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      My whole life is one tangled lie. A horrible deception. All my past choices steered by the woman who hunts me without pause.

      She’s powerful, vicious, and cruel, feared by the entire supernatural community. She’s also an immortal. Yeah, she can’t be killed—supposedly. Nothing like an insurmountable challenge, right?

      I’ve trained for years to defeat any opponent, and this time, I have my mate Bruno, my sister, my pack, and a pair of strange mages at my side, ready to go down fighting with me.

      My enemy might be invincible, but that won’t stop us from doing everything we can to take her down. Better to live in a world without her in it than to keep going when she’s controlled everything I’ve ever done. Either way, I’ll secure my freedom.

      With nothing to lose, and everything to gain, I will find the way to kill her before she ends me. With magic, the impossible is never quite what it seems.

    

  


  
    
      For Nicole,

      a wonderful friend.

      May we enjoy many more winding hikes together through enchanted forests.

      

      [image: heart suit]

      

      And also for my daughters and beloved.

      Always and forever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        Forge a path through the storm, and the sun will shine again. And if it doesn’t, make your own damn rainbows.

        NAYA WOLF
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      Naya slipped out from under Bruno’s arm, heavy as it draped across her bare torso and the thin pink line that sliced across it. Her injury had been grave enough that not even her wolf healing had managed to put her back together again without a mark. The scar was a constant reminder of how close she’d come to losing everything—and to failing at doing her part to rescue werewolves from the brink of extinction.

      Sliding out of bed, she winced when the bed creaked, then tiptoed around the bedroom slash living room to assemble a complete workout outfit. She was in the process of stepping into spandex shorts when heat trailed up her naked body.

      She glanced toward the bed. Bruno hadn’t moved, save to open his eyes and pin his stare on her.

      He groaned and rolled over in bed to fully face her. “Sneaking out again? You need to rest more.”

      Naya didn’t bother to point out that she hadn’t managed to “sneak out” even once without Bruno waking up.

      “I can’t sleep. I’m fidgety all over.” Naya pulled a sports crop top over her head and tugged it beneath her breasts.

      Bruno groaned another time. “If you’re fidgety, that just means you should come back to bed with me, peligrosa.” He offered her a crooked grin that was so dangerous he perfectly fit the nickname he’d given her.

      Naya paused in her dressing, allowing her attention to sweep greedily across his naked and mostly visible form. What wasn’t visible beneath a swath of sheet was busy tenting it.

      She dragged her teeth across her lower lip. “You don’t make the decision easy…”

      “I don’t mean to.”

      She stared at him some more, wondering if she was crazy for walking away from their shared bed to go beat the crap out of a punching bag.

      “It’s been too long without any news of Meiling,” she said. Nearly six weeks! “I can’t stand it. I’ve got to do something about it.”

      He pushed up onto an elbow. “Working out until you’re ready to pass out isn’t going to help find her.”

      “I know, but I have to do something, anything.”

      “You know Maverick, alphas across the world, and even those weird wizards that I’ve grown to like so much, are all scouring their connections for news of Meiling. We just have to wait.”

      She flung her hands in the air and paced in her bare feet. “I’m sick of waiting. She needs me!”

      “Sí, she probably could use our help. That immortal is no ordinary opponent. But she’s no longer at Shèng Shān Monastery, our connections are sure of it, so we have to wait until we figure out where Meiling is before we can help her. We can’t just charge out blindly without even knowing where she is.”

      Naya opened her mouth, but before she could say anything Bruno added, “And we can’t go making war on the vampire masters just to find out what they know.”

      “I know.” And Naya really did. Not only had there been no word of Meiling, but they hadn’t been able to figure out what the remaining immortals of the notorious Five were up to either. The hunters, who were a continual threat, had been unusually silent, and Naya worried it was more than the fact that Zasha, Quannah, and their Smoky Mountain Pack had recently given them a spanking.

      Naya ceased her pacing to sit at the edge of the bed. “I just … I can’t abandon her. She must be so scared. I can’t just leave her alone with that psychotic bitch with a passion for killing.”

