
	Can true love last a lifetime? Is forgiveness possible after a terrible deception?

	 

	 

	Horatio Longsworth lives and works with the Mojave Mountain Wolf Pack, but he’s never gotten over his lost love, Fain. Though Fain tricked and almost killed him, Horatio believes there has to be an explanation. Fain could never really hurt him. Or could he? But when one of his own is also nearly fatally wounded, can Horatio overlook all the evidence to give Fain a second chance?

	Fain Para is a man of myth and mystery. He loves Horatio but left him to protect him. Or so he led Horatio to believe. When the Mojave Mountain Wolves relocate from Timtuk Canyon Ranch to the more isolated Icebox Canyon, strange things start happening to the pack. Is he the dangerous predator people say he is, or is there something... someone out there, even deadlier than Fain?
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	I’m not afraid of werewolves or vampires or haunted hotels, I’m afraid of what real human beings to do other real human beings.

	Walter Jon Williams

	 


 

	 

	Dedication

	 

	 

	To author Stephen King who said, “Some werewolves are hairy on the inside.”

	True, very true.

	 


Chapter One

	 

	 

	She walked in circles, moving around the exterior of the West Hollywood apartment building. “I know this place,” she murmured.

	“Yes. You live here.”

	“I do?” Gen seemed puzzled.

	He watched as she struggled to come to terms with the fact that she didn’t recognize her own home.

	“I like these flowers.” She touched the pale pink blossoms of a camellia tree, as though afraid they might bite. “At least, I think I like these.” She dropped her hand again. “I don’t remember.”

	He knew she’d planted the tree long ago, and that she’d installed the myriad pots of tropical plants around the courtyard and up the stairs leading to the second floor. There were spaces. Lots of empty spaces. He glanced at the hardy drought resistant plants she’d put into what should have been have been a strip of lawn out front. Only a few had survived the weeks she’d spent away from the place. The tropicals were dead, and or discarded.

	“You’re the building manager,” Horatio said, keeping his tone gentle.

	“Really? Why did I pick such a hideous shade of pink?” She frowned again. “It reminds me of something.”

	Pepto-Bismol. Not that Horatio said this aloud. Jones had instructed him carefully on what he could and couldn’t say.

	She hummed the song, ‘Hungry like the Wolf’ and switched her purse from one shoulder to the other. She let out a strange giggle. It was unnerving. She’d done it the whole way here. Jones hadn’t explained the weird laugh or the song. He’d have to ask when he got home.

	“The place is clean. Well kept.”

	Horatio Longsworth had never seen an apporter undergo such a significant transformation. Reprogramming really works. Well, I’ll be... He stared at her. Was she kidding? He was fascinated now. Jones had predicted this. She would only see the good. She would be positive. He sensed the gazes of the building’s residents watching from behind closed doors. Horatio shook his head. How would any of them explain how not a single one of them had called the police reporting her missing? How could they explain not watering her sacred plants?

	And not paying rent?

	The building owner pawed around the courtyard. He kept glancing at Gen. He seemed intimidated by her. He’d come to meet her and Horatio, believing that she’d been in an accident and had been in the hospital.

	“Twenty years she’s managed this property,” he told Horatio. “Twenty years. I’ve never seen her like this. Did she have some sort of breakdown?”

	Yeah. Some kind. Horatio said, “All I know is, they said she’d have some gaps in her memory.”

	Gen frowned when she spotted one door of the tiny, five-block unit standing ajar. “Wonder what’s going on in there?”

	“That’s Ryland Smith’s place,” the owner said. “He’s vanished. Nobody knows where he is, but somebody emailed me and said he’d be back to get his things.”

	Horatio opened his mouth to correct him. His friend’s name was Smith Ryland. Not Ryland Smith. No matter. Horatio had no time to respond. Gen bolted ahead of him and pushed open the door shouting, “Hello, hello?”

	Horatio held his breath as they walked inside and surveyed the damage. Somebody had torn the small apartment apart. What had they been looking for? He’d have to call Smith and tell him there wouldn’t be much to salvage.

