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      The Rocky Mountain Pack’s territory has always been her sanctuary. The one place where she was safe from those who track her, their pursuit merciless and unrelenting.

      But when Naya is taken from her very home, that refuge is violated. She’s exposed.

      There’s nowhere safe for her now. And her enemy is far more terrible than she ever imagined. An immortal, the woman can’t be killed. She’s lived a thousand years already.

      Naya is determined to find a way to end the immortal where none has been found before. She is a warrior. She’s trained her entire life to defeat the hunters.

      With the fiercely protective pack beta Bruno at her side, and a group of motley friends behind her, she has a chance.

      She won’t waste it. One shot is all she needs...

    

  


  
    
      For Mayu,

      a generous friend with a beautiful heart.
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      And for my daughters and beloved,

      who laugh with me through this wild ride we call life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        A constant threat of death is good for one thing: to remind you to live the fuck out of life. No holds barred.

        NAYA WOLF, HEIR TO CALLAN “THE OAK” MACLEOD’S WEREWOLF BLOODLINE
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          CASSIA

        

      

    

    
      Though every part of her wanted to move, to thrash, to rage, the immortal stood still, only her chest heaving as she attempted to contain her ragged breaths and failed. Her nostrils flared, her forehead tightening with tension, her mouth a hard line.

      But she had an audience.

      And if the past thousand-plus years of living had taught her anything, it was that appearances were more important than truths.

      Even if she couldn’t see the bastard mage, Li Kāng, he was there.

      He had to be. There was nowhere to go. No escape.

      It was why she’d chosen Shèng Shān Monastery to stash one of her girls in the first place. The forbidding landscape was as much a sentry as any of the soldier vampires who’d monitored Meiling’s movements for more than two decades.

      The door of Meiling’s chambers remained closed tightly behind them; the only other way out of the small, dim, stone room was a narrow window that opened to a drop of more than four-thousand feet that no mortal could survive.

      Though the mage had been visible one moment and then vanished the next, Cassia was certain: Li Kāng was still in the tiny room with her.

      Unless he could walk through walls…

      Over the centuries, Cassia had met many magicians. Most were sad and ordinary, their powers limited to what amounted to parlor tricks. But there were always the select few who had extraordinary abilities. In thirteenth-century Turkey, she’d met a witch who could walk through any solid surface with as much ease as if she were strolling through the park for a touch of fresh air and sunshine.

      Cassia’s lips all but disappeared as she pressed them together until they hurt.

      It couldn’t be that. She’d have seen Li Kāng moving toward the wall before he phased through it. Her gaze had trailed his every move. One moment he stood beside Meiling’s small bed, pinned in place like the scared prey he was, and the next he’d vanished, taking with him the storm of whipping clouds and wind he’d managed to summon when Cassia first entered the room. It wasn’t every day she encountered a wizard capable of conjuring the forces of weather.

      Swiveling slowly, she scanned the room. Her eyesight was as sharp as a soaring eagle’s. If there was a shimmer to be detected, a distortion of the space around her, she’d spot it.

      Her senses of smell and hearing were also pronounced, if nowhere near as strong as her sight. She should be able to pick out the man’s scent and his breathing, which he’d no doubt be working to silence.

      The white pepper that seemed to stick to every individual in the monastery, perhaps even to the walls themselves, clung to the space he’d last stood. It mixed with the scent of ozone she also associated with the mage, like that which preceded an electrical storm. That component of his signature odor had never made sense to her before. Now she understood perfectly.

      “Grand Master” Ji-Hun had been holding out on her. She’d had no idea Li Kāng possessed this range of magic. The grand master vampire had only just escaped a brutal death at her hands when she’d accepted Master Xiong’s offer to die in his stead. But now Cassia understood the extent of Ji-Hun’s betrayal. He’d lost Meiling and he’d withheld information that affected her. Cassia might not have approved the mage as a choice for Meiling’s immediate protector if she’d realized how powerful he really was.

      Cassia tsked, thinking ahead to how she’d punish Li Kāng for playing this little game with her. She was all but certain the mage had to be responsible for the girl’s disappearance—now and likely also before.

