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      My life is built on secrets. I thought I knew them all.

      When Bruno rides up on a Harley, all muscled and tattooed, it isn’t just the bike that purrs. I’m drawn to the wolf shifter in a way that can’t be denied.

      But when he can’t take his eyes off me, it’s not for the reason I’d hoped.

      He knows more about me than I do.

      My past isn't what I thought it was. My enemies are much more powerful than I’d ever imagined.

      My destiny alone remains the same. I’ll do whatever it takes to secure the future of werewolves...

    

  


  
    
      For Ana Lucía,

      cousin by blood, sister by heart.

      Con mucho amor.
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      And for my daughters and beloved,

      who make every day more magical.
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          NAYA

        

      

    

    
      She came to with a start, going from a deep, all-consuming unconsciousness to her heart pounding, her breathing shallow, her fight-or-flight response prickling under her skin, making her want to scratch at it.

      All at once, the memories of the last several days slammed into her like icy water, clearing the last vestiges of haze that tried to lure her mind back under: the dark mage with the red magic; the twin sister who shared her burden of being a descendant of Oak MacLeod; how her twin had taken her from her pack—Maverick and Clove would be frantic in their search for her—Bruno: how he’d been the first to realize she had at least one identical sister, how he stared at her like he was seeing straight through to her soul…

      Before opening her eyes or moving in any way beyond the initial twitch as she came to alertness, she pushed her senses out into her surroundings. She listened with her sharp hearing, scented the air with the nose of a wolf even in her human form.

      Not a single sound alerted her to the presence of anyone else, but that scent … beyond the smell of … ozone? As if the air were charged in anticipation of a lightning strike…

      Naya moved beyond that observation to smell a hint of exotic flowers she couldn’t quite identify, and white pepper. A scent that had only recently become familiar. She turned her head in the direction of her twin sister and opened her eyes, finding her exactly where she’d expected.

      It was still undeniably strange for Naya to stare up at her identical reflection. She might never get used to it.

      “Finally,” Meiling said, and now that Naya was hyper-focused on everything, including her twin’s pronouncement of that one word, she picked up on Meiling’s slight accent. Her seclusion in a remote monastery in China had left its mark on her. The young woman who looked so much like her hadn’t made a single sound while Naya came awake.

      Without moving her head, Naya’s eyes roved.

      “Don’t bother being stealthy,” Meiling said. “He’ll already know you’re awake.”

      Slowly, Naya slid up from her prone position, blinking at the dim red glow that surrounded them. It cast her twin’s features in an ominous scarlet.

      She and Meiling were sitting on a cold, bare, cement floor in the middle of what appeared to be an otherwise empty warehouse. The space was large enough to fit a whole fleet of airplanes, and yet all it seemed to house was them, inside a red dome that was perhaps twenty feet in diameter, rising above them so high that Naya wouldn’t be able to reach its pinnacle without aid.

      The rest of the warehouse was dark but for the constant red glow their prison emitted. Naya managed to make out a single bucket she assumed was for … bodily waste … within the dome, and nothing else.

      An elegant leather couch that was out of place in the eerie and desolate setting sat several feet from the perimeter of the dome. And a man sat on it, staring at her.

      Naya first cataloged her body. Without going through a series of stretches to test all her muscles, she couldn’t be certain, but she didn’t think she was injured beyond the cold ache from lying on the hard cement for who knew how long. Rising, she stalked toward him.

      “Don’t try it,” Meiling said before Naya could touch the red, glowing energy that looked like thick liquid, though it didn’t drip. Nor did it pulse. It was a constant energy that didn’t flicker or move.

      “I already tried breaking through it and I don’t recommend it.”

      “What happens?”

      “It shocks you with energy like a thousand lightning strikes. It knocked me out again, and it took me forever to come back awake since my foot was still touching the magic when I fell out. I think all my convulsing eventually pushed my foot out of reach.”

      Meiling sat on the floor in a full lotus position, legs crossed over each other on her lap. She looked perfectly calm. Naya never would have guessed she’d had the shit shocked out of her.

      Meiling’s lips pressed into a straight, disapproving line. “Why did you take so long to wake up? I was knocked out twice and I’ve still been up for ages.”

