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      The moon hung bloated and heavy in the night sky, its light casting everything in a deathly pallor as if even the heavens mourned the Midnight prince’s passing. Noble pulled the boat alongside the dock, and Justice and Rage worked together to tie us off. Unlike my last trip to Dark Row, no one approached as we disembarked and made our way toward the busy market. Heavy incense, yeasty breads, cardamom, cinnamon, and seared steak perfumed the air.

      At least, I hoped that was steak. Given the illegal nature of the activities here, the smell could be any kind of meat. The thought made my stomach roil, and I shivered as the wind picked up. Nothing like an icy wind to add to the creepiness factor.

      “You do not leave my side,” Rage growled, tucking me closer into his body with possessive force.

      I wiped away a stray tear, letting him guide me as we walked down the torchlit path. Shadows danced in tandem with the flames as a cloud lumbered over the moon, blocking its light.

      The vision of Honor howling and writhing in pain … the sensation of holding his burned wolf in my arms … I couldn’t stop the scene from replaying in my mind.

      Honor is dead.

      “I can’t believe you want to deal with the dark witch again,” Rage grumbled. “She and this place are not safe.”

      I straightened and pulled away from him. “I don’t see how it could be worse than Alpha Academy right now. Besides, this is the only way to bring Honor back.”

      His brow furrowed, and I knew my harsh tone had struck home. Was I mad at Rage? Or the world? Too tired and overwhelmed to analyze those emotions, I gritted my teeth and slogged forward. With zero doubt, I was 100.9% pissed with the alpha king.

      Mostly, I just wanted Honor back.

      “I just want to make sure you’re safe,” Rage replied, his tone softer. “It’s my role as your mate and shield to provide and protect.”

      I blushed at his casual use of the M-word. Total 180 from two days ago. Or was that yesterday? Either way, I shook my head and held out my hand to stop him. “I’m your equal, Rage. If you can’t respect that … our bond is going to suffer.”

      His jaw hardened, and he narrowed his eyes. I didn’t need our mate bond to know he was upset, so I scooted nearer to Noble to make conversation when Rage snaked out and grabbed me gently. When I looked back, orange fire danced in his eyes.

      “Nai, you are my equal and, in case I wasn’t clear before, I’m madly in love with you. The last thing I want is to hurt you.”

      The breath whooshed out of me in a rush as my cheeks flushed. Justice gave Noble a knowing grin, but Rage didn’t even look up at his brothers.

      My mate moved closer, capturing my attention. “Everything I do is because I love you. You know that, right?”

      Love. Madly in love.

      Whoa.

      His words pinged around my head until I felt dizzy.

      We stopped in the market, clogging the main thoroughfare. People grumbled as they passed, their gazes boring into us, but I didn’t care. After months of uncertainty and strain, I needed things between Rage and me to be semi-okay before venturing into more unknown peril.

      Maybe I’d heard him wrong. “Say it again.”

      A grin pulled at the corner of his lips. “I love you, Nai Crescent.”

      I took a breath and grinned, my body suddenly light, free, and filled with joy, even if only for a second. He captured my hand and then coaxed me closer until I was flush against his body. Tingles of … energy … danced over my skin as he reached up and cupped my face. Slowly, giving me plenty of time to pull away, he lowered his head and captured my mouth in a kiss.

      Gentle and soft, his kiss was more reassurance than passion, the perfect way to punctuate his statement.

      “Focus,” Justice growled, and Rage swayed from his brother’s shoulder check, which broke us apart. My eyes popped open, but my sharp reprimand died in my throat at the pain etched on Justice’s face. Rage offered me a small smile that seemed more of an apology for his brother’s actions.

      Rage and I still had stuff to figure out, like how to build trust, share feelings, and not be deceitful, but those conversations would have to wait. Getting Honor back was more pressing.

      My gaze jumped to Noble, his head hung low, and I pulled away from Rage to go to my first ally among the Virtues.

      “How are you holding up?” I asked, threading my arm through Noble’s.

      He offered me a sad smile and then gently patted my hand in the crook of his arm. “I can’t believe Honor”—his voice cracked—“is gone.”

      Noble’s words punched me in the stomach, and I nodded. “I know. We’re going to get him back though.”

      “I hope so,” he said, but his voice lacked conviction.

      Ugh. What else could I do?

      I gave him a curt nod and then strode forward, putting a little distance between me and the Midnight princes. The weight of the task pressed on my shoulders. It was my idea to get Honor back; I was the one who’d led them here…

      Mother Mage, please let me be able to do this.

      I couldn’t bear their disappointment if I’d led them astray.

      Not even two steps later, Justice strode past me, leading the way. I sighed and followed his brother into the bowels of Dark Row.

      Despite the late hour, people thronged the paths, openly conducting their illicit trades. The closer we drew to Madame Surlama’s tent, the more my stomach churned. Despite my impulsive declaration as we’d fled Alpha Island, I didn’t know if this would work.

      “So, what’s the plan?” Rage asked, appearing at my side. “You believe this dark mage can get us into the realm of the dead?”

      “When we were here last month, Madame Surlama bragged about her connection to the Keeper of Souls. If anyone can get us there—”

      “Madame Surlama is evil,” Rage snarled, his voice filled with vitriol. His gaze darted to Justice’s back where pelts of onyx fur ran down his arms, the younger brother obviously beyond pissed. “You want us to go to Surlama for this? Who knows what her price might be…”

      “Hey, wolf-boy,” a scantily-clothed female mage taunted from the crowd. She shimmied, wiggling her breasts in invitation. “Come with me, and I’ll wipe that scowl from your—”

      Justice hurled a ball of fire at the woman and growled as she dodged the fireball, laughing.

      He dropped his voice, but his next words crawled back to me. “Dark Row mages are liars and thieves.” Fur crawled up his neck as his bones started to snap. Two men nearest Justice pushed away from the crowd, apparently fleeing from him and his changing wolf.

      Noble hissed a warning from behind. “If you shift and cause a scene, Declan will hear of our location and send guards to fetch us. Rein it in, Justice.”

      Justice snapped his jaws shut, his body heaving with the effort to control his wolf. Whatever frustration and guilt I felt for Honor’s death, his brothers also wrestled with their own torment.

      Noble bit out another warning to his brother.

      “Do you have another idea?” I asked Rage, ignoring the other brothers’ bickering.

      Justice slowed as he approached the white silk tent, and we pulled to a stop just outside. When he pivoted, facing us, his skin was pale and his eyes were saucer-wide. Noble blanched but said nothing as he joined our group.

      Rage glanced at his brothers before turning his emerald gaze on me. “I don’t.” He took a deep breath and then added, “But I don’t like it either. That woman is an evil shark.”

      “Tell me about it,” I snorted. “I don’t trust her either, but since no one else is doling out alternative plans … this is it. We have to try. We’re talking about Honor.”

      Turning toward the tent, I raised my hands, and Rage snatched them both from the air, holding them in his.

      “Before we do this,” he said, his voice low and rushed, “please…” He swallowed. “Please, be careful. Let me give whatever sacrifice she requires. Let me show you I care. Let me try—”

      My heart melted a little. A lot. With one big step, I pressed my lips to his in a brief, chaste kiss and then offered him a half-smile. “Okay.”

      I could only hope she wouldn’t bargain for a kidney. Wait … didn’t a person only need one kidney? I was 62.4% sure that was true. So, even though I felt responsible for Honor’s death, I wouldn’t deny Rage the sacrifice to save his brother. As first alpha heir of Midnight Pack, it was Rage’s right and duty.

      The rustle of fabric tickled my ears, followed by a low throaty chuckle.

      “I thought I smelled alpha heirs,” Madame Surlama said, her eyes gleaming as her gaze darted from Justice to me. “A week early. That’s a first.”

      Before I could say anything, Rage spun, tucking me behind his back as he drew his sword.

      “Surlama,” he growled, “I can’t believe you’re still alive.”

      Did he know her?

      “Which Virtue are you?” she asked Rage, sniffing the air. “Hmmm, definitely one of the stronger ones.”

      Huh. Not mutually acquainted, but she’d obviously heard of the four Midnight heirs.

      “Can you get us into the Realm of Dead Souls?” he asked, anger and violence rolling off him in waves. “Or is this another one of your lies?”

      Whoa. My mate was not messing around.

      Her lips peeled back from her teeth in a sneer. “Careful who you call a liar, wolf.”

      Stepping to the side, I glared at the beautiful dark mage. “Madame Surlama…”

      Her eyes lit up, and she purred, “Virgin.”

      Seriously? Kill me now.

      “If you want to keep your head and neck together, I suggest you call her by her name,” Rage snarled, pointing the tip of his sword at her throat.

      Surlama pushed Rage’s sword away. Then, she leaned forward and whispered, “If you don’t want your mate to be a virgin, I suggest you do something about it.”

      Oh. My. Mage.

      A nervous laugh escaped me.

      “So can you get us into the Realm of the Dead or not?” I huffed, trying my best to steer the conversation away from Rage and me having sex.

      She sighed. “For a price.”

      “Name it,” Rage growled. “And be aware that you are speaking to the first prince of Alpha Island. I will not be duped into giving you monthly blood sacrifices.”

      Justice and I hung our heads low. Clearly, we both were not good with negotiations.

      Surlama looked intrigued at his mention of his lineage before she threw her long red hair over one shoulder. “Come inside, alpha heirs. Best not to speak of these things out here with such a large audience.”

      She disappeared behind the curtain. Rage moved to step forward, but I crossed in front of him, leading the way. Sadly, I knew my way around the place. Taking a left at the fork in the tent, I maneuvered down the hallway and into the opening with the stone table Kaja had lain on. There was a bit of dried blood on it, and I wondered if it was hers. Surlama’s red hair lifted from her shoulders with a gust of fresh air as she disappeared into the garden off to the right of the room, and I followed her out there, the boys shuffling in behind me.

      The dark mage stood before a trellis of vines, pink and white flowers hanging from the plants. “Drop your weapons in the basket. I don’t allow them at my altar.” She indicated a small wicker basket at the corner of the room. With reluctant trepidation, we all pulled out our swords and dropped them in the basket.

      Surlama held a small dagger in her hands, directly contradicting the no weapons rule, and ran her finger along the edge.

      “You can put that away. I told you, no blood,” Rage growled from behind me.

      She rolled her eyes. “First of all, where’s the body?” Her gaze darted to the empty space behind Justice and Noble. “How do you expect to raise the dead without a body?”

      My stomach dropped as her words sank in. “Well, I was hoping—”

      “That he’d just walk out of a portal in the Realm of the Dead and be like new?” She huffed and shook her head. “Don’t be so naive.”

      Rage growled low in his throat and stepped closer to me as Noble moved toward the witch, his arms extended in supplication.

      “Tell us everything you know about bringing someone back from the dead. Please?” His voice cracked, and then he added, “He was our brother.”

      Noble’s begging seemed to soften something in Surlama, and she sighed. “You have seventy-two hours from when they crossed over.”

      Rage fiddled with the watch on his wrist, and I wondered how long had passed. Not more than an hour—at most.

      “You must have a body for the soul to go into,” she continued. “Or he’ll be trapped here as a ghost, roaming this world forever.”

      Yikes, I did not want that.

      “His body is…” My throat constricted.

      “Burned. That won’t be an option,” Justice told her. He stood with his fists at his sides, and his nostrils flared with each breath. Dude seemed more than a little unhinged.

      She shook her head. “Then we’ll need another body, someone who hasn’t been dead more than three days.”

      Rage scoffed. “You want us to put our brother’s soul in some rando body?”

      Surlama shrugged. “I want you to go home and never bother me again, but clearly I’m not getting what I want.”

      “I’ll find a body,” Justice growled. “You take Nai and Noble into the Realm of the Dead and find Honor.”

      Surlama laughed. “That’s cute. You think I can transport three living beings down there? Impossible. Nai only.”

      Rage moved very slowly, pushing Noble and me out of the way as he approached Surlama in an epic staredown. Tension filled the air. As patches of fur erupted on the back of his neck, he clenched his teeth, making the muscles in his neck corded and taut. “What is your obsession with my mate?”

      Surlama at least had the decency to look scared—but only for a heartbeat—then the fear in her eyes vanished, replaced by a cold, hard gaze.

      “Your mate is more powerful than all three of you combined. Only she can walk in that realm and return with your fallen brother.”

      “Lies.” Rage growled. “I see it in your eyes. I can smell your deceit in the air. What are you hiding?”

      Damn. He had no issues calling her on her shit.

      Fear flashed across her face once more before she narrowed her eyes in a look of calculation. Reaching out, she stroked a finger along Rage’s chest and purred. “I’m not saying you’re not powerful.”

      My vision blurred as red-hot jealousy burned through me.

      “Name your price, witch, and let’s be done,” I snarled. “Don’t play with us.”

      While calling her a witch was crass and disrespectful, if she didn’t get her hands off my man, I’d tear them off, and then where would we be? We needed her.

      She pulled her finger from Rage and stared into his eyes, her gaze hungry. “I want your blood, first prince,”—she crossed her arms—“or I won’t do the deal.”

      “Oh, you’ll make a deal with me”—Rage chuckled, a sound filled with darkness, and his lip curled—“or I’ll rip your damn head off.” Then, he smiled, his canines elongating in a look of anticipated violence. “And the only way you’re getting my blood is if I’m dead.”

      Whoa. So, yeah, that was one way to negotiate. Both my wolf and I stared at Rage with appreciation, loving that he had enough confidence to tell a dark mage he was about to behead her.

      Surlama sharpened her gaze at Rage, but I could see the respect in her eyes. “What do you propose?”

      “I’m the future king of every wolf in existence. If you do this, I’ll owe you a favor.”

      Her eyes brightened, and a slow smile spread across her beautiful face. A favor from the future alpha king was quite a carrot.

      “A favor of my choosing?” she asked, cocking her head to the side.

      Rage nodded. “As long as it’s reasonable. I won’t kill or bring harm to anyone in your name.”

      “Done.” She grinned, a wicked gleam in her eye.

      Wow. That was fast and relatively pain-free—at least for me. I was 74.9% sure Rage wasn’t going to like Surlama’s favor, but we’d deal with that trouble later. Now, we could get to Honor. “So how do we—?”

      A deep howl rose into the night, cutting off my question, followed by another and another.

      Rage flinched. “My uncle and our pack. They’ve come…”

      “Your price just doubled,” Surlama muttered, rubbing her hands together vigorously until a sickly green light began to emanate from her palms.

      “Two favors?” Rage growled, and his attention jumped to Justice, then Noble.

      I followed his gaze and noticed both brothers paled, and Noble grimaced.

      The evil mage nodded. “And I’m cashing in now. For my first favor, I want my sister, Kalama, released from her lifelong servitude to the crown.”

      I nearly choked on my own spit. “Kalama is your sister?”

      Rage sucked in a deep breath but stayed silent.

      Surlama slowed the rubbing of her hands, and the green light started to fade. Another howl rose into the air, this one closer. Leaning forward, Surlama asked, “Do we have a deal?”

      Ah, hello, rock. Meet hard place. It sucked to be Rage right now.

      “Fine,” he growled. “Just get us to the Realm of the Dead!”

      Dark shadows danced under the skin of Surlama’s face, and she shook her head. “I told you. Only the girl can go.”

      Rage flicked his gaze to Noble and Justice, and they each nodded at him. Could they speak into each others’ minds? Had Rage just spoken to them?

      “Nai?” Rage ducked down to look me in the eye.

      I swallowed hard but nodded. “I’ll be fine. I can do this.”

      I think. Hopefully. I was 50/50 on it really, but a glass-half-full had to be good enough right now.

      “Fine,” he said to Surlama. “We have a deal.”

      Huh. I figured he’d put up more of a fight about going with me, but I shook the thought from my head and faced Surlama. Honor was dead; every minute mattered.

      The light flared green in her palms once again and then she raised her gaze to the entrance as a ghostly apparition of an old man walked into the garden. I yelped and jumped backward, knocking into Rage.

      “Right on time,” Surlama purred.

      At the same time, I muttered an apology to my mate, who was staring at me like I was crazy.

      Rage grasped my arms to steady me. “What’s wrong?”

      “Uh … there’s a … ghost.” I pointed at the spirit, my hand shaking. Pretty sure the boys didn’t know what my new “gifts” entailed.

      “Over here.” Surlama waved to the ghostly man, and he floated toward her.

      “You can see him too?” I asked the dark mage. “Do you have spirit magic?”

      “I see all manner of things between worlds,” she replied cryptically. She produced her knife again and held out her hand to me. “Now, I need your blood. Just a drop.”

      “No,” Rage growled.

      I waved my hand toward the tent rooms. “You have a ton of it here already, use some of that.”

      She shook her head. “It’s more powerful fresh and freely given.”

      The ghost started to shake, his whole body quaking.

      “We’re going to lose the chance to open a portal if you delay,” she shouted. “Give me your hand!”

      Frick.

      I gave her my pointer finger. “Fine. Just get me to Honor.”

      She grabbed my finger and pricked it, squeezing a single drop of blood onto the tip of her knife, and then released my hand.

      I pressed my finger into the folds of my filthy shirt to keep any blood from dripping onto her ground. No way was I giving her any more that she might use later.

      Another howl filled the air, this one seemingly right inside her tent home.

      “Hurry up,” I snapped.

      She narrowed her eyes. “Ready?”

      “We’ll get Honor a body,” Justice told me. “Don’t worry.”

      I nodded, my throat clogged with emotion.

      “Be safe.” Rage stepped closer, and I felt the heat of his body at my back. Surlama plunged her sword into the ghost’s chest and his high-pitched shriek rocked the garden area, causing me to cover my ears. What the hell? I opened my mouth to ask what was going on, then the vined trellis behind Surlama began to shimmer with a golden light.

      “Get ready,” Surlama told me.

      I flinched. What was I doing? What would the Realm of the Dead be like? How would I find Honor there? And—crap! Turning to Surlama, I asked, “How do I get back, once I find Honor?”

      A portal opened into another world: vibrant green trees with turquoise flowers, blossoms in vivid colors blanketed the ground, and dazzling birds flew in a pale lavender sky. I stared, my jaw agape, and stepped toward the beautiful space.

      “I’ll send for you,” Surlama said.

      Her voice drew me back, and I glanced over my shoulder just as something crossed her face, a wild expression I didn’t trust. Before I could demand more answers, the ghost stepped through the portal, and I felt a sharp tug at my navel …as if I was tied to the apparition.

      What the…?

      My blood. She’d bound me to the spirit?

      Cursed mage council!

      “Better hurry, it’s closing,” she hissed as the edges of the portal began to shrink.

      I spun to get one last look at Rage, to tell him I’d find Honor and be back soon, but he leapt across the distance, slammed into me and, wrapping me in his arms, pushed us both through the opening and into the Realm of the Dead.

      Surlama shouted, but the sound cut off when the portal snapped shut.
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      With the force of Rage’s body, I stumbled through the portal and tripped over my feet, but my mate held me upright, standing on solid ground.

      “Nai.” He pressed his hands to my back as his breath feathered over me.

      I sucked in a sharp breath, but not even a heartbeat later, my legs trembled, and the air whooshed out of me. The tethering sensation, tying me to the ghost, snapped, and the spirit flew off over the rolling hills toward a white castle in the distance.

      “Rage!” I gasped, looking up at my mate in shock.

      He panted but met my gaze with a grin. “You didn’t think I’d let you come here alone, did you?”

      His black hair was disheveled, and dark soot still smudged his face from the mid-year games. His green eyes were bright and filled with emotion as he stared down at me.

      “Our first date. In the underworld. Very … romantic.” I quirked an eyebrow but couldn’t completely stop the smile of relief. The Realm of the Dead wasn’t the kind of place I wanted to visit alone.

      He pressed a kiss to my forehead before releasing me. “Only the best for you.”

      “Har-har.” I wiped my sweaty palms on my pants and then looked around at the beautiful land. The longer I stared, the more surprised I felt. It was so … pretty. I didn’t know what I’d expected, but it wasn’t this. We’d dropped into an orchard of some kind. Silvery fruit I didn’t recognize hung from the branches of the nearby trees, their neon-green leaves so vibrant they didn’t seem real. I moved down the row, brushing my fingertips along the golden bark.

      “Maybe we should go to the castle,” Rage said, pointing to the stone structure on a large hill overlooking the valley where we stood. His forehead beaded with sweat, and he winced with each step.

      “You okay?” I hurried back to him. “Are you hurt?”

      “You shouldn’t have come here,” a man’s familiar voice sounded from behind me. I yelped and spun. “I told you to go to the mortal world and wait for me.”

      “Holy Mother Mage. What are you doing here?” I gasped, pressing my hand to my chest where my heart was racing to escape. The kindly old high mage in the silver robes, who’d repeatedly helped me now stood before me in spectral form, and my eyes widened in horror. “Are you dead?”

      “No, I’m not dead,” he said, stepping closer to me. He chuckled, as if the prospect of death amused him somehow, and then added, “At least, not yet.”

      Okaaay.

      “I don’t believe we’ve ever been officially introduced, for which I must apologize.” He offered me a tight smile. “I’m Geoff Drudner the Fifth, the Mage Master of Spirit. I can walk between both worlds … and so can you.”

      No. Way.

      First of all, Geoff Drudner the Fifth was a legit name. A fancy name to go along with his fancy title, Mage Master of Spirit. Second, I could … what the what?

      I just stared at him, my jaw agape.

      “You didn’t need to come here in your live form,” he continued, and his brow furrowed. “The dark mage tricked you.”

      “What?” I gasped. That dirty Surlama! How did he know we were working with the dark mage?

      Rage growled and then clutched his side. I stepped closer to him and wrapped my arm around his waist.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “I don’t know. I feel achy, dizzy.” Rage offered.

      Crap.

      I turned my attention back to the Mage Master of Spirit. “What’s wrong with him?”

      “He lacks any power over spirit, and this is the Realm of the Dead. With no magic to keep his body and soul together, his body will decompose, and his soul will be trapped here forever.”

      What!?

      No, no, no!

      I shook my head. “But Madame Surlama said she would help me get out. She said—”

      “She’s a liar and a trickster!” he shouted, causing me to flinch. “She’s trapped you here. Both of you now. She can’t get you out—she’s never had the ability.”

      Dammit. That’s why she had that wild look. Note to self: don’t ever trust Surlama again.

      Time to eat humble pie. “Can you help us?”

      Please tell me that’s why you’re here. Because having my mate’s soul ripped from his decomposing body didn’t sound like a fun first date.

      He pursed his lips and then nodded. “If you do exactly as I say, you can both leave with your life, but you’ll have to hurry.”

      Right. Somehow, I needed to find Honor and get Rage out of here ASAP.

      No pressure.

      “How long do we have before Rage…?” I didn’t dare say the word decomposes, let alone dies, but I needed a timeline to work with.

      “I don’t know. If he were human, he’d already be dead. I’ve never been here with an alpha heir. An hour? Maybe two. At most.” He frowned and flicked his fingers toward Rage. “Your mate’s body is already weakening.”

      An hour!

      My stomach turned to stone as I squeezed Rage’s shoulder and gritted my teeth. I could do this. “And what about Honor? We came to get him back.”

      Unease flickered across the old man’s face. “Sometimes the dead are better left that way.”

      I shook my head. “Not this one.”

      “What you’re proposing is close to impossible, and if you do manage to pull it off, it will only come at great sacrifice.”

      “Honor is family. He’s my mate’s brother, and what happened to him—” My body trembled as I remembered the horrific scene of the mid-year games. Honor burning. The high mages screaming “high crime.” Pretty much it was the most horrifying moment of my life.

      Why did this old dude care about me anyway? And how did he know I could walk between worlds like him, unless…

      “How do you know I have this spirit gift?” I asked.

      He swallowed hard and held out his hands in supplication. “At first, I was too hurt at her passing and then too afraid to hope. I told myself I wasn’t completely sure although you look just like her…”

      His cryptic words made my head spin, and I frowned. Was he saying … he knew my mother?

      “When I discovered you’d survived your mother’s death, I decided to move up your training. I should’ve told you sooner.”

      “What are you talking abo—Wait … you sent the forged summons?” My eyes widened, and I swallowed hard, my mouth suddenly filled with sawdust. He nodded, but his tight expression made me 85.8% sure there was a bigger surprise coming.

      “What else aren’t you telling me…?”

      “You’re my granddaughter.” He reached out as if to touch my face and then retracted his hand. “You’ve inherited all of my high mage power, including the mage master power of spirit.”

      The world spun. I blinked and shook my head, certain I’d heard wrong. Because if I was his granddaughter … that meant… “My mother…”

      He nodded as if he knew what I was thinking. “Elia was my second born. A high mage in training.”

      Holy mage.

      A million questions raced through my mind, but all of them evaporated when Rage doubled over, grabbing his stomach.

      “You don’t have time for this now, Nai. I promise, soon, I’ll answer all of your questions. Now, you must go to the Keeper of Souls and give him this.” He held out his palm and closed his eyes. A small turquoise jewel, translucent and insubstantial, appeared in his hand. I stepped away from Rage, closer to the transparent form of the high mage. As soon as the stone touched my palm, it immediately solidified.

      “Will this help us bring Honor back with us?” I stared at the thumbnail-size jewel, far heavier than its size would indicate.

      His form flickered and he shook his head. “No. It is just enough to get you and Prince Courage back to the magic lands. From there, you can retrieve Honor’s soul—if you’re able to broker a bargain with the Keeper and you have a body to place your friend in.”

      “Wait, so we didn’t even need to come here?” I growled. I wasn’t mad at him. I was mad at myself and that damn witch.

      “No. Not in human form, you didn’t.”

      Hate wasn’t a strong enough word for how I felt about Surlama.

      Another negotiation? With this Keeper of Souls? Just great. “Okay…” What was I supposed to call him? I didn’t even know this dude, but he was helping me … because he was my grandpa.

      Weird.

      “Thanks … Mr. Drudner … or Grandpa Geoff. Or is that too weird? Or too soon?” Ugh. I offered him an uneasy smile. “What do I call you?”

      Dude I barely know…

      A ghostly smile lit his features, and I waited, wondering what I’d said to please him because, so far, nothing seemed to be going right.

      “I’ve always wanted to be called Grandpa,” he said softly, almost as if speaking to himself.

      Then he disappeared.

      What the hell?

      “Please tell me I’m not delusional.” Rage gasped, still clutching his side. “We’re stuck in the Realm of the Dead, I’m dying, and you’re worried about what to call your new … grandpa…”

      It took two full breaths before I realized his wheezing was laughter. I sidled up to my mate and slid my arm around his waist again. Shaking my head, I muttered, “I’m glad you’re seeing the humor in all this because I’m seventy-five point three percent sure I’m losing my mind.”

      I rubbed at my temples.

      Rage tucked me closer to him until our bodies were flush from my shoulder to our hips, touching almost like we were teammates for a three-legged race, except my mate had several inches on me and weighed at least twice what I did. We walked toward the white castle, and dread tightened its hold on my chest as he leaned on me more every step we took.

      “Well, at least if I die, Madame Surlama won’t be able to collect those lame-ass favors,” Rage wheezed.

      I shook my head. “That isn’t funny. I’m not going to let you die.”

      Rage groaned, holding his stomach as he doubled over. “Are you sure? I feel like I’m dying.”

      He grunted and moaned with the next three steps before he stumbled and pitched forward as his legs gave out.

      Time slowed as he swayed, panic holding me captive, and then Rage collapsed to the ground.

      “Rage!” I dropped to my knees beside my mate, my heart hurtling desperately against my ribs. “Rage?”

      No response. Didn’t Grandpa Geoff say we had, like, at least an hour? I was 100.6% sure that our time wasn’t up; we’d only been here all of fifteen minutes!

      I grabbed Rage’s shoulder and, with a grunt, rolled him over onto his back. One look, and my stomach sank. His skin, once golden-tan, was now ashy and gray, and his lips were tinged blue. Resting my head on his chest just over his heart provided a measure of relief. His chest still moved up and down, a little, and I could hear his heartbeat although it was faint and reedy. He was alive. Now, how could I keep him that way?

      Rolling thunder reverberated through the air then, and I glanced up to the sky, frowning when I couldn’t spot a single cloud.

      What the heck was that? The last thing I needed now was a storm on top of my mate’s fatal illness.

      I threaded my fingers through his and then straightened, glancing toward the castle. How fast could I get there? Once there, would I find help? Given the fact that Grandpa gave me a gem to bargain with, I was only 10.2% sure someone at the castle would help me. Even worse, I was less certain I’d return to find Rage alive if I left him here.

      Another rumble of thunder made me glare up at the pale purple expanse. All of the beauty of this realm seemed to mock my dire circumstances.

      Months of lessons at Alpha Academy were worth exactly nada in this situation. How was it that healing ability wasn’t taught until second year of water studies? I didn’t even know what was wrong with Rage. Other than the whole body-decomposing thing.

      His breathing grew more shallow. More rapid.

      Crappity-crap, crap, crap.

      Did I need to perform CPR? Maybe he was having a heart attack. Could a werewolf even have a heart attack?

      “Please don’t make me do CPR on you,” I muttered, shoving the small gem into my back pocket. “I don’t even know how to do that!”

      One of the facets of the gem raked over the tip of my finger and, with a yip of pain, I withdrew my hand. I cursed Surlama as fresh blood oozed down my finger. Wrapping my finger into the hem of my shirt, I applied pressure to staunch the flow of blood.

      Think. Think. Think.

      I slid my other hand into Rage’s, and his fingers twitched. My gaze dropped to our entwined fingers—then zeroed in on our mate marks. Kissing Rage for the first time had bonded us with magic. Would it help now? Did it even count as “kissing” if the other person was unconscious? Pretty sure that was creeptastic. And desperate.

      Do something, Nai!

      “Please wake up.” I leaned over him and traced his lips with my finger, cringing at the streak of glowing purplish-red left by my touch. Yikes, that was my blood. I lifted the hem of my shirt to wipe off the gruesome streak but froze as the purplish glow melted into his skin, leaving behind only a small smear of blood. Was that … magic?

      “Sorry,” I muttered and wiped my shirt’s hem over the streak, which smeared more blood on his lips.

      Eww. Crap, I’m making this worse.

      I dropped my shirt hem and reached for his. That was seriously gross, but…

      Once again, the glowy magic seemed to melt into his skin and disappear. I wiped away the blood and frowned. His lips no longer had that blue tinge to them. If my blood was magically helping him somehow, then maybe…

      Forgive me, Rage.

      I pried open his teeth and slipped my bleeding finger into his mouth, enough to get at least a drop of blood on his tongue.

      Clearly, I was desperate and psycho, treating my mate like a vampire, but I’d do anything to save him. No way could this day get any worse.

      I watched him—full-on stared—and when Rage took several unlabored breaths, I sagged with relief.

      Maybe it was working…

      His chest shuddered, and he released a long exhale. At least, his breathing was getting better.

      Except he didn’t take another one.

      I counted to ten and then counted to ten again.

      Oh, mage.

      Scratch kissing. If all those Grey’s Anatomy reruns were right, now it was time for mouth-to-mouth. Had my blood only hastened his death? The thought punched me in the stomach, and tears burned my eyes as I yanked my finger from his mouth.

      There were ratios for mouth to mouth breathing, but I had no idea what they were. Twenty breaths a minute? Ten? Fifty? Five? Why didn’t Grey’s Anatomy cover these important details? And CPR included chest compressions, but a quick check told me his heart was still beating—for now.

      Seriously, if Rage ever became alpha king, I’d make him change the curriculum at the academy. First-aid would be mandatory for all incoming students.

      After sucking in a deep breath, I lowered my mouth to his and blew. A wet raspberry noise curdled the air around my ears. Obviously, that wasn’t right.

      I probably needed to open his mouth. Wasn’t there something about the mouth in the ABCs of CPR? Was that tidbit of info from Grey’s? I had no idea, but it seemed reasonable, and I clung to the knowledge like a lifeline. I tugged on his chin, relieved when his lips parted. After another deep breath, I lowered my head and let my lips rest on his, then I exhaled into his open mouth. Halfway through, I realized I needed a better seal, including one over his nose.

      Holy Mother Mage.

      This was hard.

      “Please,” I begged Rage’s unconscious form. “Don’t you dare leave me.”

      What had made him take such a drastic dive downhill? Grandpa had said an hour. Dammit! Why did Rage jump in after me?

      My only assurance that he wasn’t dead came because I didn’t see his spirit. I would’ve lost my ever-lovin’ mind if I had. Once more, I took a deep breath, and then, while pinching his nose closed, I pressed my lips to his. With a forceful exhale into Rage’s mouth, I felt his chest rise.

      Halle-frickin-lujah!

      Tears rolled down my cheeks. After I blew into his mouth the next time, I tasted the salt from my tears when I licked my lips.

      Wait—wait—wait! I blinked, trying to process through my panic. I glanced at my finger— The cut was sealed. So if my blood had somehow … I donno … healed him when I’d put a small bit in his mouth, then maybe more of it … would do better? Maybe I couldn’t think straight, but the idea of my blood having magic seemed plausible, considering Surlama’s greediness for it. And if a little on the tongue was good…

      After another breath, I grabbed Rage’s dagger and sliced through my palm, hissing at the fresh sting. As soon as blood beaded on my skin, the glowing purplish hue reinforced my cray-cray plan. I drew the dagger over the wound again, making it deep enough that it wouldn’t heal right away. As the blood dripped onto his shirt, I opened his hand. After a deep breath, I dragged the blade over the meaty part of his palm and then smashed our hands together like we were making a blood pact.

      This better work…

      I stalker-stared at my mate, noting the rise and fall of his chest, the thrum of his pulse in his neck, the color of his skin. He looked better, but the seconds became minutes, which felt like an eternity. Was he going to wake up?

      “Rage!” I shook him, desperation once again taking hold of me.

      With a deep gasp, his eyelids flew open.

      “You ass—” I hiccupped and choked on my own breath, then proceeded to sob and smack at him, while relief coursed through me. “I…” Cough, sob, smack. “…thought you were…” Cough. Smack. Hiccup. “…dead.”

      He rubbed his chest but was grinning. “Me too,” he said hoarsely. “I couldn’t breathe.” He sucked in a deep breath. “I don’t know what you did, but … thanks for saving me.”

      I forced a swallow and drank him in. His color was slightly improved, not so ashy but still pale.

      His wide eyes shone like emeralds, and his gaze dipped to my lips as his pulled up into a smirk. “I’m still feeling a bit off. I might need another round of CPR.”

      I rolled my eyes. He nearly died, and all he could think about was kissing?

      “I-I think it’s my blood helping you.” I gave him a short accounting of the events and how my blood practically glowed here, my voice trembling as my adrenaline waned.

      “Kinky.” He winked, his gaze heating as it caressed me. Rage gathered me into his arms, and I rested my head to his chest, relishing the steady beat of his heart.

      Reaching out, I smacked his chest but couldn’t help the hysterical giggle mixed with tears of relief. “W-we n-n-need to f-focus.”

      “One kiss, love,” he pleaded with a huskiness in his voice that was super hot. “I need to feel you here.” He tapped his chest, giving me a lopsided grin. “Then, I’ll focus.”

      He leaned forward, and I brushed my lips against his in a chaste kiss and then pulled back. “We’re on a mission, so…”

      He groaned, but it didn’t escape me that the kiss did improve his color. Or maybe it was the blood.

      Thunder rumbled through the air again, only this time, it reverberated through my legs. I peered up at the sky only to find it remained clear and bright.

      What the…?

      Then I heard it, something I recognized from living in Montana. No wonder there were no clouds in the sky. That wasn’t thunder … it was the pounding hooves of horses.

      I scrambled up, tugging on Rage and hissing under my breath, “Someone’s coming—”

      “Who are you?” a deep male voice sliced through the air from behind me.

      I yipped in surprise, and only then did Rage climb to his feet, slower and more labored than normal.

      “Who is that?” Rage asked, his hand balling into fists as his attention darted first to the left and then the right before facing me with a frown. He squinted at the air and then shook his head. “What’s going on?”

      Shaking my head, I pointed at the four horsemen who loomed over us, three of them still on their mounts. Each of them was dressed in monochromatic colors, one each in red, black, white, and green. Despite their chiseled features and jacked bodies, there was something cold and decidedly other about the riders—enough to make my skin crawl. The one in red had dismounted, and he glared at us.

      There was no point in asking Rage what I already knew. “You can’t see them, but there are horsemen here.”

      I pushed Rage’s fists, hoping he would take the hint. ‘Please don’t attack them.’

      ‘The spirits?’ Rage asked in response. ‘They’re so transparent I can barely see them. Do you think they can hurt us?’

      I froze, my entire body seizing up, but not because he could see the souls—although that was unexpected. His voice … was in my head!

      ‘Can you hear me?’ I hurled the question at him, shocked by this potential development. Maybe I was hallucinating. Maybe there was something more to our blood-to-blood contact.

      ‘Yes,’ Rage told me with the freaky mind speak thing … like when we were wolves except more conversant.

      I needed someone—most likely my new-to-me grandfather—to explain all this magic. Mate magic, mage magic. None of it made any sense right now.

      “I said, who are you?” the horseman snarled, stepping toward us.

      He reached for a scythe, and I elbowed Rage in the side. ‘Follow my lead.’

      I raised my hands up in surrender. “We’ve come to the Realm of the Dead to negotiate with the Keeper of Souls. Will you please take us to him?”

      The horseman barked a laugh. Waving at Rage and me, he said to his companions, “They think they can negotiate with the Keeper.”

      Two of the other horsemen didn’t so much as move, but one of them, the one dressed in black, slid his gaze toward me.

      “Look closer, Finneas. She’s a spirit walker,” he said to the dude in red.

      Red dude whipped his head in my direction, his eyebrows bunched together. “Why did you bring your human form here? Are you offering yourself to him?”

      Rage growled, and I nudged him lightly. “No, I got tricked, okay? But I do have a gift for the Keeper of Souls.” I patted my back pocket. “Now, please, take us to him.”

      He narrowed his eyes, seeming to regard me for a moment, and then he straightened. “Very well. You may enter, but it’s at your own risk.”

      That sounded ominous, but I trusted my grandfather. We’d get out of here.

      The red horseman snapped his fingers, and I felt a tug at my navel.

      What the what?

      Instead of looking up at the four horsemen, we now stared up at thick ornate loops and scrolls of the twenty-foot wrought-iron gates outside of a pathway to the glimmering white castle. Said castle had been—only a heartbeat ago—way up on a hill, at least a half-mile away.

      “Did he just…?” I gaped, looking down the hill toward the orchards. Thunder rumbled in the distance, and clouds of dust rolled over the landscape as the riders galloped away over the horizon.

      “Yeah.” Rage’s eyes were wide, and his skin a sickly shade of green. “That’s … a little unnerving.”

      I wasn’t sure if he meant the horsemen or the fact that we’d just been … I don’t know what … transported across a massive space within a fraction of a second.

      “Hello,” a woman said in a soft voice next to me.

      Both Rage and I whirled on her. No way had she been there when we arrived.

      The young woman, a willowy brunette, who looked like she might be twenty, smiled at us and then looked down at a clipboard in her hand. Behind her, the gates were now open, no longer blocking the pathway to the ginormous glittering castle.

      Was it made of diamond, or did the light from the sky make it look that way?

      She tapped her finger against the board in a staccato rhythm, and her smile disappeared. She raised her chin and, with her brow furrowed, asked, “Do you have an appointment to see the Keeper?”

      “Uh…” I cleared my throat. “The uh … horseman dressed in red said we could.” Somehow, my statement sounded more like a question, so I gestured down the hill where I’d last seen the dude.

      “Oh.” She frowned. “A walk-in. If you’ll just…” She glanced over her shoulder and then, turning back to me, held up her index finger. “One moment please.”

      She disappeared. Like, she didn’t walk away, she just … vanished.

      “This place is freaking me out,” I muttered.

      Rage slipped his hand into mine, but he wasn’t looking so good. His skin was ashy again, and beads of sweat dotted his forehead. But he was still standing, so that was a plus.

      The woman reappeared, no more than two inches from Rage.

      “Geeze!” He stumbled back, bumping into me.

      “Sorry, dear.” The brunette woman offered him a small smile before shifting her attention to me. “Follow me. The Keeper will see you now.”

      She walked through the gateway, and we followed. As we approached the castle, I realized there was a second, albeit smaller set of gates just outside the actual structure. She clapped twice in quick succession, and the second set of gates opened.

      Why would the Keeper of Souls need two sets of gates? That kind of security among the living, I could understand, but here, surrounded by spirits? Rage and I shared a look and followed her inside.

      “Whoa,” I breathed, turning right then left, not wanting to miss a single thing. This was beyond any opulence I’d ever seen. It was like pictures of a Vegas hotel pool with award-winning gardens multiplied by a million. Golden columns lined the peacock-blue opal walkway with an infinity pool that poured over the end of an… azurite stone waterfall. All of the crystals and minerals had me gaping. The view was insane. Over the hill, we could see the castle gardens, which overlooked a giant lake the color of sapphires with rolling emerald grass hills. In the distance, a black onyx wall rose from the ground, the last thing I could see on the horizon.

      Something moved, and only then did I notice the thousands of ghostly forms milling about. The dead apparently played tennis, and some were water skiing on the lake while others sunbathed. I spotted more in the gardens and others enjoying a spectral picnic.

      Was Honor out there?

      I nudged Rage. “Okay, not gonna lie. This is not what I expected.”

      He nodded, his eyes wide with shock as well.

      The woman looked back over her shoulder at me. “Oh, this is the inner circle. Only those who lived honorably get to enjoy this area within the Realm of the Dead. Trust me, you wouldn’t want to be on the outer circle”—she tilted her head at the horizon—“beyond the dark wall.”

      She winked as if that would make what she’d said any less terrifying.

      “Live mortals!” a deep voice bellowed from over by the pool, and Rage and I both froze.

      Pivoting, my gaze fell upon a giant of a man stepping out from between two columns. He dropped the black cloak he’d been wearing, and my jaw dropped.

      The dude was an Adonis. The man looked like he was chiseled from stone. Rock hard muscles strained under his tan skin. He wore a shimmering gold speedo and nothing else. His dark hair feathered out, just kissing his shoulders.

      I swallowed hard.

      “Technically, we’re shifters,” Rage growled.

      I hadn’t known my mate long, but his tone reeked of jealousy. He probably didn’t like the speedo-check I’d just done. Oops. This wouldn’t be the best time to get technical and mention I wasn’t just a shifter but apparently a half high mage as well. Best to keep the conversation brief.

