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Synopsis


While investigating the deaths of multiple students at a boot-camp style institution, Malice and Ruri become trapped in the mysterious Kingdom of Flower and Bonea netherworld filled with both magical and malignant beings. But which is which? Even ancient forces arent immune to petty squabbles. Will the pair make it out alive?


Mary Alice Nolan, code-named Malice, is a Hunter: genetically modified and rigorously trained to track and kill supranormals (supras) such as werewolves, vampires, and demons. Seeking revenge after her sister is malevolently turned into a werewolf, the last thing the hot-tempered Malice expected was to develop deep desires for one of her sworn enemies.


Ruri Samson is a magnificent golden-eyed wolven without a pack. Smart, sensitive and loyal, she considers Malice her mate. Ruri would sacrifice her own life to protect herand this time she just may have to.


Hunters Descent is the sequel to Five Moons Rising.
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Praise for Lise MacTague


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 MacTagues 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 multi-functional 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 Lises 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 mlange 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 Ive 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 trustMacTague covers them all and in writing thats so powerful it took my breath away at times.





Its 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





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. Its clear something is going on, but MacTague teases this out, strand by strand, and brings it all to a stunning ending. Theres politics, intrigue, action, and lots of emotion. Both Jak and Torrins actions and reactions are explored in just the right amount of detail alongside the story itself, and its a fantastic blend. The book finishes on a great cliffhanger, ready for book three, and I cant 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 Jaks and Torrins 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





Vortex of Crimson





I thoroughly enjoyed the story and the characters that Lise MacTague has drawn inDepths of Blue. The world building is top-notch and the back stories 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





Depths of Blue





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 changetheres 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 twoI love MacTagues story-telling, her narrative and descriptive skills, and the universe shes created. Excellent lesbian sci-fi, of which there isnt 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.
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Chapter One


Malice struggled forward, her hands groping through the darkness. She reached toward something, but what, she didnt know. Pale hands clamped down around her wrists. The skin sloughed off the unyielding digits in chunks. They pulled at her, but she resisted, trying to dig her heels into the hard ground. She knew where this led. She didnt want to move ahead anymore.


Tears prickled at her eyelids, then rolled down her face.


Mal, a soft voice said. It stretched out her name, the syllable becoming something dark and malevolent. It was definitely not how Ruri said it.


Mal, it said again.


She yanked back on the hands that were pulling her forward inch by inch.


Did you miss me? Stilettos face filled her vision, a crazed grin spreading from ear to ear. Her skin was chalky and so dry it had cracked, revealing something dark and moist beneath.


Malice tried to scream, but all that came out of her mouth was a pitiful moan. Hands grabbed her upper arms. In vain, Malice tried to shake them off. Stiletto couldnt be stopped. She wouldnt be stopped. Malice raised both hands to strike, depending on every ounce of extra strength her altered physiology afforded her.


Holy crap! Ruri threw herself to the bed as Mary Alices open hand knifed through the air where her head had been a second before.


Oh no, Mary Alice said. The words were stupid, she knew that, but there was nothing else to say as her world coalesced around her. The loft was bright, lit by the winter sun through the lofts row of windows. She blinked, trying to get her eyes to adjust to something other than impenetrable darkness.


Are you back?


Ithink so? Mary Alice shook her head, then looked down at her hands. Did I hit you?


Not for lack of trying.


Oh. She pulled in a deep breath, centering herself in the moment and allowing the last of the dream to slide away. If its a dream, why does it feel so real? Why can you remember it so clearly? Stiletto is gone. She cant hurt anyone anymore. You saw to that.


Warm arms wrapped around her shoulders and Ruri pulled her close. Bad dream again?


Mary Alice nodded.


Thats the third time this week. Maybe you should find a therapist to talk to. Or a shaman.


No. Mary Alice shook her head with as much emphasis as she could muster. No religion. Of any kind. Shrinks were far worse than priests in her estimation. Both peddled a sad sack of tricks, none of which would help her. Sleeping after a run was supposed to be the cure. Shed been trying to work herself to exhaustion over the past few weeks. The dream didnt come when she was so tired she was ready to fall over, but no longer, it seemed. Ruri helped. She wrapped her hands around her lovers forearms and held her in place, taking comfort in the feel of Ruris skin warm against her own.


How quickly shed learned to rely on the strength that Ruri loaned her without thinking about it. Her golden wolf-woman made it easy, but what would happen if that crutch went away? Am I in love with her? It wasnt the first time the question had crawled through her brain. It had a tendency to crop up at the most inopportune times. She squeezed her eyes shut, not wanting to examine any of the thoughts more closely? Why cant I just relax and take what shes offering me? Lord knew, she wanted to.


Do you want to talk to me about it? Ruri nuzzled her face down into the crook of her neck.


Theres nothing to talk about. I was trying to get through the dark, but there was something awful in there with me. Her subconscious wasnt exactly subtle. Mary Alice didnt have to dig too deeply for the root of her nighttime restlessness. It was ironic. Killing Stiletto was supposed to bring her some peace of mind. Instead here she was trying to pull herself together after yet another night of fractured sleep. For all intents and purposes, the woman had disappeared off the face of the earth. Uncle Ralph had seen to it. The fiery ambulance wreck had been a bit of overkill as far as Mary Alice was concerned, but when it came to her handler, she had long since ceased being surprised by the lengths he would go to keep their existence a secret. No hint of the Hunters, one of the US Armys elite monster-hunting soldiers, could make its way to civilians. Not even to those who might mourn them.


