
  
    
      
    
  


		
			Synopsis

			When Cassidy Nolan agreed to take over as the Alpha for Chicago’s North Side werewolf pack, she knew she was in for a challenge. Four months later, and she’s wondering how things deteriorated so far so quickly. Her sister—the Hunter of Chicago, a genetically-engineered werewolf/vampire/demon slayer—has disappeared, and wolves from her pack are vanishing without a trace. Complicating matters is the lone wolf in town whose motivations Cassidy isn’t sure she trusts. 

			 

			All Snow had planned was to check in on her brother’s old pack, to make sure they were doing all right and that she didn’t need to avenge him. The new Alpha might be floundering, but with some guidance, Snow thinks she could be a decent leader. Not one to stay too long in one place, she should already be heading out of town, but the Alpha’s plight and that of her pack have her sticking around a little longer.

			 

			Cassidy and Snow quickly realize that time is a luxury and they’re about to run out. Forces far greater than the North Side Pack are aligning against them. And when they go looking to forge outside alliances, they discover that those who would call themselves allies may not have their best interests at heart.

			 

			In the world of Five Moons Rising.

			




Praise for the works of Lise MacTague

			Breaking Out

			This was a lovely, feel-good romance with minimal angst and lots of sweet moments of sapphic love and family… With an enemies to defence partners to friends to lovers evolution of the main characters’ relationship, it was fun to see how Adrienne and KJ’s relationship grew without the overly-angsty moments that sapphic romance novels can be filled with.

			I strongly recommend it to those who love hockey, and those who know nothing about it.

			-Gillian F., NetGalley

			Demon in the Machine

			…is an exquisite steampunk and paranormal mashup permeated with action, mystery and romance! This book had my heart thundering in my chest on so many levels! One of the many things I love about MacTague’s writing is her ability to create strong, complex and “real” characters and the wonderful dynamic she develops between them. This book is no exception! All great steampunk features wonderful gadgets and contraptions and this novel is rife with such inventions as multifunctional goggles, powerful jump suits enabling the scaling of tall buildings and, of course, the new horseless carriage. My favourite aspect is how MacTague adds her own flair to these gadgets in terms of how they are powered. I also love how she brilliantly captures the atmosphere; the romance, etiquette and manners of the Victorian era and then pumps it full of grotesque imps and demons! However, what really draws me in to Lise’s novels is her fantastic characterization. So, if you enjoy layered, well realized and imperfect but enticing characters, then this book is definitely for you!

			MacTague is really suited to steampunk! She excels at writing stories with strong women and Briar and Isabella are no exception. Demon in the Machine is a wonderful mélange of mystery, steampunk, paranormal and romance that is appealing on so many levels!

			-The Lesbian Review

			Five Moons Rising

			MacTague completely knocks it out of the park with this one, one of the best lesbian paranormals I’ve read. This book blew me away. Not just for the imagination MacTague demonstrated around the different creatures that haunt the darkness and the work Malice and her colleagues have to undertake to defeat the rogue ones, but also because of the underlying themes and threads that hit on so many subjects. Family, commitment, what it means to belong, what it means to trust–MacTague covers them all and in writing that’s so powerful it took my breath away at times.

			It’s another winner from MacTague, who is rapidly becoming one of my all-time favorite lesfic authors.

			-Rainbow Book Reviews

			This book is absolutely brilliant. It is filled with memorable characters and a plot that will keep you coming back to it even when you know you should be working or sleeping or doing something else. MacTague really got into her head and gave us a beautiful account of what it would be like to be a werewolf. It was so wonderfully done that I now have a massive book crush.

			-The Lesbian Review

			Vortex of Crimson

			MacTague does it again… a fantastic end to the saga that has seen Jak and Torrin fight all sorts of battles, both physical and emotional. I love how MacTague mixes in the action scenes and conspiracy theories alongside the touching and sometimes angsty romance between Jak and Torrin. Neither the action nor the romance ever takes over completely, the balance is always spot on.

			-Rainbow Book Reviews

			Heights of Green

			What a rip-roaring sequel this is to Depths of Blue! There are layers within layers in this book, and the subtle ways they are revealed is brilliant in its execution. It’s clear something is going on, but MacTague teases this out, strand by strand, and brings it all to a stunning ending. There’s politics, intrigue, action, and lots of emotion. Both Jak and Torrin’s actions and reactions are explored in just the right amount of detail alongside the story itself, and it’s a fantastic blend. The book finishes on a great cliffhanger, ready for book three, and I can’t wait to get started on that.

			-Rainbow Book Reviews

			The ending had me standing on my feet. Reading it had me pumped and the teaser at the end did nothing to slow my heart rate down. The way Jak’s and Torrin’s journeys split apart and then come back together had me turning pages so fast I got a digital paper cut and those SOBs hurt! But it was worth it.

			-The Lesbian Review

			Depths of Blue

			I thoroughly enjoyed the story and the characters that Lise MacTague has drawn in Depths of Blue. The world building is top-notch and the backstories of the characters are told in such a way as to move the story along and not in a pedantic, expository way. I would recommend anyone who likes a good sci-fi book give this a try.

			-Lesbian Reading Room

			This is a proper sci-fi/action/adventure story with two very strong female leads and I absolutely loved it! Both Torrin and Jak are kickass women, and that was such a refreshing change—there’s no tough butch here rescuing a weak femme damsel in distress. They can both look after themselves and they therefore have a lovely tension between them from the start. This is part one of a trilogy and I cannot wait to get into book two—I love MacTague’s story-telling, her narrative and descriptive skills, and the universe she’s created. Excellent lesbian sci-fi, of which there isn’t enough, so this is a brilliant addition to that genre.

			-Rainbow Book Reviews

			…absolutely a must-read novel. Lise MacTague has a really refreshing take on this genre. Her world is well created and different enough to make it interesting. Her story moves at a good pace, lingering only on important moments. Her characters are both gorgeously written, full of insecurities and real.

