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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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2

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.”
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“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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