the water?”

      I nodded. “It’s in Faerie, at the elders’. They wouldn’t let me bring it out.”

      He frowned at that. “Okay. Hold on to me. I can get us there faster.”

      Elle kicked off the ground, hovering in the air. “I’ll follow.”

      Liam shook his head. “By the time you get there, we will be done. Wait here, and if we need backup, I’ll come back for you.”

      She frowned, “Excuse me motherfu—” She was drowned out when Liam reached out and pulled me flush against his body, kicking off the ground like a missile as he shot into the air. I clung to his neck, tucking my face into him as frigid wind sailed past us.

      “I’m sorry,” he shouted down at me. “There’s no more time.”

      My heart beat wildly against his chest. The craziest part of all this was that I trusted he wouldn’t put me in harm’s way. That might be my downfall, but my intuition had never let me down before. I was worried about people seeing us. Keeping our race a secret was very important in Faerie, but Liam didn’t seem to care. He shot across Seattle and then across the open water, bringing a frigid wind with him in his wake.

      He was the son of the Winter King. I’d expected some power, but this was … incredible. He flew so fast I would have thought I was in a fighter jet from a movie. Before I knew it, we were landing on Orka Island, at the end of an outcrop of trees.

      “My father has this plan.” Liam set me down, sliding my body along the length of his and making my belly warm at the closeness. “To make his own world here on Earth for all of the Sons of Darkness and their human … lovers.” He paused at that word, hand still on my lower back as I stayed pressed to him.

      I nodded. “I know. I was at the sex party, remember?” He still hadn’t let me go. We were inches apart.

      He looked up at a giant house on the hill between the trees. “This is where his plan begins. He only needs three crystals to start creating a protection dome, similar to the one you have in Faerie. Then they’ll all come here and … continue to grow the race until he can get all twelve crystals and take over Earth.”

      Take over Earth? That was fucked. Like some cult or something. Earth wasn’t meant to be used like that. Faerie would fall if he took even one of our crystals at this point. So would the queen of Spring, Dahlia.

      “Alright, well, let’s do this.” I went to step out of his grasp when his hand tightened at my back and he pinned me closer to his body.

      “Look…” His blue eyes bore into mine, tiny threads of orange lighting up inside as he gazed down at me intently. “Last night was … incredible. I need you to know that. You’re … incredible.”

      My breath hitched in my throat. I swallowed hard. I wasn’t expecting that.

      “I just…” He looked at my lips, wetting his. “I have a lot going on. A lot of people depend on me for survival, and I’ve never been in love or anything before. I don’t know how to do this, but I care about you. I fucking do.”

      Love? What the what? Care about me? I realized then that I’d been raised by a warm and loving woman and he’d been raised by a demon. Maybe he really didn’t know how to do this.

      I cut him off with a kiss. Pressing my lips to his, I reached up and wrapped my arms around the back of his neck. His whole body relaxed as we came together, and I could feel the smile tugging at his lips. Opening my mouth, I deepened the kiss, letting our tongues brush together in a small token of what we had last night. Desire flared within me; it was hard to explain this feeling of complete contentedness when we were together like this.

      When we pulled apart, we were both breathless.

      “We’ll figure out how to do this together,” I told him.

      He nodded, looking more at ease with himself and less stressed. I wondered if I had only let him speak this morning and had the stupid peanut butter cracker breakfast he’d made, if he would have told me the same things. He wasn’t good with words, that was for sure. I stepped away, heart full for the first time since we’d been together last night.

      “Okay, here is the plan. Only I can touch the crystals.” He paused, chewing at his lip. “So I need you to create a diversion out here so I can slip inside there.”

      I looked up at the house on the hill. It was overcast and gloomy, dark clouds sending shadows across the rooftop of the home.

      I gulped. “Okay.”

      He seemed lost in thought, planning. “This will be the most heavily guarded place my dad has, whether he is here or not. I’ll get the crystals and be right back. Two minutes, tops.”

      Another nod, but a stone sank in my gut. I had a bad feeling about splitting up. “Be safe,” I said.

      He reached out and stroked my face. “Pull up a shield over yourself this time, okay?”

      I smiled. “Okay.”

