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Chapter 1
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Flee! Scary Guy!!  demanded the scrawl of black ink up the inside of my left arm, the words at just the right level so my opening eyes couldn’t help but fixate on the written advice. Blearily, I noted that my sleeve had been pushed up to reveal even more tiny letters decipherable only because they matched my own handwriting: Light sleeper!!! Get out now!!!!

I blinked away grit and tilted my head to consider the situation. Scary Guy didn’t look particularly scary. His head rested on the neighboring pillow, my breath just barely fluttering his long, ebony lashes. Equally dark hair atop his head was mussed as if he’d tossed and turned in the night, and no wonder since his broad, fully dressed body indented the covers rather than resting beneath them. Still, he’d managed to curl protectively around me while never quite touching the lump I made beneath the luxurious duvet, all while wearing a formal lounge suit that had not been made for sleep.

In other words, nothing appeared to have happened here last night. Nothing that would risk my standing in society…other than our completely inappropriate proximity without benefit of a chaperone, of course.

Still, if I couldn’t trust my own words, what could I trust? The marked-upon arm was stretched up under my head and sound asleep, but I eased it down in preparation for a sneaky exit.

Or, rather, I tried to.

Something soft yet unyielding held the arm in question exactly where it had been when I awakened. Something that made no sense, then suddenly did as my understanding of the world twisted on its axis, unlocking knowledge that felt at the same time old and brand new.

The item restraining my motion was a sex toy, the mere phrase making me blush. Absurdly fluffy pink handcuffs wrapped first around my wrist then around the bed frame. I’d been locked very gently yet very firmly in place.

The puzzle of last night—why was I here? Who was Scary Guy?—tickled my mind like a sword umbrella found in a thrift shop with a price tag far less than a collector would have paid for it. But my racing pulse demanded flight rather than puzzle-piecing, so I focused instead on potential tools within easy reach.

Lamp on a bedside table. Alarm clock with huge glowing digits that tried to consume my attention with its marvelousness but which I ignored as unhelpful. Drawer that I guessed from the hotel-like atmosphere might hold branded stationery and pen.

No flexible wire was in evidence, and I couldn’t quite recall what I intended to do with the item if I found it. But I trusted the shred of memory promising a solution, so I kept searching. Perhaps if I was very lucky the hotel would have splurged on one of those newfangled retractable pens…

After one quick glance to ensure Scary Guy was still sleeping, I bent my body slowly, slowly, away from him then eased the drawer open to reveal exactly what I’d expected. Bingo. Not only information about my location—“Lexington, Kentucky” was helpfully typed beneath the hotel name on the expected stationary—but also the exact item I needed to free myself. Tucking the ballpoint beneath my chin, I let muscle memory guide me as I unscrewed the top from the bottom and tapped out the metal spring.

Straightening even a small part of the curved wire was a bear with Scary Guy asleep on the bed beside me. Each time I moved, his breathing hitched and I froze. But eventually I held a length of semi-straight metal pinched between thumb and forefinger. Eventually, I was ready to work myself loose.

Hairs prickled on the back of my neck as I turned my back on Scary Guy completely this time. The posture was necessary to reach the handcuff, but a niggling memory promised that long eyelashes were false advertising. The man sleeping on the bed beside me was a predator and if I woke him…

Quieting my breathing with an effort, I inserted the wire into the hole then bent it into a V shape. Out it came then in at a different angle. Twist. Click. Success.

I grinned then froze as Scary Guy moved on the bed behind me. I couldn’t tell whether his eyes had opened. Could only feel the possessive weight as a huge hand slung itself across my shoulder and neck.

The touch should have been distasteful or worrisome, but his skin smelled like lemon-meringue pie. Sweet and tart with furry undertones.

Werewolf, my foggy memory suggested. Alpha. Danger!

I scraped the lining of my brain in search of further information but found nothing I could put words to. Just oddly mixed emotions and a complete absence of tangible puzzle pieces.

Meanwhile, behind me, Scary Guy’s breath had eased back into the regular susurration of slumber. He was unaware of my imminent escape…for the moment at least.

Enough puzzling, I warned myself. On task, please.

With the full use of all my fingers, it was simple to unlock the other handcuff from around the bed frame, even though I had to be fastidiously slow now that Scary Guy’s heat pushed into my skin through layers of fabric. The hotel had very helpfully chosen a bed with a slatted headboard, which meant I could move the handcuffs down the line, reattach them, then.…

The pink fur was so soft that Scary Guy didn’t wake when I slid his wrist into the unlocked side of the restraining device. He didn’t wake when the latch clicked shut. That success made me cockier than I should have been.

Easing a pillow into the space beneath his arm where I’d reclined one moment earlier, I crept out of bed and came erect on high-laced boots. No wonder my toes had complained so adamantly. It would have been entirely inappropriate to undress last night, but surely I could have at least slid off my footwear?

I paused to consider…and a huge hand lashed out to clamp shut around my billowing skirt fabric. “Wait,” Scary Guy rasped, the single word as harsh as sandpaper against my skin.

I was caught. Then I wasn’t.

Lunging sideways, I used the release of spring-like tension in one leg to rip myself free of my captor’s grip. “I’d rather not,” I rebutted, dancing out of reach then continuing toward the window that offered escape into night just on the cusp of dawn.

The crash behind me could have been the headboard being ripped apart or just a display of temper. I didn’t dare slow to check. Only once I’d pushed the window open and slammed my shoulder through the screen—such a shame to ruin astonishingly fine craftsmanship—did I dare turn back to assess the situation I was leaving behind.

Flat gray eyes bored into mine and now I understood the nickname I’d scrawled up the inside of my arm. This man was scary. Not because of his size and his muscles but because of the emotionlessness behind those pupils as he patiently wriggled the headboard slat back and forth and back and forth again. Brute force hadn’t broken the wood but it wouldn’t be long before patience won him free.

Still, I found myself succumbing to the temptation of the puzzle rather than fleeing. “Who are you?” I demanded.

The tiniest crinkle of humor formed on either side of his otherwise emotionless eyes. “Tell me your name and I’ll tell you mine.”

That seemed like a fair trade so I opened my mouth to oblige him…and found nothing where my identity should have been. No given name, no family name, no knowledge of who I was and why I was here in this hotel room.

A lightning bolt of terror spun through me. Then, on its heels, something I could cling to. A female voice slicing through the fog of memorylessness like a remnant of previously uttered breath.

“You are strong. You can do this.”

The sounds didn’t quite match the words, but I understood them anyway. And even though I still didn’t know who I was, the remembered voice of my mother was immediately recognizable. I knew on an instinctive level that her belief in my abilities had buoyed me up in the past. If I so chose, I could let that maternal trust buoy me up now.

The first ray of early morning sun struck my back like the warmth of maternal kudos. A sharp whistle from the street almost jogged more reminders loose inside my head.

Almost, but not quite.

“No idea, huh?” Scary Guy’s rasp was louder than it had been a moment earlier. And while he hadn’t shared his name, I somehow knew this man wouldn’t raise his voice without good reason.

He was covering something up. The sound of slowly splintering wood maybe?

I didn’t wait to find out. I jumped through the window—first floor, thankfully—and obeyed my own instructions. Feet against pavement, I fled.








  
  

Chapter 2
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I was running flat out when someone pounded up beside me. Not Scary Guy but a woman.  Ignorable, I decided, then found myself veering toward her instead of away as something huge and rumbling sped by so close on my other side that the breeze of its passing whipped hair into my face.

That thing was tremendous. Loud. Dangerous.

I shook my head as I realized I was mistaken. That thing hadn’t been a monster. It was just a very fast motor wagon. Or rather…

“Car,” the woman said, nudging my shoulder in what seemed like a companionable manner, all without breaking stride. “Have you forgotten them today? Bad morning, I see, but I’ve gotcha.”

By this point we’d reached a corner and she turned right, the opposite direction from the one in which I’d intended to travel. After all, the area straight ahead seemed busier and more likely to hide me from my pursuer.

But curiosity instead sent me following the stranger. “How did you know I’d forgotten?” I demanded.

“Because you forget every day at dawn.” She pointed where the sun would have been if a four-story building hadn’t blocked our view of the horizon. “Sometimes you forget more, sometimes less. Major buzz kill, but whatcha gonna do?”

Despite the language that only barely made sense, her assertion seemed reasonable. Still, I wasn’t quite willing to accept daily memory loss on a stranger’s say-so. “And you know this because…”

The woman stopped dead, turning to point into a darkened shop window. “Look.”

