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      I trailed behind Reyna and my grandfather as we slipped from the portal in the library at Alpha Academy to the library on High Mage Island. The clicking of my shoes against the stone floor shattered the heavy silence, and I paused to slip out of them before resuming my sluggish pace with Honor close to my side. I stared around the shelves loaded with leather tomes in fascination, their golden scripts barely visible in the pale moonlight. Tables lay bare and unoccupied interspersed between the shelves. As we approached a large rotunda, I gaped at the golden statue of a female mage in the center. Like a water fountain, the shimmery blue liquid in the basin at her feet was somehow pumped up and into her hands—where it transformed into flames that licked upward in a magical heatless fire.

      Wow.

      My gaze followed the magical fire several feet into the air and continued toward the ceiling. My jaw dropped. With high arches in dark-stained wood and hundreds of panels of intricately stained glass, the luster and richness of this library were ten steps above the one on Alpha Island.

      Only Honor’s occasional herding kept me moving.

      “Come on,” Reyna grunted, drawing my attention away from the atrium’s architecture as she stepped away from the domed area and into a wide aisle. “Let’s get you hidden.”

      She jerked her head to the side, and I lurched toward her, worried she might drop Grandpa Geoff. He leaned into her so much that she practically dragged him along. Was he even conscious? Honor was close on my heels, not even letting a full foot of distance come between us.

      Reyna and Grandpa made their way toward a side door on the far wall of the library that was marked with the symbol for spirit. Gramps groaned in her arms, and Reyna slowed even more.

      “Do you want help?” I asked my grandfather’s shield.

      “No. I’ve got this,” she growled under Grandpa’s weight.

      Stubborn ass.

      I took a moment and glanced down the other aisles to the surrounding walls of the library and noticed four other doors, each marked with the symbol representative of the element—just like the ones on my body. Water, fire, earth, and air.

      Cool.

      “Today would be nice,” Reyna called back to me.

      Yikes. I lifted my skirt so I wouldn’t trip over it and ran after her.

      “Why are we hiding me again?” I whispered.

      After throwing open the door to spirit, Reyna dragged Gramps across the threshold and into a dim foyer. Her breathing had grown hard and labored, and she leaned against a wall and sucked in a ragged breath.

      I stepped inside after her, taking note of the two accent chairs and end table between them, but Reyna didn’t bother to set my grandfather down. Instead, she waited for Honor to come in, and then, after he nudged the door closed with his snout, she heaved Gramps upright once more.

      “Because,” she grunted, resuming the effort to move my grandfather—this time down a hallway of dark wood shiplap—“he’ll have to claim you as his heir properly first or you could be attacked.”

      Attacked? That didn’t sound fun.

      “Here, let me help you.” I stepped forward, but she pinned me with a glare.

      “It’s my honor and duty to care for him,” she snapped, baring her teeth.

      I backed off with wide eyes, and my grandfather lifted his chin and grinned at me. “She’s all prickly tooth and nails on the outside,” he whispered weakly. “But inside, she’s warm and squishy.”

      Seeing him conscious, I sighed with relief, totally disregarding his playful banter.

      “I am not,” Reyna growled. “Take it back.”

      He merely wheezed with laughter.

      We walked halfway down the heavily lacquered hallway before entering a cluttered study that I assumed belonged to my grandfather. It was filled with books—although many of them were scattered about the floor—two tables, and several wooden chairs. Just as colorful as the books, dozens of crystal clusters and points in a variety of colors were strewn about the space as well as glass bottles in all shapes and sizes.

      The place looked like it had been robbed.

      I watched as Reyna maneuvered through the chaos, which was the only reason I saw the mostly clear “paths” through the disarray.

      His shield pushed a thick leather-bound book from a silver crushed-velvet sofa with her foot, and then she deposited my grandfather onto it before plopping next to him. “You need … to consider … the cane … I bought you,” she said, panting. “It will only get worse.”

      Just inside the room, I leaned against the wall, dismayed at how quickly my grandfather’s illness was weakening him. Merely half an hour ago, he was begging for my help at Rage’s coronation, and now he looked on death’s door. Honor sat on my right, pressed against my leg, and I absently ran my fingers through his fur.

      I thought Grandpa Geoff would huff about not needing a cane, but he simply raised his chin to her with a look of sad resignation and nodded once. “Fine.”

      Okay…

      I needed more info. The last few hours had been a whirlwind of activity with little time to think or process or just be. I was beyond exhausted after Rage and Clive’s fight to the death—and while I definitely knew I didn’t want asshat Kian or the other high mages of the council getting Grandpa’s power … I needed to sit down and figure crap out.

      Rotating slowly, I did a 360, looking for an empty seat while taking in the giant study. Behind a large desk, a door stood slightly ajar, and with its light on, I identified it as an attached bathroom. On the other side of the bathroom door, closer to where Grandpa and Reyna sat, there was a little kitchenette with a sink, hot plate, microwave, and refrigerator.

      “Is this where you live?” I asked.

      It was small but cute. Maybe it was all a single guy needed, though I would’ve thought a legit bed might’ve made the list…

      He chuckled, and Reyna burst into laughter.

      “Mother Mage, no!” she snickered. “The master of spirit has the nicest castle on the island. This is his, and soon to be your, secret study. It’s spelled to not allow any of the other master mages inside.”

      He pointed to Reyna. “What she said,” he rasped.

      He shuddered and then reached for something on the desk, his arm falling to his side as Reyna stood. She plucked a small crystal bottle filled with what appeared to be black syrup. “Not much left,” she told him, her brow furrowing as she held it out to him.

      He waved off her concern and then popped the cork, downing a small swig.

      Color flooded his cheeks; his ragged breathing evened out. He recorked the bottle and sat up, looking younger than he had since Rage and I returned from the Realm of the Dead.

      Whatever that black stuff was, I needed some. Or sleep. Maybe both. My adrenaline was definitely waning, and the stress of the last few days was catching up.

      Speaking of stress … how long had I been gone? Probably at least twenty minutes or so, enough that Rage would start to worry. I’d only wanted him to not stop me from going, but now that I was here…

      ‘Rage, I need to tell you something,’ I sent through our mental link, suddenly desperate to talk with him. Guilt bubbled up while I waited for him to respond. He was probably pissed—and could I blame him? If he’d left me…

      The reality of what I’d done hit me. What the mage was I thinking! I shouldn’t have left without talking to him. What kind of a person did that—to their mate?

      ‘Rage?’

      Panic clenched my chest, and I sucked in a ragged breath.

      ‘Rage!’

      I didn’t even wait for a response before I glanced down at the black wolf at my side. ‘Honor, can you reach Rage?’

      Grandfather stood, and I was vaguely aware of him rummaging through some books on his desk.

      ‘No.’ Honor looked up at me. ‘I lost the connection to my brothers the second we passed through the onyx door at the library.’

      Crap!

      We couldn’t communicate while here?

      Rage was going to kill me. He’d think I left on purpose—which I had, but not to cut him off or be away permanently! Or what if he thought I got kidnapped or something worse? I needed to let him know I was okay.

      “Umm, Grandpa Geoff?” I asked as my stomach sank with dread.

      “Hmm?” He continued to riffle through his things, not even bothering to look up at me.

      Meanwhile, Reyna must’ve felt more confident about his health because she now stood in the kitchenette, washing dishes at the sink. When we were all in that room at Rage’s coronation, they’d made it sound like getting here to High Mage Island was critical and time was of the essence, but now that we were here…

      “I can’t reach Rage through our bond,” I said as dread and shame pressed in on me. “He’s going to worry—”

      “Ah, yes,” Grandpa said, straightening. He stopped his search and faced me with a frown. “About that … you’ll be cut off from Alpha Island and anything in that world while you are here.”

      My breath hitched in my throat. Say what?

      I sucked in a sharp breath and pressed my hand to my chest—just in case my heart decided to jump out and flee. “Okay…”

      Only it wasn’t okay. Not at all.

      “Can I pop back over there and talk to him really quickly, then?” I asked, filled with remorse for my selfish actions. I’d wanted to avoid a confrontation, but abandoning Rage was taking it to a whole new level. “I could run and be back in five—just so he knows I’m okay?”

      “Of course.” My grandfather nodded, but he didn’t quite meet my gaze. “But … first, we need to have you complete your initiation. If Kian knows you’re here and I’m about to claim you … I fear he’ll try to stop the process.”

      I swallowed, wishing I had done things differently. Suck it up. I’d own my mistake when I went back. Besides, how long could initiation take? A few hours? Rage knew me, he knew I wouldn’t just leave him. Everything was going to be fine…

      Grandpa Geoff let out a whoop and held up a water-clear crystal, six or seven inches in length and an inch in diameter. “Come now, let’s go to the castle so you can meet your ancestors.” Then his gaze dropped to Honor. “I’ll not tell you what to do, but if the high mages see Honor here, and you’ve not successfully completed initiation, they’ll try to kill him. Only after you’ve been recognized as my heir would you be permitted to have a shield, and even then, it’s a rare privilege.”

      My eyes widened as my mind spun. What the what?

      I looked at Reyna, but she continued to wash dishes, oblivious or uncaring. If I didn’t already know, I wouldn’t have believed she was a Harvest girl. Other than her red hair, she was nothing like the bubbly, chatty sisterhood I’d come to know and love from the Harvest sisters at Alpha Academy. Was she always like that, or was it this place? Did things happen here that muted her sparkle?

      ‘I’ll stay back with her,’ Honor told me. ‘If you need me, just holler, and I’ll come—consequences be damned.’

      I nodded, because what else could I do?

      My grandfather hobbled down the hallway, one hand on the wall and the other holding his cane. I followed him, watching him as he walked. After a dozen paces, we turned the corner, and the walls changed from wood to stone. Glass sconces burst to life with purple flames, lighting our way as he kept on, leading us through an endless stretch of corridor—at least a quarter of a mile long. This was the longest hallway I’d ever seen, and it had no doors. It reminded me of the passageways in the alpha king’s castle.

      “This hallway connects to our estate,” Grandpa said. “But the study attached to the library is the only place Kian and the other high mages can’t access. Only those who share blood or shield bond with a master mage of spirit can gain access to that place. At least, for now,” he muttered ahead of me.

      Good to know. Hide from Kian in the study if necessary. Check.

      The hallway opened up, widening into a large foyer. Two large wingback chairs occupied the space on either side of the stone entryway, and a breathtaking crystal drop chandelier hung from the ceiling, casting small rainbows through prisms of light.

      Between the two seating areas and occupying the majority of the entry hall was the base of a wide stone staircase. Six steps led to a landing that was bigger than my bedroom at Alpha Academy. On either side of the second landing, another set of stairs led to an additional entrance hall on the second story. Windows stretched from the third story to the top of the first, but the vestibule where I stood had only one obvious entrance point from the outside: the set of double doors on my left. They drew my attention, and Grandfather Geoff waved at them dismissively.

      “Those are the formal entrance to Spirit Estate. When someone knocks, you don’t have to answer.”

      Good to know. He made this place sound like a den of enemies.

      He continued walking through the space, leaning on his cane, while I gaped at the giant freaking castle. This place was huge, and it wasn’t covered in dust like the dorm at Alpha Academy. This place shone with gold and crystal finishes all over.

      I followed Grandpa Geoff down a wide hall, taking note of a sitting room, an office, and a library, as well as several closed doors. As we neared the end of the hall, the smell of cake wafted in the air. My stomach rumbled with discontent, having missed the party celebrating Rage’s triumph and all.

      “Pappy!” a male squealed, bouncing on the balls of his feet.

      I stepped up to the wide doorway and saw a teenage male rushing toward us. I froze at the entrance to an enormous kitchen, and the tall male, perhaps sixteen years old, skidded to a halt, his mouth dropping open as he stared at me. He held a chocolate cupcake in one hand; frosting was smeared on his lips and chin.

      He was dressed in a simple black t-shirt and jeans. His feet were bare, and his pale silvery hair fell into his eyes and brushed against his cheekbones.

      “Elia’s dead,” he said, his forehead furrowing. He dropped his gaze to the floor, avoiding mine, and his eyes filled with tears. “She’s gone.”

      What the…? The mention of my mother shocked me. Did he think I was her?

      “Donovan, this is Elia’s daughter, Nai,” Grandfather Geoff said as he shuffled over to the young man. “She’s your cousin.”

      Cousin?

      Holy crap! I had another cousin? One that wasn’t a douchebag like Nolan?

      “Family?” he asked Grandpa.

      “Family,” Gramps affirmed.

      The young man nodded, mouth opening in surprise, before he wiped at his eyes, smearing streaks of chocolate frosting across his face. He sniffed but didn’t look up from the ground. “Where’s Mom?”

      “Your mother is on duty at the portal. She should be back in a couple more hours,” Grandpa said with a soft smile. He pointed to the kitchen counter where several dozen cupcakes were lined up, each with a heavy dose of chocolate frosting and chocolate shavings. “Annette has been baking for you, I see.”

      “Chocolate,” my cousin said, training his eyes on my shoes. “I like chocolate.”

      I didn’t know much about autism, but it seemed to me my cousin was on the spectrum or something like it.

      “I like chocolate, too,” I said, glancing at the cupcakes. Lona used to make cupcakes like that; she called them death by chocolate. Shaking myself from my reverie, I offered Donovan my hand. “I’m glad to meet you.”

      Grandpa Geoff beamed at me and then turned his smile on Donovan, who was staring at the ground and hadn’t taken my offered hand. I let it fall to my side and cleared my throat. Grandpa slowly raised his hand and set it on Donovan’s arm, giving the young man plenty of time to move if he’d wanted to avoid contact.

      “Nai is here for training,” Grandpa said, crouching to look Donovan in the eye. “Will you be a nice cousin to her while she adjusts at school? Help her out?”

      The weight of what I was doing here settled on my shoulders, and I nearly groaned. “I’ll take all the help I can get.”

      At my declaration, Donovan raised his chin and glanced at my nose, but if he saw my smile, he gave no indication—nor did he meet my gaze. “I can be helpful.”

      Gramps squeezed his shoulder lightly. “Yes, you can!”

      I kept my smile firmly fixed. “I’d love a cupcake if you’re willing to share. I missed dinner.”

      Donovan shook his bowed head and mumbled, “That’s not healthy.”

      Geoff snorted with laughter, and he looked ten years younger, beaming at the boy. “That’s very true, but she’s had a bad day.”

      My cousin pursed his lips and looked down at his half-eaten chocolate cupcake. He took a deep breath and then, raising his gaze to mine, he thrust the remaining portion out to me. “Nai,” he said, nodding at me gravely. “Family.”

      My heart pinched, and my throat clogged up with emotion. In my peripheral vision, I saw Grandpa step deeper into the kitchen, moving toward the other cupcakes as if he knew I wouldn’t want the half-eaten one Donovan offered.

      “Oh, dear one,” Gramps said to my cousin, moving toward the counter where the fresh cakes were lined up. “Nai might want a fresh—”

      Was I going to eat a half-slobbered-on cupcake so that I wouldn’t hurt my sweet new cousin’s feelings? You bet your ass I was.

      With tears in my eyes, I took the half-eaten cupcake and shoved the entire thing into my mouth. The sweet chocolate kissed my tastebuds, and the cake’s tender crumb was probably the best thing I’d had since I left Montana. “Mmm,” I moaned with my mouth full. “Delish! It’s so goo—”

      Donovan burst into laughter, a fully free I-don’t-care-what-people-think laugh, and the sound was like liquid sunshine. It warmed my heart, causing me to grin as well.

      “Shouldn’t talk with your mouth full,” he admonished with a side-eyed look at our grandfather. “Don’t tell on her, okay, Pappy? She didn’t know.”

      Geoff rolled his eyes, but his lips twitched as if he were trying to suppress his own laughter. “I suspect it won’t matter this once.” Grandpa looked at me. “Annette is very kind, and she does her best to teach manners to everyone in the house—including me and your aunt.”

      I swallowed the cake and then licked the remaining frosting from my fingers rather than wipe them on my dress.

      “Well, I’ll try to remember any scrap of etiquette I can,” I said, raising my eyebrows before I turned my attention back to my cousin. “Thank you, that cupcake was really yummy.” I winked at him.

      “Family,” he grinned, nodding his head, like seeing me happy made him happy. Truthfully, seeing him happy made my own heart float in my chest.

      “More cupcakes?” he asked, turning to Grandpa Geoff.

      Geoff rolled his eyes. “Oh, all right.” Holding up his pointer finger, he said, “You may have one more because you shared with Nai.”

      Donovan waved for me to join him. “Let’s have more chocolate.”

      “Sorry,” Grandpa said, stepping to my side. “Nai and I have work to do.”

      My cousin nodded somberly. “Be safe.” He stared at my feet. “When you come back, we’ll have chocolate.”

      My eyes welled with tears. “Thanks.”

      I instantly loved him. I loved everything about him and this place. For the first time since leaving Montana, I felt like I’d come home.

      Gramps led us back out into the hallway we’d been walking down before Donovan had called out for him.

      “He’s so sweet,” I said, running to catch up.

      Gramps nodded. “Seeing the world through Donovan’s eyes has been one of the greatest joys of my long life. His mind might not make connections like yours or mine, but he has the best heart: loyal, honest, and kind.”

      His eyes grew misty, and I swallowed hard to contain my own emotions as my heart squeezed.

      Shifters didn’t get diseases—and we rarely developed disabilities. With our rapidly healing genetics, physical or mental disabilities were just really rare.

      “He’s three-quarters human, one-quarter high mage,” Gramps said as if reading my mind. “With being raised in the mortal world, you’d be familiar with autism. That’s the closest thing I can think of to relate this to.”

      “He’s perfect,” I assured my grandfather, but the sadness in his expression remained. The only knowledge I had about autism was what I’d read in school, but I could imagine that Donovan wasn’t all chocolate and smiles all of the time.

      “We love him very much,” Geoff assured me. “In fact, I’m confident we’ve learned more from him than he has from us.”

      Before I could fully digest that last statement, Gramps stopped in front of a set of wooden double doors, smaller than the ones in the foyer, but the wood was polished and smooth. He then turned to face me. “Before I declare you my heir, you’ll need to meet our ancestors and get their blessing. Considering the circumstances, they’ll manage much of your spirit training.”

      Okay. My brain was on overload, and his words made no sense. At this point, I’d just roll with it. I forced a smile.

      “Whatever I can do to help so that Kian and the others don’t get your power…” I told him.

      Gramps smiled tightly. “Once I start your initiation as my heir, Kian cannot refuse your entrance to High Mage Academy, assuming you pass your initiation test. Then you’ll be allowed to attend school for training with the other high mage students and then become my rightful heir.”

      Initiation test?

      I shook my head. Best to not even touch that one right now.

      “Great. Let’s get started.” The sooner I passed this part, the sooner I could get back and make things right with Rage.

      He nodded but didn’t move to open the door, his eyes reflecting some sort of unease. There was something else there, a look I couldn’t interpret.

      “What?” I asked, trepidation worming through me.

      He winced. “The blessing is … powerful, and if you aren’t … well, it could be dangerous.”

      Of course. But there was no way I’d let Kian and the others raise the dead or take my grandfather’s power. “There aren’t any other options, right? And you think I’m our best hope at stopping crazy-Kian and his cohorts, so … I’ve got this. Let’s do it.”

      He patted my shoulder. “I think you’ll be fine.” Then he turned, and it sounded like he said, “I hope.”

      Great.

      Without another word, he pushed open the double doors.

      Steam billowed out into the stone hallway, the dense moisture temporarily hiding the contents of the room. What the…?

      As the vapor cleared, I peered into the space … and gasped.

      I don’t know what I expected to see. A gym room with a training mat and punching bag maybe, or dummy targets for knives, but not this.

      The room, if it could be called such, was almost cave-like, except the walls and ceiling were all a hazy glass like a greenhouse. The floor was uneven stone, and a path wove through the cavern toward where the source of the billowing haze originated. I followed Grandpa into the space, kicking several gray pebbles from the path. Little patches of green moss were scattered over the stone. It was like we had stepped outside, but we were still in the house.

      In the center of the room were two small pools of water, one beside the other. Moonlight bled through frosted windows, casting shafts of illumination through the condensation and across the water, which bubbled and steamed.

      “Whoa.”

      Gramps smiled. “Our estate was built around this hot spring. The water is magic as you’ll soon see.”

      Right then I didn’t care if there were piranhas in there. I wanted to slip into that water and let the heat leach the tension from my body.

      My grandfather pointed to a shoulder-high wall of rock that served as a privacy area. “You’ll find a couple swimsuits hanging on pegs on the other side. Reyna uses them if she needs to accompany me. Hopefully, they fit.”

      “Okay, be right back.” I wandered toward the changing area while reaching for the zipper on my dress. I dropped my shoes and pulled the zipper down the back of my dress as I circled the corner.

      There were two one-piece swimsuits and a pair of boardshorts. I pulled on the nearest one piece and then the shorts, cinching the waist as tight as it would go. The dark red suit was so not my jam, but it was better than my white push-up bra and undies.

      The warm, moist air kissed my skin as I adjusted myself to make sure everything was covered.

      The water beckoned me, and I wound my way back to the pools.

      Still wearing his spirit master robe, Grandpa Geoff pulled out a palm-size black bag with several small lumps inside. “You’ll need these at first to contact your ancestors,” he said, holding it out to me; the lumps clicked against one another like stones or glass. “Tuck it into a pocket, or tie it on to your suit. You need to have it on your person.”

      Then he pointed to the larger of the two pools. “There’s a ledge of stone on one side that will act like a bench.”

      Reaching out, I took the black pouch from him, trying to ignore the nerves in my stomach.

      Okay. Magic rocks on my person. I shoved them in the back pocket of the shorts. Check.

      “Are you going to be joining me?” I looked at his robe, wondering if he was going to change as well.

      “Not this time,” he said, smiling at me with a hint of sadness. “But I’ll be right outside the pool to make sure you’re safe.”

      That was nice. I dipped my foot into the water and then slid inside fully, securing the small pouch inside a zippered pocket on my boardshorts. As soon as I was submerged, the heat wrapped me in its embrace, and I sank onto the ledge with a sigh and then wiggled to move the bag of rocks so I wasn’t sitting on any of them.

      “Are you comfortable?” Grandpa asked.

      “Mmm-hmm.” I rested my head against the paver stone behind me and closed my eyes. “If I were any more comfortable, I’d be asleep.”

      “Excellent. Now. Take a deep breath, Nai, and let go.”

      Okay. Maybe he was going to lead me in guided mediation or something. Mother Mage knew I needed therapy. Probably a lot of it.

      Exhaling, I opened my eyes and stared up at the night sky through the glass windowpanes. My body lifted from the bench and floated to the surface of the pool. My ears filled with water, muting the sounds around me.

      Then my mind started to spin.

      What would Rage be doing right now? Probably looking for me. Guilt bubbled up with the thought. Was Honor okay with Reyna? Kaja was going to freak out when she found out I’d disappeared—

      ‘Once you’re relaxed, think of your favorite place,’ Geoff said, speaking into my mind.

      I tried … really I did. But now that my mind was churning, I couldn’t seem to make it stop, let alone imagine a beach or mountain cabin or anything else serene. ‘I’m having a tough time focusing.’

      ‘I was afraid that might happen,’ he said. ‘Don’t worry, I came prepared.’

      ‘Prepared with what?’ I asked. Unwilling to have any more surprises, I glanced toward him, but he was fumbling in his robe, not looking at me.

      And he didn’t answer.

      Of course.

      I pulled myself upright just in time to see Grandpa Geoff toss something … at me, or rather the pool I was in. A beam of moonlight reflected off the object—

      The crystal from his office!

      I lunged forward to catch it, but the water slowed my movement, and with a soft splash, the crystal disappeared beneath the surface of the hot spring.

      Frustration bubbled up in my chest, and I wanted to mutter “nice throw,” but I reined in my emotions once more. Yelling at Gramps wouldn’t help … but I was tired and not in the mood to dive under really hot water and hunt for a crystal.

      I blinked, and the heavy mist in the room cleared—there and then gone.

      What the Mage?

      The smell of sunbaked sand filled my next breath. Warm air lifted the ends of my hair—my dry hair, and I stared out over the expanse of turquoise water to where the sun kissed the horizon, leaving the clouds above me pink and violet.

      What the mage?

      I did a full spin, totally caught off guard by my instant transportation to another world. Note to self: that was one powerful magic crystal.

      Waves lapped at the beach, soothing my frayed nerves, and a gull cawed above. I glanced to my right and then my left, but the beach was empty except for me.

      The area seemed vaguely familiar, but I had no idea where this beach was. It wasn’t anywhere I’d been on Alpha Island or the beach near the ferry…

      I rotated in a circle again, shaking my head. Well, I was no longer in the pool of water and no longer in the strange cavern-like room attached to the castle. In fact, I was sure I wasn’t even on High Mage Island anymore.

      A cacophony of voices suddenly exploded to my right as five people popped into existence, not even ten paces away from me. They all looked to be in their mid-thirties, and they all appeared to have the same silvery blond hair as me—even the one wearing a head-to-toe black ninja costume straight out of a Halloween catalogue. He had silvery wisps sticking out from under the fabric covering his head.

      “Geoff said beach clothes, Than,” a young woman in a skimpy lavender bikini said, shaking her head, which made her shoulder-length curls fan out. She pointed to the person dressed like a ninja. “Why would you—?”

      “I know what he said,” Than, the ninja-guy, snapped, waving his hand in a clear indication of dismissal. “But I wasn’t about to stop and change clothes again. Last time he told us to be ready, he didn’t show up for a dozen years—and then he came alone.”

      “He’s not even here, Lucia,” another young woman said, this one in a black one-piece and sheer cover-up.

      “His time is almost over,” another guy said, this one wearing bright green boardshorts with a white hibiscus print. He glanced at his watch and shook his head. “If he doesn’t declare his heir soon—”

      “Hush,” the third young woman said as her gaze landed on me. Her white eyelet sundress reached her ankles, but the halter style V dipped almost to the base of her sternum, revealing the curve of her breasts just like a swimsuit would. She wore her silvery wavy hair pulled into a low side ponytail. Petite and thin, she was by far the smallest of the group and, by all appearances, the youngest. However, her icy green eyes were filled with intensity, and the group grew silent with her command. Still staring at me, she raised her hand and pointed at me. “She’s here.”

      “Uh … hi,” I said with a lame wave.

      The silence stretched into Awkwardville as they just stared at me like I had three heads. Lovely.

      “My name is Nai. My grandfather, Geoff Drudner”—my stomach sank with the overwhelming sense of impossibility at what I had to accomplish, but I gritted my teeth and plowed forward—“sent me here to meet my ancestors—you, I assume. I’m his heir.”

      The woman in the white eyelet dress wrinkled her nose and sniffed like my words smelled rancid. Then she turned her back on me.

      Huh?

      “Oh, Zia, stop it!” Lucia, the young woman in lavender, waved at the woman in white and then cocked her head to the side, and her brow furrowed as she studied me. “Where’s Geoff?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. He said he wasn’t coming this time or something.”

      Fatigue made it impossible to recall his actual words, and these people didn’t look like they were expecting me, so this was uber awkward.

      “Is he still alive?” Lucia asked, her eyes widening, and her lip trembled.

      I freaking hoped so!

      “Yes,” I replied, but her question sent a punch to my guts. “He sent me here just now.”

      “Why wouldn’t he come too? How are you his heir?” Ninja-Than asked, pulling the black sock thing off his head. His eyes were the same color green as Zia’s. “I thought Elia was … before she died.”

      I had no idea why Gramps didn’t come, but I’d already said as much, so I focused on what I did know. “Elia was my mother. Gramps said I had to meet you for some blessing or initiation before we could put my name in some scroll or a book.” Tension and exhaustion were making my brain mush. “Listen, it’s been a pretty stressful day—or week rather—so I might’ve missed some detail, but I am who I say I am. Can you help me?”

      The young woman in black swallowed, and her eyes filled with tears, which she quickly blinked away. When she spoke, her voice trembled. “Of course we believe you. We just thought … all hope was lost. My name is Aine.” She pointed to the man wearing boardshorts. “This is Raiden.” She continued to point and introduce everyone. “Lucia, Than, and Zia.”

      Each of them stepped forward to shake my hand—except for Zia.

      Rude.

      “So…” I offered them a tentative smile. “You’re going to teach me how to master spirit?”

      Raiden checked his watch again and frowned. “We can start lessons tomorrow—after you’ve finished initiation.”

      “You mean if she finishes,” Zia muttered, her back still to me.

      I narrowed my eyes at the young woman but decided to ignore her passive aggressiveness—for now.

      “So … what do I need to do for this initiation?” I tried to move this along. “I want to make sure I get back in time for Grandpa—”

      “The initiation comes after your name is in the scrolls,” Than said, shaking his head. “You’re here for our blessing.”

      Right. I was almost too tired to care.

      Can we just get on with it?

      Aine sighed and stepped forward. “Geoff must be very sick to not have accompanied you. I can’t believe he’s not here.”

      Okay, they were legit freaking me out about Grandpa, and my patience was wearing thin. I pulled the black satchel out of my pocket. “He gave me these”—I shook the bag—“had me get in the hot spring, and then tossed a crystal into the water.”

      All five of them flinched when I shook the bag of stones.

      “Be careful with those!” Lucia grabbed my wrist with one hand and pressed the other to her chest like she might faint.

      I winced. “Sorry.” I withdrew my hand from Lucia and then gingerly placed the bag back in my pocket.

      Than shook his head. “Geoff has obviously told her nothing,” he muttered, his gaze jumping from one member of their group to the next. “The girl just shook our soul stones like they were dice.”

      “Soul stones!” I gulped as the air whooshed from my lungs. Then, with an epiphany, my eyes widened. “Your soul stones?”

      Wait a minute. Hadn’t the Keeper said something about soul stones … before he swallowed the stone my grandfather gave me to bargain my way out of the Realm of the Dead?

      Oh mage.

      Where did Gramps get it?

      “All right,” Zia snapped, whirling on all of us. “Geoff clearly isn’t coming, so we best get a move on! The girl still has a deadline, and all this blathering doesn’t change it.”

      Even though Zia was rude, she took initiative, which I could respect. The others nodded and then pressed in on me, hands outstretched.

      “What exactly does this blessing entail?” I tried to back up and bumped into Raiden, who caught me around the upper arms.

      “Think of it as a power activation,” Raiden said.

      Aine grinned. “Plus, we’ll bind our souls to yours, so you can call on us when you need us.”

      Bind their souls! Wasn’t that a bit overkill?

      “This is…” weird. I glanced from one to the next, but what were my options? “Will it hurt?”

      Hadn’t Gramps said this might be dangerous?

      “Maybe,” Than said. “Maybe not. It depends on how much capacity you have.”

      Capacity for what?

      One by one, they laid their hands on me, and immediately, my skin buzzed and tingled. “You were born with a certain amount of power,” Aine said with kindness in her voice, “and our blessing will activate all the power of spirit in you.”

      Zia still stood off at the outer edges of the circle, looking at me with a mixture of apprehension and dread. What did this chick have against me? And why were all of my ancestors thirty years old? And why hadn’t Gramps told me about any of this before shoving me into a pool with a bag of soul stones!

      “She’s not Elia,” Zia muttered then looked me straight in the eyes. “You better hope you’re as powerful as her.” She reached out, placing both of her hands on my exposed forearms, and then fire coursed through me as if I were being burned alive…

      That’s what it felt like—a magical surge, powerful and hot, poured over me. The heat sank into my skin, my muscles, then into my bones. It pounded against every fiber, every tissue, every cell. It was pain, unlike anything I’d ever felt before. The energy built and built—white-hot—until it peeled away everything except … power. So. Much. Power.

      Holy Mother Mage … what was this?

      My activated power? Had this been with me all along?

      I whimpered as my nerves fried.

      Raiden grinned. “She’s taking a lot,” he said.

      Aine nodded. “A lot more than Elia did.”

      I gasped, but each breath only seemed to stoke the flame of energy.

      “Geoff had passed out at this point,” Than commented.

      “So had you,” Zia muttered.

      What were they talking abo—?

      Blackness danced at the edges of my vision as raw energy pulsed through my body, seeping out from my skin. The power crawled up my spine and exploded from my head.

      “Ahhh!” I screamed as a flash of white stole my vision.

      Darkness swallowed me, and then I felt a hook at my belly button before I was submerged in water.

      I sat up, coughing and sputtering in the hot spring water back on High Mage Island. Steam hung in the air. Grandfather Geoff stood on the ledge of my pool, hovering over me. His robe clung to his thin frail frame, and he leaned on his cane, grinning at me.

      “Ha!” he exclaimed, grinning. “You did it!”

      I glared at him while still coughing. “What. The. Mage. Was that?” I growled.

      I felt like I’d died for a second there.

      His eyes ran over my arms and legs, “Oh, you got a lot. I can see the power.” He looked like a kid in a candy store.

      “They were crazy, and you didn’t properly prepare me for that,” I retorted.

      He shrugged. “Sorry. No time. Hurry and change. We need to get to the records hall before midnight.”

      I groaned.

      Rage was so going to kill me.

      “What do I do with these?” I pulled the bag of soul stones out of my pocket. Gramps indicated the changing area with a flick of his head. “Keep the bag by your suit should you need them. The stones should be safe in this realm.” He grimaced. “For now.”

      For now?

      Great.
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      Reyna, my grandfather, and I stood in a courtyard outside a giant building titled “Records Hall.” Three steps led up to a large stone patio just outside a set of sliding glass doors. The front of the building was all windows while a soft glow just inside the entrance held the darkness within at bay. Despite the light inside the building, I couldn’t see anyone, which hopefully meant we were alone. Several stone benches were scattered throughout the courtyard, which was surrounded by a waist-high hedge. We crouched behind the boxwood despite the pitch darkness of night.

      “Why are we hiding again?” I whispered.

      My gaze jumped from Gramps, who had his eyes closed and was breathing in and out so slowly I thought he might have fallen asleep, to Reyna, who ignored me.

      “Kian is inside,” Grandfather said.

      I stiffened. How did Gramps know that from all the way out here? I didn’t want to know.

      But it was a cool Jedi power I hoped to learn eventually.

      Reyna tightened her grip on her sword and snarled. “That old bag of bones is going to try to stop Nai from signing her name as your heir.”

      Grandfather grinned. “That ‘old bag of bones’ is at least five hundred years younger than me. But you’re correct; he’ll try to stop her.” He tapped his chin then shook his head. “He must’ve gotten wind of Nai’s presence here.”

      Reyna rubbed her hands together. “What’s the plan? Want me to light his house on fire or something?”

      Gramps tsked at her suggestion, but I actually thought it was a decent idea.

      Shaking his head, my grandfather maneuvered out of the bushes with his cane, surprisingly silent considering his rapid deterioration of agility. “No, no, that won’t do. It would only come back to bite us. But, we do need a distraction.” He looked at me. “When Kian runs outside, you slip in, find the Master Scroll, and write your name under your mother’s. Understood?”

      I gulped and then nodded because what choice did we have? “Understood.”

      Write my name in a book. How hard could that be?

      Reyna bounced on her heels, grinning like a loon. “What’s the distraction? Want me to kill someone?”

      Gramps rolled his eyes. “I’m going to fake a heart attack. I hope your acting skills are as strong as your thirst for blood. Come on.”

      He toddled toward the building until he stood in full view of the glass double doors.

      “Ahhhrgggh,” he yelled and clutched his chest.

      “Showtime.” Reyna winked at me and jumped out from behind the hedge to join him.

      “Help!” She dropped to her knees and clutched her chest, wheezing dramatically.

      I frowned, confused for a second why she was also pretending to have a heart attack; then it dawned on me. Reyna was his shield. If he had an illness, she took it on…

      Did that mean she would die in a few months too?

      The thought horrified me, but before I could dwell on it, the glass doors slid open, and Kian and his son Julian, who I’d spotted on Alpha Island, raced out of the building and skidded to a stop.

      “What’s happening?” Kian looked down at Reyna and Gramps with alarm.

      Reyna’s neck veins bulged. “Can’t. Breathe.”

      Gramps lay on the stone patio, shaking so much he appeared to be having a seizure. I wasn’t sure that was a heart attack symptom, but both Kian and his douche-canoe son were transfixed. Taking advantage of the distraction, I slipped through the doors, squinting while I waited for my eyes to adjust to the bright lights. The scent of oil and leather hit my nose, and a single breath later, I raised my chin, and my jaw dropped.

      Holy Mother Mage.

      The records hall was … huge.

      Bookshelves spanned from floor to ceiling, and all of them were filled with coffee-brown leather tomes, each one about a quarter of an inch thick. A reception desk sat to my left, thankfully unoccupied, and I darted into the first row to scan the spines.

      10000 BC.

      9999 BC.

      9876 BC.

      Omg! They were dates—older than Gramps! I guess that made sense since he’d lived a thousand years, and I’d met five of his predecessors. That alone was six thousand years … assuming they all lived out their full lives and weren’t killed.

      Every moment here gave me a dozen new questions.

      Focus! I snapped to myself.

      I stepped to the next shelf and discovered it started with 8000 BC, so at least I knew which direction to go. I raced past the shelves until I got to this century. Each year had a new book. Gramps said to put my name under my mom’s, but my mom wouldn’t have written her name in this year’s book … because she’d died…

      Frick.

      The year I was born.

      I ran back to year 1999 and opened the book. I flipped through pages marked air, fire, water… There! I found spirit.

      Master Mage: Geoff Drudner

      Heir:

      It was blank.

      Blank?

      The muffled sound of voices carried to me, and I crept to the end of the row to see Kian and his son marching back inside.

      “What a fool,” Kian snapped, his eyes narrowing.

      I raced back and grabbed the books marked 1998 and 2000 and then bolted down a few rows in hopes of avoiding the mages. I just needed to sign… Crap! I needed a pen.

      “Do you think she’s here?” Kian’s son asked.

      My heart thundered against my ribs as they stepped past the reception desk, coming deeper into the records hall.

      Kian slapped the young male mage upside the head. “Of course she is,” he growled. “Now, let’s find her.”

      They each ducked into rows closer to this century, and I ran for the reception desk, sliding around it just as Kian popped back out of the row I’d been in.

      “Where is that child! I know she’s here,” he snapped.

      My hands shook as I cracked the spine of the 1998 book. Was this the last year my mother had spent training? Maybe she didn’t put her name in the 1999 book because she was preggers with me. Is that what stopped the legacy of heirs? I didn’t know how this worked, but Gramps had said to write my name under my mom’s. I found the spirit page once again, and my gaze snapped to the names.

      Master Mage of Spirit: Geoff Drudner

      Heir: Elia Drudner

      Initiation: completed August 2, 1998

      YES!

      Spinning, I spied the pen on top of the desk and grabbed it.

      “Weird how heartburn and a heart attack have such similar symptoms,” Reyna said as she stepped into the room.

      “Where is she!” Kain hissed as he ran down another aisle.

      I tuned them out and, with a shaky hand, scrolled my name in cursive font.

      Nai Crescent, and then, on a whim, added a hyphen, Drudner.

      As soon as I lifted my pen from the page, light flared from the paper, and the heat of it blasted me in the face. I closed my eyes to keep from going blind as magic poured over me.

      “No!” Kian screamed, and the panic in his voice made me grin.

      The light died out, and I blinked. Kian, his son, Gramps, and Reyna all stared down at me, peering over the desk from opposite sides.

      “Oh, hey, guys.” I smiled. Hopefully, the light display meant I was in as the heir of spirit.

      “Check the books,” the high master of water snapped to his son.

      The young male mage ran to the shelves and started pulling books. After opening three in a row, he shook his head and said, “It’s done.”

      I flipped open the 1999 book I’d already looked through, and my eyes bugged when I spotted my inscription declaring me as Gramps’ heir. Were they all filled with my name now, all the way up to the current date?

      Judging by Kian’s pissed expression and his son’s declaration, the answer was yes.

      Whoa.

      Gramps grinned. “Well, I guess we’ll be having an initiation after all.”

      Kian whirled on my grandfather. “Initiations are in the beginning of the year. We’re in the middle. She’ll have to wait until next year.”

      Gramps stilled, and his expression went from jovial grandfather to unhinged, angry old man with a single blink of my eyes. He clutched his cane, glaring at the high mage in blue robes, and stepped toward him menacingly. “Initiations are whenever a new heir is claimed. I’ve claimed Nai Crescent as my heir, and her name is recorded before the deadline. We’ll have an initiation for her or it’ll be documented that you overrode the need for one and she can just be fast-tracked into admission.” Grandpa raised his gaze to look at Kian’s in an epic staredown, and the water mage paled.

      “Fine,” Kian spat. “I’ll alert the others, and we’ll ready the test for her at first light.” He snarled to his son and then spun on his heel and stomped away.

      After the door slid shut behind them, Gramps leaned heavily on his cane. “I think it’s time for some shut-eye. I’m exhausted.”

      Reyna and I both surged forward, each catching one of his arms as he wobbled. Somewhere in the bowels of the records hall, a clock chimed midnight. I needed to get some sleep too, but there was something else I wanted even more.

      “Can I pop over and see Rage now?” I asked.

      Gramps shook his head. “No. I’m sorry. Now that you’ve been recorded as my heir, you’re stuck here until you pass or fail the initiation. The test will start first thing in the morning.”

      Ugh. Rage was going to straight-up murder me.

      I blew out a long breath. Mother Mage, please let him understand.

      “Okay.” I forced a tight smile and nodded. “Morning, then. He’ll have to wait.”

      I grimaced, hoping Rage wasn’t completely losing his mind over my absence.

      After helping Reyna get Gramps to bed, she escorted me to the central landing of the second floor of the castle. “That is Donovan and your aunt Sariah’s wing.” She gestured to a hallway off to the right. “This is my room.” She motioned to a door next to Gramps’ “wing” of the house. “Annette sleeps downstairs. She’s a lower-level mage, but her family’s been loyal to the spirit mages forever. Annette tends to Donovan and the household duties.” She pointed across the hall to a hallway with a bunch of doors. “Your wing will be over there.” Then she winced. “But tonight, to be safe, you should sleep in the old man’s office so Kian can’t pull any tricks.”

      Her words registered, but all I could do was nod. Of course, Kian would be a high mage douche. After all, he’d been BFF’s with Declan when he was the alpha king.

      Not that I cared where I slept. Besides, this way, I’d get to see Honor.

      Reyna yawned, looking bleary-eyed and tired. “I’ll walk you over there, and then I’m gonna hit the hay.”

      As I followed her back through the house and down the dark lacquered hallway to Gramps’ office, my mind raced ahead … to tomorrow, which made nervous energy crawl through my insides.

      When we reached the door, she opened it, and Honor hopped off the sofa and ran to greet me.

      ‘All good?’ he asked.

      I nodded, even though everything in me wanted to say no. ‘We can’t go back until tomorrow, but my name is in the scrolls, so I guess we’re all good.’

      As Reyna turned to leave, I called, “Hey, Rey?”

      She raised her eyebrows but didn’t protest the nickname, so I continued. “What’s in the initiation test?”

      “I’ve never seen one,” she said with a shrug. “I’ve been with your grandfather almost ten years, but they don’t allow anyone to see the tests.”

      “Oh.” My brow furrowed, but before I could ask my next question, Reyna spoke.

      “His last shield…” She drew a line across her neck. “Probably from one of those old bags of evil. Which is why we’ve spent a lot of time in here.”

      Wow. Sorry I asked.

      “Anyway, goodnight, Nai.” She strode down the hall, chin held high and whistling like knowing evil mages were out to murder her and my grandfather didn’t bother her.

      I slunk into the room. My entire body felt heavy, drained of energy. It was like all of the adrenaline that had carried me from one fight to the next had left the building, and now I just felt sore and exhausted.

      ‘Rage is going to kill me. Maybe you should go over and explain everything to him,’ I told Honor as I crashed onto the couch. The soft crushed velvet folded around me, and I yanked a blue knitted blanket draped over the back of the sofa until it fell over me. Oh, this couch was nice; it was so deep it was almost the size of a twin bed.

      ‘I can’t go back,’ Honor said. ‘The door won’t open for me.’

      ‘You already tried?’ I asked him, pushing up on my elbows.

      He jumped up onto the couch and then curled up at my feet. ‘I was going to pop over and explain things to Rage. The door burned me. But even if I could, I wouldn’t leave you. This place seems sketchy. Rage would want me to stay with you.’

      Honor was right, but I still felt bad.

      ‘Rage?’ I tried again, picturing him in my mind’s eye. How his upper lip curled into a smirk—and how his emerald eyes flashed with heat as he hovered over me.

      The darkness and silence pressed against me, and when I felt sleep dragging me under, I sighed. ‘Please forgive me, Rage.’

      I think I sent that thought to Honor, but I was too tired to care.
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        * * *

      

      “Morning, sunshine,” Reyna said, jabbing me in the ribs. “You need to get up.”

      I groaned, peeling one eye open as she withdrew her foot from where she’d prodded me.

      Reyna was holding a steaming cup of coffee in her hands, and I sat up with a smile, reaching for the mug. There was my Harvest girl.

      She jerked the mug back and held it close to her chest. “This is mine. Make your own.”

      Ugh. Black sheep of the family. Clearly. “Your sister Kaja brought me coffee all the time.”

      She snorted and waved her hand dismissively. “My sisters are weak.”

      “Hey!” I snapped, ready to defend my bestie. “Your sisters are—"

      “Lovable. Kind. Caring. I know. But they’re also weak sauce.” Sipping at her coffee, she glared at me over the rim.

      “Why are you mad at me?” I huffed, pushing the afghan to the end of the couch while trying to detangle my legs.

      “Because. I only had two hours of sleep—” she raised her eyebrows “—because of you. Kian and Snade had a pair of henchman sniffing around the spirit compound, probably trying to take you out before you could complete the initiation.”

      My eyes widened.

      Take me out.

      “How do you know it was Kian … and Snade. Also, who is Snade?”

      “Snade is the high mage of fire,” she said, sitting at the now empty space on the couch. “His cousin is Master Carn—from Alpha Academy.”

      I scowled at the mention of my lame-ass fire teacher.

      She waved me off as if she knew I’d have a million more questions. “And as for the henchmen, Bruno and Max got them, so thanks for your concern.”

      “Sorry—”

      “I know it’s not really your fault. Still, whenever they catch one of those bastards, it makes me paranoid, so I stayed up roaming the halls to make sure no one else got in.”

      I gulped. “Who are Bruno and Max?”

      She grinned—a fierce and wild look that made me draw back. “Magicked-Dobermans. Meanest suckers in the entire realm. Remind me to introduce you and the black furball to them so they know you’re friendly. It’d be bad news if they killed you, thinking you were an intruder.”