      The Keeper, at least I assumed this dude was the Keeper of Souls, grinned at Rage. “Whatever, you’re alive. I haven’t had live bodies here in ages! Whom do I owe for this wonderful gift?”

      That could be taken in a lot of ways—a lot of creepy ways.

      I gulped. “Surlama said you guys were friends—”

      As I spoke, his upper lip pulled back into a sneer. “Surlama is a con artist and a hag. She’s screwed me out of a lot of souls over the years. I refuse to owe her a debt of gratitude.”

      Wonderful. Of course they weren’t friends.

      “Well, I brought you something.” I pulled the jewel Grandpa had given me and held it up. “A trade.”

      The Keeper dude went very, very still. “Who gave you that?”

      He was practically drooling, and I wondered what made this gem so special. Judging by the wealth all around us, he didn’t need more stones or crystals. He crossed the space, and as he drew closer, I shifted my weight from foot to foot.

      After forcing a swallow, I replied, “The Mage Master of Spirit. Honor Midnight died like … an hour and a half ago, and we want him back. I’ve come to bargain for him and—”

      Plucking it from my grasp, he shivered and popped it into his mouth and then swallowed it! “Deal,” he said with a grin. “When you get back to the surface, you may call for Honor, and I’ll let him go.”

      Uh … that was easy. Maybe even too easy.  I looked at Rage, who was frowning at the dude.

      “Uh, the gem you just swallowed was to secure our release as well,” I said, my stomach twisting uneasily. “I hope you didn’t misunderstand—”

      “No, that wasn’t the deal.” The Keeper wagged a finger at me. “You said you came to trade for Honor Midnight’s release.”

      “But you didn’t even let her finish speaking!” Rage snapped. “How is she supposed to call for Honor if she’s stuck down here? We need you to send us back to the mortal realm.”

      “Sorry, pretty boy, the soul stone bought your brother’s release from this realm, not yours. And not hers.”

      “You mean you won’t let us out of here?” My voice cracked as anger bubbled up inside of me.

      He shrugged, clearly unperturbed by our distress. “Unless you have any more soul stones?”

      Soul stone? What in the hell was that? Negotiating with swindlers was not in my skillset. At all.

      “There must be something else you want! Blood of a virgin?” I extended my finger, and Rage swatted my hand away from the Keeper while glaring at me.

      The Keeper laughed. “You’re both adorable. But what use is blood in the Realm of the Dead? Even yours, Spirit Walker.”

      Okay…

      “What about a favor? He’s going to be the alpha king one day.” I pointed to Rage, who narrowed his eyes at me. I wanted to snap at my mate, but my frustration wasn’t with him. Still, I wouldn’t mind a little help.

      The Keeper grinned. “I have no use of a mortal favor. Now, if you have someone to take your place, I’d allow that and let you free.”

      Rage’s face darkened.

      “No. Way,” I growled as fury filled me. “You’re just like Surlama.”

      He froze, spinning slowly, and pinned me with a narrow gaze. “How dare you compare me to that outer-ring cheat!”

      Was he kidding? “How is what you just did any different than her? You tricked me by manipulating my words against me—and you know it.”

      His eyes darkened until all I could see was black. “Fine. I’ll let you and your mate go if you’ll kill Surlama. I’d even be willing to owe you a favor.”

      Wow! My hatred of the dark mage paled in comparison to the loathing emanating from the Keeper. I glanced at Rage, and he nodded, so I placed my fist over my left breast. “I will.”

      He rubbed his hands together as his expression went from glaring daggers to eager, bright-eyed-grin in a heartbeat. “When?”

      I gulped. He wanted a timeline? “Excuse me?”

      “We’re making a deal. I want to know when I can expect her soul.”

      I chewed on my bottom lip. I had no idea how hard it would be to kill her.

      “Give us a week,” Rage demanded.

      The Keeper winced. “Your brother has…” He paused a moment, closing his eyes. “Seventy-two hours, thirty-nine minutes, and seventeen seconds before he’s stuck here forever. I suggest something less than that.”

      “Fine,” I growled with frustration.  “We’ll give you Surlama’s soul within seventy-two hours if you let us see Honor, release us back to the mortal realm, and when we call for his soul, you let him come back. And you’ll owe me a favor worth a soul stone,” I added quickly.

      Lesson one: Ask for a lot.

      Lesson two: Obviously wording was very important.

      I waited for him to push back, but he just grinned like a lunatic.

      “Deal. I look forward to future negotiations with you, Spirit Walker.” Reaching out, he extended his hand.

      I grasped it, and a jolt of electricity zapped me, all the way up to my elbow. “Oww.”

      Rubbing my arm, I glared up at him. His smile, which I’d thought couldn’t be any bigger, stretched, and his eyes warmed with humor.

      Dude was twisted.

      “Honor is by the lake. You may have five minutes with him, and then I’m sending you back to the Magic Lands before your boy-toy”—the Keeper pointed at Rage—“bites the dust.” Then, the Keeper took a deep breath, eyeing me up and down, before finally shaking his head. “Besides, if I keep you any longer, the temptation may be too great—even for me.”

      Did I even want to know what he meant by temptation? Before I could ask, he snapped his fingers, and we … poofed to the edge of the lake.

      “This place is weird,” Rage growled, grabbing his stomach.

      A spectral lady jogged past us with a wave, and the air shifted with her passing. Her steps made little puffs of dirt fly up as her feet hit the ground.

      Huh. Interesting. She appeared so normal—like we were passing in the park and not the Realm of the Dead.

      I was about to agree with him when I spotted Honor on a dock at the edge of the lake. The sweetest of the Midnight brothers sat with his feet dangling into the water. An older man was seated next to my friend, and as the older man spoke, Honor shook his head, his chin dropping to his chest.

      “Honor!” I shouted like a maniac. Without Rage saying anything, we both took off at a full sprint toward the edge of the lake.

      Honor raised his head and turned our way, and the man next to him did as well. Rage skidded to a stop, and I nearly tripped over my feet in my haste to find out what was wrong with my mate. His eyes were wider than I’d ever seen, and his mouth hung open.

      One strangled word tumbled from his lips. “Dad?”

      My heart followed my feet to a full stop before resuming its normal pace. Holy Mother Mage…

      It never crossed my mind that…

      I turned back toward Honor and his … dad. Whoa. Now that I looked closer, the man sitting next to my friend was the spitting image of him and all the Midnight princes, albeit a little older. Maybe … twenty-eight? Rage had been a few years old when he lost his dad, so they’d never gotten to know each other.

      Was my mom here?

      I wanted to spin around and look for her, but we were on limited time. What did we have, four more minutes? Three? Then the Keeper would zap us away, and that would be it.

      Rage stumbled toward his father in shock, but my eyes were glued on Honor. Something wasn’t right. He wasn’t looking at us excitedly or anything. He looked dead—all the light and love inside my friend was gone.

      “Son?” Rage’s dad stood, mouth unhinged. “You’re alive?”

      When Rage tried to embrace his father, the two of them stumbled … and Rage walked right through his dad.

      Oh … wow.

      I had about a million questions, but … I knelt at Honor’s side, ignoring Rage and his father’s brief—and awkward—reunion.

      “Honor?” I hesitated to even try to touch him after witnessing how well that went over for Rage. It’s me, Nai.”

      Honor looked at me, frowned, and then turned back to look at the lake. “You’re not real.”

      I drew back in surprise and then looked up at Rage’s dad for answers.

      He frowned, looking down at me. “A shocking and painful death has … repercussions.”

      Oh mage. A sob formed in my throat.

      “What do you mean? Is he okay?” Rage asked his father.

      The man gazed down at his son, who stared out over the lake.

      “I hope so.” The elder Midnight’s voice was distraught. “I’m working with him, and all we have is time… Eventually, he should be fine.”

      I hope so? Eventually? Should be?

      Oh no. No, no, no. I couldn’t have sweet Honor be a depressed shell of his former self.

      Sucking in a sharp breath, I reached out and rested my hand on Honor’s shoulder. As solid as when he’d helped me train.

      He met my gaze, and tears filled his eyes.

      “Don’t you dare get comfortable, Honor,” I said, pulling him in for a hug. Then I stood, knowing our time was short: “We’re bringing you back to the mortal world. You’ll live again, I swear it. I’m not letting you go. Not like that, you hear?”

      Honor swallowed … and then turned to look back over the lake once more.

      His dad frowned. “I’m sorry, but … who are you?”

      Rage cleared his throat. “Dad, this is Nai Crescent … my fated-mate and an alpha heir. She’s also a high mage heir with the master element of spirit. Nai, this is my dad, Valor Midnight.”

      Whoa. Hearing that out loud, from Rage no less… I straightened, trying to find a way to wear all of those titles and still be comfortable. While meeting my mate’s dead father—whose name was Valor.

      Awkward.

      His dad’s eyebrows hit his hairline, green eyes widening. “Oh.” He stared at me, his jaw moving but no sound coming out for several painful heartbeats. Then, he shook himself and extended his hand. “Nai, it’s so lovely to meet you.”

      “Same,” I replied, taking his hand. Just like with Honor, Valor’s grip was solid in mine despite his spectral appearance.

      His gaze went over my head briefly then returned to mine, and he grinned. “I think there is someone you should meet.”

      Did he know my mother? My mouth went bone dry, and it was my turn to be at a loss for words.

      But the former Midnight king wasn’t paying attention to me gaping like a codfish. Instead, he put two fingers to his lips and blew an ear-splitting loud whistle. “Mackay!”

      Uncle Mackay! I’d forgotten he was dead too! Spinning around, my excitement drained as I watched my uncle walk toward me, holding hands with a woman … who looked exactly like me. My mother? She had to be. Like me, she was tall and slender with long, silvery-white hair and covered in high mage marks. But … why was she holding hands with my uncle? Why would my uncle and my mother…?

      The second my mother saw my face, the color drained from hers, which was saying something considering she was a ghost.

      My attention jumped back to their entwined hands, and my stomach turned to stone.

      “No,” I breathed, backing up and nearly knocking into Honor.

      Uncle Mackay and my mother? I shook my head in disbelief. Either my mother and my uncle had some Realm of the Dead love affair or … or … Uncle Mackay was actually my father…

      I gasped, and my mind reeled.

      It would explain so much. Like, why my dad had no pictures with my mom, why he never spoke of her, and why he never wanted to talk about what happened. Did he, the man who’d raised me—the man I’d always considered my father—was he my dad? Did he know what had happened? Did he know I was the high crime?

      My mom and Uncle Mackay both started running, arms out, reaching for me. Suddenly, I didn’t care about who’d raised me or what really happened or anything. I just wanted to hug them.

      “Mom!” I took off running across the grass, tears streaming down my face as my chest heaved, threatening to explode from the emotions rocking me. “Uncle Mackay!”

      I never knew them, and yet … I did. All of my father’s stories about them centered around their love for me. So even if I didn’t know them, I loved them. We were all grinning, inches from each other. My heart was so full that I burst into laughter and leapt into the air, preparing to be wrapped in the best hug ever…

      And then I was falling.

      “No!” I screamed, reaching out as I flailed through empty space.

      The light dimmed; blackness stole my vision.

      My feet slammed to the ground, jarring my entire being. Screams and howls filled my ears. Acrid smoke singed my nostrils, and I opened my eyes, only to have them burn and fill with moisture from the heavy soot and smoke as well as my emotional pain.

      I blinked, turning in a circle, and time seemed to stand still as I took in the destruction and rubble, trying to catch my bearings.

      Through the hazy darkness and glowing embers, I spied Rage on my left, holding his ribs. We were back in the magic lands, but… Was this Dark Row?

      I glanced down and recognized the white silk of Madame Surlama’s tent. As understanding dawned, I raised my gaze and took in the heavy cloud of smoke where Dark Row had been.

      It was gone.

      All of it.

      No way.

      The Keeper had snapped us back to the magic lands, and now every single tent and stall appeared to be destroyed or burning.

      Singed shreds of Madame Surlama’s tent lay at my feet amidst broken shards of glass and pottery. Several crumbling coals glowed red, giving us enough light to make out details. I kicked over a stained chunk of a clay jar and my guts twisted. The fragment was labeled “Virg—” and on the next line: “Blo—”

      I didn’t need a Ph.D. in linguistics or even have psychic abilities to know what that was. Madame Surlama wouldn’t have just let that go. Who did this?

      The stalls of spices, meat, bread, and all the other things sold in Dark Row … gone.

      The scorched ground smoked, and all around us embers glowed through the silty darkness of night.

      A high-pitched scream cut off suddenly, and three figures raced past us. The sharp popping of bullets pierced the air.

      Holy crap!

      I crouched as Rage pulled me into himself. The smoke hung too thick for me to see very far, and my heart rate picked up double-time when the lumbering form of a large bear shifter passed us followed by two Alpha Island guards chasing after him.

      Luckily, the cloak of nightfall covered us a little—but for how long?

      “Nai!” Rage grabbed my arm. “We need to go.”

      I nodded but stood frozen as the grizzly bear turned and, chuffing the air, rose onto his hind legs, facing us.

      Holy shifter babies.

      I craned my neck up at the beast, and my breathing turned shallow.

      “Nai!”

      Rage’s voice registered but seemed far away.

      The grizzly stepped forward.

      “Shift now!”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I watched as Rage let his wolf take over, but me? My wolf seemed to think my mage form was better suited for this madness.

      As the nine-foot-tall bear stepped closer, I urged my wolf to come to the surface. We needed to go, and my wolf was faster, but she—

      The bear roared.

      Oh. Mother. Mage.

      Rage’s wolf darted between me and the other shifter, and the sight of my mate risking his life shook me from my stupor. Instinct took over, and I threw my arms and hands out, hurling any and all of my magic at the large grizzly.

      Don’t hit Rage, I told the magic.

      Sparks danced in the air, appearing like fireflies in the night, and then flames erupted on the bear’s pelt. In multiple places. All at once.

      Rage’s wolf shifted, and suddenly he was standing before me, shaking my shoulders as I stared in shock at the burning bear.

      Howls rose up in the distance, and human-Rage forced me to meet his gaze. Breathing heavily, he scooped me into his arms, hooking his arm under my knees and hauling me up to his chest. “Nai, we’ve gotta get out of here.”

      I nodded, repeatedly, and then the world blurred as he started running, the snapping of bullets following us into the thick forest behind Dark Row.
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      Rage cleared the perimeter of Dark Row and darted into the surrounding forest. A dozen paces past the tree line, my mate stopped.

      “I … gotta … rest…” he gasped, releasing my legs.

      Not even a heartbeat later, he dropped me completely as he fell to his knees.

      Crap!

      I’d been so shocked that I’d let Rage carry me into the forest like a damsel in distress when he was clearly hurt.

      “Rage,” I whisper-yelled, crouching next to him. “What’s wrong?”

      Could we go more than an hour without my mate being in peril?

      Swaying, he blinked, and the glazed look in his eyes receded. His breathing came heavy and hard, and he clutched his side once again. “I think something grazed me.”

      His fingers were wet, and the coppery tang of fresh blood wafted from the wound. I peeled back two of his slicked fingers from where he held his side and immediately let them go as my stomach heaved. Shaking my head, I pressed my hand to his and told him to keep pressure there.

      Scooting over to allow the moon’s limited light to be at the best angle, I forced a swallow and then peeled his fingers back again to get a better look.

      It was a bit more than a flesh wound. A deep puncture cut right through his ribs.

      “Rage, I-I think you’ve been shot.” My voice came out ragged and hoarse, shredded with disbelief.

      Could he heal from that? Maybe … but it wouldn’t be fast enough for us to get away if the alpha king had trackers out. They’d smell his blood from a mile away.

      “Can you shift?” I asked, my eyes wide as panic thrummed through me.

      Rage rolled his eyes. “You know I can, woman. But the wound isn’t going to go away—”

      “I’m working on that.” Apparently, it was time for more blood magic experiments. Didn’t Surlama say the healing potion she’d made for Kaja had virgin blood in it? Or maybe I made that up, but my blood had certainly worked to heal Rage in the Realm of the Dead.

      I grabbed Rage’s dagger and, gritting my teeth, ran the blade across the meat of my palm for the second time tonight.

      “What the hell, Nai!”

      I stepped up close to him and braced myself. “Trust me. Pull your hand back so I can put my blood against your wound.”

      His eyes widened with understanding, and then he grimaced. “Umm, no. That’s weird.”

      “Umm, yes. I’m pretty sure that’s what healed you when you passed out right before the four horsemen came.” Like 81.2% sure. I wasn’t that good at CPR.

      He sighed in defeat and dropped his hand from the wound with a muffled grunt. “Bloody fu—”

      I pressed my hand to the wound, and Rage’s shoulders sagged.

      “Oh,” he exhaled. “That’s … a  … bit … better.”

      A bit? “Like ten percent or forty percent?”

      Rage closed his eyes, and his breathing slowed.

      “Uh … hello?”

      “Like twenty percent,” he answered just as a low howl filled the air.

      Fear bubbled up in my chest.

      Rage’s eyes snapped open, shifting from green to yellow in a single blink.

      “Let’s shift.” He started to sprint into the forest.

      “Umm, you seem to be doing more than twenty percent better!” I called after him as I ran.

      Come on, girl. Time to shift.

      My wolf surged to the surface; my clothes fell in tatters around me.

      Yes!

      Rage and I both raced on four paws into the woods, away from Dark Row. I had no idea where we were going, so I followed his lead through the trees. Eventually, the acrid smoke dissipated, and all that was left was the smell of earthy loam, pine, and woodland animals. We started to climb, and the terrain changed. Instead of soft, spongy earth, the soil became more rocky and the trees more sparse though they climbed much higher into the air. The temperature dropped, and the air kissed my nose with an icy bite as fatigue pulled at my limbs.

      ‘Are there other shifters out here?’ I asked.

      ‘Yes. Keep mate safe.’

      Always chivalrous. My mate’s wolf was like a white knight. Not that I was a helpless princess. In fact, as we continued to run, I debated telling him that thus far, I’d had to save his life twice tonight—three times if I wanted to count the negotiations with the Keeper. But none of those had anything to do with his wolf. I’d be better off keeping those tidbits tucked away until I wanted something from human Rage.

      Guilt welled up from the depths of my wolf’s hidden corner, shaming my petty thoughts. As if I’d really keep score. I was kidding, girl. I want him happy too.

      Surprisingly, that truth resonated strongly. I did want Rage to be happy. There was still just a tiny bit of me that was pissed he’d kept his identity as my mate secret from me most of first semester and that he was a giant jerk every time I saw him. Okay, maybe more than a little bit. Yes, he’d apologized, and I was ready to move on, but it wasn’t wrong that I needed more time to build trust, was it?

      We ran for a solid two hours until my eyes burned and my head drooped.

      ‘Mate tired?’ Rage’s wolf asked. ‘Need rest?’

      Tired? ‘I’m exhausted. Rest would be … amazing.’

      It must be well after midnight. The mid-year games seemed like days ago and yet only hours had passed. Regardless, I was dead on my feet.

      How could twenty-four hours change so much? Several things made more sense now. Like why my wolf didn’t speak like a cavewoman—I wasn’t fully wolf. And why she usually avoided surging to the front when I was in danger—I was probably way more powerful as a high mage. Or I would be, once I was properly trained. All of the information and crazy reveals swirled around my head until my brain ached. The truth bombs were a lot to take in.

      We slowed our pace, and Rage led us to a cave. It smelled clear of any other animals, and I was so grateful for a place to rest my legs that I collapsed onto my belly, panting, the moment we crawled inside. Rage’s wolf spun in two circles before he could find a comfy spot, and then he nuzzled up next to me, his head pointing to the front of the cave.

      ‘Just an hour of rest,’ I said. ‘Then, we need to make a plan to get Honor back.’

      My wolf yawned, nodding, and then my eyelids grew droopy. Rage’s wound was no longer weeping but still smelled of blood, and my thoughts went to sweet Honor before sleep finally took me.

      We’re coming, buddy. Don’t give up.
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        * * *

      

      The sun peeked over the horizon, crawling into the cave and banishing the darkness, and my eyelids snapped open to find Rage had just jerked awake as well.

      ‘How long did we sleep?’ I stood, heart pounding as I listened for any of the king’s wolves. I paused to absorb the beauty as the new day bathed the wooded area in golden light. Crazy that just last night was the mid-year games. Last night, Honor was alive. Yesterday, my biggest concern was passing a test so I could stay at Alpha Academy. Now, as long as Declan Midnight was king, I’d never go back.

      ‘About four or five hours, I’d say.’ Rage looked up at the sun as if reading the time from that alone. ‘I’m still tired.’

      ‘Me too.’ My stomach growled. ‘And hungry.’

      Rage stepped out of the cave tentatively, looking both ways and scouting the area before I stepped out next.

      Birds chirped and cawed overhead, and beetles crawled through the underbrush. The vegetation and terrain reminded me of the mountains in Montana in the fall—as the foliage turned from verdant green to lush reds and golds. Small rodent scat was everywhere, and my wolf’s stomach rumbled with hunger. Those animals would make a meal haven for our kind.

      ‘Are we in a pack’s territory?’ I asked Rage’s wolf. Even though all the wolves lived on Alpha Island—and since we were off the island we should be okay—there were other shifter species we’d piss off by hunting on their grounds.

      He pressed his nose to the ground and inhaled. ‘Weak mages. No shifters.’

      Our first bit of luck all freaking day!

      We ambled over to a small creek and lapped at the water. Then, after crossing through it, I spotted a rocky overhang. The closer we got, the more it smelled of wild fox. Breakfast.

      My tail wagged with the thought. ‘Let’s go hunting. I’m hungry.’

      ‘Mate happy,’ Rage’s wolf stated, nuzzling me.

      I barked with laughter. ‘Yes, I’m happy.’

      Even though so much had gone wrong, there were a few things that gave me hope. We had a way to get Honor out of the Realm of the Dead. Sort of. Rage and I were still alive. And my mom and uncle, possibly father, loved me. I saw it in their gazes right before I almost hugged them. After some breakfast, we could plan how to kill Surlama and track down Noble and Justice, who, by now, had hopefully found Honor a body. There were probably a million other things I was forgetting, but I needed food and more sleep.

      Each step felt like dragging myself through quicksand, but that overhang and the fox that slept inside was legit calling my name.

      ‘Wolf!’ Rage shouted. ‘Run!’

      I caught the scent of the other male, but fatigue and hunger slowed my reaction. I spun around, and with Rage at my side, we darted out of the clearing, back toward the stream. We ran, but this area was unfamiliar to us. If this was a rogue’s territory, he’d have the advantage. After crossing the brook, I looked back and spotted him, dark fur against the autumn foliage, closing in. That said, he was alone, so the odds were still in our favor.

      With my next breath, I scented the air again and my stomach fell. Not alone. There were at least two other wolves nearby, maybe more. How had we not smelled them before now?

      ‘There are at least three, maybe more. They’ve caught our scent too. Do you still want to try to outrun them?’ I asked as we stepped into a clearing.

      ‘Run or fight?’ he asked.

      Why ask me? I wanted neither—why couldn’t that be an option? ‘Vacation to Hawaii when this is over,’ I told him.

      ‘Rogue pack, small.’ Rage’s wolf curled his lip, ignoring my Hawaii comment.

      Probably better to fight now than run and have to fight later. I was 78.6% sure a snail could outrun me. I needed about five thousand calories before I was good again.

      Gazing out into the forest, I saw three—no, four more wolves coming in from different angles toward us.

      ‘Our advantage will be stronger if we’re fighting them with our magic, not our teeth,’ I told him.

      My wolf agreed with my logic and receded so rapidly that I blinked, and then I was staring at the ground on my hands and knees. My chin dropped, and I looked down at my boobs.

      Oh. My. Mage.

      I was butt naked. Literally, not a single scrap of my clothing remained. The chilly morning  air made my skin prickle, and I slapped one arm over my breasts and the other hand over my hoo-ha as I stood. Being naked in front of packmates occasionally happened—no big deal. But in front of strangers? In front of my mate who hadn’t seen me naked yet? No bueno.

      “Wow,” Rage said, his voice husky and low. I snuck a glance at him, my gaze dropping to his lower region, only to find he’d magically retained all of his clothing. Something I’d forgotten he could do.

      “Shut up!” I whirled away from him but then thought better of it since my hands were otherwise occupied. No matter which way I turned, he’d get an eyeful. “We have seconds before we’re attacked—”

      Something smacked me in the face, and I squealed, swatting at it—until I touched the cotton fabric.

      At the same time as my impromptu dance, Rage bellowed, “Put on my shirt.”

      “Thanks,” I muttered, pulling the filthy garment over my head. The fabric was still damp with his blood, and it stuck to my skin, making me cringe, but it was better than nothing. Maybe.

      Five wolves entered the clearing then, their hackles raised. The biggest of them had fur the color of molasses; the other four ranged in colors from pale honey to gray.

      I was 98.4% sure these guys weren’t the welcome wagon.

      “Stop!” Rage bellowed at the wolves. He sucked in a deep breath, and a sphere of fire appeared in his hands. “One more step, and I’ll turn your entire pack to nothing but ash.”

      Badass.

      My wolf practically purred with admiration for our mate.

      But one look at the dry underbrush sent a shiver of fear down my spine.

      “If you throw that,” a man said, rising from his crouched position where he’d been a wolf a half-breath ago, “you’ll burn this whole chunk of the magic lands, Alpha Heir, and I don’t think you want that.”

      Okay … human was good. Human meant we might be able to talk to this dude.

      I grabbed Rage’s wrist. ‘He’s right. This place is a tinderbox.’

      ‘Intimidation wins what percent of fights, Nai?’ Rage said in response. Even mentally, his voice was laced with frustration.

      I stepped away from him and muttered, “Ninety-seven point nine percent.”

      “What?” the stranger man asked, turning his attention to me.

      I studied the stranger, and my gaze flicked to his forehead. His messy hair covered most of his brow, but … was that an alpha heir mark?

      No … it couldn’t be.

      “Are you okay, miss?” the man asked, stepping toward me. “Is this guy—?”

      “I’m fine.” Humiliation stained my cheeks because I’d said my percentages out loud. Hunger was taking a toll.

      “I’m her mate,” Rage snarled, stepping between me and the other man. “And we’re just passing through. We don’t want any trouble, but if you won’t let us go, we’ll fight.”

      Obviously, the guy wasn’t out for blood or he would’ve never shifted into his human form.

      “John,” a woman said, appearing fully clothed where one of the wolves had just been. Wavy blond hair fell past her shoulders, and her blue eyes were lined with what my father called crow’s feet. She offered me a soft smile and then rolled her eyes toward John before taking her place at his side. “They aren’t guards from the alpha king.”

      She unbuttoned her coat and stepped toward me, holding out the thick garment. “Go ahead,” she coaxed. “I can see you’re cold.”

      I snorted with self-deprecation. Pretty sure everyone could see I was cold.

      “Thank you,” I murmured, stepping past Rage to take the coat. I slid my arms in, and my shoulders sagged with relief as warmth swallowed me. I buttoned up the front of the jacket and then pushed Rage’s hands down. ‘Don’t you dare strike after that kindness.’

      “Sara, you don’t know them,” the man named John groaned. “He’s a Midnight Pack heir.” He pointed to Rage’s forehead.

      And at the same time, Rage responded in my head, ‘You don’t know if that’s a ploy—’

      “I can see that, darling,” Sara said. “But they’re running away from where the king’s men are, not toward it.”

      I grinned up at Rage. ‘See? She’s cool. Let’s try and roll with it. We both need food and more sleep. It seems like they’re familiar with the area. Maybe they can help us.’

      Rage furrowed his brow. ‘He’s a Daybreak Clan heir… I’ve heard about him: Mallory’s uncle.’

      Evil Barbie should spend time in those outer rings of death, but maybe her uncle wasn’t all bad. Before I could respond to Rage, Sara spoke again.

      “Girls,” Sara said, snapping her fingers at the other three wolves. “Get back to the house and make it presentable. Hopefully, we’ll return with our guests promptly. Lizbeth, make sure to warm something for them to eat.”

      Relief washed through me at her words. “Thank you. We’d be so grateful.”

      She nodded. “I smell blood. Is one of you injured?”

      Pointing out my alpha-male companion’s weak spot wouldn’t be smart, so I hesitated, forcing my gaze to the ground instead of my mate. I wasn’t sure how injured Rage was after my little blood healing magic either. Maybe he was fine.

      “I’m only asking because I have a healing salve at home. Come on,” she said with a wave. “I’ll give it to you, and you two can decide if either needs it.”

      I smiled. “Thanks.”

      Sara turned to go, and I pivoted, only to see Rage and John having an epic staredown. Even better … Rage kept his arm tucked tightly into his side as if that would mask his wound.

      I threaded my arm through Rage’s and looked up as Sara elbowed John in the ribs. I had to admit, I liked her.

      Rage grumbled, but he took my lead and started to walk … until John ushered us to go ahead of him.

      “I’ll be two seconds behind you,” John said. He held up an oil-mister can like the kind Lona used to spray pans before she cooked. “I’m just going to spray this scent-masker where you’ve been standing to cover up the smell of your blood. The last thing we need is to have the alpha king’s guards tracking you and for your trail to lead them to us.”

      Okay, this clearly wasn’t the guy’s first rodeo. He was smart. While Sara had better manners than John, he wasn’t all bad.

      I craned my neck to look over my shoulder, watching as John sprayed the mister over the leaf litter. I took a deep breath in through my nose and inhaled … nothing. As in absolutely nada. Well, that explained why we didn’t scent them coming until they were right on top of us.

      “What is that?” I asked.

      John said nothing as he sprayed, and when he finished, he merely waved for us to move.

      I caught Rage’s narrowed eyes, but then my attention went to his brow, beaded with sweat. Yikes, we’d better hurry to their home and get that salve. Maybe my blood healing mojo didn’t heal him after all. After turning back toward Sara, who would hopefully be more open with information, we began our trek through the woods. “Is that spray why we didn’t smell you?”

      She nodded. “It’s a magic odor-eliminator, specific for shifters.”

      “We used to get it from Dark Row,” John said from behind us. He dropped his voice and grumbled, “Not sure what we’re going to do now that the entire place has burned to the ground.”

      There was no accusation in his voice, but still, I felt guilty. Not that we’d burned it down, but it was pretty suspect that just before Rage and I went into the Realm of the Dead, we’d heard the howl of the king’s wolves. Now, the place was a pile of ashes. Hopefully, Justice and Noble got out and to safety in time. I was counting on Rage letting me know if he felt anything through his pack bond—like if they were in mortal danger or had perished.

      We continued several paces in silence, and I noticed how Sara scanned the woods ahead of her. One glance over my shoulder confirmed that John’s gaze also skimmed the trees from behind us.

      “So you live off Alpha Island?” I asked, probing in the politest way I knew to discover if they were outcasted rogues.

      She laughed. “Yes. My mate and I were banished about twenty years back. When I found out I was pregnant with our twins, Sadie and Audrey, I was thrilled. But a few months later, Declan became alpha king.” She said his name with venom. “And the laws changed.”

      I nodded, sympathetic to her hatred of that man. “I’m from Crescent Clan.”

      Brushing my hair away from my forehead, I showed her my clan mark, and her expression softened. Everyone knew the story of Crescent’s banishment to the mortal world. Everyone.

      Sara glanced back at John, her eyebrows raised. “See, she’s one of us.”

      John glared, pointing at Rage. “He’s not.”

      I gritted my teeth and ignored John. Still, I was curious. “Why were you banished? What law changed to make you targets?”

      Sara smiled, but it was a sad sort of smile, the kind that didn’t reach her eyes. Pulling back her thick bangs, she showed me her clan mark. One I knew well because my bestie wore the same. “I’m from Harvest. He’s Daybreak.”

      I stopped dead in my tracks. Wow, so she, being from Harvest Clan, had gotten pregnant with a Daybreak heir’s children? Yeah, that was so not allowed today. But it used to be when Rage’s dad was king? Interesting … I never knew that.

      Her hand lingered on her forehead, and I noticed for the first time, there were marks on her ring finger.

      Mother of all mages.

      There on her ring finger … she bore the white marks of … I pivoted and looked at John’s hand.

      Mate marks.

      I was 84.2% sure I saw that right, so I shook my head and looked again. Still there. “You guys are fated mates?”

      She nodded, and I held up my hand, which won me her grin—a real one.

      “Just like you.” She beamed.

      Rage and John looked at each other’s fated mate marks, and both of their stern expressions softened, but neither said a word. Looked like the two brutes had found something in common.

      “But … did you say the law changed?” I asked, reviewing the rest of what she’d revealed. “As in, it used to be okay to mate with someone outside your pack?” I wanted to clarify that point because if Rage’s dad used to allow inter-pack mating, he was my new hero.

      “That was before Declan became king,” John growled as he stepped up next to Sara. “Only a coward makes a decision that would go against fate.”

      “Declan changed the law about fated-mates?” I asked, looking to Rage for confirmation. “He can do that?”

      Rage’s pulse feathered in his neck, and he clenched his teeth. “My father, who was king before Declan, honored the fated-mate process, no matter who fate brought together.”

      “Yes, and with the High Mage Council’s blessing, Declan destroyed the law honoring it.”

      Whoa. I had a hard time believing Gramps would be okay with that. Maybe it was a majority rules kinda thing. Maybe Grandpa and I needed to chat more. A lot more.

      “I’m sorry,” I said as we continued to walk. I was sorry that Sara and John were cast out. I was sorry the law was changed. And I was sorry that Rage had to find out over and over again how much of a douche his uncle was.

      Sara shrugged. “Don’t be sorry for us. We’re happy. Probably even happier out here than we’d be on the island. We have our own land. No one bothers us much besides the occasional drunk bear, and we take in all the wolves the king banishes. After twenty years, we’ve created a little pack of our own.”

      John’s gaze flicked to Rage, but Rage said nothing.

      Well, now that she’d shared their story, I felt like we should be honest with ours. ‘Are you okay if I tell them about us?’

      I watched Rage closely, surprised when he nodded. ‘Sure.’

      After a deep breath, I said, “We’ve been banished too … sort of. The king and his wolves are hunting us. I’m pretty sure they are, so you might be in danger … for taking us in.”

      Dark brown fur rippled down John’s arms, and my eyes widened at his sudden anger.

      “Let the king send his men into my woods,” he growled, his nostrils flaring. “They won’t leave alive.”

      Okay. So John didn’t care about a little trouble. Or maybe even a lot. That was good to know, and very fitting behavior of an alpha heir. And he was Mallory’s uncle? I found myself wanting to know more about him, but I tempered that excitement.

      “You’ll be safe here,” he told us both.

      And with that promise, Rage completely softened toward these two. Maybe he saw our future in them like I did. Maybe he realized just how much of a psycho his uncle was.

      “Thank you,” Rage said. “I—we … appreciate your kindness.”

      Not going to lie, my heart melted a little.

      John nodded and that was that. The two men buried our rocky introduction, and now we were on common ground.

      The trees thinned, and the narrow path through the dry underbrush disappeared as we stepped into an area where the flora had been trimmed to nearly nothing. The sun warmed the glen, and we followed John and Sara through another thicket, which opened into an even larger clearing. A hand-tied wooden fence extended twenty paces in either direction before it curved and disappeared into the thick trees.

      We approached a wooden tower, and John barked an order up at the occupant. The grinding sound of metal accompanied a gate sliding open to allow us passage. We were immediately led through a gap between two large buildings, each with multiple holes between the rough-hewn wood slats—like murder holes in a castle.

      Once we passed through the alleyway, we entered a large clearing, and I gazed at their encampment. Five crude yet sturdy-looking log homes made up a large circle. The only way into the center of the camp was by passing the homes on the outer ring. Each cabin had a porch, which ran the entire length, and dozens of wolves—in their human-form—occupied those porches, many holding plates of food.

      As we drew near, the wolves watched us through narrowed eyes, their expressions wary as John walked us into the center of the small encampment where a large fire pit sat with at least twenty chairs around it. Two men stood at the pit, and the scent of roasted meat emanated from near the ashes. A line cut across the space opposite of us, and as we got closer, I saw the two men were serving heaping plates of pork.

      Several of the shifters grumbled at the sight of us.

      “They’re banished as well,” John called out loudly. “We’ve invited them to stay with our blessing.”

      At his words, the stiff expressions and tight bodies of the people relaxed. One by one, they nodded to their alpha, and then they turned their attention to their breakfast.

      As we passed a big dude standing on one of the porches, John dropped his voice and said, “James, run the perimeter with your boys. The king is hunting them.”

      With a curt nod, the big dude James and the two young men nearest him hopped over the rail and shifted into their wolves in the blink of an eye. They ran down the way we’d come and disappeared out through the open gate and between the guard towers.

      “You have a nice setup here,” Rage said.

      John chuckled, but there was no humor in his response. “We started in a tent made of leaves and twigs. It was rough those first few years.”

      The idea of living off the land and nothing else sounded hard, especially if Sara was pregnant at the time.

      “It appears as though you’ve adjusted … and grown quite a pack too.” Rage scanned the clearing’s occupants with a look of respect.

      “Made up of wolves the king casts out,” John said, his tone more than a little defensive. “He failed to see their worth, but I didn’t.”

      Rage nodded. “I meant no offense. It’s obvious your men respect you.”

      Sara led us toward the largest of the cabins, slowing her pace when John placed an arm around her shoulders and pulled her close. She relaxed into him, threading her fingers through his until their mate marks touched.

      “John built these houses with his own hands, one by one.” She raised her chin and looked at him, her eyes radiating with love and pride.

      Although some of the woodwork was crude, probably due to not having the best tools, the buildings stood firm and looked inviting from this angle.

      The door opened before we reached it, and three young women stepped out onto the porch. The first girl had brown wavy hair, the same color as her father’s, and she appeared to be eighteen or nineteen years old, not much younger than the two identical blond twins who followed behind her. All three of them had Sara’s button nose.

      While twins and triplets were common in shifter births, just as they were common in wolf pregnancies, identical siblings were significantly less so. Usually, multiple birth-siblings were distinguishable and fraternal. But … I couldn’t tell these two apart.

      “I’ll have food ready in an hour,” the brunette girl said. “I’m going to get trimmings for a salad, and Tricia made fresh honey cakes yesterday.”

      Sara nodded to the young woman and then turned to me. My confusion regarding the identical twins must’ve still been evident on my face, or maybe it was because I was still staring at the two blonde girls, trying to find some way to tell them apart.

      “First pregnancies with fated mates are usually multiple births, and they’ll always be identical.”

      My mouth popped open, and Rage and I shared a look that had both of our cheeks reddening.

      “Sadie and Audrey,” Sara called and gestured to the twins. “This is…”

      Oh. My. Mage. We hadn’t introduced ourselves.

      I claimed my pack with pride: “I’m Nai, Crescent Clan alpha heir.”

      “Courage Midnight, first prince … but I go by Rage.” My mate bowed his head in respect to the girls.

      My attention shifted back to the young women in time to see their eyebrows hit their hairlines. Even if he didn’t claim the title of prince, everyone knew Courage Midnight was next in line to be alpha king. Sure enough, at his declaration, each of the young women seemed to coil and tighten as if preparing to fight. Looks like John had taught his girls to be warriors, not princesses.

      “They’re banished,” John reminded the girls as well as any others eavesdropping. “Just like your mother and I once were.”

      Straightening, Rage pulled his arm away from his side and sucked in a breath.

      My attention jumped from the wolves to my mate, who was turning pale.

      Sara clicked her tongue. “Let me get that healing salve, and you both can have a shower before we eat.” She glanced toward her girls. “Take them to the guest room, and mind your manners, ladies.”

      Sadie or Audrey, one of the blondes, led the way through the house with the other twin bringing up the rear. We passed a humble kitchen with hundreds of canning jars stuffed with various fruits and vegetables, and I skidded to a stop.

      “You guys have a farm?” I asked, my inner Montana girl geeking out.

      The blonde in front nodded. “Out back. Dad and mom run it with Lizbeth. Audrey and I run security with James and his boys. Everyone here has a job. Everyone contributes.”

      Whoa. Okay. She was not-so-subtly telling me she—Sadie—was in security and not a gardener. Also, no one was allowed to laze about. Got it. I noticed Sadie had her hair cropped a tiny bit shorter than Audrey. Sadie: short hair. Audrey: long. 52.8% got this.

      “We don’t want to bring trouble,” I assured her. “And we’re really grateful for your kindness.” Just because we’d won over her parents didn’t mean these young women liked us.

      Audrey stepped up next to me and smiled, a sharp, shrewd gleam in her eye. “Trouble doesn’t scare us, and you don’t look like you could cause much anyway. But if your mate is anything like his father—”

      She never finished her sentence because Rage spun and, staring her down, growled, “Declan is my uncle, and I’m nothing like him. If you want to know something, just ask—don’t assume.”

      She swallowed hard and nodded, dropping her gaze. “Sorry.”

      “Well, you sure have a lovely home.” I steered the conversation into less tense waters, and both girls gave me a slight smile.

      “Thanks.”

      Shortly thereafter, we reached a room toward the back of the house, and Sadie opened the door. Waving toward the queen bed and dresser, the only furniture in the room, she said, “You can stay here if you need rest. Shower’s through that open doorway. I’ll put the healing salve and clean clothes outside the door for you, and one of us will get you when the table’s set.”

      Then she turned, and both twins left.

      Leaving Rage and me to stare at the bed. The solo bed … for two.

      Gulp.

      Rage walked past me and into the room. “If we’re going to stay, I’ll take the floor. No biggie.”

      He must’ve seen the color drain from my face. How humiliating. I gave a nervous laugh, following him inside, and then shut the door. “What?” I squeaked. “It’s fine. I don’t care either way.”

      He raised his eyebrows, and I crossed my arms over my chest, jutting my chin out defiantly.

      “Truly,” I continued to ramble. “It’s whatever. I mean, we’re not staying the night, but if we were … why should it matter. We’re mates, right? So, uh, yeah. It’s fine.”

      Shaking his head, Rage crossed the space between us. With each of his steps, more and more butterflies took flight in my stomach until all of me was crawling with nervousness. He wasn’t stopping. All the way up until we stood toe-to-toe. I craned my neck to look up at him and gulped.

      Finally, when our eyes met, he reached for me. Slowly, giving me plenty of time to back away, he took my face in his hands and held my gaze with his green eyes. “Nai,” he said, his voice low and rumbly. “I respect that you’re a virgin. More importantly, we have our whole lives ahead of us. I’m not going to let our first time be in a situation like this.”