I didn’t have time for extended chitchat. Scary Guy would be loose by now and instinct told me he could follow my scent trail around a corner as easily as if I’d been strolling along an empty beach with absolutely nothing to hide behind. Still, good manners dictated that I at least glance in the indicated direction. And what I saw froze me in my tracks.

Two young women were reflected by the glass-turned-mirror, two young women clad just as differently as I’d guessed at first glance. I wore a dress that covered my arms, neck, and ankles, precisely as societal mores dictated. She wore tight trousers—leggings, my erratic memory offered—and a bodice that revealed more than it concealed—tank top suggested another brief memory burst.

But it wasn’t the clothes that had startled me into stillness. Instead, I fixated on the eerie similarities between our two faces.

Straight dark hair on both of us framed features that were common in my homeland but not here in the States. Because those words from my mother hadn’t been English, had they? They’d been Japanese, just like me and this woman by my side.

Our similarities weren’t confined to a shared nationality either. No, we both boasted cheekbones a trifle sharper than was truly attractive, just like Okaasan’s. And we both sported that strange streak of white hair at our left temple, a streak that made us look older than the mid twenties I’d otherwise guess us to be.

“We’re twins,” I breathed.

“Not quite. You’re Tru. I’m Kami. Here, this should cheer you up.”

I hadn’t even realized the other woman was carrying something until she thrust it into my hands. But the object was mine, I knew, as soon as I touched the polished wooden handle. Because while it appeared to be an ordinary umbrella…

I snicked the latch and a sword slid free. The same sword that had sprung into my mind while I assessed the hotel-bed situation.

“Thank you,” I breathed, deciding then and there that I could trust Kami. After all, she’d brought me a sword that felt like safety, a solid link to a murkily obscured past. Plus, how could I not trust a woman who shared my own face? “Your kindness is noted and will be reciprocated.”

Kami snorted as if my wording amused her. But she had just enough time to say “If that’s a thank you, then you’re welcome” before a dull thud caught both of our attention.

The sound was so quiet it might have originated in my imagination. It hadn’t, though. Not when the scent wafting toward us was unmistakable.

Lemon-meringue pie and fur. Scary Guy.

I spun to find his dark shape rounding the corner and stalking wolf-like toward us. He wasn’t running, but he wasn’t stopping either. And Kami was biting her lip now, proof that the incoming danger wasn’t all in my head.

Save ourselves with sword or feet? Scary Guy’s emotionless eyes made the decision for me.

Slamming my blade back into its umbrella hiding place, I addressed Kami. “It’s been a pleasure making your acquaintance. Now run!”


      [image: image-placeholder]Kami knew the city in a way I didn’t. Or, perhaps, in a way I once had but had since forgotten. We shimmied under a chain-link fence using a gap so small it had clearly been created by dogs or children. Our bodies barely fit, so we knew Scary Guy’s shoulders would be a no-go.

Rather than trying, he launched himself up the side of the fence itself, something I caught out of the corner of one eye in all its tendon-bulging glory. Despite myself, I slowed to watch the spectacle, only to be chided by a memory of my mother’s words.

“Dumplings above flowers.” When had Okaasan reminded me that substance trumps beauty? I itched to tug on this thin thread of memory, the only one that seemed willing to rise through the fog that shrouded the rest of my past. Now, though, seemed like the time to stick to the present and take the remembered recommendation at face value.

Because, yes, Scary Guy was unbelievably agile. He moved with skill few humans managed, all smoothness and lithe grace. But he was also running after us with the single-minded intensity of a predator. I didn’t intend to become his prey.

So I followed Kami across a combined playground and ball field as fast as I was able. Even in morning dimness, there was nowhere to hide if you weren’t a small child content to giggle in shadow. A gate at the opposite end swung wide, however, and who knew what lay beyond that.

Our time to find out, however, was rapidly wearing thin. We’d made it only two-thirds of the way to the gate when the faintest thud of bare feet on grass promised Scary Guy had completed his descent.

“We have to stand and fight,” I gasped.

Kami was equally breathless when she answered. “Not quite. Trust me.”

Then we were at the gate and through it. The street we’d ended up on rose slightly to a set of railroad tracks where warning bars were even now lowering to block access.

To block vehicle access, maybe, but not foot access. The train was in sight, barreling toward us, but I’d gauged Kami’s and my running speed by this point. We could make it. Barely.

We ducked under the warning bars and shot across the tracks so close to the train its lights blinded us and its horn blared warning. Then we rested with hands on our knees, catching our breath while large bare feet appeared and reappeared in gaps between huge metal wheels.
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The train offered a longer delay than the fence had, but I knew my scent trail would continue to attract Scary Guy’s attention. So I was surprised when Kami slipped into a darkened alcove in a long stone wall three blocks later. The indentation had once been a doorway, I guessed, but now the erstwhile entrance was bricked off while broken bottles on the ground suggested others had used this spot to gain a degree of seclusion. We wouldn’t be immediately visible to passersby, but I had no doubt Scary Guy would smell us the moment he stepped onto the block. 

“Strip,” Kami demanded while I was still working through why we’d paused.

“Excuse me?”

“You’ll be late for work if you don’t head to the mall now. I’ll draw the Executioner away, but I need to look and smell like you to make that happen.”

“The Executioner?” I asked, shivering even though I hadn’t started unfastening the long row of buttons down the front of my dress. “That doesn’t sound promising. Are you sure you’ll be safe on your own?”

When Kami snapped her fingers instead of answering, I leaned my sword umbrella up against the wall and obeyed her orders. After all, she seemed to know much more about the mess I’d woken up in than I did.

She might’ve known more, but her motives came into question rather abruptly. I looked up from the dress I was trying to step out of without dragging it through the dirt to find her snatching my umbrella, winding a mass of dark fabric around its handle, then tossing the combination up over the wall behind us. The entire grab-twist-throw happened so quickly, I only had time for a single word. “Hey!”

“You’re going after it.”

I was? Certainly not directly after it since the wall was well built and offered few obvious footholds. But, yes, Kami was right—I was definitely going to find a way to the other side to regain my most prized possession, all while rethinking the trust I’d so blithely granted to the woman by my side.

“We don’t have a lot of time,” Kami chided, cocking her head as if she could hear the train even though we’d come too far for the sound to carry. “Ditch the dorky shapewear and shift.”

“I don’t have the foggiest idea…” I started. But my skin was tingling, my body twisting.

Abruptly, my eyes were far closer to the pavement than they had been a moment earlier. The puddled dress beside me was no longer rose but pale yellow. And scents that had whispered secrets when we arrived now yelled overwhelming knowledge of everyone who had passed this point for several hours prior.

I was a fox. Of course I was a fox; how could I have forgotten? The hard stays of my corset prodded my fur as I wriggled free of the tunnel cautious humanity dictated.

I appeared to owe Kami an apology, not that I could offer one now that I’d ditched human vocal cords. I whined instead and she seemed to get the gist.

“No worries. I get it. It’s weird not remembering.” Then, before I could try to broach any other topics, she returned to my previous question. “And yes, I’ll be fine. The Executioner will lose my trail in no time then I can spend the day busking.

“Here’s what you need to know,” she continued while shedding her own clothes without a single glance at the empty street. “I wrapped your uniform around the umbrella. Rosa is your friend and co-worker. She’ll fill the gaps in your memory and I’ll pick you up at the end of your shift.”

I was listening, but I was also paying attention to the twitch of my whiskers that told me the Executioner was approaching. The train had passed and even though I couldn’t smell or hear our pursuer, I somehow knew our time was running out.

The sooner I left, the sooner Kami could take herself to safety. Fox feet found the wall’s ornamental bulges as easy to traverse as a wide staircase. I was up and over before she stopped grousing at the buttons of my dress.


      [image: image-placeholder]Bright lights in the mall’s parking lot made up for the fact that only a handful of cars graced the pavement at such an early hour. Which was handy since I had no idea what the woman I was meeting looked like.

For my own part, I was newly two-legged, dressed this time in the strange one-piece suit Kami had provided for me. Thus covered, I ignored the twinge of impropriety at my lack of a skirt and headed toward the only current sign of life. A minivan had pulled up around back as I approached, its taillights facing me. And for one split second, the woman emerging from the driver’s side door matched the only person my memory held dear enough to name.

“Okaasan,” I murmured, hurrying forward to join her. I knew before she took a step that my mother would move carefully due to age biting into her bones. Knew, even from this distance, that her hair would smell like cloves and cinnamon. Her arms around me would be as warm as sunbeams and…

I was almost close enough to suck up that beloved scent when the woman turned with just as much care as I expected and shattered the heartening illusion.

Yes, this woman was my mother’s age—sixtyish—and her dark eyes twinkled like Okaasan’s, making her appear much younger. But her facial features were clearly Latina, not Japanese. Unless I’d not only lost memories but chopped others up into confetti, this wasn’t my mother after all.