      Irritation swept through Naya, but she didn’t think Meiling was trying to goad her; it just came naturally to her.

      “You’re sure we can’t get out of this?” Naya asked in a hushed whisper.

      “Yes, I’m sure.”

      “Like, totally sure?” Naya stalked around the perimeter of the red dome, her fingers itching with the need to test their prison for herself.

      Meiling arched a single brow at her and looked at Naya as if she were a special brand of stupid. Her long blond hair was now divided into braids on either side of her head. “Of course I’m certain. Unlike you, I wasn’t napping. I was trying to free us.”

      “I wasn’t…” Naya felt her nostrils flare as she willed herself to ignore what had to be ribbing. Either that, or Meiling was as dense as she seemed.

      “You apparently had time to play hair salon,” Naya said before good sense could temper her words. They obviously had better things to do than poke at each other.

      “My hair was getting in my way.” Meiling gave a single glance at the man sitting placidly on the couch, appearing far too relaxed given their circumstances. Though she didn’t say anything else, Naya picked up on the rest of her meaning: Meiling wanted her hair out of the way because the second this barrier came down she was going to kill their voyeur.

      Naya stopped her pacing of their crimson boundary and sat next to her sister. “Tell me everything you’ve figured out. Start with who this guy is.”

      His eyes on them both now, he didn’t react to Naya’s reference of him. Instead, he nestled close to what Naya realized was a cell phone.

      “His job is to watch us and report everything we do. I’m pretty sure that if we relieve ourselves in that fancy bucket over there, he’ll send a message about it.”

      “To whom? The mage who took us?”

      Meiling nodded slowly. “Who else?”

      “Not sure I want to consider that question…” Just because this mage, whoever he was, had taken them, didn’t mean others weren’t still after them.

      They carried the precious blood that was to save all werewolf-kind. What hunter wouldn’t be after them?

      “No one has been by to see us since I woke up,” Meiling continued. “Just this man, watching, always watching.”

      “Perv,” Naya said loudly. The man didn’t so much as flinch at her insult, only looked down at his phone, typing away.

      “We tried to get through this barrier before the mage took us,” Meiling said, eyes pinned on their guard the entire time she spoke. “And then I tried here. Both times, it knocked us out. It’s not worth trying again unless something changes. Besides…”

      “Besides what?” Naya asked.

      Meiling cleared her throat and inconspicuously tapped at one of the many blades strapped to her legs and forearms, and that was only where they’d be visible. She probably had more.

      “If they haven’t bothered with these…” Again, Meiling trailed off, and Naya didn’t need her to complete the thought; it was easy enough to follow. If the mage holding them hadn’t bothered to remove the small arsenal of knives secured to Meiling’s body while they were unconscious, when it would have been simple to do so, then it could only mean he didn’t think they were a danger to him. Which must mean he had crazy amounts of power. Even a shifter with super healing would have made sure to confiscate Meiling’s many weapons, several of which were undoubtedly crafted of silver. Wolf shifters weren’t the only supernatural creature vulnerable to the metal, and hunters weren’t the only enemy to wolf shifters and werewolves out there.

      Naya ran her hand through her long ponytail before realizing what she was doing. Once she did, she tossed her hair over her shoulder in annoyance.

      If they couldn’t break through the red magic dome keeping them trapped in this warehouse, and if the mage who’d taken them didn’t appear apprehensive of them in the least, then it didn’t seem that they were equipped to deal with his level of magic. No shifter in her wolf pack would be. None of them had power beyond their shifter magic. They couldn’t trap people in a fucking bubble and be certain they wouldn’t get out.

      Meiling leaned slightly in her direction. “It looks like you’ve caught up.”

      Naya sighed under her breath. “It looks like we’re fucked.”

      “Hmmm,” Meiling said, though Naya had no idea what she meant by that. When no explanation followed, Naya pushed.

      “So? Do you agree? Or have I missed something?”

      Naya really, really hoped she’d missed something obvious. Something that would get them out of here and back to her pack before they assumed the worst about her. She couldn’t bear the thought of Clove fearing her dead. For all her brashness, Naya was convinced the foul-mouthed pixie-like monkey-wolf was a softie deep inside.

      “I agree about the nature of our predicament,” Meiling said. “But that doesn’t mean something won’t change.”