      With that, he kicked off the ground and shot in the direction of the house. Gods he was fast. Taking in a deep breath, I kicked off my shoes and sank my feet into the grass, connecting with Mother Earth. Pulling on my training, I called a shield up over me. It was a thin clear dome that would hopefully protect me from harm—if I could keep control of it.

      Okay. Distraction time.

      There was nothing to fucking distract with! No car, no gun, no dog.

      “HEYYYY!” I shouted at the top of my lungs at no one in particular, building a healing ball between my hands. Every Fae had mild healing abilities, enough to staunch a skinned and bleeding knee from a crying child, or ease a headache, nothing crazy. But they were colorful, so I built this purple healing ball and then chucked it over the fence and waited for some kind of noise to indicate someone saw it.

      Nothing. I was officially the worst distraction maker in history and would probably get Liam killed.

      Reaching down, I picked up a rock and took flight. Flapping my wings, I flew overtop of the hedged fence and saw some guards patrolling the property below. I chucked the rock and screamed again, causing the guards to look up at me and shout. They were wingless, thank the gods, and when they saw me I took off back over the hedge to lure them out. I couldn’t see Liam, but he must be hiding in the treetops and waiting to make his move on the house.

      When gunfire snapped through the air, my heart leapt into my throat.

      I stumbled mid-flight and lost my shield, tumbling to the ground and landing awkwardly on my right ankle.

      They’re shooting at me? Well, I guess that was a good distraction. I pulled out my obsidian dagger. I’d literally brought a knife to a gunfight. Great.

      “You know this is all your fault,” a familiar deep voice called from behind me just as the two Sons burst through the hedge, pointing a gun at me. I kicked off the ground, building my shield as I went. Turning mid-air, I came face to face with the owner of that voice.

      The Winter King hovered before me, wings flapping and sending out tendrils of black smoke as he glared.

      “It’s your fault we have to steal crystals!” he roared above the wind while I tried with all my might to hold my shield. Trissa had drilled into me over and over again how important shield work was, but I never practiced. Maybe if someone had told me how dangerous my life work would be, I would have listened!

      Regretting that now.

      Where the hell was Liam?

      “Oh yeah?” I screamed back. “You sound like a child. No one can make you do these things.”

      His face grimaced into something dark and macabre. “If the queen would have just allowed us to come and go freely, to see our human lovers and bring our children back and forth, this wouldn’t have happened.”

      I felt power crackle in my veins as anger built up inside of me. “So your solution was to collapse Faerie and kill billions!”

      I roared as a stream of light burst from my palm, shooting him right in the face.

      What the…?

      He looked more shocked than I did, but we both recovered quickly. Whatever falling into the healing water had done … it had given me powers. Light powers. I didn’t have time to think on it now.

      “An unfortunate side effect,” he sneered, and flicked his wrist upward, sending a shard of pointed ice right for my face.

      My hand shot out instinctively and my shield lowered in panic, but a bright burst of sunlight shot from my palm and incinerated the shard, melting it midair.

      Whoa.

      The king grinned. “You are your mother’s daughter.”

      What? My mom had … light powers … or whatever this was too?

      Shaking off his comment, I took off flying, because I didn’t know what the hell to do. He zoomed after me and I peered across the lawn at the front porch, looking for Liam. Where was he? I made a figure-eight around the property, coming back to our meeting spot to find the two guards gone but no Liam. And the king was still hot on my tail, throwing ice shards left and right. For the first time, I wondered if Liam had done all this and used me to get two crystals for himself. The thought mentally unhinged me and made me wonder if I could even trust my own emotions. He was my soulmate … how could he—?

      A wall of ice slammed into me from behind, pain lacing up my back, and I tumbled to the ground. I hit the packed dirt hard, landing on my hip and elbow.

      With a cry, I rolled over and popped back up ready to fight, just as Liam came through the thicket of trees and his father landed before the both of us. When I saw Liam carrying two crystals, my heart leapt in my chest. He was true to his word. But my face fell as I looked closer, horror causing a chill to run up my spine.

      Liam’s eyes were all black, as were his hands, and the inky substance was creeping up his arms slowly as he walked closer to us in a robotic manner.

