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1


A Ribbon for Your Thoughts


“Do you think we’re ever going to see this place again?” The question slips out as Hudson and I walk past the campus to the diner where we’re supposed to meet Eden and Heather.


Originally, we’d settled on the university center, but the coffee is better at the diner, and I think Heather’s trying to impress a certain dragon.


“Of course we’ll see it again,” he tells me, sliding a comforting hand into mine. “What even makes you ask?”


I shoot him a look. “The last time we were in the Shadow Realm, it took us years to find our way back to this world. And I forgot you.”


The guilt of everything I’d forgotten has danced at the corners of my mind for months, but now that I have my actual memories of our time in Adarie back…it’s like a punch to my heart.


All I want to do is turn around and go home, so I can just think about everything. So I can be with Hudson as I sort through the memories, cherish all the things that made me fall in love with him that first time—including those damn bird calls of his.


The fact that he had all this inside him for months since our return, and I didn’t have a clue… The pain of it is indescribable. It makes my stomach churn and turns every part of me to an open, gaping wound.


Which only gets worse when Hudson laughs down at me and adds, “You say that like it’s a crime.”


“It feels like a crime,” I answer, battling against the tears that burn the backs of my eyes.


He squeezes my hand, rubs his thumb back and forth over the double promise ring on my left ring finger—half from Giant City, half from the Shadow Realm. “I already told you, I’m the guy who’s lucky enough to have his girl fall in love with him twice. I don’t feel bad about that.”


“For now.”


He lifts a brow even as he looks at me with teasing blue eyes. “Does that mean you’re planning on falling out of love with me?” he asks. “If so, I’m not okay with that part of the plan.”


“Obviously I’m not planning on falling out of love with you,” I tell him with a snort. “But I didn’t plan on falling out of love with you the last time we left the Shadow Realm, either. Shit happens.” Not to mention we still don’t even know why I lost my memories. As soon as I’d gotten my memories back, Hudson had suggested it might have something to do with the giant-ass amount of time-dragon magic that slammed into me, but I have my doubts.


“Well, then, I’ll be the guy who has the distinct honor of having his mate fall in love with him three times. There are worse things in the world.”


“Yeah, because it worked out so well the last time.” I shake my head. “I can’t believe how much I—”


“Hey.” He cuts me off, pulling me into his arms here on the busy sidewalk, right between a drugstore and my favorite fish taco place. “It did work out well the last time. We’re here, aren’t we?”


“Now,” I answer. “Now we’re here.” But there were a lot of months wasted where we weren’t here. A lot of pain, a lot of suffering, a lot of heartache. Is there any wonder I’m not anxious for either one of us to have to go through it again?


“Now is all that matters. You’re my mate. You’re always going to be my mate, and I am always going to love you. How could I not?” His eyes twinkle as he adds, “Hey, ‘I came across time for you, Grace. I love you. I always have.’ And I always will.”


It’s ridiculous, but even knowing he’s quoting one of our favorite movies from our months trapped in his pseudo-lair doesn’t stop my heart from melting. Then again, melting my heart—and the rest of me—has never been a problem for Hudson. Even from the beginning.


That doesn’t stop me from busting his balls a little bit, though. “James Cameron called. He wants his line back.”


He laughs. “Caught that, did you?”


“The fact that you just Terminator-ed me? Yeah, I caught that.”


“It’s not my fault that movie has so many great lines.”


“No, but your absolute and abiding love for it is completely your fault.” I take his hand, tugging him along and into the drugstore.


“What can I say? I’m a romantic at heart.” He looks around. “What are we doing in here?”


“Checking out the gift-wrapping section. I want to see if they have any sparkly ribbons,” I answer as I lead him toward the back of the store.


I didn’t think it was possible, considering the way he’s been looking at me since I told him I remembered everything that happened in the Shadow Realm, but Hudson’s eyes go even softer. “You want to pack her more ribbons?”


His voice is as rough as my aching heart as we both remember the tiny umbra he loved like a daughter. The one who sacrificed her life to save his. No, she isn’t dead. I have to believe she’s out there, waiting for Hudson to find her again.


“Don’t get all mushy on me now. It’s pure selfishness on my part,” I say, coughing a little to clear my suddenly tight throat. I pick up a thick roll of sparkly gold ribbon and study the package. “I need Smokey to like me.”


“She does like you.”


I turn from my contemplation of glittery red versus shiny pink ribbon to give him an are-you-kidding-me look. At which point, he hastily gathers up both spools of ribbons—and an extra glittery silver one as well—and heads for the nearest cash register.


“Maybe ‘like’ is a strong word.” He pauses to grab a box of cherry Pop-Tarts off the snack display on the way to self-checkout.


“Maybe ‘like’ is just a full-on lie,” I counter, taking out my credit card to pay.


But Hudson beats me to it, as usual, tapping his black American Express. I take the purchases to put in my backpack as we leave the store.


He doesn’t say anything else as we walk, but he’s holding my hand like it’s a lifeline.


I can’t help but wonder if he’s more worried about this trip than he’s letting on, but before I can ask him, he murmurs, “She’s going to be there, right?”


“She is,” I answer, squeezing his hand back extra hard. “We’re going to find her, Hudson. We’ll start at the farm, and if Smokey isn’t there, we’ll keep looking until we figure out where she is. She’s there, just waiting for you to find her again. And we will. I promise.”


He nods, but I can tell he’s still worried. And I don’t blame him. Smokey hated me, but I couldn’t help but love her, if for no other reason than she loved this boy who’d never known love but deserved it all. And now that I remember the Shadow Realm and everything that happened there, her absence destroys me. I can’t even imagine what it’s felt like for Hudson all these months.


“Hey,” I tell him, moving us into an alcove between buildings. “Listen to me. We’re going to find that ridiculous little umbra.”


I try to put as much confidence as I can in my gaze, hoping the fear that Smokey didn’t make it is buried down so deep that Hudson can’t see it. Because, as much as we know that time-dragon fire resets timelines and sends those who enter the Shadow Realm to the point they were at just before they entered Noromar…I have no idea what would happen to a creature who was actually born there.


I grit my jaw against any thoughts that Smokey is gone forever and hold Hudson’s gaze, willing him to believe me about Smokey being okay.


When the corners of his eyes crinkle, a crooked smile lifting one side of his mouth, I let out a long breath of relief. He shakes his head. “She really is ridiculous, isn’t she?”


“So ridiculous. And if she wants to come back here with us, then we’re going to find a way to bring her back, too.”


“And what are we going to do once we get her here? She doesn’t exactly blend in.”


“We’ll hide her, of course. Like Lilo did Stitch—only a lot better.”


He laughs, exactly as I want him to, but I can still see the worry lingering in his eyes. It kills me. Hudson has done so much for me, has always made sure that I feel safe, even in the middle of the worst situations imaginable, and almost never asked for anything for himself. This is one thing that he needs—to know that Smokey is happy and healthy and okay. There’s no way I’m not going to move heaven and earth to make sure it happens for him.


He stares at me for a second, his eyes searching mine for the answer to a question he doesn’t even know he’s asking. “I love you, Grace.”


“Across time. I know,” I tease.


“Across everything,” he says, and he’s never looked more serious.


“I love you, too.” I lean in and kiss him, reveling in the little zing of sensation that works its way through me the moment our lips touch. “No matter what.”


He moves to deepen the kiss, and I let him, because I never want to say no where this guy is concerned. And also because I get lost the second he scrapes one of his fangs across my bottom lip.


Shivers shoot down my spine and my fingers curl in the front of his shirt as I give myself to him—to this—for just a few more seconds.


Then I force myself to take a step back, even though I want nothing more than to drag Hudson home and have my wicked way with him. Or the other way around.


But we’ve got things to do and people counting on us, so I smile up at him and say, “We need to go. Heather and Eden are waiting.”


He nods, then leans forward and nips at my lower lip one more time. I almost say to hell with it. They’ve waited this long—they can wait a little longer.


But then I remember Smokey and Mekhi and everything else we need to take care of. I reach for Hudson’s hand.


“Let’s go,” I tell him.


He rolls his eyes but doesn’t argue, and we head back onto the busy sidewalk. We’ve only gone a block or two before Hudson suddenly steps in front of me, his shoulders tensing.


“What’s wrong?” I ask, trying to see around him as my heart kicks up in my chest.


But he’s too busy scanning the surrounding area to answer.


“Hudson?” I query when several seconds go by and he doesn’t relax his vigilance or his stance.


“Sorry,” he finally tells me, stepping back. “I thought I saw something.”


“What?” I look up and down the street as I take a few calming breaths. There are several college students in school sweatshirts outside an ice cream shop, men and women in business attire bustling to and from work, and a mom pushing her baby in a stroller, but that’s about it. At least as far as I can see.


“I don’t know. I just…” He shakes his head as he takes my hand again. “It was nothing.”


“I guess so,” I agree as we resume walking, but I can’t help glancing behind us, just in case.


As we turn and cross the street, Hudson asks, “We’re not really going to let Heather come with us, are we? She’s human.”


“Hey!” I make a face. “Don’t say it like it’s such a bad thing. I was human for a lot of years.”


“You know what I mean. I’m worried about something happening to her.”


“Me too,” I answer. “Which is why we’ll let her come along for now. But the second we figure out how to get to the Shadow Realm, I’m buying her a plane ticket back here.”


“Oh, she’ll love that.”


“I’ll make it first-class,” I say, sticking my tongue out at him. “And she will love it—certainly more than dying at the hands of the Shadow Queen or who knows what.”


“Good point,” he admits as we turn the corner to the diner, the shiny front door no more than ten feet away now. “Besides, you’ve already got one needy person to take care of. You can’t be dividing your attention too much.”


“Oh yeah?” I ask, brows raised. “Are you feeling needy?”


“Please.” He gives a proper British sniff as he holds the door open for me. “I was referring to Flint.”


I crack up, because he’s not wrong. But we’ve got this. As long as Hudson and I are together, everything is going to be okay.


I smile at him as I walk through the door and into the diner…and then straight into a very upset Jaxon and Flint.
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Heart’s in the Wrong Place


The second I realize who I just ran into, I throw myself at both of them. They catch me—of course they do—and one of my arms goes around each of their necks as I hug them as tightly as I can.