			-The Lesbian Review

			…I rather enjoyed going along on its smooth, well-trod road full of tropes like: mistaken identities, space opera-ish drama, mounting sexual tension, women passing as men in the army, big patriarchal bad guys, and that-thin-line-between-love-and-hate. Oh, and some pretty steamy sex scenes.

			-Casey the Canadian Lesbrarian
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Chapter One

			The wolven was young, Snow could tell from the way she held herself: unsure, as if the weight of her wolf hadn’t yet settled completely. The girl still hadn’t picked up on her presence, which might not have been a fair benchmark. Snow had spent most of her life learning to draw in on herself, staying off the radar of humans and wolven alike. There were advantages to being overlooked.

			Take her current situation. What was the youngster doing, loitering near this warehouse-looking building in the middle of an industrial neighborhood? Did she also know Ruri? If so, why wasn’t she going in?

			Snow raised her head and inhaled deeply, tasting the cold wind. The smells of the city, exhaust, human sweat, the occasional mild reek of garbage or sewage, were shot through with traces of Lake Michigan, even this far from the beach. Underneath it all was an unfamiliar scent, one that raised her hackles, though she wasn’t quite sure why. It was enough to warn her away from rushing into the building, even though it held the wolven who could clear up the circumstances surrounding her brother’s death.

			Dean… Snow shook her head, trying to rid herself of the image of the baby-faced boy he’d been. He’d worshiped her, had cleaved to her side like a shadow. When the time had come, he’d requested that she be the one to turn him, to allow him to join her and their deceased mother as wolven. A smile drifted across her face. No one had ever asked her to catalyze the change before that and none since. Some of her traits were undesirable. Luckily for Dean, her lack of dominance had not been transferred along to him. He might still be alive if it had.

			Snow frowned at the lit windows of the squat building where Ruri was said to be living. There was no trace of her, only the young wolven. If this really was Ruri’s home, there should have been some trace. Hell, the corner where Snow loitered unnoticed would have been a prime area for scent marking, and though the unique markers of Ruri’s scent were all over it, they were older than they should have been. Either someone had lied to her, or there was something else going on, something she didn’t understand. Her lips curled in a soundless snarl at the idea.

			Her source had been adamant that Ruri was living in this area but had been cagey about why she’d left the North Side Pack. Still, the vamp had insisted the wolven hadn’t gone far. At the time, Snow hadn’t thought too much about it. Vampires loved to hold back their little tidbits. She and Carla, the vampire Lord of Chicago, had been doing occasional business for the better part of a century. She could see no advantage for the leader of Chicago’s vampire community to betray her now. Besides, if Carla had wanted to sell her out, Snow would be hanging upside down from a meat hook. Her blood—the blood of any wolven—was too highly prized to be wasted on pooling onto the uncaring pavement of a somewhat smelly alley.

			The girl pushed herself away from the wall where she’d been watching the brick building.

			Snow started forward, then froze. She hadn’t meant to move, but her wolf knew something was amiss. She snarled at Snow to keep moving, to stop this youngling, this cub, before it was too late. Snow held still. She hadn’t gotten this far by jumping into situations she didn’t understand.

			The young wolven’s head whipped around to stare right at her. Odd-colored eyes glared at her, one a brilliant crimson, the other electric blue. Snow would have put money on the young wolven’s teeth having already lengthened. Her hair was light brown, but with an odd dapple, so it looked like she was standing in the shade beneath trees on a moonlit night. For a second, the same strange effect shaded across the pale skin of her face.

			Ah, hell. Snow forced herself to relax. The cub was quick, both in reactions and to shift. She would have to be careful with those instincts. They would mark her out as inhuman almost as quickly as dropping to all fours and calling the wolf to her would. An easy smile crossed Snow’s face. She opened her posture, keeping her hands where the wolven could see her.

			“Howdy,” she said, making no attempt to raise her voice, knowing the cub would hear her half a block away.

			The wolven’s eyes hardened from surprise into suspicion. “Who are you? What are you doing here?”

			Snow held up her hands, palms forward. “I’m passing through, that’s all. I didn’t peg this as anyone’s territory.” She allowed her gaze to slide away from the wolven.

			“And you just happen to be where I ended up?” The wolven snorted. “That’s hard to believe.”

			“I came to visit a friend,” Snow said, “but I don’t think she’s home.”

			A gust of wind brought with it the sourness of disappointment. “I don’t smell her either,” the wolven said quietly. “Someone is moving around up there, but I don’t think it’s them.”

			“Them?” Snow cocked her head. “There’s more than one up there?”

			“Which one are you here to see?” The wolven left her post and started purposefully toward her.

			Her presence washed over Snow like a wave. It threatened to pull her under. From half a block away, she hadn’t been able to get a read on exactly how dominant this one was, but it was plenty. She was very new to have such power behind her.

			“Ruri,” Snow said, the answer pulled from her by the wolven’s presence. She snapped her mouth shut. A polite redirect of the conversation had been on her lips, but her wolf was eager to please this one.

			“Ah.” She stopped in front of Snow, looking her up and down while her nostrils flared.

			Snow shifted, putting her shoulder forward. If the wolven attacked, she wouldn’t find it easy to go right for Snow’s soft belly, and Snow was already poised to flee if necessary. The wolven’s scent pushed in on her, filling her nostrils, inviting Snow to come with her, to be held safe at her side among her pack.

			“Alpha?” Snow whispered. It was ridiculous. Her youth was painted across her. The youngest cub would know this one was very new indeed, yet all the markers of the head of a pack came with her. The head of a familiar pack, one that was as close as Snow had to family—or had been until Dean was taken. “Of the North Side Pack.” Her voice flattened as she spoke the name. This was who she’d come to see Ruri about. This was Five Moons.

			* * *

			Cassidy nodded. “Yeah.” It was strange. If those words had come with that tone from another wolven, especially not one of her pack, Cassidy Nolan’s back would have stiffened. She would have lifted her chin and done her best to stare down whoever had dared to disbelieve her, and her wolf would have snarled, ready to fight to defend her position.