“Rosa?” I guessed, ignoring the sinking sensation in my stomach as I reached out to take the heavy tote of cleaning supplies out of her hand. After all, even if this wasn’t Okaasan, she was old enough to demand assistance and respect.

Welcome imbued every feature of her face as she nodded. “None other.”

She might have intended to say more, but just then the back door of the minivan slid open. And muscle memory whipped my sword out of its umbrella sheath in response to the overwhelming aroma of fur.

Male. Young. Fit. That was all I saw before the human-form werewolf flung himself at me with a one-word growl. “Fox.”

“Wolf,” I rebutted, slicing at the air in front of his nose.

Then Rosa was pushing her way between us so abruptly I had to turn my blade sideways to prevent it from cutting into innocent flesh. “Benito! Tru! Stop it!”

“Tía, you don’t understand.” Despite the aggressive scent flowing off him, the young man’s voice was low and restrained. “This woman isn’t who you think she is.”

“I could have said the exact same thing about you,” I rebutted. As I spoke, I angled my body to place it between him and Rosa, well aware that the older woman was only human and no match for an angry werewolf. The tricky part was deciding when the erratically moving Benito might spring in her direction…

Before I’d won more than a few inches of progress, however, Rosa slammed one palm into my shoulder and one into Benito’s chest then straightened her arms in unison. “Enough. I mean it. Both of you, calm down.”

Her strength was no match for ours, but any resistance on our part might result in her injury. So I let myself be shoved, and my estimation of Benito went up when he retreated as well.

And now that we finally had some very real physical distance between us, I was able to notice what I hadn’t earlier. The boy was years shy of his full growth, perhaps only a tall fourteen and skinny in the way of teenagers who’ve gained height so quickly they haven’t managed to match it with muscle.

He was also clinging to humanity with clear effort while menacing no one directly. Instead, he appeared to be angling to protect the older woman the same way I was.

Which meant—“I overreacted,” I admitted, sheathing my sword. “I apologize.”

The young man vibrated for one long moment, then he jerked his chin down in a nod that appeared almost painful. He didn’t meet my eyes, however, and his response was aimed at his relative. “I can’t do this right now.”

“Walk it off then,” Rosa agreed. “Come in when you’re ready.” Then, dismissing Benito and heading toward a smaller, less flashy door than the one I’d passed while rounding the building, she tossed over her shoulder, “Fox, huh? I didn’t see that coming. Didn’t realize introducing you to Benito would provoke such fireworks either.”

Looked like Rosa wasn’t going to fill all of my memory gaps after all.
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Rosa might not have been privy to my complete history, but she did know how to smooth my way through a job that my muscles found familiar but my conscious mind struggled with. From the locker where she stashed her purse and I reluctantly parted with my umbrella to the best way to clean without bothering the few early morning business owners, Rosa led me through a work day that should have felt familiar but definitely did not. 

At first, I stared at the huge television screen in the mezzanine every time I passed near it and blushed at the skimpiness of my coveralls. But modernity faded from amazing to run-of-the-mill within a few hours. Soon, I was more interested in guessing why my vocabulary sometimes made Rosa chuckle then point out that plimsoll was deeply archaic.

“The word you’re looking for,” my mentor said gently, “is sneakers. Here, you’ll enjoy this.”

And I did. The vacuuming robot entranced me so thoroughly that I had to force myself to actually do my job rather than stare at it awestruck. Following the machine across the floor like a cat stalking a mouse, I almost failed to notice the security guard cornering Rosa when she returned from refilling the cleaning fluids in her tote.

“I’ll need to see some ID.” He swaggered closer, boxing her into a bend in the hallway with body language that proclaimed he was a lion slapping his paw down over a cockroach. In contrast, thick glasses and a potbelly made him an unlikely predator.

Rosa’s attention, however, fixated on his right hand and I strained to see what had her curling in on herself. The same woman who’d stood between my sword and an angry werewolf was doing her best to look innocuous as she murmured apologies. Why…?

Gun, my slippery memory informed me after a moment of intense concentration. Far more dangerous than a sword.

Rosa might not be my mother, but there was no way I was letting this man threaten her. I started toward the pair, but Rosa met my gaze and gave the tiniest head shake. Meanwhile, she obeyed the security guard as easy as if he wasn’t bullying his way into her personal space.

“You’re new,” she said, reaching into her pocket and pulling out a rectangular card. Her voice was firmer now than it had been before she noticed me watching. “But I’m not. I can assure you, everything is very much in order.”

Rather than answering, Mr. Potbelly snatched the card and turned it over in his hands, considering it far more intently than the small surface seemed to merit. As he did so, Rosa took advantage of his lack of attention to widen her eyes at me. “Take a break,” she mouthed, jerking her chin toward the exit door, outside which we’d shared beef jerky with Benito not so long ago. He’d been four-legged at the time, keeping his distance from me but accepting the snack from Rosa’s fingers as gently as if she was made of glass.

And that was only relevant because it meant now was very much not the time for another rest period. On the other hand, it was true that my pockets didn’t contain any rectangular cards. If asked for ID, I’d have nothing to share with this armed bully.

I didn’t obey immediately however. “Will you be safe without me?” I mouthed back.

Rosa nodded once, rolling her eyes in a way that made it clear she’d moved on from fear to disgruntlement. Just about then, the security guard gave up on trying to turn the card into something it wasn’t. He handed it back, then frowned and swiveled to find out what Rosa was looking at…

…But I was already gone. Speedwalking past barred shop entrances and sliding into the break room Rosa had led me in through. I snagged my umbrella from the locker then vacillated in front of the back door.

Yes, Rosa had seemed in control of the situation when I left, but how much of that was a facade donned for my benefit? Was I really going to leave Rosa alone with a man who threatened unknown trouble? A man using a dangerous weapon to bolster his weakness?

The gunshot that made up my mind came from in front of me, not from behind me. From outside where we’d left Benito pacing fifteen minutes earlier.

Time slowed as I shoved my way through the doorway. But I was too late. By the time I reached his furry body, Rosa’s nephew was dead.


      [image: image-placeholder]He was dead and a vehicle was speeding off around the corner. I got the impression of something dark and blocky, then the shooter was gone far faster than feet could follow.

Still, I took off after the vehicle anyway, or tried to. Three steps in, a different car screeched to a halt directly in front of me, disgorging the same man I’d woken up handcuffed beside.

“What’s wrong?” the Executioner demanded, the saw rasp of his voice sharper than the part in his hair. This morning, long lashes had hinted at innocence, but that illusion fragmented as his gray eyes bored into mine in daylight. A stark memory of a losing battle with a dogpile of snarling werewolves drifted through my mind like smoke before a fire. Alpha. Danger. Every instinct demanded I run far and I run fast.

Still, I wasn’t about to abandon evidence of Benito’s killing. Not when Rosa would need answers to fill the hole her nephew left behind him. Not when Rosa might be in just as much danger from the Executioner as I was.

Instead, I spat questions back in his direction. “Why are you following me? How did you find me?”

The third potential query—was it coincidence that he’d shown up so soon after a deadly shooting?—wasn’t asked in words. Instead, I swallowed my fear and closed the space between us, hairs standing up along the back of my neck as I approached the werewolf that rubbed shrouded fear raw.

To my surprise, he didn’t move as I grabbed his wrists and yanked his hands up toward my nose. It was hard to force myself to breathe, not just through fear of his proximity but because of the way those gray eyes considered me in silence for an endless moment before he rasped out an answer to questions both asked and unasked. “I followed you because I didn’t want you running scared all day. I found you by driving a grid between the points where I lost your trail over the last three days. Now it’s your turn. What’s wrong?”

I only half listened, paying more attention to my nose than to his explanation. This man stank of the mouth-puckering astringency of alpha, yet lemon-meringue pie overwhelmed that more generic aroma. Sweet-tart deliciousness enfolded me in its embrace like the warmth of the hotel bed I’d woken in not many hours earlier. Despite myself, I found my urge to flee receding along with the half-memory from my past.

It helped that the Executioner hadn’t resisted my manhandling even though he easily could have. Instead, his head cocked as I inhaled again, taking in fur and lemon and sugar but no hint of rifle grease or gunpowder.

I dropped his hands with an effort. “You didn’t shoot Benito.”

I knew the moment the man beside me noticed the young wolf’s body because the sweetness of his scent turned caustic. Like an over-perfumed floor cleanser that seared the insides of my nostrils with its strength.