It’s been more than a month since we’ve been together in person. Now that Hudson and I live in San Diego and they live in Manhattan, we don’t see each other nearly as often as I’d like. And FaceTime may be the next best thing, but it just isn’t the same.


Flint laughs as he brushes a few of my wayward curls out of his face. Then he tugs me away from Jaxon and twirls me around a couple of times. “Looking good, New Girl.”


I fake-grimace at the old nickname, even as it makes me smile. Flint and his teasing never change—something I’m grateful for in a world that so regularly tilts beneath my feet.


“Wish I could say the same about you, Dragon Boy,” I shoot back. “That’s one hell of a shiner you’ve got there.”


But he just snickers. “You should see the other guy.”


As Flint and I continue to joke around, Jaxon clears his throat in a pay-attention-to-me kind of way. It’s Flint’s turn to grimace at me, even as we both pivot toward my ex-mate.


“You look good, Jaxon,” I tell him in a there-there voice.


“Too little, too late,” he answers. But then he’s wrapping me up in another hug, and the comforting scents of fresh water and oranges wash over me.


“The Dragon Court seems to agree with you,” Hudson comments as he joins us.


“At least something does.” Flint grins as he gives Hudson a hearty slap on the back. Because, apparently, that’s what men who used to be enemies but are now friends do.


Jaxon snorts in a way that doesn’t sound entirely teasing as he tells Flint, “I think he was talking to me.”


Flint’s grin fades as he murmurs, “I know.”


But Jaxon is too busy studying Hudson to notice. “San Diego looks pretty good on you, too, brother. Better than the Vampire Court, certainly.”


Hudson holds his gaze, and as I glance back and forth between them, it looks like they’re saying a lot more than what we’re hearing.


“Who knew vampires could tan?” Hudson finally replies as we head over to our table, where Eden and Heather are staring googly-eyed at each other across a plate of French fries. Or at least as googly-eyed as Eden gets…which, at the moment, is more than I ever expected.


“Guess that ring Remy gave you is coming in handy.” Flint nods down at the ring on Hudson’s finger that lets him drink human blood and still walk in the sun.


Lucky me.


“It is,” Hudson answers, and the glance he shoots his brother, then Flint, tells me he’s picked up on the same thing I have. That Jaxon is looking pretty tan himself even though he doesn’t have a ring. “Now, let’s get this party started.”


As we settle down next to Heather and Eden, I can’t help wondering if Jaxon’s tan means he’s not feeding from Flint. And if he isn’t, why not?


I make a mental note to ask Flint if they’re having problems when there aren’t so many people around. I hate the idea of things being off between them, especially when they’re both trying so hard to make their budding relationship work at the Dragon Court.


Heather immediately wraps her arms around me, and I squeeze her back. We were apart for so long, it is such a relief that we’re close again. I’ll never get tired of seeing my best friend. We exchange a few comments about recent stormy weather but stiffen when Eden shrieks.


“Holy shit!” she exclaims after finally looking away from Heather long enough to notice the rest of us. She’s staring at Flint’s black eye, and I know why she’s so surprised. It’s rare to see a dragon with a bruise like that—partly because they don’t get hit hard enough to bruise very often and partly because they heal so quickly. “What happened to you?”


Jaxon answers for him. “What happened is, he refused to run when I told him to.”


“Seriously?” Flint gives him an incredulous look. “What the hell was there to run from? There were barely a dozen of them.”


“And yet, somehow, you still have a black eye,” Jaxon replies.


Flint’s brows shoot up. “Not from them. From you throwing that one guy at me without so much as a heads-up for me to, I guess, finish where you left off.”


“I didn’t realize you weren’t paying attention.” Jaxon leans back in his seat and crosses his arms in a move I know all too well. “And who shouts when they throw something anyway?”


“Umm, everyone,” I tell him. “It’s, like, the first thing you learn playing ball on the playground.”


He makes a disbelieving sound in his throat. “Well, that’s boring.”


We all laugh, because how can we not? But then Hudson asks, “So who were these people who made the bad life choice of attacking the two of you?”


That stops the laughter in a hurry—at least for the two dragons and the dragon-vampire sitting at the table.


“Shit’s going down at the Dragon Court,” Eden finally answers.


“What kind of shit?” I ask, my eyes going wide. “Are Nuri and Aiden okay?”


“They’re fine for now,” Flint answers. “But, to be honest, we’re not that far from full-on civil war among the dragon clans.”


“Civil war? That seems impossible. We were there only a few months ago for Wyvernhoard, and everything seemed like it was perfect.”


“Yeah, well, a lot can happen in a few months,” Jaxon says.


“There’s a lot, and then there’s a lot,” I counter. “What the hell is going on?”


“There’s growing dissent from clans who think my mother isn’t capable of ruling now that she doesn’t have a dragon. They’ve asked her to step down, and she’s refused, so they’re working to bring a vote of no confidence against her within the Dragon Court.”


A vote of no confidence? Against Nuri, the most badass dragon queen imaginable? It seems inconceivable. “They won’t win, will they?”


“I don’t know.” Flint picks up Eden’s water and drains it in a single sip. “There’s more of them every day.”


“But there must be something the Montgomerys can do about it,” I suggest.


“I don’t know what. The other clans appear to want us all gone.” He says it flippantly, like it doesn’t matter. But I can see the pain in his eyes, hear it in the studied blankness of his voice.


“What they want,” Jaxon snaps, “is for you to stop flaunting a vampire around their precious Court. And for their ruler to have her dragon heart back.”


“Yeah, well, neither of those things is going to magically happen,” Flint bites out. “They’re just going to have to get used to it.”


“What about your father?” Hudson asks quietly. “Can he rule in her stead?”


Flint sighs. “He’s royal by marriage only, and that’s not enough for the throne without my mother.”


“Right.” Hudson nods like that makes sense, even though it sounds ridiculous. Then again, the whole right of royal primogeniture seems archaic to me. To Hudson, too, I know. It’s one of the many reasons he announced he would be abdicating, though that won’t be “official” until a ceremony in a few weeks.


“So what’s going to happen if this whole no-confidence thing succeeds?” I ask.


“What’s going to happen or what should happen?” There’s a touch of bitterness in Jaxon’s tone.


“Is there a difference?”


“Fuck yeah, there is,” he tells me. “What should happen is Flint stepping up and taking the fucking throne.”


“You know why I can’t do that.” Flint shrugs.


“I know why you won’t do it,” Jaxon mutters. “It’s not the same thing.”


Tension stretches between them, taut as a circus highwire, and I can’t think of anything to say to defuse it. But then Eden comments, “You never did tell us who attacked you guys. Surely it wasn’t someone on the Council?”


She seems as tense as they are as she waits for the answer, which I can totally understand. It’s one thing to be bringing a no-confidence vote. It’s another to brazenly attack the crown dragon prince with no fear of reprisal.


“Yeah, right.” Flint scoffs. “They only do their work in dark rooms where no one can see their faces. They hired someone to attack us.”


“One of the outlying dragon clans?” I ask, because I can’t imagine who else would be short-sighted enough to do something like this.


“Worse,” Jaxon says with a disbelieving laugh. “Humans.”


“They hired humans to try to take you down? That doesn’t make any sense.”


But even as I say it, I think back to that moment on the street when Hudson stepped in front of me. He’d sensed some kind of threat, though neither of us picked anything up when we scanned the street. Could someone have been following us to get to Jaxon and Flint?


The thought horrifies me. The last thing I’d ever want is to bring something to my friends that might hurt them, even inadvertently.


But when I mention it to the group, Flint shakes his head. “Don’t worry about it, Grace. I already know they’re watching my every move. There’s nothing you could do that would make their scrutiny of us any deeper. Besides, Jaxon and I can handle whatever comes our way.”


“It’s not about what you can handle,” I counter. “It’s about not putting you in the situation to begin with. Believe me, we all know you and Jaxon are badasses.”


“Hey, what about me?” Eden squawks.


“Oh, you’re definitely a badass,” Heather answers, batting her eyes. “Though, I have to say, who knew dragons were so needy?”


“Everyone,” I answer. “Everyone knows dragons are needy.”


“Excuse you! I am the least needy one here,” Flint exclaims.


He looks so insulted that we all crack up, which only insults him more.


On the plus side, the last of the tension dissipates just as the waitress comes to take our order.


Once she leaves, though, we all kind of stare at one another like we’re not sure what to say next. Until Hudson finally breaks the silence by asking, “So shall we talk about Mekhi dying?”
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Great Minds Think a Lot


His words hit like a slap, and the last of our levity falls away.


I expect everyone to rush to talk over one another with ideas, but instead we just sit in silence as the weight of what we have to do presses down on us all. I definitely feel it resting on me, making my shoulders slump and my stomach churn. How can I not, when Mekhi is dying and we need to come up with a plan to save him?


And not just any plan. A great plan—one that has more components than “storm the Shadow Queen’s castle and demand she cure Mekhi of the shadow poison.” And, equally important, we need a plan that everyone at this table is going to come back from.


I’ve already lost too many friends as it is. I’m not going to lose any more.


That includes Mekhi, who’s already been gone for what feels like a year, even if it’s only been five months.


“How much longer can Mekhi stay in Descent?” I ask. The Bloodletter had put him under as soon as we’d realized he’d been infected by shadow poison in the Trials, but I know there have been problems.


“We don’t know for sure, but not much longer. Weeks, not months,” Eden answers, and the words settle like an anvil on my chest. Even expecting the worst, I didn’t think it would be this bad. “The Bloodletter says she’s already given him more elixir than any vampire in history, and still he keeps coming around every few days. Any more and”—she shrugs sadly—“the cure might be worse than the poison.”


Jaxon flinches at her words, at the reminder of just how precarious his friend’s grasp on life truly is right now, which only has my heart tightening more.


I know he blames himself for Mekhi’s situation and for the deaths of the other members of the Order. But now isn’t the time for blame. Right now, we need to focus on what’s directly in front of us: getting to the Shadow Realm and curing Mekhi. Everything else can wait.


Speaking of which—I realize with a jolt—something, or someone, is most definitely not right in front of me. And she definitely should be.


I turn to Flint, eyes wide. “Where’s Macy? I thought you guys were meeting up with her and coming together?”


Jaxon and Flint exchange a long look that has my stomach sinking. Because old habits die hard, and we’ve been through too much for me to ever take my cousin’s absence lightly.