	Gen ran from room to room, as overhead, a helicopter whirred loudly.

	“Probably a drug bust,” the property owner said from the doorway. He held up his arm. “Thirty-five grand I paid for this watch and it still doesn’t keep the correct time.” He gave a disgusted glance at the small space. “Vandals.” He cleared his throat. “I trust you to clean this place up,” he told Gen. “I gotta fly. I booked a massage at four-thirty.”

	Gen either didn’t hear him or was ignoring him. Or, she didn’t realize he was talking to her. As the short, squat, unpleasant little man took off, she opened a sliding door in the living room and stuck her head outside. “Huh,” she said, looking up into the sky. She pointed then turned back to Horatio, a befuddled expression on her face. “I don’t know why, but I feel happy. I think I want to lie down and sing.”

	He stared at her. What?

	Her vacant expression cleared, and she took in Smith’s scattered belongings strewn everywhere. There was even a sock hanging from the venetian blinds in the tiny kitchen.

	“I feel I know the person who lives here. Maybe they don’t anymore. Place doesn’t look lived in.” She passed a hand across her eyes. “I wish I could remember who used to rent this place.” Her voice trembled. “I really do need to sing. Or sleep. I—I don’t remember which.” Gen plunked herself down onto the sofa and whispered, “Smell like I sound, I’m lost in a crowd.” She gave him a sweet but sad smile and curled up on the sofa. “Must sleep,” she said.

	He waited a few moments before calling Smith to give him the bad news. He spotted a shelf above the desk in the corner containing books and papers that didn’t appear to have been touched, glancing again at the woman. She would be fine even though she was acting crazy right now. He’d never actually been around a person whose mind had been cleared. She would be ahead of most humans. She’d haven no past memories, no old shame, no emotional baggage to deal with. Her mind would be like a new-born babe’s. She’d been programmed to be happy. Nothing holding her back anymore. She could move forward with her life.

	Horatio hadn’t been instructed to do so but he stayed and helped her clean up. He didn’t want her to be alone, even though she didn’t appear to notice his presence. Horatio wished he could let go of the knowledge that had she been in her right mind, she wouldn’t hesitate to kill him.

	“I have coffee, somewhere,” she said, opening Smith’s oven to check. Oh, boy. She was a mess. Some apporters did well with their programming. Others took much longer to acclimatize to their mind-washing.

	“You live upstairs,” he told her, gently. “Maybe we should check up there.”

	“Oh. Yes.” She nodded in a robotic way. He accompanied her and watched the painful way she tried each key on her ring before finding the right one. A scent of something sharp, metallic, reached his nostrils as they entered her shuttered apartment. Gen’s digs were much bigger than Smith’s more humble abode and a shudder coursed through him when he located the source of the pungent smell.

	A knife lay on the floor between the sofa and coffee table. A blood-stained knife. He had the urge to flee, the chopper outside making him feel anxious.

	Gen sighed, and a smile passed over her face, softening her features. “I know this place,” she said, sounding happy for the first time. She’d had to let go of everything she’d thought was important. He knew the feeling well. He’d had to walk away from a life he’d once loved. And he’d done it without the benefit of having his mind wiped clean of all unpleasant memories. It was obvious to him that her place had been ransacked, too, though the perpetrator had been much more careful with her belongings. Oblivious, she moved toward the kitchen, his inner wolf’s sharp instincts honed in on a closet door in the hallway.

	Somebody had been in there. Waiting.

	And recently, too.

	Werewolf or human?

	“Werewolf,” he whispered to himself.

	Somebody was attacked as they walked in the door. He—I’m sure it was he—was expecting Gen. He tried hard to clean up. He missed a lot. Man. That’s a lot of blood. Where is the victim now?

	Horatio returned his focus to the floor. That was when he saw the footprint on the floor leading to her living room window. His blood ran cold. Gen still wasn’t safe. He couldn’t leave her here. His gaze strayed to the knife again.

	Whose blood was dripping from it?

	 

	* * * *

	 

	The woman’s screams pierced the deathly silence of the deep, dark night.