      The dark crystals had … tainted him.

      I looked at the king, who stood ten feet from me; he was grinning. “You see, once I realized the Fae from Faerie, and my other enemies—” he gestured to Liam “—would never stop coming for the crystals, I devised a plan so that only people I approved of could touch them and glean power from them. Otherwise it poisons their soul.”

      Something inside of me snapped. With a cry, I burst forward, hands out. Ungodly amounts of light shot from my palms. It was like my body contained sunlight and I could turn it on and off at will. The torpedo of sunlight blasted at the king and he was thrown backward a hundred feet into the yard, screaming and clutching his face as if I’d blinded him.

      Good. I hope I hurt him bad.

      I approached Liam slowly. “Liam, can you see me?” My voice shook.

      His head snapped towards me, creepy and unlike any normal human movement. Those black eyes were so chilling; I wanted to look away. Liam looked down at his blackened hands holding the crystals.

      I kept my voice firm. “Liam, drop them.”

      His head snapped up to me again. “No,” he growled and tore after me with one hand raised. His movement was so sudden. I hadn’t expected him to attack me. I stumbled backward as he held the dark crystal up like a weapon, ready to bash my head in with it or something.

      Tears burst from my eyes as I struggled to dodge him, my soulmate. The very real realization that he was possessed or something came over me.

      My necklace, the one my mother had given me, pulsed at my throat, sending warmth through my chest.

      Mom?

      Just then, Liam knocked into me and I fell backward, landing hard on my ass. He straddled me, pinning my lower body with his thighs. Now that we were this close, I could feel the darkness from the crystal. It was heavy and made me sick to my stomach. Liam’s arm came up with the crystal, ready to crack it over my head, when my mother’s dying words about the necklace came back to me.

      If ever you are in peril, use my essence to heal. I wasn’t in peril, but Liam was.

      Reaching between us, I pulled my locket out and pried it open with my fingertips. My mother’s blue soul light burst from the locket and right into Liam’s face. He gasped in shock, breathing it into himself.

      The crystals dropped from his hands to either side of my face. I flinched, and when I looked back up at him, Liam was looking down at me, his face a mask of horror and completely gone of any blackness. Thank the gods.

      “Oh gods, Lily. I’m so sorry.” His hands shook as he caressed my face, running his thumb over my bottom lip and then cupping my chin. He seemed to realize he was pinning me down and rolled away. Stepping off me, he helped pull me up. His gaze fell to the necklace at my throat. “Everything went … dark. I wasn’t in control … you saved me.” He was breathless.

      I nodded. “I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      He frowned as he trailed his thumb across my lower lip. “You’re too good for me. I’d poison your garden and kill all of the flowers.”

      I grimaced, “What?” reaching out for him as he backed away. “Don’t say that.”

      “Come on, we gotta go.” He scooped the crystals into my special messenger bag, using the cloth edge without touching them, and slung it around his neck. His eyes grew darker then, not fully black, but it was clear the crystals were still affecting him just being around him.

      “You will not leave with those!” a deep roar came from behind us, and suddenly a shard of ice four feet long came out of nowhere and sliced into Liam’s abdomen. His face marred with shock as he gripped the shard sticking out of his navel. Blood spurted from his shirt in a circle of crimson.

      “No!” I threw myself in front of him and let the light burst from my palms. The king was thrown backwards by my light. I acted then purely by instinct.

      Hooking Liam under the armpits, I took to the sky, grunting as the weight of him and two crystals pulled me down. I was barely able to make it three feet above the ground with him; he was so damn heavy and my wings were small. “You’re gonna be okay,” I told him, trying not to look down and see how badly he was injured; he was bleeding freely in my arms. I wasn’t sure if Kira could save him if too many of his organs were punctured.

      I was reminded of my mom bleeding out in the tub with her belly splayed open. It seemed to be the Winter King’s MO. I had to tamp down my desire to turn around and kill Cypress. I needed to focus on saving Liam.

      “Lily!” Elle’s voice drifted across the water and I looked up to see my bestie flying towards me, looking wind-chilled and tired. Her nose and ears were bright red and her hair had pulled out of its ponytail and whipped around her face.