“What’s wrong with Macy?” I ask even as I dig in my pocket for my phone with fingers that are suddenly shaking.


“Nothing’s wrong with her,” Jaxon assures me, placing a hand over mine before I can text her. “She just got kicked out of another school yesterday, and Foster and Rowena brought her back to live at the Witch Court with them. But she’s currently on house arrest.”


“House arrest?” Eden repeats with a smirk. “They don’t really think that’s going to work, do they?”


The others laugh, and if I wasn’t so worried about my cousin, I would, too. Macy’s had a really hard time these last few months since Katmere was destroyed and we found her mother at the Vampire Court. She’s now been kicked out of all three schools Uncle Finn has tried to put her in, and her magic has turned dark enough to have us all worried about her. And a little afraid—for her and of her—if I’m being honest.


“Who knows?” Flint leans back in his chair and pops one of Eden’s French fries into his mouth. “Apparently, Rowena has been bringing down the hammer since we got her out of that shithole.”


“So no Macy on this trip.” It sounds weird to say it out loud. “Which means we only have to pick up Remy and Izzy—”


“No Remy and Izzy, either, I’m afraid,” Jaxon interjects. “They can’t get away from Calder Academy.”


“Can’t get away, like they’re bogged down with schoolwork?” I ask, brows raised. “Or can’t get away, like they’re prisoners?”


It’s Hudson’s turn to raise a brow. “Surely it’s the former. Can you imagine any headmaster strong enough to hold my half sister against her will? Or Remy?”


It’s a good point—one that finally settles my racing heart. Well, that and the thumb Hudson is rubbing soothingly over my knuckles from across the table.


“So it’s just us, then?” I clarify, glancing from face to face. “Just the six of us?”


Jaxon leans forward, crossing his arms on the table. “I assure you I am more than capable of retrieving one little antidote from the Shadow Realm.”


“You say that because you’ve never met the Shadow Queen.”


“And you have?” he shoots back.


Of course Jaxon doesn’t know Hudson and I have been there. Hudson has never said a word about what happened during our time trapped together, and I’ve only just remembered. I expect Hudson to update everyone now, but he doesn’t. Instead, he looks over at me in question.


“Hudson and I fought her,” I answer, diving right in. “I feel like that should count for something.”


Hudson laces our fingers together now, his touch letting me know he’s got my back as I catch everyone up on my missing memories. Well, as much as I feel comfortable sharing with Jaxon here.


“So you’re saying…” Jaxon eventually starts. “You were trapped in this Shadow Realm with Hudson for much longer than four months?”


“I was,” I tell him, uneasiness crawling through my belly like ants. Because there’s a lot in that simple statement, and as Jaxon’s dark eyes meet mine, I can tell that he knows it, too.


Even before Heather’s cup of tea rattles on the table between us.


“Umm, what was that?” Heather gasps, looking around a little wildly, as if expecting the Big One to hit us at any second.


“Just a tremor,” Hudson says but glances at his brother with somber eyes.


“This is San Diego,” I add, trying to help him cover for Jaxon. But judging by the way Flint is suddenly staring at Jaxon like he wants to flip our table and pull him closer, nothing I say is going to help.


“When did you remember?” Eden asks, completely ignoring the sudden tension. Or maybe she’s just so wrapped up in Heather that she doesn’t feel everything else going on.


“Today,” I reply. “And there’s a lot for me to unpack in the memories. But I think I need to shelve that for now. Mekhi needs to be our focus. And yes, the Shadow Queen is scary as fuck, even worse than Cyrus. Shadow magic is the oldest magic in the universe, and she can do all kinds of twisted shit with it. She nearly killed us and did kill a lot of other people. Still, if Mekhi is dying from shadow poison, I agree she’s our best chance of finding a cure.”


“There’s a difference between knowing how and being willing to do something,” Eden comments.


I nod. “I know. And trust me, I’m not excited to ever face her again.”


Flint shakes his head, looking more than a little freaked out. “Is she really worse than Cyrus?”


“Deadly plus bugs,” Hudson answers, deadpan, and we all kind of shudder, remembering the Trials. Everyone except Heather, who wasn’t trapped in that hellish room with us. “The shadow-bugs-covering-every-inch-of-your-skin experience will haunt you forever, Heather.”


Flint runs his hands along his arms, as though checking for bugs without realizing it, and I get it. Those bugs are enough to bring even a dragon to their knees.


Jaxon leans over to whisper something in Flint’s ear. Something that sounds suspiciously like, “I won’t let any shadow bugs close enough to touch you.”


A quick glance at Hudson shows my mate ready to jump in with a snarky comment, but a swift—if gentle—kick under the table keeps his mouth shut. Though it doesn’t stop him from winking at me.


Hudson continues. “Plus, in the Shadow Realm she’s upgraded from just bugs to a full menagerie of shadow creatures, some with sharp teeth and claws.”


Heather squares her shoulders. “Well, I’m willing to fight whatever it takes to save your friend. What are we waiting for?”


Before anyone can answer, our waitress comes back with our order, mainly coffee—and a hot cocoa for Flint, of course.


As she walks away, Hudson scratches his jaw. “Actually, I’m not sure we have to fight anyone to save Mekhi.” He must see the nonplussed expression on my face because he adds, “She wanted the mayor to reset the timeline to before she was cursed. So she fought us because we were trying to stop him, and ultimately, stop her. But she lost, obviously, and now that she has no means of escape, maybe we can bargain with her.”


I blink. It’s not a bad idea, except for one fact. “She’s trapped for a reason, Hudson. We can’t find a way to set her free. She’s pure evil.”


“Is she?” Hudson raises one eyebrow.


“Umm, bugs. Remember?” Flint says, shuddering again.


“Don’t get me wrong—I’m not saying she’s perfect,” Hudson clarifies. “But I think there’s a real chance she’s not as evil as we believe.”


“Were you not in the Trials, man?” Eden barks out. “She tried to kill us.”


“We don’t know for sure that she was the one attacking us during the Trials. Other people can wield shadow magic, too, for all we know.”


Eden sniffs. “Well, she’s the only one we actually know has that kind of power. So I’m assuming it’s her until we know otherwise.”


“Maybe that’s fair, but we also know that in the Shadow Realm she only attacked Grace and me to save her people. She could have attacked at any time we were in Adarie, but she only fought us to the near death when we were trying to stop the mayor from resetting the timeline and freeing her people, even if he didn’t know that’s what he was doing in saving his daughter.” He pauses, holding my gaze steady. “Have I not done worse for less? Am I evil, Grace?”


My heart squeezes as I remember just how much that question tortured him when we were in the Chamber in the Aethereum prison. “No, you could never be evil, Hudson.”


“Then maybe she’s not, either,” Hudson says, his words hanging in the silence like a knife, each of us considering things we’ve done to save the ones we love.


Eventually, Heather asks, “So, what’s the plan, then?”


“I suggest we trade the antidote for helping free the Shadow Realm.” Hudson shrugs.


“Well, obviously that’s your plan,” Jaxon drawls. “Let’s just go destroy a realm.”


“I didn’t say ‘destroy,’ I said ‘help free,’” Hudson clarifies with an eye roll, as though that explains it all.


“I think everyone at this table is absolutely amazing,” I start, and Flint puffs out his chest, clearly liking where this is going. “But I’m not sure how we can just”—I make air quotes—”‘free a realm’ cursed by a god a thousand years ago.”


“You’re looking at the problem from too far away, Grace. Think smaller.” When I can do no more than blink in response, Hudson shakes his head and adds, “The Shadow Realm is a prison. And what do prisons have?”


“Walls. They have giant fucking walls,” I answer, not even trying to hide my confusion now.


Flint snaps his fingers. “Oh, and guards. And usually loads of weapons, too.”


“And really bad food.” Eden gets in on the fun before Hudson interrupts.


“Jaxon, can you help out here?” Hudson pleads.


“Locks,” Jaxon answers, and the two brothers’ eyes meet. “Prisons have locks.”


There’s a total shared moment hanging between them, which I’m loath to interrupt, but—“Sincerely, I still have no clue where this is going,” I admit.


“Locks can be unlocked, Grace,” Hudson says.


My eyes widen. “Or broken,” I add, and Hudson grins.


“Or broken,” he echoes.


“We don’t need to free an entire realm,” I say, awed at how simple Hudson has made the problem. God, I love how that boy’s brain works. “We just have to break a lock and open a door.”


We’re both grinning at each other now, my eyes one hundred percent sending the message I’m going to adore the brains out of him later if the slight reddening in his cheeks is any indication.


“As much as I love breaking shit, any idea where a master key might be, brother?” Jaxon asks, and everyone holds their breath, hoping beyond hope that Hudson has one hidden on him now.


“Not a clue,” Hudson replies, and five sets of shoulders sag as one. He leans forward again and picks up my hand across the table, rubbing his thumb over my promise ring. “But I know someone who does know.”










[image: Illustration]



4


Block and Key


“Well, by all means, let’s add more drama and tell us slowly.” Eden rolls her eyes, and we all chuckle at Hudson’s unintentional theatrics. Heather is mid-sip when she snort-laughs—and nearly chokes on her coffee, until Eden reaches over and starts rubbing circles on her back to calm her lungs.


“I apologize.” Hudson offers Eden a slight nod. “I keep forgetting that you guys don’t know what Grace and I learned about the Shadow Realm. Let me speed this up. The Shadow Realm was built as a prison after the Shadow Queen upset a god. And, as Flint pointed out, this prison is like most and has very badass prison guards—called guardians, aptly enough. Therefore, it stands to reason that the god who created these guardians likely holds a key to the prison as well, so his guards can come and go.”


“Jikan,” I blurt out, then turn to the others and explain excitedly. “We were told the guardians, which are these scary-as-fuck time dragons, were created by the God of Time—we just didn’t know who that was while we were there. But we know now. Jikan created them!”


Hudson adds, “Jikan might have even created the prison itself, Grace. Either way, I bet he has a key… And maybe, with a little luck, he’d be willing to give us the key to trade for the cure for Mekhi.”


Jaxon shifts in his seat and grumbles, “I doubt Jikan would give us the key to the bathroom if we were about to piss our pants.”