			That wasn’t happening. The spirit of the wolf inside her grumbled a bit but didn’t seem too put out by this stranger. That was also odd. They’d caught her watching them, and yet the wolf was unconcerned.

			“I mean no disrespect,” the strange wolven said. A hint of a Southern accent was buried under a clipped Midwestern cadence. “I was surprised. You’re awful young to be Alpha.” She shrugged and glanced off into the shadows. Dark hazel eyes held shards of silver, though she didn’t seem to be on the edge of changing.

			Cassidy watched her closely, not worrying about the other wolven’s response to her forwardness. Deep brown hair faded to auburn at the tips; when she turned her head, the cloud of loosely kinked curls lifted and fell in waves. Her sepia skin reminded Cassidy of an old photograph, or maybe it was the feeling that this wolven was caught slightly out of time. Her clothing wasn’t quite right for present day, a trait Cassidy had noticed among the wolves who called her Alpha. They would hold on to favored pieces of clothing or styles. This wolven had that same look. She’d been around for a while.

			“Is there a minimum age?” Cassidy asked. She tried to inject a bit of humor into the query, but she still wondered. There might be an advantage in talking to a wolven who wasn’t part of her pack. She couldn’t ask her packmates such questions. They didn’t need to know the reservations she held. The pack had been through so much in the past months.

			She’d been through so much. And now her sister wasn’t answering her calls, hadn’t for a couple of weeks, now when she needed her most.

			“How do you know Ruri?” Cassidy turned back to watch Mary’s building.

			“I knew her when she was your pack’s Beta.” A whiff of sadness tickled Cassidy’s nostrils, with its unmistakable blue tones. “I heard she broke with the North Side Pack. I thought I’d look her up on my way through town.”

			“Sure.” Why did Ruri make this woman so sad? “I’m Cassidy.”

			“Snow.” The woman made eye contact for a moment. Her eyes still held hints of silver, but they’d started to recede as Cassidy continued not to show aggression.

			“How do you know it’s not Ruri up there?”

			“Doesn’t smell right. The only hints I get of our kind are old.”

			“Me too.” Cassidy shoved her hands deep into her pockets and considered the building. Someone was home and moving around on the third floor, where Mary kept her living quarters. It was where she’d expected her sister and her sister’s girlfriend to be. “I don’t smell blood.”

			Snow cast her a startled look. “Why would there be blood?”

			“If someone was up there without Ruri and my sister’s permission, they’d be bleeding.”

			“Ah.” Snow chewed on her lip. “I imagine that’s true.”

			Cassidy barked a quiet laugh. “They wouldn’t know what hit them.” She lifted her head and inhaled again. “I don’t smell much of Ruri or Mary.” Not that Mary had much of a smell. The absence of Ruri’s unique fragrance was more concerning. She wasn’t sure if she would smell Mary from across the street, but Ruri should have stood out like a golden beacon in the scent landscape. 

			Did Mary break up with Ruri? She shook her head. That would be a huge error in judgment on her sister’s part. Not that she was showing the clearest thoughts these days, not for the last…five years was it? When did the government turn Mary into a Hunter? Cassidy hadn’t thought to ask about the actual timeline. Too worried about the actual answer, she supposed.

			“I need to go up there.” She took a step toward the building but stopped when a warm hand wrapped around her elbow. “What the—” She spun, glaring at Snow. “That’s not a good…” Cassidy trailed off. Her wolf hadn’t reacted. She was so accustomed to the other half of her soul twitching at the slightest sound that her lack of reaction was far more shocking than the most frenzied outburst would have been. “…idea,” she concluded belatedly.

			“You shouldn’t go up there.” Snow snatched her hand back and looked down, her words a fierce contrast to the deference of her body language. “Something isn’t right. The smells are all off.”

			“Off? All I get is the usual crap Chicago smells.” Cassidy inhaled reflexively. “It’s not even as bad as normal. There’s something floral.”

			“In Chicago. In February.” Snow glanced up at her from the corner of her eye. “That’s the weirdest part of it all.”

			“Huh.” Cassidy scowled up at the lit window. “All the more reason to check then.” She stepped toward the street.

			Snow hesitated, then followed her. “I’m coming with you.”

			“Pretty sure I can handle myself.” The wolf twined around her core in agreement. The two of them could handle pretty much anything anyone tried to throw at them. Her skin started to prickle in anticipation of an excuse to shift.

			“Just in case.” Snow lengthened her stride until she was abreast of Cassidy. A mirthless grin flashed across her lips. “I’m not going to be the one to lose the third North Side Alpha in less than six months.”

			“You’re not one of mine,” Cassidy said. “I can’t make you stay back.”

			“Oh, you probably could.” Snow sounded almost cheerful. “I’d be happier if you didn’t try.”

			“If you say so.” There was something about her, this wolven who wasn’t of her pack but didn’t set off the alarms she expected from an outsider. “How are you in a fight?” Gauging Snow’s wolf was difficult. The woman was definitely wolven, but her presence didn’t expand around her like the others Cassidy had met. It was like their identities extended beyond their skin, some more than others. There was no one in her pack whose self was so compact.

			“You don’t have to worry about me.” Silver flashed in Snow’s eyes again. The glints intensified until her eyes shone nearly white.

			Cassidy grinned. “Excellent.” She knew her own eyes were glowing to match Snow’s. “Let’s see what’s waiting at my sister’s place.”

			




Chapter Two

			Snow picked her way after Five Moons. With unconscious ease, they navigated the piles of ice and snow the plows had shoved to the periphery of the street. The Alpha of the North Side Pack was at one enough with her wolf to have the unmistakable movement of the wolven in human form. It wasn’t flawless, but this Alpha didn’t lack confidence.