Its fine. Im fine. She tried to push Ruris arms away gently, but Ruri tightened her arms, holding her tight.


A spiteful buzz on her bedside pulled her out of Ruris comforting arms.


Now what? Mary Alice reached over and snagged the phone. She froze as soon as she saw the laughing deaths head on the display. She angled it so Ruri could see it. Uncle Ralph. She took a deep breath and drew her thumb across the screen. What do you want?


* * *


Even if Ruri hadnt seen the phone screen, she still would have known Uncle Ralph was on the other line. No one else could bring such unhappiness to Mal. Anxiety flowed off her in a spiky wave. Contact from Mals government handler usually meant a major disruption to the fragile routine theyd started. Ruri had only met the man once. She made sure never to come under his eye again. If he found out that a wolven was carrying on a relationship with one of the Hunters designed to wipe them out, it would go badly for Mal. And yet, every time he called, Mal picked up the phone and went right back to work.


I hear you. Mals normally expressive voice was flat. Yes. No. Ill need a couple days. She paused, waiting for Uncle Ralphs response.


As hard as Ruri tried to listen in, she couldnt quite make out what Ralphs response was. Her wolf might have had a better chance of it, but her human ears werent quite up to the task. She hoped he was merely checking in, but she suspected it was another job. Theyd had scarcely a moment to rest these past few months, and shed hoped they might have a few days just the two of them. Now that didnt seem likely. The strain was starting to show; Mal had barely touched her latest sculpture. It hadnt been difficult to figure out that the artworks her mate created were as much therapy as they were cover.


She got out of bed and pulled a loose robe around her naked body. There was no point in waiting around if she couldnt listen to both sides of the conversation. Her stomach rumbled, an artifact of their long run only a few hours before. Ruri puttered around the kitchen, pulling together a warm breakfast of scrambled eggs and ham. Mostly ham for her, with only a few spoonfuls of eggs. She made sure the ham didnt come in contact with Mals breakfast. The Hunter refused to eat meat, though Ruri had seen her nostrils flare on more than one occasion when shed had a particularly rare cut of steak.


Mal Nolan. Even after living with her for months, Ruri felt like shed only scratched the surface when it came to her enigmatic mate. Oh, she was attentive and warm, but always at a remove. So often, when they were together, her eyes gazed at something deep inside her own mind. Mal wasnt quite distant, but neither was she completely present.


That wasnt how it was supposed to be. Mated pairs practically lived in each others pockets. Shed been longing for that type of closeness with someone for so long, but with Mal, it was completely one-sided. She had to feel the bond. How could she not? Mal blazed like a beacon on her internal landscape. Ruri would never lose her; it wasnt remotely possible. But if Ruri was gone, would Mal notice?


She poked at her half-eaten slab of ham and sighed.


The clatter of a plate against the granite of the kitchen island pulled Ruri out of her funk. Mal sat across from her; she nodded her thanks for the eggs before scooping up a big bite.


Ruri stared at her, using the weight of her gaze to push Mal into talking about her conversation with Ralph. Watching Mal was never a chore. Her dark hair was loose at the moment, a state it was almost never in. It fell forward, brushing the tops of her shoulders and conveniently obscuring chocolate brown eyes that Ruri never tired of looking into.


Uncle Ralph has a new assignment for me, Mal finally said. Im going to go away for a few days. I dont know how long exactly. Youll stay behind to keep an eye on Cassidy.


No way. This isnt happening. How could Mal even suggest such a thing? A knot expanded in Ruris chest, driving breath from her lungs and keeping her from pulling a full breath. The wolf bristled beneath her skin, and she had to relax her mouth after her lips peeled away from her teeth. Ruri drew herself away from the wolf, maintaining enough mental separation to keep her from forcing the shift into wolf form. The wolf resisted her efforts, trying to muscle her way into Ruris body. Her muscles trembled on the edge of cramping, just short of initiating the transition. It was a testament to how worked up the wolf was that it was this difficult to resist her, even with the full moon still a few days away.


This wont work, Ruri tried to tell the wolf. I have to talk to her, convince her this isnt the way. The wolf paced within her, not content to listen to her words, not when it meant their mate would be far from them. Let go. All at once, the wolf stopped fighting. Ruri looked down. Mal had leaned across the table and had her hand wrapped around Ruris arm. The wolf quieted at her touch, and Ruri took advantage of the lull.


She sat up straight while watching Mal closely. She had no doubt that her eyes glowed the brilliant gold that betrayed how close shed come to shifting. Well, let them glow. Mal needed to know that what shed just tried to propose had no chance of succeeding.


I dont think so, Ruri said. Theres no way in hell.


Its not up for discussion. Mal let go of her arm and looked back down at her plate. She scooped some eggs onto her fork but didnt lift them to her mouth.


You may not think so, but I go where you go. Youre not leaving me behind. The wolf shifted restlessly within her. They were in complete agreement.


I cant take you with me on assignment. You know that.