We all laugh because, well, he’s probably right, but before my stomach twists itself into a pretzel, Hudson holds my gaze, the corners of his eyes crinkling in that way that always calms my nerves, makes me feel a little gooey inside. Then he says, “I’m not expecting him to give us the key because we asked. But I don’t think there’s anything Jikan wouldn’t do for the Bloodletter or, I’m hoping, the Bloodletter’s granddaughter.”


And it’s true. I get spanked if I freeze one measly person, but Jikan let my grandmother freeze her entire army for a thousand years.


“Do you really think he’ll help?” I ask, excitement making my voice quiver.


“Only one way to find out,” Hudson replies, then reaches up to rub his chest. “Besides, I think a thousand years is long enough for anyone to be kept prisoner, don’t you?”


A stillness comes over the table, even Flint pausing mid-stir of his hot cocoa, as we all think of Hudson and Jaxon’s half sister, Izzy. She was held captive by her father for that same length of time, and Hudson’s right—no one deserves that punishment, even the Shadow Queen.


I squeeze Hudson’s hand and agree softly, “I do.”


Just then, the waitress stops by our table again. She refills our coffee mugs one last time, asking if we need anything else. Hudson hands her his credit card with a smile and a compliment about the sunny scarf she has tied around her neck. The woman, not a day under sixty, blushes like a schoolgirl before walking away. The best part is he means every word.


“So, let’s do this,” Heather says, gathering up her phone and putting it into her cross-body bag.


I start to push back from the table as well, but before I can, Artelya reaches out to me telepathically. We’ve got a problem, Grace.


What kind of problem? I ask, my stomach clenching. My grandparents—?


Are fine, she answers in her brusque way. But I’d rather show you the problem than try to explain it like this. When can you come?


I’m on my way, I answer, my heart racing in my chest.


Then it occurs to me it’s Thursday night across the pond. And that if we head to the Gargoyle Court, I can kill two problems with one quick trip across the Atlantic…
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Love, Love Me Don’t


“Ireland!” Heather gasps as she steps out of the portal between San Diego and County Cork. It closes behind us in a swirl of purple magic that sparkles and snaps like a live wire, as if the witch who made it intentionally wanted us to know she could just as easily incinerate us as deliver us to the other side. “We’re in Ireland!” She spins around, her braids swinging behind her, before jogging toward the edge of the moonlit cliffs. “And we got here in a couple of minutes, like it’s no big deal.”


“It’s a very big deal,” Flint grouses as he comes up behind me. “I still want to know how you have a portal and we don’t.”


“Because you’re dragons? You’ve got wings and you fly everywhere,” I reply.


“Umm, okay, gargoyle. What are those things you usually have on your back?”


I roll my eyes. “Yes, I have wings. But Hudson doesn’t, and he’s usually traveling back and forth with me. Not to mention he needs to have access to the Vampire Court, too.”


“I guess.” Flint shrugs. “I still feel like the Witch Queen is playing favorites, only making a portal for the gargoyles.”


“Imogen is definitely not playing favorites. In fact, I’m pretty sure she hates me.” I start walking as a stiff breeze comes off the water, making me shiver.


Flint falls into step beside me. “You say that,” he teases, “but the portal says something different.”


“The portal is a result of hours of shrewd negotiating. You should try it.”


Hudson makes a disbelieving sound deep in his throat. “Shrewd negotiating? Is that what you call it?”


“Hey. Just because what she wanted was absurd doesn’t mean I didn’t negotiate,” I answer.


“Oh yeah?” Now Flint looks intrigued. “What did she want?”


“To be in charge of the upcoming investiture ceremony. I got the portal in exchange for letting her plan everything.”


“Everything?” he asks, brows raised.


“Everything,” I answer. “But what do I care what flowers she wants to use to commemorate my ascension to the Head of the Circle? Or what color dress she wants to put me in? I was more than happy to let her take the reins.”


“That’s seriously what you traded to get a portal?” Flint looks amazed. “Flowers and a dress?”


“Music, too, I think. And food. But since I’ve never been to one of these ceremonies, it definitely feels like I got the better end of the deal.” I shrug.


“Umm, yeah. Definitely,” he agrees before sprinting to catch up with Eden and Heather, who are walking several yards ahead of us.


As he runs away, I can’t help noticing that he’s barely got a limp at all now. I’ve hated watching him struggle to acclimate since he lost his leg on that damn island, but he’s obviously healing well and getting used to his prosthetic.


“You sure you’re up for this?” Jaxon asks, walking beside Hudson and me as we allow the stars to guide us over the rocky path that weaves along the cliffs overlooking the Celtic Sea.


I know he’s referring to seeing Jikan, and I get it. It’s never exactly fun to deal with the God of Time. But in this case, Jikan really does seem like our best chance to save Mekhi.


“Absolutely,” I reply.


Jaxon doesn’t look convinced. “And you’re sure he’s going to be here?”


“It’s Thursday,” I answer.


“Is that supposed to mean something to me?” Jaxon frowns.


“Jikan’s always here on Thursdays. It’s kind of his thing.”


Jaxon raises a brow. “That’s a weird thing to have, isn’t it?”


“You’ll see,” I say, hoping to cut off his questions about the time god. Not because I don’t have the answers to them but because this is the first time I’ve had Jaxon and Hudson alone since I regained my memories of the years I spent in the Shadow Realm.


I have better things to talk to them about than Jikan. Especially when the next couple of days are going to be rough and we have no idea how they’re going to end up. This may be the last time I ever get a chance to say what I have to say to the two of them.


We can try to bluster our way through all of this, pretending it’s not a big deal. But the truth is, going back to the Shadow Realm is dangerous as fuck, and none of us knows if the Shadow Queen will even be willing to listen to us. If I’m being honest, she’s just as likely to try to kill us all, key or no key. Last time, Hudson and I barely escaped with our lives—and I didn’t escape with my memories.


If that happens again, or if something worse does, there’s something I need to say first.


I’ve loved both of these guys, and while Hudson is my mate—the person the universe created just for me—Jaxon will always be special to me. And no matter what’s going on with him and Flint, I know that I’ll always be special to him, too.


We may not care about each other the way we once did, but that only makes what I have to say more important—for all of us.


With that thought in my head, I reach for Hudson’s hand and bring it to my lips. Then I reach for Jaxon’s and squeeze it tight.


He squeezes back, a quizzical expression on his face as he glances down at me. “Everything okay, Grace?”


“I’m sorry,” I blurt out. It’s not the most eloquent apology out there, but it is the most heartfelt. “That goes for both of you.”


“Sorry?” Jaxon seems bewildered. “For what?”


Hudson doesn’t say anything. He just wraps a supportive arm around my waist and waits for whatever I’m going to say next.


“For everything that happened after I got back from the Shadow Realm.” I look from my mate to my former mate and back again. “I hurt you both so much, and you didn’t deserve that. You didn’t deserve any of it.”


“You’re not responsible for what happened,” Hudson tells me. “You lost your memories.”


Yeah, but why did I lose my memories? Maybe it was because of the time magic that the dragon hit me with, like Hudson said. Or maybe it was because I didn’t want to remember. Maybe I didn’t want to have to hurt Jaxon.


Just the thought makes me shudder, has my stomach twisting and my heart beating way too fast. Because I never wanted to hurt either of these guys and, in the end, I hurt them both unbearably. Now that I remember the entirety of my time in Adarie, everything that’s happened since feels so much worse, even though it was never anything but awful.


“I don’t know that that matters,” I say. Jaxon makes a protesting noise in his throat, and I turn to him. “But I think it’s important that you know something about what happened with Hudson—not just for our relationship but also for your relationship with Flint.”


Now it’s Hudson’s turn to protest, but I ignore him. He’s spent so much of his life playing the villain, he doesn’t understand that sometimes showing he’s the good guy is actually the way to go.


“When we were trapped in my head, both Hudson and I could see the mating bond between you and me.”


Jaxon jerks backward, his body arching like I just hit him. I can’t see his face very well in the darkness that surrounds us, but I don’t need to see him to know that I just hurt him all over again. So I rush ahead, determined to say what needs to be said. Determined to make him understand.


“What I mean is, we also knew when it disappeared. It didn’t happen for a long time, and when it did, we were both sure you were dead. I couldn’t feel you anymore—at all—and mating bonds are forever. Everyone knows this. So when ours disappeared, Hudson and I were devastated. We both felt like we lost you, though in very different ways. And it took a long time, even after the bond was gone, before either of us so much as looked at the other person.”


“It doesn’t matter—” Jaxon starts, but I grab his face and hold it between my hands, effectively shutting him up.


“It does matter,” I tell him fiercely. “Because you need to know that both your brother and I love you so much. Neither of us would ever deliberately hurt you the way we did. We grieved for you, Jaxon. And we missed you so much. The love we have for each other—” I break off, shaking my head as tears form on my trembling lashes. “It didn’t start to grow until after we’d finally come to terms with losing you.”


I inhale deeply, then let it out slowly even as I step back to wrap my arm around Hudson and hold him as tightly as he has always held me. “I love Hudson with every breath I have inside me,” I say to both of them. “And I know he feels the same way about me. But if either of us had had any idea that you were still alive, we would never have gotten together.”


Because the words feel wrong even as I say them—Hudson is my mate, and I will always be grateful that we found each other—I add, “At least not until we’d all had time to figure out that the mating bond was fake, and we had a chance to come to grips with that knowledge. Maybe it seems ridiculous for me to apologize for this now, maybe it doesn’t matter to you at all, but I need you to know that your brother didn’t betray you. And neither did I.”


They remain still for several long, painful seconds, and I can’t help wondering if I somehow just made everything worse. But then Jaxon grabs me with one hand and Hudson with another, dragging us toward him into a group hug that feels like it’s been far too long coming.


“I didn’t blame you,” he whispers, his voice breaking with each word. “I didn’t blame either of you.”


“I know,” I answer. “But I also know it would hurt me to think of you cheating on me when we were still together. I don’t want that hurt for you, now that I know for sure it never happened.”


“I’m sorry,” Hudson starts. “I didn’t think to—”


“It’s okay.” Jaxon cuts him off, clearing his throat a couple of times before pulling away. “Everything that happened. It’s all okay. We’re okay.”


It’s my turn to nod even as I hold on to Hudson just a few seconds more. Even as he holds on to me the same way.