      Naya tilted her head next to her sister’s. Her ponytail slid forward and across one of Meiling’s braids. Despite being raised on opposite ends of the world, their hair was an identical shade. Everything about them was exactly the same, a fact Naya still hadn’t grown used to.

      “We can’t just wait for something to happen,” Naya whispered urgently. She understood her low volume likely didn’t make a difference, but she felt better not broadcasting her thoughts anyway. “We have to do something. Anything.”

      “Of course we do. We must conserve our energy and our strength. That’s something important we must do. We must hone our focus.”

      Naya scoffed. “Seriously? That’s your grand plan? The one you’ve been plotting while I was so busy being unconscious and apparently lazy?”

      “There is wisdom in knowing when to wage war and when to be at peace with your fate, whether good or bad.”

      “I can do without the fortune cookie guidance, thanks bunches. You can’t really be suggesting you’re at peace with this?”

      Peace wasn’t a trait many wolf shifters possessed. Constant persecution by many generations of hunters had ensured that. Her people hadn’t known peace in their very long history.

      Meiling’s cheek twitched.

      “Ah,” Naya said knowingly. “So you’re not really at peace. You’re just blowing smoke up my ass.” The sudden imagery of that saying made Naya grimace.

      “I’m trying to find peace.” But Meiling’s teeth were almost gritting as the admission slipped from between them. “I know I must. It’s the best way to think through a proper plan and to identify an opportunity when it presents itself.”

      Naya took in the deep, dismal darkness on all sides save for the miserable red glow that felt suffocating despite the fact that Naya could breathe just fine. No opportunities in sight.

      “I’ve trained to overcome situations like this one all my life,” Meiling added, her Chinese accent so soft Naya barely heard it anymore. “Part of my training was to meditate for endless hours. To overcome the effects of the physical world to harness the power inside me. Our outer world is merely an illusion of our inner thoughts and understandings.”

      “Ah-ha. And how’s that working out for you now?”

      “Great, really great.”

      “Is that why you sound angry enough to spit nails?”

      “Yes. And I would if I could.”

      “I don’t think this Zen meditation deal is working out for you. Maybe you should⁠—”

      A door swung open nearly silently, but with their sensitive hearing both women whipped their heads to one side of the building. A rectangle of daylight outlined the open entrance.

      Naya tensed, rising from her seat to crouch low. She might not have a way to defeat her opponent—yet—but that didn’t mean she wasn’t going to fight with everything she had just the same. And she didn’t need any of Meiling’s many blades to cause lethal damage. She had her hands and feet and twenty years of martial arts and strength training in her arsenal.

      The door shut behind the male silhouette outlined in light, and the warehouse plunged back into darkness—save that disturbing red glow, a constant reminder of how very fucked the two sisters were.

      Steady paces echoed across the wide, open space, growing louder, until a man stood on the other side of the glowing dome, grinning at them.

      That smile was depraved and wicked, and it chilled Naya’s blood. She shivered in her exercise bra and boy shorts.

      “Hello, girls. Glad you’re finally up.”

      Naya was absolutely certain she and Meiling had nothing to look forward to, and when the mage dismissed the other man, replacing him on the couch, it took everything she had not to reveal her fear.

      This man was a predator through and through. He wore his power cloaked across him so clearly, it might as well have been a blinking neon sign. He evidently ranked higher on the food chain than wolves.

      Infusing every ounce of bravado she possessed into her words, she snapped, “What the hell do you want with us?”
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          NAYA

        

      

    

    
      The mage’s grin spread into a feral line that had Naya’s instincts sparking, urging her to tuck tail and run as fast as she could in the opposite direction.

      Tilting her chin up, standing, she refused to look away from the man’s eyes, even as a simmering red glow overwhelmed the dark of his irises.

      He stared at her for so long that Meiling rose to stand beside her. When he finally flicked his attention at her sister, Naya bristled. His eyes whisked back to her when she tensed.

      “Oh, this is going to be such fun,” he said in a deep, steady voice she instantly despised.

      “I asked you a question,” Naya said. “What do you want with us?”

      Settling further into the couch, he crossed an ankle over the other knee, appearing as relaxed as if he were preparing to watch a movie. He tilted his head to both sides, considering them. “I didn’t have any plans for you … originally. But I’m reconsidering.”