			They stopped at a grey metal side door. Five Moons—it was impossible to think of her as Cassidy—produced a key and fit it to the lock. She lifted up on the handle and turned the key. It was obvious she’d been here before. She had mentioned that this was her sister’s place, so that fit. Was this sister also wolven? That would make sense, except for the glaring lack of strong wolven scents.

			The door opened, revealing a dark space beyond. Faint traces of Ruri’s scent wafted out with the change in air pressure, but there weren’t enough. If Snow was going by her nose, she would have said that Ruri had spent some time here a couple of weeks ago. There was no trace of another wolven’s scent. The pieces weren’t lining up.

			Her wolf shifted nervously inside her. They lingered in the doorway, scoping out what they could see of the darkened interior.

			“Maybe we should—” Snow cut off as Five Moons stepped blithely into the shadows “—wait,” she finished to herself. She lifted her nose, sniffing the air again. Along with old aromas of wolven, she smelled oil and gasoline, shot through with metal. This was a garage, one that included a workspace, not simply vehicle storage.

			Five Moons was a lighter shape in the gloom. Wolven eyes were better in darkness than humans’, but even they couldn’t see through pitch-black conditions like these. There were no windows on the front of the building. The only light was what little came in through the door. Snow listened closely, trying to determine what Five Moons was doing and if she was in danger.

			There was some rustling in one corner, then the lights came on. They weren’t enough to dispel the darkest shadows, but they revealed an empty space where a car would have been parked. From the oil spots on the floor, the vehicle wasn’t new. Along one wall were two cages of chain-link fence. One held the type of tools Snow expected to see in a working garage. The other, the one Five Moons was stepping out of, held a small table with a laptop on it. Shelves along the back were filled with sleek black boxes. Snow cocked her head. Those were out of place. Almost as out of place as the trace of flowers with the same bouquet she and Five Moons had picked up outside.

			“Are you coming?” Five Moons asked. She didn’t raise her voice; she didn’t have to. The words came easily to Snow’s ears.

			“I guess so.” Snow stepped fully into the room, allowing the door to close behind her. The click of the latch in the frame made her wolf twitch. They were shut in a room with a strange wolven and a stranger situation. I get it, Snow thought to her wolf. But we need to know. Dean deserves this much. He’d deserved so much more, but he wasn’t going to get it.

			The wolf subsided, but not completely. She didn’t like where they were. Snow couldn’t blame her. She wasn’t any more comfortable.

			Five Moons was poking around the space. She lingered at the spot where a car had been parked, squatting and running her fingertips over the oil spots.

			“Doesn’t seem like they’ve been home for a while,” Five Moons said. She rocked back onto her heels and considered the stained concrete floor.

			“Maybe the car is in the shop?” Snow ventured. She moved toward Five Moons but not too close. It never paid to venture into the personal space envelope of a stranger, and Alphas claimed bigger envelopes than most. Often, they seemed to be trying to claim the whole world. Snow supposed that was what made them Alphas.

			“It would have to be pretty messed up for Mary not to fix it herself,” Five Moons said. “Also doesn’t explain why she’s not answering her phone.”

			“Ah.” Snow filed the sister’s name away for later. She shrugged, trying not to show her mounting anxiety. “Cars break down, though.”

			“They do.” Five Moons looked up at the ceiling. She worried at her lower lip. Her eyes still glowed electric blue and unsettling crimson. “Does it smell to you like anyone has been here lately?”

			“Not really?” Snow sniffed again. The scents were impossibly muddled. There was that old trace of wolven, then newer traces of flowers, and something that seemed like an approximation of human but which made the hairs on the back of her neck stand on end. “Do you have a heavy fae population here?”

			“Fae?” Five Moons cut her such a look that Snow almost stepped back. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Like fairies? There’s Boystown.” Disapproval dimmed her eyes. “No one calls them that anymore.”

			Snow shook her head. “Like real fae. The things the stories are based upon.” All legends had roots, and she was beginning to wonder what was coming up in Chicago.

			“Then no.” Five Moons bounced to her feet. “I’ve never heard of such a thing.”

			“If you had a fae problem, you wouldn’t have to ask.”

			“Then why bring it up?”

			“This is reminding me of stories I’ve heard.” Snow looked around, trying to peer more deeply into the darkest corners of the garage. It didn’t feel like they were being watched, but she was starting to doubt her senses.

			Five Moons grunted. “Stories. I don’t have time for all that.”

			“There are truths in tales.”

			“If you say so.” Five Moons looked up at the ceiling again. “I think we’ve learned all we can down here. I’m going up. You coming?”

			* * *

			Snow glanced obliquely at Cassidy after the question. She was certainly giving it a lot of thought. Cassidy could almost see the wheels turning in her brain.

			“I’ll go on ahead if you don’t want to,” Cassidy offered. She frowned. The wolven was a stranger to her, a lone wolf who hadn’t bothered to announce herself to Cassidy and her pack. Sure, Mary Alice’s home was technically outside the boundaries claimed by the North Side Pack, but they were close enough that Snow should have at least stopped by. That was what wolven protocol dictated, or so she understood. Many of the intricacies of wolven relationships, not only within the pack, but also to the wolven not of the pack, were lost on her. It didn’t help that she still had so many questions and not many people to answer them.

			But this wolven felt different than those she called her own. Maybe it was that she was the first lone wolf Cassidy had encountered. Aside from Ruri—who Cassidy privately considered part of her pack, even if she wasn’t officially a member—Cassidy hadn’t had much opportunity to talk to outsiders. None of it explained the lack of threat she felt from this one.

			Snow shook her head. “I’m coming.” She glanced around the lower level. “This place makes me nervous. The whole situation makes me nervous.”

			“I hear you,” Cassidy said. “I’m not reading that Mary and Ruri are home, but if they aren’t, who is that upstairs?”

			Snow swallowed, the movement of the muscles in her throat visible even from ten feet away. “So how do we go in, Alpha?”

			“I’m not your Alpha,” Cassidy said. “What do you think?”