      “Okay. I mean, that wasn’t what I was thinking, but whatever.” I gave him a sly smile, which he returned.

      “I’m not going to pressure you to have sex, Nai. When you’re ready—when you feel comfortable, and you want to, then it’ll happen. Not just because we’re sharing a room or a bed.”

      Relief whooshed through me. I mean, I wanted him, like, yummm! But I was also scared shitless and stressed out about the thought of having sex with him. Yes, we were fated mates, but we had a lot of trust to rebuild after our rocky start. And there was the whole “I have no idea what I’m doing” factor, and he was probably way more experienced in that department.

      I smiled up at him, raised up onto my tiptoes, and he leaned in, capturing my mouth in a kiss. His touch was soft and gentle, but I wanted more. After nipping at his lower lip, I parted mine in invitation. Success! He deepened the kiss, brushing his tongue against mine as heat blossomed low in my belly, and a soft moan escaped me. I reached out, grabbing at his rock-hard abs when he hissed, pulling away.

      “Crap!” I’d poked his still-healing wound. Worst mate ever.

      He swallowed hard and then waved me off. “It’s fine.”

      “Rage.” Kneeling, I inspected the wound better and frowned. My blood had closed the skin, but through the scab, it still wept—a gray-milky fluid that smelled like metal.

      “Something’s wrong. Why isn’t your body healing?”

      My eyes widened and then, at the same time, we both said it:

      “Silver.”

      Crap. Crappity-crap. Crap. Crap. My heart thumped against my ribs, sending a fresh wave of panic through me.

      “Rage … did I heal your wound with a silver bullet still inside?”

      Sweat broke out on his brow, and my hands grew clammy with the realization that a freaking silver bullet might be lodged inside of him.

      “Okay…” My mouth turned into the Sahara Desert, and I forced a swallow—which did nothing. I was trying to stay calm, but every single heartbeat served as a reminder of the poison that would be spreading through Rage’s body if that was a silver bullet. Please don’t let it be a silver bullet. There was only one reason to use silver against a wolf shifter. Why would the alpha king be using silver bullets?

      I needed to do something. I pointed at the bathroom. “Can you shower, or do you need my help to wash off—”

      “I’m not going to keel over right this second,” he muttered.

      Okaaay. “Not the most convincing pitch, but if you jump in the shower and rinse off all that muck. I’ll go see if John has a pack doctor, and he will be able to better assess the wound if it’s clean.”

      Rage nodded, but for a split second, I saw fear flash in his eyes.

      If he died, it was all my fault because I might have stupidly closed his wound with a silver bullet still inside of him.

      Way to kill your mate, Nai!
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      Ten minutes later, which was pretty much an eternity of mind-wracking torture, Rage lay back on John and Sara’s dining room table as the pack doctor walked in the door.

      “Alright now, son, we don’t have fancy medications, so when you start to hurt, bite down on this.” The doctor, a man named Jeb who had a thick Middle Eastern accent, handed Rage a wooden spoon and then leaned over to inspect the wound. He tsked and shook his head before opening up a rudimentary but clean looking surgical kit. “We’ll tie you down first, but that’s mostly just to help you remember to stay still.”

      Jeb was a mage who had become the local veterinarian, healing injured animals from birds to bears. So, naturally, he also helped the shifters.

      All around the wound, Rage’s skin was turning dusky grayish-blue, the early signs of silver poisoning.

      “I thought maybe the bear got you and the bullet was just a regular one,” I muttered, squeezing Rage’s hand as I took up my spot by his shoulder. “I’m so—”

      “Stop it, Nai,” Rage whispered. “None of this is your fault.” Then he put the spoon between his teeth and, closing his eyes, bit down.

      “Right, then. I’m going to have to do this fast because of your wolf healing.”

      Rage nodded, and his nostrils flared as he sucked in a deep breath.

      Oh mage. Oh mage. This was going to—

      The man stabbed the scalpel through the scab of Rage’s healing wound, and my mate bit down so hard on the spoon the wood cracked. My breaths grew shallow; my palms were slick with sweat as I watched in horror.

      The doctor jerked the blade up, tearing through the tissue, and Rage screamed, his whole body shaking with pain.

      John and Audrey held Rage’s legs, and Audrey snapped for him to be still.

      I narrowed my gaze but bit my tongue when I met Sara’s fierce stare. She and I held Rage down at his shoulders, and I was grateful for their help.

      “You can do this,” I murmured to Rage.

      The mage-doctor pulled the blade out and then stuck a pair of tweezers into the gaping hole in Rage’s side.

      Fur rippled down Rage’s skin as he convulsed, and his features started to shift.

      “Don’t shift!” the man warned. “I can feel the bullet. If you shift, we’ll have to start all over.”

      I could see the madness in Rage’s eyes as he fought his wolf.

      “Use your bond,” Sara said to me. “Take some of his pain.”

      What?

      “I … don’t know … how.” I didn’t even know I could until now. It must be a fated mate thing. I opened my mental link to Rage and recoiled at the screaming in his head.

      ‘It’s going to be okay. You’ve got this,’ I told him. ‘Breathe.’

      I looked across Rage to Sara, panic coursing through me when she frowned.

      “Have you guys, you know…?” She waggled her eyebrows, and I grimaced and shook my head.

      She wanted to know if we’d had sex? Not exactly an appropriate thing to talk about right now! Or ever.

      “Never mind,” she said with an exhale. “If your bond isn’t sealed, you can’t take his pain. Just try to calm his wolf.”

      Ohh, now I understood why she’d asked. So after we had sex I’d be able to take Rage’s pain?

      He screamed and shook again, and I banished the thoughts for another time. I cooed at his wolf, again and again, hurling mental encouragement at Rage too.

      I had no concept of time while the man dug around inside of my mate; I didn’t even notice when Rage lost consciousness. Or when I started crying.

      “Got it!” the doctor shouted, a triumphant grin sweeping his face.

      He fished the metal alloy instrument into Rage’s side and then pulled out a blood-covered silver bullet with a grin.

      Sadie held a tin bowl out to the mage-doctor, who dropped the bullet in with a clang.

      “What I wouldn’t give for a healing potion now,” the man muttered. “Stitching up shifters is not my favorite—”

      I thrust my palm out to the mage, giggling hysterically. “Virgin high mage blood healing coming right up!”

      Everyone looked at me like I’d lost my mind.

      Maybe I had.

      All except Jeb. He raised his eyebrows and leaned toward me.

      “You’re a high mage heir as well?” he asked.

      I nodded, pulling down my top the slightest bit to show my high mage mark. His eyes bugged out. Glancing down, I snatched up the mage’s scalpel, ready to cut myself, but he yanked it from my hand.

      “What is your mastery element?” he asked.

      Demanded, really. I sucked in a deep breath and glared at the mage-doctor. “Spirit. Now, give me that. I need to give him some of my blood to help him heal. I’ve done it before.”

      He nodded, clearly in the know, and then said, “You should have told me you were a high mage heir before. There’s better ways of doing this.”

      “There is?” I held my arm out to him. Maybe he knew some dark magic like Surlama. “How?”

      “John, fetch me a bottle of mage wine,” the doctor said, offering me a quizzical look.

      What the hell did mage wine have to do with anything? My freaking mate was passed out and bleeding on a table! “Mage wine?”

      Sure, let’s all get drunk, maybe that will heal my mate.

      “Did you know the acayanthic blossoms from Shifter Island are a powerful sedative, but they have to be soaked in alcohol to extract the barbiturate-like chemical?” Dr. Jeb asked.

      “I have no idea what you just said, and I don’t think I care unless you’re going to tell me how it’s going to heal my mate!”

      John returned then with an unopened bottle of mage wine and handed it to the doctor. Then, John set a small shot glass on the dining room table.

      The mage opened the bottle then, just before I snapped a sarcastic comment about shots, and said, “Give me your hand.”

      “What?” I asked, my mind reeling.

      “You want to heal your mate, so give me your hand.”

      He didn’t need to tell me twice—well, I guess he did, but…

      I held it out, and he took it in his. Holding it firmly, he pricked my fingertip with the blade and then squeezed several drops of my blood into the bottle of bubbling golden fluid.

      What the…?

      The color changed from gold to violet, and my hysteria disappeared.

      “That’s healing elixir?” I said, pointing at the bottle. Holy Mother of Mages, Surlama was charging an arm and a leg for something I could’ve made myself this entire time?

      Jeb held it out to me. “You should give your mate a good dose of that, and then I suggest you leave the rest of the bottle with John and Sara for their troubles.”

      He stepped away from the table and started to collect his instruments.

      My jaw dropped. “That’s it?” I asked. “The healing elixir is just mage wine and magic blood?”

      Jeb shook his head. “It’s mage wine mixed with blood from a high mage with the mastery element of spirit. It’s blood magic. And it only works if the blood is freely given.”

      “Whoa, so my grandpa—?”

      Rage moaned.

      “I suggest you help your mate,” Jeb chided softly.

      Of course! I’d been so shocked with his huge reveal I’d forgotten pretty much everything.

      Spinning back to Rage, I held the shot glass to his lips. He’d regained consciousness, and after the second swallow, his color returned in his cheeks, and after the third I looked down to see his skin on his side knit back together smoothly, his chest rising and falling in slow, steady breaths.

      Phew. Thank the Mages.

      “Rage…” I grasped Rage’s hand.

      “Nai,” Rage said, his voice rough. “Hey…”

      John corked the bottle and said, “You kids should get some rest.”

      “Thank you.” I offered him a smile and then noticed that Sara and her twins’ jaws gaped open as they watched me. Maybe my high mage heir status shocked them or maybe because I’d just made freaking healing elixir! Hell, it still shocked me. I pivoted just in time to slide my arm around Rage’s waist as he stepped up next to me.

      “Let’s get you into bed, and I’ll bring some food,” I said to Rage. Then I met Jeb’s gaze. “Thank you for your help. All of you.” Rage and I didn’t want to stay here too long. Honor was waiting for us, but my mate was still healing and could use the rest … so we would have to make it work.

      I didn’t miss their wide-eyed gaze, but right now, I couldn’t offer them any explanation. I needed to tend to my mate.

      After Rage and I shoveled two giant plates full of food into our mouths, I took a shower, rinsing the grime from my body. A few minutes later, I pulled on the borrowed sweats and t-shirt from Sara and crawled into bed where Rage slept, softly snoring. Okay, just an hour. I’ll just lay down for an hour. As soon as my head hit the pillow, I closed my eyes and drifted into unconsciousness.
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      “Where are you?” a familiar man’s voice called through the emptiness of my sleep. The landscape of darkness faded, and a flower garden appeared with stone pavers and a burbling fountain. Sure enough, my grandfather materialized on a bench near the stone fish spitting crystalline water into the air. He looked at me and patted the bench. “Nai, come sit with me.”

      I casually walked over to the dream bench in the crazy dream garden, looking around the place in awe. “Is this magic?” I asked after sitting next to my grandpa.

      He nodded. “Where are you? Are you safe?”

      I gave him the rundown of the last few hours, including my discovery about my blood healing magic and ability to make Surlama’s healing elixir with Jeb’s help. And, most importantly, I told him we had to kill Surlama so that the Keeper of Souls would release Honor’s soul and we could bring him back.

      Grandpa shook his head. “You’re lucky it was this Jeb fellow and not another dark mage. They would’ve bled you dry.”

      “Please don’t make this a nightmare,” I muttered. “I can’t handle much more.”

      Grandpa Geoff straightened and offered me a sharp nod. “I’m sure you’re right. You should take another day to rest with John and Sara before—”

      I shook my head. “We need to get back to Justice and Noble. I don’t want to wait until the last minute to bring Honor’s soul back. I think we have”—how many hours had passed while Rage and I slept? Four? Six? How did I know that?—“maybe sixty hours left.”

      It was just a guess, but I’d rather not run out of time.

      He raised his eyebrows and asked, “What’s your plan?”

      I gave him the briefest outline because that was all we had. “When Justice and Noble find us a recently deceased body—”

      “You need to bring it to Montana where I will meet you and show you how to raise Honor.”

      I nodded. “Hey, if the healing elixir can only be made with high mage blood of spirit, then—"

      The entire garden shook, and the vibrant colors swirled and blended like abstract art. What in the name of the Mother Mage was happening?

      As soon as the motion stopped, I looked to Grandpa for an explanation.

      “Meet me in Montana. I can teach you how to raise Honor there without interference from the magic lands.”

      The dream world trembled again, and I nodded.

      Grandpa looked at the shaking trees, “I believe your mate is—”

      The surroundings blurred once more, and even Grandpa Geoff melded with the strange muddy landscape, his words becoming a muffled garble.

      “Nai!” Rage yelled. “Wake up!”

      I shot up in bed so fast I cracked my chin on Rage’s head and then flopped back into bed with a curse.

      “What the hell, Nai?” Rage muttered, rubbing his cheek. “You sleep like the dead!”

      “I was in a magic dream with my grandpa.” I blinked the last vestiges of sleep from my eyes and mind as I took in the darkening bedroom. It looked like sunrise. We’d slept all day and night!

      “What’s wrong?” I could tell from the pinched expression on Rage’s face that something was up. Something besides the fact that we’d slept way too long. The exhaustion of Rage’s injury and using my blood for all this healing was getting to us both.

      “We’ve gotta go.” He tossed back the covers and stood.

      Sitting up, I frowned. I didn’t hear any sounds of commotion. And clearly, Rage was fine—besides the clock ticking on Honor’s life.

      “Okay, yeah. We need to get Honor back.”

      Rage shuddered and then fixed me with his gaze. His green eyes were wide, and his expression stricken. “No, it’s not that. Declan is trying to find me.”

      Hatred burned through me as my lips tightened and nostrils flared. “What do you mean?”

      Rage sighed, and a look of agony crossed his face. “He’s … torturing Noble and Justice to find out where we are. Their screams woke me from sleep.”

      Wait. What?

      How did Rage know that? Oh mage. “How?”

      I scooted closer. Rage pulled me onto his lap and rested his chin on my head. When he spoke, his voice was filled with anguish.

      “We can speak telepathically. The king knows—” his voice broke “—and he knows I’ll come to help my brothers.”
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      Rage and I got dressed, and by the time we stepped from the room, John stood at the end of the hallway, waiting. Was it his shifter hearing, or had he been keeping guard, watching for the king’s men? I tried to shake the anxiety crawling through me.

      “We need to leave,” Rage told him.

      John crossed his arms and frowned. “You’ve barely healed.”

      Sara rounded the corner, appearing from the heart of the house, and sidled next to her husband as her gaze jumped from Rage to me. “Is everything okay?”

      “No,” I said, glancing at Rage. When he didn’t explain, I faced our hosts and did the best I could without divulging the Midnight brothers’ secret. “We need to leave for Alpha Island at once. Our friends need us.”

      John sucked in a sharp breath, and Sara’s eyes widened.

      “You’re banished.” She shook her head. “They’ll kill you on sight.”

      Rage sighed. “My brothers are there, and they need me. I have to go.”

      Just then, the twins appeared, one after the other, Sadie’s blond hair rumpled from sleep. It was early morning, the sun just shining in through the curtains, and we’d clearly woken the entire house.

      John looked at his daughters. “Take Sadie and Audrey with you. The king’s men won’t know them since they were born here after we were banished. They can ferry you across to the island—give you a better chance in case there’s trouble.”

      It was a good idea. If the king’s men found us, would they try to kill me and take Rage back? Did they all know about the shield oath? In that case, they might just imprison me. Either way, I knew what the king wanted: his first heir back.

      “All right,” Rage agreed. “But once we get to the island, they come right back. I don’t want anyone getting hurt.”

      The girls nodded, but I wasn’t sure if that was in agreement or a mere acknowledgment of his statement. We could discuss it later.

      I hugged Sara tightly. “Thank you so much for your hospitality.”

      “Anytime,” Sara said, offering me a sad smile. “And if you need a place to live once this is over—”

      “We’ll welcome you with open arms,” John finished for her as he shook Rage’s hand.

      “Maybe after Rage takes me to Hawaii. He owes me a vacay,” I said with a grin. Like Kaja and her sisters, these people were gold—total opposites of the shady occupants of Dark Row and the current alpha king.

      First things first, we had to get Honor back. Then, we could think about the future.

      “Thanks,” Rage told him, and we exited the log-style home.

      Sadie and Audrey each carried a pack and now approached a small shed near the gate. They ducked inside, and when they emerged, they carried a small canoe.

      “We’ll say we’re traders bringing goods to the island. We have two bear furs, and winter is coming.” Audrey patted her pack and nodded toward Sadie’s.

      Rage nodded. “Good plan. Say the queen ordered them. Tell the guard to say, ‘A penny for a dry noodle.’ Then, my mother will corroborate your story.”

      They both looked a little surprised. Maybe because of the strange saying. Maybe because he’d called the queen his mother and, earlier, he’d called the king his uncle. I don’t think many people on the outside of Shifter Island knew what went down, that his uncle swooped in and married his sister-in-law, not a day after his brother died.

      Shady. He got the crown, a beautiful wife, and four heirs overnight. Just what any alpha would want.

      “And we’ll see you get payment for the furs,” I added, suddenly worried what they would do come winter without them.

      With that, Sadie waved at someone in the guard tower, and the gate grated opened. Then we started our trek through the sparse woods. After every few yards, one of the girls sprayed the special deodorizing spray so we couldn’t be tracked. After a few hours, we stepped onto a well-worn path leading down from the mountains. As we descended, the foliage changed. The pines fought for space amongst the cedars, and the sound of water pounding against the rocks below crescendoed.

      Audrey and Sadie led us around the next bend, balancing the canoe overhead, and one of them said, “Watch your step here. The path gets pretty narrow.”

      I followed them, practically hugging the solid stone to my right as I rounded the corner. Below, the surf crashed against dark stone, sending sprays of white up into the blue sky. I swallowed hard and, glancing back over my shoulder, spotted another path leading down to a large, rocky overhang. Just looking over the stone ledge made my hands and the soles of my feet tingle. Narrow: aka fall-to-your-death-if-you’re-not-careful. I was 87.3% sure this wasn’t the way we’d come. “Is this the path you guys always use?”

      “No,” Sadie said over her shoulder just before leaving the narrow cliff behind and stepping into the safety of the thick trees. “But it’s the fastest to get us to a dock that leads to Alpha Island.”

      “That is a long way down,” Rage muttered after peeking over the ledge behind me as I hurried to the safety of the forest. “I’d rather be in my wolf form if we have to do that again.”

      Though I’d rather not have to do it again. Ever. Wolves weren’t meant for flying.

      The path disappeared into the woods again, and the underbrush was much denser at this lower elevation.

      As we reached the edge of the thick woods, smoke hung in the air, and pieces of ash floated in on the breeze. I frowned. We’d been walking just over two hours on foot, so maybe four or five miles. I was totally lost but…

      “Are we near Dark Row?”

      Audrey nodded, but before she could speak, Rage answered.

      “Dark Row stretches about ten miles along the coastline of the magic lands. When we come from the main dock at Alpha Island, we land on the south side of it.”

      “And we’re now near the tip of the east side,” Sadie said. Her gaze flicked up to Rage, and she added, “Just a heads up, it was Shifter Island until your uncle took over. You should think about that.”

      I ducked my chin, embarrassed on behalf of my mate. Through our bond, I could feel Rage’s sentiments echoing my own.

      “Noted,” Rage offered back to her.

      We continued our journey until we hovered just inside the tree line, and I raised my gaze, up past the edge of the forest, and gasped. Destruction stretched as far as I could see, which wasn’t far given the air quality. The ground still smoldered, and glowing embers gave the thick blanket of smoke and ash an eerie glow. Bits of charred rubble jutted up from the ground like broken, rotting teeth. The king burned it all?

      Why?

      “Let’s hope that most of the king’s guards are gone now,” Audrey muttered as she and Sadie set the canoe down. “We’ll spray you, and then the two of you can carry the canoe through town over your head. If we see anyone, let us do the talking.”

      Smart. The canoe would practically cover our faces, and the spray would mask our scent.

      Audrey turned to us. “Lift your arms and hold your breath.”

      We did as she asked and then were promptly engulfed in an oily mist of the scent-clearing spray. After it settled on our skin, we backed up and took a deep breath.

      Just then, two guards appeared out from the smoke like ghosts. We quickly ducked into the foliage, unseen, and waited.

      Thank the mages we were covered in that special spray.

      “The king wants them found,” one of the guards growled, shoving the man nearest him.

      “Eventually, Prince Courage’ll show,” a familiar male voice said. “We’ve locked down the other docks, so this is the only way on or off the island.”

      My eyes widened, and I darted a glance toward Rage. Yikes.

      His nostrils flared; he gritted his teeth, glaring daggers at the guard who spoke. ‘Do you see who that is?’ Rage’s voice in my head was still not something I was used to.

      I stared at the guard through the leaves that cloaked us, studying his features. Holy flippin’ mage. ‘That’s herpes Beo.’

      ‘Yeah,’ Rage spoke in my mind. ‘We grew up together. I can’t believe he would…’

      ‘I’m sorry.’ I rested my hand on Rage’s, a pathetic attempt to comfort my mate. That kind of betrayal would sting.

      “Don’t harm them when you find them either,” Beo continued. “Until their shield bond is broken, we need to make sure she isn’t killed. The king needs at least one strong heir.”

      Two of the men laughed, and the sound sank into my chest like an anvil.

      The guards disappeared into the cloud of soot and smoke, and my gaze jumped to the twins.

      “Now what?” Rage asked, his voice just over a whisper. “Is there another way we can meet you in the water? Because there is no way Beo will let us just waltz through Dark Row.”

      Yeah … strolling past the guards with a canoe on our heads was so out of the question now.

      Sadie nodded. “You’ll have to hike back up the path a bit to the cliff. We’ll go ahead through to the main dock and meet you in the water.”

      I knew what she was going to say next, and I shook my head. Don’t say it. Don’t say it.

      Her twin confirmed my worst fear: “When you get to that narrow bend, go onto the cliff’s edge. You can jump in from there.”

      Jump. From. There.

      And then what? They’d fish our mangled bodies from the water?

      “Is it safe?” I asked. Swimming, I could do. Cliff jumping? In selkie infested water?

      Hells no.

      “Tide is in,” Rage said with a stiff nod. Then, he squeezed my hand. “It’s only a sixty- or seventy-foot jump or so.”

      Only sixty or seventy feet?

      “You go around and meet us in the water,” Sadie told us. “Swim out a ways, and we’ll pull you in the boat when we’ve lost sight of any guards.”

      Swim out a ways?

      I gulped. Normally, a good swim would be refreshing, but swimming in these waters infested with selkies…

      This plan sucked. Not that we had another option.

      As if in confirmation, a gust of wind cleared some of the smoke, revealing several destroyed streets of Dark Row—all of them crawling with guards.

      Okay, time to scram.

      Both girls picked up the canoe and the furs and nodded to us. “Meet you in the water, straight out from the cliff.”

      Rage slipped his hand into mine and gave the girls a quiet salute. I turned to go back into the woods—to the path of our probable death, and without a word, he tugged me back.

      ‘Let’s go jump to our deaths.’ I hurled the words at him, my anxiety getting the better of me. Wolves were not made to fly.

      The trees thinned, and Rage paused, looking left and right across a dirt road where a lone shack remained, leaning into the destruction as if mourning. After confirming the area was all clear, we bolted across the street, my hand still in his, and then tucked behind the shack where a tarp hung from the crude hut, its edge staked into the ground.

      ‘What are we doing? We need to go the other way.’ I nodded to the woods.

      Rage knelt in the ashes and ran his hand through it, searching the ground.

      What in the name of the Mage Mother—?

      He grinned as he plucked something up, and my confusion disappeared. He produced a small dagger and wiped the hilt on his pants before offering it to me. ‘There used to be a weapons dealer here.’

      Now, that’s what I called romantic. I slid the weapon into my belt at my lower back, and we stole back into the woods and then raced to where we’d been, the underbrush still trampled from where the canoe had sat. Tracing our way up the path to the narrow opening that led to the cliff, I felt my insides churn.

      “Here we are,” Rage said, squeezing my hand.

      I gave a nervous chuckle. “How did we get here so fast?”

      I waited, still clinging to his hand as he slid around the narrow corner of the path, and then I followed. We inched down the trail and out onto the cliff face, and I closed my eyes and leaned into the wall of earth behind me.

      Mother Mage, I am going to vomit.

      “You’re nervous,” he observed, and my eyes popped open to take in his cocky grin. He slid in front of me, shielding me from the open air and steep drop, pressing his body into mine and sending heat up my spine.

      “I can’t believe you’re afraid of heights,” he rumbled, fitting his body to mine. He pressed tighter into me, the length of his torso moving in tandem with mine as we breathed. Running his fingertips up my arms, he threaded one hand into my tangled hair. “Don’t worry, Nai.”

      I craned my neck up to glare at him. “Fear is a healthy response to this insane plan. If you land wrong, the water will break your neck.”

      He chuckled and cupped my face. “Good thing we heal quickly.”

      What? I blinked at my—clearly—crazy mate. “That’s it? No pep talk? Just … ‘heal quickly?’” My voice rose several octaves as I hyperventilated. “Rage—”

      “Hush, my love. I wouldn’t let anything bad happen to you.” He brushed his lips against mine, and my mind fritzed.

      Holy shifter babies. He just called me his love. Yum.

      Rage pulled back just enough to loom over me, and then he stroked his thumbs up my neck, tilting my head back.

      My breaths grew shallow, and I licked my lips, suddenly filled with a very different type of anticipation. I swallowed. Hard. Forgetting the fact that we were about to leap to our deaths and focusing solely on the fact that my mate was sexy as all hell.

      “Are you trying to distract me?” I asked, my voice breathy.

      His green eyes brightened, and he grinned.

      “Is it working?” He chuckled, sending a rumbling vibration through me. Lowering his head once again, he spoke with his lips hovering over mine: “I love getting a rise out of you.”

      Each word caressed my lips, and I had zero control over how my pulse thrummed under his touch. He drew back too soon, and I licked my lips again, wishing for more. I wanted time with my mate—alone time with him with no pressures or demands on us. Just for an hour. Or maybe double that. Or more. Probably more.

      Well, we had a few more minutes before jumping to our deaths, and since he’d offered himself up as a distraction…

      I slid my hands up his chest and then, clinging to him, looked up at him through my lashes. Something deep within me, a primal urge seized me, driving for—Mother Mage—completion of our mate bond.

      My breath quickened, and the rest of the world fell away.

      I want him. Hell, I need him.

      He groaned and grabbed my waist. His eyes darkened, and his gaze dipped to my lips. When his fingers inched up the hem of my borrowed t-shirt, he grazed my skin. “Do you—” He sucked in a ragged breath. “—feel that?”

      Every feather-light brush of his skin against mine was delicious agony. I wiggled my body closer, tighter, to his. “What do you feel?”

      Again, each word came out of my mouth breathy and filled with longing. In the back of my mind, the voice of reason murmured something about responsibilities, but I shoved away the thought. We had a few minutes to spare, right?

      “You,” he breathed, slipping his hands under my shirt, “in my soul.”

      His skin was warm and his hands callused. I arched my back, panting as he slid his palms across my bare skin. He nipped and sucked his way down my neck, letting his teeth graze against the more sensitive area at the swell of my breast.

      “Rage,” I gasped, straightening.

      He growled, a low possessive sound that set my heart racing. Then, he crushed his mouth to mine. His kisses were fierce and demanding, but I was just as hungry for him as he was for me. Each passing hour made the inferno build between us.

      I sucked his lower lip between my teeth, letting them graze his sensitive flesh, and was rewarded with another growl. Our tongues tangled and teeth clashed, and I met him kiss for kiss, stroke for stroke.

      He slid his hands up over my ribs, skimming the base of my breasts, and I gasped. Holding me firmly, he rotated his hips, grinding into me—

      Whoa.

      Desire rocked through me so strong it was need. My lips parted, and I moaned. “Rage…” I panted his name. “Rage…”

      In response, he growled again and slid his hands lower, over the arch of my hip bones, pushing beneath the waistband of my borrowed sweats, pressing his palms flush against my butt, the pressure of his fingertips coaxing me to move with him.

      Rage pressed kisses across my jaw, whispering against my skin, “I love you, Nai Crescent—”

      I gasped at his declaration, ready to tell him the same thing, when a twig snapped beside us.

      “I found him!” a man cried out.

      The sound of the voice doused our passion, and Rage tensed against me.

      Crap!

      “If you’re going to bang her, Rage, you might want to get a room,” the jerk called from beside us. I peered over Rage’s shoulder to see a guard not ten feet away down the narrow path. I didn’t recognize him, but he was probably a Midnight Pack wolf and clearly knew Rage.

      Frick. Think.

      Rage growled, a low threatening sound so different than seconds before, but we didn’t have time for him to shift and fight. In one fluid movement, I grabbed the dagger tucked in my belt, pushed Rage behind me, and turned toward the intruder.

      “Get hi—!” The man’s sentence cut off with a wet thwack as my dagger sank into the dude’s neck.

      Rage spun toward me, his eyes wide but focused. “We need to go.”

      I leaned to look past him, but Rage stepped between me and the body. “Don’t look.”

      I killed the guy, but now I was too delicate to look at the body? I was about to press him on it except … killing out of self-defense and staring at the consequences of the action were two different things, especially since these were members of Rage’s pack.

      He spun, leaned over, and pulled my knife from the body, cleaning it on his pants. Then, he handed it to me to tuck back in my waistbelt. Before I knew it, he grabbed my hand, and we stepped forward a few steps to look down at the water.

      The world blurred as anxiety washed over me. Gray stone, blue sky, and dark water were all I saw. I swallowed hard, but before I had time to think through what was happening, Rage jumped, pulling me down with him.

      Oh. My. Flippin. Ma—

      We cleared the edge of the rock, and my stomach rose into my throat, making it impossible to scream as the dark water rushed up to meet us.

      Rage yelled—an incoherent bellow—and I sucked in a ragged final breath. Pointing my toes, I slammed my arms tightly against my body as I became a human torpedo into the water.

      Please, don’t let me die.

      I closed my eyes a split second prior to the icy water rushing in around me. White light exploded behind my eyelids. The pain registered afterward, a deep bone-jarring, crushing sensation, there and then gone. The agony disappeared as fast as it had come.

      What the mage?

      Understanding slammed into me, worse even than the force of impact. Wherever Noble was, he’d just suffered from my first pathetic attempt at cliff diving because of our shield bond.

      Rage’s voice came into my mind: ‘You need to move, Nai, or you’ll end up fifty feet under water.’

      Raising my arms up, I then screamed as they were wrenched overhead by the force of the water.

      ‘Come on, love,’ Rage coaxed. ‘Keep fighting.’

      Where was he? It was so murky, and I couldn’t sense how deep I’d gone under.

      My lungs burned, and I swam and swam, my fear climbing every second I remained below the surface. ‘How do I know I’m swimming in the right direction?’

      ‘You’re getting closer,’ he replied. ‘I can feel you. Just keep swimming.’

      I snorted at the Finding Nemo reference, and relief coursed through me when the bubbles coming out of my nose rose and the light grew brighter. Seconds later, I burst through the surface, grinning and relieved to see Rage right in front of me. I sucked in a lungful of air—

      And Rage pulled me under the surface. Again.

      ‘Why’d you do that?’ I snapped, trying to wrench my hand from his.

      ‘There are guards crawling all over the shoreline, Nai. Your silvery hair is practically a beacon in the afternoon sun.’

      Crap.

      ‘Well, we need to breathe!’ This close to him, I could make out his features in the water but not his expression.

      ‘Just be careful,’ he replied. ‘Just your lips.’

      He allowed his mouth to break the surface, barely, but the crown of his head and neck remained under water. After a super short breath, he reappeared in the murky water. ‘Got it?’

      ‘I’m not five, Rage.’ I rolled my eyes and mentally muttered. ‘Alpha male…’

      ‘I heard that.’ Rage’s voice was playful, and he chuckled. ‘I was possibly a little overprotective.’

      ‘Yeah, yeah.’ I smirked and kicked up to the surface to take a baby breath.

      The waves slapped over my face, making it nearly impossible to catch more than a mouthful of water. And how were we going to find Sadie and Audrey from below the surface? There was no hiding under a cloak of darkness for several hours yet. I needed…

      Shaking my head, I rolled my eyes at my own stupidity. I was a high mage with all five elements at my disposal. Granted, I needed some major training, but I had an idea.

      We took turns breaking the surface, and each time, I tried to pull the water in a dome over me. Every time it fell, but the time between forming the bowl over my head and it crashing down stretched a little longer with each attempt. By the twenty-fifth breath, it held.

      ‘Let’s go up,’ I told Rage, and then explained what I’d been doing. We broke the surface, together this time, and I pulled the water toward us. A slow, small wave lifted up and overhead without touching our faces and then continued its journey to shore.

      ‘Either bring in the wind or make all of the water choppy. Your dome won’t look natural to the guards,’ Rage told me.

      My jaw dropped, and I scrunched up my nose with irritation. ‘Oh, sure, add wind. As if this wasn’t challenge enough.’

      He grinned and pulled me close for a sloppy wet kiss. As if that would be enough for me to forgive him. All right. It was enough.

      ‘Let me try again.’

      After a deep breath, I felt for the power inside of me, trying to untangle it into separate threads. My fire power felt hot, water felt cool, spirit felt light, earth felt dark and damp; but air, it felt like it was barely there. Was it my weakest power? Or was that just how it felt? It was time to find out. The more I tried to grab on to that floating, barely-there feeling, the more it flitted away. Sighing with defeat, I noticed a gust of wind rolled across the water.

      ‘Just like that,’ Rage said, grinning.

      ‘But…’ I had no idea what I’d done. I blinked and then giggled. It couldn’t be that easy, could it? I sucked in a deep breath, filling my lungs with air until I thought they might explode … and then I slowly released it through pursed lips.

      The wind rolled across the sea, making the waters choppy. As the gust reached shore, the branches swayed.

      “Well done.” Rage looked at me with pride and then pointed toward the guards, who were looking up at the sky now.

      I snickered and then spotted the twins in the canoe. They stopped rowing as the waves rocked the canoe.

      Yikes.

      Treading water, I spun and blew a hard breath in the direction of the guards and then released the strands of power I’d teased apart, making the waters less choppy for the girls.

      Rage and I shared a look of relief, and a moment later, the twins arrived.

      “Thank—” The words never finished leaving my throat. Something grabbed my ankle and pulled. Hard.

      I screamed in the water, which was the stupidest thing ever because all the air left me in a rush, and then I had to hold my breath.

      Whatever tentacled thing that had me was dark … and slimy. I scratched and clawed, but it held firm as it dragged me down. I thrashed, but we were deep and the water murky enough that I couldn’t see what had me.

      ‘Rage!’

      ‘I’m here.’

      Rage had hooked his hands under my armpits and pulled, but the creature pulled back. No matter how hard I kicked and flailed, I couldn’t get free, and they were playing freaking tug-of-war with me!

      ‘The knife!’ Rage screamed into my mind—so loud and sudden I flinched. But it snapped me from my stupor.

      Reaching behind my back, I tugged the blade free and, careful not to slash into the abyss like a madwoman, ran my free hand down my leg, cringing at the slimy tentacle-thing around my ankle. Then, I sliced through it with all my might.

      A high-pitched hiss rose in the water, and then I was free. Black oily blood rose to the surface with Rage and me as we swam like crazy for air. We popped up to the surface, both gasping, and I giggled with relief, so grateful to see the twins reaching for us. Something dark breached the surface beside me, and I swallowed a shriek as a black tentacle, hacked off and oozing onyx blood, floated by.

      Rage grabbed me, cradling the sides of my face, and crushed his lips to mine. The kiss was fierce and filled with the fervor of relief.  “You scared the magic out of me, woman!”

      “Ditto,” I giggled, giddy with our freedom. “I want out of this water ASAP.”

      Audrey pulled us into the canoe one by one, and it dipped with our combined weight. Rage and I stretched out across the bottom of the small boat, panting and soaking wet. But there were no shouts of alarm, so we weren’t seen.

      Thank the mage.

      “How long will it take to get to the island?” I asked, snuggling into Rage’s embrace.

      “About two hours,” Sadie replied.

      We lay in silence, and I stared up at the blue sky, enjoying this little reprieve before what was sure to be a crazy day, until something thick and heavy landed on top of me, startling me.

      “Stay down,” Audrey hissed when I peeked out from the thick pelt. She threw the other bearskin over Rage. “The dock looks dead. No guards in sight, but I don’t trust it.”

      “Neither do I,” Sadie said, shaking her head as the twins paddled toward shore. “Who leaves their shoreline unprotected?”

      “That sounds like my uncle.” Rage grunted with disgust from under the fur. “He’s such an idiot sometimes. He probably sent all his guards to the mainland.”

      “Or is it a trap?” I asked. “He’ll let us walk up on shore and then ambush us?”

      Rage shrugged. “He isn’t trying to kill us. Not right now. And we need to get to Justice and Noble.”

      Right. He wouldn’t kill us because of the shield bond. ‘But then, where are the guards? He wouldn’t send them all to the magic lands and leave Alpha Island unguarded, would he?’

      ‘I don’t know,’ he replied in my mind, his voice colored with concern. “Be careful,” he added to the girls.

      A few minutes later, we felt the canoe bump into the beach. No one said or did anything, and blood rushed in my ears as we waited for someone to jump out of the bushes and tell us they’d caught us. A few moments passed, and when nothing happened, one of the girls jumped out of the canoe with a splash and then hauled us onto the shore.

      “It’s clear,” one of the twins hissed.

      We leapt out of the boat. Rage and I each wrapped one of the furs around us to conceal our figures as the twins eyed the castle.

      “Stop right there,” a woman snarled just behind the twins.

      The girls froze, their eyes widening in fear, but Rage and I grinned at the familiar voice.

      “Mom.” His voice broke, and he spun toward her, dropping the bear pelt.

      I knew the moment she recognized him because she cried, “Courage!”

      And then she collapsed to the ground, sobbing. He knelt next to her, and I stood awkwardly nearby as he pulled her into his arms.

      “I thought I lost you,” she whimpered, and then she reached for me too. “Both of you.”

      Tears sprang into my eyes as I knelt next to Rage, and she pulled me in for a hug. She grabbed Rage’s hand and tsked before turning her glistening gaze on me. “You should have told me about your fated mate,” she said, shaking her head at her son. “I would have helped you.”

      Her voice broke, and I gave him the evil eye for making his mom cry.

      Redness crept up his cheeks, and he hung his head. “I fought it myself for a while.”

      “A long while,” I muttered, which earned me a laugh from my … future mother-in-law? Wow. Not sure where that rogue thought came from.

      Rage crouched low and held his mom’s cheek. “I saw Dad. He’s with Honor, but we’re getting him back.”

      She froze, and her brow pulled down in confusion. “You what?”

      I swallowed hard and then stammered, “I’m a spirit walker … a high mage of spirit, I guess. We went to the Realm of the Dead. Now we have roughly thirty-five hours to kill Surlama and then we’ll be able to bring Honor back.”

      Way to explain things, Nai. I was 67.4% sure that made no sense.

      “Surlama,” Elaine hissed. “She’s in the basement of the south tower with the king. She said she’d help make sure the breeding companions got pregnant.”

      Wait. What?

      Rage shook himself. “Declan took a breeding companion?”

      His mom stood, her nostrils flaring. “The king, my … husband—” she growled both titles with the same amount of respect—as in none. “—has taken multiple breeding companions. I’ve been moved into the guest quarters of the castle. He wants at least two heirs by next year. His own blood, not his brother’s.”

      My mouth dropped open. More than one breeding companion was just disrespectful. If a woman could no longer have children, you took one breeding companion, not several.

      Pig.

      “Do you know where Justice and Noble are being held?” Rage asked. “He’s torturing them.”

      “Torture?” she snarled, and black fur rippled down her arms. “That liar. He said he just wanted to ask them a few questions.” She heaved a breath and pointed at the castle. “They’re all in the south tower.”

      One of the twins shrieked behind us, and I spun as the headmistress gasped.

      Four selkie warriors held Sadie and Audrey on the shore, knives at their throats, as ten more selkies waded out of the water.

      Shit.

      Adrenaline coursed through me, and I wished for a blade before remembering my magic was stronger than any weapon.

      “What have we got here?” one of them asked, cocking his head to the side. “A family reunion?”

      ‘Wait for them to get closer,’ Rage said, his chest rumbling with anger as his wolf surged to the surface. ‘If you use a lot of magic, the king’s guards will notice.’

      “A royal family reunion,” another growled, drawing his blade. “Maybe now the king—”

      Shadows danced behind the tree line, and then a deafening battle cry came from inland.

      What the…? I blinked to clear my vision. My eyes adjusted, and I gaped as hundreds of royal guards spilled down the pathways toward the beach.

      My stomach fell as I realized we’d been spotted by the royal guard.

      Rock: guards. Hard place: selkies. Why were all our options total crap?

      “Grab them!” one of the selkies snarled.

      “Rage!” his mother yelled.

      I sucked in a deep breath and gathered my magic, preparing for an epic blast.

      “Careful, Nai,” Elaine shouted at me, shaking her head. “If you kill Declan’s guards, he’ll have one more reason to ask Surlama to break the shield oath and then kill you.”

      Break the shield oath … can he do that?

      I gulped, unsure what to do now. Did I protect us by fighting the guards, or go for the selkies who were creeping closer?

      Rage shifted into his wolf instantly and bared his teeth at the selkie warriors.

      “Stop!” Elaine shouted to the advancing guards, her voice deep and commanding. “Protect us from the selkies. That’s an order.”

      The guard pulled his sword and pointed it at Rage. “I’m sorry, ma’am, but I’ve got different orders.”

      He looked to his right at a huge beefy dude. “Get the prince. At all costs.”

      Shit.

      Elaine growled low in her throat, and I knew we were screwed. Try to fight a hundred royal guards or half dozen selkies? My gaze jumped from Rage’s mom to the selkie who’d commented about the royal family reunion. He advanced on me quickly. I was distracted between the two foes and who needed my help more, Rage’s mom or Sadie and Audrey.

      The selkie nearest me curled his upper lip, and I didn’t like the glimmer in his eye. I decided he was the bigger enemy right now as the guards were further away, and it looked like we were going to have to retreat back into the water. There was no way we could fight off these many royal guards. My magic thrummed just under my skin as if begging me to release it.