      “What the hell kind of sense does that make? Why’d you take us, then?”

      He draped an arm across his folded leg and drummed his fingers across it. To her acute hearing, the repeated parumm, parumm, parummm was too loud. Too common a sound to irk her as much as it did.

      “I took you … as a favor. But now I think … I might want you for myself instead.” His habitual pauses while he spoke, like he had no worries in the world, only set Naya’s nerves on edge. He might not have anything better to do, but she sure as shit did.

      He uncrossed his legs and rested his elbows on his knees, leaning forward. Naya held perfectly still as she warred with her desire to flee. She might turn into a werewolf, but she wasn’t the beast to be feared here.

      “I didn’t expect to find … two of you. I was only supposed to take one of you.”

      “Nice. Then let her go.”

      “No way,” Meiling piped up. “I’m not leaving without her.”

      The man slid back against the couch. “Aw, how sweet. You’re trying to protect each other.” He smiled again, and that one cold gesture made it clear he didn’t think there was any chance of either of them protecting anyone against his power.

      “Let her go,” Naya said, “and I’ll cooperate.”

      “I don’t need your cooperation.”

      Of course he didn’t…

      Naya changed tactics, doing what she could to ignore the feeling of being a defenseless insect under the lens of a microscope: “If you took us as a favor to someone else, who’s the other person?”

      When he only seemed to consider them both, Naya added, “Is it a hunter?”

      “A hunter,” he said with an amused chuckle. “Hunters are unimportant.”

      Her pack had evaded hunters since shifters first founded the sanctuary in the middle of the Rockies. Hunters had been their one and only predator during the last century of her pack’s existence.

      And this man—this dark mage, not a man, she reminded herself—didn’t even take hunters seriously.

      She swallowed around a dry throat. “If not a hunter, then who else would want us?”

      “That’s exactly the motivation I’m trying to figure out.” He leaned forward again, and this time Naya felt Meiling’s tension coat the air around her, briefly overpowering the crackling ozone the red dome around them released. But her twin didn’t so much as twitch at his renewed proximity.

      “You’re both just wolf shifters, I think. Or werewolves. Either way…” He waved an unconcerned hand through the air. “And you’re twins, but she only wanted one of you. So why would she want you?”

      He seemed to muse aloud while Naya cataloged away the fact that a female of some sort was behind the scenes, orchestrating their capture.

      “Does she know there are two of you?” he continued.

      Naya wondered if there was a way to play on his ignorance. She assumed the woman didn’t know she had a twin, or why wouldn’t she have asked for both of them? Of course, it didn’t help that Naya had no idea why she wanted her in the first place… It must be for her blood, to take her out so she couldn’t have children and pass on Oak MacLeod’s strong genes that made any of his descendants so readily able to accept werewolf magic without risk of rejecting it and dying.

      If that was the case, and it seemed as if it had to be, then no way the woman knew there were two of them. If she had, she would have absolutely wanted to kill them both. Two for one, and take out the remaining survivors of Oak MacLeod’s bloodline? Yeah, that was a good deal for some sadistic asshole who wanted to destroy any chance werewolves had at long-term survival.

      Unless Bruno was telling the truth and Lara actually did exist. Then Lara could carry on the bloodline and inject hope into the future of werewolves.

      “What can you girls do?” the mage asked. When Naya scowled at the vagueness of his question, he added, “Is there anything extraordinary about you?”

      Like they were going to tell him a thing they didn’t have to. He didn’t look this stupid. Thick, dark, caterpillar-like eyebrows bunched over eyes that were clearly intelligent, even through the distracting dim red glow.

      “She wouldn’t bother with you if you weren’t different somehow … if she couldn’t run some of her tests on you.”

      “Well, shucks, you sure do know how to make a girl feel all special-like.” Naya followed that up with a fake, peroxide-blond smile.

      But then the mage was on his feet and a breath away from the dome, staring straight at both of them. He moved fast. Too fast.

      “What are you? What’s special about you?”

      Naya was already thinking maybe he wasn’t as smart as he looked if he thought he could just keep asking them the same questions, hoping they’d tell him something he didn’t know, when a strange compulsion overcame her.