Meanwhile, muscles he seemed to have loosened for my sake tensed back into predatory readiness as he dropped to his knees, holding a hand in front of Benito’s nose to seek breath that wasn’t present. Then, unfolding himself with the same grace he’d used descending, he entered my personal space in a manner that felt nothing like the standoff between Rosa and the nosy security guard.

Because the Executioner wasn’t pressing his entire body close to mine in wordless aggression. He only offered his arms from the elbows up, carefully maintaining air space between his skin and my skin.

“Smell here,” he rasped. “Gloves.”

The Executioner was right. If he’d shot Benito while wearing gloves then yanked them off, his hands might have been entirely scentless while traces might cling to his forearms.

Of course, in that case, he’d be an idiot to suggest the sniff test. If I knew one thing, it was that the man beside me was no idiot.

Still, I took the tiniest step forward and obeyed him. A complicated bouquet of scents tempted a sneeze that didn’t quite erupt into existence. I couldn’t make out every facet of the aroma, but I knew one thing. No bite of gunpowder was present in the mix.

The caustic undertone, however, remained, and memory now offered an identification. Suspicion. The sentiment twisted my gut even though its presence was totally understandable. I’d been just as much in the wrong place at the wrong time when it came to Benito as the Executioner had.

And I could prove my innocence as easily as he had. I was raising my hands to do exactly that when motion flashed out of the corner of my eye and a hard male voice barked, “Freeze!”
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I spun to find that same security guard bursting through the door I’d recently come out of. Handgun raised and pointed directly at us, he no longer seemed like an ineffectual bully. Instead, he looked frightened—a bad emotion in an armed man. 

Time that had stretched out since I heard the gunshot stung as it retreated like a released rubber band. This guard must have rushed out to investigate the same way I had, everything since the shooting having happened in minutes, seconds even. Something about the Executioner’s presence seemed to push me entirely out of time.

While I was still working through the reasons for the guard’s presence, a hard hand shoved me sideways. Faster than any human was capable of moving, the Executioner had insinuated his body between myself and danger.

“Freeze!” the guard barked a second time, urgency rising. I couldn’t see his finger tightening on the trigger but I could guess what was happening from the tension in his voice.

He was new, Rosa had said. New and prone to overreacting? I shivered, images of what gunshot wounds could do rising up out of the darkness of my memory. If the Executioner spooked him…

Despite his scare factor previously, the Executioner’s back became as still as the wolf body at our feet. His voice was raspy yet calm as he offered, “The dog was menacing a woman. I shot it in my official capacity as Animal Control officer.”

“Show me your hands!”

It appeared the security guard’s instincts were telling him exactly what mine had. That the Executioner was more dangerous than his stillness suggested. That this situation demanded fast, sure resolution.

I could only hope that didn’t mean resolution with a bullet.

The Executioner did raise one hand slowly, but the other remained behind him, close to but not quite touching my skin as if it was more important to keep tabs on me than to defuse the obvious danger. “I’m no longer holding a weapon. My service revolver is in the car. The trouble has passed.”

The bitterness of his lie slid around the edges of the dark suit that resolutely blocked my view of proceedings. It was maddening not to know what the guard was up to. Not to be able to watch the barrel of the gun that likely still pointed directly at us.

I began to step around the living barrier, but before I’d moved more than a few inches the Executioner’s arm snapped out to encircle my shoulders. One yank and I was teetering off balance while at the same time being supported so I wouldn’t fall.

I expected a gun shot and I flinched preemptively even though the angle meant any bullet would strike the Executioner instead of me. But the guard only swore as the man holding me rasped out an explanation. “She’s dizzy.”

Again, scent gave away his lie, but humans lacked shifter senses. And from my new perspective, I could finally see the guard easing his stance, letting his weapon drift downward until it aimed at the ground.

Meanwhile, a breeze picked up, carrying the human’s aroma in our direction, and I finally understood why the Executioner had gone from hands-off to hands-on so quickly. Despite having bullying tendencies, this guard reeked of concern rather than fear now. He was apparently the sort to turn heroic in the presence of a damsel in distress.

Well, I could damselify if the occasion called for it.

“I feel faint,” I moaned, loudly enough that the guard would hear me even with human ears.

“Dial down the drama,” the Executioner murmured, breath whispering over the sensitive skin of my cheek. His arm still supported me, snug around my waist, his heat burning through fabric and, counterintuitively, making me shiver. “We want him to lose interest.”

Unaccountably, my legs were rather weak at the moment. Still, I steadied them with an effort and trained a bright smile on Mr. Potbelly. He’d come closer, gun lax beside his thigh although not yet holstered. Now he addressed me rather than the Executioner.

“We can call an ambulance if you need medical care, ma’am.”

“No, that won’t be necessary. It was just”—I waved one hand around vaguely—“well, everything.”

“Perfectly understandable. I think I have a candy bar around somewhere. Sugar helps with shock…”

The guard finally restored the gun to its off-duty position so he could pat at his pockets two-handed, body language turned protective rather than threatening. I exhaled a sigh of relief…one moment too soon.

Because the guard’s next words were polite even as they veered back toward the same danger Rosa had warned me against with her widened eyes and hand gestures. “Can I see some ID?”

“Of course.” The Executioner was the one who spoke. He reached inside his suit jacket even more slowly than was normal for humans, flipping open the lapel to make it easy for the officer to see the thin pocket he was accessing. Out came a plastic card adorned with his photo and Animal Control in bold letters, along with a name too small for me to read at a glance.

What the security guard wouldn’t have noticed from his angle was how adeptly the Executioner had finessed one card out of a stack of many. The chance of the Executioner actually being Animal Control, I suspected, was slim to none.

Plus, the larger pocket below the one he’d pulled a card out of appeared to be moving. I blinked, trying to understand what I was seeing in the split second before his lapel flipped back into place.

Whatever the Executioner was hiding, his identification appeared to pass muster. The last bristle of caution went out of the guard’s body language as he finished perusing the card then handed it back. “And your ID, ma’am?”

Before I could come up with an evasive non-answer, the Executioner was opening the back door of his car and pressing me inside under the guise of providing assistance. And despite having relaxed against him earlier, instinct kicked back in now.

Trapped. The musk of alpha fur choked me while wide shoulders blocked my access to safety. For one split second, I fought for freedom, claws slipping out of fingertips, fangs nicking the inside of my lips…

The Executioner’s grip turned hard on my wrists. “Not in front of the human,” he rasped, voice so low no one but me could hear it.

Humans can’t know about shifters. The shred of knowledge bubbled up out of the emptiness that was my memory. And along with it came the stark realization of what the Executioner did for a living.

He worked to ensure humans never learned about the existence of shifters, a job that sounded benign but really wasn’t. As his title suggested, potential problems were taken out in any way necessary.

Two guesses why they call him the Executioner and the first one doesn’t count…

A chill shot through me, but not out of concern for myself. Because while I might be considered a problem in the Executioner’s book, I was well able to take care of myself.

No, my concern came when the mall’s back door banged open and Rosa ran out faster than I’d thought she was capable of moving. “Mi sobrino!” she wailed, collapsing atop the slaughtered wolf.
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Despite having been manhandled, I was still clutching my umbrella. Which meant I was ready to stand up for Rosa if the Executioner intervened as I knew he had to. 

Because mi sobrino meant my nephew in Spanish. If I knew that, then surely the guard did also. How could he not react to the oddity of a woman referring to a dead “dog” as a relative?

One curious question and the Executioner would do what he did best. Execute everyone who risked revealing the existence of shifters to the wider world.

Only…none of that happened. Instead, the Executioner spoke over Rosa’s wail, as if her grief was no more important than the buzz of a housefly. Jerking his chin toward me, he rasped out human-friendly lies. “This one was bitten. I’ve taken down all pertinent information and would be glad to pass along the case files after she’s been admitted to the hospital. Time is of the essence now however. If you don’t mind…”

As the Executioner spoke, his voice became raspier until it scraped against the insides of my ears. Even his scent turned pained, as if so many words in quick succession irritated his vocal cords.

Perhaps that’s why the security guard handed over a paper card. “I’ll deal with the dog owner.”

Had he really missed the verbal clue provided by Rosa’s words? It appeared so, but the Executioner hadn’t. His scent was completely caustic now, all remnants of sweetness absent. He didn’t bother glancing at the older woman while dismissing the guard with a head shake and a single word. “Unnecessary.”

Then, nudging Rosa aside as callously as the other man had ignored her, the Executioner scooped up the young wolf’s body. Benito’s neck sagged over his arm, blood dripping from a partially open muzzle, and Rosa choked down a cry of distress.

“It’s just a dog,” the Executioner rasped, turning away from her. And it was that cold dismissiveness, I suspected, which settled the matter. Whatever the reason, the guard nodded and headed back inside the mall, leaving the three of us in charge of Benito’s body.