      Rage’s wolf spoke into my mind: ‘Get selkies. Try another way to get to Justice and Noble.’

      ‘Read my thoughts,’ I told him and prepared to blast these water creatures back from where they came.

      “Look out!” Audrey yelled, and I spun to see a selkie lunging for me from behind. Rage snarled and dove for the selkie as I sprinted forward, plunging myself between my mate and the warrior.

      Pain lanced through my arm as the blade of one of the warriors gouged me. It was there quickly and then gone. I whimpered, knowing I’d caused my shields more agony. Yanking the blade from my bicep, I brandished it as my blood dripped down the cold steel. “If you touch him, I’ll gut you,” I growled.

      “Come with me willingly, and no one gets hurt,” the warrior said.

      I pulled my lip back in a snarl. “Never.”

      And that’s when the female selkie I hadn’t noticed before began to sing.

      How many Mariah Careys are there?

      Before I could do anything, a hard thwack landed at the back of my neck, and pain laced through my skull, spotting my vision. Someone approached holding a black bag, and I sucked in a breath just as he or she tossed powder right at my mouth. I inhaled the acrid cloud, and a cough erupted from my lungs. My mind went hazy, and a random thought popped into my brain.

      If only Kaja and her sisters were here.

      “Kaja,” I mumbled drunkenly.

      The image of my bestie appeared, sitting in the living room with Nell and Rue—and she turned to look at me as if she’d heard me yell her name. Then, my mind, and the world, went dark.
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      Warbled voices entered my consciousness and I groaned. My first thought: How am I knocked out when I had the shield bond with Noble, Justice, and Rage? I remembered the powder. Some type of magic? Probably from Dark Row. Did Justice and Noble pass out too?

      I shifted my weight and realized my hands and feet were restricted. Yanking my arms, I growled when I realized my efforts were futile. Not only were my hands tied behind my back, but they were tethered to my ankles. My wet clothes clung to me, not sopping, just damp. How long had we been here? My eyes flicked up to the setting sun, and panic filled me. We’d been knocked out all day. No. No. No. Too much time was passing.

      Rage…

      At the panicked thought of my mate, I heard his familiar groan next to me.

      “They drugged us with a spell powder,” he growled.

      Like me, Rage was hogtied. We sat propped up against the stone wall of a dark cave. Firelight sliced in from the entrance, giving us just enough light to make out our surroundings. Pressing my ear to the rock behind me, I noted the sound of softly lapping water against the stone from somewhere distant outside.

      “Rage, we were out all day. How long do we have left to save Honor?” Panic threatened to fully seize me.

      Rage leaned forward, and I peeked behind him, at his watch. Craning my neck, I took in the cold hard reality.

      We had twenty-four hours to save Honor’s life or he was gone forever.

      “Why didn’t they kill us?” I wondered, trying to change the subject and hoping Rage wouldn’t ask me how much time was left. I think he knew…

      Rage leaned his head back and swallowed hard. “They must want something. They didn’t seem very organized, not like the times when they attacked before.”

      True. There weren’t many of them, and it had seemed like they’d happened upon us by chance.

      Footfalls from outside echoed into the cave, and Rage and I fell silent.

      “What do you mean you’ve captured a prince?” a deep male voice rumbled.

      “We were patrolling off the shore of Dark Row, and I smelled him—a Midnight heir. Got his mate too. They have identical fated mate marks.” I recognized the a-hole’s voice from a few hours ago. At some point, I’d find a way for payback.

      One of them sighed, a deep Mother-Mage-give-me-patience kind of sigh. “You idiot, kidnapping royal family members needs to be cleared with King Ozark. You can’t just go rogue and do whatever the hell you—”

      “They’re awake,” a female selkie said, her voice carrying musical inflection as if she were more used to singing than speaking.

      I jerked my head toward the other corner of the cave opening and glared back at the two slitted eyes staring at us.

      Sing, biatch. I dare you.

      “Thank you, Melody,” the first man said.

      The female backed away, and a heartbeat later, a tall man with broad shoulders stepped into the mouth of the cave, temporarily blocking out the firelight. He drew near, and with the shift of light, I took in his thick stature. Dressed in black army fatigues and a black wife-beater, he looked down at Rage and then to me.

      “Where are our friends?” I asked, trying to assess how many people we needed to save. If Audrey and Sadie were caught, I’d never forgive myself if they were hurt. Same with Rage’s mom.

      The warrior in front of us glanced to the other selkie. “Chinook?”

      “The queen was pulled to safety by her guards,” the asshat who’d knocked me out said. “The other two wolf girls fled in their canoe like chickens.”

      Relief washed through me. As much as I wanted to defend the girls, neither of them would care what a selkie thought.

      The tougher-looking warrior stepped closer to us. “Get them up, Chinook.” The male’s jaw tightened as he stared at us. “I need to take you two to the king and see what he wants done with you.”

      The dude paled but nodded, crouching down and cutting the zip-ties at our feet.

      I struggled to get up with my arms still behind my back and my left leg numb when the dude reached down and yanked me skyward. Rage was hauled up next, and then we were walking.

      ‘What’s our plan?’ I asked my mate as he glared ferally at the two selkie warriors.

      ‘Out of all the shifters, our relationship with the selkies is the worst.’

      Clearly. They kept trying to kill us.

      ‘There must be something they want,’ I said.

      He nodded subtly. ‘For their people to be welcomed back to the island.’

      That seemed to be a running theme with every non-wolf shifter we met. ‘Why did your uncle kick the other shifters out?’

      My father never talked to me about the booting of the other shifters, possibly because it happened after Crescent was exiled.

      ‘The island exudes magic. Those who live there get empowered with more strength and stamina. The women who live there also bear more children. Because only the wolves are there, our race is the most powerful.’

      Holy mage. So the king was basically stealing magic from the other shifter clans? Wow. That was interesting and super douchebaggy of him.

      I looked at my mate. ‘So, our plan?’

      Rage stood tall, jutting his chin out as we walked down a narrow path on a rocky cliff face, and in that moment, I saw the king he’d make one day. A strong, level-headed, sometimes arrogant, but good king.

      ‘I’m going to make a deal in exchange for our lives.’

      He didn’t need to say any more. Whatever deal he struck would suck for him—bad; he’d have to promise them something they wanted. All the while, the clock was ticking on Honor’s life.

      Mother Mage help us.

      The two males and the female, Melody, who’d sung the royal guards into a stupor on the island, walked us in silence into an open field. It was pitch black out, and we stumbled in the dark for a good ten minutes until we came upon a bunch of torches that lit a path leading to some type of campground. The path was also dotted with something else: heavily armed men stood guard every ten feet.

      The selkie in the black army fatigues stepped up behind Rage and gripped the zip-ties that bound his hands, directing him where to walk like an animal on a leash. Next, Melody grabbed my hands and steered me down the path as well, jerking my shoulders when I veered to avoid a rock.

      “I know how to walk,” I growled.

      She just hissed at me.

      ‘Say the word, and I’ll blast all these fools to bits,’ I told Rage.

      I could handle the few guards around us and probably the ones dotting the landscape. Then, we could struggle out of our binds and make a run for it in wolf form.

      ‘Try to call your elements. I can’t feel fire. I think the powder cuts us off from it.’

      That was a horrifying thought, that something could keep me from my magic. I took a deep breath in and felt for the power that lingered always below the surface and frowned.

      ‘I can’t feel it.’

      Rage nodded, ‘They’ve got us right where they want us.’

      Oh frick.

      My stomach turned into knots. ‘How are you so calm?’

      He gave me a side glance, those piercing green eyes staring straight into my soul.

      ‘Protecting you keeps me focused. I’ll do anything I need to make sure you’re not harmed, Nai.’

      I may have swooned a little. There was no time to dwell on it as we reached a tall, wooden fence with razor wire at the top, stretching as far as I could see in either direction. Every twenty feet or so, a selkie warrior stood guard, likely on some sort of raised platform. They didn’t mess around with security.

      “I’m here to see King Ozark. He’s expecting me,” the dude in black army fatigues told the guard at the gate.

      How could the king be expecting him?

      Rage must have read my mind. ‘Selkies can share a hive mind when needed. It’s what makes them such good fighters.’

      My eyes bugged. Hive mind selkies? He’d basically described my worst nightmare.

      The gates creaked open, and with a nod, we were ushered inside. The second we stepped into the village, my jaw dropped. It reminded me of the movie Aladdin. Carpets and tapestries hung as dividers to partition stalls that held fresh fruits and vegetables; the women were stacking them into high pyramids, probably getting ready for the day of selling. A few children ran, laughing and screaming, through the alleyways, and little prairie dogs chased after them, like pets.

      ‘It’s the middle of the night, right?’ I was trying to get my bearings on how long we’d been knocked out, but it was still pitch dark out.

      ‘Selkies are nocturnal and need very little sleep.’

      Wow. It turned out my father did not prepare me for life in the magic lands because I knew nothing.

      As we cleared the alley, I glanced back and noticed several more paths, all of which led to a giant castle—like spokes on a wheel, and the stone structure atop the hill was the center. The women wore silks in bright, cheery colors, but their expressions darkened as we passed, and their nostrils flared. Were selkies’ sense of smell as strong as ours? Could they smell that we were wolf shifters? Or did word travel that fast, what with their hive mind?

      I was just about to ask Rage where they swam, knowing they were water shifters and would need access to water, when we passed a deep, wide lake fed by a freshwater stream that led all the way to the ocean. It was dark but still well-lit by torches. Half-naked female selkie shifters glared up at me as they undressed to get into the water.

      The entire walk from the cliff face to here must’ve been about twenty minutes, and that stream looked pretty deep. I wondered if they just plopped into the lake and swam downstream before they were spit out into the ocean.

      One of the women shifted, and I watched as sleek gray skin crawled up her body like her legs were being zipped together, and then it climbed farther up her torso until she was gone and only a large seal remained. Silently, she slid into the water.

      I stared, jaw unhinged.

      “You have a lovely city.” Rage nodded first at the water hole and then the large castle. Clearly, he was better at diplomacy than I.

      The man holding his tied hands scoffed. “Not bad for a displaced people.”

      Ouch. That was a burn on Rage’s uncle though, not him.

      I had yet to ask about Rage’s political beliefs, but he’d better not agree with his uncle turning Shifter Island into Alpha Island and stealing magic from the entire shifter race.

      Before I knew it, we’d reached the castle entrance and crossed into an open-gated garden terrace with multiple women and children playing on a lush, manicured lawn.

      Damn. These people looked happy. A few of the kids held wooden swords, sparring with each other as lantern light danced across their smiling faces. The clack-clack-clack of the faux weapons made me smile.

      ‘Stop it. Act neutral,’ Rage scolded me playfully.

      I raised one eyebrow. ‘But these kids are adorable.’

      Rage nodded slightly, but his expression grew somber. ‘And their father is the king, who will behead us both if I can’t talk us out of this.’

      My eyes widened, and I glanced back at the dozens of children. ‘All of them? Heirs?’

      ‘The king has a harem of thirty wives.’

      I gasped, choked on my spit, and then coughed to cover it. The selkie in front of me looked over his shoulder with a sneer and then shook his head before leading us up the steps to a grand, open room.

      ‘Rumor is,’ Rage clarified, ‘the selkie king marries any female who becomes a widow so she doesn’t have to fend for food or shelter. He adopts the children.’

      And just like that, I was conflicted. The mean a-hole who sent guards to Shifter Island to kill students and teachers also took pity on widows? Talk about a gray area. I wasn’t sure whether I liked him or hated him.

      We stepped into a great room. The stone was polished onyx with dark green and blue carpets lying over the shiny black expanse. Bright silk pillows in various shapes and sizes were scattered over the carpets, some clustered in bunches and others solo. My gaze traveled up the aisle and…

      Holy crap.

      There, sitting on an honest-to-mage throne, was a giant of a man, but he wasn’t what stopped me in my tracks. I stood, gaping, slack-jawed, and shocked at the women at his feet, lying prostrate on the floor and … what the hell? Were they praying to him? Like he was a god? Maybe if he married me and took in all my children after my husband died, I’d worship him too. Who knows?

      “What is this?” His deep voice rumbled across the space, and my attention snapped upward. The women on the floor stood, kissing him on the cheek, and then they left the room.

      He was better looking than I expected. Long black hair feathered around his chiseled shoulders, slick with water, and his strong jaw and sharp nose were appealing.

      “Sir…” The army fatigue dude stepped forward with Rage. “Chinook ran an unsanctioned mission and brought in—”

      “I brought you the son of the alpha king, My Liege,” the asshat who’d kidnapped us said and dropped to one knee. Melody did the same, followed by the army dude.

      “Indeed?” the king asked. “I thought you were instructed to keep watch over the wolves at Dark Row, Chinook?”

      Chinook paled and bobbed his head. “But when we smelled them, I led a contingency of warriors there, and we followed the alpha heir back to Shifter Island where we captured them … for you, My King.”

      The king pursed his lips, and his gaze went glassy and unfocused for several seconds before he straightened with a grin.

      “Steele,” King Ozark said, giving the army fatigue dude his attention. “Who was in charge of the contingency of warriors left at Dark Row?”

      Army fatigue dude, aka Steele, stood, and his gaze darted from the king to my least favorite selkie. “Chinook.”

      The king nodded and then rotated his head slightly. “Melody?”

      The female selkie raised her head. “Yes, My Liege?”

      “Stand up,” he said, waving his hand at her to rise.

      She froze, unmoving.

      “Stand up.”

      She jumped to her feet, her eyes wide.

      “Now, you were with Chinook, weren’t you?”

      ‘What the hell is he doing?’ I asked Rage, glancing at him out of the corner of my eyes.

      Rage shrugged. ‘No idea. It’s either a demonstration for us or because of us.”

      I wanted to ask what that meant, but my attention jumped back to the female selkie as she bobbed her head.

      “Can you confirm that he gave the order to follow the wolves?” the king asked.

      Melody’s gaze bounced from the king to Chinook and back before she said, “Yes.”

      King Ozark stroked his chin. “So the reward for bringing me these two wolves should rest solely on the shoulders of the selkie who risked so much to accomplish this daring feat, should it not?”

      Chinook raised his chin and grinned.

      “Melody?” The king’s prompting was accompanied by a stern look at the female. “Does anyone else deserve credit for his daring decision?”

      “No, Your Majesty. Chinook made the decision. The rest of us were just following his orders.”

      Holy frickin’ mage. I glared at the selkie, fuming as I spoke to Rage. ‘If Chinook gets props for—'

      ‘Wait,’ Rage said to silence me.

      “Steele,” King Ozark said, rising from his throne. “Your blade.”

      ‘Is he going to get a knighthood?’ I snarled. Why did the dirtbags always get ahead?

      Steele drew his sword and handed it to the king.

      The king took the blade and then stepped in front of Chinook—who was no longer grinning. In fact … was he shaking?

      “There’s a reason I give orders. Always a reason. And your disregard cost us two selkie warriors—”

      “But I brought you the alpha king’s heir.” Chinook raised his head and gritted his jaw in anger. “His first heir!”

      King Ozark swung, and the blade sang as it sliced through the air—

      My eyes bugged as the weapon disappeared into one side of Chinook’s neck and out the other side. Something warm sprayed my legs, and I blinked. No way … no way!

      Chinook stiffened, and then his head toppled forward, falling off his body and bouncing once before rolling onto one of the green rugs. His body sagged, slumping toward me as blood gushed out of his severed neck.

      Rage yanked me close, out of the trajectory of the beheaded selkie, but it was too late. I was covered in blood.

      Holy Mother of Mages. The king didn’t mess around with his punishments.

      “There’s no place in my herd for a self-aggrandizing jackass who can’t follow orders,” the king muttered. He wiped the blade on his pants and then held it out to Steele. “Your blade.”

      Steele swallowed hard, his Adam’s apple bobbing in his throat as he took the blade.

      “Now, where were we?” the king asked as he ascended his throne. He sat and then turned his attention to Rage and me.

      Rage met the king’s gaze, and I could see the vein pulse in my mate’s neck as he lowered his head in respect to the man. All right. So this was happening. I followed his lead, glancing out of the corner of my eye to see when Rage lifted his head.

      King Ozark looked at Rage with a grin. “Are you indeed the first heir?”

      “I am Courage Midnight.” Rage licked his lips and then pointed at me. “And this is my fated mate, Nai Crescent.”

      “How lovely.” King Ozark turned to Steele. “Kill them and send their heads to the alpha king.” He issued the command and then glanced down as if to inspect something on his lap.

      Wait. What?

      Steele turned toward us and pulled his blade as Rage yelled. “Wait!”

      The king looked at him with a raised eyebrow and then rolled his eyes. “Let me guess: let you go, and you’ll give me useless gold”—he narrowed his eyes—“or a false promise of reuniting our races and allowing the island to become Shifter Island once again? I’ve heard these lies all before. Your people do nothing but lie.”

      Fur rippled down Rage’s arms. Was he going to shift—oh, right, the magic powder … that canceled magic.

      My mate stepped forward. “Let me go, and I’ll give you the current alpha king’s head, and as first heir, I’ll become alpha king. Then I will have the power to reunite the shifter races on the island once again. This I swear on my father’s grave.”

      Whoa.

      The king cocked his head and narrowed his eyes as he leaned forward. “You’d kill your own uncle?”

      “Absolutely,” Rage said without hesitation. “He’s a monster. I don’t align with his beliefs—now that I better understand them. I’ll do what’s best for my people, and that’s to stop this war between our races.”

      Holy mage. Rage was going to fight for the alpha spot early? Pride and fear wrestled inside of me, churning my gut.

      The king straightened, crossing his arms over his jacked-up chest. “Would you swear it? In a binding?”

      Rage went very still before nodding once. “You have my word. Let me and my mate go and I will bring you the king’s head.”

      ‘Rage, what’s a binding?’

      “Fetch the mage,” the king told Melody, who scurried off at his word.

      ‘Rage,’ I pressed my mate.

      He sighed. ‘It’s a magical agreement I can’t back out of. Similar to the one you took with Surlama to give her monthly blood donations.’

      Oh…

      Oh! I remembered Surlama laughing and saying something about a curse falling upon me and my children—or was it that I wouldn’t have children? Either way, she’d promised bad things would happen if I didn’t fulfill my promise. Which reminded me … when was the next full moon? Definitely had to kill Surlama before then.

      Kill Surlama.

      Bring back Honor.

      Get the alpha king’s head.

      No big deal. Normal to-do-list, right?

      ‘So if you don’t kill your uncle, you’ll…’ I purposefully left my statement open, waiting for Rage to clue me in on the consequence of his oath.

      ‘If I don’t fulfill the terms of our agreement in time, I’ll die.’

      I shook my head. ‘Do not make me come to the Realm of the Dead for you, Rage.’
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        * * *

      

      “Steele, once we’ve finished with the mage, tell the girls in the kitchen we’ll have guests for breakfast,” King Ozark said.

      Breakfast? Oh, right. Being nocturnal, selkies were probably just having their first meal. I snickered nervously and then said to the king, “I hope you don’t mean have the guests for breakfast.”

      Rage closed his eyes and shook his head. ‘You have no filter, love.’

      Grimacing, I forced my gaze back up to the selkie king. “It’s a nervous habit. I’m sorry. If it’s any consolation, I called Rage an asshole in front of all the other alpha heirs on my first day.”

      King Ozark raised his eyebrows, seemingly amused. “Indeed?”

      I nodded.

      ‘The last time he asked that question of someone, they got their head cut off.’

      “I’m going to shut up now,” I said with a wave. And yet, I couldn’t seem to stop: “I like my head where it is—attached to my neck and all that.”

      Rage groaned, but King Ozark’s eyes were dancing with delight.

      Yeah, I wasn’t going to win a diplomacy award anytime soon, but at least I seemed to amuse him.

      “Is she always like this?” King Ozark asked Rage.

      Rage took a deep breath and then shook his head. “Not typically.”

      Aww—

      ‘Usually, you’re worse,’ he said with a wink.

      Whaa—? ‘That was just rude,’ I said, digging my elbow into his side. ‘You’re not exactly Mr. Congeniality yourself.’

      Rage cleared his throat, and I looked up to find King Ozark staring at us. This time, I bit my tongue.

      “If we’re both going to be ruling our people on the same island eventually, it would be good to get off on the right foot,” the selkie king said.

      ‘Or flipper…’ I chirped to Rage, this time being careful to keep my thoughts inside my head.

      “I want to be reasonable … give you every chance for success. I myself was only a year older than you when I became king.”

      ‘How does he know how old you are?’

      ‘Please, Nai, I’m trying to get a read on him.’

      Ugh.

      “What kind of timeline are you proposing?” he said to the king.

      “A year. I’ll give you a year to dethrone Declan and bring me his head.” He held out his hands. “I think building trust between our two races would benefit us both.”

      “Trust would be a good thing to start with,” Rage replied.

      ‘Maybe don’t use quite so much sarcasm,’ I told Rage.

      ‘Do you think he noticed?’

      ‘Let’s hope not. I wasn’t kidding about liking my head where it is.’

      Not even a breath later, the slapping of rubber against rock drew my attention toward the entrance. Was that flip-flops?

      I turned and, sure enough, a male mage wearing Bermuda shorts, flip-flops, and a Hawaiian shirt with none of its buttons fastened, waltzed into the room. His body was thin but lithe, and all eight of his abdominal muscles popped like little squares between the two sides of his shirt. I knew better than to judge a mage by his appearance, but this dude looked young. He pushed his bleach-blond hair out of his eyes and grinned at the selkie king, showcasing his mage mark, a thin triangle with a single dot inside.

      “Hey, Ozzie, whassup?” he drawled. “Mel said you needed a binding or somethin’?”

      Did he…? I frowned, certain I’d heard that wrong.

      “It’s King Ozark,” the king growled. “Not Ozzie.”

      The mage shook his head. “Uhh … trust me, Ozzie is cooler—” He held up his hands when the king snarled. “But suit yourself. What can I do for ya?”

      ‘He’s got a teenage mage who might be high or drunk.’ Could mages get high? My attention went from the sixteen- or seventeen-year-old young man to Rage. ‘And you’re going to let that kid do a binding on you?’

      ‘Do you have a better suggestion?’ Rage responded.

      King Ozark finished telling the mage what he wanted, and the young man grimaced.

      “What?” Ozark snapped. “Can’t you do a simple binding?”

      “Simple?” the young mage asked. “Sure. But what you’re proposing ain’t no simple binding. There are terms and limitations, like timing and what if—”

      “You’re supposed to be a prodigy. Why do I keep you around? Can you do it or not?” Ozark bellowed.

      The young man’s gaze darted back and forth between the king and Rage while tapping his chin as if weighing whether or not the binding was possible. “What’s your affinity, Alpha Heir?”

      ‘Damn. Not info I wanted the selkie king knowing.’

      Rage took a deep breath and said, “Fire.”

      The mage dude’s attention jumped to me, and his eyes widened slightly. I glanced down only to see the mark on my chest was peeking out over the stretched-out neckline of my damp shirt.

      “Yeah,” the young man said. “I can do it.”

      ‘I don’t trust him,’ I said to Rage. ‘Something is off. He only said yes after he saw the tip of my high mage fire mark.’

      ‘Are you sure that was it, or was he checking out your breasts?’ Rage asked, his voice laced with possessiveness.

      I didn’t know. Not . ‘Killing him might upset this tenuous trust thing you’ve got going on with the king. Maybe hold that thought for a bit.”

      The mage listed off items, everything from a wooden bowl to an iron needle, a glass of fresh water, and strips of muslin. Steele wrote the list onto a small notepad he had produced from his pocket, and seconds later, I heard shouts from outside the great hall echoing the list.

      Way to put the hive mind to use.

      The longer the mage spent listing off items, the more it felt wrong.

      There was too much; it felt showy. Surlama hadn’t required a million things to work her magical binding. In fact, I didn’t recall anything more than the tools she used to get my blood. Then again, her minion had appeared with the elixir, so who knew what kind of ritual she went through even though the ingredients were two: blood and mage wine. The Keeper of Souls didn’t use any fancy props either for our agreement.

      Melody, aka Mariah II, returned with two additional women wheeling carts of materials. Of course, a nice long knife sat atop the folds of fabric, which could only mean…

      Blood magic.

      ‘Time to use those diplomacy skills, Rage. Chat up King Ozzie, and I’ll see what I can find out from the mage dude. I don’t trust him.’

      ‘Got it.’

      Rage turned his attention to the selkie king and asked, “How long have you ruled the selkies? The last record we have was when King Pike ruled.”

      “That was back when your uncle banned us from Shifter Island,” Ozark replied, his tone heavily weighted with displeasure. “Nearly twenty years ago.”

      Yikes! I hadn’t realized the timing was so close to when Crescent Clan got the boot.

      I tuned out their conversation and approached the young mage. “How many bindings like this have you done before?”

      “A couple dozen.” He shrugged and began to organize the items, setting the knife, three wooden bowls, and a bottle of mage wine on one cart and everything else on the other.

      I sidled up closer and dropped my voice. “Sooo, you seem pretty powerful. Are you an adept? Or maybe even a master mage?”

      I probed for how well this guy knew his magical crap since he was about to cut into my mate.

      “No,” he muttered, shooting me a glare. “Only the rich mage kids get to attend the High Mage Academy and get a mage ranking.”

      What? High Mage Academy sounded lame—or maybe that was all of mage society. “That’s stupid.”

      He looked up from his sorting and just glared at me. “It is what it is.”

      “What’s with all the ingredients?” I pointed to his bowls and other stuff he’d amassed. “You sure you can do this? I’m sort of fond of my mate and don’t want it backfiring.”

      He glared at me and shook his head. “Of course I can. Why else would I be bound to the selkie king if I wasn’t the best in my village?”

      Whoa. “Bound? Like an indentured servant?”

      Was that even legal? I guess so since Surlama said her sister was in a similar situation with the alpha king.

      He shook his head, and the tension coiling in my chest waned.

      “My mother had eight kids. She couldn’t afford to feed all of us, so she sold me—” he leaned forward. “—like a slave. That’s what happens out here when you’re born into poverty, Alpha Heir.” He sliced the tip of a dagger through his hand, letting the blood from his wound drip into the wooden bowl.

      Someone was grumpy, not that I could blame him.

      He wound a piece of muslin around the cut and then faced me. “Or should I call you High Mage Heir?”

      ‘My cover’s been blown. Mayday! Mayday!’ I told Rage, but he just looked at me funny from across the room.

      I straightened, my heart thundering in my chest. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” I played coy but yanked my top up to cover my mark in case it was exposed again.

      “Sure you don’t.” He shook his head. “There’s a different name for those like you…”

      I stepped back, willing him to keep his mouth shut.

      His expression tightened, and he hissed, “High crime.”

      Frick.

      “Are you ready, Jakko boy?” King Ozark asked from across the room. “Breakfast is done, and I’m famished. I’m sure our guests are hungry as well.”

      The mage glared at the king and poured some mage wine into the bowl with his blood. Then, he dragged a strip of linen through the elixir and set it into the next empty bowl. When he looked up toward the king and Rage, his expression smoothed, and he smiled vapidly. “Give me your hand next, Alpha Heir.” He looked to Rage.

      ‘Is it okay?’ Rage asked.

      ‘I don’t know.’ I swallowed hard. ‘I’ll make sure he doesn’t take very much blood, but I couldn’t get a good read on him.’

      I didn’t know crap about magic, but why was Jakko using his blood in the spell when it was only between Rage and the king? I guess I didn’t do a very good job of scoping this dude out. But we’d have to roll with it if we wanted out of here.

      Three drops of Rage’s blood later, and the mage grabbed a clean piece of the cloth and wrapped it around Rage’s finger. “That’s all I need from you.”

      Rage nodded and stepped back. ‘That was easy.’

      ‘Too easy. He didn’t even ask you to swear an oath or make a promise.’

      ‘Maybe that’s next?’ Rage said, but he side-eyed the stoner mage with suspicion.

      Maybe I should have asked the dude how much weed he smoked today. That might’ve been better than grilling him on magic I knew nothing about.

      “All right, King Ozark,” the young man said, waving for the selkie king to come closer. “It’s your turn.”

      Ozark descended the dais and towered over the mage kid, but I only saw that out of the corner of my eye because my attention was riveted on the wooden bowls. Jakko hadn’t poured Rage’s blood into the main bowl that he’d put his own blood and mage wine into. Not that I knew if he was supposed to or not, but … it didn’t feel right.

      In fact, the little stoner had taken the cloth from out of the bowl where he’d collected Rage’s blood and then wiped the entire dagger’s blade with it. He switched his grip on the hilt, and my alarm bells started ringing. Instead of angling the blade to the side, to prick the king’s finger … he held it tight in his fist like he was going to stab someone.

      ‘Hey, does your blood do anything if someone is cut with it?’ I asked Rage as panic crawled through me.

      ‘What?’

      Time seemed to slow as Jakko shifted his stance toward the king.

      Holy. Freakin’. Mage.

      I knew that stance.

      Jakko grabbed the selkie king’s wrist and then raised the blade.

      No, no, no…

      I lurched forward, crashing into Jakko just as he brought the knife down. The deadly arc’s trajectory changed, and the blade grazed the outside of the king’s leg instead of being buried deep within the femoral artery where he’d been aiming.

      The young mage ripped the knife up and whirled on me in anger.

      King Ozark’s bellow barely registered as my attention tunneled onto the threat in front of me.

      Jakko’s look was feral, his upper lip curled as he snarled at me.

      “You never could do the binding spell, could you?” The king’s voice was so sharp it could cut glass.

      “No. But I finally had an opportunity to kill you.” He lunged, coming at me since I stood between him and the king.

      Without my magic, I was left with only my hand to hand combat skills. I swung my arm up and over my chest, rotating my forearm to add power to the block. My arm hit his as Rage leapt in front of me in a blur and tackled the mage to the ground. My mate slammed his knee into the slender mage and then wrested the knife from the young man’s grip. His face was smooshed into the ground with Rage on his back, and within seconds, Rage had both of the mage’s hands restrained behind him. King Ozark dashed forward and knelt on the ground, but if he meant to help Rage, the selkie king was a fraction too slow. He took the young man’s wrists and called for his guards even though the teenage mage’s body was slack and completely submissive.

      The king’s guards were so slow that they only arrived in time to zip-tie the mage’s hands behind his back while another guard tossed some of the magic-dispelling powder in his face to nullify his powers. Jakko coughed and then went into a full-on fit, screaming and bucking against Rage and Ozark until four more guards hauled him up into a standing position.

      Ozark smoothed his hair, the veins in his neck bulging.

      I’d seen what happened to Chinook for disobeying orders. I didn’t want to consider what was about to happen to this young boy. A very stupid young boy.

      “Why?” the king asked, his voice breaking.

      Did I detect hurt in his voice?

      Jakko glared up at him with hatred in his eyes. “I never asked to be a mage slave. I don’t want this life. I want to be free.”

      The king shook his head as if scolding a child. “That’s your mother’s fault, child, not mine. No one else wanted you at the market. If I hadn’t bought you, you would’ve starved. Or she would’ve drowned you.”

      The color drained from Jakko’s face.

      How old had he been when the king brought him here? A baby?

      “I have three potential punishments for you. Given that your mother gave you no choice, I’ll let you pick which consequence you want,” the king said.

      Jakko swallowed hard.

      “One”—the king held up a finger—“I’ll kill you now.”

      Beads of sweat formed on Jakko’s face, and his breathing became rapid and shallow.

      “Two”—another finger joined the first—“you find me another mage to take your place and work off your debt for the next two years. One of your seven siblings, perhaps. Someone grateful for a roof overhead and three meals a day, all of which I provide for free. Then, you’ll be released onto the street to see what kind of life your freedom brings.” The king’s voice was a low growl, but under the anger, there was something more.

      “Or three, you’ll go into the Hole for thirty days. There, you can think about what you’ve done and come out only when you’re grateful for the clothes I put on your back.”

      The king spit the final word, and shame colored Jakko’s cheeks.

      But had he thought this assassination attempt through, or was he mad at the world and his circumstances and had taken it out on the king? My guess was the latter. We’d seen that the king could be ruthless, but if he married widows to provide for them and took in unwanted children … he could also be merciful.

      The king pulled his sword and pointed it at the mage’s chest. “What will it be, son?”

      Son.

      I knew it! I suppressed the grin tugging on my lips. The king was trying to teach the mage kid a lesson as a parent would. Tough love. The more I saw of this king, the more I liked him.

      “Three, sir. I’ll take the Hole. I’m … sorry.” Jakko’s voice was barely a whisper, and tears glistened in his eyes.

      The king nodded, and the guards then hauled Jakko off to the Hole—whatever awful place that was.

      When he was gone, the king sighed and faced me and Rage.

      “That was unexpected though maybe it shouldn’t have been—given Jakko’s circumstances.” He shook his head then stepped over to me. “I owe you a debt of gratitude. Though I wonder why you didn’t let him kill me and walk away with your freedom.”

      I smiled. “I’m hoping our people can be allies in the future, but if you’re dead … that doesn’t make for good allies.”

      ‘Wow. That was pretty good,’ Rage said. ‘You’re getting a hang of this diplomacy thing.’

      The king laughed heartily at my comment, but then his face took on a serious expression. “If you ever need a favor, I’ll not deny it.”

      The king crossed one fisted arm over his chest and bowed deeply to me.

      I tried to suppress my grin and glanced at Rage. ‘Score, right?’

      ‘Score indeed, love. That favor could come in handy.’ Rage nodded toward the selkie king. ‘You’ll probably get extra points if you bow in return as befits their culture.’

      Oooh. I liked bonus points.

      “Thank you, Your Majesty,” I said to the king and bowed, mimicking his movements.

      The king spun to Rage and clapped him on the back. “And thank you for taking him to the ground. I’m firing my head guard.”

      The man who’d come in with the zip-ties stood against the wall with his arms behind his back. The king looked at him, and he paled.

      “You heard me,” King Ozark said. “Run along, Mathews. Send me a replacement by end of day. You’ve been demoted to latrine duty until you pull your head out of your backside.”

      Aaand … the ruthless king was back.

      “Yes, sir.” The selkie darted a glance toward Steele and then bowed and left.

      Apparently, the king liked to make his subjects choose their successors as a form of punishment. Ouch.

      “What about the binding?” Rage looked at the tipped over bowls of blood.

      Glancing up at the ceiling, the king sighed. “I don’t have another mage here, so will you swear to take your uncle off the throne by next year?”

      Rage nodded, a feral gleam in his eye. “I will.”

      The king extended his hand. “Then I guess we’re going to lead with trust, and I’ll have to take you at your word. If you betray me, I won’t forget it.”

      Rage nodded, and the two of them shook hands.

      Then, the king clapped twice and three beautiful women in purple shifts and white aprons entered through a side door.

      “Yes, My Liege?” They spoke and then bowed in unison.

      Creepy.

      “Is our food still warm?” Ozark asked.

      Still moving in perfect harmony, they smiled. “Yes, sir, in the dining hall.”

      “Let’s eat!” He patted his belly and strode away from the mess like he hadn’t almost been assassinated.

      ‘I kind of like him,’ I told Rage.

      ‘Me too,’ he agreed and slipped his hand into mine.

      We followed King Ozark into a wide hall, and guilt twisted my insides, followed by a rumble of hunger. ‘If we stay and eat, it’ll delay us getting Justice and Noble from your uncle.’

      Rage sighed. ‘I know. But to deny the meal could sour our fragile new alliance. Besides, if we don’t eat, we increase the likelihood of making mistakes with our hunger. My brothers’ll just have to hold on.’

      Kill Surlama.

      Save Justice and Noble.

      Resurrect Honor.

      And just over twenty-fourish hours to do it.
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      Rage cleared his throat and turned to the selkie king. “The meal was lovely. Thank you.”

      Lovely seemed inadequate. I was pregnant with a four-month-old food baby. Warm buttered rolls, fish stew, lobster tails, and honey yams … I could barely breathe.

      The king frowned. “That sounds like farewell. Are you leaving so soon?”

      Rage shifted in his seat. Pretty sure he didn’t want to offend the king, but we had a list of people to save, and the clock was ticking.

      “Sir, like the hive mind you have with your people, my brothers and I have a similar gift. The alpha king is torturing them. I must try to save them … before he kills them.”

      The selkie king dropped his fork, and it clattered off his plate onto the white linen cloth. “Why didn’t you say so sooner? Of course, you must go.” He waved his hands as if to shoo us away. “Leave now!”

      The knot of tension in my chest released, and relief washed through me. “Thank you, sir.”

      We rose from the table, and Rage grabbed my hand. We turned to leave, but after a few steps, Rage stopped and faced the selkie king. “One more question, if I may?”

      The king nodded and waved off the servant topping off his wine.

      “When will our magic abilities return? The powder you used—”

      Understanding dawned in his eyes. “Jakko created it—quite by accident, and we’re still testing it. I’m afraid we don’t know the duration of its effects. It is the best defense my people have against those with magic.”

      Anxiety rolled through me, churning my insides and making me nauseated. I probably could’ve done without those last six buttered rolls.

      “Of course, there is an antidote. Jakko might struggle with perspective, but he’s quite brilliant. One moment.” He stood and stared at the wall for several seconds, and then a young woman scurried in holding a tray with two pale pink flowers.

      Hive mind. That was 1000.6% freaky.

      “Thank you, Marsa darling.” He took the flowers from the plate before walking around the table to us and then lowered his voice. “Eat these, and your powers will return within minutes. But a word of warning—Jakko said the hastama blossom gave him a significant headache. It may have the same effect on you, so I suggest you take it before you reach the island.” He glanced to the young woman. “Please pack them some water and dried fruits.” Then he turned back to us. “I wish you nothing but success on your journey.”

      Sweet relief! I mean, I wasn’t keen on eating a random flower and getting a headache, but it’d be nice to have my magic back. Also, it didn’t go unnoticed that the king didn’t tell us what was in the powder, but at least we knew the antidote. Mental note: hastama blossom.

      We bowed again, and then two male armed guards came to escort us away.

      “And give them a speedboat,” the king ordered.

      “Thank you!” I waved one final time as we made our way past the smiling and laughing children and back through town.

      ‘That was interesting,’ Rage told me as the moon shone over the village and people started to pack up and head into their houses, probably to finally sleep.

      I nodded. ‘But now, we have an ally, and I have a favor with the selkie king.’

      He smiled and then sobered, the smile sliding from his face. ‘How are we going to get my brothers back and kill Surlama with just the two of us?’

      I was silent a moment, pursing my lips. ‘I have an idea.’

      He looked at me, waiting for me to tell him, but the moment stretched on. ‘Are you going to keep me in suspense?’ he asked.

      My idea was so crazy I wasn’t sure I could wrap my head around it yet.

      I looked sideways at him. ‘I’ll tell you on the boat.’

      He frowned but kept quiet.
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        * * *

      

      Rage sped us out of selkie territory and went south, the silvery moonlight reflecting off the dark water. Once we were out of the cove and on open water, Rage slowed the boat to a crawl and then cut the engine. “Now, tell me your plan.” He stared at me with wide eyes.

      “If I go into the spirit plane, I can talk to people in their mind.” It sounded a lot crazier coming out of my mouth. “I think.”

      “You think?” He ran his fingers through his hair. “You mean talk telepathically like me and my brothers?”

      I nodded. “But I can see whoever I’m talking to. I had a … a dream … er, vision of Kaja, when they first knocked us out with the powder. I called to her, and she heard me … like sat up in bed and stared at me.” Rage’s wide-eyed stare made me nervous, but I pressed on. “I think I can reach Kaja again and ask for help.”

      “Holy mage.” Rage blew air through his teeth as he gripped the edges of the boat. “Nai, you’re not trained in the arts of a high mage yet. This could be dangerous.”

      He was right, but what other choice did we have? We needed help. My insides twisted, and I took a deep breath.

      “Do you have any better ideas?” I asked. He frowned, which I took for a no, and I continued. “If I ask Kaja and her sisters to create a distraction inside, they can lure away the guards—which makes it easier for us, right?”

      He pursed his lips, seeming to mull over what I’d said.

      “That’s kind of genius,” Rage muttered. “I mean, if the beach is clear, then we could sneak into the castle, no problem.”

      I nodded because it would help, but his frown deepened as he stared at me.

      “What’s wrong? Why do you look grumpy? Isn’t it a good plan?”

      “You’ve never done this before, right? What if you link up with the wrong mind and send the message to the wrong person instead?”

      I blanched. “Like the king?”

      Rage nodded. “Yeah—or Surlama.”

      “Crap.” I swallowed hard, my mind racing. “I think I just need to concentrate.”

      We’d eaten our pink flowers just before getting on the boat, and thankfully the king’s predicted crazy headache lasted only a few moments before I felt some of my power return.

      The boat rocked gently as the water lapped against the sides.

      “I could try…” I shrugged, not knowing what more to offer. Truly, this was my only idea.

      “Well, maybe I can help you focus. You know, I’m kind of a big deal.” Rage winked and tugged me closer.

      I grinned, leaning into him as the heat of his body pressed against mine. “I thought I was kind of a big deal? Ya know, high crime and all.”

      Rage’s gaze hooded. “You’re more than ‘kind of’ a big deal to me.”

      I’d been joking, but his sincerity sent butterflies flitting around in my stomach. Reaching out, he stroked his thumb over my bottom lip. “Nai … I’m sorry for rejecting you when I realized we were mates in the garden. When those butterflies descended on you, I…” He looked like he was in pain at the memory. “I’m so sorry for hiding … for not trusting you when you obviously deserved it.”

      Guilt twisted his features, and my heart pinched at his confession.

      I leaned forward and gave him a lingering kiss. “All is forgiven,” I said with a wave of my hand. “I’ve decided to completely wipe douchebag Rage from my memory.”

      “Hey!” He grimaced, grabbing at his heart.

      I smirked and leaned forward once more to pull his bottom lip into my mouth. He sucked in a sharp intake of breath and then brought his hands up to cup my cheeks after he pulled me closer to him.

      I’d heard from a woman in my pack that once you met your fated mate, there was this pull to be intimate, to be closer and closer each time until you sealed the mate bond. I’d been twelve at the time and had no idea what “sealing” the mate bond meant. Now I did. Now I could feel the heat travel down my core, and my body ached to be closer to Rage, to come together as one and share something so special, something no one—

      “Aaah.” He pulled away and grabbed his head. I was ripped from my thoughts as my mate fell onto the boat deck in pain.