      Suddenly, she needed to tell him what she was. And she wanted to tell him so much more than that. The desire to please him welled inside her, equally as shocking, and disgusting her.

      Breathing heavily from the effort of resisting the odd and unnatural urge, a jolt of self-awareness had her noticing that the red in his eyes was swirling hypnotically.

      She immediately shut her eyes against it, and the desperate urge to tell him every single one of her deepest secrets waned.

      He grunted, but it wasn’t a sound of frustration, more of curiosity. She couldn’t help but wonder if it was somehow worse to show she was capable of resisting at least some of his magic.

      “Interesting,” he muttered. “So very interesting.”

      With her eyes still pressed closed, she registered that Meiling hadn’t uttered a single word since he started talking. She must be resisting his compulsion too.

      “Are you a vampire?” she asked. He didn’t seem like he was, what with his unusual magic and all, but they were the only supes she knew of capable of compelling another to do their bidding—though vampires could only influence humans. But this mage before them was obviously an exception to rules.

      “A vampire,” he snorted, and in his mirth she picked up an accent she couldn’t identify. She pegged it vaguely as European, realizing fully she might be wrong even about that.

      “I’d take that as an insult, but it doesn’t seem like you know much about anything.”

      “I know that I don’t like you.” Naya didn’t know why she bothered saying that, other than perhaps to keep him talking. The more he spoke, the greater chance there was that he might let something helpful slip.

      “Good.” He drew out the one word in an accent that sounded very much like that of a black-and-white Dracula movie.

      Was he messing with her? Besides trapping her, was he treating her like she was the idiot here?

      This time, she shut not only her eyes, but also her mouth.

      “Open your eyes.”

      She didn’t.

      “Open. Your. Eyes.” The promise of violence and death rode his repeated command. Even so, Naya didn’t open them, and it appeared neither did Meiling.

      “Fine. You want to play? Let’s play. I was bored anyway.”

      A second later, Meiling screamed before strangling the sound.

      Naya looked to where her sister stood. Red licked across her body as if it were flames. Meiling looked intact beneath the wave of red, yet her eyes shimmered with unshed tears wrought from obvious pain.

      The flames of the mage’s magic increased in an audible surge and Meiling whimpered, clenching her eyes shut, biting her bottom lip so hard a trickle of blood dripped along its swell.

      “Stop it,” Naya growled at the mage without facing him.

      “No.”

      The red magic pulsed once more.

      This time, Meiling’s eyes fluttered rapidly under her closed eyelids. She panted while she curled her fingers into tight fists.

      “Tell me,” the mage said in a wheedling tone that sounded oddly playful, as if he genuinely were enjoying himself. “I can do this all day. I assure you, she cannot.”

      Again, Naya heard before she saw the effects of the mage’s increased magic. Meiling grunted, then choked. The red of the mage’s power licked across every inch of her body as if it were a consuming fire. Her braids rose to stand on end and she began trembling. No … convulsing.

      Naya rushed to catch her as she fell wordlessly to the floor.

      She lowered Meiling across her legs, hastily folded to one side.

      Her twin’s eyes opened only to reveal that her irises were rolling up into the back of her head. Naya saw almost all whites.

      “Okay,” she snapped, pulling the sister she had only just met closer to her, as if that would stop whatever immense pain had hold of her. “Stop this and I’ll tell you what you want to know.”

      But the sadistic asshole didn’t stop. He ramped up the voltage even more.

      Incoherent groans gargled up from Meiling’s throat as her entire body grew rigid, straightening across Naya’s lap like a log.

      “No,” Naya cried out.

      “I need to have your full compliance if you want me to stop.” The fucker actually sounded bored!

      “You have it,” Naya whipped out.

      “I need proof, or we’ll just start this all over again.”

      “What proof do you need?”

      “Look at me.”

      When Naya didn’t hop to it, he pushed another wave of his power through Meiling. A whoosh of even brighter crimson flared across her skin, doing nothing to harm Naya but causing Meiling more pain than she could handle. Her rigid torso convulsed until her teeth knocked into each other uncontrollably.

      Naya didn’t have time to consider whether it would better help her sister to continue resisting the mage’s assault. She whirled around to stare at the mage while pulling her twin closer, willing the shaking to stop.