      Honor peeled back his lips and snarled.

      “Are you serious?” I asked as my eyes narrowed. “Or do you have a really sick sense of humor?”

      “Both,” Reyna said and took another long drink of her coffee before she stood. “The summons said to be in the quad at 6 o’clock. You’ve got twenty minutes to eat, shower, and be ready to rock and roll.”

      Summons? Twenty minutes!

      I burst from the couch and ran to the kitchenette, only to see she’d brewed an entire pot of coffee. Scrambled eggs and buttered toast sat in a skillet on the hotplate as well, enough to feed at least three of me, and I furrowed my brow as I tried to figure out the second eldest alpha heir from Harvest Clan.

      “May I have this?” I wouldn’t touch it if it was her breakfast—even though I wanted to.

      She nodded. “I made extra.”

      A smile pulled at my lips. “That was sweet. Reminds me of Kaja.”

      “Whatever.” She rolled her eyes. “I put some of my battle clothes on the counter in the bathroom.” She shooed me. “Now, hurry up and get ready. I’ll meet you outside.”

      Then she left the office and shut the door.

      Did she say battle clothes?

      Hah. Gramps was right. Reyna was a total sweetie with a hard exterior. Well, maybe not total sweetie, but I liked her.

      I shoveled eggs and toast into my mouth in between gulps of the lukewarm black coffee. It all tasted meh, but I was beyond caring right now. This initiation was the only thing standing in the way of me getting to see Rage, and I needed to make sure he understood why I left.

      After setting the mostly-full skillet on the ground for Honor, I jumped into the shower.

      Reyna had left me stretchy black pants that looked and felt like leggings, as well as a long sleeve cotton shirt. Both the top and pants had leather pieces sewn into the fabric placed strategically on the elbows, forearms, upper arms, chest, thighs, knees, and shins. There were even pads built into the clothes. Geeze. What kinds of things were involved in this “initiation?”

      I guess there was only one way to find out.

      Once I was ready, Reyna escorted me back to Grandpa’s castle at a full-on sprint.

      “If you’re so much as a minute late, you can bet your ass Kian’s going to pull a stunt,” she said.

      Was a day off from life-threatening danger too much to ask? Or maybe even twelve hours? Apparently, for me, the answer was yes.

      “Kian’s going to pull a stunt no matter what time I show up,” I said, pulling to a stop when my side twinged. “If I don’t slow down, there’s a good chance I’ll throw up my breakfast.”

      She reluctantly slowed.

      “How’s Gramps?” I asked, keeping a brisk pace.

      She swallowed hard. “Still asleep—or he was when I left. He gave strict instructions to not be disturbed until it’s his turn for your initiation.” We stepped into the night-darkened foyer of the castle to find my aunt pacing and muttering to herself as she wrung her hands.

      “If she’s not here soon…” Sariah said as she reached the end of the room and spun, her gaze brightening as soon as she saw me. “There you are!” Sariah raced over to me, tugging me close for a tight hug.

      The scent of freesia and cocoa powder clung to her, and she patted her hand down my back, almost like she was assuring herself that I was all in one piece.

      “I wanted to come say hi to you when I got home but knew you needed your rest.” She pulled back and studied me. “You look so much like your mother.”

      Her words gave me sentimental whiplash, and emotion clogged my throat. I was so happy to see her again.

      “So do you,” I told her, taking in her silvery hair and sharp chin. I was long overdue for a visit to the spirit realm to actually get to know my mom and bio dad, but that was one more thing on my to-do list that’d have to wait. 98.5% lame.

      She grinned.

      Reyna cleared her throat, and Sariah jumped.

      “Oh dear. You need to hurry. You’re going to be late.” She raised her gaze to Reyna and said, “The high mage of water will meet you in the quad. He’ll take Nai for the first part of her initiation. After you drop her there, come straight back. Don’t let Kian or his men bait you into staying. It’s against the rules, and we have to play by the rules.”

      Reyna nodded sagely. “Yes, ma’am.”

      Then my grandfather’s shield pulled the front door open. The early morning sky was still pitch black overhead, but in the east, the darkness had been wrung from the horizon, and the sunlight continued to leach away the depth of night. The cool morning temperatures kissed my hands and face, and my heart flipped with anticipation.

      Soon enough, I’d be done with this and racing back to Rage.

      Sariah kissed me on the cheek and then whispered, “Be respectful, but don’t cut them any slack if they get out of hand.” She looked me in the eye. “Elia said one of them tried to kill her during her initiation. There’s no such thing as benefit of the doubt.”

      “Don’t worry. I won’t trust them a bit.”

      She smiled, and I turned to follow Reyna, who was already down the steps and waiting for me a dozen paces into the courtyard. More bushy hedges lined the area, and several breaks in the flora indicated wandering paths. The deciduous trees were stripped bare of their leaves, but the evergreens rose into the sky. On the other end of the courtyard was a stone wall at least twenty feet high, and a wrought-iron gate was guarded by two massive Dobermans—each one as big as Rage’s wolf.

      As I bounded down the steps to meet the guard dogs, Sariah gasped behind me. I leapt down onto the flagstone patio and spun to face her, my eyes wide with concern.

      She offered me a guilty smile. “I can’t believe I almost forgot to tell you. Your mate, King Courage of Midnight, came to the portal last night trying to find you. I couldn’t tell him anything, but he wanted me to give you a message.” She squinted as if she were trying to remember something. “He said, ‘Tell her I love her, and … please, please come home to me.’”

      Home. Rage.

      I closed my eyes and let his message sink into my soul. My eyes pricked with tears. I missed him so much it hurt. Even knowing why I left and the importance of my purpose here, guilt sank into my chest. Swallowing back the emotion, I blinked away the tears and gave my aunt a watery smile. “Are you going back there today?”

      She shook her head. “I’m sorry. I wish I was, but today is my day off.”

      “I understand,” I said, forcing a smile. “Thanks for the message.”

      “Nai!” Reyna hollered. “You’re going to piss off all the high mages if you don’t hurry.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I’m pretty sure me being alive, not to mention me being here, pisses them off already.”

      My aunt burst into laughter. “I’m sure that’s true. But really, you should go. Good luck.”

      Bolstered by Rage’s message, I set off, determined to face whatever obstacles they threw at me and return to him tonight.

      Bruno and Max might be fierce—but they showed nothing but enthusiasm for me. As I approached the gate where Rey waited, both of them spun to face me. Then the one on the left whined at Reyna.

      “You can play with her later. She’s late!” she told the dogs, and we set off outside of the castle gates. By the time we were halfway across the quad, the sun had peeked over the horizon, and I noticed four more castles, each one spaced an equal distance from its neighbors.

      All of the castles had high walls around them, including Grandpa’s. We approached one of the castles, set on a hill, and the sloping elevation drew the eye to the building and not the blockade around it.

      “You’re late,” Kian snapped, stepping out from the gate, his blue robe billowing out behind him. “The summons clearly said six o’clock, and timeliness—”

      “If you’re going to say timeliness is close to godliness—” I started.

      “Timeliness is a mark of respect,” he snarled.

      Oh, bite me, you asshat! I wanted to scream.

      I looked at Reyna and rolled my eyes. She rewarded me by sucking her lips into her mouth to stop herself from laughing.

      I squared off against Kian and folded my arms. “Shall we do this? Or should I go and get my grandfather and tell him you’re refusing to test me?”

      He narrowed his eyes at me and growled. “This way.”

      Kian merely waved for me to follow him through the gate and into his courtyard. “Your first initiation course is with me.” He pointed at a stone table with a small bench on either side. The top was empty except for one empty drinking glass. To the left, a fountain chortled and bubbled, but instead of being crystal clear, the water appeared brackish and dark with algae. “Please sit. We’ll assess your water knowledge first, and then you’ll proceed to the other elements.” His gaze flicked up to Reyna. “Would you like to stay? Take a seat.”

      She pinned him with a glare. “Nice try. You know that’s not allowed. She’ll do this on her own.” She then looked to me, and I nodded nervously. This place looked benign enough, but what if Kian decided to strangle me with a garden hose?

      I took a deep breath and shrugged. “Let my grandfather know I’ve made it safely to High Mage Kian’s grounds to start the initiation.”

      Reyna let her gaze scan the grounds before returning to me. Then she winked. “I’m sure he’ll keep an eye on you. He does love to spirit walk.”

      I turned to Kian just in time to catch his pinched expression before he smoothed it out.

      “There’s no need for Geoff to spirit walk. Each obstacle is magically recorded.” He waved at the sky where an iridescent orb floated. “All the masters can watch your progress at their convenience,” Kian said as he led me to the table. He then took the seat nearest the fountain.

      As I walked to the other side of his garden bistro table, I tried to not think about the weird drone orb recording us. Maybe that was a good thing, right? Like, if he tried to kill me, all of the high mages, including Gramps, would know it.

      “Tell me, mage heir,” he said, clasping his hands on the table. “Have you had any training with water at that alpha school?”

      I decided to treat him like a normal professor and not someone who had tried to kill me. If I was going to make it here, I needed to be fake nice to everyone, at least, for now. Politics, right?

      “Yes, sir.” I gave him a sugary smile.

      “You know, I’m curious: how were you able to exhibit so much power at the capture the flag final on Alpha Island?” He leaned forward, pressing into my personal space. “Do tell?”

      My guard went up. Maybe that power wasn’t something I was supposed to have.

      “That’s the weirdest thing,” I said, giving him a wide-eyed fake smile. “I have amnesia about that night. Maybe all the stress? Or maybe I fell and hit my head.” I shrugged. “What power do you mean?”

      His expression morphed into a visage of anger.

      Did I trust him? Not even 0.1%.

      He gritted his teeth and gestured to the empty glass on the table.

      “Fill it. This is your test.”

      What the mage?

      “That’s it?” I asked, letting the mass of power within me relax. I teased out my powers, thinking of cool spring water, blue, buoyant, and soothing. “You just want me to fill the glass with water? No tricks?”

      “No tricks,” he said, pointing to the fountain behind him. “Just pull enough water from there to fill the glass—” he waved, and a stream of the brackish water curled through the air and poured into the glass, stopping an inch below the rim—“like that.”

      I watched as most of the green and brown sediment settled to the bottom, but the water remained silty and cloudy.

      Kian grabbed the glass and emptied it onto the ground, and the liquid seeped into the dirt at my feet. Then he sat the empty glass before me on the table.

      Okay, here goes nothing. My gaze flicked to the orb floating above me, and I wondered if Gramps was watching.

      After a deep breath, I relaxed and teased out bits of magic from the dense sensation of power within me: loamy earth, refreshing water, and crisp, cool air. Then I reached out with my water power, funneling it toward the fountain where a colorful, iridescent, magical netting seemed to overlay the entire surface of the water.

      Weird.

      I unfurled my magic toward the surface like casting a fishing rod—

      Bam!

      Something cracked, and my power recoiled, snapping back into me with such force it felt like a punch to the solar plexus.

      I sucked in a sharp breath, gasping and bending forward.

      “Mage heir?” Kian said, his faux concern as convincing as if he’d declared adoration. “Do you not know how to cast magic through a simple protection spell?”

      He knew I didn’t. Asshat. At least, the douche was consistent.

      I waved for him to back off while I focused inward, regaining my breath. This time, I didn’t bother to tease out any threads of my magic. I didn’t even bother trying to isolate my separate powers—after all, there was a frickin’ rainbow of colors on the barricade over the fountain’s bowl. Maybe I needed all of them. Wasn’t that what being a high mage was all about? Having a small amount of all of the elements?

      Instead, I imagined the tangled ball of energy that was my magic to be a solid mass. Like Thor’s huge hammer.

      And then I swung my magical sledgehammer at the shimmering obstruction.

      A massive explosion pushed outward and threw me backward in my chair and then outward into the air. I flailed and then crashed into a bush, immediately curling into a ball as pieces of stone and concrete rained down.

      Kian had been thrown into the air as well and landed somewhere near me.

      My ears rang, and I pressed my hands over them, hoping to regain my hearing before the next test. Raising my head, I blinked, trying to see through the silty air, choking on my breath.

      The air smelled as nasty as Kian’s water.

      With any luck, the douche would be dead … but I doubted it.

      And somehow, I still needed to complete his obstacle course.

      “That’s one way to break a protection spell,” Kian grumbled, standing. He glared down at me, and I winced at the sight of the broken glass and marble. His courtyard was in utter ruin.

      I stood angrily. “Don’t make a protection spell if you don’t want me to break it.” Something was up with that; he’d totally sabotaged me.

      “Well, you can’t fill the glass now.” He glanced at the broken glasses pieces on the ground and crossed his arms with a smirk. “You’ve failed.”

      That self-righteous bastard!

      The glass was clearly broken, but I wasn’t giving up yet.

      “Give me a minute!” I snapped, remembering Sariah’s words about not letting them bully me. I closed my eyes and relaxed, loosening any restrictions on my tangled ball o’ power. It could just scuttle out over the rubble and find all of those minuscule shards of glass and fuse them together with a bit of heat from my fire power, right? And while my magic was out there, the water elemental magic could suck up a bit of that slimy pool, too. I imagined the pieces of glass coming together into a squatty tumbler, right smack in front of Kian’s face … and then the nasty green water could wring from the air and fill the cup, spilling over the top onto Kian’s shoes.

      A breeze kissed my skin, and I blinked my eyes open just as the brackish water dribbled over the top of the rim.

      Ha!

      An oddly shaped glass—that looked like a six-year-old had made it—hovered in the air right in front of Kian. It was filled with water, the rest dribbling down onto his shoes.

      “Looks like an A-plus to me, teach.” I smiled sweetly at him, pointing to the glass, and gave him a thumbs-up.

      He merely growled in response, jaw clenched.

      One down.

      Four to go.
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      As I crossed the quad, Reyna raced out from Grandpa’s courtyard to meet me.

      “You all right?” she asked, holding out a bottle of water and something wrapped in waxed paper.

      I nodded and uncapped the bottle, chugging the clean lukewarm beverage. I unwrapped the paper and found a homemade granola bar. After taking a large bite, I met Rey’s gaze. “Kian’s trial was tough.”

      She pursed her lips and then nodded. “The high mage of earth is next,” she said, pointing toward a large squatty castle made of red sandstone. “His name is Heath.”

      I devoured the rest of the bar without even tasting it. Somehow, I knew I’d need every ounce of energy I could get before the day was done. “Is he as … lovely … as Kian?”

      Rey snorted. “Heath is nothing like Kian.”

      I could only hope that meant this task would be easier.
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        * * *

      

      Earth was surprisingly the easiest obstacle I’d ever had.

      Heath, the high mage of earth, buried me in the dirt all the way up to my chin and then told me to get out. At first, I panicked because the earth bound me so tightly I could only gasp short breaths. Once I relaxed and tuned into the soil around me, I widened the hole and then pushed the dirt beneath my feet until I rose out of my tightly packed near-grave. Then I stepped across the gap to Heath’s side.

      “Well done, Nai,” he’d said, crossing the distance to shake my hand. His eyes were swirling shades of brown and gold, and his silk robes were the same color as the ground he’d buried me in. His grip was just as strong.

      “Thanks,” I’d said, releasing his icy hand as fast as I could.

      Mental note to self: Heath might not be a psycho, but his hands were the same temperature as the dirt six feet down.

      Air had been the hardest so far. Orion, high mage of air, had basically stuck me inside of a tornado and told me to get out. I did, finally, and then promptly threw up. Now I was bruised, my insides were still churning, half the day was gone, and I still had the fire and spirit obstacles left.

      “Do you want this?” Rey asked, holding out a foil-wrapped package that resembled a burrito. “You look a little green.”

      I cleared my throat. “What is it?”

      “A chicken burrito.”

      I groaned but held out my hand. I would probably need the calories; this magic work was taking a lot out of me.

      “Sariah thought you should get plenty of protein and carbs.”

      I unwrapped the package, and the smells of grilled chicken, fresh salsa, and warm tortilla hit my nose. I dug right in. “I’m sure she’s right,” I mumbled between bites, not even taking the time to taste the deliciousness. “Who’s next—Gramps or the high turd of fire?”

      Reyna snickered. “High Mage Snade is the meanest of them all, they say.”

      She pointed to a marble castle, the white stone in stark contrast to the red and orange, flame-like, stained-glass windows. “When you’re done there, I’ll bring you back to Geoff for your spirit trial. Good luck.”

      I guzzled the bottle of water she offered then gave it back to her empty, along with the burrito wrapper. “Thanks, Rey.”

      “You bet.”

      Was I walking with a slight limp? Sure. And I probably looked even worse than I felt, but I had this. I needed to pass my tests. Then I’d be in Rage’s arms in no time.

      Turning away from Reyna, I trudged toward the castle of fire.

      Not even five minutes later, I stood before the entrance with every nerve in my gut burning as if they were scorched with live flames. Maybe I was about to be burned alive. Maybe I was just a bit nervous. Maybe that was the jalapenos from my burrito.

      I passed through the wrought-iron gate, and just inside the courtyard, I pulled to a stop. The red and orange streaks in the windowpane looked a lot like live flames licking the pristine stone. Fire was Rage’s element—which made me wonder what he was doing right now. What the Mage was the purpose of these stupid tests? And why did this initiation have to take all day? A bubble of self-pity welled up inside me. This initiation test sucked.

      “Hello, Nai,” a man’s deep voice called from behind me, and I jumped.

      Spinning around, I came face-to-face with the high mage of fire. He wore a bright orange silk robe and peered down his crooked nose at me with eyes that swirled like flames. At least, I was 75.4% sure he was staring at me with those creeptastic eyes. Black tufts of hair framed his otherwise bald head, and I noticed the tuft above his left ear was shorter than the one on his right … and was that ash on his shoulder?

      “You scared me,” I admitted, and grabbed my chest.

      He blinked, but his expression remained emotionless. “Typically, it’s bad form to enter someone’s estate without their permission.”

      Okaay. Wasn’t he expecting me?

      “I apologize if I was rude. I didn’t want to be late for your test … or, rather, my test …with you.”

      He blinked again and then strode through the gates of his estate and past me, leaving me to scurry behind him.

      We passed through the beautiful courtyard of the grounds that held a large grove of fruit trees. Ripe apples, clementines, and peaches hung from the branches, their colors mirroring the lilies and daisies that filled the flowerbeds.

      “Wow, cool garden,” I said, waving at the flowers. “You must really like—”

      “I will not pretend to like you,” the high mage said, whirling on me. “Nor will I pretend I want to see a half-breed at our fine, exclusive establishment.” He curled his lip into a cruel sneer. “Let’s get this over with quickly so we can both be done!” He spun around and then stalked off through the garden to a clearing.

      Un-freakin-believable. What a douchebag extraordinaire! Reyna was right; he was the worst! Anger flooded my veins, but I reined it in when I saw the orb bobbing overhead. If everything I did was recorded, I didn’t want to fly off the handle at this dude. Best to just get this over with quickly and be done.

      Glaring at his back, I crossed my arms and followed after him, wishing I could burn the rest of the hair from his head. As we reached a clearing in the garden, I noticed there was no setup. No table or chairs, no cups of water, and, most importantly, no fire extinguisher. Shocker.

      The high mage of fire faced me once more, his impassive expression back on his bland face. Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out a Kleenex.

      Huh?

      I thought he was going to blow his nose or something, but instead, he crumpled it into his fist.

      “This test is two parts. Part one. Burn this before it hits the ground.” Then he dropped the wad of tissue. Just like that, no other warning or explanation.

      I scrambled forward as the scrunched-up Kleenex fell to the ground, but it hit before I could even focus on my fire power, let alone use it.

      The white Kleenex sat on the lush grass, a visible display of my failure.

      “That’s it?” I asked as irritation and indignation swelled beneath my ribs. No way.

      The high mage scowled. “The test allows for three attempts. That was your first.”

      Like I couldn’t count.

      He leaned over and picked up the Kleenex. As soon as he’d straightened, and without any other warning, he dropped it again.

      This sneaky bastard was trying to get me to fail.

      I released a stream of fire from my left palm like Spiderman aiming one of his webs—only Spiderman had clearly practiced more.

      The high mage stumbled backward as my arc of fire nearly grazed him. I’d totally missed the Kleenex wad. It landed on the ground, still 100% whole and white as a cloud.

      “Oops.” I winced. “Sorry.”

      Sort of.

      He glared at me as he adjusted his robes which were in twisted disarray from playing dodgeball with my fire.

      “Clearly, you have not learned accuracy!” He huffed and then strode over to pick up the Kleenex for the third and final round.

      My body tensed. What happened if I failed this portion? Would they not allow me to go to school here? Worse, would they not let me be Gramps’ heir? Would they steal his power?

      Pushing all of those thoughts and fears from my mind, I held my hand out and called up the heat of my fire magic.

      This time, when the high mage rose, time seemed to slow. My senses were heightened, and I became aware of every little thing. The slight breeze, the bird trilling in the distance—hell, I was so focused I could hear his seething inhale as he straightened.

      The male mage turned his palm toward the ground and released the tissue.

      I pointed my fingers at the Kleenex while tracking it with my gaze. Releasing a stream of fire from my palm, I watched in triumph as the orange and red flames swallowed the white tissue with a sharp hiss.

      “Yes!” I shouted as the glowing embers fluttered toward the ground and then turned to ash. “Take that!”

      I pumped my fist in the air, and the high mage of fire sighed as if exhausted by my antics.

      “The second part of this test will measure your ability to protect yourself. Prepare to be attacked.” As he spoke, his eyes nearly glowed, growing brighter until his gaze was filled with live flames.

      Knowing how quick he was with the tissue, I wasn’t about to wait and ask questions. The high mage of fire said Prepare to be attacked, then I was pretty much counting on an entire wall of fire to hit. With my breath, I called up the wind.

      He extended his palms, both lit with an orange glow. I threw the force of a gale at him in a desperate bid to snuff out his flames, but a sphere of his fire sailed through right toward my face and then was dowsed as the blast of my air extinguished it. Like blowing out birthday candles.

      Only … the high mage tossed another fireball and then another.

      I huffed and puffed, but the balls of flames kept coming. I dodged to the left, to the right—I even did an awkward attempt at an army roll. He was fast, and I couldn’t think straight. Wind wasn’t going to cut it. I needed water.

      I sent out my feelers until I felt the cool rush of water—and then without even looking, I drew it to me. There was a cracking noise, but I couldn’t afford to take my attention away from the constant barrage of fire to see where the source of my salvation was coming from.

      Stars danced in my peripheral vision as I persisted in blowing out each fireball with my air magic…

      And then, he let loose with the grand finale.

      It had to be.

      A wall of fire six feet high blasted toward me.

      The air was sucked from my lungs. I stumbled backward, all the while reaching for the water I sensed. As the trickle of water flowed toward me, it grew to a stream, floating into the air to my aid. I threw my arms out.

      Come on! All the water! Come to me!

      Oh. My. Mage.

      My eyes widened as a freaking river soared through the air. Like watching a dam burst, I stood frozen as the water gushed over the high mage and crashed into the wall of fire with an angry hiss.

      As soon as the wall of flame was gone, the remaining water crashed into me. I fell hard, and the water followed, tumbling over me. But the force of the wave waned, and the river became a creek before I could sit up in the hugest mud puddle I’d ever seen.

      Giggling, I climbed to my feet, but my laughter dried up as I faced the angry snarl of the high mage.

      “You ruined my house!” he yelled while smoke curled up in white and gray tendrils around his head as he pointed to the castle.

      I followed his gaze to the nearest wall, the flaming marble stone now cracked, with water gushing from a broken pipe within.

      “Uh … sorry?” I shrugged then proceeded to wring out the singed and shredded hem of Rey’s ruined shirt. After running my hands over the rest of my tattered clothes, I finally gave up. Between the dirt, tornado, and fire, they were ruined.

      Facing the mage, I asked, “Did I pass?”

      He blinked and then shook his head.

      “No?” I drew in a sharp breath.

      “You passed,” he muttered. “Now … get out of here.”

      I shot out of there like an arrow and booked it across the quad. As soon as I spotted Reyna, I raised my hands in victory.

      “Four down and one to go! Woohoo,” I told her as she held out a bottle of water. “No thanks,” I added, waving away the drink. “I don’t know if you can tell, but I’ve had plenty of H2O.”

      But I swallowed my snickers as I examined my friend. She looked off. Sad or, at least, serious … and her eyes glistened with emotion.

      “What’s wrong?” I skidded to a stop as my heart leapt into my throat.

      She swallowed hard, and wiping at her eyes, she shook her head. “Nothing.”

      “Reyna, don’t do that.” I closed the distance until I stood toe-to-toe with her. “You can tell me. Is it my grandfather?” My elation turned to dread with the thought. “Is he okay?”

      Why else would she be upset?

      Reyna sighed. “It’s just … I feel all of his pain. As his shield, I take everything.”

      Oh. Oh. I thought of all the times she must’ve shouldered his burden, and my respect for her grew. “Is he in pain now?”

      She just nodded. “I’m not sure how much time we have left.”

      I frowned. We. Oh. My. Mage. “Wait … Reyna, when he dies, you won’t … you won’t die too, right?”

      She cleared her throat and straightened. “Being your grandfather’s shield has been my life’s greatest honor. Don’t you dare pity me. Now, let’s go. He’s waiting.”

      Holy crap. She didn’t answer me. Did that mean yes? She … she was going to die too?

      I couldn’t even … I had no way to process that right now. I could only hope she was wrong.

      I walked behind her with a lot less pep in my step. My mind spun with questions. Did Kaja and the other Harvest girls know? Was there any way I could possibly save Rey?

      We crossed into my grandfather’s courtyard, where he was waiting, seated at a bistro table just off the main walkway.

      Now that I had been to all of the castles or, at least, their courtyards, I could see that this one was the nicest and by far the biggest. Bruno and Max lay near the gardens, lazily keeping guard, and the late-afternoon sun lit the grounds, revealing a rolling, green, manicured lawn stretching out for acres behind the castle. Along the walkways, pink and white rosebushes alternated to make a beautiful hedge, and I spotted a trickling stream that appeared to feed into a pond out back.

      “When you can bring back the dead, you get the nicest house,” Gramps said with a wink. He then patted the seat next to him. “Come sit with me.”

      I took the offered seat. Reyna strode past us and into the house.

      He studied me, taking in my dirty clothes, scraped arms, and most likely hot mess hair.

      He beamed with pride. “You passed all four. Good girl. Now, for the final test—that of spirit—you will go into the in-between.”

      Cocking my head to the side, I repeated, “The ‘in-between’?”

      “It’s a fancy way of saying spirit walking. Your body and spirit remain here—in this realm, but they’ll be separate. I’ll give you a task to perform, and you’ll report back to me to prove you went in spirit form.”

      My eyes widened. “You want my soul to leave my body and go somewhere here, on High Mage Island, and then come back to your garden?”

      He nodded. “I want you to go to the library. You’ll need to go look at the book in the very far left corner of shelf 2-B. Come back, and tell me the title.”

      My mouth popped open. “Okay … but … how? Are you going with me?”

      He shook his head. “No, I can’t. But, I know you can do this, Nai. It’s much easier than traveling to the spirit realm or the Realm of the Dead. This is just a quick spirit walk.”

      Hah! A quick walk out of my body. No big deal.

      “Okay. How do I do it?”

      “Remember when we saved Honor? Just like that—only instead of visualizing a person, you’ll think of the library here on campus. Then, once you have the image of where you want to go—you go there.”

      Sure. Easy-peasy. I’d barely had a two-minute tour of the campus. But, at least, it was the library … the one place I’d been to the most. I’d been in awe when I first arrived. Gramps was being nice.

      I thought of its beautiful architecture and closed my eyes. In my mind, I visualized the large rotunda with the fountain where the golden female mage stood in the midst of the shimmery blue magic. As soon as the image appeared in my mind, I focused on it until it seemed solid. Then, I stepped toward it.

      One minute, I was sitting in the garden with my grandfather; the next, I stood at the base of the fountain in the library’s round atrium, the chortle of water a balm to my frayed nerves. Lifting my chin, I let my gaze skim over the golden statue of the female mage, past where she held the dancing blue flames, up to the high arches of dark wood framing the numerous panels of intricately stained glass.

      The dying sunlight illuminated the designs, and my jaw hit the ground.

      These weren’t just pretty patterns…

      I turned right then left—to the image of where the story of our Mother Mage began.

      Here, on the library windows of High Mage Island, was our history. From the creation of the magical lands to a happy couple holding an alpha heir. The last of the day’s sunlight streamed through the vivid colors, casting a rainbow across the white stone pillars and walls.

      Holy crap! This was so cool!

      I looked down at my body to find that it was nearly ghost-like. I could see through my legs to the floor behind me. A wave of anxiety rushed through me at the thought of my soul leaving my body, and I wondered if it was possible to get stuck this way.

      Horrible thought! Don’t do that, Nai!

      After taking a few deep breaths to calm myself, I continued to marvel at the detail of the stained-glass murals until I heard someone say my name.

      “Nai should’ve been exhausted by the time she saw you,” a familiar male mage’s voice grumbled.

      Spinning on my heel, I caught a flash of blue disappearing down one of the rows.

      Is that Kian?

      It certainly sounded like him. Why was he talking about me?

      More importantly, could I follow without them detecting me?

      I had almost no experience in this ghostly form. This felt different from the time I’d gone into the Realm of the Dead to fetch Honor.

      Grandpa Geoff was the high mage of spirit, but I had no idea if the other mages had spirit ability. Probably best to assume they did, but that didn’t mean I wouldn’t at least try to follow. If I got caught, I’d just say I was taking my spirit test. So … 100.4% true.

      I ran down the row to the left of where I’d seen the mage’s robe and, shortly thereafter, was rewarded with Kian’s continued beratement.

      “What did you give her—a candle’s flame to blow out?” Kian snapped.

      Okay, I knew it was rude to eavesdrop, but this was me they were discussing.

      “Don’t act like the blame is mine,” Snade snarled. “You promised me a fledgling mage—but I gave her a wall of flame taller and wider than you could handle on your best day, Kian, let alone prior to your training, and she did fine with it. Master Karn assured me that her education was kept to a minimum at that bastard academy. Are you sure she hasn’t been secretly trained?”

      Whoa. Whoa. Whoa!

      Each one of those revelations sent my mind spinning, but I shoved away the information to process at another time. I was approaching the end of the row of shelves.

      “Is she done yet?” Orion asked.

      I recognized his voice from earlier today. The high mage of air had been almost personable before throwing me into the path of a tornado. Psycho.

      “Did she pass?” he asked. Then I heard the sounds of chair legs scraping across the stone floor.

      How many of them were here?

      “Not yet, but she obviously will. Geoff won’t let her fail,” Kian snapped. “Clearly, the half-breed wasn’t stretched enough during her other trials for Snade to succeed.”

      Hugging the shelf nearest them, I peeked out from the aisle and saw that three of the five high mages were here.

      Tucked away at the end of the rows of several shelves was a small alcove. On the other side of the table was a large, stone, bay window overlooking rolling hills and the rippling waves of an aqua ocean, over which the sun kissed the horizon, reflecting a vivid expanse of color on the water. The bookshelves came within a couple of feet of the wall, leaving a long aisle perpendicular to the rows of books. This nook could’ve been one of many, but it didn’t escape me that none of the high mages’ doors were near the area—almost like this was neutral ground.

      The high mage of air plopped back into his seat at the lone table occupying the space and fisted his hands in his hair. “Well, I did exactly as you said, Kian.”

      Snade finally appeared to be losing his crap; his skin mottled with rage. “As did I.”

      Four empty chairs were tucked close to the wooden furniture, and Kian and Snade each stood in the tight space, glaring at each other.

      “So you say,” Kian grumbled, pulling out a chair.

      “Are you accusing me of lying?” Snade grabbed Kian’s arm, but one look from the high mage of water, and the balding mage withdrew his hand. “The proof is in the recording—for all of you to see,” Snade hissed, taking his seat. “I pushed her limits!”

      Holy. Mother. Mage.

      They’d 110.9% tried to sabotage me!

      “She’s much stronger than her mother,” Orion said, shaking his head. “I gave Nai an F5 tornado. Elia struggled with an F2.”

      My heart thudded as indignation flooded me.

      How dare they?

      “Any idea what Geoff is having her do?” Snade asked, leaning forward in his chair, his eyes narrowing. “More importantly, could we send someone to oversee them?”

      “He said they’d be at his castle, same as each of us,” Kian said.

      Apparently, them isolating me at their castles cut both ways. While Rey wasn’t able to be in their territory, they wouldn’t be able to sabotage me in Grandpa’s.

      Halle-freakin’-lujah.

      Orion huffed and then muttered, “He’s probably teaching her how to raise the dead.”

      Kian slid into his seat, still glaring at Snade. “You should’ve burned her! Even if it appeared intentional, at least, it would’ve sent her to the healing ward so she couldn’t complete her final test.”

      Glaring at the water mage, Snade slammed his fist on the table. “And why didn’t you drown her, eh? Why is this on me?”

      Kian smoothed his shirt. “Everyone knows I have it out for her. I had to go easy, lest it looked malicious.”

      Stunned, I stood there, gaping while they discussed their failed assassination attempts. The sense of betrayal pressed against my soul, and I turned away from their discussion.

      Note to self: these high mages were d-bags. Except for my grandfather—and maybe the high mage of earth, Heath.

      Maybe that’s why Gramps sent me here. Lesson learned.

      At this point, I’d fetch Grandpa’s book title and then get the heck out of here.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Kian said, flatly.

      I started to slink away—

      “We’ll have time to deal with her later,” Kian said. “We need to discuss the new king of Shifter Island.”

      —and then froze.

      Shifter Island? They were talking about Rage.

      Spinning back toward the evil asshats, I crept forward, dread sinking into my soul.

      “He’s invited all of the other shifters back,” Snade said.

      “He’s trying to unite them!” Orion growled.

      Kian shook his head. “Worse, he’s training the lower mages to protect themselves!”

      I had no idea what in the name of the Mother Mage they were talking about, but it seemed like my mate had been busy.

      Silence fell, the air thick with tension.

      “He can’t do that,” Snade growled, his eyes glowing with live flame.

      “No, indeed he cannot. He’s rejected all of our traditions,” Kian stated. “I’m not sure if Declan failed to train the boy or if he’s truly just that ignorant, but we can’t have him ruin our society.”

      “The half-breed is his mate,” Snade said. “And they share a shield bond.”

      Kian nodded. “But my sources say they haven’t sealed their mate bond. We must make stopping their mate bond from sealing our top priority.”

      “How can we do that? One of the blood mages maybe?” Orion asked.

      Did he say blood mage? What the frick is that?

      Fear coursed through me.

      “If we fail…” Orion tapped the table.

      “She could spy on us and use her bond to filter everything to him. Our entire way of life could fall,” Kian said, unknowingly filling in the risks for me.

      Stunned by this revelation, my fear turned to anger. How dare they even try to stop Rage and me from sealing our bond? And for what? Power?

      “He could encourage the lower mages to stage a rebellion or insist we take care of them,” Snade growled.

      Orion swallowed hard. “Can you imagine the lower mages running around here?”

      All three men grumbled or snarled.

      “He could ruin everything,” Snade said. “We can’t allow it!”

      “He must be stopped,” Kian stated, which was followed by murmured assent.

      The three of them continued talking, but my mind spun, unable to process any more than fragments of their speech, and I rested my head against the shelf.

      Blood mage? That sounded dark … and powerful.

      But … surely they wouldn’t … they couldn’t…

      I couldn’t even finish the thought. I knew there was no level of depravity these men wouldn’t stoop to in an effort to preserve their control. Hadn’t they just admitted to trying to kill me? And they’d interfered in Rage’s ascent to the throne by giving Mallory’s father that spelled necklace. Who knew what else they’d done—or how long they’d been pulling strings.

      The sky deepened from cerulean to rich sapphire, and the lights in the library brightened. I raised my head and blinked, my gaze zeroing in on the gold plaque label of the shelf: 2B2.

      This was the row Grandpa told me to find.

      I forced a swallow and craned my neck up to the top shelf and let my gaze fall on the golden inscription of the tome’s title: Betrayal of an Empire.

      Shock punched me, and I turned my gaze toward the deepening sky—and nearly screamed.

      There I was—or rather there was my reflection in the window—just like a mirror.

      Frick!

      Could they see me?

      Panic seized my lungs, and I scurried backward, bumping into the shelf—and somehow knocked a book down. Apparently, my ghostly soul could still move objects—good to know, and also freaky.

      “What was that?” Snade asked, and someone’s chair scraped the floor.

      I dropped to the ground and crawled away on my hands and knees.

      “Orion, pull the air from the room,” Kian snapped. “Let’s find out who’s here.”

      No. No. No.

      Wait!

      What was I doing? I just needed to get back to my body.

      I sat up and leaned against the shelf, closing my eyes.

      Please let this work!

      I thought of Gramps sitting at the bistro table in his gardens … his castle in the background.

      I felt a tug in my navel, and then the smell of roses perfumed the air. The kiss of a cool breeze tickled the hairs on the back of my neck—or was that someone breathing?

      Someone rested their hand on my shoulder, and my eyes flew open as I yelped.

      “Nai, it’s just me,” Reyna said, bringing her hands up in surrender.

      She stood directly in front of me, her features twisted with worry.

      My gaze leapt from her to the chair on the other side of the small wrought-iron table where my grandfather sat.

      He offered me a sad smile, but his only question was, “Did you get the title?”

      I pushed back from the table, my entire body trembling as I stared at him. He knew … somehow … he knew what I’d just seen. Maybe he was there too, just hiding.

      Forcing a swallow, I nodded. “Betrayal of an Empire.”

      He sucked in a small breath and then tilted his chin and looked up at the floating orb that hovered in the darkness of the sky. “She’s passed her test for spirit. Let it be recorded for all to see. The initiation is done. Nai Crescent is my rightful heir and will start training at once.”

      Lightning crackled across the sky, causing me to jump. The bolt of energy struck the bubble. With a loud rumble of thunder, the orb disappeared.

      Grandpa’s gaze returned to mine, and I couldn’t help the tears filling my eyes.

      How was it possible that only a few weeks ago, he was robust and full of life, and now … my grandfather’s body appeared frail—and withered? How was it possible that the high mages were so evil—and consumed with power? How long had Gramps known?

      “Your classes start in the morning,” he said, offering me a small smile.

      There were so many things I wanted to ask him. So many things I needed to say—so many questions I needed him to answer—but first … I needed to make everything right with Rage.

      “I’ll be back,” I managed to choke out, my voice warbling with each word. “I need—” The thought that someone might be eavesdropping stopped me. With a shake of my head, I repeated, “I’ll be back.”

      The rush of adrenaline waned, but I didn’t wait for Gramps’ permission.

      Right now, the most important thing was my mate.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      I raced back to my grandfather’s office and burst through the door. Honor froze, his muscles bunching as he crouched on the rug where he’d been pacing.

      ‘I passed,’ I told him, slamming the door shut behind me. I strode toward the black wolf, my throat constricting with a flood of emotions. Kneeling, I gave my friend an affectionate hug, resting my head against his.

      He nuzzled me. ‘Well done.’

      I rose, trying to blink away the tears. ‘We need to get back before…’

      This time, the words stuck as a wave of guilt crashed over me, clogging my throat. I turned away from my friend, wondering how I could ever make this right? What would I say to Rage? How—?

      ‘Rage turns the entire Island upside down looking for you?’ Honor finished.

      I nodded, barely hearing his words as I stared at the inside of the office door. Deep gouge marks marred the once smooth surface, and my jaw dropped.

      ‘You were in danger today. I felt it,’ Honor said, letting his tongue loll in a wolfish grin. ‘I tried to get out so I could help you.’

      ‘You’re the best,’ I said, nearly overcome with emotion again. ‘Now, let’s get out of here.’

      We raced down the hallway toward the library, my mind still spinning.

      What time was it?

      Fatigue pulled at my limbs, but I gave it no heed; I needed to get to Rage.

      My poor mate. How had nearly two days passed since I’d walked out of his coronation?

      Now … the high mages wanted me dead, but since that didn’t happen, they’d settle for ruining my mate bond to Rage. I wouldn’t let that happen. I needed to seal it. Now.

      Honor and I started toward the entrance to the library, both of us pivoting when we heard someone approaching from behind.

      “School starts in the morning; you’re already behind,” Reyna commented as she slowed her pace.

      I didn’t want to take the time to explain, but at least, here it was safe from prying eyes.

      “I can’t start anything without telling him what’s going on. I’ll be back by morning, I promise.” Blinking through tears, I held up my left hand. “I won’t stay away from him any longer. He deserves to know what’s happening, and—” My voice cracked, and I forced a swallow. “I need to make things right—if I can.”

      Her gaze fell to the silver mate marks on my finger before returning to my eyes. “Alright then.” She gave me a tight smile like she didn’t do it enough. “Let me help you through the library in case Kian is waiting. Then I’ll see you first thing in the morning.”

      I nodded. “Thanks … for everything today.”

      Leaning forward, I pulled her into a hug, only mildly surprised when her body went rigid.

      “Not a hugger,” she croaked.

      I just grinned and squeezed a little harder.

      When I let go, she glared at me, but there was no sharpness to her expression.

      “Come on,” she said, tilting her head down the hall. “Let’s get you back to lover boy.”

      My eyes widened, and I snickered. “I can’t believe you just called the alpha king that.”

      She raised her eyebrows. “Do you want to stand here and have me tell you all the other names I could’ve chosen, or are you ready to go?”

      Good point.

      “Let’s go,” I said.

      Sneaking out into the library, we stilled, all three of us listening for any sounds that might indicate the three high mage d-bags were still there.

      It was quiet and dark.

      Reyna and I stepped out with Honor trailing behind as we tiptoed through the aisles until she waved me toward the secret corridor that led to the portal to Alpha Academy library. “I’ll meet you back here first thing in the morning.” She gave me a flat look. “Do not make me come fetch you.”

      I waved goodbye and then ran all the way to the back side of the onyx door.

      After a deep breath, I opened the black stone door and slipped out into the Alpha Academy library, nearly tripping over…

      Mother Mage.

      I wanted to cry at the sight of Noble asleep on the floor directly in front of the portal door. If not for the bright red blanket draped over him, I would’ve stepped on him. I sniffed back my tears, and his eyes sprang open as he scrambled to his feet. Blinking, he took me and Honor in.

      “Oh, thank the mage, Nai!” He pulled me in for a tight hug. “You had us worried to death.”

      My throat tightened, and tears welled in my eyes.

      “I’m so sorry!” I croaked, throwing my arms around him.

      Under his breath, he muttered, “I thought you might come back through here.” He released his hold on me and then pulled back to assess me. “Are you hurt?”

      I shook my head. “Not hurt.”

      He cocked his head and raised his eyebrows in disbelief. I offered him a rueful smile.

      “All the physical scratches will heal before morning, but…” I swallowed hard and then forced the words out in a rush. “My grandfather is dying, and the high mages want to steal his magic, and … I need to see Rage.”

      Noble nodded, his hazel eyes wide. “Absolutely. Come with me.”

      He took my hand and pulled me through the library as Honor trotted along to my left.

      “Good to see you, brother.” Noble tipped his head at Honor, and Honor nodded back in kind.

      We crossed the moonlit courtyard and then made our way to the giant castle, my heart racing faster the closer we got. After using a side door and passing several guards, the number increasing the farther we went into unfamiliar corridors, Noble pulled us to a stop in front of a large oak door with hand-engraved roses. Two male shifters from Midnight pack stood outside the door.

      “These are his new living quarters,” Noble whispered. “Honor and I’ll give you two privacy.”

      I blushed the color of a tomato.

      Grinning, Noble nodded to Honor, and together they started to walk away.

      Ignoring the two guards, I spun toward the door, staring at it with a lump in my throat. Would Rage understand?

      I could only hope so.

      Taking a deep, uneven breath, I squared my shoulders and opened the heavy door. The damn thing groaned loudly on its hinges, and my chest tightened as light sliced through the darkened room.

      What ifs spiraled through my mind, twisting up my thoughts, and I shoved them away. It was time to face the music—or whatever that saying was. Regardless, I could do this. I would.

      After forcing a dry swallow, I stepped inside.

      “Someone better be dead,” Rage growled, sitting up. The sheet puddled at his waist as he turned toward the doorway, his half-lidded eyes practically glowing in the darkness. My heart stopped. He looked so sexy, his bare chest rising with his breath, and yet vulnerable, too, with his hair a mess, and eyes heavy with sleep.

      “Nai?” he gasped.

      Hearing my name … his disbelief … his hope … fall from his lips, it undid me. My heart shattered, and my vision blurred.

      “Rage!” I cried out.

      He burst from the bed. I blinked, and one moment, he was wrapped in blankets, and the next, he stood before me. His gaze roved over me, nearly as hot as his touch, and I waited, trembling for some kind of verdict.

      I chewed my lip, knowing he’d see not only the dirt but the scratches and scrapes that still marred my body. My stomach churned with guilt, and my eyes burned. I felt like a prisoner on trial…

      “What … who hurt you?” he growled, pulling me into his arms, pressing me to his chest. I melted into him, the warmth of his touch, the softness of his skin over the steel of his muscles. I wanted to cry and beg forgiveness and cling to him—all of it at once. It felt so good for him to hold me. “Was this your grandfather’s doing?” He growled, rubbing one hand up and down my back. “If so, I’ll kill him.”

      Oh mage, he had it wrong. All wrong.

      I pulled away from him and rose up on my toes. I wanted one kiss, and then I’d explain. But I felt like a thief, and my kiss fell on his neck. Blinking through my tears, I took his face in my hands.

      “Oh, Rage,” I whispered, my throat raw as I forcefully swallowed my emotion. Fresh tears pricked my eyes. “He’s … dying.” The tears spilled over, and I buried my face in his chest.

      He held me as sobs wracked my body. I tried to tell him what had happened, but the words fell unintelligible and disjointed with my grief. I cried for my grandfather. I cried for Reyna. I cried for Rage, and then finally, I cried for me—because I’d never wanted to leave my mate. And when all of my tears were gone, my body released a hard shudder. I sucked in a deep breath, sniffed, and pulled myself together.

      “It’s bad,” I said, wiping the moisture from my cheeks. “I went to help grandpa at your coronation. He told me he needed to formally declare me as his heir before he died. I thought I’d sneak right back after we signed the heir declaration, but then I got thrust into an initiation obstacle course to prove myself worthy.” I blinked, offering him a small smile. “I thought we’d be able to still speak through the bond. I’m so sorry, Rage. I’m so freaking sorry.” My voice broke.

      “Heir declaration?” His brow furrowed with confusion. “Obstacle course?”