And when I finally step out of his warm embrace, I realize that we’ve made it. Not just emotionally, past the ugly, painful hurdles of our past, but physically as well, to the huge iron gates of the Gargoyle Court.


My Court.
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Irish Is My Command


“It’s beautiful,” Heather breathes as we come to a stop in front of the gates, taking in the millennia-old castle before us, all lit up against the darkness. “Where in Ireland are we, exactly?”


“Home,” I answer, because for me, that’s exactly what the Gargoyle Court has come to represent. My people and my home.


“This is the Gargoyle Court?” she asks, her face glowing with wonder as she looks from one end of the keep to the other. “Why would you ever want to move the Court to San Diego when you could be here?”


“Because San Diego is home, too,” I say, making sure to catch her gaze with mine.


When I do, and when she realizes what I’m saying—that San Diego is my home at least partly because she’s there—her huge brown eyes go wide. But then she grins and says, “Yeah, well, if it means living on these kick-ass cliffs in an even more kick-ass castle, then home—and I—can definitely adopt an Irish accent.”


We all laugh at that as I admit, “Well, just the ruling portion of the Court is moving to San Diego, so I’ll still be visiting here often, and you can join me, too. The main army is remaining in Ireland. This is their home.”


I walk up to the gate’s keypad and enter the combination, then push the heavy iron open. Even though it’s only been a few weeks, excitement thrums through me at the thought of seeing my people again. Hudson and I try to get over here as often as we can, but with school ramping up and assignments coming fast and furious, we aren’t traveling as often as we used to.


That’s another reason I want to move the ruling Court to San Diego. With all the degrees Hudson wants to rack up, I’m pretty sure we’re going to be there for years to come. And while all those degrees may not be at UCSD, they are likely going to be at schools up and down the coast. Going back and forth between Ireland and California isn’t practical, even with Imogen’s portal.


“Hey, I didn’t think about this when we were walking through a portal,” Heather says nervously. “But it looks pretty official in there, and I didn’t bring my passport.”


At first, I have no idea what she’s getting at, but when it hits me, I start to laugh—as do the others.


“You know, right, that Grace is in charge here?” Eden asks, running a hand through her bangs. “She can bring whoever she wants with her, whenever she wants.”


“Not to mention, paranormals don’t really worry so much about human laws,” Flint adds with a lift of his chin.


Heather looks unimpressed with Flint’s imperiousness. “So, you just do whatever you want?” she asks, shaking her head.


“Yes,” Jaxon answers, sounding bored. Because of course he does. Jaxon is nothing if not succinct when it comes to who he is and what he can do.


If possible, Heather looks even less impressed by Jaxon’s answer. She doesn’t show him that, though. Instead, she moves so he can’t see her and rolls her eyes at me.


I shoot her an I-feel-that expression, because yes, they’re both sounding a little too big for their britches now. But when I turn to share the joke with Hudson, he doesn’t even seem to have noticed.


He’s too busy scrolling through his phone with serious eyes and a definite frown on his face.


“Everything okay?” I ask, laying a hand on his arm.


The familiar zing goes through me as our bodies make contact. It’s enough to distract him, too, to have him glancing away from whatever has him upset to give me that little half grin of his that still makes my heart beat way too fast.


“Absolutely fang-tastic,” he jokes, but I realize the smile I love doesn’t quite reach his eyes this time.


I want to push a little, but with the others standing here around us, this isn’t exactly the time. Hudson may be more open with me than he’s ever been with anyone, but he prefers an aloofness in front of others—even when those others include his closest friends.


As if to prove my thoughts, Hudson shoves his phone back in his pocket and teases, “Shall we go show Jikan who’s boss? And by boss, I mean you, of course.”


I smile, like he knew I would.


“Actually, I need to see Artelya first. But if you want to head down to the training fields, he’s probably already there,” I suggest.


“Believe me, there’s no hurry,” Jaxon drawls. “We’ll wait for you.”


“So, the God of Time just hangs out at the Gargoyle Court?” Heather asks, sounding completely bewildered. I’m not sure if that’s because she didn’t know the God of Time existed before a few hours ago or because she really has no idea what he would be doing hanging out in Ireland.


To her credit, she’d taken the news that there are gods just walking around in our world with admirable calm back at the diner, asking only a couple of questions before focusing on the fact that witches can build portals to anywhere they’ve already been.


Then again, that’s pretty much Heather to a T.


From the time we were little, she’s always kind of taken a second to think things through and make a plan before heading into a situation with a ton of confidence and even more swagger. Considering my inclination to rush in without thinking at all, Heather’s moments of planning saved us more than a few times growing up.


I can’t help smiling as I think of the way my mom would sit us down and lecture us whenever Heather and I got into some ridiculous scrape or another. She never freaked out, but she definitely spent a lot of time trying to infuse us both with a little more reticence. It never worked, much to her chagrin. Still, my mom was always there to bail us out…until she wasn’t.


A wave of sorrow swamps me as I think about her and the way she used to scold us one minute and give us a cookie the next. I can’t believe it’s been more than a year since my parents died—and more than a year since I started on the journey that brought me here, to Hudson and to my Court.


I’ve learned not to fight it when the sadness hits, so I take a deep breath and let it wash over me. Then let as much leave my body as I can when I exhale. It never eases the pain entirely, but it helps.


“He does on Thursday nights,” I answer Heather after taking another slow breath in and out. “But if you really don’t want to head down without me, you guys can grab something to drink while I check in with my general.”


“Good plan,” Flint says. “I could totally use a snack.”


“We just left a restaurant,” Heather tells him, looking bewildered, since he was the only one who ordered a sandwich with his hot cocoa and still ate all of Eden’s fries.


“So?” he answers, his trademark grin stretching across his face.


Eden leans toward Heather and mock whispers, “An ego that big requires constant feeding.”


“Hey, it takes a lot to keep my dragon in kick-ass condition,” he jokes, waving a hand down his body as we walk toward the lowered portcullis that guards the front door.


“I rest my case,” Eden shoots back.


Flint responds by stretching his neck for a second, then blowing a small stream of fire right at her.


Heather gasps, but Eden just dodges and shoots a stream of ice square at his chest, immediately turning his T-shirt to a hard sheet of uncomfortable-looking frost. “Two can play that game, Montgomery.”


“Ouch,” Flint barks, rubbing at his chest and knocking the ice loose. He looks like he’s about to respond with an ice blast of his own, suspiciously focusing on Eden’s long black hair, but before he can do much more than open his mouth, the portcullis in front of the castle door is raised and six members of my army race outside, swords at the ready.


It’s a very different welcome than my first time here—when Alistair and I visited the court when it was frozen in time and had no worries of being attacked by any other paranormals—but one I’m getting used to. Now that gargoyles are unfrozen and back in the timeline again, they’re a little bit overzealous with their determination to stay here.


Not that I blame them. A thousand years frozen in time after being poisoned, tortured nightly by the souls of your fallen friends and family members desperate to be welcomed home, would make anyone skittish. I’m still traumatized by what I saw—and what Hudson did to protect us then. Why would my people be any different?


Still, all six guards stop abruptly when they see me, giant grins replacing their scowls as they lower their swords and drop into deep bows.


Behind me, Heather gasps.


“Strange watching Grace the queen, isn’t it?” Flint whispers to her.


“Soooooo strange,” she answers.


I turn around just long enough to make a face at both of them before stepping forward to greet the soldiers.


“I’ve told you a million times, you don’t have to do that,” I say to the guards, gesturing with both hands for them to stand back up. When they don’t immediately take the hint, I just flat out ask, “Please, get up.”


Funny how, when I first got here, all I wanted was some small sign of respect from these people. Now that I’ve got so much more than that, there’s a part of me that wants nothing more than for things to go back to the way they were when I was just any other gargoyle to them.


It’s not that I don’t want to be their queen, and it’s not that I don’t take my responsibilities seriously—because I do. Very, very seriously. I just wish those responsibilities didn’t also come with a whole lot of pomp and circumstance that only manage to make me very uncomfortable.


At least they heard my pleading as an order. They all straighten at once.


“How are you, Dylan?” I ask, extending my hand to the young warrior at the front with golden-brown skin and short dark hair.


“Ready to serve,” he answers, taking my hand. But instead of shaking it, he bows his head and kisses my ring.


“Oh, umm, that’s really not necessary,” I tell him as I try desperately to extricate my hand.


I’m saved when Hudson steps forward, eyes crinkling with affection, and claps the young soldier on his shoulder. “I hope you’ve been practicing that jump move I taught you last week.”


Dylan immediately drops my hand and takes Hudson’s, bowing over his as well. “Yes, sir. I think I’ve mastered it now. I even took the general in a hand-to-hand trial earlier this week, sir.”


The two men separate as Hudson leans back to gives the guard a measured look. “You bested Artelya? That’s impressive, Dylan. I look forward to seeing that demonstration at next week’s training.” He raises one brow. “We’ll see how you fare against a vampire, eh?”


Dylan’s eyes widen with excitement, as if Hudson hadn’t just offered to give him a beatdown. “I’ll be ready, sir.”


“I’m sure you will,” Hudson answers, his voice thick with pride. He’d been working hard to find his own place within the Gargoyle Court, a use for a king, and he found it on the training grounds a couple of months ago. Now that I have my memories of our time in the Shadow Realm, I’m not surprised that even here, he gravitated toward a teaching position.


I’ve just started telling Dylan he should never be this excited to face a vampire on the battlefield when I see Artelya stride across the courtyard.


She’s dressed in green shorts and a matching shirt, but the long braids she usually wears in a coronet are gone. In their place is a beautiful afro that frames her high cheekbones and makes her eyes look huge in the very best way. She takes one look at me and bursts into a jog, a smile on her face. “Grace!”


I have one moment to flash back on my brand-new memories of her—of her guiding me in the Shadow Realm and then of watching her turn to dust by dragon fire—before she envelops me in a tight hug.


Sorrow overpowers me, has my stomach clenching and my chest tightening, as I realize that she doesn’t have the same memories. Her timeline reset the moment I failed to save her from the time-dragon fire that consumed her, and now she remembers nothing of the Shadow Realm or our friendship there.


For a long time, I didn’t remember her, either. But now that I do, I can’t help but think about everything she sacrificed for the people of Adarie. She spent a thousand years trapped with only a beast for company, just to be yanked back here to spend another thousand years frozen in time.