      “What’s wrong?”

      He grimaced with pure agony in his gaze. “Justice … he needs us.”

      My stomach dropped. “Okay, let’s do this.”

      Was it a risk to try this whole mental spirit walk thing on my own? Yes. But it was worth it if it saved Rage’s brothers. They took a shield oath for me, and I’d do everything in my power to protect them in return.
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        * * *

      

      I closed my eyes and thought of my bestie. I remembered how we’d lie in her king-sized bed in Harvest Dorm and chat about random school stuff, how Master Carn was a douche—or which of the Midnight princes was most likely my mate. How was it that those times seemed so calm compared to now?

      Exhaling slowly, I lay down on the boat seat and closed my eyes, picturing Kaja’s room.

      The ivory crown molding at the top of the pale green walls, silver and cream abstract art from some famous mage painter, the sleek glass-top desk she used for homework—and drawing. The thick shag rug in a light green hue, softer even than our wolf coat. Then I pictured her bed, the canopy closed so that light wouldn’t slice through her room and wake her up. I imagined her asleep, with her red curls spilled across her pillow. It felt so real … like I was there.

      I imagined myself sitting on her silk comforter, cross-legged, watching her like a creeper as she slept, her brow furrowing as if she were having a bad dream.

      ‘Kaja!’ I yelled.

      My bestie sat up with a shriek—no signs of sleepiness in her startled expression. She blinked and then shook her head. ‘Nai?’

      I grinned. ‘Hey, girl.’

      She glanced right and left and then pinched herself. ‘Are you really here?’

      ‘Yes—no—well, sort of.’ How could I explain? I didn’t know what I was doing—if this was real or all in my imagination but it felt real... Where should I start? So many questions, and I had exactly zero answers. ‘I—' A sharp pain sliced through my head. Maybe there wasn’t time for a lengthy explanation. ‘I need your help.’

      She nodded, her curls bouncing. ‘Anything.’

      ‘Rage and I will be at the docks in about fifteen or twenty minutes. We need the guards gone and—’

      Bright light lanced through my skull, and I blinked as I was sucked out of the vision. Kaja was gone. Kaja’s bedroom—gone. My bestie—gone. All of it … gone. I shook my head and winced as another razor-sharp wedge of light cut through my head. With my next blink, the searing light melted into shadows.

      “Nai?” Rage called, rubbing his hands up and down my arms. “Are you okay?”

      I blinked again, and his face swam in front of me until my vision returned with a snap.

      “Oww,” I muttered, grabbing my head. “That … hurt.”

      The pain melted away through the shield bond, and as grateful as I was for the relief, I hated causing pain to my friends.

      Rage winced for a second, but then his face melted into relief.

      “Did you feel that?” I asked.

      He nodded. “Only for a second … I think Noble and Justice take the brunt of your pain.”

      Oh, mage. And they were being tortured. What an awful friend I was.

      “Did you do it?” Rage asked, his voice just above a whisper. “Were you able to get in touch with Kaja?”

      What could I say? “I think so? I hope so…”

      Because if that didn’t work, it was seriously not worth it.

      “You okay?” He helped me sit up.

      I offered my mate a small smile. “Sorry. That was like getting kicked in the head, but I think it worked. Either that, or I have a really active imagination and Noble and Justice just got stuck with my tension headache.”

      Rage quirked an eyebrow and his lips pulled up in a smirk. He threaded his hands into my hair and massaged my head and neck with a chuckle. “There are so many things I could say right now about your imagination.”

      I spat out my tongue at him, and then he got up and crossed the space, sitting in the captain’s chair. The engine ripped to life, and he drove us toward Alpha Island. After about ten minutes, he cut the engine and faced me.

      “We’re about a hundred meters out,” he said. “If we get any closer, the wolves will be able to hear and see the boat coming in to dock.”

      “So … are we rowing the rest of the way?” I asked, shaking my head as I glanced at the bottom of the boat. “Because I don’t see any oars.”

      “No,” he said, his gaze darting toward the tree-lined shore. “We’ll need to swim in.”

      I didn’t bother to remind him of the octopus monster that tried to take me out earlier. I just nodded. At least we knew the selkies would not be a problem this time.

      With a little help from Rage, we slid silently into the water.

      Immediately, I felt something dark slither around my ankles and froze, eyes wide.

      Two seal heads popped up from the surface of the water and looked at us, giving me a mild heart attack. I was about to ask them what they wanted or what was going on when their upper body shifted to human form—like a merman. “The king said if you got into the water, we were to help you get to shore safely.”

      Relief washed over me. At first, I hadn’t been sure if they were about to attack or what.

      “Thank you,” I told them, holding my hand out while I treaded water. “But it’ll be dangerous. We’re being hunted by the alpha king’s men.”

      Rage cleared his throat. “If you’d rather return to King Ozark, I’ll not think less of you or your liege—”

      “To abandon you would not only be dishonorable but a death sentence,” one said. “My name is Harp, and this is Gray. We’re at your service.”

      Gray, the other selkie, nodded from the water. “I’d suggest no more conversation until we know what awaits us on shore.”

      Okay… Did it matter that they were helping us because the king coerced them by threatening death? Maybe. But if Rage wasn’t going to protest the aid, I wouldn’t either.

      Still, in their half-human form, the selkies indicated that we hold on to their backs. Reaching around, I clasped my hands around one of their necks and held on, unsure what to expect. The selkie’s face went from human to seal in seconds and then dipped under the water a few inches.

      I looked at my mate, ‘I didn’t know they could partial shift like that.’

      Rage stared into the water at his selkie warrior.

      Rage’s eyes widened. ‘I think we still have a lot to learn about the selkies.’

      ‘Yeah,’ I quipped. ‘I guess so.’

      The selkie with Rage shifted into his seal form. Then, without further warning, we sped off. I had to bite down a squeal of excitement. These were dire circumstances, and we were about to fight for the Midnight brothers … but damn, this was fun.

      They were fast!

      We drew near the dock, and both Rage and I scanned the dark beach. If Kaja and her sisters were here, I couldn’t see them.

      Less than a hundred feet out, I spotted the guards—at least twenty of them: one at the head of the trail leading up to the school, one on the docks, and then the others littered in between.

      Damn. I guess Kaja never got my message.

      ‘Let me go on shore first,’ Rage said, letting go of the selkie.

      Before I could answer, the guard on the dock spoke.

      “Selkie attack! Harvest girls’ dorm!”

      Wha…? I stared at the guard and then grinned. I mean I felt bad that Kaja had pinned an attack on the selkies, what with our new alliance, but it had worked. All twenty guards pulled their swords and started running toward the dorms.

      Yes!

      We crept closer to the shore, all of us crawling up the beach, flat and low.

      For one hot second, I thought my plan had worked perfectly, but then two of the guards paused and stayed back. One of them scanned the water and then pointed into the darkness.

      “There’s a boat out there.”

      What? Looking over my shoulder, I saw the moonlight glistening off the metal speedboat. Crap!

      “Halt!” The guard on the dock drew his sword, scanning the beach. “Who’s out th—?”

      Several things happened at once.

      Rage sprang from the water, running up the beach, and shouted, “Stand down!”

      The selkie in front of me threw a small blade at the guard standing at the top of the trail leading to the dorms. The knife hit with a small thunk, lodging right in the guard’s neck. With a strangled, wet cry, the shifter toppled forward, rolling down the hill, landing in the water with a splash.

      I glanced up as the second guard slumped to his knees and then fell to the side. There, on a rock behind where the guard had been, stood my bestie, holding a mallet in her hands.

      Looking down at the guard, she grimaced. “Sorry, dude.”

      Rage pulled to a stop in front of Kaja and the fallen guard and grinned. “Well done.”

      “Kaja,” I whisper-shouted, emotion swelling in my chest.

      She jerked her head up and smiled as I strode out of the water.

      “Halle-frickin-leujah,” she said, dropping her arm to her side as she stomped past Rage and across the beach to meet me. “Pretty sure Nell and Rue thought I’d lost my mind.”

      The selkies followed me out of the water. Rage returned to them and shook their hands in thanks. I rushed to Kaja, folding her into a tight hug, not caring that I was getting her wet.

      “The alpha king is legit pissed with you,” she muttered into my hair. “Good thing you have that shield bond going for you or the orders would be shoot to kill.”

      “He’s such a douchebag,” I replied. Pulling back, I studied my friend. “I missed you.”

      “Girl, same,” she said with a chuckle. “This place is no fun without you. I’m so glad you’re safe.”

      Rage straightened, and he clapped Kaja on the shoulder before sliding his arm around my waist. “Thanks for coming to our rescue.”

      She nodded. “You’re—” Her eyes widened. “Get down!”

      Still holding the big mallet, she raised her hand as if to throw it, her gaze fixed on—shoot!

      “No!” I cried, reaching for her wrist.

      “They’re with us,” Rage said, indicating Gray and Harp.

      Kaja froze, and the large mallet slipped from her grip. Her gaze bounced from me to Rage and back. “What the hell is happening?”

      The two selkies had hung back, and I glanced at them as one relaxed his hold on the handle of a dagger still in its sheath.

      “Uh … so this is Harp and Gray.” I faced the selkies. “Our allies.”

      Kaja nearly choked on her spit but said nothing. She was probably in too much shock.

      “Are you returning to King Ozark now?” Rage asked them.

      “We’ve been commanded to stay and help you,” Gray replied as he made his way to the dead guard. Then, the selkie warrior pulled his blade free and reach into—ummm, was that a fanny pack around his waist?

      Sure enough, the selkie pulled a cloth from the sleek pack at his waist and wiped down his blade before sheathing it.

      Kaja and I shared a look, both suppressing a grin about the fanny pack.

      “You’ll need our help if the wolf king uses his alpha power,” Harp added.

      Rage cursed under his breath, and my stomach sank with the selkie’s reminder. As pack alpha, Declan could command his pack like a vampire could compel a blood slave. If a Midnight wolf didn’t follow Declan’s orders, they’d risk banishment, or worse.

      ‘Can your uncle force you to follow his orders?’ I asked Rage.

      Rage shook his head. ‘When I was younger, yes. He tried at the games. Didn’t work.’

      Score.

      We made our way up the path toward campus, diverging from the main path as we neared the top. I quietly recounted the past few days of events to Kaja in backward order, starting with the tenuous truce we had with the selkie king and ending with seeing Honor in the underworld.

      Rage then took us on a secret path he and his brothers had used when they’d wanted to sneak away from the castle and go off-island—this one had no guards. As we approached the stone edifice, my gut started to churn.

      ‘Do you have a plan to save Justice and Noble, or are we charging in, weapons blazing?’ I asked Rage.

      He frowned. ‘I’d hoped we’d have more than just Kaja and a pair of selkies.’

      “Where are your sisters?” I asked her. “Are they okay?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Rue, Nell, Fiona, and Mele pretended to be attacked to distract the guards. Rue wanted it to look authentic. She’s going to need a healing elixir before she walks again, but if we swing by the infirmary, we can grab the others.”

      ‘I’m sure there’ll be a bottle of mage wine in the infirmary, too. You can work your magic…’ Rage said, squeezing my hand. ‘That might have to wait, though. We need to rescue Justice and Noble first.’

      His words twisted my insides. I almost asked if his brother was okay but stopped myself. Rage wouldn’t have prioritized Justice and Noble without a reason. A very good reason. At this point, I didn’t want to know the details of their torture. Not until I could do something about it.

      “What about Surlama?” I asked Kaja. “Have you seen her around?”

      “I don’t know anything about Surlama.” Kaja swallowed, and her gaze darted to Rage. “But the rumor is the king’s trying to produce an alpha heir so he can leave Rage’s mom and kill … you know.” He dipped her head to Rage. “We haven’t seen Declan on campus since the games.”

      Rage growled low in his throat as we passed through an outcrop of thick trees. “Let him try.”

      Fur rose on the back of his neck, and I reached out and stroked him, trying to calm his wolf. I needed levelheaded human Rage right now, not his instinctual wolf. Although that part of him would come in handy later.

      We reached the castle, halfway between the entrance we’d used when I first arrived and the back entrance I knew led to the infirmary. The solid stone wall had been repaired since the selkie attack, and I watched as Rage took several steps to the left, trailing his hands over the stones.

      ‘What are you doing?’ I asked. ‘Is there a secret entrance?’ I joked. Speaking to Rage’s mind was like second nature now.

      Rage turned and grinned at me. ‘If I told you, it wouldn’t be a secret.’

      Then, he pushed on a rock, and the stones slid away silently, revealing a secret passageway, and my jaw dropped.

      “That’s so cool,” Kaja whispered.

      As soon as we were all inside, Rage released his hold on the rock and darted in as the stones slid back into place. Rustling in the darkness, Kaja muttered something about a torch.

      A spark flared, and Rage raised a small fireball in his palm, giving just enough light to illuminate the passageway.

      To our left sat a large chest, its lid propped open. Clothes, shoes, and weapons filled the container. Above it, bows and quivers of arrows hung on the stone wall as well as several broadswords. Rage waved at the cache and said, “Let’s get armed. Declan may decide an heir can wait.”

      I strapped blades to my thighs and grabbed a short sword while Kaja took several blades as well.

      Rage grabbed a torch and tipped it to the flame in his palm. With the increased light, he was able to extinguish his fireball.

      Kaja and I looked at each other, fully armed and ready to save Justice and Noble, as Rage stepped between us and waved the selkies forward.

      “Gray and Harp, if you want swords, come get them,” Rage said.

      First Gray and then Harp stepped forward and picked through the blades. It was still wild for me to think we were about to attack the alpha king with two selkies. My, my, how the tables had turned. A few minutes later, we slunk through the passageways, armed to the teeth.

      Rage led us through the corridors, heading east.

      ‘Where are we going?’ I asked.

      “We’ll go to my mother’s room first. I don’t want Declan to use her,” Rage answered aloud so everyone could hear. “Never again.”

      “Weapons out,” Rage growled to all of us. “But be careful.” He narrowed his eyes at the selkie warriors. “Don’t you dare kill my mother by accident.”

      Then he pushed another invisible button and led us into a large bedroom.

      “Mom?” Rage said, halting just inside the room.

      I stepped to his side and scanned the room, relieved when I spotted the headmistress alive and well, sitting at a writing desk despite the lateness of the hour. Next to her sat a large gray wolf. She’d turned toward her son when he called for her, her eyes wide, but she didn’t get up from her seat. A heartbeat later, the wolf became a man.

      “Aww, Nai,” Herpes Beo said, coming to stand behind Elaine, hand on his sword. “So nice to see you. You too, Rage.”

      I froze, knowing that at one time, Rage and his brothers had considered Beo a friend.

      “The king will reward me greatly for bringing you two to him.” Beo sauntered forward, and a low growl rumbled from Rage next to me.

      “What’s the matter—?” Beo didn’t finish his sentence.

      Rage flicked his wrist, and in one fluid movement, a small dagger lodged in Beo’s neck. The Midnight Pack guard dropped to his knees.

      Grey and Harp stepped out of the corridor, and one of them grunted, but his words were lost to me because Elaine stood then and swung, twisting her body so that the entire force of her weight was channeled into a strike at Beo’s neck.

      Wait, did she even have a weapon?

      I blinked, and she stepped back, away from Beo, her lip curled in disgust. There, next to the throwing dagger lodged in his throat, was the last inch of her pen.

      Wow.

      “You chose to follow the orders of a bully,” she snarled. “I expected more of you, Beo.”

      Headmistress Elaine spun toward her son. “Courage!”

      As soon as she said his name, her door opened, and four guards marched in, weapons drawn.

      “No!” Elaine screamed.

      And at the same time, Rage bellowed, “Stand down!”

      Almost as if time stood still, the guards froze, confusion washing over their features.

      I blinked, and then my jaw went slack as all four of them shook their heads.

      “Now,” Rage growled. “Weapons down.”

      Three of them put their weapons away. Just like that. But the fourth one trembled, his entire body shaking with a seeming battle of wills.

      Holy mage, what was happening?

      His sword tightened in his hand as he raised his head and howled as if in pain.

      Rage stepped forward and ran the guard through with his knife—his wail cut off with a wet gurgle.

      “He was trying to signal the king,” Rage growled. He looked sadly at the wolf he’d just killed as the limp body slid to the floor.

      “Your commanding power is getting stronger,” Elaine said, voice filled with shock as she stared at her son, then her eyes widened and her gaze darted from the selkies to Rage. “Are you making friends?”

      I giggle-snorted.

      “Trying,” he said, with a crooked smile. “Harp, Gray, this is my mother, Elaine.”

      The selkies bowed, and Harp said, “It’s nice to meet you, ma’am.”

      Elaine nodded her head. “You as well.” She then pulled Rage into a fierce hug. “I was so worried.”

      I watched their reunion with a newfound respect for my future mother-in-law. She’d raised four alpha heirs, so of course, she was badass.

      “Mom,” he said, his words coming in a rush. “Will you go to the infirmary and then bring the Harvest girls to the basement of the south tower. I have a feeling we’ll need all the help we can get.”

      She nodded and then pulled his forehead down for a kiss. “I’ll do what I can to lead our guards the other way. Most don’t want to attack you, but…”

      Rage swallowed hard. “But the pack link makes it hard to refuse the king.”

      As we’d all just witnessed … but apparently, Rage had commanding power as well—a trait of an alpha king.

      Maybe Rage was ready to take over for his uncle.

      “I’ll see you soon,” she said, crossing toward the door. “Now, Chance, Jonathan, Robert, come with me.”

      Rage frowned at me, but the expression slid from his face as his attention jumped over my head. I glanced over my shoulder and saw Beo dead on the ground. But Rage didn’t go to his childhood friend. Instead, my mate jerked his head toward the open door.

      “Let’s go get Justice and Noble.”
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      My heart climbed into my throat. We stood in the hallway of a legit dingy dungeon. The air reeked of blood and urine. Fear flickered in the low light, and splattered stains on the stone walls gave a whole new meaning to uber-creepy vibe. The two selkie warriors stepped to one side of the door as Kaja, Rage, and I hovered on the opposite side.

      ‘I don’t like it,’ I told Rage. ‘No guards? It’s like when we first landed on the beach with Sadie and Audrey.’

      Rage closed his eyes, and it took me a hot second to realize he was concentrating. Sure enough, the sound of Surlama’s voice trickled out to us through the other side of the closed door.

      “You said he would come for you, but maybe you’re wrong, Justice Midnight. Maybe he cares more about that bitch of his than you or Noble.”

      Hot searing anger burned through me. Worse than Surlama’s voice, what she said made me see red. When Justice wailed in pain, Rage strode to the door, lifted his knee to his chest, and then delivered a deafening blow. One kick, and the door flew open with such force it crashed into the wall behind it as splinters rained down onto the floor.

      Apparently, it was go time.

      With the now broken door swinging, we couldn’t wait for reinforcements. Hopefully, Rage’s mom and the other Harvest girls would show soon.

      Rage burst inside, and I raced in after him, blade drawn and ready for anythi—

      Oh Mother Mage.

      It was a trap.

      At least twenty guards, including the alpha king, stood armed to the teeth waiting against the far wall. Feral grins stretched across many of their faces, but none bigger than Declan’s.

      The room, if it could be called that, was huge, at least a hundred feet in diameter, bigger than the mess hall back home, bigger than the cafeteria of the school. Why did Declan need a torture chamber this big?

      The deep cavern of power crackling just below my skin roared forward, and I prepared to unleash the mother of all elemental power bombs.

      Until my gaze landed on Justice. His dark hair was clumped and matted with blood, his green eyes blackened and nearly swollen shut. Bruises marred his skin: arms, chest, neck…

      Of all the Midnight brothers, Rage and Justice were nearly identical. So seeing him with a twelve-inch blade to his throat tore my heart in two.

      Surlama sneered. “Use your magic, and I’ll drive my blade in so deep you’ll never get it out.”

      I sucked in a sharp breath, and she pressed the blade tighter until blood beaded on his neck and Justice whimpered.

      The magic inside of me fizzled completely as tears welled in my eyes.

      ‘What do we do?’ I asked Rage.

      He stood stone still beside me, glaring daggers at his uncle.

      Noble lay curled in a ball on the stone floor, bruised, battered, and bound at Declan’s feet. The brutality and viciousness I’d only glimpsed before now lay before me in total shocking depravity.

      Kaja gasped as she entered, coming to stand on my left, and I felt, rather than saw, the two selkies join us.

      “Mother Mage,” one of them gasped.

      “So you’ve aligned with these traitors as well?” the king snarled at Rage, waving at the selkies with venom in his gaze. “Is there no limit to your desperation?”

      Was he joking?

      “What do you want?” Rage asked, his eyes darting from Noble to Justice and then back to his uncle.

      The veins in Declan’s neck bulged. “Turns out I’m sterile.” He made the declaration as if it were an accusation against Rage. “All this time, I thought it was your mother, but even magic cannot bring me an heir.”

      Whoa. TMI? That bomb drop wasn’t something I’d expected him to say in front of twenty of his guards.

      Rage frowned, his gaze darting about the room as if there were an escape from his uncle’s statement. “Okay…”

      The king kicked Noble and then stepped over his body as he stalked toward my mate. “Because you’re the strongest of my kin, I choose you to impregnate my concubines. You’ll give me a new set of heirs.”

      At the word impregnate, I nearly fainted.

      “I will have their loyalty—their fidelity. I’ll no longer have heirs who betray me as you have,” the alpha king growled.

      Whoa. Whoa. Wait … could he—?

      “Are you insane!?” Rage shouted. “There’s no way—”

      The king moved so fast that I only saw a blur as he backhanded Rage. The crack of his hand against my mate’s face slammed into me, making my ears ring.

      How dare he?

      I lurched forward, intending to rip his head off, but Kaja held me back.

      “Careful, honey.” Surlama drew the blade against Justice’s neck, and a fresh trail of crimson rivulets ran down past his collar bone.

      What do we do? Think, think, think.

      That’s when I felt it, across our bond which seemed to be growing stronger every day, frustrated acceptance.

      My gaze flew to Rage; fiery indignation filled me as he lowered his head. In shame. Defeat.

      ‘Trust me,’ he whispered into my mind.

      “I’ll do it,” Rage muttered to the king and then swallowed hard. “But only if you let my brothers, Nai, my mom, and everyone else here go.”

      ‘No!’

      The king glanced at me, curling his upper lip. Then, he looked at Surlama. “Can you break the shield bonds and then bind Courage to me with an oath?”

      Surlama nodded, and my stomach dropped.

      No, no, no. No way would I let Rage go like that.

      We needed to do something. My mind calculated our threats—lots—and options—few—in seconds. Surlama had the knife to Justice’s throat, so I’d need to take her out first, but before the king could kill Rage, who would no doubt try to save me and definitely before the guards could kill Kaja and the rest of us. Maybe if I tried to boil her blood … but she’d probably notice and—

      A battle cry came from the doorway, drawing our attention, and then Fiona, Nell, and Elaine burst into the room, guns blazing.

      Legit guns.

      Fiona held a sleek handgun like the one Rage had used when he and his brothers had picked me up from Montana. She raised it into the air and pulled the trigger. The loud bang cut through the small space, making my ears whine. I shook my head and seized my opportunity, launching for Surlama.

      The dark mage’s hesitation at the gunfire allowed me to wrench her arm away from Justice’s neck a mere second before I crashed into her and we fell to the ground. She hit first, and the satisfying crack of her skull on the stone filled me with untold gratification. I tugged at the knife, desperate to wrest it from her grip as we rolled, gasping.

      As soon as I had the hilt, I popped up to my feet, ready to kick her face into the ground, but she flung her hand out, and her magic lashed into me. Agony raced along my nerve endings as a green mist settled over my skin. I screamed as pain tore through me, absolute anguish poured from my mouth. I fell and writhed on the ground.

      I had a brief respite from the pain, and I gasped as the tortured cries of my shields harrowed my soul. Noble, then Justice, and finally Rage bellowed. Their pain filled the air.

      Damn that shield spell!

      ‘Nai!’ Rage screamed at me in panic as he collapsed into a ball before the king.

      I glanced across the room and knew no extra help was coming.

      Nell, Kaja, Fiona, the two selkies, and the queen were taking on everyone else. Six against twenty. No bueno.

      Fire lashed across the room, water flooded the ground, and the earth shook as my friends tried with all their might to use their elemental powers to hold off the men trying to kill them.

      Tears leaked from my eyes as the pain reached a crescendo. It felt like I was being skinned alive, and I grew too weak to even pull for my magic. She’d incapacitated me—probably should’ve killed me, but my three shields had dispersed her magic. If only I could…

      “You stupid girl. Don’t you know how powerful I am?” Surlama stood over me, staring down at me in disgust.

      I blinked, and Honor appeared in my mind’s eye, his sad expression as he stared out over the lake.

      ‘You’re not real,’ he’d said.

      I couldn’t leave him like that. I wouldn’t. Any more than I’d let Rage, Noble, or Justice die because of me. I needed help. High mage help.

      ‘Grandpa!’ I shouted, picturing his face in my mind’s eye as I had with Kaja.

      An eerie calm washed over me. Then, I heard his reply.

      ‘Nai? What is this? I sense your end.’ His troubled voice echoed inside my brain.

      ‘Help,’ I begged. ‘Surlama. Spell.’ That was all I could muster. My gaze landed on Rage, kneeling and panting on the ground, his mother standing over him, weeping to the king to spare his life.

      How did this happen? How had it gone so wrong?

      ‘Give me the spell.’ Grandpa’s voice was firm in my mind, and I felt a pull at my navel.

      ‘What?’ Confusion muddled my thoughts, and I struggled to make sense of his words.

      ‘Come into the spirit realm and give the spell to me,’ he commanded.

      ‘How?’ I asked—begged, really. What had I done to visit Kaja?

      ‘Let go, Nai. Picture me clearly and then let go.’

      I imagined the kind and wrinkled face of my grandfather, a man I barely knew, yet he’d already risked so much for me. Love for him filled me, and then…

      I landed on sand, panting, but no longer in pain. A shadow cast over me, and I raised my head to see Grandpa Geoff on the beach—the same one where he’d asked me to pick my affinity. He clasped either side of my face, and then my sweet gramps stared me down with blazing eyes.

      “Kill the witch, and meet me in Montana.”

      He sucked in a huge breath, right in front of my face, and the sickly green mist lifted off of me as if he’d breathed in the spell. It floated through the air and went into him.

      I gasped, and my eyes snapped open.

      To find Surlama standing over me with a long dagger.

      The entire room and all of its occupants seemed to be holding their breath, waiting. There were no screams. No voices. No more pain. My vision tunneled, and determination filled me.

      Time to die, witch.

      Magic coursed through me. My skin prickled as the power built, and I launched upright, grabbing her arm that held the knife with my left hand and yanking it over her head with a snarl. I slammed my right hand into her throat. Her eyes widened; she moved her mouth but no words came out.

      With a bellow of rage, I hurled my power at her. I threw so much wild, unrestrained, vindictive magic into her, my vision spotted. The energy left my body in a rush of light, leaving me dizzy while I held on to her neck, choking the life out of her. Her face turned purple as I cut off her air, and her eyes widened in shock. This selfish mage had stolen her last vial of blood. She’d manipulated her last victim. She’d experienced her last moment of sick pleasure.

      “Give my regards to the Keeper of Souls,” I growled.

      My blue magic traced over her skin, following the network of her veins, and then she  … exploded. Like a sausage filled with too much heat and moisture, pieces of flesh and bone splattered onto the walls and floors.

      Holy mage.

      “Nai!” Rage bellowed from the other side of the room where he was again locked in battle with his uncle.

      It looked like most of the guards were down or fled, and Fiona was out of bullets.

      My hands shook as the adrenaline pulsed through me. I scanned the rest of the room, but it appeared we had the upper hand.

      I looked down at the hunks of bloody carnage on my boots, and bile churned in my stomach. What the hell? I was capable of exploding someone’s body? That was … scary and incredibly efficient. I wouldn’t miss Surlama, but the thought that I had this power made a dark feeling open up in my chest.

      I’m a monster.

      Justice crawled over to me, scooping me into his arms, and that’s when I realized I was shaking from the adrenaline and shock.

      “I’ve got her!” he yelled as his warmth wrapped around me, and I shook against his chest.

      Too much magic. I used too much magic. I felt sick.

      My attention turned to my mate’s battle with the king just in time to see Elaine step behind the king and crack something long and heavy over his head, causing him to crumble like a sack of wheat.

      Noble groaned from the corner, and Kaja ran to him, running her fingers over his body, checking for injuries.

      “Rip his dammed head off!” Justice roared as he stood slowly, me still in his arms.

      Rage looked down at his uncle, lip curled up in disgust, and raised his sword.

      “Wait!” Elaine stepped in front of Rage, tears streaming down her cheeks. “I’d hoped to never have to tell you, at least not until after I’d found a solution.”

      With his chest heaving, Rage stared at his mom with wild eyes and growled, “Tell me what?”

      She sighed, glancing at the king on the floor before she hung her head. “He had Surlama do a protection spell two days ago. If anyone tries to kill him, I’ll die. It’s like a shield spell, only involuntary.”

      The room spun. Had I just killed the only witch powerful enough to break that spell? The thought made me nauseated. I couldn’t handle any more crappy news right now.

      “More guards incoming,” Fiona said after poking her head out into the hallway. “We need to go.”

      Rage’s mom glared down at the king. With a snarl, she raised her foot before crashing it down right over his crotch. If he hadn’t already been sterile…

      “I want a divorce.”

      Rage strode across the room to us, and Justice relinquished me into his brother’s arms. “Thank you, brother.”

      Justice nodded. “Of course.”

      Rage pressed a tender kiss to my forehead before leading us out the door and back into the secret passageways.

      “Nai, where do we go?” Kaja asked.

      I was silent as I reeled in thoughts of the Surlama meat explosion and whether I was a dark mage or something else equally evil. Where could we go…?

      “My uncle will scour the realm, searching for us,” Rage said. “He won’t let us go after that.”

      Weakness pulled at my limbs. “Montana. My father’s pack will protect us with their lives.”
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      Our small group spilled out of the corridor, and I blinked, taking in the very modern garage filled with shiny cars. Rage led us to a line of SUVs, all exactly like the one the Virtues drove when they’d picked me up from Montana. Was that only four months ago? How could such a short amount of time have changed everything? My gaze slid to Rage, and I wondered if he thought the same. His entire life was upside down now too.

      Nell pulled on Fiona’s arm. “I have to go back for Rue.”

      She nodded. “Take Mele, and when you get Rue, go back to our lands and tell Father what happened. He’ll need to hide you.”

      Nerves churned in my gut at her instructions.

      Kaja nodded. “Fiona and I will go with Nai and make sure they stay safe—or as close to safe as is possible.”

      Tears pricked my eyes as I was pulled in for a Harvest girl hug.

      We then piled into two vehicles, me in shotgun with Rage driving. I glanced back to find Harp and Gray sitting on either side of Elaine. Rage’s mom offered me a small smile before Rage pulled the SUV out behind the one Justice drove with Noble, Kaja, and Fiona. I faced forward as we raced away from the castle—away from the alpha king.

      The silence in the SUV pressed against me. Unease, trepidation … guilt.

      What would I say to my father when we arrived? How could I explain? Worse, I wasn’t naïve enough to believe that Declan wouldn’t come for us—sooner or later. My arrival would serve as a portent of more woe to come.

      Rage shifted his weight and tightened his grip on the steering wheel, his knuckles blanching. Was he tortured by similar worries?

      We raced down the road toward the docks, and I gasped with an epiphany.

      “How are we going to get out of the mage lands?” I asked him. But his only response was to shake his head, so I turned to his mom. “Can you get us out?”

      She swallowed hard before answering. “We need a document signed by either a member of the High Mage Council or the alpha king to go through the portal to the mortal realm. I can get us on the boat to the magic lands, but getting through the portal to the human realm is a different matter.”

      Great. A problem for future Nai I suppose.

      As we approached the dock, the male mage captain straightened, displaying the thin triangle and dot mark on his forehead. He wasn’t the one who had driven us to the mainland before. Sitting on the railing, he smiled pleasantly as we drove past him and onto the small ferry, the bumper of our car inches away from the one Justice drove. The mage captain followed us, stopping only to gather a loop of rope that tied the boat to the dock. He jogged up the plank, and with a wave of his hand, the metal grate we’d driven over slid under the dock.

      Please don’t let him stop us, I prayed.

      We stepped from the vehicles, and the mage greeted Rage and then Elaine with the same warm smile.

      Somewhere in his late twenties or early thirties, the blond-haired man had a boyish appearance with two dimples that made him seem much younger than his alleged years.

      “Headmistress! Nice to see you, ma’am.” He nodded to the Midnight brothers as we exited and then circled around the vehicles. “Are y’all heading to the mainland for a bit of shopping?”

      His gaze bounced from each of us to the next until he spotted the selkies, and then his eyes widened.

      Shopping? I glanced at our haggard group and nearly laughed. Rage’s shirt hem was singed from his firefight with Declan, and both Justice and Noble looked like victims of torture—which was pretty much spot on. Headmistress Elaine’s clothing was splattered with blood, and Kaja and Fiona weren’t looking any better off than the rest of us.

      Elaine cleared her throat, pulling a gold coin out of her pocket. “Yes. Shopping.” She slipped the coin over to the young man.

      He took in our full appearance now and nodded, tucking it into his pocket and not asking any further questions.

      “Shopping sounds like a dream,” Kaja said with a smirk as if we hadn’t just been in a fight for our lives. Once again, she solidified her spot as my bestie.

      Fiona nodded to her sister with a conspiratorial twinkle in her eye. “Right?” She turned to the mage. “I’m practically dying to get away.”

      I snorted at their twisted humor. Apparently, it ran in their family.

      “We must depart immediately,” Elaine said to the man.

      The man’s expression turned somber, and he strode toward the bow. Elaine pursed her lips, “I’ll see if I can convince Bert to take the rest of the week off,” she told us.

      Before she could follow after the guy, who I assumed was Bert, Justice pulled at her sleeve. “Good idea, Mom.”

      His injuries made me want to facepalm myself. “And can you ask if he has a bottle of mage wine?” I asked her.

      “That is a very good idea, too.” Rage slid his arm around my waist and kissed my temple.

      Elaine looked at me oddly but nodded.

      I snuggled closer to Rage, resting my head on his chest. His heart rate slowed, becoming a steady thump-thump that lulled me with a false sense of security. Having him here, knowing he was safe and we were still alive, wasn’t something I could take for granted.

      “I don’t think it’s the right time to be celebrating,” Justice told his brother. “We’re not out of the woods yet.”

      I shook my head, but my gaze darted to the selkies before I stopped myself from spilling my secret. “It’s for later.”

      Justice shook his head, but I’d take his censure now over having all of the selkies know my secret. Freaky hive mind. Besides, Rage could probably use their bond to speak to his mind.

      “Are you coming with us or going back to King Ozark?” Rage asked the selkies who stood a few feet away.

      My gaze bounced from my mate to Harp and Gray. Both selkies, like the rest of us, were splattered with blood and gore, but their armor had apparently protected them from serious injury. Like their matching attire, both men wore serious expressions.

      “We’ll return to King Ozark now,” Gray said with a nod to Rage before facing me. “And my liege wishes to remind you that if you have need of us—the selkie warriors—you have but to ask.”

      Mother Mage, I hope it doesn’t come to that.

      Rage nodded. “Thank you. Tell your king I’ll keep my promise.”

      Silence descended over the group as I was the only one who knew what the promise was.

      Without further conversation, the two selkies climbed onto the railing and then dove into the dark water.

      “I’ll miss the fanny packs,” Kaja said, watching them swim away and causing me and Fiona to fall into laughter. She then dragged me away from Rage and pulled me into a hug, squeezing me tightly. “Please don’t ever run away again without me,” she whispered into my ear.

      I nodded, too choked up to answer.

      “Well, they may not have the best fashion choices, but they were badass fighters,” Fiona remarked, coming to stand beside her sister. Kaja and I broke apart, and Fiona leaned close to us, “Maybe we should get some fanny packs?”

      We all burst into laughter, something I felt I hadn’t done in years. The Harvest girls had that effect on me. “I kinda want one,” I said.

      Kaja shook her head, raising her eyebrows at me in mock chagrin. “Well, that is just not fair. You get a fated mate and a fanny pack? Come on, Nai, spread the wealth a little.”

      We chuckled, and then things turned more serious. I started to fill Fiona in on all the craziness that had happened since the night Honor died, but she cut me off.

      “Kaja told me on our way from the infirmary,” Fiona said, shaking her head. “And I thought classes being canceled and the rumors of Declan’s breeding companions was a lot. Girl, you know how to shake things up.”

      Kaja leaned against me, resting her head on my shoulder. “I knew from the moment you called Rage an asshole that you’d keep life interesting.”

      Interesting seemed like such an understatement.

      Elaine returned holding the bottle of mage wine and wearing a frown.

      “Nai, you wanted this,” she said, extending the bottle to me.

      I opened my mouth to explain, and Rage grabbed my hand.

      ‘Not here. Wait until we’re off the boat.’ Then, his gaze darted to the mage who drove it.

      Clearly, you couldn’t trust people who could be paid off. Heard that loud and clear.

      My gaze darted to his mom before returning to him. ‘Pretty sure your mom thinks I’m a lush right now.’

      “That’s for me,” Rage said, taking the bottle from her. With a tight smile, he strode toward the SUVs to put it away.

      Elaine shook her head as she watched Rage walk away. “At some point, I hope one of you will fill me in.” Then, she looked at me. “I know that’s not for Rage. He’s too much like his father, who almost never drank. Too much of a control freak.”

      Good to know.

      Once we docked, we quickly left Bert the mage on the boat and drove off. Elaine said Bert would delay his return to Alpha Island only until he was sent for. “Anything more would force him to choose sides—and Declan has the support of the High Mage Council.”

      It was easy to infer the rest: Bert didn’t want to draw the wrath of the council. Not that I could blame him—Kian and his cronies were shady.

      As we drove through the mage village, we discussed potential ways to try to trick whoever guarded the portal to the mortal realm—none of which seemed the least bit plausible.

      How was I supposed to get us to Montana if Kian was there again? I was 99.9% certain he would kill me on the spot.

      “Maybe if you hide in the back, my mom can talk us through,” Rage said, giving me a side-eyed look that offered zero assurance.

      His lame-o idea better not be the best option.

      We pulled over to discuss the others’ ideas, and I asked for the bottle of mage wine.

      “You know those ‘special’ healing elixirs Surlama made?” I said, popping the cork.

      Justice nodded as Noble, Elaine, and the Harvest girls leaned in.

      “My blood, mixed with mage wine, is what makes that,” I whispered. “Well, not just mine, any high mage of spirit.”

      Rage handed me a knife, and I pricked my finger before squeezing several drops into the bottle, and a purple magical haze wafted into the air.

      The Midnight brothers and Harvest girls all gasped, and Elaine muttered, “I don’t think I want to drink that.”

      Future daughter-in-law of the year.

      Everyone drank until their skin was smooth and unmarred of bruises or cuts, which helped me not feel quite so guilty for having caused most of them.

      Noble gave me a hug and whispered his thanks. “Turns out you do have a selfless gift,” he added, reminding me of the time just before the affinity stone meeting. “I’m glad we’re on the same team, Nai.”

      My heart pinched at his words.

      “Me too, Noble.”

      Unfortunately for me, no one else had a better idea than Rage’s “hide Nai and hope they don’t catch us” plan. So lame.

      “The king has a price on your head too, Rage,” I reminded my mate.

      He nodded. “We’ll both hide.” Then he tossed the keys to Noble.

      Five minutes later, I slunk down behind the driver’s seat and glared at Rage beside me. “Just so we’re clear, once we’re through the portal and in the mortal world, I get the shower first.”

      “Absolutely,” he said, nodding. “I promise.”

      As he turned toward the others, his lips tipped up in a grin.

      “I saw that,” I shouted, and then the first filthy shirt landed, followed by several more until I was buried under a pile of disgusting bloody clothes. Eww. “This isn’t going to fool anyone!” I growled.

      My only consolation was Rage had to hide too.

      “No more talking,” Rage muttered, shirtless and curled into a ball behind his mother’s seat as Justice draped clothing over him.

      My mate spoke into my mind: ‘That was funnier in my head. It actually sucked watching you get pelted with dirty clothes.’

      Aww. ‘You really know how to sweet talk me, Rage.’

      I settled into the space and closed my eyes, wishing there was some way to block out the smell. Sure, hide the wanted criminal, but the shirtless dudes driving weren’t suspicious. Not at all. My heart jumped into my throat as Noble tapped the brakes.

      We were at the portal already!

      “Uhh … hi there,” a woman said, her voice vaguely familiar. “Can I help you?”

      Noble cleared his throat. “Headmistress?”

      “I’m sorry—” Headmistress Elaine said, her voice breathless and strained. “I thought … you reminded me of someone. I … uh … I’m Elaine, the alpha queen, and … uh…”

      This wasn’t going well. What was up with Rage’s mom?

      “My son and his friends in the other car,” Elaine continued, still stammering. “Justice—I mean Kaja … and we’re … uh…”

      What in the mage was going on?

      “Going to the mortal realm?” the other woman asked.

      Again, something of her voice nagged at a memory, but I couldn’t place it.

      “Mmm-hmm. The mortal realm,” Elaine said.

      “Do you have your papers?” the mage asked. “Signed documents so I can open it for you?”

      I pushed a hole through the mound of clothes and looked up until I saw who was guarding the portal.

      “It’s you!” I shouted, bursting out of the clothes with a grin. She could be trusted, 103.4% sure of it.

      The high mage woman I’d crossed paths with in the library—the one who’d given me the yearbooks—stood just outside Rage’s door. She jumped upon seeing me and then burst into laughter. “Mother Mage,” she said, giggling. “You’re just like your mother.”

      My mother … she knew her?

      Elaine’s mouth popped open. “You look just like her…”

      What the what? I couldn’t handle any more family drama. “Who are you?” My voice shook as I looked at the silvery-blue haired woman.

      She leaned into the car, peering down at me. “There’s no time, but I’m your aunt. My father, Geoff, sent me to get you to Montana.”

      She clapped her hands loudly, and the portal appeared ahead of us. Reaching into the car, she squeezed my hand quickly before letting go. “I'll see you soon.”