      “Help me!” I shouted.

      When her gaze fell on Liam in my arms, she burst forward with a bit of extra speed and grabbed his legs. With half of the weight taken, we were able to move a bit faster.

      Elle grunted under the strain of holding Liam mid-flight. “What happened?”

      He winced. “I can fly.”

      “No!” I snapped at him, then looked at Elle. “We got the crystals. But they’re crawling with dark magic. We need to hurry or they will take over him.”

      Even having them close, I felt heaviness come over me; my thoughts were going dark and I was questioning my sanity.

      Elle cringed. “Is that what that heavy feeling is?”

      I nodded. These crystals were powerful. You could feel them without even touching them.

      Elle must have had an illusion up, because we passed a group of kayakers and no one looked twice at us. When we finally reached the green lawn of the home that held the blue door, I knew something was wrong. Water poured down the front yard and into the trees. Stumbling into a clumsy landing, Elle and I dragged Liam closer to the door. When I looked up, the wind was knocked out of me.

      A huge crack had worked its way up the side of the door and water was flowing out at the base. Mara’s home was flooded…
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      I rushed to the door and used the handle, praying with everything in me that it opened. If it didn’t, Liam would die; I was certain. When it turned in my hand and opened into Mara’s apartment, I breathed a huge sigh of relief. Water gushed around my ankles as I half dragged Liam inside, with Elle bringing up the rear. Mara was using buckets, and what looked like magic, to try to get the water out.

      “Thank the gods you’re here!” Mara screamed. “Faerie had another earthquake. It fractured the blue door and ripped through my office.”

      She hadn’t looked up yet. She was sucking water into her magic bucket and it was going gods knows where, disappearing.

      “Can you fix it? We got two crystals and Liam’s hurt,” I whimpered.

      Her head snapped up then and her mouth formed a small O. “I need to be back in Faerie to fix it. I’ve been waiting for you. I didn’t want to leave without you.”

      I nodded, feeling the darkness of the crystals reach out and brush up against me. Panic flared in my chest as my heart raced.

      “We need to hurry,” I told Mara.

      She looked down at the bag at Liam’s side. “That feels … dark.”

      “It is!” I growled, feeling unbridled rage rise within me and immediately regretting it.

      Mara gave me a knowing nod. “I see.” She placed a hand on Liam’s stomach. The icicle had melted or fallen out in our flight and now he was just freely bleeding. “This will hurt, child,” she told him.

      He grunted, but gave her a curt nod. His complexion was paler than usual, and sweat beaded on his brow. A searing white light shot from her palm and Liam screamed so loudly it made the hairs on my arms stick up. The smell of burning flesh hit my nose, and Mara nodded. “That will slow the bleeding until we can see Kira.”

      My voice constricted with emotion. “Thank you.”

      With a little help, Elle and I got Liam into a chair in Mara’s office. Her desk with its dials and knobs was completely cracked down the middle but still held together. Liam’s blood was everywhere. The thought of losing him terrified me.

      I clung to his side, holding on to his chair tightly. “Use your power to keep the area cold. Freeze the wound or something.”

      He shook his head. “I can’t. Too … weak.”

      Oh gods. My stomach dropped. It seemed like we kept finding ourselves in this situation, with him injured and me helpless to do anything but look for Kira.

      Mara spun the wheel and the room jerked wildly, nearly throwing me across it. I clutched to Liam’s chair for dear life, while Elle grunted. A few more jerks and sputters and it finally stopped. That was a rougher ride than usual.

      “We here?” I asked.

      She nodded. “Hope so.”

      Lifting Liam up, I threw the door open wide and we flew out into the pandemonium. There was a huge crack in the ground that I almost fell into. Fae were shouting and flying around in a hurry. We were at the cliff on the edge of Faerie. With Elle’s help, we took off, Liam in our arms, and flew right for the elders’ house.

      I spotted two of the elders, Rose and Maple, out in the city square helping some garden tender Fae fix up market stalls that had fallen over. Fresh food splayed out over the ground, and the river was a murky brown. We flew right up, over all of the chaos and directly to the elders’ door. Using my left booted foot, I kicked in the door and we landed hard and fast.