The isolation, the loneliness, the agony… Her death may have saved her from the memories of her imprisonment in the Shadow Realm, but I’m pretty sure the emotional trauma of those years lingers somewhere deep inside her still. The same way my feelings for Hudson lingered deep inside me long after I lost my memories of him.


Even worse, it’s robbed her of the knowledge of the many people her sacrifice saved. So she doesn’t even have that to hold on to when the loneliness imprinted within her rears its ugly head. Instead, all she has are shards of pain she has no memory or understanding of.


It’s a terrible thought—one that has my heart aching for the soldier I knew in the Shadow Realm and the general I’ve gotten to know here in the Gargoyle Court and on the battlefield. She deserves so much better than that.


But as she lowers me back to the ground, I tell myself I can’t let my newfound memories of the sacrifices she made haunt me. They were her choices to make, not mine, and they eventually led her here. Not just as a soldier before me, but as a dear friend and the general of my entire army.


She leans over and claps Hudson on the shoulder. “I wasn’t expecting you guys to get here quite so fast. Give me a second to change, and then we can head in.”


“Head in where?” I ask, watching her step away and transform once again into my serious-faced general. Her gaze darts to my friends before coming back to mine, her jaw a little tighter.


“Let me get changed,” she repeats as she starts walking back toward the front of the castle. “Then we’ll talk.”


Now I’m even more concerned. I look to Hudson, but he’s already on it. “I’ll take care of the others. You go do what you need to do.”


Thank you, I mouth, then follow Artelya.


“Where do you want me to meet you?” I ask as we walk into the castle entryway. I can see that my grandmother has been busy remodeling again. The heavy gray stones have been painted a dark navy that somehow manages to look both intimidating and royal at the same time. She’s also hung some beautiful landscapes of Ireland on the wall, though I’m pretty sure that’s my grandfather’s influence.


Another time, I might spend a few minutes taking it all in, but right now I’m more concerned about whatever it is Artelya wants to discuss, so I barely give them a cursory glance.


“The interrogation room,” she answers as she turns down the hallway, and my heart speeds up.


“I’m sorry. The what?” I choke out. Then clear my throat. “We have an interrogation room?”


“Of course we do. Where do you think Alistair and Chastain used to torture their enemies?”


I have absolutely no idea, and to be honest, I don’t want to know. My grandfather and my respected former general torturing people isn’t something that has ever crossed my mind. I don’t say that, though. Instead, I go with, “And when did they last torture someone?”


She stops to look me in the eye. “The Second Great War was brutal, Grace. Things had to be done.”


“Well, the Second Great War is long behind us,” I answer, squaring my shoulders and staring right back at her. “And we don’t torture anyone in my Court.”


I’ve signed on for a lot of things since I joined this paranormal world. Mating a vampire. Being a demigod. Even accepting the gargoyle crown. But I absolutely, positively draw the line at torturing anyone.


Artelya sighs, looking disappointed—though I’m not sure whether it’s with me or just because she doesn’t get to torture anyone. Either way, I’m not particularly impressed.


“Yes, well, we still have to interrogate the spy,” she finally says. “So let’s meet downstairs, the room just past the cells at the end of the east hallway, in twenty minutes. I’m covered in dirt and need a quick shower.”


And then she walks away, muttering, “Though I’m not sure how you expect us to get the enemy to talk.”


As she disappears from view, I can’t help swallowing the bile rising in my throat at her word choice. There’s an enemy at the Gargoyle Court.
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Don’t Have a Field Day with This


Okay, twenty minutes to kill without going stir-crazy trying to think of what “enemy” is being held captive right now? Only one thing to do, really.


Which is why I don’t waste a second before turning and jogging back down the hallway. I pick up speed as I head into the main hall, then hang a sharp right and out the double doors—straight for the training arena in the back.


As my feet pound against the packed earth, I can’t stop thinking about how many prisoners Artelya has tortured for information over the years, if one more doesn’t even warrant delaying a shower. I’m not naive. I know the Gargoyle Court has mainly existed during a much more brutal world than now, but still…I shudder. The whole idea of harming someone held captive and helpless is revolting to me.


Thankfully, I catch up with my friends just as they round the makeshift bleachers.


“Jikan’s training with the gargoyles?” Flint sounds incredulous as I skid to a stop next to him.


“Not exactly,” Hudson answers before locking eyes with me and raising his brows in question.


I give my head a quick shake, letting him know now isn’t the time to discuss what Artelya wanted, and thankfully he crosses his arms and turns back to Flint.


“What does that mean? He’s either—” Flint breaks off as he gets his first good look at the arena—and what happens to it every Thursday.


“Soccer?” Eden’s eyes go wide. “We’re here for a soccer game?”


“I think you mean football,” Hudson comments mildly.


“Excuse me,” she says in an outrageously fake British accent as she makes a face at him. “We’re here for a football game?”


“Forget us being here,” Flint tells her. “Jikan’s here for a football game?”


I start to explain, but before I can, everyone on the field—and in the stands—freezes. Everyone, that is, except Jikan, who tosses a giant green foam finger on the ground and proceeds to stomp on it.
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What’s Good for the Goose Is Good for the Gargoyle


“Well, that’s a sight you don’t see every day.” Flint smirks, his voice dripping with sarcasm.


“That’s the God of Time?” Heather asks incredulously.


“Oh, that’s him all right,” Flint answers with a rueful shake of his head.


Jaxon mutters to Flint, “‘God’ seems like a bit of an overstatement.”


For the most part, Jaxon’s just bitter—he and Jikan have never gotten along. But to be fair, a grown man/god having a full-blown temper tantrum over a sports call is a sight to see. Especially when that man/god is currently dressed like the most rabid sports fan in the history of sports fans.


Green T-shirt. Green hoodie. Green sweatpants. Green socks. Green hat. He’s even wearing green-and-gold-checked loafers. I didn’t know such a thing existed before this moment, and to be honest, I could have gone my whole life without knowing it, let alone seeing it. Whoever said ignorance is bliss obviously knew what they were talking about.


Jikan stamps a foot on the giant foam finger a couple more times, then slides back into his seat and waves his hand, the arena coming instantly back to life and the game continuing as though the God of Time hadn’t just frozen everyone on the field. To throw a tantrum.


“What’s got his rubber ducky boxers in such a twist anyway?” Eden asks.


Before anyone can make a guess, a long, loud shout of “goooooooooooooooal!” echoes through the air. Everyone wearing blue in the stands starts cheering.


“It appears green is his team.” Hudson glances at the metal scoreboard, two hooks with numbers dangling from each on big square cards. “And they’re having a very bad day.”


Considering the score is currently seven to zero in blue’s favor, I can’t disagree.


“Maybe now isn’t the best time to approach him,” Heather comments as Jikan leans forward and once again picks up his foam finger. This time, he tosses it onto the field before flopping back in his seat, arms crossed over his chest. “He looks like he might turn us all into pocket watches if we get too close.”


“I’m pretty sure if he was going to smite anyone, he would have already done it to the green goalie.” Flint’s eyes are wide as he stares at a rather energetic goalie flying loop de loops over the goalposts.


When the goalie lands, then leaps back up, throwing his body into a midair somersault, all the while ignoring the ball heading straight downfield toward him, I wonder if Flint is right about the smiting. But if we don’t catch Jikan now, we won’t have another chance until next Thursday. And Mekhi doesn’t have that kind of time to waste—especially since we’re already here.


Besides, how pissed off can one god really be over a friendly soccer game, especially when the team rosters change each week as the captains—Jikan and Chastain—take turns picking players?


Apparently, the answer is very pissed off, as we climb the bleachers, and the ref—also known as my grandfather Alistair—throws a red card for one of the green players.


Jikan’s back on his feet, grabbing the railing in front of him. “Are you kidding me? Did all those years living in a cave make you unable to see under the lights or something?”


“Wow,” Jaxon murmurs as he settles into the seat next to Jikan’s and props his legs up on the metal bar. “Someone needs a nap.”


Because antagonizing an already pissed-off god who we need to ask for a favor seems like a good idea to my best friend and ex-mate.


“All that hair drains the sense out of him,” Hudson comments softly in my ear. “There’s no other answer for how bloody ridiculous he is.”


“It’s that or the dragon heart,” I reply.


“Hey, I heard that,” Eden complains. “Don’t go blaming that boy’s arrogance on dragons. That’s pure vampire.” She gives Hudson an arch look to enhance her point.


Jikan just glares at Jaxon—thankfully no smiting—as he very deliberately picks up his water bottle and puts it in the cupholder on the other side of his seat—away from Jaxon.


“No wonder we’re losing,” Jikan snipes as he pulls his green baseball cap down lower over his dark-brown eyes. “The goth harbinger of doom is in the house.”


“Pretty sure that’s a step up from Goth Boy,” Hudson murmurs.


“Shut it, Book Boy,” Jikan tosses back.


But Hudson bursts out laughing at the intended insult, and I can see why. Book Boy is definitely not an insult—at least in his mind, I’m sure.


Before he can mention that, though, Chastain—decked out entirely in blue—comes bustling up the bleacher stairs. The stocky former gargoyle general is carrying two hot dogs, a bucket of popcorn, a reusable cup in the same shade of blue that he’s wearing, and two giant rainbow lollipops.


“You’re in my seat,” he tells Jaxon. But instead of waiting for him to move, he partially shifts and flies over all of us so that he can settle into the seat on the other side of Jikan.


He starts to hold a hot dog out to Jikan, but Jikan’s too busy glaring at the field to notice.


“What’d I miss?” Chastain asks, finally shoving the hot dog into Jikan’s hand.


“Nothing important,” he grumbles back.


“Oh, is that why there are three more goals on the scoreboard than when I left?” Chastain asks drolly.


“Not my fault you took an hour to get concessions.” The God of Time takes what can only be described as a sulky bite of his hot dog.


“May I remind you that there isn’t actually a concession stand here?” Chastain says. “And, in case you forgot, you’re the one who wanted the damn rainbow lolly.”


“Rainbows are smiles upside down,” Jikan answers.


“Upside-down smiles?” Heather whispers loudly, looking completely baffled as she glances among the rest of us. “Is he trying to say rainbows are frowns?”