Well, in charge of Benito’s body, but far from united about what to do with it. Because Rosa’s entire demeanor had stiffened in the face of the Executioner’s disdain just like Okaasan had done a hundred times during my childhood. I could almost see the older woman packing away pain to be dealt with later, donning the stiff upper lip required to get through the here and now.

“You will carry him to my van,” Rosa demanded, straightening to her full height…one inch taller than my five foot two inches.

“No.”

“Yes.” As Rosa spoke, she grabbed onto the Executioner’s arm in a manner bound to make an alpha take offense.

Because, unlike my mother, Rosa didn’t have the foggiest clue how to deal with scary adult werewolves. I was out of the car and closing the space between us faster than was appropriate around humans, but that no longer mattered. “Leave her alone,” I gritted out.

My sword slid out of its umbrella sheath and across the Executioner’s throat so fast Rosa made a strange sort of gurgle squeak and hopped backwards. Despite being comfortable in her nephew’s presence while he was four-footed, I now suspected her experience with other shifters was slim to none.

My experience was less slim but largely forgotten. Still, I knew certain things. I knew alpha werewolves didn’t take kindly to being ordered around, that they rebuffed even minor threats with overblown aggression. I knew that me scaring Rosa was vastly preferable to what might happen if the Executioner responded in the way a thin fragment of memory suggested he was about to respond.

After all, he was the Executioner. If he broke Rosa’s neck, he’d only be doing his job.

“I’m the one menacing you, not Rosa,” I pointed out, just in case cold steel across the Executioner’s throat didn’t make that point sufficiently obvious. Then I tensed, waiting. This was the werewolf’s cue to drop Benito and respond in kind. To attack me and leave Rosa to flee as fast as she was able.

Instead, the Executioner walked past both of us as if my sword and Rosa’s grip were nothing but thorns snagging fur along a deer trail. I’d left the door open when I launched myself out of his vehicle, which made it easy for him to lever the dead wolf into the spot I’d recently occupied. Staining expensive leather upholstery with blood was apparently not a matter important enough to be balked at.

The Executioner proved less willing to ignore dangling loose ends. “Get in,” he demanded, addressing me and Rosa equally.

I glanced at the older woman. The set of her chin was as eerily familiar as her earlier stiffening had been. I couldn’t recall who my mother had faced down the way Rosa was now facing down the Executioner, but I didn’t have to be a fortuneteller to foresee the results.

Rosa wasn’t about to let anyone drive away with Benito’s corpse even if I came up with a distraction that would remove her from danger’s sight line. She’d fight an alpha werewolf to get her way, if she had to.

Well at least I could put myself closer to danger than she was. With a sigh, I sheathed my sword and slid into the front passenger seat.


      [image: image-placeholder]The Executioner drove in silence in the direction Rosa had indicated, at which point the old woman’s stiff spine seemed to collapse in on itself like a cake removed prematurely from the oven. She gathered Benito’s head into her lap and began crooning very softly in Spanish while I did my best to broker a deal that would ensure she made it out of this mess alive.

“Rosa isn’t going to cause a problem,” I told the scarily silent werewolf beside me. The one who now stunk of alpha astringency and floor cleanser, all lemon-meringue-pie aroma long absent. He was still almost unbearably handsome, but I would have given anything to put at least half a mile between him and the rest of us.

Instead, I remained focused on the plight of the older woman in the back seat. “She’s known her nephew was a werewolf for a while now and hasn’t shared that information with anyone. Right, Rosa?”

“Benito is my grandnephew,” the older woman corrected, looking up at last from the corpse of her beloved relative. Those dark eyes flashed just like my mother’s would have and she fought like a cornered animal only using words instead of teeth. “The entire family is aware he is a luison.”

I closed my eyes. This was bad.

“Well, not Carlos,” Rosa continued in the loaded silence. “He runs with a bad crowd. And Francisca, well, she doesn’t know how to keep her mouth shut. The smallest children couldn’t be trusted not to tell their playmates. And…”

The Executioner’s rasp interrupted her litany. “Who knows?”

“Every adult capable of keeping a secret.” Despite the hunch of her spine, Rosa’s voice was steely. “And, no, I don’t intend to tell you their names.”

This seemed like a good time to reinsert myself into the conversation. “Rosa understands that we don’t talk about the paranormal outside the family,” I continued. “That’s what she’s trying to tell you. And Benito is dead, so the issue is now moot.”

I was babbling, but only because I’d taken a closer look at the man beside me as we rounded the most recent corner, noticing in the process the thin line of red streaked across his throat. He hadn’t flinched when he pushed past my sword while carrying Benito but the sharp blade appeared to have sliced into the top layer of skin anyway.

A scratch only. And yet, shadowed memory promised that no alpha werewolf forgave the shedder of his blood nor anyone who stood by and watched him being injured…

My fingers tensed around the door handle as I tried and failed to think of a way to get Rosa to leap out of the car with me. The Executioner’s attention appeared to be focused entirely on the road, yet he rasped out a command. “Don’t.”

His scent, to my surprise, had turned more complex as he graced me with that single word. A word that had come out more gently than I would have expected. I was clearly missing an integral piece of the puzzle.

This time when I peered at him it was with almost as much curiosity as fear. This time when he glanced sideways back at me, the sides of his lips curved up.

I’d almost forgotten Rosa was present when she interrupted the charged silence between us. “Turn left here. My house is on the corner.”

To my surprise, the Executioner pulled up to the curb without argument. He really was taking Rosa and her dead nephew home just as she’d demanded. So I wouldn’t, perhaps, have to go to the extraordinary lengths I’d been planning to win her freedom.

Which was good because shadowed memories were breaking out of the past and into my present again. Memories of sharp teeth and growling laughter. Memories of what happened when an alpha werewolf captured a fox…

I popped open my door the instant the car came to a halt, breathing in great gusts of wolf-free air. Ignoring my hasty exit, the Executioner swiveled around to face Rosa. “I will avenge your grandnephew’s death,” he promised, “then return his body.”

“Good. Great.” I was babbling, and it didn’t matter. Rosa would get out of the car, the Executioner would leave, and the hovering guillotine blade would fall onto someone else’s neck.

Only Rosa hadn’t budged from her own seat. “No,” she answered. “Either carry Benito’s body inside and leave us to mourn in peace, or I’ll come with you to exact this so-called revenge.”
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Rosa won that round, although not immediately. The Executioner unfolded his body from the driver’s seat, opened her door, and glowered with the full force of his alpha dominance so strong I found my heart rate picking up even on the other side of the car. 

Rosa, in contrast, appeared unaffected. She clung to her seat belt while noting aloud that broken bones often didn’t heal well for the elderly.

He glared. She stared. I swallowed and tried to think of a solution to the impossible standoff.

Then the Executioner’s suit jacket started writhing. As Rosa and I watched, the tiniest kitten I’d ever seen clawed its way out so a fuzzy head could poke up beneath the scary alpha’s chin.

“Awake, eh?” the Executioner rasped, and the kitten appeared to take that as permission to leap onto Benito’s dead body and bat at one lupine ear.

Rosa could have taken offense, but instead she clinched the deal. “You’d better close the doors before your kitten runs out into traffic.”

I couldn’t quite wrap my head around an alpha werewolf caring what happened to the furball that had moved on to rubbing up against Rosa’s thigh while purring louder than my too-fast heartbeat. But I also couldn’t wrap my head around someone known only as the Executioner carrying a kitten around in his pocket in the first place. So when the man in question raised one eyebrow at me, shook his head, then returned to the driver’s seat without further complaint, I hopped back into the bubble of terrifying scents with the intention of protecting Rosa from the danger the Executioner drove us toward.

A danger he took the time to explain without prodding or prompting while the kitten scampered through the interior of the vehicle as if it owned the place. And, sure, our driver used as few words as possible. But, raspily and sparsely, he did expound upon our eventual destination and why we were heading there.

The theory was simple. A lone wolf with no pack affiliation—which Rosa assured us was the case for her nephew—was most likely to have run afoul of the local alpha. So we were now heading toward a confrontation with another big, bad wolf.

To make matters worse, the Executioner had killed this alpha’s son years ago. “He was pack blind,” the man beside me rasped over the click, click, click of his turn signal as we exited the highway. Oblivious to our conversation, the kitten squeaked out a predatory mrrooow as it leapt at the dangling key chain swaying beneath the steering wheel. One large hand plucked the kitten out of the air and set it on the dashboard while those piercing gray eyes bored directly into my skin.

I looked away, unable to hold a gaze that felt both terrifying and tantalizing. Instead, I fixated upon the landscape with more intensity than it really merited.