      Indra was near the tree when we came tumbling into their house, and I saw the jar of healing water in her hands. She shook herself in shock as we splayed out in a crash landing in her entryway.

      “Bring that to me!” I shouted, pointing to the jar.

      Her mouth popped open in shock as she flew towards us, jar in hand. “You let him in here? After I forbade it?” Her voice laced with anger as she scowled at me.

      I looked down at Liam, who was bleeding out on the front of her doorstep.

      “What the fuck is wrong with you!” I shrieked. A crowd had started to form behind me, I could hear the flutter of wings and murmur of voices. “A Fae is injured. A man is dying. Give. Me. The. Healing. Water. NOW!”

      Something unfurled inside of me, and I knew if I wasn’t careful that bright light would shoot out and I wasn’t ready for Indra to see that yet if I could help it. I still needed to figure out what it was.

      She tucked the jar into her chest. “This is for the crystals.” She lowered her voice, smiling nervously at the crowd that had assembled at my back.

      I was about to give her a piece of my mind when Liam reached into the messenger bag and pulled one of the crystals up into the air, his hand turning black as he held it.

      Oh gods.

      Indra nearly fainted from seeing such a thing, and I lunged forward and yanked the jar from her grasp. Unscrewing the top, I knelt to pour it over Liam’s wound, when he held me back and dunked the crystal inside of the jar.

      He visibly sighed in relief as the water touched his hand and chased away the darkness, turning the crystal a clearish blue like the others. Not even a trace of the darkness remained on the crystal, his hand, or even in the water.

      “Now you,” I told him.

      He shook his head, shakily setting the clean crystal at my feet and reaching into the messenger bag to get the second one. When he grabbed this one, his body convulsed for a second, and I choked down a sob.

      “Liam!”

      He dipped it into the water and his shaking stopped.

      Finally he pulled his hand out and clutched the clean crystal to his chest tightly. Wasting no more time, I yanked up his shirt and poured the rest of the healing water over his stomach, watching as a miracle was performed. Skin stitched together, arteries and muscles grew. It was like no healing I’d ever seen, and a depressing realization hit me that this might have saved my mother, had I known and had some then.

      Liam gasped, clutching his stomach as the water slowly healed him, until finally he sat before me, panting. All that remained was a small puckered white scar.

      The entire village was behind us now and I knew this would require an explanation. And I was glad for that.

      Fuck these lies.

      Fuck keeping people in the dark anymore. The truth needed to be revealed.

      Standing up, I pulled Liam up slowly to stand with me, each of us holding our crystal.

      “Indra,” I said to the elder, “Liam is my soulmate, whether you choose to believe it or not.”

      The crowd gasped and I heard a few mutter “black wings” and “Dark Fae.” “He helped me get these crystals, and we will work as a team from now on, getting the rest that are needed … but you must allow him to live here, with me. He’s one of us.”

      Beside me, Liam made to speak, but I shushed him.

      I held my chin high. “It’s that or I leave Faerie.”

      Everyone behind me gasped, but it was Indra I was watching, her gaze roaming over Liam like he was a snake.

      “Come in and we’ll certainly talk about it,” she cooed, giving the crowd her best smile.

      “No,” I said immediately. “He stays or I go.”

      “Lil—” Liam tried, but I shushed him again.

      “No. They can’t treat you like this.”

      “If Lily says they are soulmates, I believe her!” I recognized Maye’s voice call out from behind me and forced down a sob of relief. Everyone started to echo Maye, the village baker. “I believe her. Soulmates shouldn’t be separated. He’s one of us.”

      Indra sighed, resigned. “Alright.”

      My body relaxed at her words.

      “He’s clearly proved useful today,” she said, “If he continues, I don’t see why not.”

      “Lily,” Liam whispered, pulling me towards him. I turned to him with a smile on my face.

      The second I saw the pain in his expression, the sheer agony, my stomach dropped.

      “What’s wrong?” I looked to his now healed wound, wondering what was causing him so much pain.

      “You and I are from different worlds. I … have to go home. I need to bring this to people who count on me.” He held up the crystal.

      My throat constricted so hard then that it was physically painful not to cry. “Well, bring it to them and come back here.”