      He took her hand and squeezed. “I know. If it were you out there again, I’d be out of my mind. I’d do anything and everything I could to find you and get you out of wherever you were. And I like Meiling—a lot. She’s your sister, she’s Lara’s sister, and not only is she important to the two of you, who are very important to me, but the three of you hold in your blood the survival of an entire kind of magical being. If there were something we could do to go help her, te prometo, I’d be up and dressed and ready to go in an instant. We’d be on our way right now—tonight.”

      Naya sighed, squeezing Bruno’s hand back.

      He added, “You have a responsibility that is greater than any one of you. You must survive. I say that especially for me, because now, mi corazón, my heart, it couldn’t take losing you. I can’t even breathe when I think about something happening to you.”

      Naya smiled sadly. It couldn’t be easy loving her, not when she had a large fluorescent target on her back.

      Bruno’s eyes were heavy. “You can’t risk yourself, not even to save your sister. The best thing you can do for her is make sure you stay alive.”

      “The best thing I can do for her, or for werewolves? Because I’m pretty sure what we want hasn’t been important, like, ever.”

      He sighed and slid across the bed so he could wrap an arm around her waist. “I understand more than most what it feels like for you. Even with Lara, I could see the burden of who she is on her. She was never able to forget it, not even for one stupid day. But, bueno, none of us get to choose who we are. I didn’t get a choice about loving one of the most dangerous women in the world. As much as I already love you, I wouldn’t have chosen a mate who is at constant risk. Who is actually hunted a thousand times more than any of the rest of us. My heart would have chosen someone safer.”

      Naya stiffened. “Well, no one says you have to stick with me, you know. I’m sure there are a whole pack of single women out there just waiting to jump aboard the hottie train.” It was a ridiculous statement, of course. She knew it.

      “Oh, peligrosa, you must know I wouldn’t trade you for anything.” He skimmed his lips across her thigh before pressing light, feathery kisses along her skin, pebbling it. “Not for the entire world and all its riches. Not for a lifetime of stunning sunsets and beautiful views. Not for all the water in the oceans.”

      More kisses. More tingles racing up and down her thigh.

      “I might not have wished for the woman I love to be one of just three women on the planet most at risk of danger. But now that I’ve had the good fortune of meeting you, now that I’ve fallen in love with you, now that my wolf has claimed you … there isn’t a single thing I’d want to change about you. Only to keep you safe and at my side for the rest of our lives.”

      “The rest of our lives, huh?”

      He pushed up to kiss her side, then her neck. “Even that doesn’t seem like it will be enough to get my fill of you.”

      “Hmm,” she said, mostly because she was losing track of her argument, along with her determination to go anywhere but back into bed with him.

      “Forget about our problems for a little while, and allow me to show you all the things you can look forward to for the rest of our lives together.”

      The rest of their lives was a tall, potentially overwhelming, order. But Sister Wolf would go on strike if Naya so much as entertained a drop of doubt about how suited she and Bruno—and their wolves—were to each other. His wolf had claimed hers, and hers had claimed his. Without hesitation or doubt, their wolves had bonded together. Unburdened by the overthinking tendencies of the rational human mind, they’d acted on instinct and knowing.

      Their mate bond was for a lifetime. Naya and Bruno would grow old together over the centuries—assuming they survived Cassia.

      “Fine,” she said, pretending to be petulant when excitement already zinged through her body like an addictive drug. “I suppose I can spare an hour or so.”

      “An hour?” He tsked, kissing her jaw so lightly that a shiver jolted her shoulders. “Don’t be stingy, peligrosa. An hour isn’t nearly enough for all the things I have planned for you.”

      “Oh? Tell me more.”

      He shook his head, dragging his lips across her cheek. “Showing is so much more fun than telling…”

      He pulled her back down to the bed and stripped her out of her clothes in seconds. Two-and-a-half hours later, he’d convinced her that telling had nothing on showing, and that she should revisit her priorities.