I dont see why not. Ive gone with you on other hunts.


Thats different. Mal placed the fork carefully back down on the plate. There are all sorts of people here. Where Im going is much less populated.


And where is that exactly?


Mal cut her a sideways glance, then turned her gaze back to her plate. Wisconsin.


Wisconsin? There are still people in Wisconsin? Ruri shook her head. Why on earth would you go there?


Its part of my territory. I do venture outside of Chicago, you know. Im responsible for a large chunk of territory.


Then why havent you been out there before?


I have, only not recently. Smaller incidents are handled by Black Ops squads. There doesnt tend to be a large concentration of supras outside of large population centers. Your people dont like to be far from food sources.


Theyre not my people. The denial was automatic, but true. Her people had disappeared after Dean was killed. Her Alpha had held their pack together, and though most of them now acknowledged Cassidy as Alpha, she wasnt included. The kicker was that most of that was Mals fault. Maybe not directly. She doubted Mal had set out to be her mate. How nice would that be? a small voice in the back of her head asked. The wolf whined in agreement, and sorrow washed through them, carrying away the words shed been planning to say.


Mal shrugged. Either way. The point is, I dont often leave the city, but it happens. Somethings going down in the North Woods. I need to look into it. You need to stay behind.


Dont tell me what I need. Ruri struggled to keep the fury from her voice. Despite her best efforts, heat still colored the edges, enough that Mal glanced her way, an eyebrow raised. What I need is you, she wanted to say, to scream until Mal finally understood. You cant leave me here.


Whats to stop me?


Does she even realize how cruel her words are? Ruri looked out the front window, not really seeing the lines of grey concrete that stretched out in front of them. She must not, Ruri decided. She cant. I can follow you to the ends of the earth. I will follow you to the ends of the earth. You cant stop me. It wasnt a threat; it was a simple statement of fact.


Someone needs to keep an eye on Cassidy.


The shift in tactics wasnt unexpected and Ruri almost smiled. This was a much easier argument to overcome. Your sister doesnt want or need an eye kept on her. She has two dozen wolven at her back. If anyone needs someone at their back, its you. Mal took a breath to respond, but Ruri refused to yield her advantage. How pissed off do you think Cass will be when she finds out you set me to watch over her?


Pissed. The response was quiet. Mal gnawed at her lower lip.


You know it. And you know Im coming with you.


Ill think about it.


Think about it all you want. Ruri pulled her robe more snugly around her. It doesnt change the fact that Im coming along. You cant order me around. Youre not my Alpha, youre my She stopped before saying mate. Mal got nervous when she used the word, though she didnt understand why.


Girlfriend. Mal sighed deeply. Youre my girlfriend, and I dont own you.


No, you dont.


Fine, you can come. But you cant get in the way.


I wont. So whats going on in Wisconsin that we need to take care of? Demons? Vampires? Please, let it not be wolven.


All I know is kids are dying. Teenagers. Five of them so far, and no one knows why.


No one there knows, or your people dont know?


Both. Uncle Ralph has no idea whats going on, but he doesnt think its normal. So I get to check it out and see if its related to supra activity.


Were there injuries?


I dont think so. Hes going to send me the dossier. Well get the details then.


All right. No injuries means it was unlikely wolven were involved. Wolven kills tended to be messy, especially for ones newly turned. So there was that. The woods sounded nice, and her wolf enjoyed the snow. Shed wanted time with just the two of them, maybe this was it.




Chapter Two


The loft seemed empty when they got back from picking up supplies for their trip. Mary Alice closed her eyes and extended her senses, feeling her way for anything different, out of place. Nothing registered. Of all the changes the governments program had wreaked upon her body, that was the strangest. Heightened senses and increased strength and endurance all made sense for someone in her position, but her other gifts werent so obviously helpful. Even the lab-coated ghouls whod created them hadnt been aware of all the abilities her cohort would end up with. Shed been trained on some, but others had been left for the Hunters to figure out on their own. This extra sense of touch was one of the latter. Sometimes it felt like she was mapping an area on her skin, or at least that was the best way she had of explaining it. But there were no suspicious itches or dead spots that would indicate her home had been penetrated. She tossed her keys into the small bowl on the kitchen island. The burner phone she used for work sat in its cradle next to the bowl. It was dark, without the blinking light that would indicate she had a message.


We need to leave soon, she said. Pack what youll need for a few days.


That wont be hard. Ruri shook her head slightly and headed for the bedroom. Shed shown up those months previous with her possessions in one small duffel bag and had only added a few items since then. Her stuff took up one and a half drawers in Mary Alices dresser.


Mary Alice watched after her for a moment. Shed been withdrawn since their argument. She wasnt sure why Ruri was surprised shed tried to leave her behind. It only made sense, after all. Shed had a point about Cassidy, however. Should she call her? She was going to be out of town for a few days. If Cassidy needed her, she wouldnt be able to drop everything and come to her aid. How many times has that happened since the time you couldnt save her?


Ignoring the voice in her head, Mary Alice pulled out her phone and swiped her thumb across the screen. Her contact list held two numbers, one for her sister and one for her mother. Ruri didnt have a phone and had ignored all her hints that she might want one. Her finger hesitated over the two contacts for a moment, then she stabbed down at Cassidys name.