      Her eyes gazed at his feet, but they were open. “You stop first, or I swear to you I won’t do a damn thing you want me to. If you hurt her⁠—”

      “But I already have hurt her, haven’t I?” The laugh that followed was so wicked that it made Naya feel hollow inside, until she shoved away the foreign feeling.

      “And I’ll keep hurting her more until I kill her…” He said it so casually that Naya imagined the mage tortured and murdered every damned day. “…or you stare into my eyes.”

      She knew it was a mistake even before she did it, but she couldn’t be responsible for the death of the sister she hadn’t even had the chance to get to know yet.

      Slowly, she raised her eyes to his.

      The red in his flared, capturing her mind in an instant. As if her body were far away now, she absently registered that Meiling continued to tremble. But Naya could no longer so much as check to see if the mage had stopped as he’d promised. She couldn’t look anywhere but into the endless depths of his eyes that felt like pools of molten lava.

      “Tell me why my … associate … wants you.”

      Naya could tell her will was no longer her own even as she prepared to answer. From deep inside, she prayed she could control herself at least just enough not to worsen their predicament.

      “I don’t … know … why this woman wants me … because I don’t know … who she is.” Every word she uttered felt as if she were pushing it through a solid wall. Maybe her will wasn’t as overcome as she thought…

      “Oh no, little girl. That’s not how this works. You give me answers, not the other way around.” He paused. “Though your resilience is unexpected.” Bizarrely, he sounded almost pleased at the fact.

      “Why does someone want you?”

      Any hope that she could resist the compulsion he streamed through her vanished as she heard herself speak.

      “Hunters are the only ones I know want me.” Her pause offered her a flitter of hope, before hearing herself continue dashed it. “We’re the last surviving heirs of Callan ‘the Oak’ MacLeod.”

      By the time she finished that one simple sentence, she was panting from the effort to resist. She’d just thrown the two of them under the bus. At least she’d managed to avoid mentioning Lara specifically, even though in her mind she’d included the potentiality of Lara into her plural statement.

      The mage dropped his hands to his sides and Naya thought Meiling might have finally ceased her convulsing. She couldn’t be certain though, not with the way his eyes bored into hers with all the subtlety of a drill used for cranial surgery.

      “And why is it important that you’re the heir to this MacLeod fellow?”

      “Because his bloodline is the only one strong enough to properly accept werewolf magic. All over the world, there’ve been increasing problems with werewolves. More often than not now, the magic kills them before they can even go through their first shift, and if it doesn’t kill them early, it almost always kills them when they’re in their first shift. And if they happen to be one of the few to survive the initial transformation, then they have defects.”

      Dammit, she was all but giving him a dissertation on her deepest secrets!

      “What kind of defects?”

      “Debilitating weakness. Deformities of their wolves. Decreased magic. Senses that aren’t consistently heightened as they should be. Shorter lifespans, we’re guessing based on the fact that they lack the usual strength of werewolves. We don’t have the same advantages as wolf shifters, but we do have their same power when we’re in our wolf forms.”

      “Greater even, wouldn’t you say, when you’re under the power of the moon?”

      “No, I wouldn’t say that.”

      “You can’t lie to me. I’ve seen it.”

      “Well, I haven’t.”

      “So you’re telling me that you and your twin here are supposed to breed so that you can provide offspring strong enough to properly process werewolf magic?”

      Her jaw hardened in rebellion. Her heart thumped as she tried not to answer. Sweat pricked her scalp. But in the end, she grunted out her answer anyway.

      “Yes.”

      “And this is why the hunters are after you?”

      “Yes.”

      “Is there anything else that would make you a specific target?”

      “No.”

      “You’re the salvation of the werewolf beast,” he said without inflection, but Naya still was urged to answer.

      “Yes.”

      Then he did the most unexpected thing of all. Whisking his eyes across her twin and then absently around the storehouse, he began laughing.

      Laughing.

      His mirth rang out across the expanse of the warehouse. Naya scowled viciously at him before realizing this was her chance to check on Meiling.

      Her sister’s body was finally still and relaxed. She appeared to be melting into the aftereffects of so much tension and pain.

      “You okay?” Naya whispered to her.