      But when her limbs felt as wobbly as a gelatin mold, Bruno, who was already proving he knew her perhaps better than she knew herself, jumped out of bed and started dressing, tossing her clothes at her.

      “Come on,” he said. “Let’s spar. Then, when you’re so spent you’re incapable of fidgeting, I’ll wash you in the shower and tuck you back in bed.”

      “I’m already incapable of fidgeting.”

      He grinned. “Good, then maybe I’ll finally kick that fine ass of yours in the ring.”

      The laugh bubbled out of her before she expected it, shooting energy through her languid body. She sat and bounded out of bed. “Not a chance, mister. I know your moves now. I have the upper hand.”

      He tugged on a t-shirt and kissed her, long and hard enough to suggest he might have been as tempted as she was to tumble back into bed.

      “You’ve had the upper hand since I first laid eyes on you,” he whispered. “That still doesn’t mean you’ll be able to beat me. I’m resourceful.”

      “Let’s see, shall we?” She tugged on the last of her clothes, walked out the door, and winked over her shoulder at him.

      He missed the teasing gesture, too busy checking out the rest of her. She laughed into the night, tinged with the suggestion of dawn, and jumped off the porch, running toward the heart of the complex where the training gym was, fully hoping he’d catch her before she arrived.
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      Despite the pre-dawn hour, the training gym was packed when Naya and Bruno arrived. Maverick had called in pack shifters from the satellite locations of Idaho, Montana, and Wyoming, and even those into Canada. Their numbers had almost doubled in the past week. All the guest cabins were occupied, and most of the full-time Moonlit Mountains wolves now had roommates, an argument Naya had leaned into whenever her alpha, beta, or gamma narrowed their eyes at her and Bruno as they emerged together from her cabin. They’d get over it soon enough, and they likely wouldn’t have had a problem with the arrangement at all if she weren’t the lucky savior of werewolves. No one, not even pack leaders, disputed the importance of mate bonds, and it was rarely expected that any of them should wait to form the bond until after an official commitment ceremony. But as usual, everything was different when it came to her, and special rules applied.

      She was well and bloody sick of the “special” treatment.

      The din of shifters smacking pads, bags, and each other, mixed with the low hum of conversation, the occasional shout and grunt of effort, and the buzz of many predators on high alert. Weights clanked, and the muffled shots from the shooting range on the other side of the soundproofed wall, insufficiently muted for preternatural hearing, thumped dully as they hit their targets. Naya could all but reach out and pluck the tension in the air.

      Both rings were occupied, as were several of the mats, the climbing treadmill, and much of the general exercise equipment.

      Howie and Jeb occupied one of the mats, chasing each other back and forth with sharp blades instead of the wooden swords the pack usually practiced with. A rivulet of blood trailed down Howie’s arm, and Jeb was sporting a shallow slash across his stomach.

      No one was in the mood to pull their punches…

      Someone jumped on Naya’s back. Memories of Meiling doing the same to Naya before she’d known she was her sister flashed through Naya’s mind as she grabbed her attacker’s arm with a steel grip, wrenched her loose of her back, and flung her over her body.

      Clove landed on the rubber floor of the gym with a loud thump, her open mouth sucking in air, her eyes wide as if she hadn’t expected that.

      Had memories not distracted Naya, or perhaps had she been paying closer attention, she would have realized sooner that her attacker was her best friend. She’d realized in mid-flip—too late.

      Few could be as light on their feet as Clove, who was short and slender, and spent so much of her time not bothering to touch the ground. Naya should have known—although … she might have tossed her anyway.

      “What the hell, Ni?” Clove eked out when she finally caught her breath. “What kind of welcome is that?”

      Naya reached a hand down to her friend, while Bruno watched on, aiming a scowl at Clove. Naya said, “It’s the kind of welcome you deserve for sneaking up on me like that.”

      Clove frowned. “I was just having some fun. You didn’t have to beat the shit out of me.”