“That or he’s trying to say they’re upside-down smiles,” Flint tells her with an it-could-be-anything look on his face.


She stares at him. “I don’t even know what that means.”


“Join the club.” Jaxon snorts as he stands up, walking over to Flint. “The man never makes any sense. In fact, he—”


Jaxon’s entire body freezes mid-sentence.


“Seriously?” I groan at Jikan, then catch Flint’s eye to warn him to let me handle this. Surprisingly, he appears to be enjoying this more than he should, leaning back as he takes in the full view with a grin. I turn back to Jikan, hands on my hips. “You yell at me for doing that all the time, but it’s okay for you to do it?”


“I yell at you because you don’t know how to freeze time without ripping a giant hole in the universe,” he answers with an arched brow. “And also because what’s good for the goose isn’t always good for the gargoyle.”


“I don’t think that’s how that saying is supposed to go,” Eden murmurs as Heather waves her hands back and forth in front of Jaxon’s face like she’s trying to get him to respond.


“That won’t work,” I tell my bestie. “He’s—”


“Are you kidding me?” Jikan yells, jumping up from his seat again to glare downfield. “Are. You. Kidding. Me? Are you drunk, Alistair? Is that it? Did Cassia make you a few too many mimosas at dinner this evening?”


Alistair is either too busy picking up the red card he just threw on the ground to answer Jikan or he’s deliberately ignoring him. Whatever the reason, he doesn’t even glance in our direction.


Which only pisses Jikan off more, judging by the amount of trash talk regarding Alistair and the blue team that starts coming out of his mouth. Alistair, looking hale and hearty and almost forty—which I’m still getting used to, considering he’s my who-knows-how-many-greats-grandfather—still doesn’t give Jikan the satisfaction of so much as a hint he’s aware of his antics.


At least not until Jikan gestures at the stands of fans dressed in green and yells, “How do you think Cassia would feel about you screwing this many people at once? You know she’s the jealous sort.”


Alistair doesn’t pause as he walks to the opposite end of the field. He does, however, flip Jikan off with both hands.


While it’s a much milder reaction than I expected, Jikan seems satisfied with having provoked Alistair at all—at least if the way he settles back down in his seat and sucks on his lolly/frown is any indication.


I pull my phone out of my pocket and check the time. I’ve got ten more minutes until I need to get back and meet Artelya, so when the green team scores its first goal, I figure this is as good a time as any to try to talk to him. Especially since it’s Chastain’s turn to throw a fit and trash-talk my very patient grandfather.


“Hey, Jikan.” I shift around Statue Jaxon, who is thankfully a couple of feet to the side of the seat, and settle down beside Jikan. “I’m sorry to bother you, but you’re actually who we came here to see.”


“And the spankings just keep on coming,” he answers before reaching over and grabbing a handful of popcorn out of Chastain’s bucket.


Heather turns to Flint. “Does he mean hits? The hits just keep on coming?”


Flint shakes his head at her in a don’t-ask kind of way. Jikan is definitely an acquired taste—which he’s yet to acquire.


“I was wondering if we could talk for a few minutes—” I start again.


“Is the game over?” he asks, not taking his gaze from following the ball down the field.


I blink. “No, but—”


“Then you’ve questioned your own answer, haven’t you?” He barely takes a breath before leaping up and shouting again. “Damn it, green! Could you at least pretend to know how to play this thrice-fucked game?”


“‘Thrice-fucked’ seems a bit ambitious,” Hudson comments as he settles down next to me.


“Keep it up and I’ll freeze you, too, Book Boy,” Jikan tells him. Then shouts onto the field, “I should probably freeze all of you! Maybe then you’ll actually be able to stop a ball!” He plops back down and mutters under his breath, “Or at least nothing else will happen until Artelya gets back.”


“Artelya’s on your team?” I ask, my stomach sinking as I realize she had been dressed in green when I first saw her. How the hell am I supposed to break it to him that if she’s showering now, she’s definitely not coming back?


“Yes, finally!” He nods at Chastain. “He’s won the coin toss every week for the last three months to pick first and has chosen her every time. I finally won the toss today, picked Artelya, and foosh!” He makes what looks like an exploding gesture with his hands. “She vanishes ten minutes into the game.”


“Your bad luck.” Chastain tries to sound sympathetic, but it’s pretty hard to buy when his eyes are dancing with glee. “You know she’s a general with huge responsibilities as well as a superior footballer, right?”


“Yeah, well, she’s managed to do both every single week she played for you,” Jikan fires back. “It’s pretty suspicious the one week I’ve got her, she suddenly has somewhere more important to be.”


He’s got a good point. If I didn’t know about the prisoner back at the castle, I might actually buy his conspiracy theory.


For a second, I want to do what he’s threatening to do—freeze everyone on the field until it’s just the two of us and he has to talk to me. But then I remember what happened the last time Jikan and I got into a god-power pissing contest.


Not only did I lose, but I also ticked him off so much, he almost left all my friends frozen forever. I’m a lot better at controlling my powers these days, so I don’t think that could happen anymore, but I don’t want to take any chances, either.


Especially since Jaxon is currently still frozen, and Flint’s humor is turning more to annoyance by the minute.


So instead of telling Jikan we’re in a hurry like I want to do, I decide I should just head back to Artelya—and whatever awaits there—and tackle Jikan when he’s not so distracted by all of this losing. Before I leave, though, I say, “I won’t bother you again until the game is over. But do you think you could unfreeze Jaxon while we wait?”


That gets his attention.


Jikan turns away from the field for pretty much the first time since we got here, glancing between Jaxon and me like he’s actually contemplating my request.


But then he says, “I kind of like him like that. It’s the quietest I’ve ever seen him,” before returning his attention to the game.


I think about ignoring him and unfreezing Jaxon myself. But if I do that, there’s no way Jikan is going to give us the key to unlock the Shadow Realm. And as much as Jaxon will hate this when he’s unfrozen, I know he’d suffer through it again if it meant a chance at saving his best friend.


So instead of unfreezing Jaxon, I give my friends a be-patient head shake and stand up to leave Jikan and Chastain to watch the rest of the gargoyle equivalent of a casual Sunday game in the park…like it’s the freaking World Cup.


I shoot Hudson a sharp look, wordlessly letting him know I want him to join me, and we both maneuver around Jaxon. “We have to take care of something, but you guys enjoy the game, and we’ll see you after,” I tell the others.


And do my absolute best not to notice when a pigeon lands on Jaxon’s head.
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Prey for Me


“Artelya told you nothing else about the prisoner?” Hudson asks after I catch him up as we head back to the castle.


“Nope. Just that there’s a prisoner who needs interrogating—and by interrogating, I get the strong sense she definitely means torture,” I answer, glancing up at my mate. His jaw tenses as he remains focused on the double doors thirty feet ahead of us, his long strides eating up the distance so fast I have to bump my speed a bit to keep up.


“Excellent. I haven’t enjoyed a good torture in a while.” His accent is crisper than usual when he says it, and I legit can’t tell if he’s kidding or not.


I try to tell myself that he is, but the truth is I just don’t know. Our San Diego college student lifestyle makes it easy to forget that Hudson was raised in a brutal society. And that he feels a million times more comfortable than I do in this deadly world that I’m still trying so desperately to fit into.


Because I don’t know if he’s joking—and I need to before we go in that room—I reach out and snag his elbow, pulling him to a stop. “Hey, you’re not serious, right?” When he doesn’t meet my gaze, focusing over my shoulder instead, my stomach fills with cement. “We don’t torture people, right, Hudson?”


The muscle on the side of his jaw tics for a few more seconds before he turns his intense gaze on mine, and my knees full-on tremble at the storm raging in their blue depths. “That would depend on what their intentions are, Grace.”


“Meaning?” On this one point, he’s going to have to spell it out for me.


“Meaning, I would do anything to keep you and our people safe.”


That doesn’t mean torture. It can’t mean torture. Except I know how Hudson feels about me, know just what he would risk—and what he would do—to keep me safe. And now that he’s made a home here at the Gargoyle Court, now that he cares so much about our people, it’s hard to imagine that same protectiveness won’t extend to them.


We’re in this together. Gargoyle queen and king, which means he has as much say in what goes on here as I do. And it’s not like I thought we’d see eye to eye on everything when it comes to leading, but this… this is a big one not to agree on.


Still, now isn’t the time to hash this out. Not when Artelya—and the prisoner—are waiting below. Maybe we’ll get lucky and they’ll sing like a canary the minute they take in the expression on Hudson’s face. I know I would.


Deciding now isn’t the best time to argue about something that may never happen, I plaster on a smile I’m not really feeling and say, “Well, then, let’s hope it doesn’t come to that,” then open the castle door.


The tension between us is so thick that my skin feels tight and itchy by the time we reach the basement—which, now that I’m down here, I realize is really just a dungeon. And a surprisingly creepy one at that. Damn it. I truly thought that gargoyles, the keepers of balance and arbiters of justice, were above having a place to keep people prisoner, but judging from the chains embedded in the walls, I’ve been far too naive.


I just wish I knew what to do about it.


Thankfully, Artelya comes rushing toward me before I can get any more inside my own head. “I’m sorry it took me so long,” she says as she pulls a long skeleton key out of her pocket.


“Who’s in there?” I ask, nodding to the unmarked wooden door of the interrogation room. “I mean, who could you possibly need to interrogate right now?”


“We found one,” she replies with grim satisfaction.


“Found one of whom?” I blink, baffled.


“A hunter,” Hudson answers, and Artelya’s eyes narrow on his.


“Yes,” is all she says before she snaps the key into place and turns the lock.


We all know the Crone’s been training hunters to kill paranormals, but honestly, we haven’t actually seen much evidence of that in months. Not since she was freed from her island prison, at least.


Of course, the Circle had discussed looking into the matter further at our last council meeting, keeping an eye on their activities, but I had no idea that plan had evolved to the let’s-kidnap-one variety.


Artelya inclines her head, correcting herself with, “Actually, she found us.”


“She came here? To the Gargoyle Court?” I ask, cheeks flushing and fists clenching. “She seriously had the nerve to show her face on our cliffs?”


Outrage, ice-cold and livid, slices through me. Not enough to make me want to torture this woman, but more than enough to make me want to kick her ass in a fair fight. Who the hell does she think she is, marching right up to the home of my people, of my grandparents, with her misinformation and unfounded hatred?