      Meiling opened her mouth to answer, but when no sound came out, she nodded instead. She didn’t, however, open her eyes.

      It wasn’t perfect, but it was definitely better.

      Naya winced at the thought of the steep cost of sparing her sister more pain. Now the dark mage, who had more power than any sorcerer she’d ever heard of, knew that she and Meiling were the singular hope of werewolves. Lara, at least, was safe.

      The mage’s amusement devolved into rumbling chuckles when the door opened once more and another man, framed in daylight, entered swiftly, making his way over to the asshole with a penchant for causing pain.

      “What is it, Matthias?” the dark mage asked.

      “I received a call from Édouard.” Matthias, a man in his thirties with tight curls, then cast a questioning glance at Naya and Meiling.

      “Continue. They’re irrelevant.”

      Acid swept up Naya’s body to burn at the back of her throat. Irrelevant? That couldn’t be good.

      “Cassia is on her way, and she’s angry.”

      “Oh?” For the first time, the mage’s interest sounded truly piqued. “Did he say why?”

      “No, not directly. Édouard guards her secrets closely.”

      “Yes. Quite annoying of him.”

      Matthias nodded once in acknowledgment of the sentiment. “He did, however, infer that she just experienced a serious disappointment having something to do with”—Matthias’ attention swept over the sisters for the first time—“them.”

      The dark mage faced them once more. “Well, well, well, isn’t that something?”

      “I believe so,” Matthias said, though it was clearly a rhetorical question.

      The mage whirled around to face Matthias so quickly that the other man flinched, then immediately attempted to conceal his reaction.

      “Did you tell Édouard that I captured two of them instead of the one?”

      “No, Master, I did not. Édouard only knows that you completed the one mission with success.”

      “As was expected.”

      “Yes.”

      “And were you able to glean anything else from your conversation with Édouard that might help us understand why Cassia wants the one girl so much?”

      “No, but I do believe they’re traveling back from someplace in the United Kingdom.”

      The mage stilled, and Naya could all but feel the wheels turning in his mind.

      “Édouard sounded like he was on her private jet, and I overheard someone talking, saying something about how dreary the weather always is in the UK.”

      “Very good, Matthias. Very good indeed.”

      “Thank you, Master.”

      Naya was surprised the man wasn’t bowing and adding, ‘I aim to please.’ He appeared ready to lick the mage’s shiny shoes—happily.

      “Be sure not to reveal to Édouard under any circumstances that there are two of them. I’ll give Cassia one, as agreed, and then she can owe me a favor and her support for when I choose to move on one of the wolf packs.”

      The mage looked straight at Naya. “I’ll keep the other one. If Cassia thinks they’re worthy of her secret experiments she thinks none of us know about, then perhaps she’ll be worth mine.”

      Naya barely registered Meiling tensing in her arms over the way her own muscles tightened. When the mage tried to meet her eyes again, she wouldn’t allow it, though this time it was as much so he couldn’t witness her dread—or perhaps her defeat—as it was to keep him out of her mind.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

          BRUNO

        

      

    

    
      When the dense darkness that weighed down his mind finally began to fade, with a panicked gasp, Bruno emerged from the spell the mage cast on him. He sucked in breath as if he’d been drowning, all at once remembering everything that had taken place before he’d been forced under.

      Naya. Lara.

      Whirling around as his heart began to race, he discovered Clove facedown in a small pool of her own drool, sleeping soundly. She snored softly as if she were purring.

      The glowing red dome that had held them captive was gone. Not a trace of their prison remained.

      “Clove,” he growled, shaking her. The turmoil of emotions pounding through him made anything more civilized impossible. “Clove,” he ground out again when she didn’t move.

      But no matter how much he jostled her or how loudly he called her name, she remained victim to the dark sorcerer’s magic.

      Jumping to his feet, he tilted his nose in the air and searched for signs of Naya and Lara. Oddly, he didn’t find Lara’s scent, but he did identify Naya’s. The same one that clung to her sheets and bath towels and had enchanted his senses.

      Briefly, he debated the wisdom of abandoning Clove in her current vulnerable state to follow Naya’s trail. His thoughts firing quickly, he whipped down to her, slung her over his back in a fireman’s carry, and jogged along the same path the mage had taken when
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