      Reaching out, he brushed his fingers across my bottom lip. “I can’t. Where would a fish and bird live together? I’m sorry … I’m out of time.” Leaning in, he brushed a quick kiss to my lips and then he was … gone. The last memory I would have of would be his retreating black wings, smoking inky tendrils wafting through the bright blue sky of Faerie. It was like a sinister reminder from the gods that he didn’t belong here with me.

      I wanted to run after him, to beg him to stay, but my mother had taught me a very important lesson when Owen Jaspers broke up with me at age sixteen: “You shouldn’t need to chase love. If you do, it’s one-sided.”

      My heart tore in two and I kicked myself for this moment, the one I knew was coming since we made love. It seemed so long ago … but it was only last night. How had I gotten here?

      Having my heart ripped out in front of the entire town.

      I was Violet Wren’s daughter and I would show my village just how strong I could be. The entire crowd had fallen into a hush. Indra stared at the ground.

      Wiping my eyes, I reached down and pulled the cool blue crystal into my hands. Then I turned and faced my people.

      “The elders and my mother have kept you all in the dark in an attempt to give you a sense of security.”

      “Don’t do this,” Indra warned sharply behind me.

      I looked back at her, cutting her with the cruelest glare I could manage. I didn’t trust her anymore. Something was off, and I was going to find out what.

      “But I won’t do that!” I yelled as loud as I could. Liam was probably at the blue door now, leaving with Mara and his crystal. Gone from my life forever.

      Raising the crystal high for everyone to see, the sun shone on it and everyone gasped. “These are soul crystals. They are what keep Faerie standing, the power of the Tree of Life. And as a seeker, it is my job to retrieve the remaining four of them from Earth, where they are being hidden by Winter King Cypress.”

      Rumbles and cries started throughout the crowd. Parents covered children’s ears and I nodded.

      “Oh yes. He’s alive and well on Earth with his … halfling children.”

      The Sons of Darkness was a scary name, and I didn’t want my people to fear any more than they had to.

      I stepped closer to my people. “I, as the last seeker of Faerie, vow to retrieve all of the crystals and restore our beautiful world to its former glory.”

      Gasps, shock … some Fae fell to their knees and wept. It was a crazy sight and I wondered if I’d taken it too far, if they could handle this truth.

      “No more will we have a small patch of spring. No. These lands will heal, and we shall have Summer, Fall, and Winter again!” I shouted, feeling a bit like Mel Gibson in Braveheart.

      Definitely too far.

      They erupted into applause as Indra hooked me under the armpit, dragging me backward inside her house and shutting the door behind us.

      “You do not make promises to the people. That is a queen’s job.” Her eyes held such malice, I didn’t understand it. More and more I was seeing why Mara feared the elders. But I wasn’t afraid anymore. I was their biggest asset, indispensable. I could fucking parade the sleeping queen around town while smoking weed and she couldn’t do shit.

      Yanking my arm out of her grasp, I held my hand out so she could take the crystal. “Want to place this at the tree for me?” I taunted.

      It was a dangerous game, but she needed to know her place. If touching this crystal would mortally harm her and I could hold it with ease, then she’d better fucking be nice to me and honor my wishes to no longer keep our people in the dark.

      My threat came through loud and clear. Her wings glowed so brightly I thought they might burst into flames, but just as quickly they died down.

      “I’ll pass.” She stepped aside and bowed her head slightly.

      Checkmate, bitch.

      As I walked to place the crystal at the base of the tree, I struggled with giving that woman my back.

      Everything had changed since my mom had died. Nothing about Faerie felt safe anymore.

      Reaching out to set the crystal down, a burst of light pulsed from the tree, sending waves of calm and warmth throughout me. When I stood, Elle was waiting. Indra was gone and I wondered if I had done the right thing in talking to her so harshly.

      Elle cleaned her blade on the thigh of her jeans. “What now?”

      I stepped towards my best friend. “We go after the next crystal.”

      She nodded, adjusting her blades. I was tired, utterly heartbroken, but even more, I was fucking determined to restore these lands to their former glory. And when I did, I was putting out an invitation to all of the halflings on Earth. It was time for everyone to come home.
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