“We think she’s a spy, though I’m not sure, since I haven’t had a chance to inter—question—her.”


“I’m surprised the Crone would risk venturing this close when she’s done everything to remain hidden up till now,” I say.


“Because we are her biggest threat,” Artelya answers, looking insulted. “The Gargoyle Army is the only thing standing in their way now when it comes to paranormal genocide and world domination.”


I’m not sure it’s the only thing, but I don’t say that. Instead, I watch her reach for the door handle as she asks, “Do we know if they’ve been sneaking around the other Courts, too?”


“Not yet,” I tell her at the same time Hudson responds, “Yes.”


I turn and shoot him a we-will-talk-about-this-later look, which he has the brains to answer with a sheepish half nod.


Artelya raises her brows, then asks, “Ready?”


Not even close. I have absolutely no idea what I’m supposed to do in that room. But I’ve been faking it till I make it for a year now. What’s one more hour?


“Absolutely,” I decide. Then take a breath and follow Artelya into the dank, dismal room.


And immediately wish I were anywhere else.
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Fashion à la Murder


I’m not one to care much for interior design—that’s definitely more my grandmother’s department, now that she’s over her whole frozen-murder-cave phase—but even I can tell this place needs work. Just being in here scares me. Or maybe that’s the point.


I’m used to being surrounded by weapons—the gargoyles do love their broadswords and battle-axes—but what’s in this room is a step above all that. A big step. From the chains embedded in the walls, to the various knives and tools I can’t even imagine the use of displayed on giant hooks and shelves, to the stone floor stained a dull orange-red, this room clearly has only one purpose: to cause a lot of pain.


My stomach churns with horror, but I swallow down the bile burning its way up my throat. Nothing like that is going to happen here today, even if I have to wrestle Hudson to the ground. That’s pretty much the only thing I can guarantee about whatever’s coming next.


“What’s your name?” Artelya asks as Hudson closes the door behind us with a sickening clang, then leans against it to size up the spy with a predatory gleam.


The hunter—who is currently sitting on a chair in the center of the room, her arms and legs shackled by chains as wide as my arm—doesn’t answer. In fact, she doesn’t so much as glance our way. Instead, she keeps her gaze focused on the wall directly in front of her.


The lighting is dim, but I can’t help but notice that the table against the back wall is covered in a plethora of pouches and vials in various sizes and colors.


More instruments of torture, I wonder as I walk closer to the display, or something else entirely? I’m leaning toward the latter, given the closer I get to the jars and other paraphernalia, the more agitated the hunter becomes. She still doesn’t say anything, but I can feel the turmoil rolling off her in waves.


Because her reaction intrigues me, I lean forward and pick up one of the glass vials. It’s small and hourglass-shaped, with a cork stopper that keeps the viscous yellow liquid inside from pouring out. I have absolutely no idea what it is or what it does, but the second I lift it up to the light, the hunter strains against her bonds.


Artelya and I exchange a glance, and I put the vial down in favor of a royal-blue pouch with a drawstring. Curious, I open it up, but all that’s inside is a strange white powder.


I close it quickly, with thoughts of anthrax-laced envelopes dancing in my head. Even with my back turned to her, I can feel the hunter’s angst lessen the second I put the pouch down.


“What’s your name?” Artelya asks again from behind me.


Again, silence.


“What are you doing at the Gargoyle Court?”


No sound at all. Not even breathing, really.


I glance over at Hudson, curious to see if he might step in, but he’s still leaning against the door, between two very large maces on either wall. His arms are crossed as he studies the prisoner with a bored expression now—but his eyes are laser focused.


“I’m going to ask you one more question, and you’d better answer it,” Artelya says, and I can hear the annoyance rising with each word she bites out. I turn around to see if I can defuse the situation, just in time to watch the hunter flip Artelya off.


Artelya’s teeth snap together with a sharp click that has the hair on the back of my neck standing up. Before I can think better of it, I’ve put myself between them, which makes Hudson bristle, but he doesn’t move.


Artelya makes a low sound, but she stands down as I take the lead. Or whatever it is I’m doing right now.


To begin with, I pull up a chair so I can sit facing the hunter. I make sure to stay several feet away, out of reach of her hands and feet and the chains that currently keep her shackled, and take my first good look at her.


She’s not young by human years, but she’s not particularly old, either. Maybe forty, forty-five, with blond hair cropped close to her scalp in uneven waves. She’s tall—even chained and sitting down, I can see that—and the left half of her face was obviously badly burned at some point, because her skin is ridged and discolored there.


But the most interesting—and horrifying—thing about her isn’t the burn or her unusual hairstyle. It’s the clothes she’s wearing.


At first, I thought she was outfitted with snakeskin leather pants, but now that I’m sitting across from her, I realize the reptilian pattern isn’t snake. It’s dragon.


Oh. My. God. She’s wearing pants made of dragon skin—and since dragons don’t molt, there’s only one way she got them. Suddenly, the burn on her face makes a lot more sense.


As I take a deep breath to combat the bile once again churning inside me, I realize dragons haven’t been her only prey. Her jacket is real fur, a beautiful, fluffy white-and-gray coat that I know is a wolf’s pelt—partly because of the color and partly because of the claw she left attached like a brooch that’s currently hooking around her shoulder. Circling her wrist is a bracelet of vampire fangs, and hanging around her neck is a chain with a ring attached. I notice the large moonstone before I spot the witch’s bony finger inserted through the ring.


And on her hand, sticking straight up from the center of the ring she herself is wearing, is a chunk of a brilliant red gargoyle heartstone.


Suddenly, interrogation doesn’t sound so bad.
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Thinking Outside the Dungeon


Nausea swamps me, has my stomach pitching and rolling with horror. Only the rage burning deep inside keeps me from throwing up, because there is no way I will give this bitch the satisfaction of seeing my weakness or my horror.


So I swallow down the sickness and stay exactly where I am, arms crossed in front of me and legs curled under my chair as our gazes lock. I can see in her eyes that she’s waiting for me to speak, waiting for me to be the one to break the silence that stretches between us like shattered glass.


But my father taught me a long time ago that in a game of wits, the person who moves first always loses. In children’s games, that never bothered me. Here, today, locked in this staring contest with this heinous murderer, it bothers me a lot. Hell will freeze over before I blink first.


Next to me, Artelya shifts uncomfortably. But—like the general she is—she doesn’t say a word. Instead, seconds turn into minutes as the spy winds a long piece of nylon string around her index fingers and then pulls it taut. Over and over again as I just wait and watch.


“You can torture me all you want,” the hunter suddenly blurts out. “I’m not going to tell you anything.”


“I don’t remember asking you anything,” I answer mildly. “That was the general. As for torture? You’re not worth the mess you’d make. I actually like these shoes.”


Artelya doesn’t utter a sound at that, but I can see her standing straighter out of the corner of my eye, as if my words have reinvigorated her.


“Then what do you want from me?” She shifts in her chair, pulling against her bonds.


“What makes you think I want anything from you? You’re the one who came to my Court, wearing the heart from one of my people.” I nod toward her ring, doing my best to ignore the anger and the sorrow still coiling inside me. “I think I should be the one asking what you want.”


“What all hunters want. To free the world from the pestilence of all paranormals. You are a blight on this land, a plague on—”


“Oh, please.” I fake a yawn I’m far from feeling. “You don’t really believe all that hunter propaganda, do you?”


Her eyes narrow. “It’s not propaganda if it’s true.”


“Is that like ‘you aren’t paranoid if they really are out to get you’?” I shoot back.


“Just go ahead and kill me already. I’ve taken enough of your kind with me to die with pride.”


“I have no idea how killing anyone can be a matter of pride,” I answer, standing up and crossing to the table loaded with her belongings.


“Because you’ve never suffered the way I have,” she snarls at me. “You’ve never lived in fear the way we humans have to every day—”


“From each other. Not from paranormals,” I interject. “Humans are brutal creatures, and we both know it.”


“We’re brutal? You hunted us long before we formed our army to hunt you. How do you think the Bloodletter got her name?” She sneers. “She slaughtered humans a dozen at a time and never thought anything of it. Werewolves and wendigos eat us. Witches cast spells to force us to do their bidding. Dragons burned down our homes for centuries until we finally chased them into hiding. You don’t think any of that is brutal behavior?”


She snorts and continues. “Hell, look at the last vampire king. He raised an army to try to subjugate and kill every human on earth. You think we’re brutal? We’re only brutal because that’s the way you taught us to be. If we don’t kill you, you’ll kill us. You’ve proved that much over and over again.”


She’s breathing heavily by the time she finishes her little speech, and as much as I want to knock her down a few pegs, I can’t. Not because I think she’s right, because I don’t. But because it’s obvious she’s a zealot, and like any true zealot, she picks and chooses her truth.


Did Cyrus try to kill humans? Absolutely.


Did a group of paranormals stop him from enacting his plan at great personal risk to themselves? Damn right we did.


Humans didn’t stop him. We did, by regulating our own the way I wish humans would regulate theirs. But how can they, when contingents like this are so busy blaming someone else that it never occurs to them to try to solve their problems using anything but violence?


Not to mention the fact that she is literally sitting there dripping in the trophies of paranormals she’s killed, while I have never hurt a human in my life. Hell, I spent most of my life thinking I was one.


“Nothing to say to me?” she taunts as I once again study all the strange vials and pouches spread out in front of me.


They’re weapons of some kind—that much I’m sure of. I just don’t know what they do or how much damage they’ll cause. Are they designed to kill paranormals, or will they hurt anyone in their path? And if so, do they work on all paranormals or only some?


These are questions we need answers to for our own protection. But I don’t believe that any amount of interrogation will get those answers from the woman in front of me. Which means holding her is pointless.


Which also means there’s only one thing to do in this situation.


“General, come with me.” It’s as close to an order as I’ve ever given in peacetime, and I can see Artelya’s eyes widen as she turns her back on the prisoner. She doesn’t say a word, though, as she and Hudson follow me from the room. None of us do until the door is shut firmly behind us.


“You can see that there’s no reasoning with her,” Artelya starts.


“No, there isn’t,” I agree. “But interrogating her will also be a waste of your time. She’ll give you nothing and—”
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