The phone rang and rang. Before the events this past Halloween, it would have been beyond imagining that Cassidy would be without her phone. Things were different now. Cassidy was different now. They were only a few days out from the next full moon. She could easily be in wolf form, out with her pack at that very moment. The sun was above the horizon, its winter-weak rays barely penetrating the frosted glass of the lofts windows. Surely her sister wouldnt be so silly as to be on a run at this time of morning.


Hello, Mary. If Cassidys voice had been any more neutral, Mary Alice might have mistaken her for a robot.


Cass. Mary Alice smiled wide, desperately trying to inject some warmth into her tone. Hi, how are you?


Im fine, Cassidy said warily. Whats up?


Nothing much. Have you talked to Mom since Christmas?


No. Did you call to tell me to call her?


Well, no


Cassidy broke in before she could finish. Good, because I dont need another lecture about missing out on family stuff since Im not going to visit her for Easter break.


I wasnt going to lecture


Its not like Im not busy here. Theres a lot of shit to handle running your very own pack of wolven, you know.


I know that


So I dont need to hear about how Im letting the family down. Im keeping my new family together, no matter what happens or who comes sniffing around.


Sniffing around? Whos been


I may be young and new to being Alpha, but Im not an idiot. I know when someones messing with me.


Enough was enough. If Mary Alice let this go on much longer, Cassidy was liable to work herself into a froth, then hang up.


Cassidy. Her sister didnt seem to hear her and kept on ranting. Cassidy. Cassidy. Cassidy. She kept her voice steady, making sure not to raise it. Yelling at her would only put her in a worse mood, which wouldnt help anything. Maybe it was good she wouldnt have to try to set Ruri on watching her.


As if the thought had summoned her, Ruri stuck her head around one of the dividers that served for walls in her home. Mary Alice smiled faintly at her, as she continued to repeat Cassidys name. Her girlfriend certainly was easy on the eyes. The way her honey-blond hair, barely long enough to touch the top of her shoulders, glowed even without the benefit of the suns rays made her want to dig her hands through it. Amber eyes caught the light and flashed a hint of gold back at her, and an answering smile hovered around the corner of her mouth. Ruris jawbone demanded Mary Alice assault it with kisses, and the barely perceptible pulse along the column of her throat was almost impossible to resist. Mary Alice wanted to cover it with her mouth and nibble on the supple flesh until Ruri moaned in her ear.


With a start, she realized there was no sound at the other end of the line.


Are you quite done? Cassidy asked dryly.


Uh, yes.


Is Ruri there? Laughter lurked along the edges of Cassidys tone. Try as she might, Mary Alice couldnt find it in herself to be offended.


Maybe.


Cassidy barked out a laugh.


Now that I have your attention, Mary Alice said, choosing to ignore her sisters amusement, Im heading out of town for a few days.


For work? All traces of amusement were gone now, as they always were when Cassidy had to confront the reality of her sisters job as a Hunter.


Yes. Whats this about you being messed with?


Oh that. Cassidy sighed. Its nothing. Just some probing to see if Im strong enough to hold onto my pack, or so Ive been told.


Mary Alice sat up, her eyes locked with Ruris. I can see about putting off my trip if you need me. Ruri padded into the room, barefoot as usual. She leaned against the island and watched Mary Alice closely.


Theres no need. I can handle this. If I cant, then I dont deserve the pack.


Maybe Ruri could


No. The response came from two mouths at the same time. Ruri pushed herself away from the island and left the room, her back stiff.


Fine. Ill be back when Im back. Call Mom. Mary Alice terminated the call and followed after Ruri. It felt good to get the last word in for a change, even if shed done so by hanging up on her sister. She had to get a handle on her life. If she continued like this too much longer, something was going to get the drop on her while she worried about Cassidy or Ruri.


Wait. She reached out for Ruris hand but missed when her girlfriend twitched it away.


Why should I wait? Ruri spun around and continued walking backward. Its obvious you want me out of your hair.


Thats not true. Did she want Ruri out of her hair? Things would be simpler, that was for sure. She could go back to the way things were before Ruri had come into her life. That was what she wanted, wasnt it? Simple. Lonely. Thats what waited for her without Ruri. I do want you.


How can you ask me to stay away from you then? Unshed tears trembled in Ruris eyes.


Sorrow reached up and grabbed her by the throat. Mary Alice swallowed hard, but couldnt force out the words she wanted to say.


I mean it. Literally. How can you ask me? Ruri lifted her arms to cradle the back of her own head. You shouldnt be able to. You shouldnt even be able to think it. Were mates, Mal. You. Are. My. Mate. Her voice trembled as she bit the end off each word. How can you not know what that means?


Mal. The nickname hung between them. No one else called her that. It was Ruris name for her, no one else shared it. The single syllable was almost unbearably intimate, hanging between them as a symbol of everything she would lose when her time with Ruri came to an end.


Im not The words were raw, squeezed around the bundle of razor blades taking up residence in her vocal cords. I cant be your mate. Oh god, but that hurt to say, but no matter how much it hurt, it was true. Mary Alice swallowed and was surprised not to taste blood.


Ruri bent forward as if Mary had just buried her fist in her belly. When she looked up, her face was wet. You are, she whispered. You will always be. Wolven mate for life.