      My eyes widened as the shock settled into me.

      My aunt.

      I have an aunt.

      What if I had an uncle and cousins and … holy crap. I had an entire side of the family I knew nothing about. Before I could think more on it, Noble gunned the gas.

      ‘Hold on,’ Rage said, a little too late.

      My back slammed against the footwell, and then everything spun. The kaleidoscope of colors I’d remembered from last time exploded within the cab, and my insides twirled like a freaking carnival ride. And then we shot through the portal and back into Montana. I burst from the dirty clothes pile a second time and stared at Rage’s mom. Noble parked on the side of the road, and Rage climbed out of the back, distracting me for a second with his shirtless yum.

      “You know my aunt?” I asked. Elaine had totally fumbled when she’d seen my mom’s sister—like she looked familiar.

      Justice drove out into the wooded forest behind us and screeched his vehicle to a halt. Rage took the driver’s seat, but Elaine indicated that Noble should take shotgun.

      “Head for Crescent Pack, Courage,” Elaine said and then crawled into the back seat next to me.

      My heart thumped against my ribs. The alpha queen had just crawled over the center console for this. No way would it be good.

      She grabbed my hands and tucked them into her own, offering me a sad smile. “It makes so much sense now.”

      Tears burned my eyes, but I blinked them back. “Now?”

      Elaine swallowed. “Your father will have to fill in the gaps, but I’ll tell you what I know.”

      I nodded, my hands slick with sweat. “I saw them, you know, in the Realm of the Dead. My mother and my … uncle? They were together…”

      Somehow I couldn’t finish the sentence. To tell her they were holding hands, like … lovers.

      Elaine nodded. “Honey … I don’t think your uncle is your uncle … but that’s for your father to confirm.”

      Yeah … in some part of my mind, I’d put that together.

      “What do you know?” I asked.

      She patted the tops of my hands and then looked out the window. “The night the boys’ father died … it was well past midnight, and we were asleep in bed when someone pounded on the door.”

      My gaze flicked to the front. Rage’s hands tightened on the wheel, and the muscle in his jaw ticked.

      Elaine sighed. “It was Mackay, his best friend from Alpha Academy, someone he hadn’t spoken to in years.”

      My throat went dry. My Uncle Mackay…

      She looked at me, pity and heartache and so much emotion glistening in her eyes. “He was terrified. Clothes in tatters and filthy, he spoke so fast… In all the years at the Academy, I’d never seen him like that.”

      “What happened?”

      Elaine exhaled through pursed lips as she stared at the ceiling. “Those two did everything together at Alpha Academy. They may have been from different packs, but they were … what is that saying? Thick as thieves? Better than brothers. Anyway, Valor and Mackay made a pact that they’d always help each other … no matter what.”

      Oh, mage. My funcle, because clearly he needed a name that wasn’t father or uncle, had gone to Rage’s dad for help.

      “Valor told me to stay with the boys. The four of them had an adjoining room with a door that led to ours, and then he left. That’s the last time I saw him alive.” Elaine swallowed hard and dabbed her eyes.

      I grimaced as realization settled like an itchy blanket over me—one I shrugged off. “That’s it?”

      Elaine’s expression pinched with … regret? Fear? Anxiety? “Before Valor closed the door, I saw a silver-haired woman standing next to Mackay, her belly swollen with child. That mage looked a lot like the one at the portal moments ago.”

      My aunt.

      So my funcle had asked Rage’s dad for help with his high crime. AKA … me.

      “How did Dad die?” Rage asked, his voice hoarse and trembling.

      His voice yanked me back to the present. So lost in my own tragedy, I’d totally forgotten we were in the car with him and Noble.

      Elaine shifted in her seat, and her eyes welled with fresh tears. Had she never spoken about these things to her boys?

      “He was killed,” she said plainly, her voice flat and devoid of emotion.

      “By who?” Rage’s voice could cut glass.

      Several seconds passed, the air swelling with tension. I fidgeted in my seat, wanting to say something, but to say anything would only be an accusation. I had nothing more than suspicion. Heavy, ugly suspicion.

      “The official story … we were told the next day … was that Mackay killed your father.” She swallowed hard and picked at her nails.

      “But you just said they were better than brothers. That Mackay was distraught. There with a pregnant mage … and you believe he came to assassinate Dad?”

      Elaine closed her eyes and rubbed her temples. When she spoke, her voice was just over a whisper. “I try not to think about it, son.” She heaved with her next breath; her entire body shook and then she raised her chin and met Rage’s gaze in the rearview mirror, tears spilling from her eyes unchecked. “I try so hard to never think about that night”—her voice broke—“the night that left me a widow and single mother of four.”

      Ouch.

      That shut Rage up, and we drove for a few moments in silence except when Elaine sniffed. I rummaged through the car, but it was Rage who extended his hand filled with crumpled napkins from the center console. “I’m sorry, Mom.”

      His mom said nothing, but the wheels were turning in my head. If my biological dad didn’t kill Rage’s dad … who did? Who had the most to gain that night from Rage’s dad, the king alpha dying?

      ‘What are you thinking?’ Rage asked.

      I met his gaze, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to say it, even in my own thoughts—let alone to him.

      ‘You can tell me,’ he said.

      Was that resignation in his voice? Did he think the same thing? Even if he didn’t, he was my mate. I wanted to do all I could to keep us on the same page.

      After a deep breath, I dropped my gaze and spoke in a rush. ‘I think King Declan took advantage of the chaos my bio-dad caused that night … and killed your father to steal the crown.’

      There. I’d said it.

      The silence in my head was deafening—and then he snarled. I looked up as black pelts of fur rose on his neck. Rage’s eyes flashed yellow, and in a voice that was barely human, he said, ‘I think you’re right. And when I see him again, I’m going to enjoy tearing that monster limb from limb.’

      Now definitely wasn’t the time to remind him we still had a curse to break so that could happen.

      I settled into the car ride, letting the movement rock me as my mind chewed on everything. I was feeling relaxed when Rage let a curse word fly.

      “Courage Midnight!” his mother scolded from her seat next to me.

      “Sorry.” Rage growled. “But my watch … it’s … I forgot about the time difference between the worlds. We only have a few hours left to bring Honor back.”

      I bolted upright. “What? We had like twenty hours!”

      Rage met my gaze, sadness and panic filling his. “Well, now we have four.”

      Frick. My grandpa had better be waiting for us the second we got to my father’s land.

      Lost in our dark thoughts and haunted memories, I felt an eerie stillness pervaded the vehicle. When I started recognizing the landscape, my thoughts derailed, and nervous energy thrummed through me. I hadn’t spoken to my father in months. Phones didn’t work in the magic lands, and no visits were permitted. He wasn’t expecting to see me for another three and a half years…

      When Rage pulled onto our land, I stared out the window at the plowed and dried-up cornfields now harvested and covered with a light dusting of snow, the wildflower meadow likewise blanketed in white. Smoke puffed from the chimney of our cabin. I couldn’t breathe as I was suddenly overwhelmed with homesickness, only to be doused with terror as the pack trickled outside, likely brought by the crunch of our tires on the hardened snow.

      I sucked in a ragged breath, trying to control the panic clawing through me. As if Rage could feel its hold on me, he reached back and grasped my hand, squeezing it tightly.

      ‘We’ve got this.’

      I scoffed. ‘Really? Does my dad know Nolan is dead?’

      ‘Maybe.’ Rage grimaced. ‘Usually, the king sends a letter to the family.’

      Usually. ‘What about fated mates? Does your douchebag uncle send letters about that?’ I was 85.9% sure no one told my dad about Rage and me. ‘Or what about the fact that we’re on the run from the king and maybe the High Mage Council, all of whom I’ve pissed off?’

      He winced. ‘That’s a lot to catch him up on.’

      ‘Yeah,’ I snorted. ‘No one’s got this.’

      And because I’d taken the magic oath when I’d boarded the boat for Alpha Academy, I wouldn’t be able to tell him anything. This was going to get interesting with hand gestures and broken words. Would it hurt when I tried to tell him? Or would no sound come out? I didn’t know how the spell worked to keep all that transpired at school a secret…

      ‘Maybe it would be best if I let you two talk—’

      ‘Nice try, mate. You’re coming with me.’

      Rage nodded and put the car in park as Justice pulled up next to us.

      “I’ll wait in the car until you give us the all-clear,” Elaine said. “This is so far away from official business…”

      She was a foreign wolf, the wife of the alpha douche who banished my pack … I’d need to get my father’s invite for her to step foot on this dirt.

      I nodded, and Rage stepped out of the car and opened my door.

      “Shirt!” I whisper-screamed at Rage.

      His eyes widened. “What?”

      “You’re shirtless!” I gestured to his incredibly yummy washboard abs, but it was too late, my father stepped out on the porch, and his gaze jumped from me to the half-naked man holding my hand.

      His brows drew together, and he clenched his jaw. “Nai?”

      Emotions bubbled up in my chest, and a sob caught in my throat. This man might not have been my “bio” father, but he chose to raise me—he was, and always would be, my…

      “Dad!” Running, I broke away from Rage and raced up the path. The cold air nipped at my nose and bit my cheeks, but none of that mattered.

      My father wasn’t a very emotional man—being the alpha of a large pack will do that—but tears glistened in his eyes as I ran to him. The moment I hugged him, he wrapped his arms around me in a fierce embrace.

      “Nai,” he whispered in my hair. Then, he cleared his throat, and his voice dropped, low and threatening. “You smell of blood. What’s wrong?” He pulled back and glanced at Rage. “Who the hell is the half-naked Midnight wolf? And why are you home early?”

      I took in a deep breath, praying that I could somehow explain this to him with the spell in place.

      “I’m half high mage, which I think you know, and we’re on the run because the alpha king wants to kill me.” Holy crap, I could talk. Maybe being half high mage meant the spell didn’t work on me? “He”—I pointed to Rage—“is Courage Midnight, my fated mate. His mother, the queen, is in the car as well as his brothers and two of my best friends from Harvest Clan. We need safety until my grandfather, Geoff, who is the high mage of spirit, arrives, because we’re going to bring Honor, one of the Midnight brothers, back from the dead.” Having run out of air, I sucked in a ragged breath and then smiled to soften the blow … or blows.

      Eyes wide, my father stared at me, his eyebrows so high that I wondered if they’d hit his hairline.

      “Fated mate?” His gaze went down to my fingers.

      “Really?” I muttered. “Out of all that, you are stuck on fated mate? What about Grandpa Geoff, or bringing Honor back from the dead?”

      He shook his head as if none of that made sense—because maybe it didn’t, and then ran his hand through his hair. “Nai, my sweet girl…” He swallowed hard and then brushed an errant lock of hair from my forehead. “I should have told you sooner, but everything I did was to protect you.”

      I nodded. “I believe you.”

      I was old enough to protect myself now, not so much as a defenseless child.

      He looked at the car. “You trust everyone there?”

      I nodded. “With my life. Ten times over.”

      He dipped his head once. “Then tell all of them to come in, and we can talk.” At this, Rage opened the door to the sleek SUVs, letting our crew out. My dad kept his attention on me, and added, “Lona is making chili.”

      My sweet Lon—always in the kitchen, always taking care of us. A grin pulled at my lips with the thought of her cooking. “With honey cornbread?”

      He gave me a side-eyed look of have-you-lost-your-mind? “Of course.”

      I glanced at Rage and the others climbing out of the cars, and then fear clenched me. Standing on the uneven boards outside our cabin, I forced a swallow. “Dad, you know the king will come looking for us, right?”

      Pursing his lips, he nodded. But there was no resignation in his expression—and no fear. Just resolute determination. “And we’ll fight to protect you, daughter. Always.”

      Pride for our pack and fierce love for my dad swelled up my chest, and my tears were back. As I mumbled my thanks, Rage escorted his mother up the steps. Thankfully, his dirty shirt was back on.

      “Hello, Nathan, it’s been a while.” Elaine bowed her head low in a sign of respect. “I wasn’t sure if my sons and I would be welcome here.”

      My father cleared his throat and extended his hand so she could grasp it—as he would to any guest. “Friends of my daughter are always welcome in Crescent Pack.”

      She smiled, a tremulous release of the tension in her expression and her shoulders, and my father kissed the top of her hand, acknowledging her position as queen.

      One million percent proud of my dad right now.

      Rage thrust his hand out next. “It’s nice to meet you, sir.” His voice shook, just a little, and I had to suppress my grin of satisfaction, knowing he was nervous to meet my father. Ha!

      My dad shook Rage’s hand once, short and firm. “What was up with the no shirt thing?”

      All my puffed-up pride drained away, and I blushed the color of a tomato.

      Rage chuckled, taking the question in stride. “We covered Nai and me in the back seat of the car so we could sneak out of the portal.”

      My father nodded as if this was all normal conversation. He narrowed his gaze and looked Rage up and down. “Fated mates, huh?”

      “Yes, sir.” Rage showed his marks to my dad. “It took me by surprise, too.”

      “So, it’s snowing, and we don’t have coats on.” I pointed at the gray sky in Captain Obvious fashion, nervous about the direction their conversation was heading. “Besides, Grandpa Geoff could be here anytime, and I’m starving. Not to mention we don’t have much time left on the resurrect Honor clock. We should get inside.”

      My dad took the cue and led everyone inside where I introduced Justice, Noble, Kaja, and Fiona. Dad acknowledged each of them with respect, and I had only enough time for a deep breath before…

      “Nai!” Lona’s shaken voice came from the kitchen, and I burst into a run.

      While I didn’t have a mother growing up, I did have Lon. We crashed into each other, and her scent enveloped me, lavender and earthy spices, this time from the chili she was cooking.

      “Oh, child, how I missed you.” She squeezed the ever-loving life out of me, and I let her. I let her hold me for longer than was “cool” because I didn’t give two craps about that. It was so good to be home even under dire circumstances.

      A low rumble of laughter made me look up just a split second before my best friend, Mack, jumped into the hug. “What the hell, Nai? Did you get kicked out of Alpha Academy?”

      He enveloped me and his mom in a bear hug, lifting us right off the ground. “And you managed to make friends with Midnight?”

      “She’s my fated mate,” Rage declared, scooting over to my side in a testosterone-oozing way.

      Mack dropped his arms to his side with a low whistle. Lon and I both pulled away and, still smiling, wiped at our eyes.

      “And you are…?” Rage asked, sliding his arm around my waist as he eyed Mack—as if he were competition. I elbowed Rage.

      “Mack and I have been best friends since diapers. He’s practically my brother.” I laughed. Lona literally raised us in the same crib. I had the pictures to prove it.

      Rage relaxed and shook Mack’s hand.

      “Where’s Callie?” I asked, inquiring about the third musketeer in our bestie group, craning my neck to look up at Mack. “And did you grow another five inches?”

      “She’s at her house, but she’ll be right over when I text her.” He pulled out his phone, and I stopped him.

      “Maybe later, we have … pressing business.” Then I looked at his mom. “Is there enough chili for seven more, Lon?” I asked.

      “You bet.” Lon bopped my nose like I was five and led us all past the depths of the communal lodge toward our personal residence, which was connected via a long hallway. I remembered the nights my father held late-night pack meetings in the conjoined building. Mack and I would sneak down and try to listen in.

      I followed after my dad, seeing the space with fresh eyes. The dark wood floors were worn in patches with plenty of gouges from wolves’ nails, and the ceiling here seemed lower after living in the castle-like dorm—even if ours had been rundown and dirty. But the walls had a fresh coat of paint, and the couches were comfortable and clean. One by one, dad took our guests to their rooms, promising fresh clothes and towels, which were promptly delivered by Lona.

      My childhood home felt alien after being away. Kaja and Fiona got right into the kitchen to help Lona while I settled Elaine into the guest bedroom so she could freshen up. Unfortunately, Gramps wasn’t here yet, so we were just going to have to wait until he came. I decided not to panic … yet.

      Dad skipped past my room with a sigh, causing me to raise one eyebrow, but before I could ask, he opened the door to another guest room and waved Rage and me inside. It hit me then … he didn’t take us to my room because it only had a twin bed. He was willing to let Rage and me share a bed, recognizing we were fated mates.

      Whoa.

      “You two can share this room.” My dad gestured to the queen bed, and then he shook his head—again.

      “Uh, thanks.” I was too terrified to say anything.

      “Nai, we should talk. There are some things about the past you should know—especially about your mother.” My dad indicated I follow him down the hall and away from the room, and I turned, both eager and terrified, to finally hear the whole story of that fateful night.

      Rage squeezed my hand and then let go, stepping past me to enter the guest room, but my father held his hand out to stop him. “You too, son. This is as much your family’s story as it is hers.”

      A stone sank in my stomach. How much did my dad know? Had he been there that night?

      He stepped away from the bedroom and said, “Let’s go to my study.”

      We followed my father down the stairs and into his office. After Rage and I were seated on the worn, brown leather sofa, Dad pulled his office chair out to sit in front of us. I’d spent hours, almost every single day, growing up on this couch, drawing, braiding my Barbie doll’s hair, and doing homework with Mack. But this was different…

      “So fated mates?” my dad said, again, with wild eyes, looking more than slightly horrified.

      Poor guy was probably in shock, so much info at once. Who could blame him?

      Rage cleared his throat. “I feel I should tell you … I’m nothing like my uncle. I’ll do everything I can to protect Nai, and I respect her. More than that, I love her.”

      My dad nodded, and his features relaxed—slightly. “Thank you for saying that.”

      Awkwardness crawled under my skin, and before this could go to any further levels, I brought us back on topic. “So … about my mom…?”

      My dad rolled out his neck. “Right … so what do you already know?”

      I caught him up on the mid-year games, Honor’s death, and how Rage and I had made a trip to the Realm of the Dead where we saw my mom and funcle together, holding hands. Then I raced through the brief almost-respite at John and Sara’s, the selkie detour, and the skirmish with King Douche before adding what Elaine told us in the car.

      Dad absorbed it all quietly, and when I finally finished, he nodded. “My brother Mackay was a troubled man those last few years. Even though he was alpha, he’d disappear for days on end. I can’t tell you how many times over those three years he said he didn’t want to be alpha and had me take over duties while he was gone. I knew he was keeping secrets, but I didn’t know what to do. I wasn’t going to fight him for alpha status, I loved him too much—and even though your aunt Lilith raged about his absence, she wasn’t strong enough to do anything—at least not while Mackay and I were around.”

      Clenching my own hands, I leaned forward. My father had never spoken of any of this. Ever. My breathing grew shallow, and my heart raced. The entire world disappeared as the truth of my birth was slowly unfurled.

      “Then, one night, that night, he came to me in tears. My big brother stood in the doorway of my home on Shifter Island and said he’d brought death upon the pack. He begged me for forgiveness.” My dad closed his eyes and shook his head before meeting my gaze. “I thought he was drunk.”

      I grimaced, every muscle in my body tensing for what was surely coming. Rage slipped his hand into mine and scooted closer so his body pressed into me—a subtle reminder I could lean on him if I needed.

      “I was tired, and it was the middle of the night…” My dad’s expression took on that faraway gaze, and I knew he’d slipped back into the memories—reliving them. “I asked him what the hell he was talking about—told him to stop being dramatic. I grumbled about wanting to go back to bed … then this ethereal angel of a woman stepped out from behind him, and that’s when I met her.” Reaching out, he touched a lock of my silvery-white hair. “Your mother, nine months pregnant, breathing through a contraction.”

      He paused, and I stopped breathing, feeling Rage still beside me.

      My mom. In labor.

      “Mackay went to her side,” my dad continued, “took her hand, and showed me. They had mate marks just like that.” He pointed to Rage’s and my interlocked fingers.

      “All those missing nights,” I mused.

      My father nodded. “He was with her.”

      Could I blame them? Nope. I’d do anything to be with Rage. Rules be dammed.

      “Were they running from something?” Rage asked. “My mother said they seemed shaken by the time they got to Midnight Pack lands.”

      My father curled his lip in disgust. “Yes, son, they were. Elia said the High Mage Council knew her baby’s father was a wolf and that they’d kill the baby. Their laws are very strict. Elia and Mackay wanted Shifter Island to be a safe place for their baby.”

      “What happened?” Rage asked, echoing my thoughts.

      My father took a deep breath. “I suggested they hide there, on Crescent lands. Our pack would rally behind Mackay. He was the alpha. But Mackay said that they’d never be safe without the support of your father, the alpha king. The longer he talked, the more certain he became that he’d be able to talk reason into Valor, and the wolves wouldn’t bow to the high mage’s kill order. Nor would they step foot on our Shifter Island lands without the alpha king’s permission.”

      I swallowed hard. “So who killed them?”

      He sighed. “Your mother’s labor was progressing, so I went with them to the castle. It was only a short distance from Crescent lands.”

      My father was silent for a long moment. The silence stretched until I thought I might go mad. Jumping from the sofa, I shouted, “Dad! What happened?”

      My father shook himself.

      “Valor offered to help. I was floored. The alpha king hid us in his guest house, but a moment later, Declan arrived, pounding on the door and screaming about a high crime. I don’t know how he knew, but he did. Valor said he’d talk sense into his brother.” My dad swallowed, and his voice dropped. “Val said to wait, and then he slipped out the door.”

      Nausea rolled into me.

      My dad closed his eyes and seemed to be holding back tears before he continued. “Elia was in full-on labor. Valor and Declan were both fire elementals, but Mackay didn’t think either would fight each other over this, nor would they use their magic so close to the castle and the school. When Valor screamed, and we smelled … smoke … Mackay told me to stay and help Elia with the labor before he left to try and help his friend…” My dad opened his eyes and looked at Rage. “Your dad. Mackay was a water elemental. That’s why…” His voice cracked, and my dad forced a swallow. Shaking his head, he continued, “I’m sorry, while Elia silently gave birth to Nai, Declan slaughtered Valor and then Mackay, burning them alive in the garden.”

      “No!” Rage jumped up and grabbed at his face.

      The pained expression my father wore looked like he’d swallowed acid. “I wanted to help, but … I was literally delivering a child. By the time Nai took her first breath, I knew Mackay was gone. I felt it through the pack bond.”

      Rage’s hands shook, and I stepped over to the couch, sinking to my mate’s side to rub his back. The entire time, my mind raced a mile a minute.

      That mother freaking asshole deserved to be burned alive—a thousand times over!

      “And my mother?” I asked.

      My dad dropped his chin, covering his face with his hands. “I don’t know if it was a cruel twist of fate or if the trauma of hearing her mate be brutally murdered caused the hemorrhage. When I tried to give you to her, she pushed you back and weakly told me she was dying. That I needed to flee—take you to safety. That’s when the floor became covered in blood.” My father frowned, his eyes glistening with tears, and salty tracks cut through whiskers, dripping to the floor unchecked. “The blood … there was so much blood. What more could I do?”

      Oh my mage. Tears filled my eyes, blurring my vision until I couldn’t see. How could I blame my father? And for what? Listening to my dying mother’s last wish to keep me safe? As a wolf shifter, to flee would be going against his very nature. Emotion clogged my throat, and I blinked to clear the tears, but more came as I rushed into his arms, and he wrapped me in a tight hug.

      “She collapsed, died right there on the bed,” my father said as I pulled away and looked up at him.

      Anguish wrenched my chest—for him because the pain of that night still tortured him.

      “Her chest was wet with blood, and her belly was still so swollen. She hadn’t even delivered the placenta yet … she still looked pregnant.” My dad closed his eyes and sighed. “I thought of all the carnage and destruction Declan had caused, knowing I could do nothing to change it, and then—” he raised his gaze and met mine. “—I saw you, Nai, and knew, for you, I could do everything. I hid in the woods for an hour … maybe more, but not much, trying to come up with a story. By the time I returned to Crescent Pack land, I discovered Declan had already attacked. Half of our pack was … destroyed … and the rest of us were exiled.”

      A growl ripped from Rage’s throat, and I mirrored that anger. My father nodded. “In all the confusion of exile, I hid you with Lona and Mack—who was two months old at the time—in a secluded cabin at the back edge of our new Montana land.”

      My heart swelled at his words. No wonder I’d always had such a close bond with that woman and her son.

      “About a year later, I returned with you and told everyone you were mine and that your mother had died. I, like Mackay, had become well known for my long weekends away. I was off seeing you, Lona, and little Mack, but they didn’t know that. So I let them believe I had a lover. Lona went back to the pack with Mack in tow, and no one was the wiser. It was a crazy first year, fending for ourselves in exile.”

      I tried to wrap my mind around it all.

      “So the king killed my father and slaughtered half your pack?” Rage’s voice was barely-contained fury.

      My father sighed. “Yes, son.”

      Onyx fur ran down Rage’s arms, and his body twisted and contorted as he lost control. Not even a breath later, the black Midnight wolf tipped his head back and howled, the long, anguished sound the only adequate vocalization of how my dad’s haunting tale had shredded my heart.
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      After talking to my father, we cleaned up and ate. Declan was already on my stab-to-death list, but knowing the truth moved him to the top spot.

      Top douchebag who deserves to be cut into a million pieces and fed to the selkies.

      After dinner, we moved our tension-filled vigil to the living room while Rage’s watch counted down on Honor’s life.

      Come on, Grandpa! Where are you? I knew he wouldn’t let me down, but if he didn’t show up in the next hour, I was going to freak out. I excused myself for a quick trip to the restroom, and Kaja followed me down the hallway.

      “You hardly ate anything,” Kaja said, giving me a sad look. “And that was the best food I’ve eaten in years.”

      I shrugged. What could I say? The ache of my father’s story was still raw like my chest had been scraped empty and the very fibers of my soul oozed from the brutality of the injury.

      “Between Declan … Honor … and then finding out my parents…” I struggled to form a complete sentence, to somehow explain all the horror and what it meant…

      Once again, for like the thousandth time, she proved why she was my bestie. Pulling me in for a tight hug in the hallway, she murmured, “Go take a few minutes. We’ve got two hours on your ticking save-Honor-clock. I’ll come get you if hell breaks loose.”

      I pulled back with fresh tears in my eyes. “Promise?”

      “Pinky promise,” she said with a wink, but her eyes glistened too—as if she could feel my pain. The smile slipped from her face, and she whispered, “I’m sorry, Nai. I can see you’re hurting … and I wish I could fix it, but I probably can’t—and I don’t even know the right thing to say, so … I’m sorry.”

      She tugged me back into her embrace, and letting the tears fall, I choked out, “That was pretty much perfect.”

      The dam of emotion burst, silently at first, but instead of waning, the emotions I’d stuffed away for the last few days all bubbled up. When the first sob tore from my lips, I felt Kaja move, and then Rage’s warmth enveloped me.

      “Come on, love,” he murmured, guiding me down the hall toward our room.

      Nothing says romantic quite like a sob fest.

      I bawled into his shirt, already wet with my tears, and clung to his chest, and still, he held me, giving me time to mourn two people I barely knew—and yet I existed because of their love, for each other and me.

      “At least everyone you love deserves it,” Rage said as we slipped inside the door and he closed it, his voice rumbling through his chest and into my body. “It’s super shitty to find out the man who raised you is the worst person in existence. What does it say about me that I wanted to be like Declan for a time?”

      He walked us over to the bed and lay me down on it. Patting his chest, his very nice firm chest, I sighed and snuggled closer to him. He smelled of cedarwood and sage and … sadness leaked through our bond, and I rushed to comfort him. “Every child wants to make their family proud. I think it took a lot of courage”—I poked his muscle—“to go against Declan at the mid-year games and what you thought was the truth your entire life.”

      He said nothing, so I sat up, leaning back to take him in. His gaze captured me, his eyes misting and his voice raw with emotion when he said, “That’s very kind of you, but this entire time, I thought your father killed mine…”

      “It’s all forgiven. Declan lied to everyone,” I said with a shake of my head. “You shouldn’t bear the fault of his deceptions.”

      Rage stiffened at his uncle’s name.

      Note to self: don’t talk about the d-bag unless it’s to plot to kill him—which I knew my dad was discussing with the pack right now.

      Determined to chase that haunted expression off my mate’s face, I walked my fingers up his chest and looked up at him through my lashes.

      He swallowed, but that tortured look still remained.

      Scooting closer, I climbed onto my knees before settling on his lap, straddling him. He lay backward so that his body was beneath me and my hair fell around us in a white curtain. Pressing my body harder into his, a thrill raced through me when he gripped my hips and inhaled sharply.

      Leaning forward, I ran the tip of my nose up his neck, scenting him before licking his skin.

      Oh my mage.

      My thoughts fritzed as my tongue pressed against his pulse. I moaned, pushing my fingers into his hair before nipping him lightly with my teeth. Another thrill as his heart rate picked up and heat began to work its way down my body.

      “Nai,” Rage growled, clenching his fingers into my hips. His chest pressed into me as he sucked in a ragged breath, and he trembled as if trying to deny him—me—us—this.

      Every moment we stayed together was a moment that our mated bond wanted to be sealed. It was starting to hurt to physically keep myself from this.

      I wanted him. I was ready.

      Pressing kisses up his neck, I then traced the outer rim of his ear with my tongue. His grip tightened on my hips, and I pushed my pelvis forward before sucking his earlobe between my teeth. Slowly, I grazed the soft flesh and then whispered, “Kiss me.”

      He slipped his hand under the hem of my shirt, and I gasped at the heat on his skin.

      “You want me to kiss you?” he asked, slipping his other hand beneath the hem, teasing me.

      I nodded, my breaths quickening with anticipation. Shifting my weight, I dragged my lips across his jaw, pressing kisses between my panting breaths. “Yes.”

      As if he needed an answer, his lips joined with mine, and immediately our tongues found each other, hungry and searching.

      He ran his hands down my back from my neck to shoulder blades. I arched, and he kneaded his fingers over my ribs before wrapping his hands around my torso. Then, slowly, he slipped his thumbs under my bra and grazed the underside of my breasts.

      Hunger and need shot through me, and my mind clouded with desire.

      “Rage…” I pulled back from his lips, mine swollen from our kiss.

      Instinctively, I lowered my body to his, letting him coax me as he dragged his hands downward in a delicious dance of lust and frustration. He groaned as I settled, which only served to heighten my desire. Using the pressure of his fingertips, he urged me to move, something I ached to do. I rotated my hips.

      Oh. My. Mage.

      “Nai,” he gasped, rubbing against me even harder.

      I followed his lead, our bodies tangled as we slid against each other. But I needed more. I needed his skin against my skin. His body and mind together—as one. I needed this bond, our bond … I needed to seal it—seal him, to me, forever.

      I fumbled with the button at his waist, and Rage stilled.

      “Don’t start something we can’t—”

      “Rage,” I begged, arching and writhing against him as I tugged at his shirt. Filled with aching need, I raked my hands over his taut abs and growled, “Please.”

      He slid his arm around my waist, and I sucked in a sharp breath as he flipped me onto the bed. I landed on my back, and he crawled over me until he straddled me. He wet his lips, and then lowered his body, letting me drown in the sensation of him for only a moment before he whispered in my ear, “Are you sure you’re ready?”

      “Yes,” I panted.

      Was he kidding? Was he afraid that he was pushing or pressuring me? Afraid I’d regret this? I mean I was vaguely aware that my father was in the house, but the mate bond was calling, and I couldn’t turn it off.

      ‘I’ve never in my entire life been more ready for something. Please, Rage, don’t make me beg.’

      I ducked my hands under his shirt, and he dipped his head, letting me pull it off him. I dropped it off the side of the bed, discarding it as I ran my fingers up his washboard abs to his yummy chest.

      ‘Now yours,’ he said, his voice rumbling through me, occupying all of me.

      He slowly teased the garment up, his gentle caresses leaving a trail of fire on my skin. My chest heaved, and I whimpered and trembled as he kissed my feverish skin, first below my bellybutton, then above it. Up my abdomen, and the swell of my breasts.

      I gripped his back, arching as he traced his tongue where he’d kissed, until he lifted my shirt over my head and gave me a wolfish grin.

      ‘You’re enjoying this,’ he said, his eyes brightening until they practically glowed emerald.

      Enjoying? I heaved with the effort of containing the emotion. ‘Don’t sell yourself short.’

      He chuckled, and then he let his gaze rove over me like a physical caress. He drank me in, his eyes growing more heated the longer he looked. His nostrils flared, and he growled. ‘I can scent your desire.’

      He could? My skin heated, and I closed my eyes, mortified.

      ‘Don’t be embarrassed, love.’ He hooked his finger in the waistband of my pants, tracing his tongue over the sensitive skin. ‘It only makes me want you more.’

      He tugged the waistband of my sweats down an inch, and my eyes popped open and abdomen tightened as I raised my head to see what he was going to do. He looked up and met my eyes. ‘Do you trust me?’

      Lust. Heat. Desire. Hunger. Need. Love. All of these feelings and more racked my body and swirled in my mind.

      ‘Yes,’ I said, falling back onto the bed, my chest heaving. I watched him slide from the bed, and then only his fitted boxers remained.

      Yum.

      He tugged one pants leg over my heel and then the other. ‘Lift up, love.’

      My pants fell to the floor, somewhere near his, and then Rage hovered over me once more. Running my hands into his hair, I opened myself to him, needing him to hear my truth. ‘Rage, I want you so much it hurts.’

      ‘Nai,’ he growled. ‘You have no idea.’

      His weight settled on me, his skin on my skin, and our lips met with a crash of teeth. He nipped at my lower lip, and I opened to him. His tongue stroked against mine; he threaded his hand into my hair. Coaxing my head back, kissing and caressing, this time with more fervor, the pressure of his lips and tongue and teeth increased as he claimed me. Rage worked his way down my neck, then my chest and abdomen before pausing right at the line of my undies.

      ‘Yes?’ he asked, his breath feathering over my skin with sensuous agony.

      ‘Yes,’ I said, giving him permission to take anything he wanted—because I was his, just as he was mine.

      Rage licked my skin, just above the hem of my panties, and then sucked.

      His teeth grazed me, and my entire body melted as a fine magic crackled in the air.

      Oh. Oh … wow.

      Another wet stroke made me tremble.

      ‘Rage,’ I panted, reaching for him. Another sensual stroke made me mewl.

      ‘I love you, Nai Crescent,’ he said, tugging my undies over the curve of my hips. He kissed me again, and I arched, desperate for more.

      ‘Rage.’

      ‘Mate,’ he growled.

      The word shot through me, and, as I arched, Rage settled on top of me.

      ‘Mate,’ he growled again, tugging my panties all the way down. ‘Say it, Nai.’

      His words melted into me, coursing through my body, but instead of possession, all I felt was love. So much love … and magic. Whatever force in the universe brought mates together was here now, I felt it in the air, charged and thick.

      I panted, and he scented me.

      ‘Claim me,’ he said. ‘Make me yours. Mate.’

      Yes.

      Rage moved, his body slick with sweat, and I inhaled as the scent of his desire hit me. Overwhelmed me.

      ‘Ma—’

      Someone pounded on the door, and we froze. The magical feeling around us popped like a bubble when the male on the other side of the door cleared his throat.

      ‘Uh…’ I said, my gaze darting to the door. ‘Do you think if we ignore them, they’ll go away?’

      I slid my hand over Rage’s back, blushing when I realized he’d discarded his underwear at some point. I’d been two seconds away from losing my V-card to the love of my life, and whoever was at the door ruined it.

      I cringed. Please don’t be my father.

      Rage, naked and clearly pissed at whoever was at the door, rolled off me, keeping all his bits private as he sat on the edge of the bed. “Yes?” he called out, his voice rough. “What do you need?”

      I waited, not wanting to get dressed unless absolutely necessary. My body still hummed with the feeling of unfinished business.

      “Master Geoff is here,” Noble said with a cough.

      Somehow, I knew they’d drawn straws to see who had to come up here. Poor Noble must’ve lost.

      “We’ll be right out,” Rage muttered.

      My gaze bounced from the door to my mate, only to be hit in the face by my shirt. No. ‘Uh … can’t they wait like two minutes?’

      The tension in Rage’s body waned, and he pulled his jeans up with a chuckle.

      Wait—how did he get dressed so fast?

      I tugged my shirt on and frowned at him. “Seriously … why can’t they wait?”

      Rage faced me with a crooked grin. “Nai, two minutes isn’t enough time to do what I want to you.”

      Hot damn.

      “It’s not?” I joked as my undies landed in my lap. “But there are all those jokes—”

      In two steps, he crossed the gap and leaned over to brush his lips over mine. “There’s a reason those are jokes. Trust me, that’s not the way I roll.”

      I swallowed. Hard. “I do trust you; it’s just…”

      ‘I’m disappointed too,’ Rage said, kissing me again. ‘But Honor is almost out of time. Besides, our bond isn’t going anywhere.’

      He was right. My body ached with need, but I pushed it down and got dressed. Honor needed us more.
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      “Where is my son?” a familiar woman’s voice screamed down the hall.

      Rage closed the bedroom door behind us, and dread slithered through me.

      “Where is he?” her voice cracked. “Where is my Nolan?”

      Oh crap. Just what we didn’t need right now: Aunt Lilith.

      Dad’s younger sister was a bitch. Literally. Entitled, argumentative, she was to blame for raising Nolan to be a lazy pig who tried to kill me.

      ‘Any chance we can sneak out the back?’ I joked to Rage.

      Rage took my hand. ‘We only have an hour left before Honor’s time is up.’

      Right. Honor. Focus.

      So we strode into the living room like we’d just come in from a mid-day stroll—not almost sex in the bedroom.

      “Nai!” Fiona leapt up from the couch with a fake smile plastered to her face, and the occupants all turned to us.

      All. Of. Them.

      Kaja, Fiona, and the two Midnight princes sat on one of the large sectionals, their heads inclined toward one another as if trying to ignore Lilith. Lona held my aunt’s arm, and Mack was doing his best to keep distance between my insane aunt and the rest of the room. Dad and Grandpa Geoff stood together in the doorway to the dining room. Geoff looked worse for wear, leaning against his redheaded shield, Reyna, who I recognized from the first day of school at my element ceremony. Kaja’s second eldest sister—she was built like an Amazon woman. Nearly six feet tall with lean muscle, she was beautiful.

      As my grandpa pivoted, I saw Reyna on his other side, fully supporting him.

      Wait a minute. What happened? Why couldn’t he walk?

      I knew Grandpa was old, but he’d never appeared frail like this before. Did this have anything to do with Surlama’s curse … the one he’d asked me to send him?

      As my dad looked our way, he blushed …which made me blush, and I glanced down to make sure my clothes were on. Yep, all dressed—

      “Where’s Nolan?” Lilith screeched again. She wrenched free of Lona and darted around Mack before stalking toward us. Her eyes and nose were swollen and red, and her skin splotchy. Gruesome scratches marred her face and neck, and the dried blood under her nails hinted her wounds were self-inflicted. “The school said the mid-year games were a mess.” She waved a sheet of parchment with a golden seal. “They said he died and that you killed him!”

      Awkward didn’t even begin to describe this situation.

      Unsure of what to say, I glanced to Rage for help.

      His eyes glinted with murder, so better not count on help from him—at least, not if I wanted to smooth things over. “H-he attacked me, tried to kill me, and I—”

      Elaine scooted past Rage and cut Lilith off midstride. “I was there the night your son died. What Nai says is true, he attacked her, and—”

      “Who are you?” Lilith snarled.

      “Elaine Midnight, the alpha queen.” Rage’s mother tipped her chin up with pride, and Lilith’s expression widened with surprise as she sucked in a sharp breath.

      “Your son,” Elaine continued, “tried to kill Nai, and—”

      “It says Nai killed him,” Lilith snarled, her lips pinching as her expression contorted with hatred. She flicked her gaze to me, and her eyes hardened. “Well? Did you?”

      I swallowed hard … and then nodded. “Yes.”

      Lilith shrieked and lunged for me.

      Elaine grabbed my aunt in a surprising display of ferociousness, and Mack and Lona raced over, as did my other friends, surrounding my aunt while she sobbed about the loss of her only child.

      Even though I disliked both my aunt and my cousin, I couldn’t gloat over Lilith’s grief. Considering the pain of losing Honor, I could respect my aunt’s need to grieve.

      Dad cleared his throat and caught my eye. “From what your grandfather said, you’re going to need privacy.”

      I nodded, and my gaze bounced to my aunt before returning to my dad. We definitely didn’t want Lilith to know what we were up to, or she might ask me to bring back her son—which would be a hard no.

      “I suggest you take him and the Midnight boys to the back cabin,” my father said and gave me a sad smile. “Do you remember the way?”

      Tucked away from the rest of the compound, hidden amongst the trees at the very edge of our property was the building he referenced. As kids, Lona used to take me and Mack there for overnight “vacations.” I’d always thought the somewhat abandoned building was a fun place to leave the hustle and bustle of pack life behind. Now, I knew the truth.

      “Yep,” I said, suddenly eager to see the place again, knowing now how it had served to hide me that first year. “I remember.”

      “Fiona, Kaja,” my dad called to my Harvest Clan friends. “If you two would be kind enough to help Mack set up patrols, I think it’d be best to start surveillance.”

      The girls nodded and headed outside with Mack.

      “Mom?” Rage’s brow furrowed as he stared at his mother. “Are you coming?”

      Elaine glanced at us from over her shoulder and then shook her head. “I’d better stay here.” She tilted her head toward my aunt, who was sobbing into Lona’s shoulder.

      Wow. No way would I stick around for this. Maybe she also didn’t trust that Lilith wouldn’t go postal and try to kill Lona or my dad or something. I suddenly felt grateful she’d be here.

      “Your mom is a saint,” I whispered to Rage.

      He grunted. “You have no idea.”

      Which was probably true.

      Justice said something to Noble, and they both crossed the room to us. Justice stepped over to  Grandpa Geoff and offered him his arm.

      We stepped out the sliding glass door and onto the back deck. A thick blanket of snow covered the bare fifty-acre field, the tree line hazy through the falling snow. But it was slow going with gramps shuffling like a hundred-year-old man with a thrown-out back.

      Oh, mage. I would never forgive myself if I’d done that to him.

      “Sir,” Justice said, “I don’t mean to be rude, but I’m concerned your pace may slow us down and impact our ability to bring back Honor in time.”

      Grandpa and Reyna shuffled toward us, the former chuckling as he drew near.

      “Don’t be absurd,” my grandfather said, wheezing as if he were on the last mile of a marathon. “I’ll most certainly slow you down. That’s why we have Reyna here.”

      I wanted to ask him if he was okay, but I also didn’t want to prolong this trip to the cabin any more than necessary. “Do you want one of the boys to carry you?” I asked.