			Snow shrugged. “I’m not one for direct confrontation if I can avoid it. I think your instincts are going to be better in this situation than mine.”

			Cassidy considered it. She hadn’t heard from Mary for a few weeks. Someone was making a nuisance of themselves around the edges of her territory. She clenched her fists. Nuisance she could have handled, but not when the second wolven in two weeks had just gone missing. One might have been bad luck or circumstances, but her Beta was on edge over this new disappearance. It felt good to have some confirmation that her anxiety wasn’t misplaced. More confirmation would be better. If that wasn’t Ruri upstairs, maybe whoever it was had information on where her sister and Ruri were. She needed Ruri; she needed Mary more.

			“We have to go up there,” she said, “but I don’t want to scare anyone off. I’m a quick shift, if it turns into a fight. How about you?”

			Snow shook her head. The skin over her cheeks shaded into russet, and a sudden whiff of shame burned Cassidy’s nostrils. “I’m pretty slow.”

			“Fair enough,” Cassidy said. She held out her hands to show she meant no harm by what she was about to say. “Then transform now. I’ll go in first and you skulk back. If things go sideways, I’m trusting you to have my back while I change to furform.”

			“You’d trust me with that?” Snow’s eyebrows arched high over eyes that still shone silver.

			“You could have attacked me already. I haven’t exactly been keeping my guard up with you.” Not that you should be admitting that. Cassidy’s wolf rolled over without concern. She didn’t see Snow as a potential threat, never mind an enemy.

			“All right.” Snow shrugged out of her jacket, then reached for the bottom of her shirt before pulling it up over her head.

			“Okay.” It was Cassidy’s turn for her cheeks to burst into flames as she spun around to watch the far wall. The casual nudity of the wolven of her pack was something she’d come to terms with, but it felt odd to be watching a complete stranger strip. Her wolf snorted in her ear, and a feeling of mild amusement crept through Cassidy, as if her wolf found her remaining modesty hilarious in its ridiculousness.

			Her wolf’s entertainment was echoed by the stranger’s quiet chuckle.

			Cassidy waited through the sounds of her clothing being removed and placed on the floor. She heard the sound of Snow’s palms being placed against the ground, then the wolven inhaled deeply.

			The transformation took longer than she’d expected. Snow’s groans and pants sounded like she was in genuine agony. Cassidy knew she was fast and that the wolven of her pack could vary in the amount of time it took them to express their wolves to the outside of their skin, but Snow’s transformation took longer than even the weakest member of the North Side Pack. Maybe that was why Cassidy’s wolf didn’t consider her a threat.

			After what seemed like an eternity, Snow’s pain noises were replaced by the panting of a wolf. She padded over to Cassidy and shoved a cold nose into her palm.

			Cassidy looked down at the silver wolf. There was no other way to describe the color. There were no wolves with a similar coloration in her pack. The long outer fur was white, but beneath it was a dark grey. When the wolf moved, the color seemed to shift with her. It was beautiful, matching her eyes and name perfectly. But there was no time to admire Snow’s furform.

			The wolf’s paws were nearly soundless as they made their way across the concrete floor. For a moment, Cassidy considered sending the elevator up empty but discarded the idea. They’d been reasonably quiet so far, and no one had come to investigate. Either they were still undiscovered or whoever was up in Mary’s living quarters was setting a nasty surprise for them. The elevator wouldn’t change either of those scenarios. No, it was better to make their way stealthily up the stairs. Cassidy had disabled the silent alarm, so there was no chance that Mary’s employers would come running. The alarm had been set. So whoever was here had known how to deal with it.

			She eased open the door to the stairwell. Quickly, but silently, she made her way up to the second floor. Snow ghosted along in her wake, with barely the scrape of a toenail on metal to betray her presence. Metal stairs didn’t creak like wood, but there was more noise from each footfall than Cassidy would have liked. The smell of Snow’s wolf was comforting. Much like the aroma of Snow’s skinform, only more potent. Cassidy spared a glance behind her at the second-floor landing to make sure Snow was still close by. The wolf panted up at Cassidy, carefully avoiding direct eye contact.

			Cassidy nodded down at her. One more flight to go. She moved deliberately, taking her time so not even the slightest sound could give them away. It took longer to mount the second flight, and every step closer to the door at the top of the stairs twisted the tension in her muscles ever tighter. By the time they reached the top landing, Cassidy’s wolf snarled within her chest, demanding to be released. They had no enemy, no one to confront, but that didn’t matter at all to the raging wolf.

			She warred with herself in front of the door to the third floor. Only pointing out that the wolf wasn’t going to be able to unlock the door kept her aggressive other half somewhat contained. She took a deep breath as the wolf refused to back down. Snow leaned against her hip, her shoulder warm through Cassidy’s jeans. The contact got through in a way that Cassidy’s reasoning hadn’t. The wolf retreated with a faint huff, allowing Cassidy to unclench her fists long enough to pull the key out of her pocket.

			She unlocked the door as quietly as she could and held her breath as she pushed it open.

			The yawning emptiness of the third floor greeted her. Mary’s living area took up only a small portion of the overall space. A light was on in the area that Cassidy recognized as a sort of living room. The massive metal box where Cassidy had spent the better part of a month—of a lifetime—was long gone. Cassidy took a few steps to the side so she could see around the privacy screens that made up the “walls” of that space.

			A familiar figure looked up from the sofa, the light on the side table illuminating her.

			“Oh, hi, Cassidy,” Mary said. “What’s up?”

			




Chapter Three

			Cassidy stared at the woman on the couch. Mary was holding a battered paperback and smiling at her like she hadn’t dropped off the face of the earth when Cassidy needed her most.

			“What do you mean, what’s up?” A vein throbbed in her forehead, pulsing as she struggled not to unload on her sister. “Is your phone broken? I’ve been trying to get hold of you for days and days now. Mom started calling me, even though she thinks I’m in Honduras.”

			A low whine from the stairwell startled both of them. Snow’s silver fur was very visible through the opening. She stared intently at Cassidy, the first time she’d looked her in the eyes since they’d met.