      I wasn’t explaining this right—not at all. I exhaled, long and slow, and thought about what mattered the most. Because the explanations could all wait—and they should. The most important thing right now was our mate bond. I brushed my fingers over his lips. “I-I don’t want to talk about that place right now. Can we put that all on hold, please?” I took another breath. “I really want to talk about … us.”

      I wanted to seal our mate bond. Now. Before anyone could take it away from us. My fingers trailed down his neck and then over his chest, my breaths shallower as a mixture of fear and desire coursed through me. Rage. He was … everything.

      His fingers dug into my hips, and my entire body trembled.

      Rage looked down at me and frowned. “I … I thought you were kidnapped, Nai. You … you left me. On my coronation day.” He swallowed hard. “You did that willingly?”

      Willingly? Is that what he thought?

      “That hurt,” he growled.

      His pain pummeled me, and, despite all my earlier crying, a fresh tear slid down my cheek. I hadn’t explained properly if he really believed that. I was just so tired, emotionally and physically, and terrified the high mages would take him from me.

      “Why did it have to be right then?” Rage continued, oblivious to my internal turmoil. “Why couldn’t you tell me? Why … you left without even a thought.”

      His accusations … each one wrung my heart. More tears trickled down my face, and I nodded, acknowledging my guilt. More than anything, Rage deserved the truth. All the way down to the cowardice I’d felt and then rationalized as being sufficient reason to flee. “I-I was scared you … wouldn’t let me go,” I whispered. “My grandfather said we had a limited amount of time to record my name in the books—and I had to be there for it. He said if I didn’t inherit his spirit magic, the one that lets him raise the dead, like Honor, it will go to Kian and the other high mage councilmen.”

      The breath whooshed out of him at that detail. “Yeah, we can’t let that happen…”

      Of course he understood. Feeling more than a little stupid, I sighed and ran my hand through my hair. How could I have doubted him? “I came back as soon as I could. I’ve barely slept since I left.” Admitting that truth made me yawn as fatigue really hit me, and then I noticed the dark circles under his eyes. “Not that it looks like you’ve slept much either.”

      Guilt pressed against me, filling my chest and twisting my insides. If the roles had been reversed … I stared into his eyes, and more tears fell down my face.

      Poor Rage. What had I done to him?

      “I was so worried you’d think I just left you,” I blurted out.

      He reached up and brushed away my tears with the pad of his thumbs. “Dammit, woman…” He rested his forehead on mine. “You nearly broke me.”

      My heart fell—like a stone in my stomach. I really screwed up. Bad. I wanted to make this right. I wanted to seal our bond. I wanted for him—for us to be safe. But more than anything, I owed him an apology. “I’m sorry,” I said, my voice breathy as I looked into his emerald eyes. “I love you, Rage. I love you so much.”

      I licked my lips, and his parted. The air charged as need knocked into me, and my breath quickened. Did he feel this, too?

      “Nai…” He spoke my name so full of love and longing. As his fingers trailed down my neck, his touch left a trail of heat on my skin, stoking my desire, until his palm rested against my chest. My heart thumped against my ribs as if it could leap through me to him. Every part of me wanted more, to be closer to him, to touch him … to taste him. Leaning forward, I sucked his bottom lip into my mouth, and he groaned, clenching my hips as his muscles tightened.

      “Rage…” I panted against his lips.

      He walked me backward, closing the door as he boxed me against it. Pressing his body to mine, he trailed kisses down my neck and then slowly dragged the tip of his tongue back up the sensitive skin with my pulse thrumming against the gentle pressure.

      Arching, I pressed my lower body to his, and he slipped his hand under my shirt and caressed my breast. Heat shot through me. I clung to him, trying to steady myself. I needed … I needed…

      “I love you, Nai,” he growled with a squeeze, and then he nipped at the sensitive spot just below my ear. “You are mine, mate.”

      I moaned, pressing closer until all I could feel was Rage … and still, I ached for more. As I raked my fingers down his back, I panted out my assent and then slid my tongue into his mouth.

      Our tongues tangled, stroking against one another, but his last word stuck in my mind: mate. Rage was my mate, and I wanted him, not just now—forever. And the only way that would happen…

      “We have to seal our bond,” I begged.

      He gripped my hips, grinding against me in response.

      “Please?” I begged, writhing against him. Fear crept in … an icy wisp of promised failure. I fumbled with the band on his boxers even as my worry multiplied.

      What would the high mages do?

      Shoving the thought from my mind, I focused on Rage. I couldn’t let the high mages’ threats ruin this moment for us. I needed—

      He scooped his hands under my thighs and lifted me up, cupping my butt, and I wrapped my legs around him.

      Thoughts fled my mind as we tumbled back onto his bed. Our kisses grew frantic; his hands traveled over my curves. My shirt disappeared as did my pants. He stared down at me, his chest heaving as his gaze caressed my skin.

      I swallowed hard, forcing down the desperation clawing its way through me. What was taking him so long? Why didn’t he—?

      Finally, Rage lowered himself onto me, bracing his weight on his elbows, and then he pressed his lips to mine in a slow, tender kiss.

      He acted as if we had all night … but what if we didn’t? What if they saw me leave? What if the mages were coming right now with the blood mage they spoke of and—

      “We need to seal it before they break it,” I breathed, tugging on the waistband of his underwear.

      He pulled back, his brow furrowed, and stared at me.

      “What?” he asked.

      I sucked in a breath, and my gaze darted to the door before returning to Rage. The wretched fear I’d tried to ignore reared within me, and I nearly whimpered.

      “What did you just say?” he repeated, cocking his head to the side as he studied me.

      My lower lip trembled as I fought the tumult within … but I wouldn’t mar our relationship with any more lies. I had to be honest with him now—and always. “The high mages heard how you called all of the shifters back to the island. They know you’ll be a strong leader, and some of them are worried you’ll be too strong.” I thought of Kian and Snade’s words from only a short time before. “A threat.”

      “Too strong?” Rage sat back on the bed, staring at me with an intensity that held none of our former passion. “Too strong for what?”

      I swallowed, my chest still heaving with each breath, but the dam had burst, and now fear held me in its icy grip. The awful truth of what the high mages wanted—and what they would do to preserve their way of life hit me like silver slugs to my chest. “They want total control. I think they had it with Declan—I’m sure they did—but you aren’t doing anything the way they think you should.”

      “That’s their problem,” he snapped as if insulted that I’d even brought it up.

      “Yes, but they said if I’m going to be going to school there, we can’t be bonded mates. That I’ll spy for you. I overheard them talking. If they break our mate bond before we seal it … it will be broken forever.”

      He blinked, and then a full-on howl ripped from his throat. The sound, so full of wrath and betrayal, made me flinch, and I scooted back—away from him—by instinct. Silky onyx fur rippled down his arms, a clear sign that he was struggling to rein in his wolf.

      This was my fault.

      I dropped my chin to my chest in defeat.

      “Oh, I will have you, Nai Crescent.” Rage growled, his voice barely human. “All of you. But not because of their threat to our bond. They will not force this moment.”

      I didn’t want to force anything either, and yet … wasn’t it our plan all along to seal our mate bond? I wanted Rage—no matter what else came our way, I wanted him. But if we didn’t hurry…

      Raising my chin, I offered him a sad smile. “If I go back and we’re not mated, then they may get their wish and break our bond forever.”

      Anger slipped over his features like a mask. “Let. Them. Try.” Fire danced over his skin as his magic flared out of control with his emotions. “I’m the alpha king, and you are my fated mate. If they come between us, I’ll dismantle them, limb by limb, and use them for firewood before I burn their entire realm to the ground.”

      The fight might happen anyway, couldn’t he see? But this … our mate bond—would he really risk it? He might … but I couldn’t. More than anything, I just wanted to be his.

      I inched forward on my knees and then stroked his cheek. “Please, Rage? I can’t handle a world in which we aren’t mated.”

      His expression fell, and the fury left his eyes. His wolf’s fur retreated, and when he met my gaze again, I stared into the green eyes of the man I loved.

      He nodded. “Me neither.”

      His eyes raked over me, kneeling before him in my bra and undies, begging him to take my V card.

      “Holy Mother Mage, Nai. You are irresistible…”

      Yaas!

      I grinned as he took a deep breath. Gently, he lay me back on the silky sheets, straddling me, letting his gaze dance over my skin. He slid down so he was now hovering over my knees. He leaned over my abdomen and licked me. My nervous giggle cut off as he traced his tongue down my abdomen a little way and then paused to nip at the sensitive flesh just above my underwear.

      I gasped, and Rage glanced up, his eyes heavy-lidded, and licked his lips.

      “You taste like heaven,” he breathed in a gravelly tone that made my insides melt.

      His warm breath fanned out over my skin, making it break out in goosebumps where he’d just attended with his tongue and teeth.

      “More,” I begged in a ragged whisper.

      He stroked my skin, his hands gliding up over my hips, my waist, and then my ribs, before sliding underneath me. His fingers fumbled with the clasp of my bra, and then the tension of it disappeared.

      My breaths quickened as he tugged one strap and then the other over my shoulder. As the fabric disappeared, his lips parted.

      “So … beautiful…” he murmured. “I missed you so damn much, Nai.”

      Then he leaned over to continue his ministrations, with his lips … and tongue. His teeth grazed my breast, and I arched my back as my eyes rolled.

      Oh … oh my… “Rage…”

      A fine magic mist swirled in the air, and my need for him built with every sensual stroke. A tortuous ache made me wrap my legs around him, and I dug my fingers into his arms, desperate to pull him closer.

      ‘Rage,’ I begged, panting. ‘Mate.’

      More than anything, I needed him … ached for him … so when he pulled back, I whimpered.

      “Mate,” he growled.

      The word shot through me, filling me with love but also a deep yearning…

      Rage gripped my hips and then untangled my legs from his waist. Then, he slid his hands up my thighs until he hooked a finger from each hand in the sides of my panties and tugged.

      My underwear slid over my hips and, soon after, disappeared.

      Rage sat on his heels, staring at me, his chest heaving with each breath. ‘Claim me,’ he said. ‘Make me yours, Nai. My fated mate.’

      I sat up, filled with sudden purpose. Climbing to my knees, I then scooted over to Rage and pressed him to sit as I climbed over his legs. Tracing my nose up his neck, I scented him. As his scent filled me, something primal seized me, and I nipped his neck. ‘Mate.’

      This wasn’t enough. I needed more. This ache … I needed to feel him inside me. I dragged my fingers down his sides to the band of his boxers. ‘Please.’ Tugging at the last scrap of barrier between us, I demanded, ‘Mate.’

      Rage slid his arm around my waist and spun. One heartbeat, I was on him, and the next, he emerged over me.

      I slipped my hand under the band of his boxers and pulled.

      Rage growled, a deep and possessive sound that pooled low in my belly and made me ache for him. His scent swirled around me, sandalwood and desire, and he took a deep breath before chucking his underwear off.

      He climbed over me, his gaze filled with heat and love … so much love.

      He lowered his body until our legs tangled and I could feel him between mine. Bracing the weight of his upper body on his elbows, he traced his nose up my neck, pulling back to look me in the eye. “I love you, Nai Crescent.”

      “I love you too,” I gasped, desperate to become one with him as his fingers trailed down my skin.

      “Protection?” I huffed against his ear. I wanted to make love to Rage, but I wasn’t ready for a baby just yet. He nodded, reaching into a bedside drawer. There was a crinkle of a wrapper, and then Rage gripped my hips and coaxed me to move with him.

      ‘Mate,’ he growled.

      I arched my back, panting as he continued to guide me. His hands stroked my skin … and then his mouth… ‘Rage.’

      As we moved, magic danced over my skin, heightening my need all the way deep into my core.

      Our tongues tangled, and his heat became mine. Our sweat-slicked skin slid against each other. There was only one answer for the deep ache within me, and I writhed in desperation for more. And then he pressed his body into mine…

      and moved.

      Oh…

      My core tightened, and my mouth went lax.

      He moved again, and I tilted my body as my pleasure heightened.

      Oh … mage…

      Another thrust, and a zing of pain made my body clench. I sucked in a sharp breath.

      “You okay?” he asked, his brow furrowed with concern.

      The pain melted away, and I nodded.

      “Nai,” Rage growled possessively. “My mate.”

      He pressed soft kisses up my neck and, at the same time, caressed the skin at my hips, trailing his fingers over my curves until my body melted, opening to him once again.

      ‘Nai…’ Rage murmured as he moved again.

      My entire world pitched, and Rage released a deep moan of pleasure.

      Oh … my … mage…

      Our bodies twined, melding into one, and slowly, the dance of our mating began. The air sizzled with magic as heat and passion built between us. I clung to my mate as our bodies moved in tandem.

      Each stroke of pleasure, each nip of desire added to rapturous bliss coursing through me. Digging my fingers into his back, I pulled him tighter to me as instinct drove us to a fervor. In my core, a coil of tension built with exquisite agony.

      This … what Rage did … how he made me feel… “Rage…” I panted. “Rage…”

      The swirl of magic danced over my skin, but I felt it inside me, too. It pushed through barriers and then…

      I could feel Rage. Not just his sweat-slicked body, or his taut muscles, but his emotions … his desire—his hunger—for me.

      “Mate…” he growled, his claim searing through me as he thrust us to the edge of ecstasy.

      ‘Mate…’ I repeated, the only word left. The only word sufficient for all I felt for him … for all he was to me.

      My body clenched … tightening as if to cling to this extraordinary pleasure … and then, every muscle seized as a dam of ecstasy exploded within me. My back arched, and my head fell deeper into the pillow as pure bliss—mine and Rage’s—coursed through me, pouring into every corner and fiber of my being. I fisted the sheets as the feeling filled me, sealing me to him and him to me … mates … forever.

      The intensity waned, ebbing slowly, and in its wake, it left me blissfully languid and full of joy. I blinked up at Rage to find him staring at me with a wide-eyed look of wonder.

      “Uh … is it always like that?” I asked.

      I mean, this was my first time, so I had no idea, but if that was what I could expect for the rest of our lives, then sign me up.

      He didn’t answer right away. Rather, he swallowed hard and rolled off me.

      A million butterflies danced in my chest, and I nibbled at my lip nervously. “Or was that better for me than for you?”

      He propped himself up on his elbow and shook his head. “I … I’ve never experienced anything like that.”

      Tentatively, I smiled and then poked him in the chest. “Which is good, right?”

      “Very good,” he said. Grinning, he pulled me close and then flopped onto his back before tucking me to his side. “I didn’t even know sex could be that good…” He chuckled. “So, yeah.”

      I reached out and laced my hand with his, staring at our fated mate marks. “Do you feel like you got to choose me? Or that you had no control?”

      “Woman…” He raised his head and smiled. “Don’t you know by now I’d do anything for you? It’s nice that fate marked you as mine, but I chose to love you. How could I not? Your strength, your loyalty, your courage … I may’ve been in denial at first, but now … I love you more than anyone or anything. You have my whole heart, Nai, and I give that to you willingly.”

      Swoon.

      That was the sweetest thing to say, and yet … my tongue burned with the words I needed to speak—even if it ruined the mood.

      “Rage, I—”

      “You’re leaving me again.” He swallowed hard and stared at the ceiling, seemingly unable to look into my eyes. But through our bond, I could feel his disappointment.

      “Only temporarily,” I rushed to say. “Because my grandpa is dying, and I need to figure out what all I’m supposed to do and know about spirit magic, and then … I’ll come back.”

      He was quiet a long time, just breathing in and out. Through our bond, I felt his internal struggle, but I couldn’t tell what exactly he was wrestling with…

      “You’re going to become the high mage of spirit”—he turned his head to look at me—“and yet live with me here, in Alpha Castle?”

      I narrowed my eyes, defiance swelling within me. If the high mages ever thought they’d force me to live away from my mate…

      “Of course, Rage. Is there some law that says I can’t handle high mage affairs from Alpha Island?”

      “Shifter Island.” A twinkle gleaned in Rage’s green eyes, and I froze.

      “What?”

      Rage rolled onto his elbow and faced me. “I wanted you to be here to see it, but I—”

      I crashed into him, throwing myself over him in a giant naked hug as the memory of what he’d done resurfaced. The high mages had spoken about it in the library, but I hadn’t processed it. “Oh, Rage! You united the shifters!”

      He chuckled, his chest rumbling under me. “I tried. Some have committed to returning, but not all…”

      “I’m so proud of you.” I sighed, thinking of him making that decision—without me—and emotion clogged my throat. “I’m sorry … I wish I’d been here.”

      “But you had your grandfather to attend to,” he said with a sad sort of smile.

      Fierce determination had me clenching my teeth, and I propped myself up by my elbows, letting my hair fall around us like a tent, closing off the world.

      “Rage Midnight, you are my mate, first and foremost, and I will spend the rest of my life here with you.” I hoped he took my bold declaration seriously. “I just need a little time before I’m ready … to do that, you know.”

      His gaze traced over my face before meeting my own. He smiled then, and although there was sadness in that smile, there was also pride—and acceptance. “Okay, Nai. Okay.”

      He yawned again, and my own body weighed heavy with the need for sleep. I slid off him but settled close, grinning when he tucked me even closer to his side.

      “What time do you need to be back?” he asked, slurring with yet another yawn.

      “Six … maybe a little before then.” I tacked on the latter part after only a moment of consideration. “I don’t think we want Reyna coming to get me.”

      “Mother Mage, no.” He chuckled as his eyes fluttered shut.

      A moment later, I felt him reach out to one of his brothers, which was a new sensation and must have been because our bond was sealed.

      “Noble will get us at five, plenty of time for you to get back,” Rage said.

      With his scent swirling around me, I nestled down next to my mate and fell into blissful slumber.
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      When morning came, I didn’t want to say goodbye, but I knew if I didn’t, Reyna would show up and drag my butt back through the portal. We lingered as long as we could, but when the sun streaked the sky, Rage led me through the halls of the castle and then back toward the academy library.

      I frowned. “I hate that we can’t talk while I’m there.”

      Rage rubbed his hands up my arms. “I think … when you get there, try it again. Now that we’re mate-bonded, maybe we can. Also, I want to see you more.” He took a deep breath and then added, “How about every day, we meet here and catch each other up on what happened?”

      I grinned. “Yes. And every week, we have date night, and I’ll stay over. You can take me out to dinner.”

      Rage grinned. “I’m buying.”

      “Obviously.” I rolled my eyes playfully, but it did nothing to ease the ache in my heart.

      After we stepped into the library, we headed toward the back where the portal lay. Honor was there, waiting for me. Rage looked at Honor and smiled. “Thank you, brother.”

      Then my mate turned his attention to the onyx stone door, his eyes narrowing with absolute hatred. “Nai, I need you to know something.”

      I gulped at the seriousness of his tone, and my voice came out breathy. “What?”

      “If anything ever happens to you there, if I feel you’re hurt or in pain through this—” he tapped the left side of his chest just over his heart. “—I need a way through that door. I won’t have anything keeping me from you.”

      There was so much pain in his gaze, and shadowy remnants of it seeped through our bond such that I could only imagine what he’d been through after I’d left.

      “Understood, my love. I’ll talk to my family and see what we can do.” I leaned forward and rose onto my tiptoes, grasping his cheeks in my hands, and then captured his mouth in a toe-curling kiss.

      “Gross, get a room.”

      I recognized Justice’s voice and broke away from Rage with a grin as I spun, searching for the other green-eyed brother. I found him leaning against a bookshelf, looking significantly worse for wear.

      “Justice!” I pulled him into a hug, and he wrapped his arms around me, giving me a brief squeeze before he pulled away. His hair was a mess, and dark circles marred his eyes.

      “You had us worried,” he said, his voice gravelly. His gaze darted to Rage before returning to me. “Honor said you’ve had a tough couple of days too.”

      “You nearly started a war,” Noble called as he strode down the aisle. I turned to face the final Midnight brother, who was shaking his head and wagging a finger at me as he approached.

      “Okay, lay off the guilt,” I told them, rolling my eyes. “I feel bad enough.”

      And I did. Like a twenty-ton brick, guilt hung heavy in my chest—guilt heaped on top of guilt—for leaving without warning, and now … for leaving again.

      Rage caught my hand and tugged me back to him, tucking me close once more. “We’ll still meet every day for ten minutes, right? How is four o’clock?”

      With a big sigh, which did nothing to relieve the trepidation coiling in my chest, I rose up on my tiptoes and kissed his cheek. Dropping my voice, I whispered in his ear, letting my lips brush his skin. “See you at four, mate.”

      He caught me, his hands on my hips as I lowered myself, a smile playing on his full lips at our secret. We’d sealed our bond. No one could take that from us.

      Not now, not ever.

      Honor and I passed through the portal. Reyna was nowhere to be found in the hallway leading into the library. The only sound was the splashing of the magical fountain in the library’s rotunda, and I turned to look at Honor. ‘Thanks for being here with me.’

      He gave me a wolfish grin. ‘Of course, sis.’

      I blinked at his term of endearment. ‘Sis?’

      Honor padded down the aisle, stopping to look back at me over his shoulder. Not only was his grin still there, but he offered me a short bark that sounded a lot like laughter. ‘You might be able to fool the mages, but I can smell Rage all over you—way stronger than ever before. You’re family now.’

      My eyes widened, and my pale skin probably turned the color of a flamingo—all the way from my scalp to the tips of my toes. ‘You can? But, I showered after…’

      Ever the gentleman, Honor turned away as my admission caught up to me, and my blush deepened.

      ‘Please pretend I didn’t just say that,’ I muttered, scurrying to catch up to him.

      ‘You’ve got it,’ he said through our bond as we wound through the library toward the door marked spirit. ‘For what it’s worth, I’m glad you and Rage sealed your mate bond, even though you weren’t able to have a human wedding ceremony first.’

      My skin went from pink to deep red, like a freakin’ beet. ‘Uh … thanks? I think…’

      ‘Are we done talking about this now?’ Honor asked.

      ‘So done.’ Because what girl wanted to talk about intimacy with her brother-in-law? ‘Let’s focus on something else’—pretty much anything else—‘please?’

      Honor laughed, just as we arrived at the doorway to spirit, my grandfather’s study, and then more laughter swelled around me, followed by voices.

      “Have you seen her yet?” a male mage asked, his voice sounding younger than the high mages I’d tested with yesterday.

      “Yep,” another male answered, his voice having the same timbre as Kian’s. His son. “She was at the records hall a couple nights ago to sign her name.”

      Julian!

      “And…?” the first voice asked.

      “Oh my mage, Xavier!” a female trilled, her voice airy and musical. “She’s not life-companion material.”

      One of the males grunted, but I couldn’t tell if that was in agreement or not. Probably not. Not that I cared what the other mages thought.

      Looking at Honor, I rolled my eyes and then pulled open the door to Gramps’ study. Perhaps, if that was that, I would’ve walked through the door and said nothing.

      Maybe.

      But the mean girls’ convo … it just … kept … going.

      “There’s not even short-term partner potential with that half-breed,” Kian’s son said. “Dad said—”

      “Your dad is a douchebag!” I yelled, just before stepping over the threshold. I started to push the door closed, but my comment wasn’t nearly enough. Not even close. I sucked in a deep breath and yanked the door wide once more. “And I’m already mated!”

      The voices cut off, and a female gasped, but I didn’t wait to hear what else was said. I simply slammed the door shut.

      I glanced down at Honor and raised my eyebrows. “I’m done playing nice to these evil rich kids.”

      His tongue lolled out again as he cocked his head to the side. ‘I’m pretty sure you’ve never played nice to jerks.’

      There wasn’t really much to say to that; he had an excellent point.

      I peered around the space, but Reyna wasn’t in my grandfather’s study. Honor and I shared a look. “I guess I’m going to go start my first day.”

      ‘Do you want me to stay here or come with you?’ he asked.

      I exhaled a long breath. “You know, I have no idea which would be better.”

      ‘Then I’ll stay here,’ he replied. ‘But prop the door open so I can get to you if needed. And we may need to replace it … I nearly went crazy yesterday.’

      I knelt in front of Honor and buried my hands in his silky fur at the scruff of his neck. “Thanks for being such a good friend to me.”

      After a quick goodbye, I continued on into the castle, drawn to the kitchen by the smell of coffee.

      “Good morning, Nai,” my Aunt Sariah said as I strode into the kitchen.

      “Harumph,” I grumbled. “Bit of a stretch calling it good.”

      “Coffee?” she asked, lowering her voice. “Rough morning?”

      If she suspected I was having a rough morning, she was way off. It was more like a rough week—no, closer to a month. Honestly, I’d lost count, and my buzz from being with Rage had been killed by the d-bag mages talking crap about me and calling me a half-breed.

      I nodded in response, slinking to the table as Donovan walked into the kitchen.

      “Hungry,” he grumbled, sitting next to me.

      We shared grumpy nods, and Sariah just laughed, setting a steaming mugful of coffee before me and a plate of waffles drenched in syrup before Donovan.

      We sat in content silence for a few moments, me drinking coffee until the heaviness left my limbs, Donovan cutting his waffle into perfect squares, popping them into his mouth one at a time.

      Sariah held a plate out to me. “Want a waffle?”

      “Yes, please.” I smiled at her and accepted the still-steaming breakfast, its baked scent perfuming the air and making my stomach growl.

      “There she is! You just needed some coffee.” Sariah winked before she took her seat opposite Donovan and me.

      I ducked my head while slathering butter over the waffle. After drizzling maple syrup on top of the glistening goodness, I met my aunt’s gaze. “Sorry for being a grump. I’m not really a morning person.”

      She held up her hand as though to stop my protest. “It’s genetic. Neither was your mom.”

      My heart panged. I wished I’d grown up knowing my mom like Sariah did. Just then, I realized what minimal things my father had said about my mom might not even be true.

      “What was she like?” I asked, taking a bite of my waffle.

      Sariah took a deep breath; her gaze went fuzzy as she then smiled. After several heartbeats of silence, my aunt met my gaze. “Funny. Kind. A total smartass.”

      “Cuss word!” Donovan shouted.

      My heart skipped a beat, and both Sariah and I jerked in our seats, startled by my cousin’s outburst, which then resulted in laughter.

      “She was amazing,” Sariah continued. “She was always so sure of herself, confident in her powers and her place in the world. Nothing really shook her.”

      I grinned, drinking in this conversation about the woman who birthed me like it was sunshine to my soul.

      “Well, nothing shook her until she met your dad, of course.”

      My eyes widened, and I gasped. “Do you know that story?” I inched forward on my seat. “Tell me!”

      A slow smile crept across my aunt’s face. “Well, going into the Shifter Island library is forbidden to everyone but the high mages … but everyone does it, like a rite of passage. Even if just for a moment in the middle of the night.”

      Fully awake now, I bounced my knee as my heart thumped with excitement and anticipation for this story.

      Sariah leaned forward on her elbows, her silvery-white curls falling softly around her shoulders. “I dared her to go into Shifter Island’s library and steal a book.”

      “Stealing is bad,” Donovan pointed out.

      “Yes, it is,” Sariah replied and then looked at me and winked. “So, we went over about nine o’clock at night, long after dinner, when we thought the library would be unoccupied.”

      I leaned forward, taking in every word. “What happened?”

      Sariah’s voice dropped, and even though she was looking at me, she had that faraway gaze as if remembering… “We opened the black door. Your mom strode into the library, her chin held high. She waved for me to join her, but I chickened out, telling her I’d stay back to hold the door open. I can almost see her now in my mind’s eye—she walked down the nearest aisle, grabbed a book, and then spun around, bolting for the open portal door. Of course, that’s when your father stepped right in front of her, and the two of them collided”—my aunt clapped her hands together—“Bam! Just like that, she ran smack dab into his chest.”

      I giggled, and Sariah burst into laughter.

      After our laughter waned, she sighed. “It was love at first sight. Well, almost. I mean, first, he called her a thief, and she snapped back at him, ‘Watch where you’re walking, you oversized dog.’ You know, that sort of thing.”

      A huge grin took over my face as happiness poured into me. “What happened after that?”

      Sariah checked her watch before answering. “He … he apologized. Then he asked her to stay so they could talk … and she did. With a wide-eyed wave, she told me to cover for her, and then I left her there. They ended up meeting that way weekly, at first, and then more often … even going on secret dates.”

      That was similar to what I’d just worked out with Rage. The thought that we were doing what my parents once did made me smile even bigger.

      “Thanks for sharing that with me,” I told her, my voice cracking at the end. After clearing my throat, I added, “It really means a lot to me.”

      She nodded and reached out to squeeze my hand.

      “Family,” Donovan said with a mouthful of waffles.

      “Family,” Sariah confirmed.

      My throat tightened even more. For so long, it had always been me and Dad. Lona and Mack were there too, but my family had always been so small. Now, I had more, and the wonder of it made me feel so lucky.

      “Come on, Nai,” Reyna grumbled from the doorway. “We need to get a move on or you’re going to be late for your first lesson.”

      Looking at me, Sariah raised her eyebrows. “Reyna’s the queen of not being a morning person.”

      “I heard that,” Reyna grumbled as she filled a mug the size of Texas with black coffee and then chugged it down like it was water.

      Whoa.

      Sariah swallowed and then pushed back from the table, crossing the kitchen to the other wolf-shifter. With her voice lowered, my aunt asked, “How’s my dad?”

      I rose and stepped closer so I could hear as well.

      Reyna drained the last of her mug and then wiped her hand over her eyes. With a flat expression, she met my aunt’s worried gaze. “He’ll sleep a lot more from now on. He’s too weak to make the potion that gives him energy, which means I’ll feel weak and tired too. I’m doing my best, but…”

      She shrugged and then poured another cup of coffee.

      I frowned. Taking in all Reyna was saying was a lot. And I wasn’t sure what, if anything, I could do to help.

      “Oh, honey,” Sariah placed one hand on each of Reyna’s shoulders. “I didn’t mean … how are you?”

      Dread slithered into me, icy snake-like tendrils that were invisible but so, so real. Reyna was my grandfather’s shield, and she must be taking on a lot to keep him alive—much like how Rage, Honor, and all of the Midnight brothers did the same for me.

      “I’m fine,” Reyna growled, shrugging off my aunt’s hold. “He’s magically taking most of the sickness to keep it from me like the stubborn ass he is!”

      “Cuss word!” Donovan announced from the table.

      Reyna’s attention bounced to my cousin, and she sighed, letting the fight drain from her as fast as it’d rushed in. “Sorry. I-I’m—” Her voice cracked. “I’m not ready to let him go.”

      In that moment, whatever wall I’d built to keep away the sadness of my grandfather passing … broke. Hot tears burned my eyes at Reyna’s vulnerable declaration, and I had to blink them away.

      “Me neither,” I managed to say … or rather croak.

      Sariah plucked the coffee cup from Reyna’s hand, setting it on the counter, and then reached out, pulling both her and me into a bone-crushing hug.

      “Me neither. But this is the way things are, and somehow we’ll get through it,” Sariah said.

      “I hate hugging,” Reyna said from deep within our tight snuggle-fest, but she was enough of a badass that if she’d really hated it, she could’ve easily broken free.

      “I don’t believe you,” Sariah said, letting go and wiping her eyes. She leveled my grandfather’s shield with an epic stare. “Everyone needs a hug now and again, even badasses.”

      “Cuss word!” Donovan declared again, and my aunt rolled her eyes.

      “Sometimes, I’m not sure which is worse, the crime or the announcement of it,” Sariah said with a chuckle. She went over and hugged her son. “Thanks, sweet boy, for keeping us honest.”

      “Well, now that we’ve had a chipper morning chat, let’s get you off to class, shall we?” Reyna asked.

      Maybe, if something was inevitable, it was best not to think about it. Wiping my eyes, I nodded at my fierce friend. “Do I get a schedule or books or anything?”

      Reyna burst into laughter, but when she saw my confused face, she stopped. “Oh, you’re serious.”

      “So … is that a no?” I asked.

      Sariah reached out and patted my shoulder. “The only way to learn about spirit is from spirit.”

      Okay … that was vague and slightly terrifying. “So … if Gramps is sick, and I need to learn spirit … who is teaching my classes?”

      Sariah nodded. “Your ancestors. Your mom.”

      My heart thundered against my ribs so hard and so fast I thought I might faint. “But … my mom’s dead.”

      Sariah nodded. “So are your ancestors. Don’t worry, it’s all been arranged by your grandfather. Every day, for the next few months, you’ll train with one of your ancestors or your mom.”

      Excitement thrummed through me but also trepidation. Getting to know my mother sounded awesome, but lessons on how to harness spirit by Zia? Not so much.

      “You look like you swallowed a whole bag of soul stones,” Sariah said with a laugh.

      I didn’t have the heart to tell her that the only time I’d seen someone swallow a soul stone was in the Realm of the Dead, and the Keeper didn’t look sick at all but gleefully happy. Instead, I forced a smile. “So, what’s first?”

      Reyna held out a crystal point, similar to the one Gramps had tossed at me in the hot springs. “Master Geoff said the crystals are energy augmenters. Each color represents a different purpose. The clear ones”—she dropped the water-clear quartz into my hand—“are to help you access the spirit realm. There are others in his office that he left for you—just in case.”

      Just in case? My eyes narrowed, but I couldn’t bring myself to ask the question out loud.

      Aunt Sariah gave me a sad smile and then said, “It’s probably a good thing that he planned ahead.”

      Her words were layered with meaning, but I couldn’t help but wonder if these crystals … was this why he was failing so quickly?

      Reyna walked me down the hall to the spirit pool’s entrance.

      “Good luck today,” she said, stifling yet another yawn. “I’m going to, you know, catch up on some sleep.”

      I entered the steamy cave alone this time and quickly changed into the swimsuit I’d used last time. I headed to the nearest pool and hovered over the edge of the water.

      “Hello? So I just … dive right in?” I called out into the empty room, clutching the crystal in my fist. This felt so weird to just sink into this water and let my spirit go into another realm with no one watching over me. I mean, what if I drowned or got stuck or something? When no one answered, as I knew they wouldn’t, I sighed, slipping into the water with the crystal in my hand and floating up on my back.

      The cavern disappeared—as in poof, gone. Only…

      Instead of something else appearing, nothing did. Like my eyes were closed, or I was blind. But I couldn’t see anything. Or feel it for that matter.

      Panic bubbled up inside of me. Something was wrong, only I wasn’t sure what mistake I’d made or how to fix it.

      Forcing my eyes closed was a relief, for at least, this way, the darkness was my choice. Now … what had I done last time?

      He’d told me to relax—not one bit of me was relaxed right now. And then he’d said to think of my favorite place. The beach!

      No sooner had the thought crossed my mind than the darkness melted away. I opened my eyes to discover I was standing on the shore of a beautiful beach, the aqua waters lapping against the white sand.

      But, I still needed someone here to teach me how to harness spirit magic. I thought of my ancestors who’d blessed me my first time here: Aine, Raiden, Lucia, Than, and Zia. If I could pick any one of them to help…

      “Aine?” I shouted at the clear blue sky. “Aine, are you here?”

      Nothing.

      Damn, maybe I should have grabbed that bag of soul stones. Way to throw me to the wolves, Gramps. No pun intended.

      I called out to Raiden and then Lucia, each time growing more desperate that someone appear. To make matters worse … not only could I not seem to make any of my ancestors appear, but I had no idea how to get out of here and back to the castle.

      “Than?” I called, thinking of the guy dressed in a ninja suit. I waited, hoping he’d arrive, mostly because I didn’t even want to call out for Zia.

      Of all of the ancestors, Zia had been the least friendly on my previous visit, as if I’d committed some personal offense against her.

      But I remembered her vividly. Everything from the way her silvery-white hair fell around her shoulders in soft curls, to her vibrant green eyes, pert nose, and petite figure—much like mine. I could even see her narrowed gaze, filled with disdain. Cringing, I closed my eyes and whispered, “Zia?”

      I blinked, and my shoulders sagged with something akin to relief when Zia wasn’t there in front of me.

      “Oh. My. Mage,” she said, from behind me. “You’re back.”

      I spun, and there Zia was, dressed in a retro ‘70s dress, her hands on her hips as the heels of her go-go boots sank into the sand. She stared at me like I was a puppy murderer.

      Last time, I was nice, but today my patience was low, and one cup of coffee wasn’t enough to put up with crap.

      “What is your problem?” I snapped, glaring back. “Is it me, or are you always so … unpleasant?”

      Zia raised her eyebrows … and then her expression morphed into a huge grin as she laughed.

      Great. Not only was she mean—she was crazy.

      “Well, praise the Mother Mage, you’ve got a backbone after all.” Then she sighed. “Look, honey, it’s nothing against you. It’s just that … I got close to your mom while training her. I thought we’d have centuries together, and then, poof, she died and went to the Realm of the Dead.”

      Wait. My mom was in the Realm of the Dead, but this was the spirit realm, which meant they were two different places. That was something I needed to learn more about, but I held my questions for later.

      Tears lined Zia’s eyes, but then she shook her head, and they evaporated. “I don’t like to get attached to my heirs if they are going to leave, okay?”

      I swallowed hard, suddenly feeling bad for Zia. My mother’s passing could’ve been rough for all of them. “Well, I’m not going anywhere. At least, I plan on being around a long time.”

      “Well, that’s always a good plan.” She leaned over then and unzipped her boots. As soon as she’d shucked the first boot, it disappeared into thin air, followed by the second. “Now,” she said, straightening. “Tell me what gaps you have, and I’ll decide which I’m best capable to fill.”

      “Uh… gaps?”

      She cocked her head. “Or tell me your proficiencies if you’d rather.”

      “I’m not sure what all I should’ve learned by now, but… uh… this is my first lesson.” I winced, mortified that I knew so little.

      Pursing her lips, Zia tugged at the corner of her ‘70s dress…

      Whoa.

      She was no longer dressed like a go-go dancer. Zia’s dress had somehow morphed into a sarong, which she tugged free and laid out on the sand, plopping down onto one side of the fabric island. Now she wore a pretty red and white polka dot one-piece swimsuit. She patted the other side of the blanket she’d created with her dress. “Have a seat. Let’s get to know one another a bit, and then we’ll chat about your experiences with spirit.”

      Turned out my great-great-great-great-great-grandmother wasn’t nearly so intimidating this time. In fact, she was pretty cool. She’d been married twice before she had children and was nearly nine hundred years old when she had Than. Apparently, it wasn’t uncommon for high mages to have children later in life.

      I gave her an abbreviated version of my last couple of months, which earned me a wide-eyed gasp of shock.

      “You’ve had a few surprises yourself,” she said in the understatement of the year. Or maybe millennium.

      She explained how doing spirit magic was always hardest the first few times. “It’s like learning the steps to a new dance or how to do martial arts. Once you know how, it will barely take any focus, but until you’ve learned it, spirit magic—and all magic for that matter—will take every ounce of your attention.”

      I told her how I thought I’d spirit walked to Kaja back when Rage and I had left the selkies, and Zia explained that this was the easiest type of spirit-magic because I’d known what Kaja looked like and where I could find her—plus, we’d been in the same realm. But when I went to fetch Honor’s soul from the Realm of the Dead, I’d needed Grandpa’s help because my power hadn’t all been unlocked and it was a different realm.

      “But, now that you have access to all your power, you were able to pull me here and quite easily, it seems,” Zia said. “Tell me how you did it. Did you bring my soul stone?”

      I held up my hands, empty except for the crystal shard, to indicate that I didn’t have her stone. And I wasn’t about to say it’d been easy to pull her here. “I’m not sure how I called you because…”

      No way did I want to tell her.

      “Because…?” Zia pressed.

      After a sigh, I admitted the truth. “Because I didn’t really want you to show up. I mean, you weren’t very helpful last time—or even very nice.”

      She nodded. “True. I was surprised to get pulled into training another spirit master—plus, you look so much like your mother I let my emotions get the better of me—but it sounds like I made a memorable impression on you. That’s likely why you were able to focus enough to pull me in. Lesson number one: your focus and attention to detail will determine your ability to call on spirits.”

      “Gotcha.” Probably why it was so easy to spirit walk to Kaja and connect with Honor’s spirit in the Realm of the Dead. Also probably why I needed my ancestors’ soul stones to meet them the first time. I’d had no idea what any of them looked like or even their names to call on them.

      “But … let’s start your lesson with that,” she said, pointing at the crystal in my hand. “Because the first thing you need to learn to do, on your own, is how to get in and out of the spirit realm using just your own magic, not a safety net crystal.”

      Then we—and I use that term very loosely—worked on me bouncing in and out of the spirit realm—like, all flippin’ day—until my skin was pruney from sitting in the water. During our lesson, Zia explained that water was an energy conductor and made it easier to do magic, especially when training new students. By the end of our session, nine hours later, I could access the spirit realm in the blink of an eye—no crystal, and even out of the water of the spirit pools.

      “Good job, Nai,” Zia said, standing up and brushing sand from her legs. “Now, go get some food and sleep. You need to recharge.” She pulled me in for a spirit hug, which felt nearly as amazing as a real hug. “Tomorrow, you should work with Than on the process of finding one’s soul stone. That’s probably what Geoff will want you to do next, given how short you are on time.”

      I nodded absently until the memory of my first experience with a soul stone surfaced. “Where are soul stones found?”

      Zia pointed in the air—away from where we stood. “They’re usually found on the Island of Power.”

      Huh?

      “You mean High Mage Island?”

      “Is that what they’re calling it now?” Zia shrugged. “It’s the island the Mother Mage created that exudes magical power.”

      Okay…

      “So then why would the Keeper of the Dead want a soul stone?” I remembered the way he’d swallowed the one my grandfather had given me, and a chill ran through me.

      Zia’s eyes widened. “Because then the soul is tied there—to the Realm of the Dead. Most of the time, that wouldn’t matter after death anyway because that’s where nearly all souls go, but for me, your grandfather, and eventually you—as a high mage of spirit, assuming spirit chooses you—our souls are sealed to our soul stones. So we can travel wherever we want after death, whereas if the Keeper owns your stone, you have to stay down there with him. Speaking of which … make sure you keep our soul stones safe, please.”

      Suddenly I knew whose soul stone I’d given to the Keeper of the Dead and why he’d been so excited to get it.

      “I know why Geoff didn’t come here with me the first time,” I whispered, a strangled cry dying in my throat. He’d given me the stone so nonchalantly, telling me it would get me and Rage out of there. I’d had no idea he’d condemned himself to the Realm of the Dead after his death.

      Anguish, guilt, and shame all overwhelmed me, so strong I lost focus. Zia faded before my eyes, her concerned expression the last thing to vanish, before I jerked upright in the spirit pool, a sob on my lips.

      Gramps … traded his eternity of soul-walking for … me.

      I leapt out of the pool and raced back to the changing area, shucking my wet swimsuit as I ran. In a mad rush, I pulled my clothes on and then tore out of the glass-paneled room and ran up the stairs and down the hall where I heard Reyna and Sariah chatting.

      “Where is he?” I asked, my voice hoarse with emotion as I burst into a conference where the two women sat at a table, chatting.

      Reyna rose from her seat. Her wan expression shifted to pity as she took in my distraught appearance. She sighed before offering me a small, sad smile. Stepping into the hallway, she pointed to a room, the door slightly ajar. I beelined for it and knocked once.

      “Come in.” Gramps’ voice sounded frail, and it made the lump in my throat grow even larger.

      Stepping into the room, I took in his frail appearance. He lay in a king-sized sleigh bed, propped up and reading a book with a cowboy on the cover. Windows lined the entire wall to his left, and the curtains were opened halfway, letting in shafts of light.

      Had he lost weight in just a day? Was that possible?

      “Hi, dear girl,” he said, brightening as he set his book down. But his smile melted away as he studied me, turning somber with his brow furrowed.

      I stumbled into the room and fell to my knees at the side of his bed. “Why? Why did you give me your soul stone? The Keeper … he swallowed it. He … he owns your soul now, doesn’t he? You’ll be trapped there. You’ll—”

      He reached out and stroked the top of my head as I burst into tears and buried my face into my hands.

      I’d barely known him then, and he’d just so easily sacrificed his eternity … for me. I felt 110.9% undeserving. My chest pinched with pain. This weight and guilt of knowing I’d taken something precious from him. “It’s not … I could’ve…”

      “Nai,” he said, his voice soft, yet somehow it pierced through my muffled sobs. Reaching out, he tipped my chin up to meet his eyes. “My lovely granddaughter.” He took a deep breath and offered me a smile filled with patience and love. “Surlama tricked you. You never would’ve gotten out without a soul stone. Every realm has rules, even that of the dead. The Keeper has to maintain order.” Grandpa pursed his lips and then added, “We were lucky the Keeper allowed you and Rage to leave.”

      I chewed on my bottom lip as tears dripped down my cheeks. “It’s because we promised to kill Surlama. The Keeper actually tricked us. He swallowed your soul stone in exchange for permission to take Honor’s soul when we called for it—”

      “Oh, I see.” Gramps nodded. “I’d wondered why it was so easy to bring him back.”

      “But, when you first came to the Realm of the Dead, you said…”  My brow furrowed as I tried to remember exactly what my grandfather had said when he first appeared there to me and Rage, beyond the fact that Rage’s body would’ve decomposed if we didn’t get out ASAP. “Didn’t you say something about being able to bring back Honor’s soul?”

      Taking a deep breath, Gramps closed his eyes. After his exhale, he opened his eyes and met my gaze. Even before he spoke, I could tell it wasn’t good.

      “Not without a soul stone,” he said, his voice shaky. “That or some other agreement with the Keeper is the only way to get a soul out. Remember—without order, there is only chaos.”

      What the what?

      So if I hadn’t made that bargain … would we’ve ever gotten Honor out? I didn’t even want to ask, and … did it matter now?

      Nope. Not one bit.

      Considering my grandfather’s sacrifice, I leaned forward and shoved my face into the bedspread as tears threatened once more. “I’m so sorry.”

      “Don’t be.”

      Jerking my chin up, my grandfather just smiled at me serenely.

      “Things have a way of working out just the way they ought to.”

      “Yeah,” I snorted. “I don’t quite believe that.” Like, not even 25.6%.

      He chuckled. “You’ve given me a gift. Now I’ll get to spend all of eternity with Elia, who never graduated to spirit master. I can think of no better existence than to spend forever with one of my favorite people. And you can visit any time.”

      But … he wouldn’t be able to see Sariah or Donovan until they died—and that was my fault. Guilt pressed in on me once more, augmented by stress, and suddenly, I couldn’t stop crying. The mess of my life finally came to a head. I’d given away my grandfather’s soul stone; my mate lived in a different realm, and I couldn’t be with him; I missed my Dad … and Kaja. My life kinda sucked, and I just let it all out as Gramps rubbed my back while I grieved.

      ‘Nai, what’s wrong?’ Rage’s voice suddenly burst into my mind, and I froze.