I was pretty sure I’d never been to this part of the city before, and it wasn’t really even city any longer. Long white fences marked the edges of horse pastures while mansions garnered million-dollar views from well-spaced hilltops. Even the kitten appeared struck by the view. Or maybe, based on the way it was twitching its little black tail, it was just trying to figure out how to leap through the glass and capture a horse.

Rather than gawking at the landscape, Rosa dug around in her purse then tapped the Executioner’s shoulder with a juice box. “Drink something,” she demanded, “then explain exactly what pack blindness means.”

Any relief my tense muscles had found from imagining the kitten stalking horses fled as the older woman’s words descended into a dark pool of silence. Alpha werewolves neither obeyed commands nor ignored them. The only societally accepted response was slapping the upstart back into her place.

But the man beside me had broken with all my other understandings of alpha-werewolf behavior, so this time I wasn’t entirely surprised to see him accept the fruit punch and hold its straw up to his lips as obediently as if he were a child. After one long swallow, his voice had indeed turned less raspy when he spoke again.

“Pack bonds allow an alpha to speak with his wolves silently. He uses the connection to feel what they’re feeling and to manage their actions. For lesser wolves, pack bonds bind them to their alpha and to each other, making the whole stronger than the sum of its parts.”

“Being pack blind is a disability, then,” I said, puzzling out the unspoken despite every urge telling me that safety came from silence. “Not a death sentence.”

“Correct,” the Executioner agreed. “But wolves crave connections. We have to be part of something bigger than ourselves if we want to stay sane. There are alternatives to the instinctive solution of the pack bond, but all options require careful management.”

His voice had turned raspy again, and this time he sipped at the juice box without prodding. Still, his words were dark when he continued. “Charles O’Connell’s adult son ignored his pack blindness and the results spilled out into the human community. When his father proved incapable of putting down his only offspring, I did my job.”

He did his job as Executioner, and now he was bringing another dead werewolf along as he confronted this same alpha.

Our car veered to the right then halted in front of an ornate gate in a long stone wall that undulated even more elegantly than the white horse fences had. The driver’s side window rolled down and the Executioner grabbed the kitten midleap without even glancing in its direction, facing the man peering at us through the guardhouse window instead.

A single eyebrow raise was the Executioner’s only greeting, and the gesture worked. The guardhouse shifter—because something about the redhead’s body language promised he boasted a wolf inside him—took one look at the Executioner, hit the button to open the gate, then closed his eyes in what a niggling memory told me was the exact sort of silent pack communication we’d just been discussing.

By the time the gate guard reopened his eyes, the scent of terror had carried all the way to my side of the vehicle. So it was no wonder his directions came out garbled. “Our alpha in the greenhouse. Is, I mean. He is in the greenhouse.”

Then we were riding up a long driveway toward an even bigger mansion than the ones we’d passed on our way here. Perhaps a quarter mile away on the other side of an expansive formal garden perched an elaborate glass-sided greenhouse.

The location of the alpha who had likely killed Benito. The place where, I got the distinct impression, Rosa intended to march come hell or high water.

“For your own safety,” the Executioner rasped as the vehicle stilled beneath us, “I recommend you stay in the car.”

My mother had never hesitated in the face of danger, so it was no surprise Rosa unfolded herself from her seat with only a hint of the pain I suspected nagged her stiff muscles. The only way to stuff her back inside now would be by force.

And where Rosa went, I was going. Her similarities to my mother and her own kindness to me had decided that.

In the end, the kitten was the only one who obeyed the Executioner’s command.


      [image: image-placeholder]The local alpha’s estate stretched wide, vast lawns interspersed with trees just starting to show hints of autumn color. The scene would have been pastoral and inviting if it weren’t for the dozens of wolves slipping out of various bushes and converging on the path we currently followed from car to greenhouse.

My sword rasped out of its umbrella sheath, and this time Rosa didn’t yelp. Instead, she sped up to walk a little closer to the Executioner, dead wolf slung over his shoulder, while I brought up the rear and guarded both of their backs.

Guarded their backs and assessed what we were walking into. As best I could tell, there were only two shapes visible through the glass wall of the greenhouse, a man past middle age and a boy perhaps a couple of years older than Benito.

No, that wasn’t quite right. A flash of movement at first read as one lone wolf inside the greenhouse, but when I peered closer the form materialized into a German shepherd shadowing the boy.

Not too much for the Executioner and me to handle between us, assuming we managed to reach our destination with so many wolves pressing closer and closer. None attacked, but none shifted into human form to greet us either. Instead, they penned us in, stalking silently beside and behind as we strode down the garden path toward the greenhouse, vastly outnumbered by fleet-footed predators.

No wonder memories that weren’t memories iced my veins. I didn’t know when or how, but I’d been surrounded by wolves like this once already. That time hadn’t ended well.

Fenced in. Trapped between sinewy bodies. Bared fangs threatened. Pain raked down my back and an amused male voice chided, “Not yet. Don’t take what’s mine.”

My lungs heaved, preparing for flight, but I forced my breathing to slow back to its normal cadence. I couldn’t afford to indulge in the past. Not when one very real wolf was veering closer to Rosa, his lips curling back to expose sharp teeth so much like the ones that haunted my memory fragments.

Quicker than thought, my sword sliced off the hairs tipping the snarler’s ears. “Next time,” I warned, lowering my voice with an effort, “I’ll aim for your eyes.”

His growled response was eerily quiet. I didn’t need to be tuned in to a pack bond to understand the threat he voiced was more dangerous than my own.

The response from the Executioner was instantaneous. Without turning, he released a lupine snarl from his human throat that raised goosebumps along the backs of my arms. The wolves around me skittered sideways, offering space they’d previously considered unnecessary.

Then we were at the door of the greenhouse. Through it, into a space that stunk so strongly of flowers that I couldn’t even smell Benito’s blood any longer. There was no missing the sight and sound, however, as his dead body was flung down onto a workbench, smashing dozens of orchids out of their elegant pots.
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Ceramic shards flew in every direction. Soil and plant parts spilled across the floor. And the man who’d been tending them turned with clippers in hand and the coiled grace of a furious predator. 

Charles O’Connell—because this had to be the local alpha—might have looked past his prime from outside, but now I could see a strong wolf lurking behind human pupils. Salt-and-pepper hair meant nothing when his inner beast stalked just as coldly and powerfully as the Executioner’s did.

Up close, in fact, the local pack leader’s edges all proved sharper than I’d thought they were at a distance. Sharply trimmed beard. Sharply creased trousers. So it came as no surprise that O’Connell’s words cut straight into the perceived weakness of his opponent as well.

“I see you’re no longer able to do your job alone. Bitch as a bodyguard and meat for a nanny. Interesting choice to shore up your waning strength.”

If O’Connell hoped to set off a pissing contest, he didn’t get his wish. Instead, the Executioner raised that single eyebrow he’d used on the gate guard and waited.

“Alright, I’ll play along.” The alpha poked at Benito’s body with his clippers. “Wolf. Young, male, dead.”

The subsequent pause stretched so long that O’Connell returned to tending his orchids. Or pretended to. But his movements were jerky as he clipped off a dead leaf. His attention, I knew, was still focused on the man who’d driven us here.

“Your territory. Your kill?” the Executioner rasped at last through air so thick with flower fumes it almost managed to mask O’Connell’s rising fury and terror.

“Why, no. Thank you for asking so politely.” O’Connell bared his teeth. “I’m not responsible for every lone wolf who wanders across my borders and finds himself belly up.”

“At the hands of your clan then?”

The air around us turned colder, as if the exchange between the two alpha werewolves had sucked all latent energy out of the warm greenhouse interior. I didn’t understand why the Executioner’s question was worse than slamming Benito’s body down amid O’Connell’s flowers until the latter unleashed an answer that was almost more growl than words.

“You killed my son. Now you’re accusing me of pack blindness?”

As he spoke, the older man raised his eyes to the wolves lined up outside the greenhouse, and it was alpha wolf who stared at them, not human. He gave no obvious hand or facial gesture, but my teeth ached with cold for one split second. Then the mass of underlings began prancing and pivoting like a child’s toys.

The dance was grotesque, wolves tossed hither and yon as if O’Connell had no concern for the future of his playthings. I could almost feel ligaments straining and bones fracturing as limbs moved in directions joints had never been meant to bend.

This was what an alpha werewolf could do via the pack bond. This was what an alpha werewolf chose to do to his own pack mates while merely proving a point.

I shivered, unable to breathe until the awful dance wound down into a panting, whining mass of collapsed animals. Unlike me, O’Connell ignored their pain and took a step toward the Executioner. “I know what happens within my clan.”