Ruri, Mary Alice said quietly. She reached out and scrubbed tears from Ruris cheek with her thumb. I care for you. A lot. But I cant be your mate. Im not wolven. Im not fit to be anyones partner. Ive done things. Terrible things.


Youre wolven enough. Ruri grabbed hold of her hand and held it to her face. The tears continued unabated. I can feel it. My wolf can feel it. You have to let yourself feel it.


I would love nothing better, but youre not safe around me. No one is.


Safety is an illusion. You arent.


I dont deserve what youre offering me. Mary Alice pulled her hand back. She turned away, biting down on the inside of her lip hard enough for flesh to crunch beneath her teeth and hot blood to bathe her tongue. If she really cared for Ruri she would say something to drive her away, but as much as she wanted to, as much as she believed it was the right thing to do, the words wouldnt come. I dont deserve you was all she could say in a broken whisper.


Ruri wrapped warm arms around her. They felt so good and Mary Alice longed to let herself relax into the refuge they promised, but she couldnt.


Tell me, Ruri whispered in her ear. Tell me whats got you so wound up. What youve been hiding from me since that night.


I cant. Ruri would never look at her the same way again if she knew. Mary Alice could not handle seeing the love Ruri felt for her turn to hatred or, worse yet, disappointment. The wolven put so much stock in pack, in family. Stiletto hadnt been family, but she was a compatriot, a sister-in-arms, and Malice had ended her. It hadnt even been an honorable death. Shed suffocated her while Stiletto was unconscious through the actions of another. If there was a more ignominious way to die, Mary Alice wasnt sure she could think of one. Killing Stiletto was supposed to bring her some peace of mind; instead Malice couldnt get her out of her head. When Ruri left her, her isolation would be complete. She would be left all alone with her ghosts, and her squadmate would lead the pack. What did you expect after killing Stiletto? Puppy dogs and rainbows? She shook her head in a vain attempt to silence her own mocking question.


Ruri didnt push it. She simply held Mary Alice against her until the tears stopped flowing. It was times like this when she thought she might be able to love the wolven. And that only made Ruri even more dangerous.


That email from Uncle Ralph is probably in my inbox. With infinite care, Mary Alice extricated herself from Ruris embrace. I need to get the logistics nailed down so we can get out of here.


Ruri squeezed her closer for a moment, then let her go. You have to talk to me sooner or later, she said.


Mary Alice lifted one shoulder in noncommittal response. It was unlikely, and right now what she really needed was to be alone to gather herself and try to figure out what she was going to do with this whole mess.


She made her way to the living area to pull up her email. The exposed beams overhead provided something to stare through while her mind wandered, not seeing the screen of her laptop. Toenails clicking against concrete pulled her away from her thoughts. Ruris golden wolf settled herself in front of the couch. Mary Alice slipped her feet into the tiny gap between Ruris belly and the floor, allowing her feet to become nice and toasty. She sighed and relaxed against the beat up back of the sofa and opened up her marching orders.




Chapter Three


Ruri shifted again and pulled at her seat belt for what had to be the fourteenth time in the past half hour. Wind whistled through the window cracked open on her side of the truck. Mary Alice set her jaw and glared through the windshield. If Ruri squirmed once more, she swore she would yank the steering wheel from the column, toss it out the window, and consign them both to a fiery wreck in the trees lining the road. It was sunny, which was nice enough but made for treacherous patches of black ice along the two-lane highway through this stretch of Wisconsins woods.


Ruri put one foot against the dashboard and pushed back against her seat.


Do you have to do that? Mary Alice tried to smile to take the sting out of the clipped question, but she was pretty sure all it looked like was a baring of teeth.


Do what? Ruri started bouncing her knee up and down. She turned to look out her window and tapped her fingertips against the door.


Move. Constantly. Mary Alice firmed her grip on the wheel, being careful not to crack it. Its very distracting.


Sorry. Im not very good being cooped up for a long time. She stopped tapping her fingers, but the knee kept bobbing away.


Clearly.


Ruris grin was cheeky. We could stop at the next gas station. Get some snacks, give me a chance to stretch my legs.


Thatll be the third time this trip. Weve only been driving for four hours.


I wouldnt say no to some cheesy poofs.


Another bag?


Or I could go back to entertaining myself.


No. Thats fine. Well stop at the next one I see.


Or we could talk.


Mary Alice froze, then rolled her shoulders to cover her discomfort. About what?


Anything you want. We dont have much in the way of conversation. Usually your mouth is occupied doingother things.


I dont recall you complaining. Mary Alice bit her lower lip and shot Ruri a sideways glance. Ruris grin had gone from cheeky to positively wicked, and it kindled a fire low in her belly.


Im not. But since you cant do anything like that now, we might as well get some different uses from that talented mouth of yours.


If you want. As long as they didnt talk about the night they took down MacTavish, Mary Alice was willing to discuss most things. What do you want to talk about?


So heres something Ive been wondering for a while. Why do you call us supranormals? Pretty much everyone else refers to us and the other groups as supernatural. Or paranormal.