      I could hear him. ‘Rage … I’m okay. Sad about Gramps. How can I hear you?’

      His relief flooded through our bond. ‘We sealed the mating bond. Nothing can keep us apart now. I’m glad you’re okay. See you soon.’

      I sat up and looked at Gramps, noticing his sleepy, heavy eyelids were barely open. My gaze jumped to the bedside clock, and I frowned. How could the entire day get away like that? It was nearly three o’clock, and I needed a snack and a shower before I met up with Rage. I glanced back to my grandfather, and our gazes collided.

      “Sorry for the crying fest,” I said, followed by a weak laugh. “I guess I needed that.”

      He gave me another one of his patient smiles, the kind that communicated love, acceptance, and so much support. “You’re doing such a great job, Nai. Your mother would be proud, as am I.”

      “Thank you,” I whispered, struggling to keep my frayed emotions in check. I stood and kissed his cheek. “Get some rest. You look tired.”

      He snorted but held out his book, and I set it on his bedside table before walking to the far wall to draw the curtains. The guilt I’d carried when I stepped into this room had lifted somewhat, and my love for this man had grown immeasurably. By the time I slipped out of his door, I could hear his soft snores.

      Checking myself in the hallway mirror, I recoiled at my reflection. Red, blotchy skin; messy, tangled strands of my silvery hair hung in clumps. I was a hot mess.

      I grabbed an apple from the kitchen, and Reyna showed me to an opulent room with an ensuite bathroom that would rival anything I’d seen in Rage’s castle. It felt weird having a room here when I really just wanted to live with Rage, but it was necessary for now. I rushed through my shower and was relieved to find clean clothes my size waiting for me in the walk-in closet.

      Thanks, Annette.

      As I dressed, trepidation fluttered in my chest. Mine? Or Rage’s? The feeling crawled through me, making it impossible for me to relax. I had another thirty minutes before Rage would be in the library, but that didn’t mean I needed to stay here.

      Besides, I was way overdue for a visit with my bestie.
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      I popped my head into Reyna’s room, but the curtains were drawn, and she was out like a light. I was confused at first. Why would she be asleep at 3:30 p.m.? Then I remembered she was Gramps’ shield, and my heart pinched with compassion. I snuck out, and with no one else around, I scribbled a note and left it on the kitchen counter before rushing down the hall toward the passageway to Grandpa’s private office. More unease wormed through me, churning in my gut, and I picked up my pace.

      Something felt wrong.

      I burst through the door to Gramps’ study and shouted, “Let’s go, Honor.”

      He darted past me so fast it was obvious that he’d been waiting.

      ‘Something’s wrong,’ he said, trotting down the hall. ‘I feel it.’

      “Do you know what it is?” I replied, and when he didn’t respond, I reached out to Rage. ‘Are you okay?’

      No reply. I tried to open to him, but when I did, I felt sick to my stomach like I was going to throw up. Something was definitely off.

      Honor loped ahead, and I tried to call up my wolf as she would be faster than my human form, but she cowered back, refusing to take over. Shocker.

      So I ran.

      I shoved open the door into the high mage library; the ornate iron handle clanged against the wall. Ignoring the noise, I ran down the aisle, Honor at my side. We raced past the fountain—

      And pulled to a stop just before colliding with a young man … in seafoam green robes. He had the same hawk-like nose and broad forehead as his father, Kian, the mage master of water.

      Ugh.

      Julian.

      Honor bared his teeth and snarled at the dude blocking our passageway.

      “What the hell is he doing here?” Kian’s son snapped, pointing at Honor. “Those creatures aren’t allowed here. It’s forbidden.”

      “Well, then move,” I huffed, stepping closer to him. “You’re blocking our way out.”

      His nostrils flared. “I know you think you’re something special, but you’re not.”

      Screw you, dude.

      My heart, already racing, took it up another notch to a full-on sprint. “You don’t know a thing about me—”

      “I know enough,” he snarled, stepping into my personal space.

      Honor lunged forward then, snapping his jaws at the dude, and he backed up slightly.

      “Clearly, you don’t,” I growled, glaring up at him as I inched through the gap Honor had created.

      “Unless you’re on some sort of suicide path, you’re not going to be the mage master of spirit,” he said, eyeing Honor before his gaze flicked back to me. “You don’t belong here with us. You’re a mutant high crime.”

      Oh. My. Mage.

      I rolled my eyes and then gave him a one-finger wave. “Tell me something I haven’t heard a million times. I don’t have time to exchange insults like teenagers. Get. Out. Of. My. WAY!” I roared the last part, my wolf coming to the surface as pelts of fur rippled down my arms.

      His face pinched, his lips bunching as he clenched his teeth, but he stepped aside to allow me passage.

      “That’s what I thought.” I dismissed him with a wave and started walking backward down the aisle toward the portal door. “Come on, Honor.”

      Pretty much, everyone I’d met here, excluding family, was an evil asshat.

      “You better tell the alpha king to get his crap together,” Julian seethed. “If he doesn’t hold up his end of the bargain with the high mages, he won’t be king for very long.”

      I stopped my departure and cocked my head as I measured the young man. I didn’t know him well enough to get a solid read, but I was getting close to kicking his ass. Balling my fists, I strode closer to him and snarled, “Are you threatening my mate?”

      Shaking his head, he snorted and then turned his back on me. “Not at all. I don’t need to. I’m just educating you.”

      What did that mean?

      Glaring at his retreating form, I decided I didn’t care. He was probably only posturing, and I didn’t need to chase down one more battle. Rage could handle himself. Still, I’d be more wary of Julian now.

      ‘Let’s go, Nai,’ Honor called, his nails clicking on the stone flooring as he led our departure. ‘Something’s wrong with Justice. I feel it.’

      Honor’s declaration wiped all thoughts about Kian’s son from my mind. I’d have to deal with that bully at some point, but right now wasn’t the time.

      When I arrived at the onyx door, my chest felt heavy with foreboding. I pushed through, and my heart stopped.

      The Shifter Island Academy library was silent—unnaturally so, especially considering it was a school library and the middle of the day.

      “Hello?” I called.

      Nothing.

      ‘Rage?’ I called through our bond, my heart thundering against my ribs. ‘Rage!’

      Honor took off at a sprint, and I followed, weaving through the library shelves, I ran as fast as my two legs could go.

      ‘Are you close?’ Rage suddenly asked, his mental voice sounding breathless. Strained.

      ‘Yes. Where are you? What’s wrong?’ I ran out the door and down the hall, exiting the building, and still … I saw no one.

      My mind raced, and the fear I’d felt intensified—mine mixing with Rage’s. And… ‘WHY WEREN’T YOU ANSWERING?’

      ‘Come to the castle infirmary; Justice is hurt bad,’ he said. ‘I was busy helping him.’

      I skidded to a stop in the middle of the quad, only then realizing that Honor wasn’t anywhere near me, he was way far up ahead.

      ‘Hurry, Nai … please,’ Rage said.

      Mother Mage.

      ‘Run!’ I commanded my wolf—because the sooner I could get to Rage, the better. She surged to the surface and my clothes shredded as muscle and bone and sinew snapped and shifted in the blink of an eye … and then I was running.

      As I approached the castle, shifters appeared, their forms a blur in the periphery as I raced to my target.

      ‘Justice better not be dead,’ I snarled to Rage, his brothers, and even the universe. Now that I knew what it took to bargain with the Keeper of the Dead… ‘Nobody better be even close!’

      I sprinted into the infirmary, and my wolf receded. Boom. Gone. And … totally naked, I strode into the room, pausing to scan the inhabitants. Every single bed was occupied. All of them. There had clearly been some type of attack.

      The metallic tang of copper hung in the air, but it was the heavy weight of dread that pressed in around me. A half-dozen shifters dressed in white attended to the other patients, but there was only one bed with several people hovering around it. I recognized the broad shoulders of two of the Midnight brothers. I yanked a blanket from a twin mattress, wrapping it around me like a toga, and beelined for the brothers and their mother.

      “What’s going on?” I asked, stepping between Honor’s wolf form and Rage, who was nearest to the twin bed. “How is—?”

      The question died on my lips as I stared down at Justice.

      Strong, loyal, watchful Justice … just lay there, nearly as white as the hem of the blood-soaked sheet over him. His chest rose and fell in short, shallow breaths, but his emerald eyes were closed.

      “Blood mages attacked his patrol squad,” Noble said from the other side of the bed.

      Jerking my chin up, I looked at Noble and then turned my attention to Rage, my jaw dropping at his gruesome appearance.

      Blood mage… Kian had mentioned them in the library. If he was behind this, I’d skin him alive.

      Rage’s black leather armor was dark, wet with blood in several places and caked with mud in others. The two sheaths strapped to his thighs were empty, but he had one dagger at his waist and a broadsword fastened to his back.

      “Blood mage?” I squeaked. Just because I’d heard of them once didn’t mean I knew who or what they were.

      “Vampires,” Rage clarified.

      WHAT THE WHAT?

      Three deep gashes marred the molded leather across his chest, the congealed blood on his skin a testament to how close he’d come to occupying a space next to his brother. Additional scratches and scrapes were in various stages of healing on his neck and face, and his eyes glistened as he watched his brother struggle to breathe.

      I reached out to my mate, and my heart squeezed with pain when he flinched. ‘Rage?’

      ‘It’s my fault.’ He blinked, and two tears spilled … one down each cheek. When he looked at me, his eyes still swam with guilt and pain. ‘I sent him out there to investigate.’

      Shaking my head, I pushed past my mate’s guilt to deal with the most pressing issue. “Why isn’t he healing?” I asked.

      Rage said nothing.

      Noble cleared his throat. “I’ve poured several bottles of healing elixir—”

      “Then get me some mage wine,” I growled. “And I’ll make more.”

      “It…” Elaine’s voice cracked behind me, and I flinched at her sudden appearance. A small sob escaped her lips before she pressed on. “It didn’t work. They tried … everything…”

      Everything?

      I grabbed the knife at Rage’s waist and yanked it out. Without hesitation, I ran the blade over my palm, pushing it deep into the skin and muscle underneath. A searing pain radiated up my arm, and I dropped the weapon to the floor before pulling the sheet covering Justice’s chest down.

      Elaine’s gasp registered, and my stomach heaved at the mangled mess that was Justice’s chest.

      Bile burned the back of my throat, but I forced it down as I inched closer, pushing Rage to step back.

      “Uh, Nai,” Noble said, reaching for me. “What are you—?”

      If I opened my mouth, there was a good chance I’d vomit, but that wasn’t what bound my tongue. The air around Justice was shimmering, and something deep inside me told me I didn’t have time to explain.

      He was on the verge of death.

      With blood dripping from my fingers, I ran my hand over Justice’s shattered ribs and shredded flesh, pushing whatever spirit magic I had into his body to tie his soul to his mortal form.

      You can’t have him, I thought to the Keeper of Souls. And then I begged every power within the universe: Please work. Please work…

      My vision blurred, and my tears dripped into the wound, joining the blood and magic. I needed this magic to seal his spirit back to his body, and his body needed to heal so the two could be whole once more. I bowed my head and pleaded…

      Mother Mage, please let this work.

      There was something healing about my blood that I hadn’t yet learned enough about, but if my blood mixed with mage wine made a healing elixir, then maybe my blood plain was even more powerful? Justice was getting the bare minimum Spirit 101 here, and I was just going to have to try my best. Gramps was too sick to help, so I was all he had right now, and it had to be enough.

      ‘Is it … is it working?’ Rage asked, his voice filled with pain and longing.

      I opened my mouth to say I wasn’t sure, but then I felt it. Sunshine and joy. Hope and love. Health and wholeness. Justice.

      I gathered every ounce of spirit magic I could muster and threw it into my dear friend. His soul appeared then, hovering just over the bed as a white translucent figure, and with a yank, he fell back into his body.

      My palm and fingers tingled, and I smiled.

      “Oh. My. Mage,” Noble gasped.

      ‘Nai?’ Rage’s voice was filled with awe, and I felt his arm slide around my waist.

      Justice coughed, and my eyes widened as he grabbed my wrist.

      “Dude,” Justice said, his lips pulling upward as his gaze jumped from me to Rage. “Tell your mate to stop feeling me up.”

      This time, when tears pricked my eyes, they were filled with joy and relief. I pulled my hand free from Justice’s and shook my finger at him. “Don’t you ever do that again, you hear?”

      His eyes widened, and he nodded, “Yes, ma’am,” but there was nothing serious in his expression or voice when he spoke.

      Then I sank back into Rage and asked, “What the hell happened?”
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        * * *

      

      Rage led me into his room where he slipped into the attached bathroom to take a quick shower and wash off the blood.

      I pulled on a pair of his sweatpants and a soft t-shirt that smelled like him and then climbed up on his bed. Sitting there, I bopped my leg nervously as the scene with Justice played over and over in my mind. There was so much blood. So. Much. Blood. And what the mage did he mean when he said blood mages were vampires? The first day I’d met the Midnight brothers, hadn’t one of them said some of the vampire royalty lived in the cliffs, but after the Mage Wars, the vampires were mostly extinct? Were they back? How many were there?

      A billow of steam escaped the bathroom, followed by Rage. He wore a low-slung pair of sweatpants; a few droplets of water trailed down his chiseled chest.

      Yum.

      Blood what? My thoughts frizzled. Completely.

      “We haven’t had a lot of time to talk lately,” Rage sighed. “After you went with your grandfather to High Mage Island, some of my guards were attacked by blood mages, what you would call vampires. It turns out Kalama is one of them. Surlama was too.”

      My jaw dropped, and suddenly, all I could see was the mental image of Justice’s shredded chest. “All that blood…” Wait… “Surlama was a blood mage? You mean, she wanted all that blood because she … fed off of it?”

      I shivered at the thought of Surlama drinking my blood.

      Rage perched on the edge of the bed and nodded. “Apparently, they integrated into mage society near Dark Row. They were living under our noses for years.”

      “What happened with Justice? It’s the middle of the day. I thought vampires only came out when it’s dark?” I breathed, my mind reeling. Because why couldn’t we have vampire problems too? On top of everything else? And what self-respecting vampire attacked in broad daylight?

      “There’s a lot of rumors about blood mages, but they’re definitely not limited by the sun. Unfortunately.” Rage rubbed the back of his neck, dropping his chin to his chest as agony marred his face. “I sent Justice to lead a team and explore the area I thought they might be in—and he stumbled across a blood mage den…” He blew out a long, slow breath. “It was like sending him into the jaws of hell. Nai, there were dozens of them. Dozens.”

      Dozens!

      I winced. “Where? Here on Shifter Island?”

      He shook his head. “No. North of Dark Row. We’ve been helping the lower mages organize themselves on the mainland while the fat-cat high mages sit in their castles.” Rage’s expression hardened. “And what are they doing? Nothing.”

      I frowned. “That makes no sense.”

      “And yet, the mages have been occupying way too much of my time—and it almost cost Justice his life.”

      “It wasn’t your fault,” I rushed to say. “I didn’t even know blood mages existed two minutes ago, much less how powerful they are. Declan did a crappy job of preparing you for this.” Shaking my head, I tried to make a mental note to ask Gramps why the high mages deferred the lower mage problems to the wolves.

      Raising my gaze, it caught on Rage’s washboard abs.

      Those were very nice.

      Reaching out, I tucked my fingers into his waistband and pulled him toward me.

      Rage caught my hand and moaned. “Nai.”

      “Hey,” I said, tugging him closer. “Justice is fine. All’s well that ends well, right?”

      He nodded. “Speaking of ending well…” He brought my hand to his lips. “I don’t like this arrangement. I miss you all day. Ten minutes isn’t nearly enough. You’re my mate. My wife. My queen. I want you here … with me.” He growled.

      Need and desire surged up within me, and I yanked Rage’s hand, pulling him down on top of me.

      Perfect.

      “If I’m your queen, does this mean I get a crown?” I breathed huskily into his ear.

      Pulling back, he braced himself on his arms and looked down at me, his lips pulling up into a cocky grin. His gaze trailed down my face to my mouth, and then he captured my lips in a toe-curling kiss. He lowered his body until his weight settled on top of me, and I moaned when I felt his hardness line up with my center. There were so many running jokes about newly mated couples constantly wanting to have sex. I thought it was a joke.

      It’s not.

      I wanted him. Now, later, tomorrow, always. I reached down to pull my t-shirt over my head when a knock at the door made me flinch.

      “Go away!” Rage and I both said at the same time.

      “Nope.” Reyna’s clipped voice called through the thick oak door, and I cringed. She must’ve asked someone to open the portal door for her. Pounding her fist on the wood, she continued, “Not going to happen, Nai. Get out here, now.”

      Crap.

      Reyna wouldn’t come here unless it was serious.

      “Rain check?” I asked Rage, wincing.

      Rage sighed, leaning down and kissing my collarbone and up my neck, leaving a trail of fire behind. My mind fritzed again, but before I could kiss him back, he rolled off of me.

      “This sucks,” he grumbled, staring up at the ceiling while I scooted off the bed.

      There were so many things I could say to that. “Yes, but—”

      “I know,” he said, and the rumple of fabric indicated he was not far behind me.

      Pulling the door open, I found Reyna dressed in full battle gear with a black duffle bag by her side. Her dark hair was pulled back in a low ponytail, and her tight expression made me feel like if I hadn’t pulled open the door, she would’ve come in and hauled me off.

      Pointing at me, she shook her head. “Emergency High Mage Council meeting. All high mages and their first heirs must attend.”

      I looked over my shoulder at Rage and smiled apologetically. “See you tomorrow? Four p.m.?”

      He waved me off. “Yeah, yeah. You’d better go.”

      Reyna scooped up the bag and took off down the hall at a sprint, leaving me to race after her.

      “You can’t spend all this time on Shifter Island when you’re the future high mage of spirit!” she snapped, slowing her pace as we exited the castle. “You have responsibilities on High Mage Island.”

      “I know, but—”

      “No, you don’t. You don’t know shit.” She turned to face me with a wild look in her eye. “Listen, I think your grandfather said he had a few months, so he wouldn’t pressure you. But you don’t have months, okay? You have a hell of a lot to learn, and you have days, maybe weeks to do it, or all of his magic goes to Kian and the others. You need to focus.”

      I wanted to snap back at her, but … I couldn’t. She was right. Dammit! She was right. I gave her a curt nod, and she shoved the duffle bag at me.

      “When we get to the office, you need to change. You look like you were just interrupted while having sex.” She grinned.

      I could feel the heat rising to my cheeks. “I just saved Justice’s life … but I understand what it looks like.” I shook the bag. “Thanks for bringing me clothes.”

      She sighed and jerked her chin toward the Alpha Academy campus. “Sorry to bust your balls, but the council’s in a panic.”

      I nodded. “My balls are fine. Let’s go.”

      With two smirks, we ran the rest of the way to the library portal.

      Time to face up to my responsibilities. Again. Because there was no way in hell I’d let Kian get one ounce of my grandfather’s magic.

      Only after we crossed through the portal did I remember Honor. I’d just have to pick him up later. After this stupid meeting.
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        * * *

      

      “The blood mages are back,” Kian announced, and then he paused dramatically to look at each of the four high mages.

      The five of them were seated at a circular table in a private room off of the library, near the area grandpa had sent me to in my spirit trial. As soon as Reyna saw me duck in, she started chatting outside with the other shields. I could see her back through a large glass window between the room and the library. Each of the other three walls was unadorned with various artworks, with the exception of one or two rows of stadium-like benches.

      My attention jumped to my grandfather in time to see the shock register on his face. He sat propped up in his chair with the aid of several pillows, holding on to his cane. His eyes widened and nostrils flared, and my gaze skipped over the other high mages. Orion and Heath looked surprised as well, but Snade merely nodded.

      Interesting.

      I’d slid into the first bench, only after realizing I’d sat down next to Kian’s son, Julian, and two other heirs: a brunette female whose voice I recognized from the library, and a young guy with blond hair. I was guessing this was Jane and Xavier. There was a final male heir I didn’t know, and that made five of us. We watched silently as our elders argued about the matter at hand.

      “Well, it was bound to happen eventually,” Orion stated. “But it’s not really our problem.”

      Grandpa tapped at a piece of paper in front of him. “If they’re picking off the mages in Dark Row, that’s very much our problem,” he croaked. “Look at the report, Ori.”

      Kian laughed, the sound harsh and cruel. “The mages in Dark Row are the alpha king’s problem, Geoff. Old age is addling you.”

      I stiffened, but Gramps cleared his throat as his gaze flicked to me. “We do pay them handsomely to honor our security contract.”

      Wait … what the what?!

      “Pay them handsomely?” Kian snarled, his brow furrowing. “We own the castle, the land, all of it. That island is rightfully ours. Not only that, fifty percent of the crown’s operating budget comes from us.”

      What did he just say? I waited for my grandfather to deny it, but he didn’t. Instead, Grandpa shook his head, his expression tight. “The mage wine—”

      “Exactly!” Snade piped up, cutting my grandfather off. “Giving the shifters the seeds to grow the acayanthic blossoms for mage wine all those years ago was a mistake. I knew it!”

      Orion nodded. “We’re not even a hundred mages here, nothing compared to the thousands of shifters. We provided them with a way to garner sufficient money for their needs, and in return, they need to manage these minor problems. Not only that, aside from the mage wine fields, we give the crown a stipend—specifically for this type of occasion.”

      Whoa. Whoa. Whoa! The mage wine business was what kept everyone making money … and Rage got a stipend as alpha king from the high mages?

      Did he know that?

      I swallowed hard, listening closer to the details that would affect my mate—and his kingdom.

      The door opened to the meeting hall, and a woman strode in, looking flustered. She held a crumpled piece of paper in her fist and handed it to Kian. Leaning forward, she swallowed hard and whispered in his ear, “They’ve formed a coalition, and the king is having them train.”

      The only reason I could hear was my shifter hearing, but I was only 72.4% sure who the “they” was she referenced. I was clinging to the 27.6% chance I was wrong.

      After the door was closed behind her, Kian faced me and gave me an icy glare. “It seems the lower level mages in Mageville have created a union, an idea the new alpha king gave them.”

      My skin prickled, but my cheeks went pink. Shit, Rage, what are you doing?

      “What’s that?” My grandfather pointed to the paper in Kian’s hand.

      Kian waved it before them. “A list of demands. It seems the lower mages now think they deserve to live here, on High Mage Island.”

      The room collectively burst into laughter.

      “That’s preposterous,” Snade hissed. “This is a school. We have limited space. Limited resources.”

      “Everything is limited,” my grandfather mumbled and snapped his fingers. Kian handed over the piece of paper, and my heart thundered as I waited for Grandpa’s verdict.

      Gramps looked up and frowned. “It seems they now know about the power of the island, and they want equal access to it.”

      Kian roared—an honest to all things holy roar—and water exploded from his hands. The spray pounded against the window, making me jump, and I scanned the room to see several wide-eyed expressions, which meant this wasn’t totally normal behavior. My mouth dried as I waited to hear the verdict.

      “That good-for-nothing king has screwed up everything,” Kian growled.

      “Maybe we need to teach him a lesson, help keep him in line.” As soon as Snade finished his statement, his gaze jerked to me, and fire crackled along his skin.

      Part of me wanted to shrink down in my seat, and another part wanted to challenge them all. They were talking about my mate!

      “What did you have in mind?” Kian asked as the heirs around me snickered.

      Snade turned in his chair and faced me, the full brunt of his anger wrought on his face, his eyes like flames. “Let’s tell the king to step in line and do his duty, or not only will we burn all of the acayanthic bushes they have, cutting off their main source of income. We’ll halt all stipends and close the portals to our island so he can’t see his mate.”

      My breath hitched in my throat, but before I could protest, my grandfather burst into a standing position and then swayed with seeming dizziness.

      “Hold on a minute!” His voice warbled, and then he fell back in his seat, but despite his fall, he pressed forward. “He’s a new king. Let’s make sure he’s educated before we declare war against the shifters.”

      Heath cleared his throat. “Maybe we just ask the king nicely to honor the contract his uncle signed. Give him the benefit of the doubt that he doesn’t know his full duties yet.”

      That Heath guy was quickly becoming my second favorite high mage.

      Kian shrugged as if it didn’t matter. “Very well. We’ll try asking first.”

      Then he narrowed his eyes, and his icy gaze found mine. The message was clear: shape up or ship out.

      ‘Uhh … babe?’ I sent Rage a mind message. ‘We’ve gotta talk about … stuff.’

      His reply was instant. ‘Okay. But can it wait until our date night tomorrow? I’m dealing with stupid Mageville drama.’

      I winced because that stupid Mageville drama was exactly what we needed to talk about.

      ‘Sure.’

      The meeting was dismissed, and Gramps and I waited until everyone else had left before I helped him to his feet once more. I didn’t think he wanted everyone to see him so weak, or maybe he didn’t want me to haul off and punch someone, namely Kian … and Snade.

      “Thanks for sticking up for Rage,” I told him as we shuffled out the door.

      He nodded, wincing as Reyna stepped in and took my place. I sidled up to his other side, and he pulled to a stop, his breath labored. “The shifters have always been the right hand of the high mages. Rage needs to toe that line—at least, for a little while. If he changes too much at first, I fear they would … take him out.”

      Gramps offered me a sad smile, and even though I knew he wasn’t a threat, my wolf rose toward the surface. I sucked in a deep breath and pushed her down.

      “Or they might only cut you off from him as punishment,” he added. “They could destroy the portals.”

      I frowned, knowing that they could do it, but would they? “How would they go back and forth if they seal the portals?”

      Gramps looked down at me. “They would be fine. Each of the high mages on the council can open portals to the mortal realms for themselves. But do either you or Rage know how to open a portal?”

      I shook my head because … obviously not.

      “Then it’s time you saw your mother for a lesson. She was the best portal creator this school has ever seen. She even repaired the one that leads to Montana when mages destroyed it.”

      Whoa. My mom. A badass portal princess.

      If the high mages could destroy the portals and keep me from seeing Rage, then I needed to learn how to make portals ASAP. Reaching up, I placed a kiss on my grandfather’s cheek. “Thanks, Gramps.”

      I turned to race off to the castle and the spirit pools when my grandfather’s voice pulled me back.

      “You can’t see your mother without first finding your soul stone. When and if spirit chooses you, your soul stone will help anchor the power fully into you for the first time. Without it, it may still just filter out divided among the other high mages.” Gramps swayed on his feet. “And I fear we don’t have much time left.”

      I froze. “Say what now?” I mean Zia had said that I should probably work with Than on finding soul stones, but I hadn’t realized finding my soul stone would need to happen so soon. “Should I work with the ancestors on that first?”

      Gramps gave a big yawn and patted his shield’s arm. “No time for that. Reyna can go with you. You’ll need someone to watch your back lest Kian or Snade try to thwart you in that too. After you get your soul stone, you can have your first portal lesson with your mother tomorrow.”

      “Okay.” I squeaked.

      Soul stone hunting with Reyna.

      No big deal.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Turns out soul-stone hunting was a big deal. Just like I’d feared. And while Gramps tried to explain it all to me, the whole thing sounded like mystical voodoo.

      “How do you know it’s here, on High Mage Island? What if it’s really on Shifter Island? I am an alpha heir after all.”

      Grandpa shook his head. Back at home, in his bed, he looked less frail—barely. After chuckling, a wheezing, asthmatic sound, he said, “High mage would be dominant.”

      I thought of all the times when my wolf refused to come to the surface and shrugged.

      “Your soul stone will be here, somewhere on the island. Trust me,” Grandpa went on. “Once you find it, you can put it with the others in the black pouch in the spirit pool room. That way, they’re kept safe.”

      “So why are we going to the spirit pools if her soul stone is here on school grounds?” Reyna asked, her brow furrowed with confusion.

      I was grateful I wasn’t the only one wondering that.

      Gramps handed me a long, light blue crystal. “Because this crystal plus the water will help you connect with the energy of your soul stone. Once you’re fully in tune with spirit, your soul stone will give you a vision to lead you to it—like a magnet.”

      A vision? Cool. I could get down with that.

      “That’s it?” I asked, a little wary. So far, things Gramps said weren’t always simple.

      He nodded and then furrowed his brow. “Well, then you’ll need to follow the vision of your soul stone, fetch it, and finally, bring it back here.”

      A vision from my soul stone? Another thing I’d never heard of. Yeah … totally not worried.

      “What if it doesn’t lead me to it? Like what if there isn’t a”—I waved my fingers in the air to indicate magic—“vision.”

      “The young always worry about things they can’t control,” he said.

      Was that to me or Reyna? Because she was maybe ten years older than me. Tops. Hardly old compared to his millennium.

      “Just go with Reyna, Nai. It will all work out.” Then he faced his shield. “You’ll need to be on guard. Nai won’t be focused on the real world here, and with tensions as they are among the mages, she’ll need your eyes and ears—at the very least.”

      She pursed her lips and gave him a curt nod. “I’ve got this, but will you be okay here?”

      “Sure will,” he said, nestling back into the stack of pillows. “Let’s hope we don’t need anyone else but ourselves tonight. I think everyone is stressed enough to keep to their own castles, but…” He pointed at me, dressed in battle gear Reyna had loaned me. “You might want to change into selkie armor. Chances are you’ll be wandering the grounds … possibly even the island. The seal skin protection would be a good idea.”

      Seal skin? “I don’t have that.”

      “Not to worry, I do. A present for you from King Ozark,” Grandpa said, his eyes getting droopy. “He’s a good man … and a good king.”

      I remembered the way the selkie king had handled the mage Jakko’s betrayal and nodded. I didn’t even know King Ozark knew Gramps.

      “I’ll give it to her,” Reyna said and then pulled me toward the door. “Anything else?”

      I waited for more directions, something more than his vague “relax and find your soul stone” pep talk, but he closed his eyes.

      “Nope. That should do it.”

      As soon as we stepped into the hall and the door was closed behind us, I grabbed Reyna by the arm. “Please tell me you know how this goes.”

      “I’ve never done this before either,” she said, interrupting me in that brusque way that made me feel stupid. “But Geoff won’t let you fail. The only one who wants to make sure Kian doesn’t get spirit power more than you is Geoff.” She cocked her head to the side and then added, “And maybe me. Now, let’s get you that selkie armor.”

      The slick black wetsuit looked similar to the leather body armor we wore but even nicer than what Reyna had leant me, and it felt like a second skin. There were layers over my vital organs, molded plating covering my chest, back, abdomen, and pelvis; only these layers of protection were practically weightless.

      “King Ozark gave this to my grandfather?” I asked, looking in the mirror. The chest plate seemed decidedly made for a woman.

      Reyna’s brow furrowed, and she eyed me through the mirror. “Yep, Ozark gave it to Geoff for you. Your grandfather talked to him before Rage’s coronation. I didn’t understand why you’d need it then, but, clearly … Geoff knew what he was doing.”

      Whoa.

      I nodded, thinking of all he’d done to get me here.

      “The foot coverings are there,” Reyna said, pointing to two sock-like pieces that lay on top of a circle-shaped piece. “And the cap.”

      Holding up the cap, I snickered. “I’m going to look like I’m wearing a body sock. I think I’ll wait and put this on in the pool.”

      Reyna gave me a flat look. “Suit yourself.”

      We ate a late dinner in silence. I was preoccupied with checking off this box of finding my soul stone, and only toward the end of the meal did I think of all that Reyna had on her plate. No pun intended.

      “In case I forget to say it again later, thanks for having my back,” I said as we cleared our plates. Donovan and my aunt had already gone off to bed. “Not just tonight, but all the times…”

      She gave me a tight smile. “We’re all working toward the same goal.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Would it kill you to say you’re welcome?”

      She just grinned. If I wasn’t so stressed, her stoicism would be hilarious. Not.

      As we walked toward the spirit pools, anxiety burst from its cocoon within my stomach, and I suddenly wished I’d not eaten dinner.
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        * * *

      

      Reyna stayed outside the chamber, guarding the room and waiting to accompany me on this crazy quest thing. We agreed that once I had my vision or whatever it was, we’d both go out and start the search for my soul stone, cloaked in the darkness of night. I slipped into the steaming water, clutching the crystal Gramps gave me, and closed my eyes.

      Nothing.

      Not only did I not relax, but my mind raced with thoughts.

      Was Justice fully healed? Did Gramps really only have weeks left? What would Rage do about the blood mages?

      Stop thinking!

      I pictured a lake from my childhood, one Mack and I used to go to with his mom and my dad when we were growing up. The water was mountain runoff and as clear as air, but the lake was over a hundred feet deep and more than a mile wide. Sitting on the shore, I had enjoyed how the surface reflected the light of the sun, and it seemed endless, peaceful. I needed my mind to be still and silent like that lake.

      Pushing the thoughts from my head, I closed my eyes and slowed my breathing. I let the mountain lake appear in my mind’s eye.

      Calm.

      Clear.

      The only thing I needed to think about … was my soul stone.

      No … I needed to relax.

      My body floated on top of the steaming pool of water, the warm liquid leaching the tension from my muscles.

      Relax…

      I let my mind drift, and small ripples appeared on the lake in my mind’s eye, the water lapping at the rocky shore.

      Relax…

      My gaze rose to the expanse of blue sky above.

      Relax…

      The dense air, humid and warm, disappeared.

      Opening my eyes, I discovered I now stood at the head of a hiking trail with dense trees around me—the evergreens much like the ones we had in Montana. At my side was a large brown wolf who looked a lot like Reyna’s wolf.

      Huh…?

      I squinted, studying her because all around her body was a bright fuchsia color like an aura. That was something I’d never seen before. Was this my vision?

      Wolf-Reyna took off, and I followed her down a trail. Eventually, the trail ended on the shore of a pebbled beach, and Reyna skidded to a halt, her attention seeming to focus out at the clear lake in front of us.

      There, in the center, was a deep blue glow.

      My soul stone. I just knew it.

      Looking at wolf-Reyna, I grinned. “It’s here!” Then, I spun to get my bearings. “Where are we?”

      The she-wolf shook her head, backing up slowly.

      “What?” I asked, following her as she backed away with a whine.

      “Reyna. Where is this?” I asked the vision-Reyna-wolf.

      ‘On Kian’s Estate. His private lake,’ she spoke into my mind, and her words sent a chill of dread through me.

      Well, shifter.

      If that wasn’t just the worst news … of the hour.

      I lurched out of the vision as fast as I’d been sucked in. As I stood, the spirit pool water trickled down the black armor around my waist in rivulets.

      When I stepped out of the spirit pool room, Reyna looked at me curiously.

      “That was fast,” she said. “Did you find it?”

      I frowned. “Yeah, you helped me. Did you … I dunno, have a vision too?”

      Reyna looked at me like I’d grown a second head. “Do I look like I have visions?”

      Shaking my head, I nevertheless bit my tongue. Pretty much, this spirit power made me question my sanity sometimes.

      “Where is it?” Reyna asked.

      I took in a deep breath before releasing it. “Vision-Reyna said it was in Kian’s private lake.”

      Reyna let several curse words fly. And then a few more. Finally, she huffed and faced me. “Well, come on, we better do this before it gets too late.”
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        * * *

      

      Yeah, sneaking onto my archnemesis’ castle grounds at night was not my idea of fun, but we had no problems getting past the gate, probably because Kian didn’t have any guard dogs. Halle-frickin’-leujah.

      It was a good ten-minute hike down to his private lake with a white pebble beach just like the one from my vision. Only, this time, I didn’t see the blue glowing in the middle.

      I looked at Reyna and shrugged. “I think I need to go into the water.”

      She inclined her head. “Then go. I’ve got your back.”

      Was I blindly about to jump into a lake in Kian’s backyard because I thought my soul stone was there? Yes … yes I was. RIP, Nai Crescent. Died trying to steal her own soul stone.

      Without another thought, I stepped into the cool water, letting it kiss my feet, and stared at the myriad rocks on the shore. Maybe my soul stone was here somewhere. My gaze skimmed over the pebbles, and I shook my head. None of these were it. It wouldn’t be here … where it could be trodden underfoot. It was in the center of the lake where the blue had glowed in my vision. But … why couldn’t anything be easy?

      Raising my chin, I looked out over the glassy surface of the lake, steeling myself. Reyna had my back, so I waded out into the water until it was waist-deep and then dove in. Taking long strokes, I swam out toward the center, cutting through the surface like a knife with the aid of my special armor. I fell into a rhythm. Stroke, stroke, stroke, breathe. Stroke, stroke, stroke, breathe.

      Treading water, I looked down at the bottom and … wow.

      Vibrant colors danced on the bottom of the lake. Rich amethyst. Citrine the color of sunshine. Emeralds the color of spring grass, and blood-red rubies. But the one that drew my eye was really tiny, like the size of my pinky nail and the color of a deep blue sapphire. The water rippled, and…

      I sucked in a deep breath and then dove down, pulling myself closer and closer to the breathtaking stone.

      My chest burned, but I kicked harder, ignoring the pressure building in my ears and all around me. As I drew nearer the stone, the light reflected the edges, and I saw that it wasn’t just a tiny cluster of blue but, instead, a clear quartz with a blue inclusion.

      I continued to hold my breath, but I was running out of air. I needed to get my soul stone and get out of here. I kicked my legs and pulled down with my arms, desperately trying to get to the bottom.

      Finally!

      Reaching the bottom, I grabbed for the point. As soon as my fingers brushed the surface of the stone, something changed. The crystal-clear water went murky. The pressure on my body increased, and my lungs screamed for air.

      Magic.

      Oh mage! Did Kian somehow know I was here?

      I tugged on the stone, but for some strange reason, it wouldn’t come free.

      Attracted like a magnet my butt! This thing was glued in.

      Grabbing the crystal with both hands, I yanked and tried pushing off the bottom of the lake with both feet. Pain sliced across my fingers, and the brackish water tinged red.

      But the stone was free in my hands!

      I kicked toward what I hoped was the surface, each frantic beat of my heart carrying with it the desperation for a breath.

      Something bumped into me, and I screamed.

      Another bump…

      Mother Mage!

      I needed air!

      A dark shadow passed me on my left, a creature at least six feet long. Another shadow—or was it the same one?—passed me on my right, and then something bumped me from behind.

      All I could think was sharks, but sharks didn’t live in fresh water. Still, could Kian use his water magic to convert the lake to be shark-friendly?

      No way was I waiting to find out.

      My heart stopped, and full-on panic seized me.

      The dark shadow thing drew closer, and I caught a glimpse of blue fabric … like Kian’s robe. Then with a crushing pain it—he?—latched on to my ankle.

      I screamed again. Only this time, water rushed into my nose and mouth. The shadowy-monstrous thing, which I was 98.4% sure was Kian, pulled me deeper down, and I did the only thing I could think of … and punched him as hard as I could. The crystal in my hand bludgeoned the shadowy beast, and I felt bone crunch beneath my fist. The water bloomed even more red, and Rage flooded my mind.

      ‘What the hell, Nai! Are you okay?’ I didn’t have time to respond.

      The pressure released on my ankle as well as the wound, my shields taking my injury. I couldn’t hold my breath any longer, and with a gasp of desperation I sucked in water.

      No, no, no!

      Something swam under my arms as I started to sink, and a heartbeat later, someone hauled me out of the water and dropped me on my stomach.

      “Dammit, Nai!” Reyna snarled. “Don’t you dare die on me.”

      Coughing and gagging, I spewed water as she pounded on my back. “S-stop,” I sputtered. “Rey … stop. I’m okay.”

      The beating stopped, and I rolled over onto my back, blinking up into the night sky. To my right, a blur of blue robes rose up from the water, and then I heard fist connect with bone. Panting and still trying to catch my breath, I let my head loll to the side…

      What. The. Mage?

      Soaking wet, Reyna had left my side and was now beating the ever-living crap out of Kian! She held the front of his soaking wet robes in one fist and pounded him with the other. He was well over six feet tall and going limp in her arms as she landed blow after blow into his face. And next to the douchebag of the year, lying on the ground, was someone else, a body who was also apparently unconscious with a horrible head wound.

      Still hacking with each breath, my coughs turned into a panicked gasp.

      “Hey … Rey…”

      Reyna’s attention jerked to me, her fist still poised over Kian’s unconscious face as his body went fully slack and crumpled to the ground.

      “Yeah?”

      Struggling, I pushed up on my hands until I was sitting upright. “I’m pretty sure killing him is against some sort of rules. Besides, if you do, you’ll only be killing his shield.”

      Pointing at the inert body next to Kian, she growled, “His shield is already dead.” Then she kicked Kian in the side, but he was out cold and didn’t even flinch. Still staring down at him, she snarled, “You’ll never have another shield from the wolves again, asshole. Ever.”

      Then she trotted over to me.

      “Mother Mage, Nai. I’m so sorry,” she said, shaking her head and flinging drops of water. “I … he showed up and blasted me with a crushing wave. By the time I came to…” She swallowed hard and then asked, “Did you get your soul stone?”

      I held up the crystal.

      “Halle-frickin’-lujah.” She hauled me upright and then ducked under my arm to help support my weight.

      Scanning the surrounding area, I looked at the dark waters of the large lake as it rippled in the moonlight.

      ‘Nai…?’ Rage growled in my head.

      ‘I’m good. Slight hiccup. Is Honor okay?’ I knew he would have taken the brunt of my injury.

      ‘I had to give him some mage wine, but he’s good.’

      ‘Okay. Let’s chat later,’ I told him and then looked at Reyna. “I’m ready to go,” I said, shuffling forward. “Please.”

      “You betcha.” As Reyna led me back toward Grandpa’s castle, I looked at the crystal in my hand. Maybe one inch wide and three inches long, it was optic-clear quartz, but the surface was dusted with sapphire blue dumortierite, and deep within the point was a blue inclusion … in the shape of a butterfly.

      Gotcha.
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      The next morning, I woke up with the sun, so excited with the prospect of seeing my mom. Not only could she show me how to open portals between realms in case the high mages closed them to keep me from seeing Rage, but we were long overdue for a reunion. The one time I’d seen her in the Realm of the Dead when I went to get Honor, it was only for a moment. I’d never gotten to know her or my bio dad, and I wanted that. A lot.

      But as I sat at the kitchen bar with my breakfast, fear crept in. Would I measure up to what she’d hoped for me? Would she be okay with me being mated to an alpha heir from Midnight? The nerves in my belly churned as I stared at my cereal.

      “Are you excited to meet with your mom?” Sariah’s voice called from behind me.

      I turned in my seat to see her and Donovan shuffle into the kitchen.

      “Going to see Auntie Elia?” His face brightened.

      I frowned, confused. “He knows her?”

      But that was impossible; the math didn’t add up. She died before he was born.

      To my surprise, Sariah nodded. “He’s seen about a thousand photos, and we have tons of home movies.”

      “Really?” The thought of seeing my mom like that made me smile. “I’d like to see those too sometime.”

      Sariah nodded. “Definitely.” She reached out and smoothed a piece of my hair. “I know she feels … a lot of guilt about not being there to protect you and watch you grow up.” Her voice cracked.

      I frowned. “Guilt?” I looked at Donovan. “It wasn’t her fault.”

      Sariah nodded. “Nevertheless, she wanted to be there for you all this time.”

      Now more than ever, I wanted to see my mother and get to know her. She’d been waiting all this time for me to come to her. The weight of the soul stone in my pocket suddenly felt like a hundred pounds.

      After wishing Donovan and Sariah a good morning, I left the kitchen and headed for the spirit pools. My favorite part about “school” here at High Mage Academy was that it was mostly self-led. No schedule, no books, just me and my ghostly ancestors.

      After slipping into a bathing suit, I let myself submerge into the waters, clutching my soul stone this time, instead of a quartz crystal like Gramps had previously given me.

      Taking a deep breath, I thought of the two times I’d seen my mother—the way she’d held my bio dad’s hand and how they’d run for me, her long, silvery-white hair flowing behind her as she looked at me with complete and utter acceptance and love.

      Mom.

      My entire life, I’d grown up without my mom. I knew she’d loved me but was taken early. In the mortal realm, Mother’s Day had been a painful human holiday I’d mostly ignored.

      Something tugged at my navel, and then my soul slipped from my body, and I flew over to the Realm of the Dead. I recognized the white stone castle of the Keeper and spotted the horsemen riding through the jewel-toned orchard. Behind the castle, I spotted the expanse of the lake where we’d found Honor and where I’d seen my parents before.

      People were milling about, walking, or having picnics. The sun was setting, and everyone seemed to come out and watch. A beautiful cluster of weeping willows was planted in a circle as children ran about laughing and screaming with joy as they played some form of tag.

      There was peace here and happiness, too. I thought of gramps giving his soul stone to me to bargain with the Keeper, and I could imagine him here with family and friends, and I came to peace with it. I hadn’t yet glimpsed much of the spirit realm, but what I’d seen seemed to be an elevated form of this part of the Realm of the Dead. This wasn’t a bad kind of eternity.

      I scanned the crowds as I flew above them like some superhero. Then … I spotted her.

      She and my bio dad sat on a red blanket, right in front of the lake. Her silvery hair was braided over one shoulder, and she threw her head back and laughed at something he’d said. As I got closer, she spotted me and froze, her entire back going rigid. Merely a thought was enough for me to lower my spectral self to the ground, and at the same time, she stood and faced me.

      My throat tightened with emotion upon seeing her face, so much like mine, and she stood, mouth open in surprise.

      “You finally came,” she breathed, her voice flooded with emotion.

      “Mom,” I choked out and was unable to keep my cool. Maybe I was supposed to be here for a lesson, but right now, that was the furthest thing from my mind.

      Her expression softened, and she opened her arms. “Nai.”

      That. Was. Everything. All that I needed was for her to open her arms, her permission for me to fall to pieces inside of them with her. I burst forward, colliding with her as our two spirits wrapped each other in a hug. As her energy surrounded me, we both burst into laughter, and an effervescent joy built within me.

      “I’ve been waiting for you to come,” she croaked.

      “I’m sorry it took so long. Life is kind of crazy right now.”

      She pulled back, smiling at me. “Tell me everything.”

      I opened my mouth to speak when I saw my bio dad rise. I’d spent my entire life, thinking of my uncle as my father … but this man…

      He stood just behind her, watching us with unshed tears in his eyes.

      I swallowed hard and glanced to my mother.

      She nodded. “He loves you too.”

      Stepping away from my mother, I approached him.

      “Hey, kiddo.” He rocked on the balls of his feet like he was nervous. “I know my brother raised you and that you consider him your father, and that doesn’t bother me one bit. We can take it slow. You can call me Mackay.”

      I threw myself into his arms. “Hey, Bonus Dad.” I squeezed him. Hard.

      He remained frozen at first, but then he brought his arms around me. As we hugged, I felt his chest shudder with a half-swallowed sob.

      “I like Bonus Dad,” he said, his voice rough with emotion. He spun me around toward my mom, and I burst into giggles.