			“What’s that?” The smile didn’t drop from Mary’s face. “Do you have a new puppy?”

			“Puppy?” The wolf’s snarl lifted Cassidy’s lip. “Since when do you call us dogs?”

			“You?” The smile was marred by a quizzical crease between Mary’s eyebrows. “I don’t understand.” She pointed toward the doorway. “Who’s your new pet, silly?”

			“Pet?” This was only getting worse. Cassidy’s mouth gaped open as she tried to figure out what had happened with her sister. “Oh my god. You and Ruri broke up.” She stalked toward Mary. “What did you do? I can’t believe you’d drive her off like that.”

			Mary laughed, a high breathy sound that stopped Cassidy in her tracks. Her sister had never made that particular noise. “Ruri and I are just fine. She’s in the kitchen.” Mary stood up. “Ruri, darling, we have a visitor.”

			Cassidy stepped back. Something was very wrong. The smell of flowers filled her nostrils, promising to choke her under an avalanche of petals. The cloying aroma intensified as Ruri walked through the gap between the privacy screens.

			“Hi, Cassidy,” Ruri chirped. She waved vigorously. “Who’s your new friend?”

			“So you don’t know her?” Cassidy asked. She brought a hand up to her nose, trying to block out the floral scent that was making it harder and harder to think properly. Her wolf paced within her, scoring the underside of her skin with claws that felt like they would shred her open if she didn’t relinquish control now. The wolf had never cared too much for Mary but was prepared to tolerate her for Cassidy’s sake. She’d never had any such problem with Ruri. “I don’t understand,” Cassidy whispered.

			She backed away two more steps, then the backs of her legs collided with something warm, furry, and immovable. A sharp pain on the back of her arm sent her wolf into a frenzy. She whirled, a tornado of teeth and claws that erupted their way through Cassidy’s skin. She collapsed to her knees. By the time her hands hit the ground, the bones had snapped and rearranged themselves. Fur and fluids sluiced from her skin as she watched muscles writhe fingers into paws. Her mouth burst with salty liquid as her muzzle lengthened and sharp teeth emerged through her gums.

			Her very human scream of shock and pain twisted into a canine howl of rage. The stupidly gawking faces of her sister and Ruri morphed into something she didn’t understand. Her wolf didn’t give her a chance to think about it; they leaped toward the bundles of sticks that stood where Mary and Ruri had been moments before. At her side, Snow also charged. Where Cassidy and her wolf went high, Snow stayed low; she snapped at brittle twigs, breaking them into small pieces that fell from her mouth to lie unmoving on the ground.

			Cassidy’s wolf was intent on the red string that held the bundle together. Cassidy tried not to think about how this tightly woven bundle tried to avoid their teeth and claws. The wolf was too fast. They snagged one end of the string in their jaws and pulled. The string loosened, then caught in the knot that bound it. They yanked at it, then shook their head side to side. The string frayed under the pressure of their teeth. Confident in their triumph, they jerked their head away from the bundle. The red string broke, but the knot stayed intact. The bundle tried to slip away, but they wouldn’t be denied. With a frantic lunge and snap, their sharp teeth severed the string where it wrapped around the twigs.

			Sticks large and small fell with a clatter to the concrete floor. Satisfied that the bundle was no longer a threat, they turned to offer aid to Snow. Her bundle was still intact, though much reduced. Snow circled and lunged, shattering mouthful after mouthful of twigs. Moments later, the bundle lost cohesion and crumpled. Too many sticks had been broken and the red string slipped off them, fluttering to the ground to land lightly on the messy pile.

			Silence permeated the third floor as the two wolven stood frozen, sides heaving as they listened for more of those things. Cassidy’s wolf was starting to calm as the scent of flowers began to dissipate. Cassidy pushed herself back to the fore, and the wolf melted away. Moments later, Cassidy stood, her feet bare against the cold floor.

			“What the hell was that?”

			* * *

			The Alpha’s question echoed through the space. Snow’s wolf reluctantly returned control of her body. She was very conscious of how much longer it took her to shed her wolf form than it had Five Moons. A minute or more later, Snow crouched on the ground.

			She licked her lips and looked up at the angry Alpha. “You have a fae problem.”

			Five Moons’ eyes flared red and blue, a flash that reminded Snow incongruously of the lights of a police car. Maybe it made sense. Human police had always represented danger to their kind. There were no cops for the wolven. They policed themselves.

			Snow pushed herself to her feet. Her knees wobbled a bit, but she locked them before she could show intolerable weakness to an unknown wolf. “Which one was your sister?”

			“You couldn’t tell?” Five Moons glared at her. “I thought you knew Ruri.”

			“All I saw were the sticks.” She looked down at the broken twigs. “I take it you saw something else.” Watching the Alpha carry on a conversation with the moving bundles had been unnerving, to say the least.

			“My sister.” Five Moons indicated the pile by the couch. “Ruri was in the kitchen.” She raked her fingers through her hair. “They looked normal. Didn’t act right and smelled worse, though.” She gave a humorless bark that was probably supposed to be a laugh. “Freaked my wolf right out.”

			“Mine too.” Snow shook her head. “I’ve heard stories. I think they were changelings. Someone used them to replace your sister and Ruri.”

			“That’s weird.”

			“Very weird. Fae don’t like cities. There’s too much iron, it’s in pretty much everything, in one form or another. They can’t abide its touch. You don’t find many this far into an urban center. And this was a major working. The stories I heard about people being switched for these things were all pretty old.” She glanced over at Five Moons. “I sort of see why they might replace Ruri. Former Beta of one of the most powerful wolven packs in the Midwest, that makes sense. But why involve your sister?”

			Five Moons stared at her, eyes wide with incredulity. “You mean you don’t know?” Before Snow could answer, Five Moons shook her head and continued, “Of course you don’t. No wolven simply walks up to the Hunter’s home to talk.”