Umm. Mary Alice chewed at her lip. She was never sure how much of her work she should share with her lover. The question seemed fairly innocuous and she couldnt see how it would hurt to answer it. Ruri already knew about her existence and that she answered to a government handler. It helps weed out those in the know among humans. When paranormal became popular, people started talking about it a lot more. And then theres that TV show. From what I gather, the term helps ping on people who might know things they shouldnt.


How would your bosses even know what people are talking about? Are they trolling Tumblr looking for people posting about supranormals?


Among other things, Im sure.


Other things? Like what?


I dont think I should answer that question.


Oh my god, theyre listening in on phone conversations, arent they?


I have no idea. But she had her suspicions. It was vanishingly unlikely they werent. She certainly operated as if they were.


They totally are. Ruri shook her head. Thats awful. Your bosses are assholes.


You wont hear me disagreeing. Time to change the subject before Ruri started pressing her on even more sensitive topics. How did you get changed?


Ruri didnt say anything for a long time. Thats not a question wolven ask each other, she finally said.


Why not? It seems pretty basic.


Ruri smiled, but it didnt touch her eyes. The question is basic, the implicationsless so. She sighed heavily. Theres an unspoken bias in a lot of packs. Like an idea that wolven who were born that way are somehow better than those of us who were made.


Interesting. Like cradle Catholics.


Cradle Catholics?


Same idea. Catholics who were born into the church are more Catholic than those who converted. It was a whole big thing at my parents church when we were kids. It always seemed backward to me. Like how is lucking into something by being born to the right parents better than going out and intentionally doing it?


Ruri smiled. Thats a decent analogy then. Though I doubt it leads to many brawls in the middle of mass.


Not so much. She had a mental flash of Father Antonio rolling around on the floor with one of his parishioners. It would have made church a lot less boring.


I bet. Ruri went silent again. She stared out the front windshield for a while. Im not ready to talk about it with you.


Oh. The pang of disappointment went deeper than Mary Alice had expected. Thats okay. It didnt feel okay, but what else was she supposed to say?


So whats your origin story?


Origin story? Mary Alice raised an eyebrow. Youve been reading too many comics, you know that?


Youre the big badass Hunter. Id like to hear it.


Its going to have to wait. Heres the gas station I promised you. They didnt need gas, but Mary Alice needed a few minutes to get her head on straight before telling this story. She pulled into the small gas station. It looked just this side of rundown. If the pumps took credit cards, shed have been surprised. Go get some snacks, then well get back on the road. I want to get there before dark.


For a moment, she thought Ruri was going to argue, but the wolven stalked from the car and into the shabby convenience store.


She stood next to the truck while the tank filled. The sun wasnt nearly far enough above the trees for her. In the dark it would be even harder to see patches of ice on these roads. Still, shed have stopped twenty more times if it meant Ruri wasnt so twitchy. Her eyes staring into the darkness of the trees across the road, Mary Alice chewed on a cuticle and tried not to think about Cassidy and who might be hassling her. She sighed and waited for the pump handle to click off, then followed Ruri inside.


Her girlfriend leaned on the sales counter across from a woman who had to be pushing fifty. Her round face was animated as she chatted with Ruri. She had that effect on people, Mary Alice had noticed. Well, most people. Some unfortunate souls realized deep down inside that they were within arms reach of a predator. Likely, they never realized exactly what put them off about her. This woman apparently had no such awareness.


Oh yeah, she said with barely a glance in her direction before turning her attention back to Ruri. The folks up in Hawthorn County are powerful strange.


Mary Alice gravitated toward the snacks while trying to look like she wasnt paying attention. Hawthorn County was hard to pin down. Shed done her research. She knew it was the least populous county in the state, with barely more than 3,000 residents. Apparently that population swelled a bit with summer tourists, but not as much as other counties in the area. It was full of trees, but the logging industry was practically nonexistent. As far as she could tell, the economy was extremely depressed, which is probably how the county had been picked for a juvenile reformatory camp.


Really? Ruri sounded like she was hanging off the clerks every word. How so?


Theyre just queer is all. Keep to the themselves. I know people call this the ass end of beyond, but they really live up to that name. She tsked. You need to watch yourself up there. Why you heading up again?


Its a bit of a vacation for us.


Mary Alice cringed, wishing she hadnt said that. The less anyone could associate her and Ruri in a way that suggested they were in a relationship, the safer the wolven would be. She snagged a bagged snack and brought it up to the cash register.


This, the gas on the pump outside, and whatever shes having, Mary Alice said.


The two of you, is it? The woman gave them a long look.


They didnt have time to deal with her rural homophobia. Were sisters, she said, sounding bored.


Adopted, Ruri said with a wide smile.


Oh, she said. Of course. Still, something had thrown her off. She rang them up quickly but offered no more conversation.


Thanks, Mary Alice said after getting her change. Come on, she said to Ruri and left, not waiting to see if her girlfriend followed her.




Chapter Four


I wish you hadnt done that. Ruri said as she pulled on her seat belt.


Done what? Mal bent forward and took a long look at the rapidly darkening sky. Dusk was almost upon them.


Shut down that conversation. She was telling me about Hawthorn County. That could have been useful, but instead you came stomping up and got all glowery. Do you even realize you do that?


What do you mean? I was perfectly polite.