      “I’d be happy to, sir,” Rage said, stepping forward.

      Reyna shook her head and snarled, “Not happening, Midnight. You worry about your mate. Let me worry about my Master Mage of Spirit.”

      Alrighty, then.

      “Which way?” Reyna asked, crouching on the first step leading off the deck.

      “We gotta clear the tree line, and then I can show you—”

      My grandfather leapt up onto Reyna’s back with the exuberance and energy of a five-year-old.

      I gave him a side-eyed look. “How are you feeling?”

      “Never better,” he said with a chuckle that turned into a whoop when Reyna bounded across the snow-covered field toward the trees, giving my grandfather a piggyback ride.

      Okay … so, that happened.

      Rage, Justice, and Noble all shifted into their wolves, and the latter two raced after Reyna. I slipped out of my clothes and shifted, gathering my clothes in my mouth for when we got to the cabin.

      ‘You should do that more,’ Rage said, giving me a wolfish grin.

      ‘Do what, shift?’ I asked, trotting after him. ‘Like when you and your brothers scared me into shifting? Because that experience sucked.’

      ‘No, love. I meant you getting undressed in front of me.’

      Oh.

      ‘You like that?’ I teased.

      ‘Just a bit,’ he said with a chuckle.

      We raced across the snow, and once we cleared the trees, I took the lead until we arrived at the single-room cabin about a mile or so away at the very edge of our property.

      I shifted back to my human form, dressing quickly, and kicked through the snow until I found the hide-a-key rock. The main room had two cots near the far wall, and the couch was a pull-out. There was a wood-burning stove that served as a hot plate as well as the heater. No running water unless one counted the stream out back, and I had vague memories of peeing in the snow.

      How had Lona raised two babies out here all alone?

      ‘That Lona is my hero,’ Rage said, shaking his head and clearly thinking the same thing.

      ‘Right?’ I wanted a moment with her later, to thank her for everything she did for me, but it would have to wait.

      Rage strode past me, letting his fingers trail over my skin on his way to the woodstove. Then he piled wood into the box and adjusted the flue. By the time Grandpa Geoff and Reyna arrived, Rage threw another log on his well-stoked fire.

      Justice closed the door, sighing as he looked at his watch. “Thirty-five minutes.”

      Halle-frickin-leujah. We were totally getting Honor back.

      “Soo.” The high mage of spirit looked around the sparsely furnished room and frowned. “Where’s the body?”

      We all froze. Justice swore and punched the wall. Noble sank onto the couch’s dusty sheet and dropped his head into his hands. Rage facepalmed himself, and I groaned.

      If ever someone needed a “time turner” thing, it was now. Instead of Rage and me getting hot-and-heavy, we should’ve been locating a body for Honor! Between killing Surlama and finding out the true story about my mother, I’d completely forgotten. We all had.

      “We … forgot that we needed a body,” I told my grandfather. “Today has been rough … we were fleeing for our lives from the king, and then my dad dropped a truth bomb on us.”

      Rage met my gaze, and I saw guilt in his eyes, mirroring my own.

      Grandpa chewed at his lip, looking at the three Midnight brothers. “I cannot bring a soul back from the Realm of the Dead without a form for it to go into.”

      Rage swallowed hard and consulted his watch. “We have thirty minutes.” He looked at me. “Is there a morgue or hospital or something else nearby? Maybe we could get a body that way and—”

      Grandpa waved his hand. “We’re too far from a main town for that, and I’d need to know exactly where to find a body to make a portal there. We don’t have time for me to hop from place to place and have me teach Nai how to navigate in and out of the Realm of the Dead.”

      Justice cursed again and delivered another frame-shaking blow to the wall and then apologized when my gramps shot him a stern look.

      “There must be another way,” Noble pleaded, looking up from the couch, his expression haggard. “We’d do anything to get our brother back.”

      My grandfather narrowed his eyes, regarding each of the brothers before he reached up and stroked his chin. “Anything?”

      Chills danced down my spine, and my skin prickled as Rage and Justice pressed around my grandfather, but Noble remained dejectedly on the couch, his entire frame quaking with emotion.

      “Anything. Ask, and we’ll make it happen.” Rage placed his hands together in supplication.

      The high mage pursed his lips, and hope sprang into my chest when he nodded.

      “Each of you has two forms, your human body and your wolf. If one of you is willing to give up your wolf, I can bring him back.”

      My jaw dropped to the floor. What the what?

      Rage sucked in a deep breath, and Justice stumbled backward.

      “Do you know what you’re asking?” Rage rasped.

      Grandpa exhaled and nodded. “I can separate your human form from your wolf, put Honor’s soul into your wolf, and you’ll remain human the rest of your life.”

      “Human?” I asked, trying to clarify what they’d need to sacrifice. Even with my sometimes-skittish wolf, the thought of losing her—forever … caused pain to slice through my chest.

      “There has to be another way,” I whimpered.

      “There isn’t,” Rage said, his voice filled with anguish. “We’re out of time.”

      “Would he … be himself again? Would it be Honor?” I asked.

      In wolf form, you might as well be talking to a caveman; they were almost all instinct.

      Grandpa Geoff straightened, his eyebrows lifting as he nodded.

      Did that mean he…?

      “His soul will be the same, and as such, he’d still be able to speak into his brothers’ minds through the bond they share. So … like his human self mentally but trapped in the body of a wolf.”

      The heat and tension pressed against us as the reality of his words hit.

      If we brought Honor’s soul back, one of the Midnight brothers would lose his wolf forever and become … human.

      “I’m the eldest. I’ll do it.” Rage stepped toward Grandpa, but Justice grabbed my mate by the arm and yanked him back.

      “Eldest by two minutes, Rage. Not that it matters. You’re the strongest so our best chance to beat Declan. Future king, bro. I’ll do it.” Justice tipped his head up, his chest heaving.

      Tears flowed down my cheeks, and my throat clogged.

      Noble cleared his throat and stood from the couch. With two long strides, he stepped in front of both brothers and turned around to face them as he rested a hand on each of them. When he spoke, his voice was steady. “Rage is our future king, and Justice, your strength is only minutely less. Besides—” he chuckled. “—you’re the spare heir. It has to be me.” Then, Noble faced my grandfather. “I want it to be me.”

      My eyes burned, and my chest ached as my heart was shorn in two. I gritted my teeth, and my body trembled with the effort of keeping my pain inside. I wanted to protest—this was too much. But how could I deny Noble a sacrifice I’d make if I could?

      Rage and Justice bowed to their brother, first their heads and then at the waist, and the demonstration of their respect made me choke back the sob I’d been wrestling.

      Neither Rage nor Justice needed to exhibit such deference to their younger kin, and by bowing, they paid him the ultimate respect. And then Noble—sweet Noble—pulled them in for a fierce hug.

      I looked up, and even Grandpa Geoff and Reyna’s eyes were glistening with tears. Gramps cleared his throat a few times as Rage yanked me forward, pulling me into the group hug.

      “Confession time,” I muffled against Noble’s shoulder. Justice clung to me tightly and Rage’s arm was tucked behind my back. “Noble, you’ve always been my favorite.”

      Everyone laughed, but the rumble of chests did nothing to assuage my grief. Instead, knowing how much they’d all suffered, because of me, sank deep into my soul. This solution was the best option we had, but it was terrible. These boys, they were special, their bond unbreakable. This sacrifice was unthinkable.

      “We must move quickly,” Grandpa said.

      We broke apart, and Rage checked his watch.

      Tears streamed down my cheeks unchecked, and my dear friend Noble brushed them away. Offering me a sad smile, he said, “I’ll still be me.”

      What was a wolf shifter without his wolf? But I nodded. “I know a few human girls from town. I could probably hook you up with one.”

      “Too soon,” he said with a grin.

      “Alright, Nai, this might be my last time to train you to do this, so come close to me.” Grandpa patted his side, and my brow furrowed as his words registered.

      “Last time?” I asked.

      He winced and gave a nervous laugh. “A discussion for another time.” Grandpa then gave me a tight smile, waving toward the brothers. “Courage, lay out one of those blankets from the basket there, and Justice”—Gramps held out a small canvas bag—“place one of these crystals on each corner.”

      I watched as the two eldest brothers did as Grandpa directed, no questions asked. Talk about trust.

      “Now,” Grandpa said, resting a hand on Noble’s shoulder. “Noble, dear boy, please lie down on the blanket.”

      I copied everything my grandfather did: he sat, and I sat next to him. Placing my hands on my lap like he did, I waited for further directions.

      “Look at Noble,” he commanded.

      I did, and Noble gave me a nervous look before his gaze bounced to the high mage.

      “This can’t like backfire and kill me, right?” Noble asked nervously.

      Grandpa winked. “Not with me in charge.”

      Okaaay. Did that mean it could’ve with me in charge? Grandpa’s statement was a bit vague for my liking.

      “Nai.” Grandpa’s voice sharpened, yanking me out of my panicked loop of thoughts. “Look at him.”

      My eyes widened. “I am looking.”

      He grasped the back of my neck, pushing me closer to Noble. “With your other sight.”

      “Uh… how?” In the past, I’d closed my eyes and thought of the person to travel through space to them, but this time, Noble was right here.

      “Relax,” Grandpa said. “Keep your eyes opened but don’t focus on any one part of your friend.”

      After taking a deep breath, I forced my eyes to relax.

      “Good.” Grandpa Geoff’s voice softened, and he waved his hand in front of my face. “Zone out, so all you see is a blur. Let yourself go, until you see the black fur of his wolf.”

      He continued talking, and I let his monotone voice lull me until that trancelike feeling settled over me.

      I gasped as the transparent form of a black wolf appeared, hovering just a few inches over Noble’s entire body. Where Noble’s hands and feet were, I saw wolf paws and legs and his big furry body … all of it see-through—like a ghost.

      “Holy Mother Mage.”

      “Okay, so hold that vision—don’t let the wolf get away,” Grandpa said. He ran his hands over Noble’s body, grazing the soul of his wolf. “Now, we must separate them.”

      Noble’s eyes widened.

      As my grandpa grasped the wolf’s spirit by the neck, the beast snapped his jaws. “Nai,” Grandpa Geoff said. “Help me wrangle him.”

      Oh mage!

      I grasped the front paws of his wolf and startled at the strange sensation. The animal’s limbs felt cold yet solid in my hands. “It’s okay,” I crooned. “Come with me so Honor can come back to us.”

      “That looks weird,” Justice said. “It’s like you’re grabbing air.”

      Noble winced. “I promise it doesn’t feel like air.” Gasping, he added, “It’s burning … a little … or a lot.”

      We’d started to tug upward, but when gramps and I pulled his wolf up, Noble’s body came too. The high mage turned to Justice and Rage. “Hold him down. It will hurt them both less if you apply pressure.”

      Rage and Justice knelt before their brother, Rage at Noble’s shoulders and Justice at his feet, gripping his ankles tightly.

      “We’ve got you, bro,” Justice said, his voice rough. “We’ll get through this.”

      “Nai…” Gramps looked at me. “As we extract his wolf, Noble may try to shift as a survival instinct—to keep the two of them together.”

      Almost on cue, fur rippled down Noble’s arms, and the wolf form I held grew taut as it tried to suck back into Noble’s body.

      Whoa.

      “Already there.” Noble’s voice was barely human.

      “Fight it!” Justice shouted.

      Rage squeezed his brother’s shoulders and said, “Do this for Honor.”

      Looking at me, Geoff raised his eyebrows. “Now, you made the deal with the Keeper of Souls, you must call for Honor.”

      My jaw dropped. “Uh … how?”

      “You’ve done this before,” my grandfather said. “Don’t let go of the wolf, but close your eyes and feel for Honor’s energy. Then go to him.”

      Hysteria bubbled up inside of me. “You make that sound like the easiest thing in the world.”

      “Nai, I’ll help you.” He closed his eyes so I closed mine too. “Now think of Honor.”

      Honor. Sweet Honor.

      I thought of him sitting at the edge of the lake in the Realm of the Dead, staring out at the vast expanse. I thought of him telling me that he was going to train me to shift. And how he told his brothers to stop teasing me at the beach.

      Honor? Where are you? I felt for his energy, but what did his “energy” feel like? What did anyone’s energy feel like?

      Honor was peaceful and calm. He was thoughtful and deep. If Rage’s energy was the sun, Honor’s was … like that lake. Cool, calm, soothing, and still.

      Breathing in and out, I noticed light starting to flicker behind my closed eyelids, and then I felt a tug like someone had hooked a cord to my bellybutton and pulled. Then, I was floating, I could no longer feel the ground under me; everything felt light and free. My eyelids snapped open, and a shriek tore from my throat.

      “I’m flying!” I screamed into the dark empty air.

      “You’re free of your body, Nai,” Grandpa chuckled beside me, and I looked over at his soul. It was younger—like he was maybe forty, but the lighthearted expression quickly disappeared.

      “Let’s go. We’re running out of time,” he said.

      Right.

      I let Gramps lead, and together we flew across a familiar landscape. The lake came into view with the Keeper’s castle on the hilltop. Glancing to my right, I gasped when I saw my body was semitransparent. I was a freaking ghost! Or a soul, or whatever. Just like Gramps.

      Before I could process any further, the ground rushed up to meet us, and with Geoff’s help, I landed on my feet. I scanned the area and saw thousands of souls lazing about near the lake.

      “Honor!” I shouted, running up to a young man sitting on a picnic blanket, but when he turned, I saw he wasn’t my friend but someone who looked like him. How much time did we have left? Was I too late? Should I go up to the castle and demand Honor—?

      ‘Stop. Don’t panic. Feel for him.’ Grandpa Geoff’s voice was in my head in the same way Rage and I spoke.

      Letting out a shaky breath, I tried once more to feel for Honor’s energy. If I couldn’t see him with my eyes, was there another way to sense him? I knew the answer as soon as I thought the question. I needed to use my magic. I unwound the ball of magic “thread” in my chest, but instead of reaching for fire or water … or exhaling air, I sent magic feelers out into the realm of the dead like a net—a special Honor Midnight net.

      Boom!

      I felt him then, a large energetic presence to my right.

      My eyes popped open and zeroed in on him. Honor was walking along the lakeshore with his father, and with them were my biological parents.

      My mind blanked, and for a second I forgot why I was here.

      “Mom!” I yelled.

      ‘No!’ Grandpa warned. ‘There’s no time. Honor’s soul is getting heavier.’ With a shake of his head, Grandpa added, ‘It may be too late. He may not go with you now.’

      I spared my parents one more look, my heart breaking when my mom waved, her eyes filling with tears. I wanted to run to her, to hug her and ask her and my bio dad a hundred different things, but … I had to focus on Honor. ‘What do you mean Honor may not come with me?’

      ‘We’ve waited until the last possible moment. He feels rooted here now, and he may not want to leave.’

      ‘But—’

      ‘You need his permission,’ Gramps said. ‘Everyone has free will.’

      No flippin’ way would Honor not want to come home and be with his brothers. Right? I booked it across the grassy lawn and then onto the sandy beach, racing until I crashed right into Honor.

      His mouth popped open. “Nai?” His surprise turned to anguish, and he wrapped his arms around me. “Oh no.”

      “Honor,” I sobbed, holding him tight.

      He stroked my hair. “Damn, girl. Who killed you?”

      I pulled back, shaking my head, and wrestled my emotions under control. He seemed better, more coherent. Happy … like he would want to stay here.

      No. No. No.

      “No. No one killed me. I … have the gift of spirit walking. I can come and go from here in this form, but I’m not dead.” Pretty sure that made no sense. “I came to bring you home.”

      I forced a smile for him, my attention bouncing from Honor to Valor, Rage’s dad, who watched me keenly. My mother and uncle Mackay approached, arms around each other, but my mom still had that sad look on her face and they kept their distance as we worked this out.

      “But I am home.” Honor pulled away and then stared out at the lake. “Why would you want to take all this happiness away from me?”

      He walked away. From me, his father … everyone, and headed toward the water.

      Panic thrummed through me, and I tore after him. “No, Honor. Please? Everyone is waiting for you to come back. I can bring you back. Noble is going to give you his wolf form, and we can all be together again.”

      He turned to face me, and his brows drew together. “You want me to go back? But, Nai, here no one can hurt me. Ever again. No more pain. No more limp. No more suffering.”

      There was so much in those words, so much about his life I didn’t know … like what being burned alive did to someone’s soul.

      Emotion racked my body, and even though I didn’t need to breathe, I forced several mental deep ones so I wouldn’t break into sobs again. “Honor, I won’t ever, ever let anything like that happen to you again.”

      He frowned and reached out to touch my cheek. “Better me than you.”

      I grabbed his hand and blurted the raw truth. “Honor, the king killed your dad. Declan’s coming for us now, in Montana. Rage is going to fight him for alpha king. I messed everything up, but I can fix this—sort of. We all miss you so much—I miss you.” I openly wept as I pleaded with my dead friend. “The king, the high mages, they pretty much all want to kill me. It’s crazy up there, and we need you. I need you.”

      He looked back at his father, who gave him a tight-lipped smile and nodded once. “You need to live up to your name, son. If your brothers need you, if Rage’s mate needs you…”

      Honor pulled me in for a side hug and kissed the top of my head. “Okay, Nai. I’ll come back—for you.”

      I threw my arms around his waist, relief filling me when he pulled me closer. We held each other tightly and then we floated up. Higher and higher we flew, clinging to each other.

      When I peeked down and saw my parents waving at me, my heart clenched again. “I’ll be back to speak to you!” I shouted.

      We would have our time, but it wasn’t now.

      As we floated up past the castle, I noticed the Keeper on the balcony, leaning against the railing. When my gaze met his, he nodded once and then snapped his fingers.

      Everything went black.
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        * * *

      

      My jaw clenched, and my eyelids snapped open. I was back in the cabin, in solid form, and Noble was screaming in pain.

      “Nai, help!”

      Holy mother…

      Noble’s wolf was … ripping away from him. Not his wolf’s soul—or whatever that transparent spirit thing was, but his actual furry wolf. It peeled away from his skin as my grandfather stood firmly at Noble’s head, his wolf held by the jaws, and yanked upward away from Noble’s face. Honor’s new wolf was practically crawling out of Noble’s body. Getting to my feet, I reached around Honor’s black furry belly and heaved with a grunt.

      Noble screamed bloody murder, thrashing against Rage and Justice, who still pinned him down. With a lurch, I tumbled back as Honor fully separated from Noble. Still holding on to his wolf, I braced for impact. I crashed into the couch and then I fell backward with Honor on top of me. After a stumble, he got on all fours and stared into my eyes. I could see it in his hazel eyes. I could see him.

      “Honor?” I croaked.

      Leaning forward, he licked my cheek and then sat back on his haunches with a wolfish grin.

      I burst into laughter and tears, wrapping my arms around his neck. “It’s you. It’s really you.”

      Rage stumbled forward, “I hear him. It’s him.”

      Honor spun, looked Rage in the eyes, and then jumped up on his hind legs and licked his brother’s face.

      Grandpa Geoff helped Noble sit up, and Justice held out the bottle of the healing elixir I’d made earlier.

      “Noble,” Grandpa said. “You okay?”

      Noble swallowed some of the healing elixir, his eyes wide and wild, but he nodded. “Honor?”

      The black wolf bounded across the room, licking each of us before settling at Noble’s side. All of the brothers embraced the black wolf, and Grandpa Geoff looked at me and smiled.

      “Thank you.” I squeezed his hand. “If there is anything I can ever do for you—”

      Grandpa Geoff leaned forward. “There is one thing…”

      Okay, he kind of jumped on that favor quickly. It must be urgent.

      “Anything,” I assured him. This man had my back from day one, I wouldn’t deny him.

      “Nai, I need you to—”

      The cabin door burst open and Kaja came in panting. “The king and his men are here.”
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      Even knowing King Declan would come eventually didn’t prevent my heart from thundering against my ribs at Kaja’s declaration.

      “Now?” I muttered, grinding my teeth. I glanced at Rage, the muscles in his neck corded and taut as he rose. Why couldn’t we catch a break and have Declan get struck by lightning or something?

      “Let him come,” Rage snarled, his voice more wolf than human. “He needs to pay for all he’s done.”

      Speaking of that … I turned to my grandfather. “Declan had Surlama put a curse on Rage’s mother.”

      The more I explained, the more the high mage shook his head.

      “Is there any way you can help us break it?” I asked—begged, in fact.

      “With Surlama dead, the only way…” He pursed his lips. “I’ll have to go back to the mage lands. I have plenty of spellbreaker root in my workroom. With Dark Row burned down … it’s the only place I know where to get some.” He gave Justice a withering glare.

      Justice winced. “Sorry about that.”

      I frowned.  “About what?”

      Justice ran a hand through his dark hair. “When Declan showed up at Surlama’s and it was clear they were in league together … I sort of flipped out … and burnt her tent down.”

      A sly grin pulled across my face, and Rage clapped him on the back.

      “But I didn’t mean for the entire place to catch fire!”

      “Funny thing about fire, it’s hard to control,” Grandpa wisely stated before turning to me. “Nai, if I leave, I can’t help with the fight here.”

      I nodded. “I know, but if we don’t break the curse, Rage can’t kill Declan.”

      “True.” Geoff turned to Reyna. “We won’t have time to return through the mage portals. I’ll have to make one for us.”

      Say what? I realized then that I didn’t even know the full extent of my grandfather’s powers.

      She blanched but then nodded.

      “Are you well enough to do that? I mean—”

      “Where will you be?” he asked, completely ignoring my question. “Tell me, and I’ll meet you there once I have the root.”

      “The main lodge, right next to my house where you met my dad,” I said, thinking it was a good meeting spot. If I met him all the way out here, I couldn’t help out with the fight either.

      Grandpa pulled his redheaded shield to the side, and I turned to find Rage leaning into Kaja.

      “Tell Crescent to hold Declan off as long as possible. We need to break the curse before I can kill him.”

      Kaja nodded to him and then flashed me a wicked grin. “Never a dull moment.” She winked. “I’ll see you in the field!”

      Then she raced from the porch, shifting back into her wolf midstride.

      Justice stood with Honor’s black wolf at his side, and panic clawed through me as my gaze landed on the very human form of the third Midnight heir.

      “Do you still have your magic?” I asked Noble, who gingerly climbed to his feet. Losing his wolf had definitely changed the slope of his shoulders, but to lose the power over his element too…?

      It would be unthinkable.

      “If you don’t, you can’t go out there. You could be killed…” Rage’s order became a shout of triumph as Noble pulled a sphere of water from the air.

      Relief crashed through me. I wasn’t sure he’d even be allowed to return to the magic lands if he were human, let alone survive with all of the danger there.

      “Let’s go kick Declan’s ass,” Noble said, standing tall once more.

      I waved goodbye to Grandpa Geoff, and then together, with Honor on my left and Rage on my right, the five of us stepped through the cabin door and out into—

      Holy-frickin-Mother-Mage.

      Acrid smoke singed my nostrils and burned my eyes, and a dark plume billowed into the air just above the gap in the trees where the pack lodge and family cabin would be. My stomach tied into knots as a strange, eerie glow lit the sky. If that asshole Declan burned down even one of our pack houses, I was going to lose it. He needed to die, pronto.

      We raced through the path, but even hampered by distance and trees, I could smell them. Midnight Pack wolves. Hundreds of them.

      The low hum of their collective growl filled the air as pervasive as the smoke. Even here, I knew Declan had brought a significant force. Were they all following him willingly or did he compel them? And what of Dad? And Lon? Did we have anyone still in the lodge? Because I was pretty sure, from the direction of the flames, that’s what was burning.

      ‘Crescent, protect home,’ my dad snarled, his voice pulling at all of the wolves in our pack. I could feel them racing through the trees toward the lodge.

      The Midnight brothers and I stepped out of the woods and ran through the field.

      Time seemed to slow as I absorbed the scene.

      Four huge Greyhound buses sat parked on the road leading to the lodge.

      Declan stood, surrounded by his wolves, with a ball of fire in each hand.

      With a shout, he shot another blaze of heat at the side of the wolf lodge where we gathered for meetings, weddings, and funerals. That building was our place of community, the very heart of our pack. A vice squeezed my chest as the light licked along the sides of the building, illuminating the king’s vicious expression, one I could see even twenty paces away. Behind him, more Midnight wolves stepped out of the trees as they formed a sea of moving fur, hackles raised and teeth bared.

      My heart jumped into my throat at the number of them. There must have been at least five hundred, nearly triple our pack.

      ‘That is a lot of wolves,’ I said to Rage.

      ‘Nearly the entire pack.’

      Mother Mage.

      “Where are you, Crescent trash?” Declan yelled, throwing another bigger sphere of fire at the lodge, dousing the entire roof in liquid flames.

      That fricking bastard! I lunged forward, to reveal where I was tucked into the tree line, when Rage reached out and stopped me.

      Noble raised his hands beside me and grunted.

      “What’s wrong?” I looked at the … mage? What was Noble now?

      “I’m trying to pull rain and snow over the building, but Declan has it shielded.”

      My heart broke then into a million pieces. It was going to burn, and there was nothing we could do about it.

      My father’s dark gray wolf stepped out from the woods on the other side of the field from us, shifting from wolf to man in less than a heartbeat. Like Rage, my father could use his magic to keep his clothes. Barefoot and wearing jeans and a flannel shirt, my father moved with lithe grace and confidence as he crossed the frozen land. “What are you doing on my land, Declan!”

      The alpha king sneered and hurled a stream of fire in response —right at my father.

      My breath hitched as I looked on in horror. My father ducked, tucking into a roll, and spun out of the way of the fire. When he popped back up into a crouched position, two streams of fire, like blowtorches, burst from his hands and headed right for the king.

      Go, Dad!

      The two alphas went head to head, throwing fire and dodging while the Midnight pack watched and waited for Declan’s command. Crescent wolves filed out of the woods, surrounding my father in a semi-circle as the two men battled with their element. Luckily, the woods being blanketed in snow meant our land wouldn’t catch fire, but the lodge was nearly gone. Long streams of orange flames licked across the sky and kissed my childhood home as I watched on in terror.

      We needed to end this, now.

      I reached for my magic to help my father with Declan as the king prepared to throw another stream of fire, only to discover … exhaustion. What the hell? Terror bubbled up from my chest, and I looked to Rage as if he could help. ‘My magic won’t work!’

      Had Grandpa Geoff said something about this and I’d somehow missed it? Maybe.

      ‘Don’t worry. I’ve got your back,’ Noble said—in my mind.

      What the mage!

      How—? I swallowed. How was it possible that I could hear Noble?

      Oh. Understanding dawned. Similar to the mental link Rage and I shared, my mate had said he and his brothers had one. Somehow, I now shared that link too, probably through our mate bond. Wow. Only 6.2% freaky … considering.

      Noble raised his hand, and with a flick of his wrist, the light flurry of snowflakes drifting in the sky moved en masse toward his uncle like flecks of metal pulled to a magnet. With a hiss of steam, Declan’s fire extinguished.

      Rage grinned. “He can’t hold a shield over himself and the house. He needs to pick one.”

      Hmm, shield studies must be a second- or third-year thing because I’d only heard of them from my dad, not any of my teachers.

      I wanted to do something to help, but I was weak without my magic, and I needed to conserve strength for when Grandpa got back with the spellbreaker herb. Dad—thankfully—seemed to be holding his own. My father thrust both hands out, and two fireballs headed right for Declan’s face.

      The king snarled and caught the spheres, and the flames disappeared.

      “I can do this all—” Declan’s gloating cut off as my father’s real attack appeared behind the ball of flames, which were just a distraction. My father had launched what looked like a comet, right at Declan.

      The comet was headed right for its trajectory, and I held my breath, waiting for it to splash into the king. I was so enthralled by the hot orange glow that I almost missed the icy resistance that came from behind Declan.

      What the…?

      My eyes widened as a stream of water shot out from the trees and collided with my dad’s fire. A billow of steam hid all of the Midnight wolves from our view.

      ‘Noble?’ Rage asked, huffing as we ran over the uneven ground and into view.

      Where the heck had the water come from?

      ‘Not me.’ Noble was breathless as we continued to race across the snow-covered field.

      Then who? He was the only water mage here except for…

      ‘Do you think they brought the high mages with them?’ I asked, my gaze cutting to Rage and then bouncing back to his deranged uncle.

      We picked up our pace, full-on sprinting toward the precarious standoff between our packs. Declan’s numbers were far greater than ours, so what were they waiting for? Why not attack?

      The steam cleared, revealing a red-faced and blistered Declan, cursing. With another flick of his hands, he shot a blaze of fire at my father. “Your magic has never been stronger than mine, Nathan. And it never will be.” He followed with several more shots, each one bigger than the last. “You are nothing.”

      I waited for my father to catch the flames, to tell Declan he was wrong—but the stream of fire magic drew closer … the individual swaths merged until an inferno lit the night sky, bearing down on my father.

      ‘Noble!’ I screamed.

      Noble waved his hand, nearly too late.

      My dad dove to the side with a snarl as the flames pelted the ground, the force reverberating through my legs. I gasped, fear clenching my throat before snow poured over the fire, covering it with a mound, which promptly dissolved into a puddle.

      Climbing back to his feet, my dad growled at the king, building a giant fireball between his hands. “So, this is how you want to play it? I’ll burn you alive like you did my brother and Valor.”

      Crap, I needed to find Elaine before he could do that.

      The king just grinned, and it made a stone sink in my stomach. Why did he look—?

      Aunt Lilith exited the tree line, and I sucked in a fierce breath of bitter betrayal as Lilith strode straight to Declan’s side.

      ‘Do what you can to slow Midnight Pack from hurting Crescent—but Declan is mine,’ Rage snarled, seemingly to his brothers and me in unison. ‘Honor, stay with Nai—no matter what.’

      ‘You got it,’ Honor said while the other brothers nodded.

      Justice and Noble peeled away, both in human form, striding over to join my father while Declan growled about betrayal.

      I moved to follow them, but Rage grabbed my arm.

      ‘I’m going to help my pack,’ I growled at my mate, assuming he was trying to protect me. ‘Don’t try and pull rank. I’m not staying behind.’

      Rage shook his head, ‘I need you to figure out how to destroy that protection spell on my mom,’ he said, referring to the one binding his mother’s life to his uncle’s. ‘No one else here can do that.’

      Crappity crap. He was right.

      “Fine. But don’t let my dad get hurt.”

      He nodded, and leaning in, Rage pressed a quick kiss to my lips. “I love you, Nai.”

      Then, he turned and ran in the direction of the king.

      My fingers went to my lips, and I wondered why he’d randomly said he loved me … like a goodbye in case—

      No. I wouldn’t … I couldn’t think like that.

      I spun on my heels, searching for my grandfather. How long would it take him to get to the mage lands and back? Would he step through a portal if it opened into that raging inferno?

      Whatever, I could figure this out, right?

      Operation Save Future Mother-in-Law was in full effect.

      “You asshole,” Rage snarled when he got within earshot of his uncle. He stalked forward with hot orange fire magic crackling down his arms. He punctuated his statement with a blast, not at his uncle but rather at the ground in front of him. The earth exploded, pelting the king, Aunt Lilith, and the wolves nearest them with chunks of frozen earth. “You murdered my dad.” Another blast. “And now I’m challenging you for alpha king position.”

      Well, I guess that’s out there now…

      There was a deep intake of breath—probably from everyone within earshot. Alpha challenges were fights to the death. Always.

      Racing in the direction of my father, I ignored the next explosion while scanning the tree line for Rage’s mom. Where was she? Maybe if I could scan her spirit, like Grandpa Geoff had shown me to scan Noble’s, I’d be able to see the spell and therefore know how to remove it. It was a longshot, but if Grandpa didn’t show up with the spellbreaker herb in time, it might be the only shot we had.

      “Midnight, attack!” Declan shouted like the coward he was.

      Snarls and growls ripped through the air, and I felt the wind shift as the pack moved. Their paws thundered against the ground, the sound becoming a crescendo as they neared. Heat blasted past me, and a heartbeat later, a wolf wailed in pain.

      Was that … I glanced toward my father, but it was Justice’s hands covered in flames. Justice had just shot fire into his own pack to protect mine…

      “Midnight Pack,” Rage commanded, his voice cutting through the collective rumble. “Stand down.”

      Howls and whines followed, and then several very human-sounding voices cried out with alarm.

      “Please!” a male begged. “Make it stop.”

      Mother Mage.

      A battle of wills was a battle for alpha—a battle to the death.

      The urge to glance behind danced up my spine, but any delay could spell death for Rage, Elaine, and all of Crescent.

      “Attack,” Declan screamed. “Attack!”

      The wolves nearest the king turned, some charging to attack Crescent Pack, and others attacking whoever was closest to them, including their own ranks.

      What the hell?

      ‘Come on, Rage,’ I snarled. ‘Kick his ass!’

      “Stand down,” Rage bellowed.

      The command rolled through the field, plowing into me with such force that I stumbled, falling to my knees.

      Whoa.

      I didn’t know if Rage was more powerful than Declan or if it was because we shared a close bond, but when Rage tried to compel his pack, it affected me. Something Declan’s magic had never done.

      I stood, shaking off Rage’s command, and closed the remaining distance before crashing into my father. “Dad!”

      He startled and brought his arms around me. “Nai?”

      “Where’s Elaine?” I asked my father, but he was preoccupied with making fireballs and glaring down Declan, who was in a screaming match with Rage.

      “Dad.” I grabbed his arm. “Where’s Lona? Maybe Elaine is with her?”

      As alpha, he would be able to sense if Lona was in mortal peril.

      He shook his head. “They were with Lilith in the lodge, and then our patrols spotted the buses—”

      “Do you feel her? Is she alive?”

      “Yes,” he said with a curt nod. “…somewhere.”

      Somewhere? But where was that?

      My gaze bounced from him to Justice, who stood next to my dad, then to Noble, who shot a flurry of magic toward Midnight Pack.

      ‘No idea,’ Noble said, keeping his attention on the Midnight wolves. ‘It’s not like her to hide.’

      Exactly my thought.

      ‘Honor…’ I looked down at the black wolf by my side. ‘We gotta find your mom.’

      ‘Hurry, Nai,’ Rage said.

      I peered over my shoulder to see him wrestling with Declan and was assaulted with a wall of heat that attested to the ferocity of their battle, but Rage was severely handicapped until he knew his mom was safe. I needed to find her.

      Now.

      A massive explosion rocked the night, and Rage seethed, his anger and frustration leaking through our bond.

      ‘I need you to stop those, Noble!’ Rage snarled.

      ‘Doin’ my best, man,’ Noble replied, his voice strained. ‘It’d be easier if Lilith didn’t block—”

      My father shifted into his wolf then and raced toward the king. His voice resounded through our pack. ‘Crescent, defend our land!’

      The pull to shift and fight hit me again, but this one was easier to push away.

      My pack streaked past me, racing to attack the Midnight wolves, and I knew all hell was about to break loose.

      Blood rushed in my ears, and tears of desperation burned my eyes as I racked my brain for quick ways to find the queen.

      Think. Think. Think.

      The only way Elaine wouldn’t be here helping was if Declan had captured her. But then where would he—?

      Oh. My. Mage.

      ‘Honor!’ I twisted toward the burning lodge and my childhood home, gaping as certainty sliced through me. Zero percent doubt. That bastard!

      ‘I need that curse gone,’ Rage barked with just enough desperation that when I called for my wolf, she roared to the surface.

      My clothes exploded into shreds as I ran.

      ‘She’s in our house … attached to the lodge,’ I told Honor. The feeling rang clear as a bell. Was that sick bastard going to burn his wife alive? Or did my aunt Lilith do this? She was the last one with Elaine…

      We sprinted to the building, and horror crashed through me when I saw flames all along the roof of our private residence. Dark yellow smoke puffed from around the edges of the back door, which was open a crack.

      ‘I sense her inside!’ Honor howled into my head, and that got me moving.

      I pushed the door in with my nose, and unease slithered through me as I entered the house with Honor right behind me. The thick haze made visibility terrible, and heat pressed against me like a physical weight. Every breath of the acrid smoke scorched my throat, and my eyes burned from the suspended soot.

      ‘Do you know where she is?’ I asked Honor, who trailed behind me.

      Before he could answer, a loud crash resounded above us, and my fur bristled. Surely he wouldn’t put Elaine upstairs, right? He wouldn’t want her dead, or did he? What could Declan hope to gain from this kind of brutality? If he killed Elaine, there’s no way the Midnight brothers would ever forgive him—not that there was much, if any, hope of that anymore. And if he did, then they would have nothing holding them back from killing him because she would be gone along with the spell. Maybe Lilith did it. I could see my Aunt going full evil and tying Elaine up in the basement if we had one.

      I froze.

      We didn’t have a basement, but we had a root cellar. We used it to store large quantities of food for our pack in the winter. There was only one way in or out: the door under the stairway to the second story. It looked like a storage closet, but stairs led down to the concrete-lined cellar.

      The floor above us groaned again, and I heard a strange popping sound. ‘Honor…’

      My mind ran a mile a minute as I hacked on the smoke getting thicker by the second.

      I had a sudden epiphany. ‘They’re in the cellar.’

      My sick aunt had punished me more than once by putting me down there when she was babysitting. If she knew the king’s plan was to burn our pack lodge and house, then that’s where Lilith would put Elaine if she wanted to kill her. Did the king even know?

      I thought of Nolan’s petty cruelty. Maybe Lilith wanted to be the king’s new wife and thought this would be a good way to make that happen. So sick.

      ‘Let’s go,’ I said to Honor, nudging him with my nose. ‘To the stairs.’

      The air shifted then, and chills danced down my spine.

      ‘Nai!’ Rage bellowed, filled with alarm. ‘Get out of there!’

      A pit opened in the bottom of my stomach.

      Glass cracked, and the windows above Lon’s sink popped, shattering inward, followed by the wall of windows in the living room. Glass rained down on us as we raced down the hall toward the staircase.

      My home groaned.

      ‘Nai, watch ou—’ Rage bellowed.

      A strange rumble emphasized his fear, but I didn’t need him to finish the warning to know what he meant.

      Panic coursed through me.

      Declan had created a bomb—and we’d walked right into the center of it. A death trap—for all of us.

      There was no time to think.

      Mother Mage, let my magic work.

      I shifted, wolf to human in an instant.

      Magic thrummed in my veins—in my chest, in my every pore. But would it be enough?

      ‘Honor!’ I grabbed my friend by the neck scruff and pulled him to my chest, throwing a layer of protective energy above us. I didn’t know how to put up magical shields, but if fire was red, then I wanted blue. All the blue I could muster. Blue like the ocean. Like the crystalline waters around Shifter Island. Beautiful, life-saving blue for me, Honor, and everyone in the cellar beneath us.

      White light exploded behind my closed eyelids, and heat blasted toward us as I waited for the pain.

      Only, it didn’t come.

      So … I blinked.

      Still clinging to Honor’s fur, I sucked in a sharp breath and raised my head. Blazing red fire magic skimmed over the top of the blue shield dome I’d created, the red and blue blurring together into a vibrant mauve like watercolors mixed together.

      My family home was gone—exploded into dust and splinters of wood. All except for the piece of hardwood floor where Honor and I still sat, curled together.

      ‘Rage?’ I reached for our bond, relieved when I felt his presence on the other end.

      ‘Are you okay? Is my mom free?’ he asked.

      Damn.

      ‘Almost … I hope.’

      I looked a few feet to my right, where the door should have led to the cellar, and nearly lost my focus. Wheezing with relief, I stared at the magic—my magic—shielding not only me and Honor but Lona and Elaine as well as my friend Callie, who happened to be with the other two women in the cellar below us. All three of them were bound by the hands and ankles.

      They were alive!

      My magic protection bubble popped, disappearing at once, and Honor and I tumbled down the steps into the cellar, the haze of smoke less here than in the house.

      I landed against a canvas bag of potatoes with a groan.

      “I seriously hate Declan,” I muttered, climbing to my feet. I scanned the smoky space, trying to locate the three females, and Honor bounded over to where we kept the potatoes. “Elaine? Lona? How are you—?”

      “Honor!” Elaine shouted and then burst into sobs. The smoke cleared enough for me to see the black wolf nuzzling her.

      Emotion tugged at my heart, a sharp contrast to the anger I held for Declan. A mother knows her child, no matter what.

      ‘My mom!’ Rage yelled, yanking me from the warm fuzzies. ‘Get that curse off my mom so I can kill Declan.’

      ‘One hundred percent behind you on that. Almost died. I’m on it now.’ I strode toward Elaine, pausing only long enough to grab the wire cutters sitting next to a basket of butternut squash. I snipped the zip-tie from Elaine’s ankles and then grabbed her hands, “Tell me about the spell Surlama did.”

      “You’re naked,” Elaine said, gasping and wide-eyed, looking from me to Honor before breaking into another sob.

      Nudity wasn’t that big of a deal among wolves though most learned how to better manage their modesty by my age. Yet, here I stood, butt-naked in front of my future mother-in-law.

      ‘She’s in shock,’ Honor said, stepping to my side.

      Because, really, what else could go wrong?

      I nodded and clipped the second binding to free her hands. “The spell?”

      Elaine just continued to cry. I think seeing her once-burned son back, in the flesh, had broken her. Was there better etiquette for this kind of situation? Because I wanted to shake her.

      “Nai Crescent!” Lona scolded. “How dare you run around naked in front of guests? Callie, give her your jacket.”

      My gaze jumped to my bestie Callie, who shucked off her jacket like she’d done it a million times for me.

      “Sorry the zipper’s broke,” she said with a half-smile.

      “And put on those pants,” Lona said with a huff, indicating a pair of jeans that sat atop a donations bag in the corner of the room. I crossed the room quickly, slipping into the jacket and pants. Then, I handed Callie the wire cutters so she could free Lona.

      “Are you okay?” Callie asked.

      “No. Not at all.” In fact, I was so many levels past okay. “But good to see you, girl. We need to catch up. Later.”

      Right now, I needed to save my shocked future MIL.

      As I returned to Elaine, I saw a dark green smudge—the same color as the mist Surlama had attacked me with—right over Elaine’s heart. In fact … the smudge was darkest over her heart, but a fine mist webbing covered her entire being, both human and wolf.

      Keeping my eye trained on the sickly green smudge over Elaine’s chest, I pointed at it. “Can you wipe that away?”

      She looked at me, perplexed.

      ‘What is that?’ Honor asked, cocking his head to the side as he stepped closer to his mother.

      So he could see it too? Interesting.