“Good news for your clan then,” the Executioner rasped, seemingly unaffected by the display of power and awfulness, “since this wolf was slaughtered by gunfire within earshot of human officials. A breach of shifter law that carries with it the penalty of death.”

So many words in quick succession turned the Executioner’s speech into sandpaper. And for a moment I thought that was why the boy, who’d been silent and still up until that point, dropped the big bin of potting soil he’d been clutching to his chest.

The dog beside him barked once as dirt spun out across concrete and gravel, so much more dirt than the descent of Benito’s body had spilled moments earlier. The scent of fear overcame the cloying aroma of flowers, its bitterness tightening my throat.

“You aren’t needed here, Peter,” O’Connell bit out without turning to face his young pack mate.

“Yes, Grandpa.”

Obediently, boy and dog made a beeline toward the second entrance at the far end of the long greenhouse. As they walked, the canine’s nose lifted to nudge human hand, then fingers sunk into shepherd ruff.

It was a heartwarming scene. A boy and his dog, united in the face of adult awfulness.

But, the Executioner’s unlikely kitten aside, since when did werewolves keep pets?

“Wolves crave connections,” the Executioner had rasped while explaining pack blindness. And in that moment, I knew who had killed Benito. I knew who and possibly why and there was no way I intended to let the Executioner figure it out.

The culprit was O’Connell’s grandson, of course. A grandson who inherited DNA from a werewolf dead due to an untreated disability. A grandson who’d been given a dog for a companion as if he was a lonely human child even though he was surrounded twenty-four-seven by pack mates. A grandson who hadn’t felt any need to dance like the rest of the clan when O’Connell harshly twisted pack bonds.

And, sure, it did appear possible to counteract Chief O’Connell’s orders with raw dominance. At least one of the werewolves outside had managed to shift back into his human body already. Gasping, the curly-haired forty-something found his feet, mouth pursed but neck turned toward his pack leader in instant submission that downplayed his apparently uninvited shift.

In contrast, the timid child currently retreating from us wasn’t any sort of lupine powerhouse. Far from it. If I didn’t miss my guess, O’Connell’s grandson, like his son, was pack blind.

The question of why pack blindness might drive an apparently mild teenager to murder was a little trickier. But a fragment of memory offered a potential explanation.

“Fox,” Benito had growled the moment he met me. At the time, I’d reacted to the immediate danger rather than wondering how the teenager had sniffed out the difference between fox and wolf on a two-legger when other werewolves lacked that ability.

If Benito’s nose had been extraordinary, however, who’s to say he couldn’t also sniff out Peter’s pack blindness? Sniff it out and say something that might cause Peter to react like a cornered wolf.

And, yes, if my guesses were correct, then Peter was a killer. But something about his relationship with his grandfather suggested the gun’s trigger had been pulled out of desperation, desperation I well understood after waking with no memory and being swept into a world full of life-threatening danger. Maybe I was reading too much of my trauma into Peter’s past, or maybe I wasn’t. Either way, it was at least worth learning the nuances of the situation before turning a child over to the Executioner’s cold version of justice.

So I did the only thing I could think of to get us out of there. I provoked the recovering werewolves on the other side of the glass wall.

A thumbed nose and bared teeth wouldn’t have gone far in the normal course of events. But these wolves had been sorely mistreated moments earlier and being four-legged meant reactions were likely to veer toward instinct and away from the realm of rationality. Curly Hair ignored me, but the others began streaming through the open greenhouse door the moment I sharpened my incisors into a fox grin within my human mouth.

Dozens of wolves came at me fast and united. More than I’d thought would be able to run so soon after their manipulated revelry. Wilder than I’d thought werewolves in such civilized surroundings would act.

I raised my sword, unable to back up with a plant-topped table behind me. Memories of wolves rushing at me just like this at some time in my foggy past tried to consume me. Memories of losing my footing and going down beneath them, fur in my mouth and no way to call for help…

Perhaps my plan hadn’t been so well conceived after all.
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“Drop. Now.”  Ice formed on orchid petals as syllables fell from the Executioner’s mouth like frost crystals. It was the same sort of alpha manipulation O’Connell had recently engaged in, but in this case the effort was fueled by superior dominance rather than a pack bond.

It worked. The wolves around me fell to their bellies on the greenhouse gravel while O’Connell’s face turned red and sweaty. “You have no right to command my pack mates,” he forced out through lips that seemed unwilling to move.

“I’ll warn you only once.” The Executioner’s rasp expanded the cold front already shriveling leaves of the tropical plants O’Connell had put so much effort into propagating. “These women are under my protection. Harm them and face my wrath.”

As he spoke, he scooped Benito’s body out of the pot shards and jerked his chin at Rosa. It was time to leave and it made sense for our human companion to precede him.

Rosa understood the gesture as well as I did, but her steps were unsteady as she worked her way through a maze of werewolves on her way to the exit. No wonder when cold lupine eyes were the only movement within otherwise frozen bodies, all trained on the person they considered easiest prey.

Rosa wasn’t easy prey, however. Not if she was under the Executioner’s protection. And not if my sword was there to guard her back.

Fear from my shrouded past made it hard to turn my back on angry alphas, but I did so anyway. I hopped across furry bodies and reached Rosa before she’d made it three steps. Taking her arm with my free hand, I steadied us both while starting us moving toward the exit a little faster.

The expedited motion appeared to unstick Rosa’s lips. “I think I’m ready to be taken home now,” she decided, voice quavering in a way she hadn’t allowed it to earlier.

The Executioner’s scent reached me before his answer. Lemon-meringue sweetness matched the subtle amusement in his terse rejoinder: “At last.”


      [image: image-placeholder]That’s where we went. Back to Rosa’s house, where her texts had assembled masses of family members to fill her yard and house to bursting. This time, the Executioner willingly carried Benito’s body to a dog-sized coffin that waited on the front porch. The big, scary alpha seemed as awkward surrounded by flowers and finger food as Rosa had amid frozen werewolves, and to my relief he made no move to threaten anyone for knowing what they shouldn’t have known.

Despite his restraint, Rosa’s large family glared as we passed between them. So I wasn’t at all surprised when the Executioner laid Benito’s corpse into the coffin then retreated back toward his vehicle and the sleeping kitten on the back seat. He met my gaze, opened his mouth, shook his head, then clicked the car door shut and drove away without a single word of farewell.

And I was glad, or I should have been. Because afternoon already dimmed toward evening, which meant that my daily loss of memory wasn’t far behind. Even if I managed to keep my eyes open all night, dawn would come before I was ready for it. Tomorrow, I’d wake with nothing to guide me except Rosa’s goodwill and Kami’s assistance.

Kami. Fiddlesticks. In the midst of werewolf awfulness, I’d forgotten her intention to pick me up after work. Had stood her up and now had no way to track her down.

Except, that wasn’t quite true. A cheerful whistle drew my eye to the street corner as my doppelganger strolled around it.

“Rosa texted,” my not-quite-twin observed once she was close enough for us to speak easily. “Sounds like you two had a pretty rough day, but food’ll take the edge off.”

Then she was pushing into the gathering as easily as if she wasn’t crashing a wake to steal snacks for both of us. And Rosa was returning to my side in order to offer me a rectangle of glass and plastic that my brain took a moment to identify.

Cellphone. Right, those communication devices everyone except me seemed to be lugging around.

“Here,” the older woman said while I was still catching up to the present. “I was going to give this to Benito, but…”

Her voice broke and she swallowed hard. Still, Rosa’s fingers were steady as she pressed a button on the side of the phone, lighting up the glowing screen.

“You add contacts like this.” She showed me each step as she took it, moving intentionally slowly so I could follow along. “Take a picture to jog your memory then round it out with text reminders for yourself.”

Rosa, the phone now read beside the older woman’s picture. Co-worker.

I cradled the device in my hands, astounded by the possibilities. “Thank you.”

Rosa brushed away my gratitude. “I worry about someone taking advantage of your memory loss. Be sure to type in only what you see with your own eyes.”

Right now, what I saw was a woman taking time away from the traumatic death of her grandnephew to provide a lifeline to a near stranger. As such, I knew what I’d add beside her name—kind, dependable, listen to every word she says.

I wouldn’t just listen to her, I’d help her find closure also. Because as much as I could tell that Rosa was glad to be out of danger and among her family at last, she wasn’t quite able to hide her pain any longer. When her gaze caught on a dog being walked on the other side of the street, a big mutt that almost appeared lupine from a distance, the corners of her mouth sagged precipitously down.