Sure you were, in that Im going to rip out your tongue and feed it to you way you have. I dont know, Mal. Theres something about you that puts off humans sometimes. Its like they know you could take them out without even thinking about it.


Mal got very still. She tightened her grip on the steering wheel and glared into the pools of light the headlights left on the asphalt. Other humans, she said.


Ruri blinked at her. The comment made no sense to her.


Dont you mean I put off other humans?


Oh, that. I mean sure. I just think of you as one of us most of the time. She held up her hand as Mal took a breath to refute her. Its not a bad thing. You know more about us than almost any other human alive. She stressed other slightly. Thats all I mean. Dont get too bent out of shape about it.


Mals shoulders slumped. She seemed to deflate in front of Ruris eyes.


I dont even know how human I am. The words were so quiet that without the benefits of her wolven side, Ruri might have missed them.


She waited for a follow-up, but Mal stared fixedly through the windshield at the empty road in front of them.


What do you mean by that? she finally asked when the silence had stretched to breaking.


A grim smile twisted Mals lips. It was a relief that none of it touched her eyes. You dont know about Hunters at all.


Of course not. Its not like I have anyone who will tell me about your little club. Including you, she thought at Mal with all the fierceness she could muster. Surely shed proven her trustworthiness by now.


The smile warmed into something more genuine. Im going to catch fire if you keep glaring at me like that. Mal sat up straighter and shifted in her seat, unlimbering herself as best she could in the confines of the truck. Its not pretty. Are you sure you want to know?


Ruri opened her mouth to say Of course, then closed it. Mal wasnt asking as a piece of useless formality, of that she was certain. The question deserved serious thought and she paused to give it just that. Try as she might, she couldnt think of anything Mal might say that would change how she and the wolf thought about her. Mal had kidnapped Ruri to help her sister, who she was keeping in a metal box to protect her. There wasnt much worse than trapping a fledgling wolven in a cage, no matter how pure her motives had been.


I do, Ruri said. And thank you.


Dont thank me until youve heard the story. Here goes then. Mal took a deep breath.


I was recruited away from my Army unit after we saw combat with some things that took out half our platoon. I survived, but I got a good look at them. Said some stuff I shouldnt have during my debrief. A few weeks later, I was transferred to a new company. They said we were an experimental Special Forces unit. She laughed. They werent lying. They really put the experiment in experimental. Her knuckles were sharp under her skin from the force of her grip on the steering wheel. Discomfort rolled off her in spiky waves.


Ruri reached over and placed her hand gently on Mals thigh. She rubbed the tense muscle in slow circles.


Mal continued. It was fun at first. We worked in small teams, did a lot of hand-to-hand work. Thats always been some of my favorite. Then it got weird. They brought in a whole bunch of old bladed weapons. Thats when I wielded my first sword. Machete first, then I got a liking for the katana. Stiletto went for long knives. She picked up dual-wielding like shed been born with blades for hands. There were four of us in our team. We bunked together, ate together, trained together. Hell, some of us even fucked together.


Then the docs arrived.


The muscle under Ruris palm went from tense flesh to stone. She sneaked a quick glance at the dashboard. The needle on the speedometer was rising rapidly.


Maybe you should slow down a little bit, babe, she said quietly, accompanying the suggestion with a gentle squeeze to take out any hint of censure.


Mal twitched, then eased off on the gas until they were back down to something resembling the speed limit. She took a deep breath. So the docs came about a month in. At first they just ran a bunch of tests. Some of the other recruits were reassigned. My team was so proud because all of us had made the cut. We werent proud for long. Our team was in the middle of the group. They started with Alpha and worked their way down. The mess hall was emptier every day as each team went back in for more testing. No one came back. By the time they made it to us, the remaining teams were seriously discussing going AWOL.


We knew when it was our day. Wed seen it coming for a week and a half. They loaded us into the back of a van and drove us off base. There were no windows, we had no idea where we were going, but we were in there probably an hour. Cerberus timed the route and marked the turns, but it didnt end up doing him any good. We were let out in a loading dock, no way to see where the building was. They had us change into hospital gowns and put us on gurneys, then wheeled us into a big operating room. They pushed the sedatives.


Mal stopped talking. A muscle in her jaw jumped rhythmically as she wrestled with her memories. Her hands flexed on the wheel and the muscles in her leg twitched.


Maybe you should pull over, Ruri said.


Maybe I should. Mal slowed, then pulled onto the shoulder of the highway where the snow didnt seem too deep. Her movements were jerky as she engaged the trucks parking brake. She grabbed Ruris hand in her own and held on tight.


Are you going to be okay? If its too much, you can tell me another day.


Im not okay, but were halfway there. I dont know if Ill be brave enough to tell you again. We might as well take advantage of what courage I have now.


If you say so. But Im right here. Youre not doing this alone.


I know. Mal nodded and loosened her grip on Ruris hand. Its the only thing keeping me going. Here goes. Its all downhill from here. She let go of Ruri completely and took another deep breath. The sedatives werent enough. I came awake halfway through. The pain She squeezed shut her eyes and clenched her fists.


If Ruri hadnt known better, she would have sworn Mal was feeling that agony right then. She took one of Mals hands and gently pried open the fingers, then laid the palm against her chest. She took a deep breath, then let it out slowly, followed by another, then another.