      “If she’d beaten the shit out of you, you’d know,” Bruno said, rubbing his shoulder where Naya had planted a particularly solid blow the day before. “Trust me.”

      Clove pffted. “Like I need you to tell me my girl’s a fucking badass. You’ve only known her for two months, less even. I’ve known her my whole life. I know how hard she could kick my ass if she wanted to.”

      “Then what are you whining about?” Bruno asked.

      Her mouth dropped open before she recovered. “I am not whining. I am playing. Does no one around here recognize the fucking difference anymore? Jeeesh. Everyone’s on edge all the time lately.”

      “Yeah, I wonder why,” Naya said, but she wrapped an arm around Clove’s shoulders and pulled her in for a side hug. “I’m about to jump out of my skin. I can’t take much more of this. We gotta find the bitch, pronto.”

      Naya didn’t bother clarifying who the bitch was; Clove had been the one referring to Cassia that way until the moniker stuck.

      Clove leaned into Naya. “I hope I get to find her first. I’m gonna pluck her eyeballs out of her head like they’re juicy grape tomatoes.” She plunked a closed fist into her open palm. “She messed with my sister, she’s gonna get a taste of the Clove Stove.”

      Naya chuckled, pulling Clove closer. “That’s an … inventive one. What, ‘cause you blow shit up?” A thing Clove didn’t really do, but Naya wouldn’t put anything past the petite woman when she was determined.

      “No, though I will blow shit up if I have to, you know that. But it’s ‘cause I got a fire burning inside that can’t be put out. I’ll go and go and fight and fight till I pluck some tasty grape tomatoes and pop them as an appetizer.”

      “Ew, that’s really gross. Ya coulda just ‘killed a bitch’ and called it a day.”

      Clove shook her head and stepped out of Naya’s embrace, her dark pixie hair sticking up all over her head, and she still somehow made the crazy haircut look cute, if a bit unhinged. “The bitch is gross, not what I’m gonna do to her. She kills and makes a spectacle of it. Someone like that deserves the grape-tomato treatment. Isn’t that right, Bruno?”

      “Sí. Absolutely.”

      It was the only time Clove and Bruno agreed on anything. Together, they’d punish Cassia for all she did to Naya until there wasn’t much more than a fragment of her left.

      Before Clove and Bruno could get going on yet another murderous rant, Naya asked, “So, what’s up? How come you’re here instead of sleeping or up in the trees?”

      “Because shit’s gotten real, Ni. Real. I’m jumpy as a motherfucker. My mom even tried to dose me with a disgusting valerian root, chamomile, and melatonin concoction she made. Now that was gross.”

      “Wow,” Naya said. “She must be really desperate. She knows you won’t drink anything unless it tastes good.”

      “She says I’m driving her crazy with all my can’t-sit-still-ness. But I tell you, she’s the one driving me crazy.”

      Naya took a moment to feel badly for Clove’s dad, stuck between two fiery women used to doing things their own way.

      “So, any news?” Naya asked Clove.

      “Nope. We’re no closer to getting the bitch.”

      “And Meiling?”

      “Not a word, from what I’ve heard, but as you know Mav doesn’t exactly keep me in the loop.”

      No, he didn’t, especially not now that he was on the periphery of his own pack. Naya was still desperate enough to ask.

      “But I did hear the weird mage dudes were asking where you were.”

      Naya’s brows rose. “Albacus and Mordecai?” Though who else could it be?

      “Yup.”

      “So they’re back from, well, wherever they went this time?”

      “Ah-hah. Just saw them like half an hour ago.”

      Albacus and Mordecai had been at the pack compound off and on since they’d returned from China. They were like hounds who’d caught a scent, as determined as any of them to understand the mystery of Cassia the immortal, and how to end her. They traveled regularly from the Magical Arts Academy somewhere in France to the Magical Creatures Academy somewhere in the American Southwest, and back again, making other stops they mentioned only in the most vague and secretive of terms, searching everywhere for materials that would reveal how to deliver the kill shot to someone who was supposedly unkillable.