      How was it possible … I hadn’t known until this very moment that something had been missing from my life? My father did a great job raising me, with help from Lon too. Rage was an amazing mate, but this … the love of my mom and bonus dad made me feel complete.

      We both grinned with joy, and my mom stepped up to his side and wiped a tear from her cheek.

      “We’re so glad you came, Nai.” She took a deep breath. “How’s my dad?”

      Reality came crashing down. Our happy meeting was over; it was time to get down to business.

      My mom and I sat down on the red blanket, knees touching, and my bonus dad made an excuse and went for a walk. I told Mom … everything, including all about Rage and our sealing of the mate bond. She listened to all of it raptly, her emotions dancing over her face as I spoke until I got to the part about the high mages threatening to close the portals. Then she let out a growl that would make any wolf-shifter proud.

      “How dare they!” she snapped.

      I nodded. “So Gramps thought I should see you for a pronto lesson on portals, in case they try to keep Rage and me apart.”

      My mother raised one eyebrow. “Oh yes, let’s do, Nai. I’ll teach you how to create a portal at will. That way, you’ll never be kept from your mate again.”

      A triumphant thrill rushed through me, and then we got to work. She walked me over to a quiet stretch of beach where a sharp cliff face rose into the air over twenty feet.

      “Did you know all of the permanent portals were created by a high mage of spirit?” my mom asked.

      I shook my head.

      She nodded. “Only those who can spirit walk the worlds can create them. It’s true Kian and the other high mages on the council can close, open, or even destroy portals, and they can create temporary ones, but those are only good for them to walk through, but then they close. None of the other high mages can ever create new, permanent ones.”

      Whoa.

      I inched closer. “How do you make one?”

      She nodded. “I won’t be able to create one here because it’s against the rules.” She pointed to the white castle where the Keeper lived. “But I can show you how to with an illusion, here in the Realm of the Dead, and you can practice for real when you get home.”

      I rubbed my hands together, 110.4% ready to nail this new gift so that nothing could keep Rage and me apart.

      “Have you spirit walked yet? You must’ve when you passed your spirit test,” she said.

      I nodded. “Hey, how did you know I passed?”

      My mom grinned. “Dad keeps me posted.”

      My heart pinched at the thought that Gramps was keeping her informed, and through him, she was watching over me.

      “When creating a portal, you’ll need to go into spirit form like this.” Suddenly there were two of her. Two ghost forms.

      I leapt backward into the sand, and if I had a heart in this form, it would’ve been racing like lightning.

      Mom—both of them—smiled. “This is just an illusion to illustrate to you. Pretend one is my human body and one is my spirit.”

      Freaky. I nodded, creeping closer.

      “For you, you’ll have your human form in one world, let’s say High Mage Island.” She pointed to her duplicate soul, which was still smiling at me creepily but thankfully not talking. “Then you’ll send your spirit form to the other place, wherever you want to create the portal between the two places. Let’s say Shifter Island.” Her duplicate soul walked into the rock face and disappeared.

      No. Way.

      Shocked, I blinked, but creepy duplicate Mom was really gone … through the rock. Facing my mom, I tried to put my muddled thoughts into words. “So you’re saying I spirit walk to the other place I want to go, and then…”

      My mom nodded. “Then you mentally merge the two while using your spirit magic to open a space between your two halves. I can’t do it down here, of course, but it would look something like this.” She clapped her hands, and a shockwave burst out of them, knocking into me.

      “Sorry.” She winked. When she opened her clasped hands, I gasped. A hole inside of the rock face was starting to open too.

      What the…?

      The hole opened wider as her hands moved farther apart, revealing her creepy duplicate spirit standing inside of the rock like in a cave.

      “Whoa,” I breathed.

      My mom grinned, and it was shocking because she looked so much like me. I totally had her smile. My mom then walked into the cave to join her duplicate self to symbolize walking into a portal. Her ghostly body disappeared, and she stepped out of the cave and faced me once more as it poofed closed behind her. Just an illusion.

      “See. Easy enough. Now you try.” She pointed to the rock wall, now flat and cave-free.

      I frowned looking down at my spectral body. “I’m not sure I can … my body is back in the spirit pools.”

      My mom nodded. “It’ll just be practice. Anything you can think of here, you can create. One of the perks of being in a spirit realm. It’s like an illusion, but it’ll work pretty much the same in the real world. Now, you give it a try.”

      “Okay…” I closed my eyes and envisioned my soul splitting in two, and then I opened my eyes to see my mom wincing.

      “You’ll get better with practice, and remember it’s not real.”

      My head jerked to the side, and I screamed. A freaky-looking Nai, with one eye and a droopy vacant expression, was watching me like a zombie.

      “Now, have her scoot off to the rock so you can create the portal,” my mom coaxed.

      One-eyed Zombie Nai just blinked at the wall and then walked over to it before disappearing inside.

      I was totally going to need therapy after this.

      Focusing on the task at hand, I imagined that I was in one world and zombie Nai was in another. Breathing in and out, I clapped my palms together like my mom did.

      “Good. Now, as you pull your hands apart, imagine you are teasing open the space between the worlds. Hold awareness of both this place and inside the rock in your mind.”

      I thought of the inside of the rock and how I needed to open it in order to get to Zombie Nai; then I slowly pulled my hands apart.

      There was a cracking noise and my mom yelped. I looked at the rock to see a big chunk had fallen off and lay on the ground. Zombie Nai peeked out of the rock, looking at me vacantly.

      “Oops.” I shrugged.

      My mom chuckled. “It’s okay. Now, clear it and try again,” she told me.

      I shook off my hands and cleared my mind. Just like that, Zombie Nai disappeared, and the rock mended before my eyes.

      Whoa.

      I tried again over the next several hours and came very close on the last try to opening a perfect pretend portal to Zombie Nai like my mom had done. But the most I managed was to reveal her head and upper body. Hopefully, with practice in the real world, I could do it better than that.

      When it was time to go back so that I could meet Rage, I stood there a little awkwardly, not ready to say goodbye.

      “Thanks for the lesson.” I shuffled my feet.

      She smoothed her hair, tucking pieces back into the braid lying over her shoulder. “Nai, I want you to know you don’t need a lesson to visit me, and if you want—”

      I grinned. “I’d love that.”

      She pulled me in for a hug then, and I squeezed her tightly. “Tell Bonus Dad I said bye.”

      She giggled. “You got it, sweetie.”

      As I floated away from the Realm of the Dead, I felt lighter than I had in years, and not because I was ghost Nai. Something about seeing my mom and bonus dad had healed something broken inside of me.

      Plus, portals for the win.
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      I got out of the pool and dried off before getting dressed as fast as possible. Between finding my soul stone, seeing my mom, and learning how to make a portal, I had so much to tell Rage, but I was legit starving.

      Stopping in the kitchen for a quick snack, I found Sariah, Reyna, and Grandpa at the table, a chocolate cake set between them.

      Yum.

      I glanced at the clock and saw that it would be twenty minutes before Rage was in the library, which meant there was plenty of time for a slice of cake.

      “Nai,” my aunt called out, pushing her chair back. “Come join us.”

      She grabbed an extra place setting while I settled in a chair and pulled the cake to me.

      “How did it go?” Grandpa asked, his voice warbling slightly with weakness. “Did you learn to make portals?”

      I dished myself a fat slice and then shrugged. “I think so. I mean, we only practiced within the confines of the Realm of the Dead, but I got a feel for it.”

      Shoveling a large bite into my mouth, I nearly groaned aloud as the thick, fudgy icing melted on my tongue.

      Grandpa was silent, and I dragged my attention away from the delicious confection to see why.

      He offered me a wan smile. “Making a portal can take a lot of energy, even just a practice one. That’s partly why a mage must have so much capacity for spirit to be the high mage.”

      Listening to him, I continued to shovel cake into my mouth, pausing only to guzzle the glass of milk my aunt set in front of me.

      “It’s why I could never become the high master,” Sariah said, sitting down again. She cut another slice of cake and set it on my now empty plate. “Not that I envy you, Nai. The responsibility is significant.”

      Rather than respond, I took another bite. They continued to chatter about how much power was necessary to do certain tasks, but my focus remained on filling the black hole that now occupied my stomach.

      The room grew quiet, and I glanced up.

      “I had no idea,” Reyna muttered.

      Sariah chuckled, and a moment later, Grandpa joined in.

      “What?” I asked.

      “If you spent all day practicing, that’s probably why you’ve devoured the cake. Next time, take a break for lunch,” Reyna said, her eyebrows raised as she pointed at the platter.

      Oh. My. Mage.

      “Did I really just eat half a cake?” My gaze bounced from Sariah, who’d been serving me, to Grandpa, and finally back to Reyna.

      She nodded. “That really happened.”

      Yikes.

      “I guess I was more hungry than I thought.” I washed the last bite on my plate down with the rest of my milk and then turned to Gramps. “Maybe I should wait until tomorrow to practice portals in this realm?”

      “Probably a good idea,” he said.

      Annette stepped into the kitchen, and her eyes widened when she saw the damage to her cake.

      “It’s a really good cake,” I said lamely.

      Sariah laughed.

      “Will you be staying for dinner?” Annette asked, clearing my plate and glass.

      “No,” I replied with a shake of my head for added emphasis. “I’m going to see Rage.”

      “Oh good,” Gramps said, pushing his chair back. “Make sure you chat with him about the contract he inherited, including his responsibilities within Mageville. Kian came by this morning after you left—”

      “About how he tried to murder me and Reyna last night?” I snapped, balling my fists. He was on my kill list. I’d never had one before, but after last night and the scuffle with my soul stone … it was probably a good idea.

      Reyna bit her lip, but she looked about as pissed as me. Kian was evil incarnate.

      “No,” he said. “Kian actually apologized for the misunderstanding.”

      Misunderstanding?

      “He said you were trespassing, and he didn’t realize—”

      “That … liar,” I shouted.

      Grandpa held his hand up to stop my protests. “He said he didn’t know why you were there, or even that it was you. He asked me to pass along an additional message to your mate.”

      “What’s the message?” I all but growled.

      “Kian will require another shield from the alpha heir graduates,” Gramps said.

      I snorted. There was no way Rage would help that d-bag. “I doubt Rage will be very quick to make that happen, considering.”

      Hadn’t Reyna told Grandpa everything last night?

      Grandpa took a deep breath and then pushed himself up to standing. “I’m just relaying the message, dear.” Reyna jumped out of her chair and grabbed him as he started to wobble. Once he regained his balance with Reyna’s help, he looked me in the eyes. “Maybe he needs a reminder about choosing his battles … as well as the timing of those battles. Not that I’m telling you, or him, what to do, mind you. Just something to consider.”

      He was probably right. Denying Kian a shield would be an act of war.

      “All right. I’ll tell him what Kian wants, but no promises.”

      Gramps patted Reyna’s arm. “Help me to bed?”

      The two of them shuffled out of the room, and as soon as they were gone, Sariah cleared her throat.

      “He’s worried,” she said. “Even if he doesn’t show it.”

      I waited to see if she would elaborate, even though I was pretty sure I knew what she meant.

      “My dad is nearly a thousand years old. He’s seen … a lot, I’m sure. He can see the writing on the wall, all the tension between the high mages and the alpha heirs. I think he just wants you to get all the training you can before…”

      “Before all hell breaks loose?” I asked ruefully.

      Sariah grimaced. “It does feel like it’s headed that way, doesn’t it? I really hope it doesn’t come to that. The last time the high mages and alpha heirs warred, it was devastating for both races. I don’t think it would be any better now.”

      I shook my head, stunned. “Are you saying you’re okay with how things are? That Kian nearly killing me last night is okay?”

      “It’s not,” she said. “Not at all.”

      I frowned at the contradictions she’d said … or rather what I’d heard. “Then help me understand what you are saying.”

      Sariah took a deep breath. “I want you to inherit my father’s power, but you can’t do it if you’re dead. You have to play the game with Kian for now until you get spirit power.” She stepped closer to me and lowered her voice. “Then, at the right time, you can take care of Kian.”

      Whoa. My aunt was totally on board with me taking out Kian eventually? Sweet.

      I nodded. “No one wants to jeopardize the power of spirit going to Kian and the other mages.”

      Which meant we—both me and Rage—should keep the peace until after Grandpa died.

      After giving Sariah a hug, I ran down the corridor toward the library.

      ‘Rage?’ I loved that now that our mating bond was sealed we could speak to each other, no matter where we were.

      ‘Where are you, Crescent?’ he replied. ‘I’m not known for my patience.’ His tone was playful.

      ‘Yeah, yeah, I’m coming!’

      Picking up my pace, I ran at a full-on sprint through the high mage library, down the hall … and burst through the portal and into Rage’s open arms.

      Our bodies collided, and I raised up onto my tiptoes to press my lips to his. One kiss became many, and my toes curled as he licked the outside of my ear.

      “I saw my mom and bonus dad,” I said, breathlessly.

      Rage kneaded my hips, coaxing our bodies closer.

      “I don’t want to talk about your parents right now,” he said in a voice like hot embers. He lifted the hem of my shirt, and his fingertips skimmed over my skin.

      My thoughts fritzed as he nipped and sucked his way down my neck.

      “Do you?” he asked.

      “I … I’m sorry … what were we talking about?”

      “Not talking,” he replied.
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        * * *

      

      A heavy pounding at the door made us both freeze.

      “Rage!” Noble bellowed. “I know you’re in there, bro.”

      Crap!

      My gaze bounced from the front of the library to Rage, my eyes wide.

      “Go away!” Rage yelled back to his brother. “We’ll be done in an hour.”

      I blushed and mouthed, ‘An hour?’

      “Maybe two,” he amended.

      Grinning like a lunatic, I snickered.

      “No can do,” Noble replied. “The Dark Row mages are here, demanding an audience with you.”

      I frowned. “Why are they here?”

      “Hi, Nai!” Noble called. “I’m glad you’re here and all, but we really do need the alpha king in the throne room. If you’re not there in five minutes, Rage, the mages said they are leaving and won’t come back. It’s about the plans for fortifications.”

      “Damn,” he growled.

      “Uh, what fortifications?” I asked, rummaging around for my clothes and realizing I needed to have that serious chat with Rage sooner rather than later. This damn fresh mating bond was getting in the way of my ability to think straight. I was supposed to tell him everything that went down in the high mage meeting.

      Rage growled. “I’m having our earth elementals build some walls around Dark Row to help protect the mages so my people don’t have to. It will also be easier if all the lower mages live in one area, not spread out over the continent.” He shook his head. “I’m sick of losing wolves to the blood mages.”

      Yikes. How many had he lost, and why hadn’t we had this conversation sooner?

      “You should come so you’re in the know. After all, you are mated to the alpha king,” Rage joked.

      We quickly got dressed, except for my socks because somehow I’d lost one of those, and then hand in hand, we followed behind Noble.

      Once we were there, I spotted Justice and broke away to give him a quick hug. He was using a cane to lean on, but otherwise seemed healthy and healing just fine.

      I listened to the report from Mageville, stunned. My communication with Rage had been minimal the last few days, but I had no idea things could get so dire so quickly.

      “We’re not going to abandon our homes just for your convenience,” a woman said. “The lower mages don’t trust you—and you haven’t really given them a reason to if you ask me.”

      “Really?” Rage asked. “I’ve sent countless guards to Dark Row to protect you all from the blood mages, and I’ve ordered my men to train your people in self-defense—against the wishes of the high mages. I’m losing my people to protect yours. What more would you have me do?”

      She shook her head. “For every man you lose, we lose a dozen. Put pressure on the High Mage Council to let us live on their fancy and protected island. Then we’ll be truly safe. We don’t want to live behind those huge walls your earth elementals are making.”

      “Those walls are to keep you safe.” Rage shook his head. “And if you all moved to High Mage Island, then we’d still be protecting you because the portals are here on Shifter Island.”

      The woman drew in a sharp breath, but Rage held up his hand.

      “I’m not going to get embroiled in mage problems or mage politics.” The irritation in Rage’s voice was thick. “You can make whatever demands you want to the High Mage Council. I told you we’d protect you for a short time, and that’s what we’ll do.”

      Crap. This was exactly what Kian had been talking about in the meeting.

      Once the female mage left, the five of us sat on the dais to talk, and Honor tucked into my side. I stroked his fur as I listened.

      “Where are we at with the mage self-defense training?” Rage asked, turning to Justice.

      Justice shook his head. “You’re asking me to accomplish something nearly impossible, taking untrained mages and turning them into warriors within a couple weeks. These people have had zero training, Rage. We can get them to patrol, but when it comes to defending themselves—the lower mages are rubbish at it. Maybe in a few years, they’ll be self-sufficient—”

      “We don’t have a few years,” Rage growled, turning to Noble. “What about the selkies? Is King Ozark—”

      “He’s sent two dozen warriors to help on the mainland,” Noble said, shaking his head. “If he sends any more, he’ll have rioting with his own people. Not all of the selkies have a forgive and forget mentality.”

      “Dammit!” Rage slammed his fist against the throne’s armrest. “What about the falcons and bears? What about the panther king?”

      Both Justice and Noble mumbled about lower numbers and limited availability.

      Narrowing his eyes, Rage glared at his brothers. “How is it that we still don’t have a read on how many blood mages we’re dealing with?”

      Justice shook his head. “So far, the blood mages are picking us off by ones and twos. That makes it difficult to get any idea as to a number, but during my attack…” His eyes darkened. “There were dozens.”

      Rage sighed, and Noble cleared his throat.

      “The lower mages are arguing that you’re trying to control them when it’s your job to protect them,” Noble added.

      ‘Since when is it the alpha king’s responsibility to protect the mages?’ Honor asked.

      “My job? Hah!” Rage barked out, adding his contempt to Honor’s.

      I winced. Now would be a good time for me to segue into the contract his uncle signed, but Rage was so fired up I wasn’t sure it was the best time to add more to his plate.

      “I am trying to protect them,” Rage growled. “I feel like all I do is try to please everyone—and these problems aren’t even ours. I’m done. Justice, pull the wolves out of Dark Row.”

      I’d been listening silently, trying to find the best time to drop the truth bomb, but at his declaration, I raised my hand. “Uh, Rage? There’s something you should know.”

      “Are you raising your hand to be called on?” Noble asked, chuckling. “We’re not in school, Nai.”

      Justice paused on his way to the door, grinning.

      ‘Queen Nai, you may have the floor,’ Honor added.

      I flipped them the bird.

      “Shut up, you guys,” Rage snapped. “What is it, Nai?”

      Oh crappers. Here goes nothing.

      “Well, I just … I feel like I need to clear something up here. Your uncle had a contract with the High Mage Council. And as I understand it, you do have an obligation to protect Mageville. You actually get paid really well for it—with the mage wine and direct crown payments from the high mages.”

      All three boys and Honor stared at me.

      “I’m sorry, come again?” Rage said.

      I explained what I’d heard at the High Mage Council meeting, and what my grandfather had said, and then finished with, “I feel like we need to compromise and keep the peace with the high mages for now. You don’t have to like running protection details for the lower mages, but there are thousands of shifters and only a few hundred high mages. They just don’t have the numbers—which is why they pay you to do the work.”

      “Is that true?” Rage asked Noble, eyes wide.

      Noble pursed his lips. “I … I’ve only just started this job. I haven’t had a chance to look through all of the files. It could be … I don’t know where all the money comes from … but there is a sizeable amount that comes in from HMC every month.”

      Everyone froze at that.

      “HMC?” Rage growled.

      “Probably stands for High Mage Council,” Justice said.

      All four boys cursed at the same time.

      “Could we get by without it?” Rage asked.

      Noble grimaced. “Not now that we’ve taken on all the other shifter races. We’d have to cut back on a lot of spending, including what we spend on our guards and weaponry. The HMC payments account for fifty percent of our yearly earnings.”

      Rage’s eyes grew so wide I thought his eyeballs might pop out. “Fifty percent! And you’re just now telling me this?”

      Noble growled at his brother. “We’ve had other things on our plates, what with Nai’s disappearance, the blood mage attacks, and Justice nearly dying. I was going to investigate once things settled down.”

      Rage rubbed his temples. “You’re right. I’m sorry. So what do we do? How do we get out of having to take care of people that aren’t even ours!”

      “Or…” I put up a finger. “You just go along and take care of Mageville. I know it’s not ideal, but … you did inherit a contract … and you’re spending the money they pay you—”

      “Oh. My. Mage!” Rage snarled, turning toward me. “Whose side are you on?”

      Wait.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Are you really trying to convince me to go along with the high mage’s exploitation of our people? To honor a contract that my crooked uncle signed?”

      “No! That is not what I said.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “I’m just saying pick your battles—and I don’t think this is one of them.” I had yet to tell him about the portal threat they’d made.

      Rage stood up so fast his throne fell back onto the stone with a loud crash. “I can’t believe this, Nai.” He shook his head, his eyes narrowed with anger. “It actually happened. You took their side. You’re one of us, but you’re siding with them.”

      Them?

      “I’m not taking their side, Rage,” I snapped, heat creeping into my cheeks. “And I’m not just an alpha heir; I’m half high mage too. I am one of them!” I sucked in a deep breath and tried to control my tone. “I’m not trying to favor anyone here. I’m saying we should compromise, work together to achieve a common goal. Right now, you guys need the money, and they need the mages protected.”

      Rage looked down at me, his chest heaving. Through our bond, I could feel this simmering frustration, but I wasn’t about to back down from what I believed.

      “I hear you say you’re not taking a side, but that’s not what this feels like, Nai. Compromise involves both sides giving and both sides getting. We give our lives so the high mages can stay safe on their protected island. It seems to me like the wolves take all the risks. And you’re telling us we should take these risks for money. That seems an awful lot like taking a side. I don’t care about money. I care about not losing one more man.”

      “That is not true.” I shot out of my chair, hands balled into fists. “What I’m saying is … well, Kian said … they threatened—”

      “I don’t want to argue with you anymore,” Rage said, looking down at me with disappointment. “I need some sleep. We can talk later.” He turned and was halfway down the stairs before I could even process what was happening. ‘Good night, Nai.’ His words in my head were clipped, and my heart sank in my chest.

      And then he left the room.

      Big fat tears welled in my eyes, and Honor nuzzled his head into my thigh as Justice stepped closer to me, awkwardly running his hands through his hair.

      “Nai, he’s just really stressed—” Justice started.

      “Goodnight, guys.” I said a hasty goodbye to the other Midnight brothers and then left the throne room with tears in my eyes. Rage and I had fought plenty of times before we’d sealed the bond, but somehow, this time hurt the most. I didn’t want to be here anymore, I wanted to be as far away from all things Midnight as possible. I needed my bestie. A little visit to the Harvest girls was in order.
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      I wiped my tears and then knocked softly on the Harvest girls’ dorm room door. The second it opened, I came face to face with my redheaded bestie, and then she screamed like a dolphin being attacked. Throwing herself at me, she pulled me in for the most suffocating and best hug of my life.

      “Nai! Dammit, girl, I missed you.”

      Fiona, Nell, Rue, and Mele popped into view behind Kaja, and more screeching commenced—some of it was even mine. Everything Rage and I had talked about was forgotten for now. I was in my Harvest girl bubble, and all was right with the world.

      Kaja pulled back to look at me. “Can I hug you? I mean … aren’t you our queen now?”

      Fiona waved her hand. “Queen-schmeen, she’ll always be our Nai.”

      I grinned, stepping into the foyer and giving each and every one of them a tight squeeze. “What have you guys been up to? Tell me everything,” I said, practically begging for a distraction.

      Kaja laughed. “Us tell you? No way, you tell us everything. Rage said you had to run off to save your grandfather on High Mage Island!”

      I chewed my lip, shuffling awkwardly in the hallway. “I’d rather hear about you.”

      Understanding lit up Kaja’s face, and she nodded. “Come sit.”

      I followed them into the living room, and we all sat around the coffee table.

      “So,” Kaja said, “Rage invited all of the shifters back to the island and put the hawks bordering Daybreak land.”

      Fiona snickered as if she knew where this story was going, I leaned in, desperate to have my mind off of my argument with Rage.

      “So, day one, Mallory starts to complain that when the hawks are in bird form, they fly nearby and spy on her when she’s taking a bath.”

      I burst out in laughter. “What? That’s crazy.”

      Kaja nodded, grinning. “She’s accusing them of being Peeping Toms.”

      Nell rolled her eyes. “As if anyone wants to see Mallory naked.”

      I knew there had to be more to this, and I wanted the juicy part. “What happened?” I asked.

      “Mallory complained to John, the new alpha of Daybreak, but he told her it wasn’t a real problem. So then she brought the issue to Rage. She wanted the hawks moved and a land animal in their place.”

      I groaned. What a headache. Mallory was so annoying!

      Fiona was having a hard time keeping her laughter in, and Mele was bright red, so I knew the story got better.

      “And?” I asked.

      “Rage—” Kaja burst out laughing like she couldn’t keep it in any longer.

      Even though nothing funny had been said yet, I started to snicker.

      “Tell me!” I playfully punched her arm. This was exactly what I needed, some carefree time with my girls.

      Nell grabbed her face as if that could keep her from smiling. “Rage backed John and denied Mallory’s request. He told her she needed to respect her alpha, and if it really was an issue, the two packs would need to work it out on their own. So Mallory put up ‘privacy screens’”—Nell did air quotes—“all around her house.”

      “And now the hawks poop on her head whenever she’s outside!” Kaja blurted.

      We all burst into laughter then. I laughed so hard I tipped back onto the living room rug, shaking with amusement. Kaja fell back next to me, eyes leaking tears. When we finally calmed down, I pulled up a vision of Mallory walking across her land, white bird poop falling on her head, and rolled with laughter again, setting the girls off into fits of giggles once more.

      I hadn’t realized how much I needed this, I hadn’t realized how stressed I’d been the past few days. I finally sat up, wiping my eyes, and when my thoughts drifted back to Rage, the amusement faded like the sun in a storm.

      Kaja must’ve noticed. Clearing her throat, she pulled me up into a standing position. “We’re going to hang in my room,” she told everyone.

      The girls nodded. “Good to see you, Nai,” Fiona said.

      “Come back more often!” Nell agreed.

      I told them I would and then stepped into Kaja’s room. The second the door closed behind her, she turned to face me. “Spill it. I know something is wrong.”

      I sighed, glancing at the clock on her bedside table. It was late, and I was hungry and tired. “This is a long story, Kaj.”

      She crossed her arms. “I’ll order pizza to be delivered from the cafeteria.”

      I grinned. “Extra ranch?”

      A slow smile spread across her lips. “Is there any other way to eat pizza?”

      Two hours later, it was pitch dark out. I’d eaten five slices and poured my heart out to Kaja.

      “Damn, girl, I can see Rage’s point but also yours. That’s quite a pickle.”

      I nodded, breaking a piece of pizza crust in half and throwing it into the box. “Alright, I gotta get back or Reyna will worry about me.”

      “How is my grumpy big sister?” she asked, and I tried to keep my smile fresh, natural, totally not giving away that when gramps died, Reyna would too.

      “She’s great. I mean, pain in the ass sometimes, but great.”

      Kaja chuckled. “That’s her.”

      Maybe I could find a way to keep Reyna alive … this whole shield thing seemed pointless when you were going to die of old age anyway.

      Problem for future Nai.

      “Love you.” I reached out and pulled my bestie into a hug.

      “Love you too.” Kaja squeezed. “Visit me tomorrow. I want daily date night too!”

      I laughed. “You’ve got it. I’ll come over every day after I see Rage.”

      And with that, I headed back to High Mage Island hoping that giving Rage a night to cool off would bring him to his senses.

      When I got to the library portal, Honor was curled up asleep in front of the Onyx door. He stirred when I approached.

      ‘What did I do to deserve a great friend like you?’ I reached down and scratched his ears.

      ‘For starters, you saved my life. Or brought me back to life, I should say,’ he replied as I grinned, opening the door and stepping through the portal.

      ‘Touché. You owe me big time,’ I teased.

      We slipped through the empty library and then into Gramps’ private study.

      ‘Want me to stay here with you tonight? I feel bad, sticking you in here all alone,’ I asked Honor as he hopped up onto the couch and curled up.

      ‘Nah, I kind of feel like this is my cool bachelor pad. But feel free to bring food in the morning.’

      I leaned down and kissed the top of his furry head. ‘You’ve got it.’

      With that, I headed over to the main spirit house, to my bedroom, and then climbed into bed. Kaja and I were great. Honor and my friendship more solid than ever. But my issues with Rage pulled at my consciousness, causing me to toss and turn all night. Mostly I wondered one thing…

      Was he right? Was I taking the wrong side?
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, I woke groggily, prepared to have another portal lesson with my mom later in the day. I wanted to check on Gramps first and see where he thought my training should go. After finding my soul stone with Reyna, I’d hidden it inside the black pouch with the others, but I wasn’t really sure if I needed to have it on me at all times or what. One more thing to ask my grandfather.

      But first, I should probably check in with my mate. I hated that we’d fought last night…

      ‘Hey … I didn’t sleep well.’ I pushed the thought through our bond.

      He sighed mentally, and the sound only made me feel more depressed.

      ‘Me neither, Nai. But I don’t know if I’m ready to talk about it yet. Maybe later. I love you.’

      Ouch.

      My throat tightened with unshed tears as the pain of his rejection bled through our bond. If not for the hasty “I love you” at the end…

      He just needs time, I told myself. He’d been dealing with a lot as king, and only having just found out that the high mages paid for fifty percent of his income, it was a blow. And I did take the high mages’ side … I did. Before I could stop them, tears spilled over onto my cheeks.

      Dammit, Rage, you little shit! I wasn’t going to be able to focus on my studies today until we were all good. I wanted him to see that the bigger fights right now were the blood mages and me getting my grandfather’s spirit magic. That was where our focus should be.

      Wiping my eyes, I decided to forgo breakfast. I needed to get some fresh air and clear my head. Rushing to dress and brush my teeth, I darted out into the hallway.

      “You look weird,” Donovan’s voice called over my shoulder and startled me.

      I snorted with a little self-loathing. At least those closest to me were honest. “Yeah … I was crying. I need to go for a walk, clear my head.” I forced a smile. “Wanna come?”

      Donovan held a breakfast danish in one hand and a bottle of water in the other. At my invitation, his expression lit up. “Can we go to the atrium to see the butterflies?”

      I put my hand on my hip. “There’s a butterfly atrium here? Yes, let’s go there.”

      A huge grin swept across his face, and he beelined down the hall, leaving me confused and running after him.

      “Mom! Going to butterflies with Nai,” he cried as we approached the kitchen.

      Sariah popped out and looked over the two of us, her lips pulling up into a big smile. “Okay, I have a shift on the mainland at the portal today. Be back before lunch. Annette is cooking homemade lasagna.” She handed me a Danish wrapped in a paper towel. “Have fun.”

      “Thanks,” I said, accepting the meal gratefully.

      We trotted down the hall, and then Donovan stepped out the front door with me following closely behind.

      “Why crying?” Donovan asked through a mouthful of pastry.

      “Huh?” I asked, momentarily confused, and then it dawned on me. “Oh, I was crying because Rage and I had an argument.”

      “Rage? Husband?” he asked, glancing over his shoulder at me, his brows furrowed.

      I let the word husband roll around my head. They didn’t do mates here, so Donovan probably wouldn’t understand that term. Husband was as close as we’d probably get. “Yes. He’s the king of the wolves.”

      Pulling to a stop, Donovan gaped at me, his eyes wide and his jaw unhinged.

      Turning to face him, I asked him, “What’s wrong?”

      “Bad man.” Donovan shook his head. “Alpha king is mean.”

      “Rage isn’t—oh, yeah. You’re thinking of Declan. He’s gone. Rage is the new king. Nice king.”

      Donovan relaxed, and we resumed our pace, passing the front garden and waving at

      Bruno and Max. “Good king. Nai’s husband. Argument.”

      I smiled. “You got it.”

      After leading us out of the gated area, Donovan walked at a brisk pace through the large courtyard, passing by the other castles where I’d taken my elemental tests. Donovan tapped a rhythm on his thigh as we looked around at the flowering trees. We walked for more than five minutes through the campus, passing the records hall and the library then turning right where a looming atrium appeared in the distance on the other side of a large meadow.

      The massive structure stood well over fifty feet tall and was made completely of glass, similar to a greenhouse. Some of the window panels were opened, but I could see black screen mesh, small enough to keep the butterflies from getting out. Large tropical palm trees climbed toward the top of the building, and tall shrubs and bushes in vibrant colors painted a beautiful scene.  “Whoa…”

      “Come on!” Donovan grabbed my hand, and together, we started to run. I trailed after him, both of us laughing as we raced down the gravel path that wound through the glen and led to the atrium door. We pulled to a stop, and I let go of Donovan’s hand. He reached out to open the glass door, and—

      Bam!

      Something heavy slammed into my back, and pain exploded through my shoulder blades, blinding agony stealing my vision. I pitched forward with a cry, and another strike exploded on my back.

      “Smells like dog,” a catty female said.

      I knew that voice.

      Jane.

      I rolled to the side and spotted the girl with black hair and upturned nose, as well as Julian and a beast of a boy with brown hair. Xavier, I presumed. These three tended to always be together, causing trouble. There was another young man, tall and thin with red hair. I didn’t know his name, but he’d been at the meeting the other night. The dark-haired girl held something in her hand, and the wind picked up behind her, pulling bits of gravel into a small tornado.

      Orion’s heir.

      I growled and hopped to my feet, ready to lay the smackdown, when she tossed whatever was in her hand right in my face. A puff of white powder clouded my vision, and I coughed, instinctively sucking in a breath.

      Crap.

      I recognized that taste.

      Dread settled into my bones when I realized what it was…

      The same powder the selkies had used to disable my power.

      “You don’t belong here, mutt,” Julian sneered as two of the other heirs stepped up behind him, sneering down at me with malice in their eyes.

      I glanced at Donovan, who was flattened against the door in fear and shock.

      “Run,” I whispered. “Get Rage or Honor.”

      Sariah was gone, and I had no idea if Reyna was around or with Gramps. Rage was mad at me, but he would still come, right?

      ‘Rage, I need help,’ I called out to my mate.

      ‘What’s wrong? I just felt something in my back, but then it was gone.’

      I was about to get my ass handed to me. I could still fight one on one, but this ratio was beyond my abilities without my magic. I had no idea if this was a razzing welcome beatdown or if they, like their fathers, intended to kill me. With the shield bond, that could mean the death of Honor, Noble, Justice, and Rage—as well as my own.

      Donovan took off around the backside of the atrium, and I hoped he’d be able to get help.

      ‘Go to the library door. My cousin will let you in.’ I hoped! ‘I’m about to get jumped,’ I told Rage.

      ‘What!’ His anger flooded through our bond so quickly that I growled.

      Jane glanced at Julian with an evil grin. “Let’s make sure she doesn’t even know her name by the time we’re done with her.”

      I couldn’t focus on Rage or Donovan. I needed to stay alive.

      The wind Jane had called up slammed into me, bringing grit and debris with it. Sharp, hot pain ripped through me as small rocks tore into my skin. I felt my wolf rise to the surface before backing down with a whimper. I couldn’t shift with the powder! Forcing myself upright, despite the pain, I burst forward, arms outstretched, ready to strangle this witch…

      A blast of heat surrounded me, and orange and red flames appeared suddenly, drawing close to me. I gasped, terrified that I was going to burn alive. The rocks slashing into my skin became bits of glass under all that heat.

      “Hey, man, that’s taking it too far,” one of the kids spoke up. “You’re going to kill her!”

      “So what?” the biatch said. “Her grandfather is about to die, and if she’s gone, then spirit power will go to our fathers!”

      Oh crap! This was so much worse than I’d thought.

      ‘Rage!’ I cried out as the ground suddenly opened beneath me and I fell, dropping several feet into a dark hole. My ankle twisted on impact as I crashed to the damp soil.

      “I said stop it!” yelled the young man, who I guessed was the master-heir of earth.

      Relief washed over me with sudden reprieve, and I panted inside of the dark hole.

      “Get the hell out of here, Carson. You’re such a pussy!”

      I heard the sound of a fist smacking against bone and then someone—Carson?—scampered away. Looking up, I noted three faces looming over me. Julian looked at Xavier, the boy with dark hair, and said, “I’m going to drown her.”

      The moment he said that, panic fully seized me.

      He sucked in a sharp breath and glanced away as something crossed his face like maybe he realized this was going too far, but then he gritted his teeth and held out his hands.

      ‘Honor!’ I called out in my head. As my shields, I knew the boys had to be feeling this because the glass cuts on my skin were already healed. Did Donovan go home or to the portal in the library? If he went home, was Sariah already gone on her shift? Where the frick was Reyna?

      I clawed at the dirt, trying to climb up, but the earth was soft, and it crumbled, giving way before I was more than a foot off the ground. I fell back, splashing into a puddle of water that dripped from Julian’s hands.

      “Don’t do this!” I called out to the three people looking down on me.

      The girl crouched down and glared at me. The silence stretched as we continued in an epic staredown until the water reached my knees.

      “If you deny your right to the house of spirit and banish yourself from this realm forever, then we’ll stop,” she offered. “By your own free will, if you sign this”—she produced a piece of paper and a pen—“and renounce your house and lineage, we’ll let you leave alive.”

      Wait a minute, was this … had this entire thing been to get me to agree to leave? They were trying to scare me into signing my rights to spirit away?

      Anger filled my entire being. I didn’t like blackmail or torture, and there was no way in hell I was letting her family get one ounce of my grandfather’s magic—my magic.

      ‘I’m coming!’ Rage’s voice suddenly boomed in my mind.

      Hope filled my chest, and I grinned up at the girl. “Go to hell, Jane.”

      Donovan must’ve opened the portal door to the library on Alpha Island and let Rage through.

      Thank you, cousin.

      The water reached my stomach, and my grin turned feral. “Fair warning, my mate is coming. He’ll kill you all if I’m not out of here in three seconds.”

      The girl’s expression of confidence faltered, and her gaze darted to Julian. The papers clutched in her hand shook a little.

      “Sign the papers, or you can join your mom in the Realm of the Dead!” Julian growled in response.

      “Wrong answer,” Rage said, his voice coming from behind Julian, and then Kian’s son was yanked backward. Jane took off running with a screech of terror, and then a familiar face loomed overhead.

      Justice crouched on the edge of the pit and reached out to me. “Why does trouble always find you, sis?”

      Then he pulled me up and out of the muddy hole like I weighed ten pounds.

      When my feet hit the ground, I took in the scene before me.

      Honor’s jaws were latched onto Jane’s ankle. She screamed in pain when he jerked his head to the side and tore through her ligaments.

      Ouch.

      Noble, sweet Noble, stood over Xavier, pummeling his face with blow after blow.

      Donovan hid in the bushes, watching it all in wide-eyed terror.

      My gaze flicked to Rage, who was pounding on Julian’s head with enough force to kill him, and Justice left me with a wink to go to the king’s side.

      Holy freaking battle zone.

      “Stop!” I raised both my hands as if to do magic and promptly rolled my eyes … at myself. Nevertheless, Rage, Justice, Noble, and Honor all ceased their beatdown of the high mage heirs and looked at me.

      Jane started to crawl away, leaving a trail of fresh blood, but Honor blocked her, his lips pulling back into a vicious snarl. She whimpered and collapsed back into the grass, moaning in pain.

      I knew then, in that moment, that my shields would defend me to the death.

      “Let them go,” I said to my shields.

      Noble raised his eyebrows, and Justice frowned.

      “Nai,” Rage growled, “they were going to kill you. We’re merely meting out justice.”

      “Literally,” Justice said, deadpanning.

      “We weren’t going to kill her. We just wanted her to sign—” Jane’s words were cut off when Honor lunged for her; she buried her face in the ground.

      I ignored Jane. Killing me or making me think I was about to die really didn’t make a difference to me. “I know,” I told Rage, crossing the gap between me and my mate and putting my hand on his arm. “And they deserve it.”

      Rage narrowed his gaze. “But?”

      “But I want to be better than them. I want to find a way to bring peace to all our people—to all my people—both my mother’s side of high mages and my father’s side of alpha heirs and the wolves. I believe we can—”

      “That’s a dream,” Justice said, shaking his head. “The high mages have lied to you at every turn.”

      I nodded but held Justice’s gaze. “I’m not saying we should roll over for them. But we have to start somewhere.”

      “You want to show them mercy?” Rage asked.

      I nodded. “Starting with not killing off their heirs.”

      Although, Reyna had said each high mage had half a dozen other heirs in their castles, training away.

      “Fine,” Rage replied. “Then I want you to stay with me, in the alpha castle, between your lessons here every single night. I want to know you’re safe—and clearly, your grandfather isn’t able to guarantee your safety here.”

      The urge to defend Grandpa swelled within my chest, but I tamped it down. Rage was right—even more than he knew.

      “King Rage is strong,” Donovan said, darting a wary glance at my mate.

      With that, Rage dropped a barely conscious Julian to the ground and then leaned low by his head. “If you ever even look at my mate again in a way that makes her uncomfortable, I’ll remove your manhood and force it down your throat.” Rage sucked in a breath: “And that will be the warmup. The only reason you’re alive is because of Nai’s mercy. Don’t make either of us regret this.”

      Julian nodded, a whimper dying in his throat, and then Rage turned to Donovan and offered an apologetic smile. “Thank you, young man, for helping me and my mate. The alpha king owes you a debt of gratitude.”

      “Family,” Donovan said, dropping his chin to his chest.

      “Donovan is my cousin,” I explained, approaching him. “His mom is my aunt Sariah.”

      “Cool,” Noble said, and Justice nodded.

      “Then I’m doubly indebted to your family,” Rage said, sliding his arm around my waist. He pressed his lips to the crown of my head, taking a deep breath while he held me. ‘I nearly lost my mind,’ he admitted through our bond. ‘I’m sorry it took so long to get here, and I’m sorry about our fight.’

      I nodded, nuzzling into him. “Me too.”

      “Which is why I want you where I can get to you—on Shifter Island.” He doubled down.

      After giving Rage a kiss, I pulled away and held my hand out to Donovan. “Let’s go talk with Grandpa.”

      Donovan shuffled out from behind the bushes and took my hand. “Grandpa keeps us safe.”

      I think that was Donovan’s adorable way of challenging what Rage said, but sadly, I didn’t have the same faith in my grandfather’s ability to do that anymore.

      We all returned to the spirit castle and found Grandpa and Reyna in the kitchen, having a late breakfast.

      When I explained what had happened, Gramps and Reyna looked surprised.

      “Why didn’t Donovan come here and get me?” Reyna asked, her brow furrowing.

      Donovan shook his head. “Rage is good king.”

      Yep. I’d told him to get Rage, and he did.

      ‘I like him a lot,’ Rage told me. Then he explained to the room how he’d felt me getting attacked through our bond and that he’d spared the heirs at my request. “I won’t allow Nai to stay here overnight anymore since it’s clear that you can’t ensure her safety. I’d like her to stay at Alpha Castle unless she’s here having a lesson.”

      Grandpa’s shoulders fell, and his eyes filled with tears as he looked at me. “I’m so sorry, my girl. It isn’t right that you should be at risk here. Your mate is right.”

      Whoa. He agreed.

      “I can stay with him … in Alpha Castle?” I asked Gramps as I slid into the empty chair next to him at the table.

      The old mage nodded. “I think it would be best. Today, I’ll watch you create a portal in the real world a few times, and by the end of the day, you’ll be able to portal right into the castle and be there with Rage in case the mages close them.”

      Rage frowned next to me, ‘Portal? Close?’

      ‘I was trying to tell you about the high mages threatening to close the portals to keep us apart when you stormed off,’ I told him, and he winced.

      ‘I’m sorry, my love. If they closed the portals to keep us apart, that’d lead to a war.’

      I nodded. ‘That’s why I’m learning to create them.’

      He sighed, and everyone around us seemed to understand we were communicating mentally. Rage then reached up and cupped my face. ‘Are you okay with this? Staying with me at night and coming here for lessons?’

      ‘Definitely.’ I leaned over and gave him a quick kiss. Then, facing the rest of the group, I winced. “I still have a problem. One of the mages blew that magic-canceling powder in my face. I don’t have any of the special flower to counter that.”

      Reyna snorted. “Those stupid selkies should have never discovered that.”

      “In all fairness, it was a mage that created it,” I said, thinking of Jakko.

      “Yeah, but there are selkies selling it in Dark Row now,” she replied. “The selkie king needs to put a stop to that or we’ll continue to have problems.”

      Rage growled low in his throat. “I’ll have a chat with Ozark when I get back to the island. We’ll stop the sale of that powder before Nai gets home tonight. Reyna, if you come with me, I can send you back with a remedy flower for Nai.”

      She nodded.

      “Well, that’s settled, then,” Gramps said, patting my hand.

      Rage, Justice, and Noble all left with Reyna, and Honor stayed with me, Gramps, and Donovan.

      ‘I’m not allowed to leave your side until we get back to Alpha Castle,’ he said. ‘So please don’t ask me—’

      ‘I get it,’ I told him, threading my fingers into his fur. ‘I’m glad you’re here.’

      I turned then, trying to make eye contact with Donovan, but he was staring at something in the corner of the room. “Donovan? I want to thank you for getting Rage. I know that must’ve been scary.”

      He tapped his fingers in a quick rhythm on the pads of his thumbs. “They hurt Nai,” he mumbled. “Nai is family. Rage is good king.”

      My throat pinched, and I tried to swallow down my emotions. I don’t think Donovan understood that he’d saved my life. “That’s right, buddy, and I appreciate you so much. Maybe you should get a couple chocolate cupcakes as a thank you.”

      His eyes snapped to mine then, and he grinned wickedly. “Chocolate is a good idea!”

      I looked to Sariah, who was smiling. “Is that okay?” I asked her, and she nodded.

      “I’ll have Annette start on them while you have a lesson with your grandfather,” my aunt replied. “I’m off to work.”

      As Gramps and I left the room, I overheard Donovan telling his mom that he should help me more often.

      Things could’ve ended a lot worse today. I was grateful for my cousin’s help.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      Reyna showed up with the antidote for the magic-canceling powder less than an hour later. She helped my grandfather change into swim shorts, and we all headed to the spirit pool room where I lifted him into the steaming pool before scurrying off to change.

      For the next several hours, Grandpa walked me through creating a real portal. He said that the spirit pool would help boost his energy to keep him awake for the lesson. I started small, a portal from the spirit pools to the kitchen where Donovan was eating a yummy cupcake. Then to Grandpa’s room. Then the study. Rather than having my body walk through the portal to join my spirit on the other side, I had my spirit jump back into my body before it closed. I could open them easily enough, but keeping them open was the hard part. Gramps barely used any magic helping me, but it still tired him. A lot. By lunchtime, I was ravenous, and Gramps was exhausted.