      “I know you’re in here, little fluffy bunny rabbit.” She clasped her hands behind her back and began walking away from the door and toward the window. With how small the room was, it would take mere moments to bump into the man, who had to be hiding from her using invisibility magic—or a skill much like it.

      She reached the window without discovering the mage and peered through it, wanting to stick her head outside to assure herself that the sheer cliff down was an impossible route of escape. But she wouldn’t. Not when the move would leave her vulnerable to an attack from behind.

      However, she saw enough to confirm that no one stood just outside the window. There was no ledge to perch upon. No place to hide.

      She spun, hoping to throw the misbehaving mage off balance, but still heard nor saw nothing.

      A few steps led her to the bed, little more than a dreary cot, placing her in the middle of Li Kāng’s scent. It simply lingered from before, she decided, studying the thin mattress, yak fur blanket, and cold, damp wall behind them. No signs of the missing man.

      Again, Cassia spun around, pacing the room until she reached the other wall and the small washing stand there. Another turn, another wall, and then another. Still no mage. No body.

      Once more, her breath came too heavily, and though she wished to temper it, she didn’t manage it.

      Her lip curled as she spoke, scanning the empty room in all directions: “You won’t be able to escape me. You’re nothing. A small, insignificant challenge. I’ll bite your head off, then spit out your fur.”

      She smiled as she envisioned herself already as a wolf, enjoying the hunt. Li Kāng was a rabbit with fluffy white fur and an even fluffier tail. So innocent, so pure.

      She grinned, blinking away the vision. Soon. Soon enough that scenario would be real.

      “Here, here, little rabbit,” she cooed mockingly. “Come to me now. I won’t hurt you.” She laughed, surprised to hear it bubbling out of her like a giggle from the days before her father had turned her into the creature she was, when she’d still believed that life was happy and light, that good things happened often enough to overcome the bad.

      “Come, fluffy rabbit. I promise I won’t hurt you. Much.”

      Pressing her back against the door, she crouched to check under the bed. For an entire minute she watched and waited, surprising herself with her patience. But once more, nothing out of the ordinary gave away the mage’s position.

      Was there some other way the man could have escaped? And could that be why Meiling wasn’t in here with him?

      She’d ordered Li Kāng to not let her out of his sight. He should have obeyed. But the girl wasn’t here. Had he stashed her somewhere? And if so, where? The monastery housed hundreds. It was a labyrinthine structure with an equal number of rooms, large and small. The girl could be nearly anywhere.

      Cassia rose again and leaned against the door, crossing her arms in front of her chest, even kicking a foot back against the solid wood to sell the impression of her being relaxed. Of course, the mage would have to be a complete idiot to believe she wasn’t fractions of a second away from murdering him. But in a life as long as hers, it was worthwhile to delight in making as many aspects of existence a performance as possible.

      She stilled against the door, and then, without warning, lunged to the left, toward the empty corner of the room⁠—

      And snagged her prize.

      Her fingers closed on fabric.

      She tightened her grip, digging her fingernails into the flesh beneath, and was rewarded with a squeaky yelp.

      “I caught you,” she said in a singsong voice that even she recognized was a bit over-the-top dramatic. But it made her smile. “I told you there was no way to escape me.”

      Curling her hand into Li Kāng’s top, she yanked him toward her with so much force that she felt him stumble—invisibly.

      She dug her other hand into his shoulder and shook him as hard as she could. His teeth clanked as they smacked against each other. She hoped he’d broken some of them, and that it hurt.

      Slowly, as if the mage were an image solidifying out of a staticky TV screen, his invisibility disappeared. Li Kāng stared back at her from a round, smooth face, nothing giving away his fear beyond eyes wider than normal.

      For a few moments, neither of them said anything as Cassia studied him, searching for signs she might have missed that would have told her of the abilities he’d kept secret from her.

      Scowling at him, she shook her head in disappointment. And to think she’d actually liked him. Such a rarity for her to care whether a person lived or died, and for what? Only to discover once again that the one constant among the many people she’d known over the course of her life was that they consistently disappointed her.

      “So you have invisibility magic, little coniglio, and you didn’t tell me…”

      Li Kāng’s cheeks tightened, but he responded in no other way. That was as much a yes as she needed.