      “Bite me,” I commanded and then held out my arm to Honor.

      ‘What?’ He cocked his head to the side. ‘No.’

      My gaze landed on my father’s pruning shears, and I scooped them up as Elaine’s eyes widened.

      ‘I see the magic spell—maybe my blood can heal it.’ I hoped. ‘Grandpa’s not back, so it’s worth a try,’ I told Honor.

      Dragging the sharp edge of the shears over the fleshy part of my hand, I pushed hard enough so the wound wouldn’t heal right away. Pain seared my palm, and I winced.

      ‘You’re going to rub blood on my mom?’ Honor watched as I massaged my palm to get the blood flowing. ‘She’s … not so good with blood.’

      How was that possible? ‘She’s a wolf…”

      ‘Just pin her down and do it,’ he said, his voice weighted with doubt. ‘Fast as you can.’

      Okay … here goes nothing.

      Without warning, I lurched forward and tackled my future mother-in-law to the floor.

      “Nai!” she yelped.

      “I’m sorry,” I gasped, wincing as she fell back onto the concrete floor. Stradling her, I rushed to explain. “I just need to wipe this blood curse away…” Without waiting for her permission … I rubbed my blood all over her skin just above Elaine’s heart. “Scrub-a-dub-dub … Surlama’s magic is a dud.”

      Elaine sat up with a gasp and—crack!—smacked me in the head.

      My vision became spotted, and I pressed my hand to my forehead, where we’d collided. “Oww.”

      “Oh my mage, Nai. I’m sorry,” Elaine said while scooting out from under me. She glanced down where I’d been rubbing my blood and shrieked. “But what in the Mother Mage are you doing!”

      She dragged the neckline of her shirt down over the crimson bloody smear, but … the green was still there.

      Dammit.

      I crawled off of her. “I’m … sorry. I … my blood has healing properties, and I thought…

      Frustration pressed in on me.

      “Grandpa Geoff!” I shouted into the smoky darkness above. “I could really use that spellbreaker root!”

      Green lights flickered like sparks, and then three lines appeared, making a rectangle in the air by the potatoes. I blinked, and then my jaw dropped as Grandpa Geoff stepped through the lines, followed by Reyna.

      “I tried to come through a few minutes ago, but the kitchen was in flames,” he said, holding out a small canvas bag.

      Thank the mage!

      “How do I do this?” I reached for the bag, trying to hold Callie’s coat closed over my chest so I didn’t have a nip slip.

      “Chew up the root, spit the juice into your palm and mix it with your blood, then wipe off the spell.”

      Riiight. Here we go, running out of time. I could sense Rage’s impatience through our bond. I bit a chunk off the end of the thick root and shoved the rest in the pocket of my borrowed jacket, relieved to discover the root tasted like star anise and cardamom.

      “Don’t swallow it,” Grandpa Geoff warned, “Now, spit the juice into your palm.”

      Gross.

      I spat the now neon-green glowy fluid onto my bloody palm and watched as the two colors mixed.

      “Like this?” I asked, my tongue feeling thick and slightly swollen.

      He nodded and then tipped his head over to Elaine, who looked horrified.

      Remembering how Elaine reacted to my tackling her, I decided I’d better try a different approach. “Elaine, I have to wipe this on you so that Rage can kill the king … before Declan kills your son first.”

      Her eyes widened. “Do it.” She tugged the neck of her shirt down and exposed the green blotch of the curse.

      I rubbed the concoction over her skin, surprised when it felt like warm lotion; some magical property was heating it up. The green magic seeped into her, melting like butter into warm bread, and then the putrid web of Surlama’s curse turned black.

      Elaine gasped, clutching her heart, and my own leapt into my throat.

      Then the black webbing fizzled and cracked, little pieces sloughing off Elaine as I ran my hand over her arm.

      Elaine gasped—again. This time though, she smiled.

      “Thank you,” she said, first to me and then to my grandfather. “I can feel it’s … gone.”

      Halle-frickin-leujah.

      ‘Curse is gone. I repeat, curse is gone. Kill the bastard,’ I told Rage.

      Then, I collapsed into a sack of potatoes. “Is it nap time yet?”

      That was by far the most stressful hour of my life.

      “You should probably,” Callie said, tilting her chin up the cellar steps. “You know, go save the world or help your boyfriend or something.”

      I offered her a grin. “Remind me to introduce you to Kaja. You’re gonna love her.”

      I tipped my head at Honor, and without a word, he was at my heel, bounding up the cellar steps after me. Pivoting toward the open field, I stumbled and then pulled to a stop.

      Dozens of wolves lay dead or dying, their blood splattered against the white snow in a garish display of the brutality of war. Dozens more of our kind sat transfixed by the ferocious battle for alpha king. Surrounded by a semicircle of wolves, two onyx beasts snarled and snapped at one another. Both equal in size, Rage and Declan had both sustained significant injuries—their fur matted and wet from their wounds.

      ‘Rage!’ I sprinted toward my mate, desperate to do something. ‘Kill him!’

      Almost as if my words infused him with renewed energy, Rage lunged forward, dipping his head to the side as his jaws opened. When his teeth went around the king’s throat, the meadow resounded with the collective gasp.

      It was a death blow, but only if Rage had the courage to rip his uncle’s—

      With one furious jerk, my mate ripped Declan’s throat out.

      Holy Mother freaking Mage.

      And Rage became Alpha King.
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      “The alpha king is your mate…” Callie said for the fiftieth time today, shaking her head. She perched on the edge of Kaja’s bed, wearing a borrowed teal gown from Rue while my Harvest bestie stood behind me at the vanity, curling my hair. Kaja wore a silk dress in Harvest gold. The rest of her sisters were likewise dressed in rich autumn colors. My midnight-black, floor-length dress fit like a glove, and thanks to its side slit, my movement wasn’t restricted one bit.

      Callie’s repeated declarations made my anxiety ramp up from butterflies to wiggling worms, and Kaja met my gaze in the mirror.

      “He’s not king yet,” Kaja said, flicking her attention to Callie. “All the packs need to acknowledge him as such before he can officially claim the title.”

      Which did zero to quell my nerves.

      “But they will, right?” I looked to Kaja for confirmation and then glanced to Honor as my insides twisted.

      Kaja offered me a sad smile full of pity and understanding. “They will. Don’t worry.”

      A strange sense of déjà vu hit me as I looked around Kaja’s dorm room: the four-poster bed and soft green walls. “It’s weird to be back here.”

      My gaze snagged on Justice, the emerald-eyed Midnight brother who looked so much like my mate it was slightly uncomfortable at times, and he nodded. Honor moved in closer to my side while Kaja finished curling my hair. Rage had ordered two of his brothers to be with me at all times, my own personal bodyguards, until all the pack alphas committed to him.

      Justice picked up an eyelash curler from Kaja’s dresser and stared at it. “I never thought we’d come back to school.”

      “Rage will be king alpha, and all of us will just … go to school,” I said aloud.

      Like nothing happened.

      But so much had happened. My gaze flicked to Honor with the thought. ‘Is it strange for you to not be able to shift?’

      ‘Yes.’ He nuzzled my hand. ‘But not too bad.’

      “It’s super weird,” Kaja offered, winking at me in the mirror. “But if we don’t like our classes, you can call in a favor with the king.”

      She wiggled her eyebrows, causing me to grin.

      There was a knock at the front door, and I leapt from the vanity, nearly stumbling over Honor in my haste. I raced out into the hallway and ran down to the foyer. With my heart thundering, I wrenched the door open.

      “Dad!”

      My father stepped up to the doorway, dressed in a nice black suit, something I’d never seen him wear. His wild golden hair was gelled back, and he was clean-shaven. Major props for going all out in respect for Rage’s coronation ceremony. Seeing him all dressed up caused a lump in my throat, and my heart swelled with love. I flew into his arms, and he pulled me into a hug. The last twenty-four hours had brought me and my father even closer, and now he seemed to be the hugging emotional type.

      “Did you and the pack get settled in okay?” I whispered to him. It was late by the time we came through the portal last night. Lilith and a few wolves fled, going rogue, but the rest of our pack and Midnight’s took a knee, recognizing Rage as king. Now, we just needed all the packs to do that formally with the High Mage Council there to witness, and we were good.

      I thought of Rage standing in the snow-covered field, the embers of our pack’s lodge and my childhood home burning behind him. After killing Declan, Rage’s first order of business was to restore my pack’s rank within wolf shifter society and return possession of our lands and houses here on Alpha Island to my father. Rage said that he didn’t want to live in a world that would label me being born a crime, and he’d never go against fate, which is what my mother and funcle had been. Fated Mates.

      “Lona and Mack are setting up our new house,” Dad said, releasing me. He glanced around the courtyard of the Harvest dorm, and then his gaze darted to Crescent Dorm across the stone path, in all its condemned glory. “It’s good to be back.”

      I couldn’t help but grin. “I can see you all the time now.” The Crescent Pack lands were a twenty-minute run through the woods from school.

      “This came for you,” he said, handing me a white envelope. The flap was sealed with silver wax, stamped with an owl. He lowered his voice and added, “It’s from your grandfather.”

      I traced my finger over the owl—somehow, it suited him—I snapped the seal and skimmed the contents, relief flooding me. “The High Mage Council has unanimously agreed to let the matter of me being a ‘high crime’ go.”

      “Halle-frickin-leujah!” Kaja cheered behind me as my friends flooded into the hallway.

      Dad must’ve already known because he merely nodded at the news. “Are you ready to go?” he asked.

      Callie grabbed her handbag, and Kaja plucked hers and mine off the vanity before stepping through the door. Honor sat next to me, waiting until I moved, and then Justice fell into step on my other side as we all started to walk to the castle.

      As we crossed campus, I noticed hundreds of people exiting the woods, some dressed nicely and others in jeans and t-shirts. Even more surprising were those coming up from the boat docks. Who was coming from the mage lands?

      Justice must’ve noticed me looking out at the full boat docks because he cleared his throat and said, “Rage invited all the rogues to return. He said to tell you John and Sara are coming.”

      I grinned. Perfect.

      Rage was already making great choices as alpha, and by calling in the rogues and inviting Crescent Pack to return, he demonstrated he’d do things differently than his asshat uncle.

      I spotted Mallory and her sister walking with a giant male. The dude was at least six foot seven and two hundred and fifty pounds—almost bear shifter big. A large scar ran from one side of his forehead across his face to the opposite side of his mouth, barely missing his left eye; the old wound made his sneer even more fierce. Surrounding the male and my Daybreak nemeses were a dozen more wolf shifters, all staring at the guy like he was the Mother Mage incarnate. I narrowed my eyes at the sight of dark blue robes coming from the dude’s other side.

      “Looks like this puppy king is letting anyone on the island,” the dude growled.

      My father glanced his way and tensed, and I snarled at the insult to my mate and father.

      ‘Don’t,’ Honor said, his voice filled with warning. ‘Rage has enough to worry about without you picking a fight.’

      The group tittered and snickered, but before I could even reply to Honor, my gaze fell on a mage among them.

      The man dressed in seafoam green robes darted out of the fawning group, disappearing amongst the sea of bodies.

      Was it Kian?

      I strained to get another glimpse of him, but the guy was gone.

      A low rumble emanated from my father’s chest, and Justice muttered, “Not worth it, bro.” With a jerk of his head, he added, “We’re going this way.”

      Did he just call my dad, bro?

      We diverted from the main walkway and, with a parting glare at the giant male’s back, I leaned into Justice, “Who is that?”

      Really, I didn’t care, unless he said—

      “Clive, alpha of Daybreak.”

      That. I just didn’t want him to say that.

      Justice led us in through the family entrance and then down the hall toward where the crowd oozed through double doors. He opened a single unobtrusive door, and we crossed into a massive ballroom.

      The walls and floor were polished gray stone. To the right, two large fireplaces lay unlit, but lit sconces provided a soft, almost cheery glow. To the left, a wall of windows and glass doors let in the waning light of sunset through the white flowy curtains. A lush red carpet ran the length of the room all the way up to the dais, which occupied the middle portion of the opposite wall. A podium was positioned at the forefront of the dais, and a large banner of black silk with a silvery full moon hung from the wall. To the right of the podium, I spotted Kian and the other High Mages, including Grandpa Geoff, taking their seats.

      Whatever doubts I’d had about his health increased a hundred-fold as he leaned into Reyna and wiped his forehead.

      My attention skimmed over the others, to see if any were wearing seafoam green robes, and snagged on the high mage of water. Kian glared at me, and I dropped my gaze to his robes. Blue. In fact, none of the council wore seafoam-green robes.

      I had no idea what my grandfather had told the other high mages to remove the bounty on my head, but I was grateful.

      “I need to stand at the head of Crescent,” my father said and then gave me a quick kiss before going to stand with our pack at the back-right corner of the ballroom.

      My gaze flitted past the mages, past the podium, and to the left side of the platform, to two gilded thrones. And there was my amazingly sexy mate. He stood tall just in front of the bigger of the two thrones, his chin held high. Wearing a crisp charcoal suit and legit gold and ruby crown, he was every inch a king.

      ‘Damn,’ I called from the crowd. ‘Looking good. Nice crown.’

      I watched in delight as he scanned the crowd, and then his gaze landed on me before his eyes went half-lidded with appreciation. ‘That dress looks even better than I’d hoped. The crown is a gift from King Ozark. I had Declan’s head delivered to him early this morning.’

      Grinning, I tipped my head. ‘Who would’ve thought he’d have such an eye for fashion.’

      ‘Har har.’ He slid onto his throne and patted the seat next to his. ‘Get up here, woman.’

      I blanched. ‘What?’

      ‘You’re my mate. I want you by my side. For everything. I’ll not rule a kingdom that doesn’t respect our bond.’

      Legit swoon.

      ‘Okay,’ I replied—even my mental voice was all breathy. Marry me now. My heart swelled with his declaration. Love and pride.

      Working my way through the crowd, I noticed the packs grouped together, one in each corner, with their alpha at the front. The center of the room remained primarily unoccupied except as stragglers entered and crossed to their pack. The bare circle reminded me of an arena—or a theater.

      Justice wished me luck and peeled away as he stood in front of Midnight Pack, facing my father, who had all of Crescent Pack behind him.

      ‘So many people,’ I told Rage.

      He nodded, watching me walk toward him.

      Sweet Honor remained at my side, almost like an extension of myself.

      ‘Incoming,’ Rage warned.

      My heart jumped, and I spun, preparing for an attack from Mallory or worse. Instead, the twins Audrey and Sadie plowed into me, laughing as they hugged me. I relaxed and squeezed them back.

      “Thank the Mother Mage you’re alive! We were so worried until we got the invite for the coronation.” Audrey said.

      Sadie shook her head. “Mom legit lost it. She tried to get Dad to send in an entire rescue team, but by the time we hiked to Selkie Cove, you were gone.”

      That was the sweetest most loyal thing I’d heard. Sara and John stepped up behind them, their daughter Lizbeth in tow.

      “I’m so glad you’re alive,” Sara said, giving me a radiant smile. “We were surprised to get the summons from Prince Courage. Surprised and thrilled, right, John?”

      We both looked to him, but his attention was fixed … glaring daggers at Mallory’s dad Clive, but John nodded.

      “Is Clive your…?”  I looked at John’s hardened expression like he legit wanted to rip Clive’s head off.

      “Younger brother,” he all but spat, and my mind chewed on that information.

      A bell chimed from up front, and I turned to see Grandpa standing at the podium.

      Crap.

      ‘Making me look bad up here all alone, Crescent,’ Rage taunted. ‘Hurry up or I’ll come fetch you.’

      ‘Don’t you dare!’ I started toward the stage, whisper-yelling to the twins, “Let’s catch up after!” Then I broke into a run.

      Honor stayed at my heel as I gracefully, or not so gracefully, climbed the stairs and stumbled to my seat. I dropped into the golden chair beside my mate … the king.

      ‘I’m sitting on a throne.’ I wiggled my butt and grinned at Rage. ‘I could get used to this.’

      Rage looked out onto his people, but his lips tipped up in a smirk. ‘Mine’s higher.’

      ‘Pshh,’ I scoffed, not even caring. ‘I’m going to put six-inch risers on mine. Ooh. Or maybe I’ll challenge you—’

      Reaching out, he grasped my hand and squeezed. ‘I’ll make sure they’re even before the day is done.’

      Mother Mage, I loved him.

      “Welcome, wolves!” my grandfather spoke from the podium, his voice carrying throughout the room just as it had at the affinity ceremony. “As high mages, we stay out of shifter affairs. But because of the Wolf-High Mage peace treaty, we bear witness to the coronation of a new alpha king.”

      There must be two thousand wolves in here and more spilling outside.

      The wolves of Midnight Pack rumbled their approval. Rage tried not to smile, but I could feel his pride.

      ‘You’re going to be an amazing leader,’ I told my mate.

      ‘Thank you, love.’

      “Courage Midnight,” my grandfather said, turning to face us. “Have you picked a member of your pack to officiate?”

      “Noble Midnight,” Rage said.

      Gramps stepped to the side, and Noble walked out of the crowd and into the center of the empty circle, microphone in hand.

      ‘This is it.’ Rage looked at me and winked.

      Rage descended the steps and crossed the red rug to where his brother stood in the center of the room. Unable to sit, I stood as well, nerves churning through my belly.

      Gramps shuffled over to me and leaned in closely. “I need to talk to you about something…” he wheezed. “As soon as this is done.”

      “Of course.” Poor guy had been through the wringer the past few days with me and needed his rest.

      “Wolf clans of Shifter Island!” Noble bellowed. “Come forth and pledge loyalty to the new alpha king … Courage Midnight.”

      There was a thunder of applause that reverberated through the wooden platform all the way up to my chest. I scanned over the crowd and frowned because a significant portion from the Daybreak Clan remained … quiet.

      My father stepped forward and then dropped to one knee. “As alpha of Crescent, we pledge fealty to Courage Midnight as alpha king.”

      He bowed his head, and Crescent cheered. I felt so much pride I might burst.

      Kaja’s father came next. He looked so much like his daughters with his shock of red hair. Representing Harvest Clan, he bowed his head and dropped to one knee. “As alpha of Harvest, we pledge fealty to Courage Midnight as alpha king.”

      Justice stepped forward, and my momentary confusion cleared as I connected the dots. As the next heir, he would have to concede his place and not contest his brother.

      With a deep bow, Justice took a knee. “As second alpha heir of Midnight, I pledge my fealty and that of our pack to Courage Midnight as alpha king.”

      Holy. Mother. Mage.

      Midnight Pack roared.

      And then all eyes landed on Mallory’s dad.

      Clive Daybreak stood in front of his pack, his chin jutting forward as he sneered at Rage. He had yet to move a muscle in support of the new king.

      The seconds stretched.

      Rage narrowed his gaze as my father, Justice, and Kaja’s dad stayed on their knee.

      No way. I stared, waiting, each breath becoming more shallow as panic wormed through me. What would happen if Daybreak refused?

      Clive stepped forward.

      And I exhaled with relief.

      “I challenge Courage Midnight for the alpha king position. Wolves-only fight.”

      Wait. What?

      No!

      The wolves rumbled their disapproval, and my father, Justice, and Kaja’s dad shot to their feet.

      “Be reasonable, Clive!” Kaja’s father yelled over the noise.

      Then, the Daybreak wolves started to chant, “Fight! Fight! Fight!”

      Oh shite.

      A stone sank in my gut. This could not be happen—

      “I challenge you, Courage Midnight,” Clive growled once more, pointing at my mate for added intimidation.

      ‘Can he really do this?’ I asked Rage.

      Instead of responding to me verbally, my mate plucked his crown off and handed it to Noble.

      ‘No!’ I cried out. He’d barely healed from the horrible fight with Declan. This was insane.

      I ran down the stage steps as Rage slipped off his coat, and then he started to undo the buttons on his shirt. By the time I reached him, Rage was shirtless and seething at the Daybreak alpha.

      ‘Stay back, love,’ Rage growled to me. His fury seeped through our bond; its depth indicated far more feeling than today’s betrayal. He chucked his shirt and coat at Noble and snarled. “I accept.”

      ‘No!’ I lurched forward, intending to do something, and Justice folded his arms around me, pinning me to his chest.

      “Be cool,” Justice whispered. “He’s got this.”

      I blinked, and both men had shifted into their wolves. Rage’s black animal was just slightly smaller than Clive’s silver and gray beast. They stalked each other in a slow circle, and the crowd backed up, giving them more room.

      “What is wolves-only?” I whispered.

      Justice sighed. “Clive Daybreak was never strong with his element. ‘Wolves only’ means they can only fight as wolves. They can’t use their magic.”

      Frick. That’s what I figured.

      Before I could dwell on it further, Clive bared his teeth in a vicious snarl and then lunged at my mate.
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      A cacophony of voices exploded as the shifters screamed and bellowed indiscriminately. Male and female voices, filled with panic, malice, contempt, and anger, merged into a grating tumult. My heart thundered against my ribs, and the noise faded as blood rushed in my ears.

      Rage darted away from Clive’s attack, my mate’s movements fluid, agile, and fast. His ears remained erect and forward-pointing, and his tail curved upward in a clear show of dominance. As Clive’s wolf lumbered past, Rage swung around, his tail stiff and upright, and my mate tore into the gray wolf’s flank. I exhaled with relief.

      He’s got this.

      Clive spun and bared his teeth, snapping at the air as he stalked forward.

      Rage paced the center of the circle, the bold move declaring this was his territory and Clive was the interloper. Clive’s ears leaned forward, and he sniffed the air. There was no way he needed to scent the air to know Rage’s temperament; every wolf in the room could smell the dominance rolling off my mate.

      As if to emphasize his place, Rage raised his lips high, exposing the full length of his teeth. His nose pulled back and ears shot out to the sides like horns. As Rage snarled, his muzzle seemed to become wider, displaying his powerful jaws.

      ‘Why’s Clive waiting?’ I asked Honor. ‘Maybe he’s rethinking this.’

      The black wolf, almost identical to Rage’s, settled next to me. Cocking his head, Honor studied the two wolves. ‘No. Clive smells of aggression and greed. Not fear.’ Honor sniffed the air again, and his eyes narrowed as his ears straightened. ‘Something is wrong.’

      ‘Wrong?’ What did that mean? I started to inhale, desperate to understand, when Clive charged again.

      The gray wolf’s hackles and mane were raised, and just like Rage, the Daybreak alpha’s posture indicated confidence and power.

      Rage sprang through the air to meet Clive’s attack.

      My heart skipped a beat as it leapt into my throat.

      The two wolves collided, snapping their jaws as they tumbled to the ground.

      Each of them jockeyed for position as they rolled across the red carpet, their snarls tearing through the din. Rage came out on top, standing over the other alpha, and dived at Clive’s exposed throat.

      I sucked in a sharp breath, fierce pride thrumming through me—before he was … bucked off by an unseen force. Rage flew through the air, landing with a thud on the other side of the circle, right in front of Daybreak Clan.

      What the…?

      His body shuddered heavily and, through our bond, I felt agony pulse through him.

      Fear sucked the air from my lungs, the sound echoed by hundreds of others in the room. What the mage?

      ‘Rage!’ I jumped to my feet, but Justice caught me around the waist before I could step into the circle.

      “If you go out there, you’ll shame your mate,” Justice said. “He’s not done.”

      ‘I’m okay,’ Rage said, climbing to his feet. He shook his head, and his entire body wobbled. ‘That … what was that?’ he asked.

      ‘I don’t know,’ I replied. ‘Did he kick you?’

      Clive stalked toward Rage, who snarled at the gray wolf while he spoke in my mind. ‘It smelled like magic.’

      Rage’s declaration punched me in the chest. If Clive was using magic … wasn’t that cheating in a wolves-only fight?

      ‘Honor, what’s Clive’s element?’ I asked. Was it even possible for the Daybreak alpha to use his magic as a wolf? If so, I’d never heard of it happening before.

      ‘His element is earth,’ Honor replied, his voice filled with confusion. ‘But he can’t use it as a wolf. None of us can.’

      If he wasn’t using magic, who was?

      I watched the two wolves intently.

      They traded nips and gouges: Rage clipped Clive’s ear and then his snout, and the gray wolf opened a gash along Rage’s shoulder.

      Both males used their advantages, Rage his speed and agility, and Clive the bulk of his body to throw Rage off balance when they collided. But Clive was older. Slower. Eventually, the gray wolf couldn’t keep up with Rage’s relentlessness, and once again, my mate forced the other alpha to his back.

      Only this time, Rage hesitated.

      “Kill! Kill! Kill!” the Midnight pack chanted.

      My stomach clenched.

      Rage dove for the gray wolf’s throat, and a faint flicker of blue energy sparked at Clive’s neck. Once again, Rage was hurtled through the air.

      “He’s cheating!” I screamed, pointing at Clive, but my words were lost in the roar of the crowd. Whirling to Justice, I growled, ‘He’s using magic.’

      Justice frowned and then shook his head. “I-I haven’t seen any magic.”

      Was I the only one who could see it?

      ‘I saw it,’ Honor said, and I wondered if his time in the spirit world had affected him and given him powers or something.

      Rage climbed to his feet, his entire body swaying with the effort. ‘It feels … like … I’m being … electrocuted.’

      Clive charged toward my mate, his aggression increasing with every step.

      Remembering the mage dressed in seafoam-green robes that had been talking to him earlier, I looked at the high mages. Kian and the others watched the fight, but my grandfather wasn’t on stage. ‘You said the high mages stayed out of shifter affairs!’ I yelled at my grandfather, hopefully projecting my thoughts into his head. ‘But someone gave Clive magic.’

      Rage tried to shake off the effects of the magic, but as he bared his teeth at the other wolf, I could feel my mate’s trepidation.

      My body trembled with emotion. Frustration. Betrayal. Rage.

      ‘What color is the magic?’ Grandpa Geoff replied in my mind.

      ‘Aren’t you watching?’ I asked, my chest heaving as the two wolves again locked in battle.

      ‘I’m… not feeling well.’ His voice trembled, and additional concern rolled through me.

      As the two wolves bit at one another, my distress increased. Clive swung his head, giving Rage a clear shot at the gray wolf’s throat, but Rage didn’t take it. Instead, my mate went for the wolf’s shoulder—not a killing blow.

      The crowd booed.

      ‘What color?’ Grandpa asked again.

      Tears pricked at my eyes. ‘Blue. Electric blue, but it’s super faint and only at Clive’s throat.’

      I told him what I’d seen before the ceremony started, racing through how I’d noticed a mage in a seafoam green robe give Clive something. ‘What could they give him to make this happen?’

      ‘Most likely a protection spell,’ Grandpa said. ‘Tricky. Depending on how it was cast, there may not be anyone besides you and the high mage who cast it who can see it.’

      What?

      ‘How is that possible?’ Did that even matter right now? Maybe … but not nearly as much as my next question. ‘What can I do? How do we break it?’

      ‘You can’t. Not without touching the spell. And you’d need the spellbreaker root.’

      ‘I have it!’ I fumbled with my clutch and then pulled out the canvas bag, relieved that I’d brought it to return to him today. There was a large chunk of the root left. ‘Now what?’

      ‘You’ll have to mix it with your blood and get it directly on the curse.’

      Chances of Clive stopping the fight so I could wipe him with the green-glowy concoction: 0.0001%. Maybe even less than that.

      The two wolves snapped at each other, both tearing into the other at a furious rate. The red carpet was streaked with crimson—their blood smearing with bits of fur as they rolled, scratching and biting.

      My heart thundered against my ribs with the terrible realization. There was no way for Rage to win this fight unless we broke the spell at Clive’s throat. It was keeping him from going for the kill. This was a fight to the death, and the likelihood of Rage getting to another significant artery was super slim. With our werewolf healing, the peripheral arteries healed too fast to bleed to death.

      ‘Can I send the magic of the mixture through our bond?’ I asked Grandpa Geoff as I chewed on the root and tried to think outside the box. I held my hand out to Honor. ‘Please bite me.’

      He’d seen what I did for his mom, and without saying anything, Honor bit into the meat of my hand and tugged, opening a deep gash. I winced as the pain radiated from my palm, but I ignored it. Spitting the mixture into the wound, I grimaced as I mashed it into the blood.

      ‘Grandpa?’ Maybe if I rubbed the spellbreaker blend on me and then—

      ‘No. You need to apply it to the spell for it to break it.’

      Damn. Damn. Damn.

      I hollered to Rage: ‘I need you to get Clive over here so I can rub this spellbreaker mixture on his throat and break the spell he is illegally using!’ Still, no idea how I would do that.

      Rage froze as I spoke to him, and Clive lunged.

      The crunch of Rage’s bone tore through me, worse knowing I’d caused the distraction. I looked up to see my mate crumple to the carpet.

      No!

      What had Sara said about me being able to take some of Rage’s pain? Would it even work without us having sealed the bond?

      I had to try.

      Closing my eyes, I imagined siphoning away some of Rage’s pain, sucking the blinding agony into my body.

      Nothing.

      The only pain I felt was on his behalf—its own kind of agony.

      Maybe I could send him healing vibes. Focusing on the mate marks on my finger, I visualized how the same lines traced his finger. The curves and swirls connected us—a connection I loved because I’d grown to love him.

      Fate may have picked us, but we chose each other right back. The love I felt for him was more than blind adoration. He was brave. Kind. Thoughtful. Loyal.

      My right forearm began to throb; then the deep ache of a broken bone sent a wave of pain through me, and I sucked it into myself, knowing I was sparing Rage a portion of the discomfort.

      Thank the mage. It worked!

      I looked up as Rage delivered a similar bone-crushing bite to Clive’s back leg.

      The grey wolf went down with a whine.

      This time, instead of Rage going for Clive’s throat, my mate took the opportunity to crawl toward me. Wait … why was he crawling?

      My arm hurt bad enough—

      That’s when I noticed his other wounds.

      Blood dripped from Rage’s muzzle, his shoulder looked like ground meat, and several deep gashes ran along his ribs.

      Clive was no less battered. The gray wolf’s face was marred by new wounds that oozed as did the ones on his flanks and middle. Like Rage, he had several deep gashes from where he’d been clawed during the fight.

      The battle for alpha king had extended several minutes—minutes that were hours and lifetimes and eternities.

      I opened myself to Rage’s other wounds … and crumpled to my knees, gasping.

      Mother … Mage.

      Anyone who looked on might have just seen a grieving mate, but Sarah had a knowing look in her eye and gave me a short nod of approval from across the room.

      ‘Let it go,’ he said to me, his gaze boring into me. ‘I can bear this.’

      ‘No,’ I gasped.

      Clive climbed to his feet, barely resting any weight on his left flank. Baring bloody teeth with tufts of black fur between them, Clive hobbled toward Rage.

      They were four feet from me when Clive lunged.

      Rage let him.

      The crowd gasped as Clive bit into Rage’s flank and yank him backward.

      My mate bellowed with the pain; the sound shattered the din.

      Panic bludgeoned me, and I reached to take more pain, but Rage snarled, ‘Don’t you dare.’

      Shocked, I drew back, my eyes wide.

      ‘Get that damn paste on him,’ he gasped, dragging his shredded body closer.

      I sucked in a deep breath as Clive stepped around from Rage’s back, coming within a foot of me, and circled in for the kill. This could still work.

      ‘Honor, get ready to knock me over into the fight. Make it look like an accident.’

      The black wolf pressed in on my side in response.

      My skin prickled, and my stomach churned. The timing would have to be right, but—

      ‘As soon as this is finished and that curse is gone, Justice can challenge him and win.’

      Whatever hope I had drained away as Rage’s words registered. He was preparing to die…

      ‘Rage—’

      He whined with the pain, and still, he dragged his ruined wolf the last few inches to me. As he lifted his head, I saw the light of his soul dimming in the vibrancy of his eyes.

      I sucked in a sharp breath and reached for him…

      As he dropped his head to the carpet—

      And Clive lunged.

      ‘Now!’

      Just then Honor leapt on his hind legs and pushed me down with two paws on my back.

      “Ahhh,” I screamed, raising my hands instinctively to break my fall but aiming them right for the wolf before me. My opened palm, shredded and oozing with the spellbreaker mixture filling it, brushed against Clive’s neck as I half fell on him.

      The mixture seeped in—a blue searing light flared, and then Justice was pulling me back out of the kill circle.

      ‘It’s gone!’ I shouted.

      Rage pushed off, using his last bit of strength, and clamped his teeth around Clive’s throat.

      His teeth sank into Clive’s neck and somehow held.

      Both wolves tumbled to the ground, and with one heaving move, Rage tore through Clive’s neck, shaking him like a ragdoll.

      Blood sprayed with each of Clive’s final heartbeats, the force waning with each beat until the crimson stream became a trickle.

      He was dead.

      The crowd burst into thunderous applause as Rage dropped Clive’s limp body. Mallory’s grief-filled screams echoed throughout the space.

      I sank to my knees with relief and faced my mate just as Rage’s head hit the carpet—

      And he didn’t move.

      Terror ripped through me, and I screamed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 15

          

        

      

    

    
      Kneeling on the carpet, I scooped Rage’s head into my lap as tears burned my eyes. I blinked, my mind reeling, but then Justice thrust a bottle of mage wine in front of me.

      “Healing elixir,” he snarled, his voice barely human.

      Right. I’m glad someone was focused.

      While Justice poured the elixir down his brother’s throat, I clung to my mate and let my tears fall unchecked.

      ‘Don’t you dare die on me,’ I hissed at him.

      He groaned, stirring in my arms. ‘No intention of it, love.’

      Relief flooded me as Rage sat up. I tackle-hugged him to the ground, bursting into a fresh round of tears.

      All around us, a murmur of congratulations filled the air.

      My gaze roamed over my mate: his face, neck, arms … all of the wounds were healing.

      “You okay?” I clung to him tightly.

      “I’d be better if I had a kiss.”

      I leaned in, and Rage pressed his lips to mine.

      The cheers turned to awws. I pulled away, my entire body feeling like a smile.

      Rage pressed his forehead to mine. ‘I love you, Nai Crescent.’

      I nodded, pressing my head against his. ‘I love you too. Tonight … we should complete our bond.’

      He jerked back like I’d stung him. Then his green eyes went half-lidded. ‘Complete it like…?’

      ‘I’m ready. So ready.’ V-card was getting cashed in once and for all.

      Rage wet his lips. ‘I guess. You don’t have to beg.’

      I smacked his shoulder, and he winced.

      Oops.

      ‘Let’s get this show over,’ Rage said, climbing to his feet with a groan. Then, he pulled me up next to him and slid his arm around my waist.

      A female wailed, and my gaze bounced to Mallory, losing her mind with grief as well as the rest of Daybreak.

      “Now what?” I asked.

      He squeezed my waist and then turned to the Daybreak clan. “Who will be your new alpha? Who is next in line?“

      To my surprise, John stepped forward. “I’ll take my rightful place if you’ll allow me and my mate to remain together.”

      Halle-frickin-leujah.

      “Absolutely,” Rage said.

      John faced the rest of Daybreak and said, “Unless any of you want to challenge me?”

      I silently cheered when the entire clan took a knee and bowed their heads. Even Mallory. I suspected it wouldn’t be long before someone tried to challenge his place.

      Then, John faced Rage. Taking a knee, the alpha of Daybreak bowed his head, “As alpha of Daybreak, we pledge fealty to Courage Midnight as alpha king.”

      The room exploded into cheers, and I sagged with relief.

      It was done. My mate was alpha king. Now we could finally move on.

      Someone tapped on my shoulder, and I turned to see Reyna. Her face was ashen, beaded with sweat as she spoke in a shaky whisper. “Master Geoff needs to speak with you now.”

      Oh, yes. He’d been trying to tell me something last night in the barn. I’d forgotten.

      “I’ll be right back.” I kissed Rage on the cheek and followed Reyna to the stage. As we passed, I noticed Kian speaking hurriedly to a young man, the spitting image of himself. My stomach churned, and then I stumbled as my gaze zeroed in on his robes. Seafoam green.

      “Who is that?” I asked, my voice hoarse with shock. Please … somehow, let me be wrong.

      Reyna’s attention followed my gaze, and a low growl emanated from her throat. “Julian. Kian’s heir.”

      I was about to ask more when she opened a door at the back wall of the stage and went through.

      Okay … weird. Apparently, this meeting was super-secret style.

      I followed, crossing the threshold, and my gaze fell to the old man crumpled on the floor. Grandpa heaved with each breath, his body curled in a ball as if he’d just fallen.

      “Grandpa!” I ran forward and fell to my knees.

      “Reyna, fetch the healing wine! Justice has it right out—”

      “No.” Grandpa’s voice was strong—much stronger than I imagined it would be, given his state.

      “What?” I asked, confused.

      Reyna gave him a nod and then left the room.

      “Is she going to get something to help…?”

      “There is nothing to help what I have…” Propping up on one elbow, he gently grabbed my face. “I hate to ask this—especially of you. To put this pressure, this burden on you,” he wheezed. “If I had any other option…”

      My heart beat frantically in my chest, but dread sank into my gut, tethering me to the stone floor. “What is it?”

      He sighed. “Sweet Nai … I’m dying.”

      “What? No!” I tried to stand, intent on grabbing the healing elixir, but he yanked me back down with surprising force.

      “There’s nothing anyone can do about it. I have reached my end. One thousand years old.”

      Holy mother! That was … older than I could even contemplate.

      “Every high mage comes with the same expiration date. Millennia. As I near my birthday in three more moons, I’ll continue to grow weaker … until I finally expire.”

      Oh mage.

      Tears filled my eyes, making my vision blurry. “But … I only just met you.”

      He brushed the tears away. “I know. And I need every single day of that time to train you.”

      My nerves tightened at his words. “Train me?”

      He nodded. “When I die, the high spirit magic will seek a new master. If you aren’t strong enough to hold it and bind it to you … it’ll filter out into Kian and the other high mage masters, giving each of them two elements to wield. This cannot happen.”

      Chills prickled my arms and danced down my spine. No way should Kian or the others have more power. And if they could all raise the dead? However, that didn’t mean I wanted the job.

      “But my aunt … can’t she become the high mage master?”

      He shook his head. “I had her before your mother … with a human. She’s not strong enough to hold that amount of magic.”

      Oh mage.

      “Okay … well, yeah, I’ll try my hardest. I can delay taking my Alpha Academy classes, and we can just work together here, and—”

      He shook his head. “I need you to come with me to High Mage Academy. Right now. Today is the last day to declare my heir. You need to start training. It’s why I sent the summons for you early.”

      Shock ripped through me for multiple reasons. “Leave today? Go to a new school?” I shook my head as I continued to absorb his words. “You sent the summons?”

      He nodded. “I did. I wasn’t one hundred percent sure you were my granddaughter. Your mother told me in the Realm of the Dead that she left you with the Crescent alpha, but I’d never seen you at that point. I only knew that Nathan had a daughter the same age as the girl I was looking to find. So I sent a summons early. The second I saw you, I knew you were mine. But we’re running out of time.”

      Tears rolled down my cheeks.

      “I … have to leave? Leave Rage? My pack…” My mind whirred with this information. “For how long.”

      He sighed. “I don’t know … maybe … forever.”

      For—what? Shock gave way to panic at the thought of not seeing my mate again. Surely, he wasn’t asking me to give up my fated mate. Right?

      Sadness crossed his face. “Forgive me. It’s too much for you. I can see that.”

      “No,” I growled. I’d be damned before I let Kian and the other high mages steal my grandfather’s magic. They’d already tried to rob me of my mate. I wouldn’t let them steal his magic too. Mage knows what untold evils they would do if they became that powerful.

      “Rage will understand. We’ll … work it out.”

      Right?

      I had to believe fated mates meant our love was strong enough to cross worlds. “How much time do we have?”

      “A couple hours. If I haven’t penned your name in the master scrolls before midnight, you’ll need to fight to earn your right as heir.”

      Shaking my head, I helped him stand. “Not to sound like a whiner, but I’m kinda over fighting. At least for right now.”

      “I understand.” Grandpa took a few steadying breaths. “Shall we go and talk to your mate together?”

      There was no way in hell Rage would let me go to another school, to live in another place. Especially not now that he was king.

      I shook my head, letting a single tear fall down my cheek. “No,” I whispered. “I’ll send word to him. Let’s go now before he notices I’m gone.”

      After Gramps signed the scrolls, I’d ask him to bring me back to explain. I’d rather ask forgiveness than permission. Not that I needed to do either, but I knew Rage well enough to know he wasn’t going to let me go without a fight, and I wanted to avoid that.

      We slipped out of the door and snaked along the back wall of the room toward a side door, and I caught one last look at my fated mate. Justice and my Dad held Rage on their shoulders, and the crowd chanted, “Long live the king!”

      Rage’s grin stretched from ear to ear, his green eyes shining like emeralds, and he radiated joy. If this was going to be my last memory of him, I told myself I should be glad it was this one. He had his family, his people. He was safe.

      I swallowed hard and turned away, clenching my teeth and fists as I stepped out of the throne room and into the night. I’ll find a way to return to him.

      Reyna slipped out the side door behind us, and we hurried down the garden path.

      “Will you make a portal to the high mage lands?” I asked my grandfather as he leaned on me and Reyna.

      He shook his head. “Not strong enough. We’ll use the library portal.”

      Library portal.

      It hit me then. That black door, that place where I’d met my aunt for the first time, was a portal to the high mage realm! Maybe even the academy. What if the libraries connected? Maybe I could still attend High Mage Academy and be with Rage.

      We weaved in and out of the school buildings until we arrived at the double library doors. No one stood guard, and it was easy to find our way to the black onyx door. I placed my hand on it and pushed it open just as the main library door slammed shut.

      Reyna pulled my grandfather into the ornate hallway that led to the mage realm as I steeled myself, waiting for Rage to burst down the aisle and catch me. But the aisle remained empty. I dropped my gaze and spotted the black wolf and the sweet eyes of Honor Midnight.

      Honor cocked his head to the side. ‘Where are you going?’

      My mind raced. Tell the truth and risk him telling Rage?

      “You’ll need a shield,” Reyna spoke from behind me. “If you trust him with your life, I suggest you consider telling him the truth.”

      I nodded, acknowledging the wisdom of her counsel, and forced a deep breath before speaking.

      “Long story short,” I said aloud to the wolf. “I’m going to High Mage Academy. You coming?”

      Honor narrowed his hazel eyes and then slipped past me through the doorway and into the cavernous mage library.

      Together, we walked through the tunnel into a whole other world.
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