      “You should practice a few more times before you go to Shifter Island for the rest of the day,” Grandpa said, followed by a yawn. “It will be easier if you’re touching Honor when you have him accompany your body through a portal somewhere. Eventually, you won’t need to do that, but until you’ve had a lot of practice, it’s less strenuous.” He yawned again.

      “Like the one to Montana?” I asked, drying off behind the screened area.

      “Yes. And the library one from Shifter Island to High Mage Island,” he said, his voice trembling. “The key is always something permanent that ties the two realms together, like a set of stones carved from the same rock…” He paused to catch his breath and then gave me a rueful smile. “I’m sorry. I need to stop for the day. Maybe tomorrow, we can discuss creating permanent portals, and you could visit your mom or Than for more help. I’m sorry I’m not as much of a teacher as I wanted to be.” He yawned and my heart pinched.

      “No worries, Grandpa. You’ve been great,” I said, giving him a quick peck on the cheek before Reyna helped him shuffle out of the room. Damn! He was getting so much weaker. It made me wonder how much time we had left together. Days?

      We parted in the hallway, and then I ducked into the kitchen, followed by Honor, who’d waited outside the spirit pool room to keep guard. Between the two of us, we ate all of the rest of the Danish pastries as well as a couple of burgers Annette made for lunch and three cupcakes.

      With Honor at my side, we practiced portals within Grandpa’s house. Finally, I decided to open a portal to Shifter Island and forgo the library. I wanted to be fully ready in the event the high mages tried to lock me out.

      Honor looked up at me, his hazel eyes wide. ‘You sure you wanna do this?’ 

      I grinned. ‘Scared I’ll slice us in half?’ I asked, running my fingers through his hair. Gramps had said it was important to touch him as we went through. At least, until I got used to creating portals and holding them open.

      ‘Sort of,’ he responded. ‘Well, yeah.’

      I just chuckled and allowed my mind to relax. I was in my bedroom in Spirit Castle, but I envisioned the dark wood and black bedding of Rage’s four-poster bed. The silky sheets we’d made love on and the way he smelled. My soul slipped free of my body easily. I flew across my room and toward my wall, envisioning my mate’s room, and the moment my soul passed through the wall, I stood in Rage’s bedroom, listening to the shower run in the bathroom. 

      Yes!

      Step one complete.

      Controlling my breathing, I looked down at my hands in my human form back at High Mage Island. Here goes nothing. Opening my hands slowly, I thought of the space between my spirit-self and my physical-self. It was wide and yet not so. I felt the air around me charge with energy and then … a basketball-sized hole appeared before me. Spirit-me peeked through at physical-me, and both of me grinned. 

      Gotcha. 

      Pulling my arms farther apart increased the size of the hole until it was at least seven feet in diameter. I looked down at Honor, who looked up at me.

      ‘You sure this is safe?’ he asked

      ‘Totally,’ I assured him. Well, maybe 87.4% sure. I mean it had to be safe, right? I’d been practicing here all day, no problem. But this would be the first time we went into another realm through a portal I’d created. 

      I dug my fingers into his fur with one hand and kept the portal open with my other. Nervousness clenched in my belly as we stepped forward, and as soon as my physical body joined my soul, the portal snapped shut behind me with a hiss, my stomach flipped, and I glanced down at Honor.

      ‘Still in one piece?’ I asked.

      Honor let his tongue loll out of his mouth as he grinned up at me. 

      “Not everyone can say their mate opens a portal into their bedroom at night,” Rage called from the doorway, his voice low and husky. “I like it, Crescent.”

      I spun with a Cheshire-Cat-sized grin. 

      “Well, it’s faster than the library portal, and it gives us control—instead of the high mages. So you’d better get used to it,” I told him as my gaze dipped to the towel around his waist. 

      He nodded, and his gaze heated. “I’m sure I will.”

      He strode over and wrapped his arms around me. 

      ‘That is my cue to leave,’ Honor said, slipping out the door.

      My gaze returned to Rage.

      He was watching me with an unreadable expression. After a deep breath, he spoke: “I’m so sorry that the first time we fought like that … you got attacked and needed me. I feel … awful.”

      I reached up and ran my fingers through his silky black hair. “The attack wasn’t your fault. Plus, you got to me in time … so all’s well that ends well, right?” 

      He nodded and led us to the bed. For several minutes, I sat beside him, and then we just talked. About our fight, my attack, the portals, seeing Kaja, blood mages, everything. Both of us had a lot going on, and we recognized the importance of working together as we were stronger that way. Then, I learned why there was so much talk about make-up sex.

      After we’d thoroughly made up, multiple times, we curled up close and drifted into a peaceful slumber.
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        * * *

      

      Bam! Bam! Bam!

      A loud pounding at the door startled us awake, and Rage leapt out of bed with a growl.

      “What?” he snarled.

      Note to self: Rage doesn’t do well with disturbed sleep. I sat up, the grogginess bleeding from my limbs and my mind.

      “There’s been an attack,” Noble said, his voice filled with anguish. “Rage … Nai … you need to hear this.”

      We both dressed quickly and then followed Noble down the hall to a room near the throne room.

      Inside, Sara, Sadie, Mallory, and several other members of Daybreak Clan stood huddled together. Some were crying and others staring with wide-eyed expressions of shock. Sara stepped forward as soon as Rage and I entered the room. She had her arm cradled to her chest; blood stained her tattered clothing.

      “Your Majesty,” she said, bowing her head, her voice strained. “The blood mages…” Her voice cracked, and when she looked up, her cheeks were streaked with tears. “…attacked. We tried to fight them off, but our numbers were … overwhelmed.”

      Wait. What?

      Attacked here?

      “How many?” Rage growled, his entire body stiffening.

      Sara shook her head, and fresh tears spilled down her cheeks.

      “More than we could count. Dad and Lizbeth … are gone.” Sadie’s voice cracked, but she forced a swallow. “We lost most of our clan, trying to fight them. Even the hawks helped.”

      It hit me then that Sara was the one speaking … because John was dead.

      “Oh, Sara.” I stepped forward and grasped her hands, giving them a squeeze. “I’m so sorry.”

      She nodded, wiping at her eyes, and a tall young man in his early twenties stepped up. “I’ll take over alpha duties until we can sort out who will be in charge from now on,” he told Rage.

      “Thank you, Nick.” Rage nodded to him.

      My heart thundered against my ribs.

      “What did they want?” I asked. “The blood mages … what did they want?”

      Sara wiped the tears from her face and swallowed hard. “I don’t know. They disappeared through the tree portal to High Mage Island.”

      No!

      No, no, no!

      “Nai!” Rage yelled, but I was already moving … racing out the door.

      I needed to get back there.

      I needed to check on my family.

      I should’ve never left them.

      Oh, Mother Mage, I prayed. Please let them be okay!

      My mind was a scattered mess, my thoughts too jumbled to concentrate enough to create a portal. So I ran.

      Out of the castle and across the quad.

      I raced all the way to the library where I blasted the giant wooden double doors open with my air element.

      The wood splintered inward, and I strode through the rubble to the black onyx door.

      Then, I pushed it open…

      And was greeted by the screams of pandemonium.

      Oh, Mother Mage, give me strength.

      I advanced down the corridor and froze as dozens … no, a hundred advanced mages blasted their magic at an innumerable host of blood mages. Behind the mage citizens of High Mage Island were a wall of men and women with black hair and pale skin. Swirling tattoos like I’d seen on Surlama, danced across their faces and arms.

      This was a war.

      While I’d slept in my mate’s bed, the blood mages had declared war.

      How were there this many of them?

      My mind couldn’t fathom what was happening, and I stood there in shock.

      I spotted Snade with his hands extended, fire blasting out from his palms, igniting several blood mages’ robes. Heath and his earth element heir, Carson, flung stones and made the ground shake, all in an attempt to slow the tide of monsters rushing the library. A giant crack ripped through the library floor, and books shook from their shelves.

      The women and young children of High Mage Island poured toward me, to the narrow corridor of escape through the Alpha Academy library. I pushed through the tide to get to the fight—to get to my family—but I was careful to leave the portal door open so that they could escape.

      My mind reeled with what I was seeing. The way Kian had first spoken to the other high mages about the blood mages, it almost made it sound like they were on the same side. But this was definitely not that. This was a full-on attack against both the shifters and the mages.

      I darted toward the door marked with spirit, ready to run to Grandpa’s office, when Sariah, Donovan, and Annette stepped through. Relief slammed into me at the sight of them. My eyes darted past them, looking for more people.

      “Where’s Grandpa?” I shouted at them as I raced toward them. Reyna was missing too.

      My voice was lost in the screams and panic around us.

      I crashed into Sariah, scanning her for any injuries. Her eyes were wide, and I noticed blood on her hands.

      “Where’s Grandpa?” I bellowed. She shook her head and looked back at the door in shock. “They … killed the dogs,” she mumbled. “Drained them.”

      My stomach fell to my feet.

      “Go,” I shouted, pointing toward the portal to Shifter Island, where a river of mages flowed toward their only escape. Some of the high mages were holding the blood mages back at the entrance to the library to buy everyone time to leave. “I’ll get Gramps and Reyna and meet you at Alpha Academy in a minute.”

      She looked too shocked to move, so I pushed her, Donovan, and Annette in the general direction they needed to go. “GO!”

      “Nai!” Rage bellowed from behind me, but I couldn’t wait for him. Not when seconds could mean life or death for my grandfather.

      ‘Get Sariah and Donovan to safety!’ I told him without looking back. ‘Please!’

      ‘I can’t reach you! This is insanity.’ Rage sounded as in shock as I felt.

      ‘I’m fine. Just, please, get my family onto Shifter Island.’

      His response was merely a growl. There was too much chaos for anything else.

      I dodged past a few panicked mages, ducking below a fireball, and then a stream of water, but as I reached for the handle to the door to spirit, something—someone—crashed into me from the side, and together, we fell. I caught a glimpse of dark hair and ivory skin, but as we tumbled to the ground, the muscle memory of training with my father all of those years in Montana took over. I used the blood mage’s momentum to launch him over me, and I rolled to the side and jumped up, running through the spirit door.

      On the other side of the door, I spotted Reyna struggling under the weight of my grandfather.

      “What the hell, Nai?” she yelled. “You need to get to safety!”

      I rolled my eyes and ran forward to help her. After ducking under Grandpa’s other arm, we lifted him off the ground. His hand was shaking when he reached out to hand me a familiar black pouch.

      The soul stones. My soul stone. I couldn’t believe I’d almost left them here to be found by blood mages! I prayed that wasn’t the reason he was late to escape.

      Thank you, I mouthed to him and shoved them in my pocket.

      Reyna and I tightened our grip on Gramps and ran. By the time we re-entered the library, the scene had changed. We’d been gone mere seconds, and now, dozens of bodies littered the floor, black robes on the blood mages, and an array of brown, red, orange, blue, green, yellow, and purple on the advanced mages and high mage heirs. My insides twisted as I surveyed the corpses. There were more dead high mages than blood mages. And some of the high mage heirs looked like they’d been bled dry, their bodies only husks. I scanned the room, seeing the horde of blood mages converging on the few remaining high mages. The ratio was beyond disproportionate…

      They needed to run or they would die! I glanced back at the hallway leading to Shifter Island to see it clogged full of people still.

      No way…

      Understanding dawned on me with sickening certainty. Those high mages were serving as a distraction. Willing to risk their lives to provide their loved ones time to escape to Shifter Island. No matter the cost.

      Almost as if to reinforce my thought, I saw a dozen blood mages gang up on Snade while fire continued shooting from his hands. With his loud bellow, flames arched through the tall room, landing indiscriminately on books and tables.

      No.

      Not like this.

      I might not like most of these bastards … but not like this.

      And I still needed to get Gramps out of here!

      Reyna and I darted through the aisles toward the hallway leading to the portal door. There was a huge traffic jam. I could see several people crowding to get away and others pushing to move forward. Rage was in the middle, some unconscious person draped over his shoulder as he barked orders at people to stay calm and walk slowly.

      Panic thrummed through me when I spotted Sariah, Annette, and Donovan still on this side of the portal. The two women were struggling to get Donovan to move, but my cousin was standing in the middle of the hallway, yelling incomprehensibly, shaking and probably terrified.

      Several blood mages zoomed in front of us then, and glided into the crowded hallway, cutting off my view of my cousin and aunt as they closed in on my family.

      My mouth dried, and my heart stopped.

      Over my dead body.

      “I’ll be right back. Hide here.” I all but dropped Gramps’ arm; he sagged into Reyna as they tucked into a little alcove that held a giant potted plant. Reyna nodded, dragging her and Gramps behind the plant, and then I was off.

      “Hey!” I shouted at the blood mages as anger and fear coursed through me. “Hey, you dirty bloodsucking vamp assholes!”

      They didn’t even turn, instead moving in on the innocent people in the hallway trying to flee, my family and mate included.

      Someone screamed, either Sariah or Annette, and I lost it. Magic filled my body, in that moment, like a live wire and I threw it—all of it—directly at the blood mages’ backs. A blast of blue light seared through the hallway, blinding me. I blinked, and the blood mages were down. Legit … all of them on the floor—their inert pale bodies now unnaturally still.

      Did I … do that?

      Sariah and Donovan remained in the hallway, my aunt draped over her son in protection. I was happy to see Rage had gotten the rest of the people to safety in the Alpha Academy library.

      ‘What the hell was that?’ Rage asked as he peered into the hallway at me. ‘You okay?’

      Seeing that he was coming for my aunt and Donovan, I nodded.

      ‘I’m totally fine.’ Well, maybe not totally, but … considering. ‘Get them out, Rage.’

      ‘On it, love,’ he responded. ‘You get out too.’

      I raced back to Reyna and Grandpa and found them hiding in the little alcove.

      The three remaining high mages, Heath, Orion, and Snade, were doing a decent job of holding the line so we could all escape, but that wasn’t going to last forever. Not with ratios of ten to one. We needed to get out. Pronto. And where the hell was Kian? That coward probably was the first one out.

      A bludgeoning headache throbbed at the base of my neck. After forming portals all day and now whatever that death blast was—I was spent.

      I ducked back under Gramps’ arm, and Reyna and I hauled him out from behind the plant and closer toward safety.

      Gramps glanced at the three high mages holding a line of blood mages at the door with a spectacular combined fire-dirt tornado behind us and muttered something indecipherable under his breath. Then he gritted his teeth and clawed at Reyna’s wrist.

      What the…? Gramps had lost his mind.

      He drew blood, and she hissed.

      “I hereby release you from your shield oath, Reyna Harvest,” Grandpa said, his voice strong and steady.

      Reyna’s eyes widened, and she glanced down at the droplets of blood at her wrist. “No!” She gasped and then clutched her chest as if in physical pain.

      What the hell? I looked at her and then at Gramps wild-eyed. Why would he? Unless…? Oh.

      “Go,” I told Reyna. “Check on everyone. I’m right behind you.”

      She clutched her wrist, tears streaking down her face. “Geoff Drudner, it’s been my honor to serve you,” she said to my grandfather.

      “The honor was mine, dear.” He reached out and caught a tear falling from her cheek.

      With a whimper, she spun and took off running. My heart shattered as I watched her dart away, faithful in all my grandfather had commanded.

      “I’ll help you fight,” I told him, looking him firmly in the eye. Knowing he’d just released Reyna so that he could join Orion, Heath, and Snade.

      “No. You must go, Nai,” Gramps said.

      Why did he sound so weak?

      I peered down the hall to see Reyna, Sariah, and Donovan all disappear with Rage into the portal door, and I exhaled with a measure of relief.

      I shook my head, tears forming in my eyes. “I’m not leaving you here.”

      I peered over my shoulder. Heath, Orion, and Snade had held the line for everyone else to escape, but now they were wobbly on their feet.

      I dragged my grandfather down the corridor against his wishes, not ready for the goodbye I knew was coming. Why else would he have cut Reyna free?

      My grandfather was slow, and I was exhausted. That blast of magic, just like at the midyear games, had cost me.

      “Nai,” Gramps rasped beside me.

      “No.”

      Tears pricked my eyes, and my throat clogged with emotion. “Don’t you dare say it. I’m not ready!”

      There was a collective shout, and then silence settled in the library behind us, and I glanced over my shoulder—immediately wishing I hadn’t.

      Nearly a hundred blood mages stood at the head of the hallway leading to the portal, watching us. Three dead bodies lay at their feet. They’d killed the three high mages of earth, air, and fire.

      My legs trembled as brown, orange, and white magic lifted off of the bodies of the fallen high mages and zoomed down the hall and through the portal.

      Was that? Holy hell…

      “Nai—” My grandfather shook me from my stupor. “This is where my journey ends.”

      This … this was too much death.

      I shook my head, too shocked and too numb to say anything. Instead, I raced forward, dragging him with me while I groaned against his weight.

      “Always remember that I love you,” Grandpa said. “Always.”

      I tightened my hold around his waist. Just a bit farther. We were almost there.

      There was a loud hiss and the stomping of feet…

      With a shift in the air, I could feel the weighty presence at my back. The blood mages were closing in.

      My grandfather planted his feet and shoved me away with surprising force.

      “Go!” he commanded, and then the air crackled with his power.

      I lurched forward then stumbled, catching myself before falling to the floor. I straightened and then turned.

      My grandfather stood before the wall of blood mages, arms out as a clear bubble of magic, like a shield of protection, burst forth from his palms. The wavy lines of magic wobbled in the air as the blood mages pounded their fists on the protective layer. Gramps groaned as he fell to one knee, and I reached for him. But before I could get to my grandfather, someone grabbed me from behind.

      “No!” I screamed, struggling to break free.

      “I’m sorry,” Rage said in my ear as he dragged me back into the library. “I’m so sorry, love.”

      A flash of light, a million times brighter than the one I’d sent at the blood mages, lit up the entire high mage library then and bled into the hallway. My vision disappeared, and I sagged in Rage’s arms.

      Then Rage was whispering … or was he yelling?

      Darkness swam in at the edges of my vision as the bright light faded, and then a cloud of silver light flared before me, sucking into my chest. My entire body seized. Power, unlike anything I’d ever felt before, slammed into me. I arched my back as the energy poured in, filling each and every cell … searing me with the unbridled power of spirit. The soul stone in my pocket burned with a fervent heat.

      “Oh. My. Mage,” Rage said.

      I let out a wail of grief, and Rage clutched me to his chest. I knew what this was, what this meant. My grandfather had died, and spirit had chosen me.

      My vision returned, but my body was weightless. I could hardly lift my head. My stomach churned when I saw Justice dragging my grandfather’s body into the library before collapsing next to him … lying inert on the stone floor … his clothes covered in ashes…

      Someone in the Alpha Academy library screamed, and my gaze flicked to the still-open door Justice had just dragged Gramps through.

      A hundred more blood mages appeared at the other end of the hallway—someone I recognized at the head.

      Kalama.

      How were there so many? What the mage hell was going on?

      “Nai of Crescent Clan,” Kalama said, her lips pulling up into a mocking sneer as she strode closer to the Alpha Academy library. “Who would’ve known spirit would choose you?”

      “Close the door,” someone shouted. “Close the door, and seal it!”

      Rage dragged me farther into the library. I tried to protest, to shout that I could do something to help, but my voice was gone.

      “She’ll be okay,” Sariah said. “She just needs rest.”

      I wanted to protest…

      I wasn’t okay. I might never be okay again.

      The library door slammed shut. I blinked, and Sariah, Jane, and an advanced mage I didn’t recognize placed their hands on the door. There was a flash of light around the edges, and then they all stepped back.

      “It’s sealed,” the advanced mage said.

      Then a loud crack shattered through the library, and all of our attention went to the black onyx door as a giant split appeared down the center of it.

      “What the hell?” Justice growled.

      “That’s … not possible,” Sariah muttered, looking terrified. I knew my aunt worked with portals every day. If she looked scared, we should all be.

      Rage paled, but I couldn’t fathom why until he spoke.

      “Kalama. She … I gave her my blood, and she did some spell work on the door,” he muttered under his breath.

      Sariah held Donovan to her chest and pointed at the splitting door. “Rage, we need to evacuate the island. Now.”

      Her words shook him, and his arms tightened around me.

      What the hell had just happened? One moment, we were sleeping after having make-up sex, and the next … we needed to flee our home? Gramps was dead…

      “Yes, you’re right.” His voice held defeat—resignation—and the sound wrung my heart. Then, through the incessant pounding at the door appeared another crack.

      “Everyone to the docks,” Rage shouted. “We need to evacuate!”

      My mind went to Kaja, my father, Mack, Lona, Rue, Fiona … so many people on this island that I cared about.

      “My dad,” I whimpered, struggling in Rage’s arms as weakness and fatigue kept trying to pull me under.

      All around us was the cacophony of mourning. People sobbing, screaming, wailing. There was so much death, I just wanted to fly away.

      ‘Shhh, my love. I’ve got this. We’re not giving up. I need everyone safe. Then we can plan. They’ve messed with the wrong king.’ Rage deposited me into Justice’s arms and brushed his lips against mine. Then he took off running.

      I tried to keep my head up, to look around, take it all in, to do something to help.

      Reyna sat with her head in her hands, bawling. Kian’s son Julian stood leaning against a bookshelf, staring at the cracking door. The three other asshats who’d tried to kill me were slumped next to one another, possibly in shock, and all looking at the floor. Others shoved their way out of the alcove and into the library. I blinked, and my head suddenly weighed two hundred pounds.

      Oh.

      The blank stares on the other high master heirs made sense as a heavy weight settled over me, pushing into my very being. They were reeling with their new power too. And like me, they’d just lost their fathers or grandfathers.

      “My dad. Kaja,” I whimpered, jerking my chin up as I fought to stay awake. My limbs grew heavy.

      “Shhh,” Justice cooed. “Rage won’t let anything happen to them. I promise.”

      I had to trust him because sleep captured me into its sweet embrace, and the world and all my worries disappeared.
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      As I came to, the first thing I recognized was the hushed voices of Rage and my father.

      Thank the mage they were okay.

      My eyes popped open, and I scanned my surroundings. I lay wrapped in a sleeping bag, on a cot in a cream-colored canvas tent. Sitting up, I trembled with the power coursing through my veins, and I bit my tongue to keep from sobbing.

      Grandfather.

      He’d … saved me. He’d saved us all.

      The momentary pride I felt—that spirit had chosen me—was squelched by his death.

      “She’s fine, sir. Sariah said Nai will need rest as the spirit power settles into her … or something like that.” Rage spoke in a hushed tone that was conciliatory but firm.

      “Now, listen, Courage. I need to see that my daughter’s okay.” My dad’s voice trembled, but the words came out with sharp edges that brooked no argument. I knew that tone.

      More importantly, I didn’t want the two most important men in my life to argue. Not now. Not ever. But especially not at a time like this when so much was at stake.

      “Dad? Rage?” I called out as I scooted to the edge of the cot.

      Whoa. I had no idea how long I’d been out, but my voice was still weak and crackly.

      The flaps pulled to the side, and my father and Rage both stepped inside, looking down at me with twin expressions of concern.

      I peered past them, and my mouth popped open at the sight of hundreds of tents shoved in the alleyways and open spaces of…

      “We’re in the selkie village?” I asked, struggling to stand. My legs nearly gave out on me. I swayed before I stood firm.

      My dad burst into the tent, knocking into me as he pulled me into a tight hug. “You scared the crap out of me, kiddo.”

      I squeezed him back as tears fell down my cheeks. “I’m so glad you’re okay.”

      He pulled back, and my attention jumped to Rage as he drew near.

      “Kaja and the Harvest sisters?” I asked him.

      “All fine.” Rage nodded. “We got everyone off before…”

      Rage and his dad shared a look, and the hairs on my arms stood up. “Before what?”

      My dad sighed. “The blood mages broke through the portal. They’ve taken over the entire island.”

      Anger flooded my system, and I stiffened. How dare they!

      “How did they get through the first portal? And how are there so many of them?” I seethed. My head started to throb. “I … I think I need to sit.”

      Rage helped me back onto the cot and then knelt before me. “Kian. We saw him as we fled on the boats.” Rage shook his head, his jaw tightening. “Kian’s working with them.”

      That rat bastard!

      I knew he was upset at the way things were going, but to turn against his own people … and for what? “Do they have demands? I mean, besides taking over the island … what more could they want?” I growled.

      Rage shook his head. “No demands. At least, not yet. Obviously, they want the power of the island.”

      “I can’t believe Kian—”

      “That high master of water looked a bit shaken,” my father said, his eyes wide.

      “I don’t think he expected that many blood mages,” Rage responded. “I don’t think any of us did.”

      “They must’ve been growing their race this entire time,” my dad mused. “Twenty years ago, there were stories of the blood mages, but we envisioned the queen and her two heirs hiding in cliffs near Dark Row with a few survivors. And by few, I mean five of them, tops. I never thought there were hundreds of them.”

      Rage nodded. “That was a total ambush.”

      Something about what my father said triggered something in my mind. “Queen and her two heirs?”

      My dad nodded. “The blood mage queen had twin daughters.”

      Rage blanched, and my jaw gaped. Why didn’t we see it before? Right under our noses!

      “Surlama and Kalama?” I asked, hoping I was wrong.

      Rage nodded. “They’re twins. Dammit!”

      “So does that mean Kalama is in charge now?” I was trying to get as much information to work with as I could.

      Rage chewed his lip before responding. “We don’t know anything at this point. We’ve detained Kian’s son, and I was hoping you and the other high mages could give my men permission to question him.”

      “No. I’ll do it with you. And … we should probably ask the other high mage heirs … er, high mages—” I stopped as I remembered that those heirs who tried to kill me not so long ago were now my fellow high mage councilmen. “We should ask them to come too. We need to work as a team.” I stood, and my legs felt only slightly wobbly. “Where is Julian?”

      Rage’s green gaze bore into mine. “Are you sure?” he asked. “The guy’s a—”

      “I know,” I said. I needed to do something productive or I’d lose my mind. “Please, lead the way.”

      Gramps was dead. Orion, Snade, and Heath were too. The high mages got decimated, but conveniently, Kian was still alive. This was highly coordinated, which meant Kian must’ve been meeting with the blood mages for a while. If his son had seen or heard something, we needed to find out.

      I stepped out of the tent, taking in the barrage of people, shifters, and mages as well as the sounds and smells of the crowd.

      “I’m going to check on our pack,” my father said, stepping away. “Come see me later.”

      I waved and nodded before scanning the throng of displaced peoples. Wolf, bear, hawk, and the other shifters were crowded throughout the space in a mishmash of lost people, including various mages from High Mage Island. There were fewer shifters than I would’ve anticipated, but many had probably returned to their previous homes. I shook my head, thinking of all of the work they’d done to move—and then they’d lost most of it by joining the wolves.

      “Nice of King Ozark to allow us to stay,” I said to Rage.

      “Yes, he’s been a great ally, but I fear we won’t last long here. There isn’t enough infrastructure to host this many, not to mention the issues we’ll have with a limited supply of food and water.” Rage weaved in and out of the crowds as we walked toward a meadow and a small garden shed that sat nearby. The meadow was full of tents where others slept on bed rolls, and some people even slept on the ground.

      I swallowed hard. “Maybe we could go to Montana for a bit and regroup. There’s a water well and corn crops—”

      Rage stopped, and I almost smashed into him as my body jerked back from his. He caught me and then, reaching out, cupped my chin.

      “Nai.” He peered into my eyes, his gaze burning into my soul. Through our bond, I felt a deep sadness… “We are the leaders of our people now. We can’t hide. Nor can we let this stand. We won’t go down in history as leaders who allowed their people to be slaughtered, our lands stolen, and we did nothing.”

      His words shamed my petty fears. But more than that, they stirred something deep inside my heart—inside my soul. He was right, of course. I didn’t know how we’d take back the island, but I knew we would. We wouldn’t allow this injustice to stand. “We’ll find a way. Together.”

      Rage nodded, brushing a kiss to my lips, and then he led me to the shed where the three other high mages who’d tried to kill me were waiting outside.

      Well, well. This had a 99.7% chance of being extremely uncomfortable.

      None of the high mages were heirs anymore. We were all high masters of our element, and we’d each just lost our father or grandfather. There was a somber weight in the air, but this group seemed to be encased in a cloud of gloom. They sat against the shed’s wall with their heads hung low.

      I looked at Rage and tipped my head to the trees. ‘Give me some time with them.’

      He nodded. ‘Julian is inside the shed, awaiting questioning for his involvement.’

      ‘Thanks.’ I took a deep breath and crossed the distance to the group.

      “Your fathers were heroes.” Might as well start off with an olive branch. “They saved everyone.”

      Jane raised her chin, her black hair framing her face. She swallowed hard, and her eyes glistened with tears. “So was your grandfather.”

      The other two boys chimed in with their condolences as well. The seconds dragged on until we reached Awkwardville.

      “Look, I know we’ve had our differences.” Like when you tried to freaking kill me yesterday. I kept the latter part to myself as someone needed to take the high road. “But … we’re the High Mage Council now, and, I figure, we—” I pointed in a circle to include each of us—“can choose to do things differently than our predecessors.” My announcement was greeted with silence, so I stated the obvious. “We probably don’t want to start the next thousand years or so with a feud.”

      One by one, I saw understanding dawn on each of their faces. Yep, that’s right. We were going to live and reign for a long-ass time together.

      “Sorry about … the attack yesterday,” the girl with black hair said. “Not that it makes it okay, but Julian put us up to it. I think … I think it was his father’s doing.”

      Shocker.

      “Anyway, I’m Jane, high master of air.” She knew I knew her name, but she reached out her hand like she was hoping for a fresh start, a new first impression.

      After a deep breath, I shook it. After all, this was what our people needed—even if part of me still wanted to punch her. “Well met, Jane. I’m Nai.”

      “Carson.” The brunette dude kicked off the shed and shook my hand. “Earth.”

      “I’m Xavier,” the final dude grumbled. His handshake was brief and clammy, and his thin body trembled. He forced a swallow, and his red-rimmed eyes filled with fresh tears. “Fire,” he croaked.

      Yeah. He wasn’t handling Snade’s death well, but right now wasn’t the time to tell Xavier that his father was a douche.

      “So, we need to question Julian about his involvement in the attack and see if he knows anything that can help us make a plan to get the Island back. Do you guys want to come in, or would you rather go find a tent and get some rest?” I glanced at the door and frowned. “I’m going in with the alpha king, but each of you is on the High Mage Council now, so we should all be on the same page.”

      Jane’s expression turned vicious. “I’m going in with you. If he knew about the attack beforehand, I’ll kill him.”

      Well, it was good to see her loyalty was flexible.

      “Me too. I’m going in with you,” Carson said.

      Xavier shook his head and waved dismissively at the door. “I’ll pass. I trust Jane and Carson to find out what Julian knows. I don’t even want to see his face right now. I need some time alone.”

      I could respect that too.

      “We’ll come get you when we start to make a plan to get our home back. Okay?” I offered Xavier a tight smile.

      He shrugged and then walked away.

      I turned and scanned the trees to see Rage leaning against one, watching us. I beckoned him over, and after terse introductions, we stepped over to the front of the shed.

      ‘Got my back?’ I asked Rage with my hand on the door handle of the shed.

      He grinned, eyes going yellow. ‘Always.’

      I pulled the door open, and light flooded into the windowless space. Justice stood from where he’d been sitting in front of the door as a guard and faced us. Behind him, in the center of the small shed, was Julian, hands tied behind his back with a towel around his mouth, gagging him.

      “Watch the door for us?” Rage asked his brother.

      Justice nodded once and then slipped outside, allowing Jane and Xavier in before closing the door behind him.

      The space was maybe ten foot by ten foot, and the only light seeped in through the cracks between the walls. Several gardening tools sat on the back wall with a few bags of fertilizer. The four of us crowded around Julian, and his eyes widened as he took us in.

      ‘He’s been given the spell powder so he has no power,’ Rage told me.

      Good to know. But with all the power coursing through me, I had a hard time believing Julian could one-up me right now.

      ‘Why is he gagged, then?’ I wondered. The last thing I wanted to do was unbind him and cause havoc.

      ‘Justice got tired of listening to him whine,’ Rage replied.

      Not that I could blame him for that. ‘Right, then, follow my lead,’ I told Rage.

      ‘Yes, Agent Crescent,’ he joked.

      I rolled my eyes. ‘Shut up.’

      Crouching down, I ripped the towel from Julian’s mouth and then wrapped my fingers around his throat.

      “Listen closely,” I growled. “I’m going to give you one chance to keep your life. Tell me everything you know about the blood mages and your father’s involvement with them, or I’ll tear your soul from your body.”

      Julian’s eyes widened like a bug, and his throat bobbed as he forced a swallow.

      Was I capable of such a thing? Maybe. Maybe not. But he didn’t know that, and it sounded badass.

      ‘Okay … so you’re definitely the bad cop,’ Rage said.

      Julian whimpered, and his skin darkened.

      Shoot! I was squeezing him too hard, so I relaxed—a little, and he sucked in a rasping breath.

      “I don’t know m-much,” he stammered. “B-but I’ll tell you everything. P-please don’t kill me.” Tears spilled down his cheeks.

      ‘Nearly his entire household was killed, including his mother, four siblings, and the staff. Only two of his younger brothers made it out,’ Rage told me.

      Oh mage. Now I was feeling bad for the asshat who’d coordinated my attack. That was messed up.

      “Talk,” Jane shouted. “Or I’ll kill you.”

      Julian nodded as more tears streaked down his face. “One night, a couple weeks ago, I heard voices in the back garden. It … was late.” His gaze jumped from Jane to me. “I was … sneaking out to meet Jane.”

      Okay. I glanced at Jane, and her cheeks reddened, but she gave me a curt nod to corroborate Julian’s statement. Huh. Well, that explained a lot about her involvement before—and her anger now.

      “Tell us what you heard,” Rage growled.

      Julian swallowed hard. “My … dad…” He paused as if saying that name caused him pain. “Kian was talking to a female blood mage. I recognized her; she used to work at Alpha Academy.”

      Kalama.

      “And?” I inched closer.

      Julian frowned. “I … I want you to know, I didn’t understand what this meant at the time,” he whined. “Or I would’ve told someone. I swear.”

      Did I believe him? Nope. Not one bit.

      “It’s okay, just tell us,” Rage coaxed in his best good cop voice.

      “He said he was preparing a place for them to rule … alongside us as allies. That once we banded together with them, we wouldn’t need the wolves anymore. I … I didn’t know that meant—” Then he broke down, sobbing, and my heart pinched.

      Those tears seemed pretty real. I could believe that he hadn’t understood that his father’s plan meant they’d slaughter all his people or kick him out. Yeah, asshat, blood mages don’t play fair.

      Julian sniffled as he reined in his emotions. “The blood mage said her people would keep all of Mageville in line. That together, with Kian as their king, they’d rule the entire magical realm with an iron fist.”

      There it was, the carrot they’d dangled in front of Kian. King.

      Maybe that’s what he’d always wanted. Maybe that’s why he’d been hell-bent on controlling the wolves every chance he got. He wanted to be the king, not one of a council of five in charge.

      “That asshole!” Jane flicked her wrist, and a gust of wind slammed into Julian. He fell backward with a cry of pain.

      Carson stomped his foot, and the ground shook.

      “Hey,” I snapped at both of them. “Keep your emotions under control … or get out.”

      But Jane didn’t stop. Balling her fists, she lunged toward Julian. The air in the shed swirled with her power, and she screamed. “You could’ve said something! We—our people … my family—”

      Before she could fling her hands out, Carson grabbed her, pinning her arms to her sides as he hauled her body to his—her back to his chest. “That’s enough, Jane.”

      She screamed, flailing against him, filled with anguish and frustration.

      “I know,” Carson said, his voice calm. “We all know.” Jane sagged, turning into him as she sobbed. With a curt nod to me and Rage, he carried her to the door, pausing only to kick it open.

      “You okay in here?” Justice asked, poking his head in.

      Okay was such a lame word for this mess. Nothing was okay about it, but I knew what he meant: did we need backup?

      “Fine,” I said with a nod.

      ‘Well?’ I asked Rage. ‘What do you think?’

      ‘Your call. I’d leave him here to rot. He’s the worst kind of coward,’ Rage offered with a scowl.

      Thinking of how Julian had led an attack on me, I had to agree. But I wanted to hope he’d changed, given the circumstances.

      “Thank you, Julian,” I said. “I’m going to have Justice untie you, but you don’t have any magic right now. I’d suggest you don’t go anywhere, okay? Not everyone is on board with your freedom.”

      He nodded, staring at the wall. “I’ll stay here, but when you figure out your plan to take back the Island—” He swallowed. “I want to help.”

      Rage and I stepped outside and then filled Justice in.

      “So, what’s next?” Rage asked, looking at me for an answer.

      I sighed. “We need to have a leaders meeting. You, King Ozark, the alphas, all the leaders of the shifters, and the High Mage Council. We might also want to pull in the lower mages. We all need to sit down and figure out a plan.”

      Justice winced. “That’s going to be a shitshow.”

      “Yep.” I shrugged. “But the only way out from here is to work together. If we can’t get on the same page, nothing we build will stay. We need a big enough force to take on the blood mages—and no singular group has that.”
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      Sariah pulled me to the side as soon as we returned to camp. “I just need a few minutes,” she said, her gaze darting from me to Rage. “I wanted to run something by you. It might help.”

      I gave Rage a tight smile. “Do you mind? I can catch up with you…”

      “Not at all,” he said and then kissed me, a soft brush of his lips against mine. “I’ll go round up the leaders. We’ll meet you in Ozark’s throne room for the party planning.”

      “Only you would think battle is synonymous with party,” I replied, shaking my head in mock disbelief.

      His eyes widened. “Not true. I can think of at least three others—”

      “Your brothers don’t count,” I said, chuckling at his dark humor. I linked my arm with my aunt’s, and the two of us stepped away toward a blue tent.

      As soon as we ducked inside, I faced her. “What’s up?”

      “You may’ve already thought of this,” Sariah said with a tentative smile like she was trying to be sensitive to my feelings.

      At this point, I was so beyond hurt feelings. “Hit me with it anyway.”

      “If you’re looking for a bit of inside information, don’t forget you can spirit walk and spy on the blood mages.”

      Oh. My. Mage.

      I wanted to facepalm myself for not thinking of that sooner.

      “That’s brilliant!” I said with a rueful smile. “And, for the record, I hadn’t thought of it, so … thank you.”

      Sariah’s smile grew, and she winked. “I’ve got your back.”

      A lump formed in my throat. “You’re a lot like Grandpa Geoff, aren’t you?”

      Tears glistened in her eyes, and the moment suddenly became serious. “I’d like to think so. Thank you.”

      “I miss him already.” My throat constricted as I tried to rein in my emotions.

      Reaching out, Sariah squeezed my hand. “Me too, but he had such a wonderful life. Those last few weeks, teaching you, I’ve never seen him so happy and focused.”

      I squeezed her hand and nodded.

      “I’m thinking I should spirit walk before our meeting. Do you mind if I do that from here?” I asked, glancing at the bedrolls in the corner of the tent we were in.

      She shook her head. “Nope, totally fine. Donovan and Annette are at the castle in the kitchen. I’ll stay here with your body while you go spirit-spy if you’d like.”

      I nodded.

      ‘Rage,’ I called through our mental bond. ‘Change of plans for me. I’m going to spirit walk and spy on the blood mages. Then I’ll join you at the castle.’

      ‘Whoa. Great idea. Be careful,’ he replied. ‘It’ll be a bit before I round everyone up anyway. Way to make those powers work for us.’

      After settling on top of the cushioned bedroll, I closed my eyes and took several deep breaths. There were no hot spring pools or crystals here to help me, but I’d managed to spirit walk without either in the past. Not to mention I was now a full-fledged freaking high mage of spirit. I could feel the power just under my skin, like a live wire, waiting to be called on.

      And thanks to Gramps, I had the bag of soul stones in my pocket, so those were safe.

      Thinking of my spirit test and how I’d gone into the school library and spied on the high mages, I smiled. I just needed two things: first, to relax enough to spirit walk, and second, to know where to find the blood mage queen.

      With its inaccessible location, I figured High Mage Island would be the likeliest place for the blood mages’ base camp versus Alpha Island. Plus, Kian already had a castle there, and he was clearly in with them. As I inhaled, I visualized all the castles I’d seen when I did my initiation tests…

      I could almost hear Grandpa’s voice telling me that when you can raise the dead, they give you the nicest castle.

      On my next exhale, I let my spirit slip from my body. I opened my eyes to find that I was now in my grandfather’s study—the room where he’d rummaged through his desk, looking for a crystal to help me get to the spirit realm. The room that’d been Honor’s bachelor pad. The room that was now spotlessly clean and organized, all the way down to the bins clearly marked as spirit crystals.

      Crap.

      Talk about top priority. The blood mages attacked only a few hours ago, and their first order of business was to organize Gramps’ office? What would Blood mages want with spirit crystals? Could they use them? Or was it Kian who wanted them?

      My mind spun.

      Too bad I didn’t have Gramps or anyone to ask … I nearly facepalmed myself—again!

      “Zia?” I whispered in my ghostly form, wishing she’d appear. Hadn’t Gramps said that one of the perks of being the high mage of spirit was that our ancestors could travel back to the realms of the living and help us? Especially considering I was carrying their soul stones on my person right now.

      A blur of movement flashed to my right, and I grinned. Dressed in a retro 1950s dress with fishnet stockings stood Zia.

      Wow.

      She faced me, her eyes wide and her lips in an O.

      “What happened?” she asked in a whisper. “Did you clean up Geoff’s office?”

      I shook my head. “Blood mages did … I think. Geoff’s … with my mom now in the Realm of the Dead.”

      She nodded. “I can sense the spirit master magic in you. When did he pass?”

      “A few hours ago.”

      I told her everything, and she listened as her facial expressions ranged from anger to sadness.

      “You need to call the rest of your ancestors,” she said. “If the blood mages have spirit crystals, there’s a fairly good chance they’ll see your spirit form. At least, if there are six of us, we can serve as a distraction.”

      My blood ran cold at that. I didn’t even have blood in this form, so that was saying a lot.

      “Can they harm us?” I asked.

      Zia shook her head, but her answer was hardly reassuring. “Probably not.”

      “Probably not?” I countered. “What does that mean?”

      Her contemplative expression morphed into a grimace. “It will depend on what spirit crystals they have and whether or not they know how to use them.”

      Fan-freakin’-tastic.

      A few minutes later, the rest of my ancestor-guides were with me—spirit me—and I stared at Raiden with a sense of dread.

      “You want me to make spirit illusions?” I asked him after picking my jaw up off the floor. “Of all of us?”

      “Yes,” he said, drawing out his one syllable until it felt like an entire speech.

      “The more the better,” Than added. “We want lots of confusion. You’re the high mage of spirit now, so it’s well within your power.”

      Yeah … I was sure a lot of things were within my power, but that didn’t mean I knew how to do them!

      I shook my head. “I understand the need for a distraction, but there’s no way I’ll be able to concentrate on anything if I’m trying to manage a billion illusions.”

      “She’s right,” Zia said. “But don’t bother making illusions of all of us. Just make a bunch of Than.” She pointed at him and shook her head. “He’s dressed like a ninja again, and for once, it looks like it’s to our benefit. Make a bunch of him, and they’ll be so caught up in trying to find the real one of him we should be able to move around easily.”

      The others agreed, and then Than stood still, right in front of me as I studied him.

      “Can all the high masters make illusions of people?” I asked, as my thoughts jumped to Zombie Nai from the Realm of the Dead. Hopefully, I wouldn’t be making any Zombie Thans.

      “They can all make illusions of the magic they’re strongest at. Lucky for you, you’re the high master of spirit.”

      So lucky. An illusion of a lake or fire probably wouldn’t help right now.

      My attention zeroed in on Than, and then I tried to imagine making a copy of him. Something flickered next to him, and then Than 2.0 appeared, blinking at me curiously.

      Holy mage!

      “Keep going. That’s not enough,” Zia quipped.

      I did it again, over and over again, until my grandfather’s office was brimming with Thans.

      “Uhh, that’s probably enough,” Than said.

      Lucia giggled. “Than number eleven is missing an eye.”

      I looked up, and sure enough, one of the Thans had a single droopy eye.

      Oops.

      “Yeah, I’d better quit or the next one might be missing more than just an eye,” I said.

      “Now, release control of them to us,” Than said.

      Looking at the dozens of versions of him, I frowned. “How?”

      “Direct them! You’re in charge. They’re just energy,” Lucia said.

      Okay, that was creepy. “Uh,” I spoke out loud to the blinking room of ghostly Than versions. “You three go with Lucia.” I pointed at a cluster of them, and they nodded before zooming to her side.

      What the mage?

      “You go with Aine.” I pointed to another cluster. “And you with Raiden.” Another couple zoomed to his side. I directed another two to the actual Than and the final cluster with me.

      “You’re with me,” I told them and then turned to Zia. “I hope you don’t mind, but I’d like you to be with me too.”

      She nodded. “You got it, kiddo.”

      We all changed our clothes, with just a thought, so that we too were dressed in black ninja clothes, and then I pulled the hood up over my translucent silvery hair. After that, we all left the silent, sterile office and headed down the corridor toward the spirit castle with eavesdropping on our minds.

      Even before we arrived in the foyer, we could hear the raucous laughter from the Blood mages.

      Those bastards were living in my grandfather’s house!

      “Kill them all,” a male voice snarled.

      A cheer rose up from the rest of them, loud enough to know there were more than a few in there. And then a female cried, “We’ll drink their blood—”

      “And live forever!” another bellowed.

      Wait. Wait. What? I mouthed to Zia.

      She shook her head and mouthed, Later.

      Who were they talking about killing! Us?

      We huddled just inside the hallway that led to the foyer where our death party was being discussed. I couldn’t hear them well, which I suspected meant they were moving away from us, possibly toward the kitchen.

      I looked at Than—the real one. The only reason I knew it was the real him was because he’d pulled his mask down and didn’t have a zombie look on his face.

      Ready? I mouthed at him.

      He gave me a thumbs-up, and I crept closer, wanting to hear more. If the blood mages saw me, Than and his boys would hopefully distract them from blasting me with magic or whatever they might be able to do.

      I crept along the foyer entrance and down the hall, following the blood mage voices, which were growing louder once more.

      “Queen Banpiroa won’t be at full strength until she’s fully fed,” a female said.

      “I don’t understand why she won’t just drink from one of the captives—”

      “They’re too weak, you fool. It will deaden her power,” the female snapped. “She needs one of the high mages.”