	Horatio turned over in the tiny bed that had become his makeshift quarters and his heart sank. Fourth night in a row and he knew Adele was in no physical pain, but sheer mental anguish. He stared up through the small basement window at the sliver of a moon-kissed sky that was his only comfort.

	He waited for the sobs that always followed her screaming. They didn’t come. Three o’clock in the morning. The canyon fell silent again, save for the lone, distant wolfsong from another mountain far, far away.

	Horatio sat up and rubbed his eyes. He longed to shift but Jones, the leader of the Mojave Mountain pack, had instructed them all to stay in human form when they were near her. He didn’t want Adele to become unglued being surrounded by so many non-humans. Horatio swung his feet to the floor and stared at them. Man I’m getting hairy. He was shifting already, from the ground up. Wolves’ howls always aroused the beast in him. But how was this possible? For him it started with the hands. It had always been that way, an agonizing, snapping sensation that made him feel as though every bone within him was breaking.

	Deep breath. He blinked. No. It was his imagination. His feet hadn’t gotten hairier and he was still in human form. One of the barn cats had shot out from its hiding place and sprawled across his feet.

	It worried Horatio. My eyesight’s getting worse. And I didn’t feel the weight of the twenty-pound cat on me. He tried not to panic. He’d never told Jones, or Jones’ lover, Smith, about his troubles. When Adele was better, or dead—he wasn’t sure which was preferable—he’d talk to them. He rose, the cat meowing loudly in protest, and stepped out into the hallway.

	Horatio sensed another presence, and not a happy one. “Who’s there?” he muttered, cursing his failing eyesight. Couldn’t see a thing. Long, frozen fingers streaked across his face, a breath like foul wind whipping across his face.

	The smell of blood, not his own, filled the air.

	What the...

	He whipped around, his eyes adjusting to the dim light. Normally, night vision was his bliss. Now, it took a minute or two for him to see things even he, and his kind, couldn’t detect in daylight.

	Oh I, I love the nightlife, I got to boogie...

	He gritted his teeth. He had to stop thinking about the past. It did no good. What had he done to cause a further curse to his curse? Why was he getting sick? He didn’t know of any other werewolves who were losing their vision or...

	A faint scratching. A little howl. Oh, no. A wolf cub. That accounted for the scent of blood. He knew without even seeing her that it was Tawny, the cub that had stolen his heart. And everyone else’s for that matter. He hurried along the hallway and took the stairs to the first floor two at a time. Her blood shone silver in the moonlight. He stopped and stared at the thin red trail. Somehow, she’d hauled herself through an open window in the living room and dragged herself across the floor. She lay in a heap at the top of the stairs.

	Tears came to Horatio’s eyes as he bent and cradled the tiny, furry mess. She whimpered, but she was alive.

	“Jones!” he yelled. “Jones!”

	Who or what could have done this to her? Her broken bones poked through fur, but she licked his hand. Her pain must have been excruciating, but Tawny was still Tawny. Pure love. And blue-black fur. One paw had been almost completely de-gloved. Only a patch of fur remained, and the flesh was torn.

	Don’t die, baby. Don’t die, he silently implored. Aloud, he hoped he exuded confidence when he said, “You’re going to be okay, Tawny. I’m here now.”

	“Coming!” Jones called out, from somewhere outside, but Smith, Jones’ lover, was already on his way. His footsteps seemed loud as he ran to Horatio and Tawny’s aid. Smith’s specialty was birds. Horatio’s was the care of the four-legged animals in the ranch’s care.

	“Oh, my God. What monster did this to her?” Smith was in human form but he smelled of the human woman Adele’s perfume. He must have been helping Jones with her reconditioning. “I’ll get a blanket and we’ll take her to the kitchen.” Smith’s calm voice worked wonders for Horatio, but Tawny was shaking now. Smith noticed it right away. “She’s in shock. Hurry. We need to keep her warm.” His authoritative manner was just what Horatio needed. Smith sped away and came back, handing a small but thick cashmere
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