      Cassia took half a step toward him so that her nose nearly touched his. Up close, it was easy to see how his eyeballs vibrated with the tension he was desperately attempting to conceal from her.

      “What else are you hiding from me, hmmm? How did you hide your movements from me? I should have heard you at the very least.”

      The corner of one lip twitched.

      “Ah. So this is part of your magic as well, is it? You can mask the sounds you make. What about your scent?”

      Another slight twitch of the same lip.

      “So it is part of your magic.” Another time, she shook her head. “And the power to influence the weather too, or at the very least to localize it. You have been a very busy bunny.”

      She smiled until she revealed both rows of sharp teeth. “And a lying one.”

      His eyes flicked to her mouth, and he gulped.

      This close, she could more than feel his fear; she could smell it. Whatever magic he’d done to hide it before, he wasn’t using it anymore.

      “What shall I do with you now?” she mused, though of course she already knew she was going to kill him. A servant who didn’t obey orders was far worse than not having one at all. He was dangerous.

      She smiled somewhat dreamily at another image of herself as a sleek, muscular wolf who snapped the head off the rabbit in her strong jaws.

      Then her smile dropped, and her eyes bore into his.

      “Where’s Meiling?”

      He didn’t answer.

      “Where is the girl?”

      Nothing.

      “I see you’re choosing torture before you die. That’s more than fine by me. I’m in the mood to cause pain. You betrayed me. When I liked you. When I trusted you.”

      Only, truly, she’d never placed all her trust in him. Grand Master Ji-Hun was supposed to have some of his minions keep an eye on Li Kāng while he watched Meiling.

      For this, Cassia would be well within her right to punish the grand master for yet another failure.

      When the mage still didn’t say a word, Cassia shook him again. “Tell me where she is now and I’ll let you off easy.”

      A lie, of course.

      “I’ll stop before gouging out your eyes and cutting out your tongue.”

      Li Kāng sniffed nervously but remained silent.

      “Tell. Me.”

      When the mage still remained stalwart: “Fine. Then you leave me no choice but to make a spectacle of you. I can’t have fools believing they can make a mockery of me and get away with it.”

      She dragged him toward the door, pulling it open. “You saw what I did to Master Xiong.”

      Li Kāng glanced back toward the room.

      Cassia shook him. “I said, you saw what I did to Master Xiong, didn’t you?”

      Finally, “I did.”

      “Good. Then you’ll easily be able to use that as a reference point. What I did to him is nothing compared to what I’ll do to you. By the end, you’ll be begging for me to end you. And I promise you, I won’t stop until you tell me where Meiling is hiding.”

      “You won’t find Meiling.”

      “Oh? And why’s that? Are you doubting my ability to be”—she arched her brows—“persuasive?”

      “Not in the least.”

      “Then?”

      “No matter what you do to me, I won’t tell you what you want to know. I’ve placed a spell on myself in anticipation of just such an event. You can torture me all you like and I still won’t reveal what I know about Meiling.”

      Cassia’s heart sped up, suddenly beating as quickly as if she’d just raced up Shèng Shān Mountain.

      He dared trick her like this? Do this to her? After how good she’d been to him?

      “You’re lying,” she said. “You’d say anything not to pay for your crimes.”

      “Not true.” Li Kāng pointed his chin high and straightened his shoulders, even in her grip, making him as tall as she was. “I love Meiling. I love her with all my heart. For all the cruelty this place has tried to beat into me, nothing has been able to reach my feelings for her. Nothing will ever change that. I’ll protect her with my dying breath.”

      He paused, then went on: “I knew you’d come for her eventually. The way you kept track of her all the time made little sense to me at first. You delivered her here as an infant to protect her from those who would hunt her, so that she can carry on the werewolf bloodline that runs through her ancestry. That made sense only until I understood more of your true nature. I saw beyond your façade. You don’t care about anyone but yourself.”

      Without blinking, he added, “There’s no way you’d care whether werewolves eventually die out. Why would you? You leave a trail of death everywhere you go. You are the very kiss of death.”

      “Clever rabbit,” Cassia said.

      “It was only a matter of time until I figured out that the story you’d fed to Grand Master Ji-Hun couldn’t be the whole picture.”