			“Hunter?” Snow asked, her voice faint. “Your sister is Chicago’s Hunter?” Her voice raised in pitch as Snow tried and failed to modulate it. “Malice is your sister? How the hell is Malice your sister? And what does this have to do with Dean’s death? Did you get him killed?”

			“We need to talk,” Five Moons said. “Like really talk. You’re coming back to the hotel with me.”

			




Chapter Four

			Snow stared at Five Moons’ left shoulder. “I don’t think so,” she said. “I came here to talk to Ruri. Came to talk about you.” She tried to keep the venom out of her voice.

			“Me?”

			“I have to know what happened to him. To Dean.”

			“Dean.” The Alpha’s response was flat. “He was a…casualty.”

			“Of?” Snow pushed back at the dodge to her question. All she’d had on her brother’s death were rumors. It wasn’t enough. “No one knows how he met his end. Some say it was the Hunter, others a lone wolf.” She lifted her gaze to meet that of the defiant wolven in front of her. “Still others say it was Five Moons who came for him.”

			“The Hunter?” Five Moons disregarded Snow’s direct gaze, looking instead at the pile of sticks that had been masquerading as her sister. She shook her head. “We should go. I don’t think it’s safe.”

			“We’re safe enough,” Snow said. “We took care of the changelings.”

			The Alpha shook her head in an emphatic negative. “The silent alarm. I don’t know if it’s been set off. If it has, Mary’s—Malice’s employers will be sending someone to check on her. We can’t be here when they arrive.” She skinned off the remnants of the clothing she’d been wearing before the change took her. “Follow me. I can get us back to the den without being seen.”

			Snow shook her head. “Why would I go with you when I don’t know if you killed him yet?”

			“Me?” The Alpha’s eyes clouded in confusion. She leaned down, placing her palms against the concrete.

			“Five Moons.”

			“Why are you calling me that? That’s not my name.” She took a deep breath.

			Snow cocked her head at the wolven woman. What exactly was going on here? She’d come to discover her brother’s fate and to avenge it if warranted. On one point, the rumors all agreed: an Alpha named Five Moons had taken over her brother’s pack after the usurper who killed him was eliminated. She’d assumed they were a new Alpha who’d come by the strange name as a result of how they’d assumed the leadership role of the North Side Pack. This Alpha knew too much about the Hunter and how she operated and not enough about herself. How could she not know that the other packs were calling her Five Moons? Her nostrils widened slightly. She smelled a story here, and unless Snow missed her guess, it was still unfolding.

			Cassidy stared at her, waiting for an answer. She stepped closer to Snow, who backed up.

			“It’s your Alpha name. All Alphas have a name they’re called outside their pack. Dean’s was Velvet. Yours is Five Moons.”

			“That’s not what I would have picked.”

			“Alphas don’t usually claim their own names. They’re bestowed, either by the pack or by other packs in the area. It’s usually descriptive of how the Alpha is perceived by others, but sometimes it comes about for other reasons.” Snow was willing to bet this was one of those situations. Where had the name come from? And how did it relate to her brother?

			She dropped to all fours. “Lead on, Alpha of the North Side Pack. We can talk about Dean and how you came to replace him in front of the remains of his pack.”

			The Alpha snorted. “I’ll settle for not ending up in the government’s hands. We can talk about whatever you want when we’re out of here. Hell, we can even have tea.”

			“I’d like that.” Snow ignored the sarcasm and opened her mind. Come back, sister. Pressure grew in her muscles as her wolf’s presence rushed from the back of her mind to the fore. Sharpened teeth burst into her mouth, followed by the pop of claws through the flesh of her fingertips. She welcomed the ripple of fur across muscles that reshaped around her bones. By the time Snow stood among the effluvia of her change, the Alpha was over by the open window.

			Now that she wasn’t a blur of fur and teeth, Snow took a moment to peruse the Alpha. Her mismatched eyes blazed red and blue in her face, but that wasn’t the strangest thing about her. No, her pelt was a crazy patchwork of colorations and patterns. Red and brown fur dappled across her shoulders, while white and grey fur lay in brindled stripes along her back half, almost to her hindquarters and tail. Her legs shaded down to golden paws in front, but the hind paws were an inky black. Snow had met many wolven as she ranged across the continent, but she’d never seen one like this one. The mismatched eyes were uncommon, but paired with the fur… Her mind shuddered away from the implications.

			The Alpha looked back at her, then hopped out the window.

			The drop wasn’t too far, about a story to the roof of the building next door. She didn’t hesitate and followed on the wolven’s heels. They streaked across the flat roof toward the edge. Five Moons ran along the gutter, keeping an eye on the ground below. A two-story drop would be possible in a pinch, but even with their enhanced healing abilities, it would slow them down.

			A low rhythmic thumping sound pulled Snow’s attention from the Alpha. The noise was coming from the other side of the building, but it was distinctive. A helicopter was coming their way.

			She snapped her jaws shut on a yelp when a steel band closed around one of her forelegs. Five Moons kept her jaws clamped on Snow’s leg and wrenched her back, sending her toppling off the roof. She twisted in the air, trying to get her paws around before she hit the pavement in the alley. She almost managed but couldn’t bite back the yip of pain when she hit, her shoulder taking the brunt of the landing. There was no snapping of bones, and she rolled, coming up to glare at Five Moons who landed on all fours next to them.

			She didn’t dare snarl at Five Moons. Her restraint was wasted, however, as the Alpha had her attention on the skies. She scuttled toward the nearest wall, and Snow followed suit. No sense in staying exposed to those above.

			Five Moons glanced over at her with approval. She lifted her nose to the sky, then took off down the alley.

			Snow collected stories, but she did her best to stay out of them. They were hers to take in, to savor, to barter and trade in kind. Five Moons could have asked before sweeping her up in one. She ran soundlessly behind the Alpha in her crazed coat and hoped she didn’t regret sticking around.