After a few cycles, Mal matched her breathing. The deep creases around her eyes softened. The pain went on and on. I started screaming and someone rushed over and gave me something else through the IV hooked up to my arm. I wasnt in a place where I could take much in, but I know I was surrounded by bags. There were tubes going into me in more places than I could count. I wasnt the only one screaming.


When I woke up, I felt like Id had food poisoning for a month. I could barely move. My muscles were pretty much useless. Every sense was in overload and I couldnt separate things out. The first time they brought me food, I threw up all over the bed. Eventually, I was able to handle things better. I started to eat again and regained my strength faster than I could imagine. I went from being as weak as a newborn to walking in two days. I started up physical training again two days after that. Thats when I found out me and Stiletto were the only ones to survive from our team. Cerberus and Mangonel were the biggest and in the best physical shape of us, but neither of them made it.


After that, we were reunited with the other teams who had gone before us. Theyd all lost at least half their members, some more. From then on, we trained as individuals. They pitted us against each other at every turn. Instead of working in groups, everything was a competition, and the punishment for losing wasintense and administered by our opponents. I did what I could to get through it. When they told us the truth of what we would be fighting, we all just went with it. It was easier than thinking about what theyd done to us, what they were still doing to us. Our days were training, class, more training, then bed. No breaks. No downtime. I guess they were trying to get us used to our new capabilities and out in the world as fast as possible.


Do you know what it was they shot you up with? Ruri had a feeling she knew the answer to the question, but she wanted to hear Mals hypothesis. Heat grew behind her eyeballs as her anger threatened to burst out of her control. The wolf paced within her. She wanted to latch on to the neck of whoever had hurt their mate and not let go until they were dead. Ruri didnt disagree.


Best we could figure, when they would let us talk without supervision, is that it was a cocktail of supra DNA. Set a supra to catch a supra. She shrugged. It makes a certain amount of sense. We couldnt go to toe to toe with any of you physically without it.


Thats insane. Now it was Ruris turn to moderate her own breathing. Her wolf still shifted inside her and she was almost angry enough to let her out. So they juiced you up physically, but made no efforts to figure out what makes us tick.


What does that have to do with anything?


Everything! You once told me that almost all you Hunters have some sort of addiction, right? Mal nodded and Ruri bit the inside of her lip to keep from losing her temper completely. They built you up into teams, then put the DNA of pack creatures inside you and forced you to become solo killing machines. Does that sound like a good idea to you?


Over half of us died. I dont think they ever planned on having us work on our own, but circumstances dictated otherwise.


How can you make excuses for them? They killed your packmates. They took your brothers and sisters away. Losing their pack can drive wolven insane. Sometimes they get better, sometimes they dont. Ruri wanted to hit someone, preferably Uncle Ralph. She was unlikely ever to see him again, but if she did there was a good chance he wouldnt survive the encounter. Her wolf wrapped around her core in agreement.


I Tears welled up in Mals eyes. She rubbed her palms into them, obliterating the teardrops before they could fall. I


Ruri pulled Mal into her arms. It was a little awkward in the trucks cramped cab, but Mal buried her head against Ruris shoulder. Hot tears dripped onto her skin, but Ruri paid them no mind. The wolf rubbed herself along the underside of her skin where it touched Mal. She swore she felt an answering echo of fur from her mate. Or did she want to feel it now that she knew some part of Mal was wolven?


It didnt matter. All that she needed to do was offer comfort to the woman who cried against her, shoulders heaving with bone-deep sobs. Mals reaction to Cassidys predicament made even more sense now. There was no way she would have permitted the loss of another pack member.


After a while, Mals sobs subsided. Somewhere along the way, night had fallen. Not even a hint of blue colored the western horizon anymore. It was a good thing the engine was still running, or they would have been quite cold by now.


Are you all right? Ruri asked. She brushed a lock of hair back from Mals forehead.


Probably not, Mal said. She sat back into her seat. But I feel better. I guess I needed that.


What you need is to pop Ralph on the chin next time you see him. Better yet, let me lure him into the woods. Im sure I know a few wolven who would love to take care of him. We can supervise, make sure its done right. And slowly. Her jaws ached at the thought.


Mal laughed, a surprised hiccup that was half sob. Youre a bloodthirsty thing, arent you?


He has it coming if he knows half of what they did to you. If he was there Ruri made a show of cracking her knuckles. Lets just say we wont need any other wolven to do what needs to be done. She smiled, showing sharp teeth.


He wasnt, Mal said. Not that I know of, anyway. Im pretty sure if he had been there, hed be happy to lord over me what he knows of the process that I dont. Knowledge is one more pressure point.


Lucky for him.


Mal looked around, taking in the darkness outside the truck. We need to get going. I dont plan on bunking down in the woods tonight, not when I have a hotel reservation.


If you say so. If you need more time, we can stay here as long as it takes.


No, Im good. She smiled and seemed looser than she had in weeks, but already Ruri could feel her walls going back up.


Would she ever let her guard down completely? Theyd gotten close, Ruri could feel it, but they still werent there. Still, she was cheered immensely that Mal had made the effort to tell what was obviously an incredibly difficult story. They would be all right, and she had another piece of the puzzle that was her mate.
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