      “So Ji-Hun told you all this, did he?”

      “No, he didn’t. But we are all stuck on this mountain with each other. Eventually all things come to light. Like the fact that you entrusting the sacred book to the masters was payment for the maintenance of a single girl.”

      He snorted, seeming to build some courage. “That book is the only one of its kind. Sought by every scholar in the world. Powerful beyond measure to those who understand the importance of its messages. Someone like you would never hand it over unless Meiling were more valuable to you than the book. And what could possibly make her more valuable than the book that’s at the center of the entire Seimei Do system? Or even beyond—of the Seimei Tamashii level of mastery?”

      He tried to pull back a step, but she only tightened her hold. “No,” he said. “It hasn’t made sense to me for a long time. And then I found out that Meiling had a sister.”

      “How did you find that out?”

      Cassia was composing a list of whom to kill. Her secrets were supposed to be valued above all others. Li Kāng shouldn’t have been able to discover any of this!

      The mage shrugged. “I listen when people don’t notice. And the masters don’t rely solely on the information you provide them.”

      Her nostrils flared anew. “They have spies? Surveilling me?”

      Li Kāng shrugged again. “Perhaps. I don’t know. But I learned of Meiling’s sister.”

      “Where is Meiling now? Tell me and I’ll reward you for pointing out those who’ve betrayed me.”

      “No one betrayed you. Because no one ever agreed to look out for you. You simply assumed everyone would since we all fear you.”

      Sì, it should have worked. It always worked.

      “I will not tell you where Meiling went, no matter what you say or what you do. No one on this mountaintop is more important to me than she is. I’ve made it so you cannot extract the knowledge from me. My spell cannot be broken by anyone, not even me. I did it that way intentionally.”

      Did that mean Meiling was no longer at the monastery? Even though Cassia had seen her and spoken with her not that long ago? Had she snuck past the guards and down the stairway again? She’d done it before, even when it seemed unlikely, or even impossible.

      As if the mage had noticed his error as she had, he swallowed and said quickly, “Meiling is so well hidden within these walls that you’ll never find her. And I’ll never tell.”

      “You already said you wouldn’t tell. And the rest are lies.”

      For a flash of an instant, panic flared across his face before he tempered it—then the impassive mask he attempted to hold in place was equally telling.

      “The girl has escaped again,” Cassia said.

      “No, she hasn’t. She⁠—”

      “Your desperation is clear across your face. Don’t bother lying to me anymore.”

      He quieted, his shoulders drooping slightly beneath her grip.

      She tried a different approach. “If you tell me where she’s gone, I’ll go easy on her. I’ll still kill you, but at least she will live.”

      He hesitated. “I-I can’t. I told you. My spell won’t allow me to betray her.”

      “Only to betray me.” Cassia allowed the full extent of her bitterness to charge her accusation.

      “You never did anything to earn my loyalty.”

      Cassia temporarily lightened her grip, studying his face, especially his eyes, which told truths the mouth was unwilling to utter. She took in the defeated posture of his body, and yet how desperation ran just beneath the surface in a way that she could nearly touch.

      The man was telling her the truth. He had cast a spell on himself. No matter what she did, she’d never gain the truth of Meiling from him.

      The stupid fool.

      He opened his mouth, but she didn’t wait to hear what he’d say next. If it wasn’t to tell her of Meiling’s whereabouts, it would be useless—everyone but the three sisters left were useless to her. Now that Davina was dead and gone, they were the only ones capable of delivering the new life she needed to carve out within her eternity.

      Without saying a word, Cassia slid her elegant fingers along Li Kāng’s neck. As she began to squeeze, she knocked him to the floor, easily straddled him, then snapped his neck with a satisfying crunnnchhh that drew out, confirming that she’d entirely severed his spine from his neck. A crack along the skin of his neck widened and spread, filling with blood underneath.

      Li Kāng’s eyes were already blank.

      Cassia scowled at him before finally rising. She had liked the man—at least before she realized how much he’d worked to undermine her.

      She kicked him, hard. When it made her feel better, she kicked him another time, and then again.

      “Why does everyone insist”—another whack—“on betraying me?” And a final kick. “And then they’re surprised when I don’t trust anyone.”