      The bookish wizards arrived each time with a stack of ancient-looking books and an excited twinkle in their light eyes. They left again after a few mutters under their breaths that suggested they didn’t expect information to be this hard to find. But the bastards didn’t give up, and Naya had grown quite fond of them over the last several weeks. They were weird as weird got, and she still hadn’t gotten used to being able to stare right through them, but she didn’t think they could have chosen any better allies to have on their side. Half the time, she barely understood what they were saying, especially during their more feverish discussions back and forth about this ancient spell, or this rare magic, this longshot attempt that might just do it.

      A loud pop cracked in the air, leaving Naya’s one ear ringing. She went to rub her ear, but ended up smacking something instead…

      “Ow,” a small, high-pitched voice complained. “Mind what you do with that block of meat there, will ya?”

      “Oh my God,” Clove said. “It’s a little tiny woman.”

      Said little tiny woman spun in the air, planted her hands on her hips, and narrowed grape-seed-sized eyes on Clove. “Did nobody consider you worthy of the time to teach you manners? Do I look like a woman to you?”

      When a mischievous smile spread across Clove’s face, the apparently not-tiny-woman didn’t let her speak. Instead, she puffed up her diminutive chest, her proportionately small boobs in a sparkling red crop top, and announced, “I am a fairy. A fairy. Make note of it so you don’t ever forget and insult another of my kind. I’m Fianna the Crimson.”

      “Ah,” Clove said. “Due to the red hair and red skirt.”

      “Did I say ‘red’?” Fianna the Crimson scowled, shaking her head in lament. “On top of it all, the poor woman is colorblind.”

      “Hey,” Clove started⁠—

      Naya interrupted. “Hi, Fianna the Crimson. I’m Naya. Were you looking for … me? Were you just flying by…?”

      It was a ridiculous question, really; it wasn’t as if fairies flew around the pack’s territory on the regular. Naya had never even seen a fairy before; she’d always thought they were fairytale creatures, as improbable as her finding her mate.

      “If you’re Naya, I was looking for you,” Fianna said.

      Bruno was in the process of stepping toward the little fairy when one of the pack wolves called him over. He glanced over his shoulder, then back at the women.

      He said, “Fianna the Crimson, I’m Bruno García Vega, beta of the Andes Mountain Pack. It is a pleasure to meet you. I’ve heard magnificent things about your kind.”

      A pink blush colored the diminutive fairy’s cheeks, and she primped her hair. “Well, now, it’s a pleasure to meet you, Bruno García Vega, beta of the whatever pack. You look to be worth my time.”

      Bruno gave her a melt-your-little-tiny-panties smile—Naya didn’t think he could help himself, he was just that smoking—that made Fianna giggle like a bell. “If you’ll please excuse me,” he said, “I’m needed elsewhere at the moment. I’ll catch up with you as soon as I can. Naya is my mate.”

      Then Bruno kissed Naya on the lips until she was practically panting and no one could have any doubts about the validity of his claim, turned, and walked off. Naya tracked his every step until he met up with the pack wolf and left the large athletic facility.

      “Woooeyyyy,” Fianna said, closely echoing Naya’s thoughts. “Some girls have all the luck.”

      “That’s what I’m saying,” Clove added. “I wouldn’t mind having me some of that.”

      Naya spun to glare at her best friend.

      Clove looked up. “Ooops. Sorry, Ni. I forgot he was yours for a second. A man like that can make a girl forget her own name and birthday.”

      On that, Clove was right; Bruno could enchant with a single upturn of those full, sensuous lips.

      “But really, sorry, Ni,” Clove went on. “I forgot myself for real, but it won’t happen again, I swear. I know full well that man’s as taken as taken gets. But damn, is he ever fine.”

      “Super fine,” Fianna said, wistful and soft like a spring breeze.

      Naya pinned a glare on the fairy, who simply shrugged. “Can’t blame a fairy for admiring something beautiful.”

      “I see that’s an easy excuse for both of you.”