			* * *

			Cassidy let her mind wander, trusting her wolf to keep them headed toward home. Once they’d hit the river with its tree cover, scant though it was in places, she’d stepped aside and let her other half guide them. Her mind’s eye kept returning to the sight of twigs wrapped with string moving about as if alive. Surely she was in some sort of nightmare, though nothing else about the situation was dreamlike: not the stab of pain in her front paws as they had absorbed a two-story drop, not the scents of the city that coiled around her in a languid vortex of sickly brown and grey. She sneaked a glance at the silver wolf who paced them. She kept up with Cassidy’s wolf well enough; they’d only had to slow their pace a bit from their usual ground-devouring lope.

			Striking white eyes caught and held hers as they ran, and Cassidy was almost forced to drop the gaze before the other wolf looked away first. Was she a lone wolf or did she belong to another Alpha? Cassidy had yet to deal with a loner. Since the mess with MacTavish taking out the old Alpha, lone wolves had been keeping well clear of her pack. She supposed it made sense and was just as glad. Loners freaked the hell out of Luther, and Cassidy liked her Beta better when he wasn’t on edge. Naomi probably would have been better equipped to handle strange wolven.

			And Dean. How did he figure in to all of this? She knew very little about her predecessor. What she’d heard about him was positive, and he was undoubtedly a far better example to emulate than MacTavish. She didn’t really consider the deranged loner to have been a real Alpha. None of the other wolven seemed to, not even those who had been part of the odd group he’d held together through sheer force of will.

			So what was Snow’s story? And what had been going on at Mary’s place? How could her sister have been walking around one second and become a bundle of twigs the next? For that matter, how had the sticks been moving under their own power? Surely that’s what had been going on. Or was it?

			The river’s scents shifted slightly, and Cassidy’s eyes sharpened. The wolf took the spur away from the river, following a thin strip of green overgrowth, then they were cresting a tumbled concrete barrier. Their claws caught and dug into the roughness of the rubble on the other side, and they emerged into the backyard of the hotel. Cassidy skidded to a stop on old concrete that had started to crumble on the edges. The hotel towered over them, a mass of pale brick and masonry that wouldn’t have looked out of place in a 1920s’ gangster movie.

			Home. The wolf settled back on her haunches and allowed herself to be shouldered out of the way as Cassidy reached for her humanity and wrapped it around herself. The burdens and cares of being human washed over her, leaving the freedom the wolf offered behind, offering only skin and two legs in its wake. The cold winter air cut at her, made all the chillier for the fluid that clung to her nudity. She paced to the back door and threw it open, grabbing for a couple of coats and two Gatorades. They’d done enough shifting that some fluid replacement was called for. Her stomach grumbled, and she made a mental note to get something to eat sooner than later. Shrugging on a jacket, she walked over to where the silver wolf was quaking and waited as the wolven’s silver fur slowly receded to reveal warm, brown skin.

			From the amount of time her change took, this new wolven wasn’t especially strong, not as the pack measured things. Cassidy wasn’t always sure what constituted strength to them, only that she had it. As far as she’d been able to make out, it boiled down to the ease with which she could switch her forms, the fact that she didn’t take any crap, and an edge over the others while in wolf form.

			The not taking crap was new. It wasn’t that she’d been a pushover when she was human, but she’d definitely been more laid-back. Maybe not where Mary was concerned, but if someone had told her that they never fought with their siblings, she would have known that person was a liar. Maybe it was that her packmates felt like a sort of family. There was a certain familiarity to them, one that had developed after not too long. She could almost feel them sometimes, like dappled points of light against her skin. This new wolven had some of that, but as if

			
			
			
			
			
			




  
    Table of Contents

    
      	
        Cover
      

      	
        Synopsis
      

      	
        Bella Books Social Media
      

      	
        Praise for the works of Lise MacTague
      

      	
        Other Bella Books by Lise MacTague
      

      	
        About the Author
      

      	
        Title Page
      

      	
        Copyright
      

      	
        Acknowledgments
      

      	
        Dedication
      

      	
        Chapter One
      

      	
        Chapter Two
      

      	
        Chapter Three
      

      	
        Chapter Four
      

      	
        Chapter Five
      

      	
        Chapter Six
      

      	
        Chapter Seven
      

      	
        Chapter Eight
      

      	
        Chapter Nine
      

      	
        Chapter Ten
      

      	
        Chapter Eleven
      

      	
        Chapter Twelve
      

      	
        Chapter Thirteen
      

      	
        Chapter Fourteen
      

      	
        Chapter Fifteen
      

      	
        Chapter Sixteen
      

      	
        Chapter Seventeen
      

      	
        Chapter Eighteen
      

      	
        Chapter Nineteen
      

      	
        Chapter Twenty
      

      	
        Chapter Twenty-one
      

      	
        Chapter Twenty-two
      

      	
        Chapter Twenty-three
      

      	
        Chapter Twenty-four
      

      	
        Chapter Twenty-five
      

      	
        Chapter Twenty-six
      

      	
        Chapter Twenty-seven
      

      	
        Chapter Twenty-eight
      

      	
        Chapter Twenty-nine
      

      	
        Chapter Thirty
      

      	
        Chapter Thirty-one
      

      	
        Chapter Thirty-two
      

      	
        Chapter Thirty-three
      

      	
        Chapter Thirty-four
      

      	
        Chapter Thirty-five
      

      	
        Chapter Thirty-six
      

      	
        Chapter Thirty-seven
      

      	
        Chapter Thirty-eight
      

      	
        Chapter Thirty-nine
      

      	
        Chapter Forty
      

      	
        Chapter Forty-one
      

      	
        Chapter Forty-two
      

      	
        Chapter Forty-three
      

      	
        Bella Books
      

    

  
  
    Landmarks

    
      	
        Cover
      

      	
        Table of Contents
      

    

  
OEBPS/Images/titlepage.png
WINTER’S

MOONS

LISE MACTAGUE

OOOOO





OEBPS/Images/WintersMoons.jpg