      Fear wormed through my entire ghostly body at that declaration, and I peered into the kitchen.

      The moment I made eye contact with her, a woman with long black hair and pale skin snapped her head up to look at me.

      “Spirit,” she shouted.

      Oops.

      The female blood mage held a spirit crystal tightly in her palm as she sat at the breakfast table with three other blood mages. It seemed like only she could see me, which made some sense as only she held a crystal.

      Okay. So they definitely knew how to use those spirit crystals.

      Good to know.

      Without another word, most of the Than copies burst into the kitchen, running in circles around the table as the woman watched them with wide eyes.

      “Who? Where?” the others asked, looking around in fear.

      “They’re … ninja spirits!” the blood mage holding the crystal breathed.

      The other blood mages scowled at their friend. “I thought you were serious.”

      “I AM! There’s a dozen ninja ghosts in this kitchen!” she shrieked.

      Time to scram.

      In the ensuing panic, I darted away from the kitchen to a different part of the castle with Zia by my side and our lone Than floating along in our wake.

      Those blood mages in the kitchen were not the blood mages in charge. These weren’t the decision-makers. I needed to find Kalama or her mother. Preferably both.

      Wherever they were … that’s where I’d find information that would help Rage and the rest of us make a good plan to take back the island.

      Zia and I raced up the stairs with a few Thans floating up behind us as we headed toward the conference room that Reyna had shown me on the tour of the castle. I peeked out of a window in the foyer and saw over fifty more blood mages out in the gardens behind our home and even more out in the quad.

      There were way more than I’d anticipated. Hundreds for sure.

      We hovered at a halt when we spotted two blood mages standing outside the door to the conference room. Neither one of them looked at us, so we proceeded to the door and drifted right through.

      Four blood mages sat at a large table, Kalama at the head with two additional mages, one sitting on either side of her. Next to one of the mages sat Kian, grinning like a lion over his kill.

      That bastard—seeing him now, I just wanted to kill him right where he sat, but instead, my gaze went to the far end of the table where an old, old female blood mage sat, nodding off.

      Was this their queen?

      Her hair was white, and her skin so pale it was practically translucent. She wore a muumuu, a bright, colorful tent-like dress with hibiscus flowers on it. She looked like a nice grandma—except for the creepy tattoos. This woman looked like she wouldn’t hurt a fly, never mind drain a person of their blood.

      “The young are asking for fresh blood,” the male mage who sat between Kalama and Kian said. “And there are many more who have yet to drink their fill.”

      “Old man, you promised more—both here and on Shifter Island,” a female mage said, glaring at Kian.

      He blanched, and his gaze jumped to Kalama, but my previous boss kept her attention on the female blood mage that sat near Kian as if waiting to see what more she’d do.

      “You lied,” she snarled, rising out of her chair and leaning toward the now trembling high master of water. The female blood mage turned to Kalama. “Let me have him and—”

      “No!” Kalama snapped, slamming her hand on the table. “The water mage is not for you, Cara. You’ve been warned.”

      Kian swallowed hard.

      That’s right, asshat. You climbed into bed with bloodsuckers.

      The female dropped her chin to her chest and looked away. “Of course not. I beg your pardon, Princess.”

      “I couldn’t have predicted how it would have played out,” Kian said, appealing to Kalama. “We still have a dozen lower mages left … maybe more.”

      “No,” Kalama said, giving Kian a flat look. “We have two.”

      Kian sat back in his seat as if she’d slapped him.

      “Reese,” Kalama said, turning her attention to the male mage beside her while grandma snoozed away in her muumuu. “What’s our timeline?”

      “We’ll have to move up our plans to attack the mainland,” the blood mage on Kalama’s right said. “We have a week to plan the best attack approach—at most. But we’ll have to send hunters out tonight or we’ll have hunger riots.” His hair was cut short in the back, but the front was long and hung down into his face, brushing his high cheekbones.

      With her lip curled in disdain, Kalama stared down the other female blood mage. “Cara, you’ll lead the first charge on Mageville in three days. I want at least two hundred blood donors so everyone can be at full power.”

      I froze, turning to look at Zia with wide eyes. She winced and then shook her head.

      Then Kalama turned toward the male on her right. “Reece, I need you to secure the portal to the human realm. If the mages or shifters flee to the mortal realm, we’ll have a hellish time trying to hunt them down. Once that portal is destroyed, we’ll have all the blood we could ever want right here.”

      Cara snickered. “They can run, and they can hide—”

      “But there will be no escape,” Kalama stated.

      Reece pushed back from the table, glaring at Cara. “Talk is cheap. Time to work.”

      “Before you go, let’s take care of our queen,” Kalama said. She then turned to Kian like she was going to dismiss him maybe, and her lips turned up into a benevolent smile. “Thank you for your aid through all of this.”

      Kian nodded nervously and pushed back from the table, his brow glistening with perspiration. “I’ve honored our agreement”—Cara snickered, and Kian’s eyes narrowed as he shot her a glare. “I hope you’ll still uphold your end. I can move into Alpha Castle tonight.”

      Kalama watched him stand, and then she glanced at the ceiling.

      “Yes, we promised you the king’s castle and our eternal gratitude,” Kalama agreed, facing Kian. “And we sealed our pact with blood, so there’s no way to break it without one of us dying.”

      Kian cleared his throat, and his head bobbed. “That’s right.”

      “Eternal gratitude lasts forever—as our queen has lasted since the dawn of days.” Kalama looked at the woman sleeping in the muumuu. Swirls of tattoos danced across her translucent skin as she snored lightly.

      Then Kalama looked at Reese and Cara. “Let’s show the mage how grateful we are for his assistance.”

      The air changed then. Kian’s expression showed that he knew it as well as I knew it. His eyes widened, and he turned—as though to dart for the door, but Reese seized his collar. In less than a heartbeat, Kian shucked his robe, shrugging out of the grip of the powerful blood mage, and the blue garment fell to the floor.

      Reece may’ve momentarily lost his grip on the high mage, but he lunged forward and grabbed Kian by the neck. Again, the high mage pulled away, and bright red gashes appeared where the vampire’s claws had gouged through his skin.

      Cara slid over the table and, together with Reese, the vampires backed Kian into a corner.

      “Don’t hurt me,” Kian begged. He was far outnumbered, and his gaze darted between the blood mages. “I’ll go. I’ll just go, and you never have to see me again.”

      Kalama didn’t even look at him. “That was never in our agreement.” She raised her gaze to the end of the table and called, “Mother, time to feed.”

      “No!” Kian screamed as the two mages pinned his face to the table. A pipe broke somewhere in the wall, and I could hear the water gush as Kian tried to use his element. He thrashed against their hold as a blast of water ripped through the wall and slammed into Cara. The blood mage growled but continued to hold his feet as Reese held Kian’s wrists. Kian bucked, and his head thumped against the wood.

      The old woman lifted her head slowly, like a snake rising from the ground, and sniffed the air. Then, like an animal, she crawled up onto the table on all fours, her black claw-like nails clicking against the solid surface.

      Holy mother of all things horrifying. I gulped, wanting to look away, but I couldn’t. Grandma muumuu had turned into a monster.

      “No, please!” Kian screamed, his face painted with horror as he looked at the queen crawling toward him.

      Her back was to us now, so I couldn’t see what she did, but the scene held me slack-jawed and riveted—unable to process as she moved lightning-fast down the table where she pounced on his neck like a cat on a mouse.

      She landed at his waist, straddling him as though he were a lover. She lowered her head and latched onto his neck…

      What the what?

      Time seemed to slow as she sucked. First, Kian stopped thrashing, and then his body went limp. His skin paled then turned gray as it started to shrivel…

      Gross.

      In seconds that felt like an eternity, Kian went from a robust, living man to a mere husk. His papery skin stretched over his bones like the queen had sucked every living cell within him dry. And then she drove her claws into his ribcage … and after a sharp twist of her wrist, she pulled something out … Kian’s heart? With a terrifying shriek, she closed her fist, and a cloud of dust plumed in the air.

      Even though I wasn’t in my body, I felt sick—like I would somehow ghost-throw up. “Oh my mage,” I gasped, glancing away.

      I had no idea if my exclamation was the cause or if we were just really unlucky, but just then, Reese turned toward the door, and his eyes widened. “Spirits!”

      Wait … my eyes fell to the spirit crystal in his hand.

      Damn!

      The queen’s head jerked toward the door, and she hissed.

      If I’d been in my body, I would’ve fainted.

      Her eyes were black, and her tattoos crawled under her skin like snakes. She had fangs—legit fangs—that protruded out of her mouth, and her bloodstained lips pulled back in a vicious snarl.

      No one would mistake her muumuu for some nice old lady vibes now. This monster was feral and lethal.

      Cara released Kian’s shoulders and darted around the table with Kalama on her heels. She stared wildly in our direction, but it was obvious she couldn’t see spirits as her gaze skimmed right over us.

      “Give it to me,” Kalama said to Reese, holding her hand out.

      The male mage stood at her side. In one hand, he held a spirit crystal, and in the other was a pale blue shard of stone, but its hue wasn’t like the other crystals. Something in my gut told me that crystal was a weapon. Even knowing danger and death surrounded me, I was so stunned I froze.

      “We’ve gotta go,” Zia hissed.

      Kalama ripped both pieces of stone from Reece and then took the blue one, reeling it back in her hand before letting it go.

      I blinked, and the piece of crystal embedded in the wall next to me. Than’s ghost clone was gone. Poof.

      “Damn,” Kalama said. “That one wasn’t real.”

      Crap! How—?

      It doesn’t matter. I needed to move!

      Zia and I sailed out of the room and down the stairs, racing toward the study. We needed to get the hell out of here.

      Behind us, I could hear the pounding of feet.

      “One of those is Nai! I smell her magic,” Kalama shouted. “We want her alive. Use the celestite to anchor her spirit here!”

      Oh crap! That didn’t sound good.

      Zia grabbed my arm. “Return to your body. Once you leave, we’ll return to the spirit realm.”

      I nodded, but I couldn’t even remember where my body was at the moment. Fear held me captive, and I realized then how little I could do to protect myself in this form.

      Who knew there were weapons against spirits?

      Blinking at Zia, at her long silvery hair just like my aunt’s, I suddenly remembered.

      Sariah’s tent.

      I felt something brush my skin, and then I sat up, screaming.

      “Nai!” Sariah shook me, her eyes wide and filled with panic. “You’re okay—oh. My. Mage.” She swallowed. “You’re bleeding.”

      Sure enough, a long gash down my forearm oozed, but the wound knit together as one of my shields absorbed it. Sorry, Honor.

      Climbing to my feet, I brushed my hair out of my face. “I’d better go. Rage will find out about that, and I don’t want him panicking.”

      Almost on cue, his voice invaded my mind, ‘Nai? You okay?’

      ‘Yes,’ I replied. ‘I’m on my way to you now. How are things?’

      There was a brief pause.

      ‘Remember how Justice said it would be a shitshow? It’s not even that good.’ He sighed. ‘I hope you have some good news.’

      I didn’t. I really didn’t.
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      I entered King Ozark’s dining hall only to be met by a cacophony of angry yelling.

      “We storm the island and take what is ours,” a redheaded male shifter yelled. “I can’t believe we left it in the first place!”

      I inhaled as I passed him. Lion.

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about. You didn’t see them!” Carson pounded his fist on the table. “You didn’t see what they’re capable of!”

      Julian sat in a chair in the corner of the room, holding his chest, his eyes glazed over.

      Oh yeah.

      He’d just felt his father die. He was now the high master of water. Fan-freakin’-tastic.

      “Silence!” Justice bellowed the command, and in the subsequent stillness, Rage growled and stood.

      Everyone remained quiet as they waited for the alpha king to speak.

      “Nai’s here, and she has information for us.” He scanned the crowd, pausing on the redheaded lion. “Let her have the floor.”

      Rage turned to me, and I gulped as I took in the faces of those present: Rage, his brothers, the new High Mage Council, the alpha of each wolf pack, including my dad, and the leaders of all of the shifters who’d accepted Rage’s invite to return to Shifter Island. There were even a few of the lower mages represented, Jakko being one of them. I nodded to the mage, remembering how he’d tried to kill the king last time I was here.

      Probably the most important roomful of people ever.

      No big deal.

      I sucked in a deep breath and then nodded. “Many of you know me as the alpha heir of Crescent Clan, but I’m also the high mage of spirit and fated mate of the alpha king.” Yep, a total mouthful of titles meant to impress. “I’ve just returned from a spirit walk to High Mage Island where I spied on the blood mages. I saw their queen…” I swallowed back bile. “…kill Kian.”

      My gaze flew to Julian, who just sank lower in his seat. There were gasps from around the room, but I held up my hands to stop any questions as I plowed on.

      “There are probably five hundred of them in total. Their plan is to come here, to the mainland of Mageville, in three days. They’ll capture—” I forced another swallow to push back the horror crawling up my throat. “—as many blood slaves as possible. They’ll seal off the portal exit to the human world in Montana so we can’t escape. They want to rule us all.”

      The room erupted into angry shouts. Rage pounded the table with his fist, and the force caused a crack to run the length of the dark wood. His eyes flicked to King Ozark in apology, but the king waved it off as if it were a daily occurrence.

      “We’ll not stand idle and let the bloodsuckers take our land or our people, but shouting matches will do nothing to bring an end to this war,” Rage said. “Cool heads must prevail.”

      There were several murmurs, but then the room quieted once more.

      “Now,” Rage said, with a glance to Noble, who held a pen and pad of paper in his hands. “Let’s go around the room and give our ideas calmly. Stay focused on how to get our homes and land back so we can keep these evil ones from wiping out our people.”

      The group took a collective breath.

      Wow. Rage was a good leader, much better than me.

      For the next two hours, we went around the room each of us throwing out different ideas while Noble wrote them down. We discussed selkie-led water attacks, hawk-led air attacks, and even a mage going through the portal to Montana to get a hold of black market human weapons to use against the blood mages.

      Finally, it was my turn.

      I looked around the table, all of us sitting together for the first time in centuries, working together on a common problem.

      “I see a lot of strengths at this table.” I nodded to the selkie king. “Your people are unparalleled water navigators and strong warriors.” Then I nodded to the hawk leader: “And yours are no less formidable from the air.” Then I looked to the lion leader. “Your people are fearless hunters.” I let my gaze fall on my fellow high mages. “And you have elemental magic that could turn this entire world upside down.”

      They all nodded, puffing their chests up with pride at my praise.

      My gaze then found Jakko, standing behind King Ozark. “And the mages from Mageville are industrious and clever—and too often overlooked.”

      Jakko’s eyes filled with tears and he gave me a nod.

      “My point is,” I continued, holding my hand out to stop the murmurs, “it’s true there are a lot of blood mages, but if we work together, if we pull all the mages in from Mageville and train them too, we can take our land back. We will not only win; we’ll wipe out these monsters, once and for all.”

      The table erupted into a chorus of cheers, and I looked over to see Rage grinning at me. ‘You make one hell of a queen.’

      I rolled my eyes. ‘Just because I’m your mate doesn’t make me queen.’

      ‘I’ve already commissioned a crown. New decree, by order of the alpha king and ratified by the pack alphas, the wife of any king alpha is a queen,’ Rage said with a wink.

      My eyes widened, and my insides felt infused with sunshine. In one of the shittiest moments of my life, he was my brightest ray of hope and love.

      ‘It better be full of diamonds,’ I told him jokingly.

      ‘Oh, just you wait.’ He grinned.

      Then he stood and addressed the rest of the table. “Tomorrow, we’ll start training our people. This will be a multi-pronged attack, and each of us will play to our strengths. Together, we’ll triumph. But for now, let’s all get some rest.”

      “Steele,” Ozark called out, and a familiar selkie dressed in army fatigues stepped up to his king. “You’ll be leading surveillance tonight. I don’t want anyone leaving the mainland or any blood mages arriving on it. Is that clear? We need to protect everyone, which means we can’t risk renegade attacks on Shifter Island. Make sure those in Mageville know the danger.”

      Steele tucked his chin to his chest. “Yes, My Liege.”

      It had been a long day, what with the blood mage attack happening in the middle of the night.

      “Thank you,” Rage said to King Ozark.

      The selkie king waved his hand dismissively once more. “For most of my people, our day is just beginning. Yours are exhausted. If they don’t get rest, your force will become a liability instead of an asset.”

      King Ozark was spot on.

      Everyone dispersed, and shortly thereafter, Rage came up behind me, wrapping his arms around my waist.

      “You’re amazing,” he said, nuzzling my neck. “Amazing and beautiful.”

      I smiled, but the smile fell when I remembered the conversation I’d overheard the blood mages have. Seeing Kian die, hearing them talk so casually about us as if we were food. It unhinged me.

      How had this happened so fast? One minute, everything was fine, and the next…

      Grandpa.

      My heart panged as grief squeezed it like a vise. I thought of how he’d sacrificed himself … to save me. I didn’t even get to say goodbye … not really. I wanted more time. I … I don’t think I had even told him I loved him.

      At some point, I started to weep, and without a word, Rage gathered me into his arms and walked me back to our tent. Once inside, Rage held me, letting me grieve as I mourned all of the death from today. He must’ve known I needed this. Because come tomorrow, I had to be done with the sadness stage of grief. Tomorrow was time for anger and revenge. Those were the final stages, right? They were in my book.
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        * * *

      

      I woke up to all the Harvest alpha heirs standing outside my tent, shushing one another. Kaja and her sisters were here—probably with coffee and breakfast. As soon as I opened the tent flap, everyone fell silent.

      “I thought you might want breakfast,” Kaja said, holding out a steel plate brimming with fresh fruit, muffins, and boiled eggs, along with a mug of coffee with steam rolling off the top. “Your aunt and Annette took over the kitchen in King Ozark’s castle for breakfast.”

      “Thankfully,” Fiona muttered.

      The scent of the blueberry muffin wafted up from the plate, and my stomach rumbled.

      Reyna was with her sisters but hung back as they swarmed me. I looked over her and noticed her eyes were red-rimmed like she’d been crying.

      Rage had left the tent an hour ago, after telling me that all the leaders had slept on our plan and agreed to move forward together. So today we’d strategize. And tonight, we’d attack.

      I was worried about the haste of the plan, but if we left them alone for any length of time, we risked them leading an offensive on us. Their plan of three days might’ve been moved up after my spirit walk yesterday. So we needed to use our biggest advantage: the element of surprise. Besides that, I had lots of little plans swirling in my head. The most important involved a familiar mage who I needed to track down.

      “So what’s your pack’s plan?” I asked Kaja and her sisters as I ate my breakfast. “Does your father have you going in Team A or Team B?” Rage and I had agreed in the late hours of last night that the leaders of each pack should split his or her people into two groups. Team A and Team B. One would go to Alpha Island and flush out the blood mages there, and the other would go to High Mage Island. We’d leave no stone unturned.

      Reyna shot Kaja a narrow-eyed look, and Kaja nodded, glancing at Fiona and Nell. Mele didn’t look up from her book, but she cleared her throat.

      Suddenly, I felt an ambush coming.

      “Now that you mention it, Nai, we wanted to talk to you about something.” Kaja twirled a curl nervously between her fingers.

      I steeled myself, wary of what it could be. “Don’t ask me to step between you and your alpha, okay? Whatever team he put you on—”

      Especially not if he was going to keep them safe.

      “No,” Kaja said, offering me a tentative smile. “Nothing like that.”

      She looked at Reyna, but my bestie tilted her head toward me as she widened her eyes at her sister.

      Reyna took a deep breath and then spoke in a rush. “I don’t know how to be anything else besides a shield, and since all of the other shields perished…”

      My brow furrowed as I tried to tease out exactly what she wanted.

      “We want to offer to be shields for the new high mages,” Kaja explained. “Our family has always had the honor of—”

      “All of you?” A strangled noise left my throat. As I looked at the Harvest alpha heirs, my heart dropped into my stomach. We were about to go into battle. If the blood mages hurt any one of the high mages…

      My heart clenched with the thought of losing any one of them.

      “No. Let’s ask for volunteers. Let’s—”

      Fiona reached out and put her hand on mine. “We come from the longest line of shields this school has ever seen. There has never been a council of high mages without a Harvest shield. It is the greatest honor our family can have aside from being alpha.”

      A tear trailed down my cheek, but I nodded. Who was I to keep them from such an honor? It was not my choice. If this is what they wanted … I needed to support it.

      “I … I’m sure they would be honored to have you, I just don’t want anything to happen to you girls.” My voice cracked.

      Fiona pulled a dagger from its sheath behind her back and snarled. “Just let one of those bloodsuckers try to get the drop on me.” She blew on her knife, and flames licked the edges.

      Oh, Fiona. I loved her so much.

      Nell stood, smoothing her hair. “Dibs on any of the high mages except that douchebag, Julian.”

      We all snickered.

      “Well, someone has to keep his ass alive,” Fiona growled. “I’ll take the douchebag.”

      Rue grinned. “Aww, taking one for the team! Thanks, sis.”

      “I’ll take the girl,” Mele said, still not looking up from her book.

      Jane didn’t deserve a shield, in my opinion, but I was working on turning a new leaf with my fellow councilman, so this was a good start.

      I frowned. “There are only four high mages in need of shields.” I counted the girls. Rue, Kaja, Mele, Nell, Fiona and Reyna made six.

      Reyna and Kaja shared a look. Then Kaja reached out and touched my arm. “We know how much you love the Midnight brothers, and we wouldn’t want anything to happen to Rage…” She paused, and my mind went wild.

      Holy crap! What if I died and took out the freaking king and all of his brothers? The wolves would be left in utter chaos.

      “Reyna and I would like to be your shields, and you can let the other brothers go,” Kaja said.

      Tears welled in my eyes.

      “Well, I don’t want to lose you either,” I cried, pulling her in for a hug. She grabbed for Reyna, and then we were enmeshed in a group hug.

      “Of course not. But the boys aren’t nearly as badass as we are. Imagine an all-female shield squad.” Fiona’s words were muffled into my shoulder.

      “Oh mage. Don’t ever say ‘female shield squad’ again, or I’ll disown you,” Reyna grumbled.

      We all broke apart, laughing.

      It was such a kind, generous offer, but I didn’t know if I even liked the whole shield thing. Yet, at the same time, until Rage and I had kids and they were trained in spirit magic … there was no one else besides me to hold this magic.

      “We want this,” Kaja pressed. “And you’re obligated to let me because we’re besties.”

      “I need this.” Reyna peered into my eyes, her expression filled with anguish. “I’m so … lost. Please?”

      Her begging broke me.

      Nodding, I forced a swallow and then said, “Okay.”

      Kaja pumped her fist in the air. “Female shield squad!”

      Reyna bopped her on the back of the head, and we all laughed again.

      I wiped my eyes and told Reyna and Kaja not to say anything to Rage or the Midnight brothers until I could have a talk with them.

      With that, we finished our breakfast, and then the Harvest girls ran off to offer themselves as shields to the new high mages. I promised to meet up with Kaja and Reyna later after I’d talked to the Midnight brothers and cut them loose.

      As I marched out of the camp of wolves in search of Jakko, away from my tent, I tried to shake off my worry and focus on my plans for the attack.

      ‘Nai.’

      Honor’s voice startled me. I spun to see him right behind me, looking at me with a solemn expression.

      I gulped. “Hey.”

      He cocked his head to the side. ‘I overheard everything you discussed with the Harvest girls. I wasn’t eavesdropping. You just didn’t notice I was there.’

      Crap. He heard? ‘I’m pretty sure that is the definition of eavesdropping.’

      He gave me a wolfish grin. ‘I think your solution is for the best. If Rage or Justice were to…’

      My breath came out in a rush. ‘Oh good.’

      He agreed, which would make this so much easier.

      He stepped closer and nuzzled my leg. ‘But I want to stay with you. Let Noble, Justice, and Rage go, but keep me. Please?’

      My heart pinched at his words. Three shields? I mean, I had four currently, so three was still downsizing, but … I crouched and pulled his face into my hands, looking into his hazel eyes.

      ‘Why?’ I asked.

      He dropped his chin, looking down. ‘I … I don’t fit in with my brothers, not now. If I can still be your shield, it will bring me … honor.’ He raised his chin, but there was no humor with the pun. ‘I need a purpose. Please? This will make me useful.’

      Oh, Honor.

      I pulled him to me, holding him to my chest, and squeezed tightly.

      “Honor, you will always be useful.” My voice broke, and tears spilled from my eyes as I embraced him.

      ‘Is that a yes? Please tell me that’s a yes, and then let me go. I can’t breathe.’ He croaked into my head.

      I chuckled, the sound equal parts laughter and sorrow, and let him go. ‘It’s a yes. You want to be with me when I tell Rage and the others?’

      He backed away, his eyes wide. ‘No way. Rage will spit fire. Best if I’m not there.’

      “All right. Well, I still need to go find Jakko. Want to come?”

      He nodded, and together, we went on a mage hunt.

      I found the young male mage in a little workshop inside the selkie king’s castle. I was surprised because King Ozark had said the mage would be in the hole for a month after he’d tried to kill the selkie king, but apparently, the king had shown the dude yet another kindness. Hopefully, this would mean he’d be humble and helpful.

      Whistling away, he ground pungent dried herbs in a stone bowl.

      “Hey, Jakko.” I knocked on the doorframe and waited for him to notice.

      He looked up at me with those same red, glassy eyes he’d had before. Dude either had permanent allergies or was constantly high.

      “Miss Trouble,” he said, raising his eyebrows.

      “Har har,” I replied, rolling my eyes. “I need your help so that all of our people don’t become blood slaves.”

      He froze, his gaze narrowing. “I’m listening.”

      Good.

      “I want some bombs of that powder that takes away our powers.”

      He grinned like a young wolf who’d just learned to shift. “You know, I discovered that.”

      Okay, so he wanted an ego stroke too. “Yeah, I heard. It’s very cool.” Unless you’re on the receiving end—then it sucks. “This time, I’d like to be the one dishing it out.”

      His eyes lit up as I spoke. “Thanks. How many do you need?”

      “That depends. Will it work on a blood mage?”

      He shrugged. “It won’t keep them from sucking your blood as that’s not really a power, but it’ll subdue their magic. Strength, speed, and whatever else those creepy bastards have.”

      “You’re sure?” I asked.

      “Yep,” he said. “Magic is magic.”

      That was good enough for me. If we were going to take out the queen and Kalama, we needed to level the playing field. “I’ll take as many as you can make in the next ten hours.”

      His eyes widened. “That’s going to cost you.”

      I crossed my arms. “Really, Jakko? I’m about to fight to the death later and save you from future blood slavery, and you want to charge me!”

      He sighed. “Fine! You can pay me after … if you survive.”

      Oh, that was nice. “Fine.” I growled. “I need one more thing.”

      “You’re really piling on the favors here, Nai.” He gave me a sobering look.

      Maybe his weed was wearing off.

      “I’d like you to spread the word throughout Mageville that we need fighters. Tell the mages what we’re going to do, and ask them to join us. We want as many mages as we can get … from Dark Row, the villages, even in the outlands. I thought maybe your mom and siblings could help.”

      He studied me, seemingly considering me or my plea.

      “It’s bad, okay? They’re way more powerful than we ever could have realized.”

      “I was there in Ozzie’s throne room yesterday. I heard.”

      I took a deep breath and looked him straight in the eyes. “Then you know we need everyone if we’re going to defeat them.”

      His pupils dilated, and he swallowed. “I’ll get word out right away.” He stood.

      “Thanks,” I turned to walk away and then spun on my heel to face him once more. “I’ll pick up those powder bombs later tonight. And I’ll need antidote flowers for those of us throwing them so we aren’t affected by the powder.”

      “Anything else, princess?” He gave me a hard stare like he wanted to kill me.

      Time to go.

      “Nope.” I forced a cheery smile and waved. “See ya later!”

      I left his room, feeling better than when I came in. Now I just needed to cut the Midnight brothers loose. It was probably best to just pull that Band-Aid off.
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      “Absolutely not!” Rage growled, his expression tight. He slammed his fist down on King Ozark’s brand new table and then winced when a new crack appeared.

      “I’m not really asking, Rage,” I said, keeping my voice calm. The last thing I needed was for Rage to lose it—especially right now. “I’m not rejecting you in any way—”

      “Damn straight.” He strode out from behind the table and stalked toward me. “We’re fated mates, Nai”—as if I didn’t know. “Why would you even suggest breaking the shield bond?”

      Justice and Noble both watched me with nearly identical pinched expressions, their eyes narrowed, but thus far, neither had said anything.

      I took a deep breath and faced Rage. “I love you. And … we’re going into battle tomorrow.”

      Rage glanced at Justice. “Well … aren’t you going to speak up? Tell her this is insane.”

      Justice opened his mouth, but I spoke first.

      “If I’m repeatedly attacked and mortally wounded, the Midnight Pack will lose one heir after another—all the way up to you, the alpha king. If you die, Rage, there will be no one left in your pack to rule. Your entire line will die out.” My shoulders sagged at the very thought of losing any one of these boys … but— “I can’t be the reason for your death. But more than that, I can’t be the reason Midnight Pack loses all its alpha heirs. Please don’t make me bear those burdens, Rage.”

      Justice cleared his throat, and his gaze bounced to me before returning to his older brother. “As much as I hate to admit it, she has a point.”

      Rage growled low in his throat and shot Justice a death glare.

      “She’s putting the wolves before herself,” Noble added. “An act of a true wolf queen.”

      Rounding on his brother, Rage stared down the third Midnight heir. “Is that an attempt to insult me?”

      Noble blanched and then lowered his head. “No.”

      ‘Rage!’ I snapped through our bond. ‘What the mage are you thinking?’

      All I could feel through our bond was his anger, but he didn’t even look at me.

      Obviously, he wasn’t thinking, and I could understand that. I’d been contemplating this change for a bit, but I’d just blindsided him.

      “I’m sorry,” Rage cut to Noble, who nodded.

      Without waiting any longer for a reply that didn’t seem forthcoming, I turned my attention to the two other Midnight brothers, deciding to deal with Rage later. “Thank you, Justice and Noble … truly … for all you’ve done—” My voice cracked as gratitude welled within me, clogging my throat and blurring my vision. “I really appreciate … everything.” I blinked, and two fat tears spilled down my cheeks. After crossing the room to them, I forced a swallow. “I need … I need to release you now and draw blood.” I think. My mind went back to the moment my grandfather had released Reyna from her shield oath in an effort to save her life.

      Both Noble and Justice held out their hands. Concentrating on my hand, I brought my wolf to the surface with little coaxing, as if she understood the grave importance of what we were doing. After my hand transformed into a wolf claw, I scratched Justice across the forearm with my nail, drawing blood.

      “I hereby release you from your shield oath, Justice Midnight,” I whispered, tears streaming down my face.

      Justice gasped, and at the same time, I felt something within me tear. Struggling to contain my emotions, I pulled my brother-in-law in for a hug and whispered my gratitude once more.

      He pulled away with a strangled cry and then strode from the room, visibly upset.

      I turned to Noble and then clasped his hand.

      “It was my honor to serve as your shield, Nai,” he said as I turned his hand over.

      It was impossible to see him through my tears, and I sucked in a ragged breath. After a quick stroke of my nail against his skin, crimson blood beaded up.

      “I hereby release you from your shield oath, Noble Midnight,” I said.

      Another shearing pain tore through my heart, and Noble whimpered.

      I tried to pull him in for a hug, but he stepped back, clutching his chest.

      “Nai…” he gasped, his expression twisted with pain. “That … hurt.”

      All I could do was nod.

      The pain was unlike anything I’d ever felt. Like part of me was now missing.

      “I…” Noble sank into a chair, his breaths short and shallow.

      “I’m so sorry,” I said, offering him a watery smile.

      He merely nodded, a bobble of his head to indicate he’d heard.

      I glanced at Rage, and a pit of dread opened in my stomach.

      Then I looked to Noble. “I apologize for asking for anything else right now, but … may I have a moment alone with Rage?”

      Noble nodded, giving me a quick hug, and crossed to the door silently.

      Only when the latch had clicked shut did I dare to face my mate.

      “Do you see what that did to them?” my mate asked, his voice strained. He crossed the distance between us and looked down on me, his expression an unvoiced plea. “You’ve solved the problem, Nai. You’ve provided the Midnight Pack two unbound alpha heirs.” He cupped my face, and the pads of his thumbs stroked my cheeks. “Do you really need to sever my shield bond with you? Do you really want me to feel that pain?”

      What could I say to that?

      He was right. I loved Rage so much, yet I didn’t want him to ever die to save me. “It would be best—”

      Rage shook his head and then crouched to look me in the eyes. “Best for whom? Not for me, love.”

      Fresh tears pricked my eyes. “Best for me. I can’t have you dying to protect me. I don’t want to live in a world where you don’t exist.”

      He pulled me in for a hug and whispered into my hair: “Nai … There’s no one else I’d want to die protecting more than you.”

      My heart couldn’t take this anymore; tears spilled over onto my cheeks. I lifted my chin and glared up at him. “Don’t say that. Don’t even think about it. If you die … I’ll come to the Realm of the Dead and drag your sorry butt back here and put your soul into the body of a hamster.”

      Rage cocked his head to the side and then tsked in mock horror. “Then you’d be fated mates with a hamster. Think about that.”

      I growled in frustration. “My point—”

      “I know, Nai,” he said with a chuckle. “I’m not going to let you die. And I won’t die either. I promise. But I’m not willingly letting you break my shield oath to you.”

      I sighed. Was there any point fighting this man? I could do it forcefully or sneakily, but I didn’t want to do that to our relationship. “Fine. For now,” I growled.

      He smiled then lowered his head and brushed his lips to mine. He slid his hands down my back and cupped my butt, pulling me closer to him as he nipped at my lower lip.

      The world fell away, and I opened to him.

      Our tongues tangled—

      And the door burst open, slamming against the stone wall.

      I pulled away from Rage, only he didn’t bother to let go.

      “Oh. My. Mage,” Kaja said, and my face went beet red. She rolled her eyes and then added, “Enough with the kissy-face already. We have plans to make and vamps to kill.”

      Behind her, I spotted Reyna.

      “Change of plans,” I told them both as I waved for Reyna to join us. “Apparently, I do need more than one or two shields because of how extra I am.”

      Kaja snorted.

      “What does that mean?” Reyna asked, stepping forward as she glared at me. “You don’t need us?”

      “I still need you. I just need Rage and Honor too.” I explained how I’d released Justice and Noble, but I’d be keeping Rage and Honor as shields—at their request. Then Kaja stepped forward and took the shield oath, binding herself to me. ‘I am your shield. Any harm that comes to you will first pass through me,’ Kaja said as she nipped at my wrist.

      I felt her merge with me, and suddenly, the hole Justice left was still there, but the pain was gone.

      Reyna was next. ‘I am your shield. Any harm that comes to you will first pass through me.’ She drew blood from my wrist with her teeth, and then the discomfort that severing Noble’s bond had left was no longer there either.

      I had four shields once more.

      When we were done, Kaja bumped my shoulder. “So, what’s next?”

      I looked to Rage, and he nodded.

      “Now, we get ready for battle,” he said somberly, the tone in his voice fitting for the situation. No sane man delighted in war, but defending our freedom, land, and loved ones made it necessary.

      Lucky for us, Jakko delivered. Both in the magic-canceling grenades as well as pulling in the lower mages from Mageville. While most of them weren’t trained in hand-to-hand combat, a large percentage of them—like 62.3%—had skills that could help: illusions and explosives were at the top of the list.

      The biggest surprise of the day was when I discovered Julian refused to take Fiona as a shield.

      “He said he didn’t deserve one,” she said, shaking her head. “At least, not yet.”

      We were dressing in selkie armor when she dropped that bomb on us.

      “I’m pretty sure none of us ‘deserve’ one,” I said. Let alone four. “What’s up with the yet part?”

      Fiona strapped blades to her thighs. “For being a total asshat, he can sure grovel. He said that if he survived the battle tonight—if he redeemed himself—then he’d take a shield. I’ve gotta give the dude props. He wants to earn some respect.”

      The fact that Julian was willing to risk his life was gutsy. But with two younger siblings trained to take over as the high mage master of water, he wasn’t the last of his kind, so I left it alone.

      By the time we were all assembled in our teams, I was feeling pretty good. We set out in a fleet of boats and swimmers, heading toward the shore of Shifter Island to go to war. As we drew near, my insides twisted, and bile burned the back of my throat.

      There, mounted on pikes on the beach of Shifter Island, were the heads of those who’d fallen to the blood mages.

      Those mother-effers were going to pay.
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      The heads of our fallen people told me two things. One, the blood mages were sending us a warning message of their brutality as if that were enough to intimidate us. For me, it only reinforced the need to act now. The second thing was that the bloodsuckers had taken over Shifter Island as well as High Mage Island. Which meant plan A.

      I stared up into the darkening sky and waved to the hawk leader. He and another hawk each held powder grenades that Jakko had made. Hopefully, they’d flush out a large number of the blood mages before they dropped them.

      The birds of prey melted into the darkness over the island.

      Aerial assault inbound.

      We waited for the screams that would no doubt come when the hawks attacked the blood mages, and each second felt like an eternity.

      ‘I’m going to take my team in,’ Rage told me. ‘We want to capitalize on the initial chaos.’

      I nodded, but even knowing he was sticking to the plan, I couldn’t help the churning in my gut.

      Rage and the wolves slipped from their boats and waded to shore. The packs shifted into animal form, but the alpha heirs remained human so they could use their elemental magic. As soon as they were ashore, the packs disappeared into the wooded areas surrounding the grounds of the castle and academy.

      Next came the other shifters: bears, selkies, lions, foxes—every single shape-shifting animal had been called in to purge this evil from our island, and almost all of them had answered. They packed the beaches of Shifter Island all in their animal forms, and I took a moment to behold the sight. It looked like an African safari or a massive zoo escape. Bear stood next to lion, who had a raptor perched on his back. Then they, too, crept into the trees to await the signal.

      Finally, the other high mages and I came ashore, bringing with us the lower level mages from Mageville, who’d been trained, and even many who hadn’t. That had been the biggest surprise to me, although in retrospect it probably shouldn’t have. The lower level mages had been oppressed for generations by the high mages. This was their chance to change the paradigm of power.

      Over the course of mere minutes, our force slipped out of the numerous boats, canoes, floating pallets, and all of the other things we’d gathered to get our thousand-plus people across the water. The selkies even swam with shifters or mages on their backs. It was truly a joint effort to get to this moment. The mages and I slinked into the woods behind the shifters. The massive number of us filled the beach, so many that when I closed my eyes, it sounded like the trees were breathing.

      No longer enemies, as shifters and mages combined to make one massive force, together we’d take back our land. I hoped our victory would bring unity to our people, peace that would be remembered for generations.

      The first shrill scream from the hawk king echoed into the night and then another.

      This was it.

      ‘I love you,’ Rage spoke into my mind.

      ‘I love you too. Don’t get killed,’ I reminded him. ‘Hamster king.’

      ‘You neither,’ he said.

      We moved. All of us, as one, pushed through the trees with battle cries, howls and roars on our lips. We poured forth like a deadly wave of vengeance.

      When I’d first been summoned to leave my life in Montana and come to Alpha Island, I’d hated the idea. I hadn’t wanted to be here, a place that symbolized the banishment of my pack and my family. This place had protected my enemies, and every day in school had been a reminder of the hierarchy of power—and the cruelty of petty jealousy. But now…

      This was Shifter Island, a haven for all shifters who wanted to partake of the Island’s magic. And High Mage Island would become the same. I couldn’t imagine wanting to call any other place home.

      Tonight, we’d not only fight for our future but also for the future of our families.

      No one would take this island from us. Not while I was still breathing.

      Magic flared under my skin as we broke into the open courtyard between Alpha Castle and Alpha Academy. Well over fifty blood mages were running in circles, covering their faces with their arms as the hawks attacked. The faint scent of the acrid powder Jakko had made still hung in the air.  He’d given each person with magic a blossom that would render the powder harmless to us.

      Good ol’ Jakko.

      I spotted the hawk king by his beautiful rust and black coloring. A blood mage’s eyeball hung from his beak.

      Go team.

      My anxiety evaporated, and I grinned as magic flared within me.

      “Fire!” I shouted the command, and a millisecond later, Rage, Justice, Mallory, and Xavier, the brown-haired high mage of fire, thrust their hands out toward the chaotic crowd of blood mages, and twenty-foot blowtorches erupted from their palms. The screams of the blood mages intensified as the four fire users made a square around the mages, blocking them in by the very flames that would kill them.

      Putting my fingers between my lips, I whistled loudly—a call to my team. Time to get over to High Mage Island before they had too much time to prepare.

      Half of each pack, as well as half of the mages, broke away from the group and raced for the library as we moved into our respective teams. As much as Rage and I didn’t want to separate, each team needed a strong leader, and we were the only two leaders of different races who could still communicate telepathically with each other. So the A-team would stay with Rage and battle on Shifter Island, and Team B—for badass—would follow me to fight on High Mage Island. We’d agreed to leave the portal door open so when Rage and his team had eradicated the threat here, he could meet us on the high mage side.

      As I burst from the hall into the library, a blood mage leapt out from behind the desk where Mrs. Edi used to sit. The bloodsucker wore his black hair slicked back, and tattoos danced across his face. His eyes dilated as more people poured into the room behind me. He lunged forward, extending his arms as if to grab my neck.

      Not today, Vamp.

      I slid to his right and grabbed the shoulder of his black robe, bringing my knee up and ramming it into his crotch. He grunted, doubling over. Then, I pulled the blade from my thigh holster and dragged it across his neck.

      Blood sprayed into the air, and he fell to his knees.

      We’d learned one critical thing from the selkie king regarding our foe. A blood mage could be killed only by draining them of blood, starving them until their life force ran out—which could be years, decades, or maybe centuries—or beheading them. Since I didn’t have a spare hundred years on my hands, I was going with one of the other two options.

      “I’ve got him!” Reyna called from behind me.

      Holding his throat with wide, panicked eyes as the crimson life pulsed out of him, he watched as Reyna swung her samurai sword in an arc, the blade singing, and with a wet thwack, separated his head from his neck. It bounced off the floor, his body slumped forward, and his blood spilled out in a bright red puddle beneath him.

      Gross.

      “Open the portal,” Reyna urged me. “We’re waiting on one of you high mages.”

      After stepping around the dead mage, I raced down an aisle of the library. Kaja and Reyna flanked me, and we scanned the room for foes. Noble and Honor brought up the rear of Team B, and I could feel the group funneling into the large space.

      As shifters and mages, we moved silently, stalking toward the back of the room, to the cracked onyx door. Behind that barrier was where it all went to hell before. High Mage Island was likely their stronghold, which was why Team Badass was so large.

      We could do this. We have to. I sucked in a deep breath and then reached out to pull the door open.

      Mother Mage, give us the strength to kick their asses.

      I yanked on the door handle…

      And nearly pulled my arm out of its own socket. Pain sliced up my shoulder blade before being absorbed by my shields.

      “Damn,” Reyna muttered, shooting me a frown as she rubbed her shoulder. “Are you trying to dismember me?”

      I pulled again, but nothing. The door was … stuck. I yanked again and again, but the door stayed closed—like super-glued shut. Sariah had tried to seal it, and that hadn’t worked; the blood mages had busted through as we were leaving. Which meant … they’d recently sealed it, maybe even just now from the other side. My mind spun with anxiety.

      Reyna raised her eyebrows. “What happened?”

      I gulped and then shook my head with sickening certainty. “They closed the portal—or locked it.” Or something.

      Blood mages: 1.

      Nai: 0.

      I didn’t even know how to close down a portal, my lessons had been so limited.

      “Let me try.” Carson moved his way through the crowd and reached out to pull on the handle.

      Nothing.

      Sariah moved to my side. We’d left Donovan back with Annette, but Sariah had insisted on coming to fight. She looked at me now with compassion in her gaze as her lips flattened. “Nai, you know what needs to be done.”

      I gulped. I’d made small portals—but only for short distances and only for me and Honor. This … this would have to be huge. But if I couldn’t make a portal, we weren’t going to get our home back. Everything hinged on this.

      No pressure.

      I nodded. “Everyone step back. I’m going to make a new portal.” I hope.

      The collective gasp from the crowd behind me didn’t help my nerves. I did my best to ignore them as Reyna, Kaja, and Noble had everyone take several giant steps back.

      This was the culmination of hours of hard work with my mother and Gramps, and I wanted to make them proud. In the past, with Grandpa, I’d pulled my body through a portal to skip through space. But my mother’s lessons made me think of something totally different.

      Closing my eyes, I breathed in and out deeply. Then my spirit slipped from my body with ease. No one else could see the separation, of course, and spirit-me spun and glanced over the curious faces of the people behind me: Reyna with her brows drawn, a crease between them; Noble leaning forward, expression full of light and hope; Kaja, a small smile playing at the corners of her lips and her eyes sparkling with curiosity.

      Turning away from them, I stepped into the door and passed through the black stone with ease. I peered down the hallway, spotting a few passing blurs deeper in the library, but no one was here, guarding the door or even looking this way.

      They thought they were safe.

      But they were so wrong.

      Bringing my awareness back to my physical body, I pressed my hands together and sent out my magical feelers. I could feel the resistance coming from the other world, or plane of existence, or whatever it was that the High Mage Island resided in. But now, I better understood why my spirit needed to be separate to make this work. That part of me, my soul, tethered me to that realm—while my body tethered me to this realm. I could feel my soul, like a giant lighthouse in a storm, guiding my energies as it pulled for the rest of me to join it.

      But this wasn’t a portal for one.

      I slowly opened my hands, my eyes still closed, and several people in the crowd gasped.

      Please let that mean this is working, I prayed.

      Another deep breath, and I opened my hands wider, tearing at the force separating the two parts of me.

      “That’s it, Nai. A little bit more,” Sariah said, her singsong voice seeming to come from a million miles away.

      I thought of my mom and the cave, and with one final breath, I yanked my hands apart.

      The sound of splintering rock was followed by a loud boom and then a crash as stone fell against stone. The air filled with silt, and the floor rolled beneath my feet.

      My eyelids snapped open, and I stared at the giant broken slabs of onyx that littered the floor.

      Ha!

      A permanent opening between Shifter Island and High Mage Island now existed like an entry to a cave, but the edges were glowing blue with my magic.

      This was how it should have always been. No more shutting out the two sides. No more exclusion.

      The noise had alerted the blood mages in the high mage library of our attack, so I charged forward, stepping over the broken stone, and crashed right into my soul on the other side. The odd sense of wholeness slammed into me as the two parts merged once more.

      Our group rushed into the long hallway, hopefully toward our victory.