      “I know a fine man when I see one, no matter what the size. But don’t worry, I’m not competition. I have my own hot man to keep me entertained, and he’s just my size.”

      “Oooh,” Clove said. “Fairy sex. Kinky.”

      Again, Fianna glowered at Clove, looking down at her from where she hovered at head height, her iridescent, translucent wings a blur from how quickly they were beating; they buzzed softly, like a hummingbird’s—a perfect comparison as she was roughly the same size.

      “I don’t appreciate you making assumptions about what I do with my love life and how far I’m willing to take things, and I certainly don’t appreciate you passing judgment on how I decide to have my fun.”

      Clove put her hands up in surrender. “I’m the last one to judge anyone for getting their rocks off, trust me. You do you, girl. Live it up.”

      “What does my time with Brodie have to do with rocks? We’re both smart enough to leave rocks right where they belong—on the ground, where they don’t hurt anybody.”

      Aware that Clove could lead just about anyone on a whole itinerary of tangents and detours, Naya stepped between Clove and the fairy. “What do you need me for? I’m happy to help if I can.” She tried to stop herself, but couldn’t. “I’ll even heave rocks out of your way if you need me to.”

      “Rocks? What?” Fianna’s forehead was scrunched into adorable lines so thin they looked like hairs sweeping horizontally across her face.

      “What do you want me for?” Naya asked, reeling even herself in.

      “The great wizards, Albacus and Mordecai of Irele, patrons and founders of the Magical Arts Academy, Magical Creatures Academy, and all the sister institutions, request the honor of your presence.”

      Naya bent at the waist in a bow that, again, she couldn’t resist. Clove chuckled, but Naya didn’t dare glance at her friend for fear she’d laugh at the fairy and her formal ways. She didn’t want to offend her. She was just so … cute.

      “Follow me,” Fianna said, all business now, and zoomed toward the main entrance to the athletic center as fast as her hummingbird counterpart. Naya and Clove jogged to keep up.

      At the doors, Fianna stopped and waited for Naya to press it open, calling as she zipped out, “Just Naya, not the other one.”

      “Where Naya goes, I go,” Clove said. “So don’t even dream of shaking me.”

      One side of Fianna’s crimson-red mouth arched in mischief, before the fairy flew away so fast that Naya had to sprint to keep up.

      Fifty meters down a sidewalk, an alarm rang out across the entire pack compound.

      Naya slid to a stop as wolves ran out of buildings all around them, waiting to find out what the siren signified.

      Her muscles jumped, wanting to tear off to tackle the threat to her pack.

      A howl went up to the west, setting off a chorus of them as the sun cracked the horizon.

      Whatever the wizard brothers wanted from her, it’d have to wait.

      Clove clutched Naya’s hand so she couldn’t run off without her. This threat, Clove said silently, they’d face together.
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      In less than a minute, a circle of shifters, both in human and wolf forms, circled Naya, and Clove by extension, who continued to grip Naya’s hand as if it were the only way to guarantee Naya wouldn’t again disappear from right within the supposed safety of pack territory. What Clove would do to keep her safe against an immortal who could literally fly, Naya couldn’t guess at, but she had no doubt her friend would give it everything she had. Clove was fierce enough to make up for her petite size.

      Within five minutes, the circle had expanded to encompass several rows of growling, murderous shifters. Some of those in human form held weapons: swords, knives, silver-loaded guns. Howie held nunchucks and Jeb double-fisted shiny and wickedly-sharp katanas.

      Bruno had pushed his way past the concentric circles of shifters to stand beside her, where he only glanced at her occasionally, focused on scenting, listening, and scanning the lightening sky for any sign of the source of the alarm.

      Maverick bounded toward them in his wolf form, River and Blake directly behind him. Their three wolves were the largest and strongest in the entire pack. In mid-leap, Maverick shifted into a man, unconcerned by his sudden nudity as he studied their surroundings for several moments in silence, no doubt attempting to determine whether they were safe where they stood. It was the first time Naya had been in such close proximity to him in weeks. Evidently, he
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