      She exhaled heavily, her gaze barely skimming the limp body on the floor at her feet. She tangled her fingers in the lengths of her hair and tugged, just to feel the pull against her scalp. To feel something other than the familiar, hollow disappointment.

      “Vaffanculo.” A good fuck you was satisfying in any language. “Vaffanculo, Li Kāng. May you pay for your sins even in death.”

      Then she stalked out the door and down the long, dim hallway, unsure where she was going next.

      She needed to find Meiling, and punish Ji-Hun in equal measure.
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      The immortal’s tunic whipped behind her down the hallway. Her long, dark hair trailed her as well, weaving behind her in a perfect match to her internal agitation. She didn’t even notice that her fury was riling up the air of the high mountains.

      A young man approached from the opposite direction, dressed in those silly monotone robes the monks were made to wear. With his head partially shaven, a single tuft of hair braided, he looked utterly ridiculous.

      The man pinned his gaze to the floor as his slippered feet quickly skimmed the trodden slabs of stone. She’d let him live for having the awareness to respect his superior.

      He was an arm’s length away, pressed nearly against the opposite wall of the passageway, hurrying to pass her. And then, at the last moment, he glanced up, looking straight at her. She caught the recognition in his astute eyes before he rapidly cast his sight back down to the floor.

      She was unnerved, unsteady … lacking her usual fortitude of a lioness, of a she-wolf…

      He had seen through the crack in her armor—when it was her reputation for strength that allowed her to do as she wished with ease, to ensure she wasn’t opposed by the other immortals.

      As he passed, she spun around, her tunic and hair a graceful sheet as they swirled in her wake. She scowled, watching him scamper away. “You shouldn’t have done that,” she called after him.

      The man’s shoulders twitched, but he pretended not to realize she was addressing him.

      “You will stop and address your elder instead of running away like a coward.”

      His step hitched, but he kept going, proving he was either more intelligent than she’d given him credit for, or far more stupid.

      No, she decided. Had he been smart, he would have known never to look at her at all. It was his actions that had sealed his fate, not hers.

      “Come here now, boy.” Her command was a seductive snarl.

      This time, the monk stopped walking, appearing to quaver. Though his frame was strong, it vibrated with fear. She imagined she could scent it. When she was a wolf, she’d be able to.

      “Did you catch my little display earlier, then?” she asked. “When I dispatched your Master Xiong?”

      The monk’s frame began openly shaking.

      She couldn’t decide whether or not to be disappointed that, after many years of rigorous martial arts training, this was the best the boy could do when confronted with a lethal threat.

      Ach, it didn’t matter.

      She stalked toward him. The boy jumped every time her shoe scuffed one of the stones underfoot.

      “Turn around.”

      The monk obeyed, seeming to have realized the inevitability of his predicament. He kept his gaze trained on the floor.

      “You shouldn’t have looked at me.”

      The boy bowed deeply. “I beg your forgiveness, Great Immortal. I meant not to, but then…”

      “But then,” she pressed when he hesitated.

      “But then I couldn’t resist your glory. You are a legend. Your power is spoken of in hushed whispers through our halls.”

      As well as anyone, Cassia understood the value of flattery. In the right circumstances, it was a useful—and highly persuasive—tool.

      But she didn’t think that’s what the monk was doing. The timbre of his voice spoke of earnestness.

      “And what did you see when you looked at me?” she asked, holding back from telling him that the answer to this question would seal his fate, one way or another.

      “Ah.” He cleared his throat, still staring down at his feet. “I saw … I saw a being of such immense power that she seems as much like a god as any I’ve ever heard of. You hold the power of life and death in the palm of your hands. You have overcome death, the finality no one else can escape, not even our masters.”

      She chuckled despite herself. Ji-Hun was teaching the kids something of value after all.

      “I do feel like a god.” Not always, but much of the time.

      The boy nodded, bent low.

      “How will you tell of this encounter to your friends?” she asked, perking her senses to detect the truth in his answer.

      “I will tell them that I had the privilege to exchange words with the great immortal.” He paused. “And that she showed me mercy when she might have ended
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The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.




OEBPS/images/wolf-honor.jpg





OEBPS/images/rtx-2665.png