      Reyna and Kaja caught up to me, swords drawn. We ran, shoulder to shoulder, taking up the entire hallway width as we charged.

      “Intruders!” a shrill female screamed just as we stepped into the large space. I scanned the room, skimming over the bloodstains or scorch marks where my grandfather and so many others had died. Anger pulsed through my veins, and I lashed out with my magic, sending a whip of blue light right at the two blood mages in front. Just before my magic reached them, a force slammed into me, knocking me backward. My whip fizzled as the air was pushed from my lungs by the impact.

      Okay.

      They wanted to play hardball.

      With a roar, I leapt to my feet.

      I released my magic, and it flew, wild, free, and unrestrained. The blue tendrils crackled in the air as they climbed toward my enemies—and then surrounded them. It was like watching someone inside of a microwave. One second, they were there, and the next … just like Surlama, they burst. Pieces of them rained through the air.

      Hardball it was.

      “Holy shite,” Kaja breathed next to me. “Remind me to never piss you off.”

      Yeah … I’d had enough. I’d reached my max tolerance of brutal and sadistic, and I wasn’t going to stop until every last one of these blood mages was a shredded puddle of their former selves, lying on the floor.

      “Let’s go find Kalama and the queen,” I growled.

      Turns out that was easier said than done.
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      Blood mages swarmed the high mage library, coming in from all of the doorways: fire, water, earth, air, spirit, even the front entrance that faced the pathway leading toward the butterfly atrium.

      As our group poured forth from the corridor, we were met by a force nearly as great as our own.

      Time to level the playing field.

      “Noble! Ozark!” I shouted, and together, we lobbed the magic-canceling powder bombs toward our enemies.

      Large clouds of the fine particles plumed in the air, followed by several screeches and coughs.

      “Earth!” Carson yelled, and the ground in front of us rolled like waves. Dozens of the blood mages scrambled to remain upright as the ground shifted, opening a wide crevasse.

      The alpha heirs and mages with air magic created tornadoes, and the water elementals added their powers so the blood mages faced a typhoon.

      The bookshelves tumbled and crashed into one another; the heavy tomes pelted the now magicless blood mages.

      The wind and rain stopped all at once, and in the breath of silence that followed, King Ozark bellowed, “Attack!”

      The shifters raced forward and tore into the battered and bloodied fallen.

      While Reyna and Kaja hacked through the bodies, I blasted dozens more. The humid air filled with the coppery stench of death as we fought our way through the horde.

      And while our enemies lacked their magic, they still had their blood-thirst—and deadly claws.

      The cacophony of battle drowned out all individual voices. Metal clashed. Screams rent the air. Blood and water pooled on the stone floor, making it slick and slippery with gore. As bodies fell, they were pushed to the side, and soon enough, the aisles became blocked by piles of the dead or dying.

      Kaja, Reyna, and I pressed our way through the mass, toward the door marked with the symbol for spirit, while our team kept guard from behind.

      ‘Have you seen Kalama or the queen yet?’ Rage asked.

      I ducked under a blood mage’s arm as they swung out with their claws, and then spun and drove my blade into their neck.

      Damn. The knife stuck, and when I yanked it out, blood sprayed my face.

      Blech.

      ‘Not yet,’ I shot back to Rage. ‘You?’

      Kaja sliced off the vamp’s head, and we were on to the next one.

      One after another.

      ‘Nope,’ Rage said. ‘I don’t like it.’

      I wanted to agree, but the vamps kept coming.

      As the next wave of them arrived, hawks dropped their last two magic-canceling bombs. The only one I had left was shoved into my belt. I was saving it for the queen.

      Lunge.

      Parry.

      Stab.

      Slice.

      Duck.

      Feint.

      Drive.

      The continued onslaught dragged on—and on.

      Two blood mages caught Kaja, and I spun to her aid, tossing my dagger into the chest of the one lunging for her. Reyna shouted, “Left!” and then swung her blade. Kaja dove to her left just as Reyna’s katana eviscerated the other vamp.

      Whoa.

      “You’ve practiced that before,” I shouted.

      Reyna grinned. “My whole life.”

      We continued our advance, but the adrenaline we’d started with faded, and it was our training from Alpha Academy that sustained us.

      The fire elementals led the next charge, and the stench of charred flesh singed our nostrils as ash floated in the air. I blasted two more blood mages, sending bits flying, and then raised my head.

      A few small skirmishes persisted, but the majority of the blood mages were gone. I scanned our remaining force, and my heart plummeted. We had less than half of Team B still on their feet.

      “See to the wounded,” I shouted to Noble.

      Of course, he’d been the brilliant one to insist that I make a healing elixir before we’d left. I could only hope that most of our fallen were still alive enough to save.

      We regrouped before our next strategic move.

      To divide our force and send individual groups into the castles from here would be foolish without knowing what awaited us on the other side. Instead, we sealed the doors from the castles to the library by piling the dead up to block them. Then we’d be able to go from castle to castle without fear of them sneaking back to the portal here.

      ‘We’re done. All blood mages here are dead,’ Rage said. ‘I’m sending a force your way now. Justice is leading.’

      Wait. ‘Aren’t you coming?’ I asked him.

      ‘I’m taking a small group up to the other portal—on Daybreak’s land. If any of the blood mages come through that way, we need to have a group there, or they could get away.’

      ‘Good thinking. We’re going on the hunt for the queen now.’

      ‘Be careful,’ Rage said.

      As if I needed the reminder.

      We exited the library and stood on the path just north of the quad. From the steps, I could see four of the five castles, the landscape lighting on the grounds of each making the buildings glow. With the exception of our heavy breathing, the night was filled with eerie silence—unnaturally so.

      “The queen was in Spirit Castle before,” I said.

      “Then that’s probably a good place to start,” Kaja said, bumping my shoulder.

      The others agreed, so we moved en masse to scout out their location. But by the time we reached my grandfather’s house, the queen and Kalama were gone. They’d left recently, judging by the half-eaten package of raw hamburger still on the counter—and the refrigerator door open. The entire castle was void of life.

      “What now?” Reyna asked.

      Ozark scanned the brightly lit room, his expression pinched. “I’ve often wondered if the blood mages have a hive mind like us selkies.”

      As if we didn’t need anything more horrifying to deal with today.

      Kaja jostled me as the leader of the lions pushed to the front of her pride to join the small group of leaders. I had Adrianna, the lion queen; Phoenix of the raptors; Cole of the bears, and somewhere, Carson and Jane were milling about. Honor brushed against my side in an expression of solidarity.

      “Where do you think they’ve gone?” Adrianna asked. “Or are you certain the queen and her beta weren’t among the hundreds slain in the library?”

      The thing was … I wasn’t sure. I’d been fighting just like everyone else, but I hadn’t stopped to see who’d been killed on either side. My insides churned with uncertainty, and I glanced at Kaja and then Ozark, who shook his head.

      “I can feel the anxiety of my people,” the selkie king said, his voice low. “Deep in their souls, they don’t believe this is finished yet. The blood mages are a formidable foe—that was too easy.”

      “Too easy?” Cole snarled. “I’ve lost nearly a dozen—”

      “We’ve all lost!” Ozark slammed his fist to the counter. “This isn’t about our losses—not yet.”

      Despite the vast number of deaths on both sides, I felt a similar trepidation. Like at any minute, someone could pull the rug out from under me.

      My other scouts walked in then, and each one reported that all of the other castles were clear. No more blood mages.

      Was it over? Did we win? “I—”

      ‘Nai!’ Rage screamed in my head, his voice filled with panic. ‘We’re under attack!’

      Crap.

      The other portal. That’s where we’d find the queen. I was sure of it!
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      “Carson! Jane! Xavier!” I spun in my grandfather’s kitchen, looking for any of the other high mages, but it was my aunt who grabbed me by the shoulders.

      “Nai?” Sariah looked me in the eyes, her brow creased with concern.

      “Where’s the other portal on this side? The one that leads to Daybreak lands on Shifter Island?” I asked, my voice breaking as fear wrung my chest, the vise so tight my heart jumped into my throat. “Rage is on the other side. The vamps—”

      “The butterfly atrium,” my aunt said. “This way!”

      We charged out of the castle as if our very lives depended on it, for there was a good chance they did. If the queen and her inner circle got away, this would only be the beginning.

      ‘We’re coming!’ I shouted to Rage and then glanced down at Honor, who kept pace at my side. ‘Tell Justice to meet us at the atrium.’

      He was no longer my shield, so I couldn’t mentally speak to him anymore.

      ‘You’ve got it. Noble had him stay in the library until we knew…’

      Noble was the king of organization.

      ‘Nai, hurry!’ Rage yelled. ‘We’re getting decimated!’

      The predatory shifters became beasts as we raced toward the glass building. As we passed the library, Justice and a couple hundred warriors from Team A moved to join us.

      Oh Mage!

      If Justice had that many … what was Rage left with?

      We arrived at the glass structure. Its doors had been burst wide open, the glass in pieces on the ground. The entire front half of the building was likewise gone—only the metal frames that had once held the glass panes remained, a few jagged shards jutting out like broken teeth. As the group fanned out, filling the ruined room, Carson and Jane stepped to my side along with their shields, Rue and Mele. Julian and Xavier were behind them, a show of unity for our new council.

      “There’s a weeping willow in the back,” Jane said, and I noticed her dark hair singed on one side, the rest of it a tangle of knots from all the wind she’d used. She led us through the trampled flora where the blood mages had come through when they’d first invaded High Mage Island. She pointed to a majestic tree. “We just need to walk through the branches, and we’ll cross back onto Shifter Island.”

      I pushed into the throng of warriors so that I could help save my mate—when Justice grabbed me and hauled me back.

      I whipped around, glaring at my brother-in-law. He rested his hand on my shoulder as he looked me in the eyes. “The queen wants powerful blood—and that’s the high mages. We need to give you a fighting chance to kill her.”

      But … Rage. I was tempted to reach out to him again, but I didn’t want to distract him if he was in the middle of a battle. I glanced at Honor, who nodded.

      “Fine,” I huffed, trying to rein in my panicky need to go to Rage. “You want to plan? Then what’s on the other side of that willow? Where are we going?”

      “It’s a huge mountain bluff overlooking the ocean, on the northwestern tip of the island,” Justice said.

      “I know that location well,” Ozark said, stepping up to join our group. “Selkies will go first.” He waved his people to the front as he spoke. “Send the other shifters next.” His men and women disappeared in small groups. “Once our group is strong enough to overwhelm the enemy—” Ozark met my gaze. “—you’ll need to come in with your magic.”

      “But—”

      Ozark disappeared, and Adrianna of the lion pride nodded to me before disappearing behind him.

      “Go,” Justice said as he joined the contingency of leaders and barked to the others.

      While Justice spoke, the lions, hawks, and bears disappeared from this realm.

      “Lower mages and fire users, we go in blazing,” Justice said, looking around the group. “Jane…” He glanced at the high mage of air and continued. “I’d like you to help us direct the flames.”

      She nodded and joined his group.

      Then Justice turned his attention to me and those still around me. “Nai needs to take out the queen, which means the rest of you need to do whatever you can to support that and protect her.” Then he looked me straight in the eye. “She’ll come to you—she wants your blood. Bad.”

      “Be careful,” I told him.

      He marched to the front of his line. “No. I’ll choose justice over careful … every time.”

      My heart thundered against my ribs as they disappeared, and I caught a whiff of ash in the air.

      “What’s your plan?” Reyna asked, sidling up next to me.

      In all our planning … I hadn’t come up with this kind of scenario. Maybe I should’ve, but war … like this…

      Think, Nai! Think!

      “Carson,” I said, looking at the high master of earth, “I hope you have one more earthquake in you.”

      The young man grinned. “You’ve got it.”

      ‘Rage!’ I shouted into his mind, no small measure of relief welling within when I felt his consciousness. ‘I need you to try and herd the blood mages to the edge near the water—’

      ‘Already on it,’ he growled. ‘We’re trying to keep them on the cliff and out of the woods.’

      ‘Good.’ A plan was shaping up in my mind, and I needed his help or it would never work. I tapped the single powder bomb at my hip and grinned. ‘Once I step out, I’ll need you to get our teams off the cliff and back to safety.’

      I felt his confusion, and he growled, ‘You better not be planning on anything foolish.’

      Not foolish. Risky. Courageous. At least … I hoped. ‘I’ve got one more Jakko bomb,’ I told him. ‘And a really crazy plan.’

      “Let’s do this,” I said. And then we crossed into the branches of the willow tree…

      And came out on Shifter Island.
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      Pandemonium surrounded us. Screams rent the darkness, and flames sliced into it, illuminating the destruction. The number of blood mages was … unbelievably small. Perhaps a few dozen, but they moved lightning fast. I scanned the small contingent of the enemy but didn’t spot the Queen or Kalama.

      As I approached the cliff, I saw exactly why we hadn’t defeated the blood mages yet. Four blood mages darted forward in a blur of motion, unable for me to even track with my shifter eyes. They were way too fast and too strong. Adrianna, the queen of the lions, roared as the blood mages attacked her. She thrashed, but the four blood mages pounced swiftly, too strong.

      I hesitated to blast them with my magic for fear of hitting the lion queen. The animal’s roar became a cry of pain, and then the lion went silent. One of the monsters screamed in triumph and held Adriana’s shriveled corpse in his clawed hands.

      How had Rage kept the blood mages from overrunning him?

      A blast of fire at the four blood mages answered my question. He was using his elemental power to stay alive. The four blood mages scampered away from the dead lion queen as Justice advanced.

      But the blood mages were faster than shadows, and they disappeared into the night…

      This fight could go on forever … unless we could corral them into one spot and use a power-canceling bomb.

      “Carson!” I shouted.

      The ground rolled, and I seized the confusion to drop to the earth. As Reyna army-crawled over to me, she whispered, “If something goes wrong and you have to sacrifice one of your shields—or all of us—to defeat the queen, you mustn’t hesitate. The blood mages will never stop coming for us as long as she’s alive.”

      What was she saying? I blinked as the meaning of her statement settled. That even if my plan to kill the queen meant I’d be dealt a lethal blow that would take out one of my shields, I should still proceed. But … Reyna was the last to take the oath, so any mortal injury would go to her first.

      I stared at her in horror. “Reyna, I can’t—”

      She grabbed the sides of my face and glared at me. “The time for sentimentality is gone. This realm will never be safe again until the blood mages are all dead. Make it happen. No matter what.”

      With wide eyes, I nodded at her, but the idea of causing any one of my friends’ deaths made my blood run cold. Putting those thoughts from my mind, I focused on what I needed to do right now. With Honor, Reyna, and Kaja surrounding me, I exhaled and let my spirit slide from my body. It was the only way I could think of to find the queen again. The cliff was bathed in moonlight, but still, I needed to get closer to the blood mages to see where she was.

      My spirit form raced forward into the melee and immediately spotted Kalama in a copse of trees near the edge of the steep cliff. The moon cast creepy shadows over her face. I crept closer, and their voices became distinguishable.

      “If we jump, some of us will be able to escape,” a female blood mage said. Her voice was familiar, and as she turned, I recognized her as Cara, the mage who’d held Kian down while the queen sucked him dry. “Then we can build our force anew.”

      I 1000.9% could not let that happen!

      I tried to make out Kalama’s response, but she spun and put her back to me, and my attention all went to the queen. Queen Banpiroa stood next to her daughter, no longer wearing a muumuu and no longer looking like she needed a nap. She looked feral and beyond terrifying. Strange tattoos crawled along the side of her face like souls begging to be freed. Inching forward to better hear, I watched in horror as the queen nodded to her daughter, and Kalama picked one of the nearby blood mages and threw her over the cliff. I froze, and my jaw gaped as two more went over the side.

      “We’ll have an answer in a few minutes,” Kalama laughed. “If they can respond to my voice, we’ll know they survived, and we’ll make the jump.”

      “Sometimes, the best way to discover if something is viable is to give it a try,” Reece said, stepping out from between the trees by Kalama. His gaze then snapped to me. “Wouldn’t you agree, Spirit Walker?”

      Crap. He held one of those spirit crystals again, so he could see my translucent form.

      I started to rise, and at the same time, he threw something with the force of a bullet. His weapon glinted in the moonlight; I had no time to dive out of the way. Searing pain sliced my abdomen as his blade struck me in the belly, lodging in the middle of my spectral body as if it were flesh. Agony tore through me as I tumbled backward and landed on the ground. I waited for the pain to be absorbed by one of my shields, but the pain never receded. It was constant, sharp agony. I felt like I was going to die.

      Wait. How could I be feeling this in spirit form?

      Glancing down at the weapon, I saw it was celestite, same as had grazed my spirit-arm and injured me before. Grabbing for it, I discovered my spirit couldn’t hold it, but somehow, it was stuck in me. The urge to bring my body here slammed into me, but to do so would surely mean my death, wouldn’t it? Was my body somewhere, bleeding out? I couldn’t focus enough to snap my attention back to my physical self. Everything hurt … and my brain was muddled.

      The blood mages hovered around me, and Kalama tsked, clicking her tongue to the roof of her mouth.

      “Mother! Dinner has arrived,” she trilled in a singsong voice.

      No!

      I frantically tried to remove the crystal blade, to no avail.

      Before Kalama’d even finished her statement, the queen was here.

      Her ghostly white hair writhed in the wind, and her eyes, flooded black, were pools reflecting her soul’s darkness. She wore all-black battle armor fit for a queen. As she circled my struggling soul, her lips curled in a vicious smile. Blood dripped from her fangs, and when she spoke, her teeth were tinged red.

      “Give me the shards,” she hissed.

      Shards? Like there was more than one of these soul-killer stones? My fear jumped to panic.

      ‘Rage?’ I called, but my voice bounced around the nothingness, and I realized he couldn’t hear me in this form.

      “There’s only one left, My Queen,” Kalama said. “But her soul is bound here until we let her go.”

      “Which will never happen,” Cara snickered.

      Think, Nai.

      ‘Zia!’ I called for one of my ancestors. Spirit could still talk to spirit, right? I had to hope the celestite dagger didn’t cancel out all my powers.

      Zia appeared beside me, but her expression of surprise turned to horror as she absorbed my predicament.

      ‘You need your body to pull that stone out,’ she said, shaking her head.

      ‘Is that the only way to get it out?’ I asked. Please say no.

      She just looked aghast—which was the worst kind of answer.

      What could I do?

      And then Reyna’s words came back to me. Don’t hesitate…

      But if I brought my body here and merged it with my spirit, Reyna would be the one to absorb this agony when it traveled through my shields. She might even die because of it. My awareness somehow found my body and bounced between my body and my soul, and I forced my body to look at Reyna. I had no idea how, but she turned to me—as if I’d called her name. I was clutching my stomach, agony on my face, and then she shifted into her wolf form and howled. Honor howled, and then Kaja too. She’d already shifted into her wolf, and now the three of them darted into the battle. Instinctively, I knew they were coming for my spirit.

      If they arrived, they’d all be killed by the blood mages!

      This was not how my plan was supposed to go!

      I needed to put my body and soul together to get this dagger out, or … but I couldn’t even consider that.

      Mother Mage…

      Letting the beacon of my soul pull my physical body across the space, I crossed the rocks in human form, stumbling and clutching at my stomach, and let the two halves of myself merge.

      I sat up with a gasp of pain, hands clutched around the hilt of the knife, ready to yank it out.

      “Ah … here you are,” the queen said. She was a blur of action as she zoomed into my space and raked her claws over my face.

      Pain sliced along my cheeks, and I screamed, but the agony evaporated as well as the wound as my shields absorbed it.

      ‘Nai!’ Rage’s voice came through our bond. ‘Where are you?’

      ‘Get the teams off the cliff!’ I shouted at him.

      He shouted something back, but it didn’t register because, at the same time, I ripped the shard of celestite out of my stomach, and white-hot agony exploded in my mind. The pain disappeared once again, and then I lunged for the queen. She darted away, a mere blur of movement, appearing once more in front of me.

      The realization hit me; I couldn’t outrun her, not without canceling her magic. I reached for the last of the bombs Jakko had made … but it was no longer tucked in the band at my waist. The carefully wrapped powder bomb now lay ruined in the mud where that damn celestite shard had pierced through!

      Time for a new plan.

      My mind raced, and my only thoughts were those of desperation.

      ‘Rage!’ I shouted into his mind. ‘Tell Carson to tear the cliff from the mountain, and let it go into the water. Now! Trust me!’

      If Rage responded, I missed it as a vicious growl demanded my attention. I spotted Reyna closing in on the queen and Kalama. She snapped and lunged for the blood mage rulers, providing the distraction I needed to execute my cobbled-together plan B. I was pleased to see her wolf was still alive, though bleeding from the stomach and muzzle from my wounds.

      Once more, I pictured a location for a portal. This one, I’d been to only a few times before, and I could only hope the owner wouldn’t mind. Much. I was out of options, and the queen and her daughter were going to be nearly impossible to kill and just as hard to contain. If we didn’t get them before they jumped off the ledge…

      My spirit slid from my body, and I opened my eyes to find my spectral form standing next to the Adonis-like figure of the Keeper of the Dead.

      “Nai?” He narrowed his eyes. “What are you doing here?”

      In my physical form, I brought my hands together—and then buckled forward as something struck me from behind. My physical body was being attacked back on the cliff, and I could feel it in my spirit.

      “I’m … going … to … open a … portal,” I told the Keeper.

      He pursed his lips and then shook his head. “Well, you’d better hurry, or your physical body will be dead.”

      I glanced at my hands, my spirit hands, and saw they were covered in blood. What the…? How? I looked further down, to my chest and my stomach, and both were sinking in—which meant my body…

      Please, Mother Mage, let Rage and Carson be helping my plan come to fruition.

      Thunder rumbled, and I looked up to the Keeper. “What … was … that … noise?”

      “I hear nothing,” he told me. “Whatever sound you hear is where your body resides. And if you can hear it there, your spirit and body are merging.”

      I couldn’t let that happen until the portal to the Realm of the Dead was opened.

      So with every last shred of energy still coursing through me, I yanked my hands apart.

      The explosion was like a bomb going off.
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      “Nooo!” The queen’s shrill scream tore through the air as my soul and body merged again. The second my spirit slammed into my body, I was falling. Everything was moving too fast to know if my plan worked—the world around me a mere blur. I slammed into the ground. Dust kicked up in a plume, and I blinked up into the pale lavender sky of the Realm of the Dead. Groaning, I rolled to my side; the blood from the wound in my abdomen saturated my shirt and covered my hands. I coughed, propping myself up, only to find the wound on my stomach was healed. My head snapped to the right, and I gulped.

      Well. My plan had worked. Mostly.

      Like 89.5%.

      Kalama and the queen now lay on the Keeper of the Dead’s front lawn, their bodies twisted at odd angles. Chunks of rock from the cliff had become giant boulders at the entrance to the gate that led to the Keeper’s castle.

      “Really, Nai!” The Keeper snapped, stepping to my side in nothing but his gold speedo. He waved at the mess I’d just created and said, “You’ve ruined my beautiful garden.”

      I winced and climbed to my feet. Sure enough, the cliff face had crushed innumerable trees and shrubs, and a fine layer of dust coated the rest of the plants. Grimacing, I turned to face him. Yikes.

      He was furious, red-faced, and nostrils flaring angrily. Not only that … I was here in human form. Again.

      “But I brought you a present,” I said, waving to the blood mages. “A couple presents.”

      His eyes moved past me to the two women, also in their physical forms, and the Keeper’s anger evaporated.

      “Kalama, you little snake,” he hissed. His expression morphed into one of triumphant glee. “Come to join your sister, have you?”

      I looked at the blood mages as they stood, their bodies bleeding and bruised but otherwise alive. Kalama nervously brushed the dust off her pants, her eyes going wild as she looked around the Realm of the Dead. Her gaze flicked to the sky where the portal I’d created was now closed. She was trapped.

      Well, we all were.

      “Keeper, good to see you…” she said, her voice cracking.

      “Let us go back, Keeper. Surely there is something you want—something we could give you? Something we could get for you?” Queen Banpiroa looked at him with an expression that I think was an effort at pleading, but she just looked constipated. Her gaze darted to me, and her lip curled. “Someone we could kill for you?”

      Legit? She was trying to bargain with the Keeper of the Dead—by threatening me?

      The Keeper followed her gaze to me, and instead of jumping on her let-us-kill-Nai bandwagon, he grinned. “Well done, Nai. Now, I have the entire set of the ruling blood mages for my collection.”

      A giggle—equal parts relief and euphoria—burst from my lips. “You’re welcome.”

      “No!” Kalama exclaimed, her voice warbling. Her gaze bounced from the Keeper to me and then back to him. “Please, let us go!”

      “Got a soul stone?” He held out his hand, his lips pursed, but the corners twitched as if he was trying not to laugh.

      The soul stones in my pocket almost felt like they were burning a hole through me, but I kept quiet and acted natural.

      Both women scowled at him, and their eyes flooded black.

      “You know we haven’t,” the queen snarled. “But if you let us go back—”

      “Nope,” he said, popping the p. “That’s not how this works, my bloodthirsty fiends.” He pushed his lips out into a mock pout. “So sad … for you. I guess you’ll spend eternity in the darkness of the outlands. But not to worry,” he added in a rush as their expressions turned to panic. “You’ll be with Surlama.”

      “But—” The queen and her protest disappeared when he flicked his wrist. A gust of wind picked up the two women in a swirling tornado. Their screams tore through the air and then faded as they flew across the lake and into the darkness on the other side of the water.

      Phew.

      I blinked, stunned that my crazy plan B had worked. “Are they really gone … forever?”

      The Keeper of the Dead nodded.

      We’d done it. Destroyed them. Forever.

      “Uh … thanks for that.” I offered the Keeper a tentative smile as my insides crawled with trepidation. “I didn’t know what else to do.”

      The Keeper surveyed the rocky cliff I’d portaled into his realm and the damage to his garden. “Next time, a little more warning would be nice.”

      I nodded. Hopefully, there wouldn’t be a next time. “Well, I’d like to get back…” I fumbled with the pouch that held my soul stone. “I understand now that I need to make a payment, so I’m fully prepared to offer my soul sto—”

      He waved me off. “You brought me several souls, including the blood mage royalty. To be honest, that’s a bargain.”

      Relief flooded through me and I nodded. “I won’t come back in my human form again. I promise.”

      He just stared at me, and I wondered if he was reconsidering.

      “I’m ready to go now.” Actually, I was ready five minutes ago, but I didn’t want to seem ungrateful.

      The Keeper raised his hand, and then, biting his lip, he paused before lowering his hand to his side once more. Frowning, he said, “Oh … I’m feeling generous. How about I give you five minutes first? To say goodbye to your friends?”

      My what? His gaze flicked to something behind me. Spinning around, I came face to face with Reyna and Julian.

      Not in their human forms…

      They were … dead.

      “No!” The horror of what had happened tore through me. All that blood, my shriveled chest and abdomen—oh Mage. I’d killed Reyna. My knees buckled, and I fell to the ground, covering my eyes to the truth of how I’d failed. With a desperate gasp, I broke into sobs.

      “Oh, Nai,” Reyna’s voice came from right beside me. “Stop being so dramatic.”

      I peeled my hands back to look at her. She was glowing with happiness. I grimaced, completely confused. Why was she happy? She was dead.

      “I’m so sorry,” I choked out. My mind raced, trying to come up with a plan to make this right. “I’ll—”

      “Stop.” She shook her head, still smiling. “You did it, Nai. You beat them. It was an honor to serve as your shield. An honor to protect you. I’m right where I want to be.”

      I shook my head, tears streaming down my cheeks. All the triumph of success drained out of my chest, leaving it hollow as I stared at my friend. She couldn’t mean what she said, she was just being stoic—strong. She was just being Reyna. “No. You don’t understand. I can bring people back from the dead. I just have to give the Keeper my soul stone, but for you, I don’t mind.”

      Reyna reached out and grabbed my hand. “No, Nai. You don’t understand. I died with honor, doing what I love, protecting. Don’t take that from me. I’m happy with this. I promise.”

      What could I say? Reyna had never lied to me, and I didn’t think she’d start now. I wanted to resist her, to force her back into her body, but instead, I threw myself into her arms, and we held each other tightly.

      “Thank you,” Reyna whispered. “For letting me be your shield. For letting me choose my own path.”

      “I’ll miss you,” I said, pulling away, tears streaking down my face.

      She snorted. “Then come visit. You’re the freaking high mage of spirit!”

      I chuckled and then nodded. “Right.”

      “Will you watch out for my brother, Blake?” Julian asked, suddenly joining us. “He’s … he’s better than me. Kian pretty much ignored him, so our mom … she did a good job with him.”

      “Yes, of course,” I said with a nod as my throat constricted with emotion. “Thanks … thanks for all you did out there today.”

      He shrugged. “It was long overdue. I should’ve seen what Kian was sooner.”

      The moment stretched, and then there was motion behind me, and it pulled my attention.

      Gramps, my mom, and bonus dad were here.

      “Oh Mage! I see my mom,” Julian shouted in excitement, and then he took off running. “Thanks again!”

      “Sorry!” I called after him and winced. He didn’t seem to mind being dead either, but I still felt a little bad.

      Reyna embraced my grandfather, both of them wearing giant smiles, and a resurgence of guilt welled up within me, filling me until it became too much. This was the first time I’d seen him since he died, and I dropped my head. So much sacrifice … for me. It was a lot to take in—a lot to accept.

      “Hello, granddaughter of mine,” Gramps said, standing before me, looking healthier than he ever had before.

      I had to say it. I didn’t have a lot of time, and I had to make sure he knew before the Keeper sent me back. I raised my chin and met his gaze. “I never got to tell you … how much … I love you.” I choked on a sob, and my eyes burned with fresh tears. “Thank you—for everything. All the things I know and probably a million more I don’t. I’m so, so happy you sent that letter early. That you cared enough to come into my life.”

      He smiled and opened his arms with a wink. I ran into them, crashing into his soul form, and for one long moment, I just allowed myself to be here, in this beautiful place with the people I loved. Death wasn’t the end, and that was great, but I’d miss seeing him and Reyna every day.

      The Keeper’s voice suddenly called over my shoulder: “I need to send you back now, or it will be too late.”

      Too late? Yeah, I didn’t want to get trapped here, so I nodded, wiping at my face. Gramps gave me one more hug and then leaned closer and whispered into my ear.

      “Julian’s body is fresh,” he said. “If you’re quick, you can heal him and transfer Honor’s soul and wolf into it.”

      Then he pulled back and winked.

      My jaw dropped. What the what did he just say?

      But before I could ask any questions, the Keeper snapped his fingers, and then I was flying into the air, through a portal he’d created to the mortal realm, my head spinning.

      My feet slammed onto solid ground, and I glanced around the clearing, taking stock of my surroundings. Kaja and her sisters wept silently over Reyna’s shredded body. They’d closed her eyes and crossed her arms over her chest. There was a small measure of relief that I hadn’t been the one to cause her death by pulling her over the cliff with me. I needed to thank Rage and Carson for that small miracle … but first…

      There!

      Julian’s body lay slumped to the side, at the base of a tree, his ankle bent at an odd angle but otherwise intact except for the knife in his abdomen.

      Was Gramps for real? That I should put Honor’s soul and wolf into Julian? And how to heal the wound that’d killed him before I put the soul in—was that even possible?

      My mind raced with what to do first, and I was frozen in thought when a blur of motion caught my attention a heartbeat before Rage slammed into me.

      “Nai!” Rage pulled me close and pressed his lips to my temple, burying his face in my hair. “Woman, you disappeared through a portal into the Realm of the Dead! Don’t ever do that again.”

      “Yeah.” I nuzzled his neck, taking in his scent, the way his pulse in his neck beat against my lips. “I promise.”

      I looked over his shoulder at the bodies. Several lines of beheaded blood mages lay on the ground, and I closed my eyes and asked, “Are they all dead?”

      “Yes, we got them all and either beheaded them, or you had them sucked into that portal. We did it, Nai.” Rage cupped my chin but pulled back to look me in the eyes. “We won.”

      Relief flooded me and I sagged into him. And then Honor in his wolf form, Justice, and Noble rushed toward us. Kaja looked up from her silent weeping, her eyes filled with unshed tears, and I looked at my mate. “I’ll be right back. Will you … get Honor and meet me at Julian’s body?”

      He raised one eyebrow.

      ‘Trust me,’ I said and then ran to Kaja. My bestie and her sisters, Fiona, Rue, and Nell, all stood clustered together, clinging to one another as they wept over Reyna’s body. I fell to my knees, bowing my head over Reyna’s shriveled form. Somehow, she’d taken all of the blood mage queen’s wrath. Like what had happened to Honor at the midyear games, she was the last to pledge—and she’d taken the final result.

      “Kaja, Nell, Rue, Fiona … I’m so sorry,” I croaked. “I just saw Reyna, in the Realm of the Dead … I promise, she said to leave her there … I swear … I tried to convince her to come back, but—” Tears burned my eyes, and I wished there was some way to make this right.

      Fiona slipped her hand into mine and squeezed, pulling me in for a hug. “She was a die-hard protector. She’d wanted to be a shield since she was five. This would’ve meant everything to her. To die protecting… ”

      Kaja nodded, joining us in our hug. “She was so upset she couldn’t save your grandfather. She would’ve thought this made it right.”

      It didn’t feel right. No one should have to die so another could live, but I’d respect her choice. I didn’t want to take her honor. “She was the best,” I said earnestly.

      We hugged for another moment, and then I looked at the girls. “If you’ll excuse me … I think there’s a way to make one thing right tonight.”

      I looked back at Rage, who stood over Julian’s body with Honor, Justice, and Noble around him.

      “Come on,” I said to the Harvest girls.

      Honor was getting put back together. It wouldn’t cancel out all of the death, but it would make his sacrifice all those months ago easier … if he could have a chance at a full life once again.
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      “Wait, so Honor’s wolf and soul”—Fiona pointed to Honor and then swung her hand to point at Julian’s corpse—“are going in him?”

      I gulped, staring at the former high master of water. “That’s what Gramps said.”

      Kaja frowned and shook her head. “But Julian was such a douche … and Honor is so … amazing.” She blushed and then stammered, “Are we going to have to look at douchy Julian’s body and then have to remember that it’s Honor?”

      Fiona smacked her sister’s arm. “Don’t speak ill of the dead,” she muttered.

      Honor yipped in protest. ‘He’s a douche?’ He inspected Julian’s handsome face and then let his tongue loll out in a wolfish grin. ‘But he’s a good-looking one, right?’

      Smiling, I nodded. ‘Definitely.’

      Julian was more a preppy bro-bro type but, overall, not a bad choice. Especially since we couldn’t really be choosy at this point. I’d explained everything to my crew, but all they could do was support me; this was a one-woman show. Rage came up behind me and massaged my shoulders. “You’ve got this, babe.”

      Yeah, put a wolf in a dead high mage without any guidance. No big deal.

      Then an epiphany hit me, and I grinned. Gramps couldn’t come to help because he was bound to the Realm of the Dead. But I could still call on my other ancestors. I still had all of their soul stones.

      “Zia, Than, Lucia, Raiden, Aine,” I shouted, closing my eyes as I sent my call out to the ethers.

      One by one, they popped in around my bewildered-looking friends. My spirit relatives clustered around me, smiling and patting my back.

      ‘Well done, Nai, that portal was a fantastic idea,’ Lucia said.

      ‘And your mate is much cuter than you let on,’ Zia added, doing a full circle around Rage, giving me a thumbs up.

      I rolled my eyes but couldn’t help but smile. “Focus! I need help putting that wolf”—I pointed at Honor—“into that body!” I pointed to Julian. “Gramps said it’s possible.”

      “Who is she talking to?” Fiona asked, wide-eyed. Nell and Rue muttered something akin to agreement, but everyone else just shushed them. They knew my crazy.

      Zia bent down and got her face right up to Julian’s and sucked in a deep whiff. ‘Freshly dead.’

      Than stepped over to Honor and waved a hand over his wolf. ‘Soul is secure but untethered without a body. If you had some valerian root and selenite, you can easily do the transfer.’

      Hope sprung in my chest, and my attention shot to Rage. “Valerian root and selenite, quick! And we need healing elixir or mage wine so I can make some!”

      Rage glanced at Noble, who nodded and took off running.

      I sat down next to Julian and looked at Honor. ‘You want a body, right? This is your chance.’

      He stared back at me, wide-eyed. ‘Hell yes, I want a body again. I just didn’t think I’d look like the son of our arch-nemesis.’

      I snickered. ‘He doesn’t look like old-Honor, but we need to get over that if you want two arms and two legs.’

      Honor nodded, his tongue lolling out of his mouth. ‘Already over it. Let’s do this.’

      Noble returned a few minutes later with the valerian root and a giant wand of opaque selenite. I accepted the valerian root and the selenite and then looked up at my elders. “Now what?”

      Zia pointed to Honor. ‘Have him chew the root to help him relax. We want him in a calm and trancelike state.’ Her attention jumped to Julian’s body. ‘And pull the dagger out and pour healing elixir all over that wound, but save about half the bottle. He’ll need it as soon as his body and soul merge.’

      I gave Honor the root, and he gobbled it down as I took care of Julian’s body. As the elixir hit the open wound, the flesh sealed up like there’d been no blade.

      Than crouched beside me. ‘Good job. Now, lay the selenite wand over the chest of the dead boy.’

      I winced. “His name is Julian. Er, it was.”

      Zia waved her hand. ‘Now isn’t the time for political correctness, dear. Time is ticking.’

      I lay the wand on Julian’s chest and looked at Zia.

      ‘Now, let your spirit slip free and scan Honor for his spirit. Tell me when you see it,’ she instructed.

      I gulped. I was tired, I wanted to cry, and shower, and eat, and sleep, but now was not the time for a breakdown.

      Taking in a deep breath, I let my soul slip free and glided over to Honor. Staring at him, I zoned in on my other sight. There, within the body of the wolf, was his soul. I gasped. It looked like a human man folded into a ball.

      ‘She sees it,’ Than offered.

      ‘Now what?’ Soul-me asked.

      My ancestors all slowly crept forward as if they were going to gang up on Honor, stalking him like a lion stalks prey. ‘Now have your soul grasp his and yank it out of the wolf while your human self pins the wolf-him down.’

      My eyes widened. ‘I can’t do that, not without telling him.’

      ‘Tell him?’ Lucia cackled. ‘That’d be a rookie mistake, Nai! He’ll clench up, and it’ll take you an hour to tease them apart, at least. No, a quick attack is best.’

      Oh mage!

      Honor was going to kill me.

      Human-body me looked down at Honor and smiled, and then spirit-me attacked. I leapt on his wolf’s back like a lunatic, and spirit-me reached inside of him and grabbed at his soul. ‘Hold still!’

      Honor froze, eyes wide. ‘It’s cold. I feel weird.’

      I laughed nervously.

      “What’s going on?” Rage asked.

      “Nothing,” I said too quickly and then leapt for Honor with my human body. Wrapping my legs around him, I pinned his wolf to my chest as soul-me ripped soul-Honor clean out of his wolf’s body.

      Honor let loose with an ear-splitting howl, and then the wolf body went limp in my arms.

      Crap!

      I looked up at Zia with wide eyes.

      ‘Normal.’ She waved it off. ‘Now, use your spirit magic to place his soul in the dead boy’s body; then lay the wolf on top of the selenite wand, and his soul will naturally call to the wolf’s form, and they will all merge.’

      “What the hell, Nai!” Justice stepped forward, but Rage pulled him back.

      “Just. Trust. Me,” I grunted, and heaved the limp wolf closer to Julian’s body. Soul me was having the same struggle dragging Honor’s soul across the space and to the body.

      ‘You could have warned me, Nai!’ Honor’s soul scowled at me.

      I took him talking as a good sign. ‘Sorry!’ I shrugged, offering my lame apology. ‘Just doing as I’m told.’

      Soul-me grunted and heaved, and then I began to lay Honor’s soul over Julian’s body with spirit magic. I felt the pull to join my spirit, and it was so weird to see me outside of me. Power flowed through my human form and then into my soul so that I could lay it over Honor and weave him into his new body. Finally, when spirit-me was done, I sat back, panting, and looked at human-me expectantly.

      With a final groan, I lay Honor’s limp wolf on top of the selenite wand on Julian’s dead body.

      “What now?” I asked out loud, looking at Zia.

      She shrugged. ‘Now, we wait.’

      Spirit-me joined with my body as I sat beside Julian, er, Honor, waiting with the half-filled bottle of healing elixir.

      “Come on,” I said.

      “They both look dead,” Justice said flatly.

      “They’re not,” I shot back. Then for good measure, I looked at my ancestors. ‘Right?’

      Lucia shrugged. ‘Technically, a little, but—’

      Julian’s chest rose with a sharp, beautiful intake of breath, and I froze.

      Everyone froze.

      The entire world seemed to hold its breath … not even the trees moved. We all just stood, watching the rise and fall of previously-dead Julian’s chest with the wolf on top.

      “What about his wolf?” Justice asked. “What if you just brought Julian back? Or—”

      “Shhh.” I covered my ears to Justice’s pestering comments, too stressed to handle any more.

      “Holy crap!” Kaja lurched backward and away from Julian-Honor as his wolf…

      Oh Mage.

      His wolf had … started to disappear. Like, one second, it was there, and the next, it was … melting? Into his body. A blue hazy light glowed around the wolf’s form, and we all watched, dumbfounded.

      “Holy mage,” Justice gasped as the wolf fully sucked into the body.

      Julian-Honor sat bolt upright, grasping his chest with wide-open hazel eyes. Honor’s eyes!

      His head snapped toward me, and I grinned.

      “Honor?” I asked, wanting that last bit of confirmation.

      “Definitely Honor,” he said, wincing.

      As the crowd surrounding him burst into cheers, I held out the bottle of healing elixir. Relief flooded me as he guzzled it down.

      All of it.

      And then he hiccupped.

      “I think I’m just fine,” he said, slurring his words.

      Noble and Justice dropped to his side, and Rage offered me a cheeky grin. “You brought him back as a lush?”

      I shrugged. “I didn’t know how much to give him.”

      After the brothers had embraced, the Harvest girls knelt near Honor’s new body and tended to him. Rage walked over to me with a grin, shaking his head.

      “What?” I asked as he pulled me into his arms.

      “You’re amazing, my queen.” He brushed his lips over mine.

      “Oh, I do like the sound of that,” I purred, nuzzling his neck.

      Rage captured my mouth in a kiss then and spoke through our bond. ‘Now, we can have our happily ever after.’
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      One Year Later

      

      I was so exhausted it felt like my limbs were actually melting into the bed of the healing ward. Twenty-four hours of labor was 110.9% no joke, but the result was completely worth it. I smiled at Rage and then glanced at our four newborns before settling all of my attention on my mate.

      “When you said you wanted to try for a baby, I didn’t think this was even an option.” I gestured to the Quads—our quads.

      A couple of months after the blood mage attack, when Rage said, “Hey, Nai, let’s have a baby,” I thought, Sure. That sounds like fun! Fun … until the doctor said I was carrying four.

      I guess the fated-mate multiples gene was dominant—even if I wasn’t fully a wolf-shifter. But all the months of waddling to and from Alpha Island and High Mage Island, the back pains and nausea and exhaustion … in this moment, it was all worth it. All I felt was love—so much love, for my mate and my children and my friends—everyone.

      Rage grinned, looking at the four swaddled girls all tucked in like little pink burritos. “I don’t mind having multiples, but I wasn’t really expecting … this.”

      He sat on the bed as I nuzzled up to him and raked my fingers through his hair. I grinned at his declaration. “By this, do you mean being a girl dad?”

      Rage blew air through his lips and nodded. “Do you know how many boys I’m going to have to threaten to kill?”

      I laughed, a tired but joyous snicker that felt like sunshine. Rage pulled a box from behind his back then and handed it to me. “Sorry it took so long. The castle jeweler had to source the gems and—”

      “Rage.” I gasped as I looked down at the box. He’d mentioned commissioning a crown for me, but I’d thought it was a joke. Everyone affectionately called me Queen Nai, but I never thought…

      I flipped the clasp and opened the lid.

      Mother Mage.

      The most beautiful crown I’d ever seen lay nestled in sumptuous black velvet. The platinum circlet was shaped like a woven vine, dotted with green emeralds shaped like leaves. Four giant pink sapphire hearts resided, tangled in the vine, two on either side of a full-moon diamond that glittered in the very center of the crown. My throat constricted as I trailed my fingers over the four heart-shaped gems.

      “For our Midnight girls?” I croaked.

      Rage nodded, pulling the crown out and putting it on my head. “The second we found out, I called the jeweler.”

      “Oh, Rage—”

      Before I could tell him what a wonderful girl dad he’d be, and how thoughtful this gift was, the door opened, and Honor, Noble, and Justice walked in, each carrying soft plushie pink toys for the girls. Noble also held flowers for me.

      “Congrats, Mama Midnight. Sweet crown.” Noble kissed my cheek and set the flowers down before turning to look at his newborn nieces.

      “Four princesses.” Justice whistled and then gave Rage a look of mock terror. “We’ll need to put bars on all the windows in the castle.”

      Rage grinned, sliding off the bed to hug his brother. Then he walked over to introduce his brothers to their nieces.

      It took some time for Julian to become Honor in my head. He acted like Honor. He talked like him too, but his face was Julian … until a couple of months passed. Now, he was just Honor.

      Of course, he was the last one to join the group on the other side of the room. Leaning down, Honor placed a kiss on my cheek. “My mom can’t wait to visit. She’s thrilled and knitting away like a madwoman. She said to tell you she’ll be over later with your dad.”

      I nodded and thanked him, and then sank back into the pillows, looking on from the hospital bed to the four bassinets as each Midnight brother picked up one of my daughters and started to coo and shush and love on them.

      This moment right here was everything. My heart swelled with joy—

      A wet sound ripped through the room, and Noble gasped. “Mine just pooped!”

      His eyes widened, and he held Charity out like she was a bomb about to explode.

      I laughed.

      “Uhh, I think mine’s hiccupping.” Justice looked slightly less terrified as Honesty’s little body jerked with each hiccup.

      “Hush, mine’s asleep,” Honor brushed a soft finger across Harmony’s forehead.

      Rage chuckled, handing me little Reyna so that he could take Charity from Noble and change her diaper. When we found out we were having quad girls, I wanted to keep the tradition going of virtuous names, but I also had to honor my best friend’s clan and my shield. So, Charity, Honesty, Harmony, and Reyna were going to have some pretty amazing names to live up to—and amazing family support too.

      I grinned.

      One thing I’d learned was life was sure to be complicated, messy, challenging, and amazing, but I wouldn’t want to do all of this craziness without my Midnight boys, my friends, and my family.

      

      The End
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