Then she turned back to face me and her living family members. Rosa would stay here and hold her loved ones tight because she was the center of this mass of tight-knit kinship. But at night when no one was looking, would she slip into the darkened kitchen and brew a solo cup of tea rather than asking for help? Would she sit with the lights out and remember the grandnephew she’d lost for no reason she could understand?

I couldn’t bring Benito back to life, but I could resolve that limbo. I still had a few hours before my memory reset after all, which should be enough to finish dealing with the mystery of his death.

“I owe you,” I told Rosa, feeling something wrench in my gut at the words. “I’ll see you tomorrow?”

“Stay,” the older woman contradicted. “It would be good for someone who understands the other side of Benito’s life to be present at his wake.”

And now her shoulders bent down even further until their sag matched her mouth’s frown line. I itched to prop her back up. But I couldn’t, not yet.

Instead, I shook my head. “I’ve got some errands to run. I’ll drop in again later though?”

Before Rosa could argue the point, a force of nature whirled up behind me. Kami’s arm crooked through mine while she offloaded a paper napkin full of goodies into my free hand. “Eat this one first,” she said, pointing at something fried and warm. “It’s amazing. Then tell me where we’re going.”

That was information I didn’t want to convey in front of someone who’d clearly put me into the category of younger-relative-to-be-protected. Rosa had made it out of that greenhouse unscathed only because of the Executioner’s alpha strength and he wouldn’t be along during this second expedition into the heart of O’Connell territory.

So instead, I guided the conversation around to the issue of transportation, which Rosa promptly solved with her usual generosity. Her van needed to be picked up from the mall parking lot anyway and she didn’t mind us borrowing it to run so-called errands. Especially if Kami—who had a driver’s license—was the one behind the wheel.

“Tru needs a license too,” Rosa chided, handing van keys to the designated driver. “Soon. She can’t depend on you forever.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Kami answered, face serious but eyes twinkling. “My number one top priority is getting this albatross to stop whacking me in the chest.”

And Rosa smiled back, the first hint of amusement she’d offered since her grandnephew’s death. “Tru can learn to drive and still enjoy your company. And I look forward to enjoying both of your company when your errands are over. The attic guest room will be empty if you want to spend the night.”

Our overnight stay sounded like an offer, but I could tell it was more of a plea. Rosa needed us there, so I was grateful when Kami brokered no objections. “You got it,” she agreed.
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On the way to the mall, Kami claimed the front seat of the car driven by one of Benito’s brothers. The twenty-something who’d been dragooned into providing transport for the first leg of our journey should have been old enough to handle a moderate amount of teasing, but Kami’s sparkle was so extreme that he almost ran three stoplights. In the mall lot, she rewarded him for the ride with a lip-lock that set him blushing and stammering so hard I wasn’t sure he’d make it home in one piece. He definitely guided his vehicle into the curb while craning his neck to wave goodbye. 

“That wasn’t nice.”

“Wasn’t it, though? He looked pretty darn happy after I kissed him.” Kami pushed a button and all the windows in our borrowed van slid down in synchrony. She was driving too fast, but traffic was sparse and the wind felt good on my face so I didn’t complain.

“You didn’t want to tell Rosa where we were going,” Kami continued, turning the full force of her charisma in my direction. “Which brings me to the obvious question: which bank are we robbing tonight?”

I wasn’t entirely sure she was kidding. After all, stars had started piercing the darkening sky and night begged me to shift and sprint across dew-dampened ground, hunting pleasure. Perhaps that was why Kami was acting so crazy. Perhaps night called to her as well.

But I was capable of resisting the urge while Kami didn’t appear to have an ounce of impulse control stashed anywhere about her person. For her own safety, my upcoming visit to Peter’s bedroom would have to be a solo endeavor. Finding my way back to the city afterwards would be tricky but better than Kami exploding the powder keg that was a den of resting wolves.

So—“No banks,” I told her at last. “I just need you to drop me off then I’ll meet you back at Rosa’s.”

“Tru has a boyfriend!”

I didn’t. Or I thought I didn’t. Not that I’d remember if I did.

Out of nowhere, the Executioner’s face rose up in my mind’s eye. Not as I’d seen him last, but as he’d been that morning, long lashes closed as he nestled into the pillow beside mine. He might be an alpha werewolf, but something about him felt dependable. Tantalizing. Like boyfriend material.

Squashing the random thought, I focused instead on my current circumstances. These few moments in the car with Kami were, at long last, my chance to unlock the mystery my lack of memory presented. “Kami,” I started, not even sure which question to ask first, “Can you tell me more about my past?”

“Can I?” Kami rolled her eyes. “Yes. Tomorrow. You’re just going to forget, again, if I do the whole song and dance tonight.”

She was right, and yet… I opened my mouth to ask a more specific question. Something smaller and easier to answer. Like—where was Okaasan? Had I simply been reacting to the Executioner’s job title and alpha scent when I wrote Scary Guy on my arm or did the two of us share a darker history? When had my memory loss started? Was it likely to ever end?

Okay, so maybe those questions weren’t so small after all. Before I could spit any of them out, Kami had already moved on. “Hey, I forgot to tell you, your clothes are in my bag. If you want to change, I can get your uniform clean for tomorrow.”

And suddenly the too-revealing jumpsuit I’d grown used to over the course of the day chaffed unbearably against my skin. “You’re a lifesaver.”

“A lifesaver and a mood-saver,” she agreed as I slid out of my seat and into the back so I could wriggle out of one set of clothes and into another. “Now it’s time to par-tay!”

With that, she cranked up the radio until the bass thumped like the blood through my veins. Kami’s voice twined with the lead singer’s and she elbowed me after I returned to the front seat, demanding I join in.

Instead, I tried to stick to the topic at hand. “Kami!” I yelled, “I need to talk to you!”

“You need a break!” she shouted back. “Death! Werewolves! Let it go for one song at least!”

Despite myself, I couldn’t help finding her amusing. “You’re telling me I should willingly forget the little bit of the past I actually remember?”

I hadn’t raised my voice to carry above the music this time, but Kami seemed to hear me anyway. Because she grinned and nodded far more vigorously than the conversation merited. “Exactly! If you don’t know the words, just hum!”

Kami’s joy at the open road was contagious and I soon found myself segueing from a quiet hum to an open-mouthed croon of backup vocals. One song led to another and I only interrupted the party to provide gestured directions as we exited the highway and rolled past horse pastures I could no longer see in the dark.

By the time Kami pulled over at the blind curve my direction sense promised was just out of sight of O’Connell’s driveway, I felt free and alive in a way I hadn’t since catching sight of Benito’s body. Kami was right. I’d needed that singalong.

She turned down the radio but didn’t shut it off as I got out. “I see you have a phone now,” she observed. “Call me if you need a ride.”

After that, she rattled off a number which I keyed in along with her name while watching her taillights disappear around the bend. Then I was climbing over the stone wall—harder while human than it would have been vulpine but far from impossible—and picking my way through a pitch dark woodland, before freezing as a familiar voice rasped out a single word.

“Unfortunate.”


      [image: image-placeholder]Unfortunate was right. The chances of both me and the Executioner ending up back on O’Connell property by chance were infinitesimal. And while he had a right to be here, I did not.

So I’d take my lumps and try to turn the tide in Peter’s favor as best I could rather than dealing with this solo. I squared my shoulders and stepped forward, then froze as a female voice proved the Executioner hadn’t been addressing me after all.

“Unfortunate or not,” she said, “the damage has already been done. Human authorities were contacted about the gunshot and the sighting went all the way up the chain. Which means we need a public execution, the sooner the better.”

Execution. I ignored the tightness in my jaw and focused on what was directly in front of me. How had I missed not just one nearby person but two?

Oddly, no matter how hard I sniffed, all I smelled was bitter lemons. The Executioner’s scent lacked the sweetness I usually associated with his presence, but it was still distinctively his. Meanwhile, I picked out his broad shadow at last, nearly hidden by shrubbery twenty feet away.

Then he moved just the tiniest bit and reflected moonlight glinted off a thin rectangular device that I was now quite familiar with. The woman we’d both listened to a moment earlier wasn’t actually here with us on O’Connell property. Her voice was simply being broadcast from the speaker of a cellphone.

Which didn’t make their conversation any less disturbing, not when I distinctly remembered the Executioner’s words just before Peter dropped that tray of potting soil. “This wolf was slaughtered by gunfire within earshot of human officials,” he’d rasped. “A breach of shifter law that carries with it the penalty of death.”

He and this unknown woman were discussing executing a boy who suffered from a debilitating disability. They were planning a final punishment without considering mitigating circumstances such as motive or age.

My fingers clenched around the handle of my umbrella when the Executioner failed to argue with the woman’s assertion. Instead, he offered one word only. “Understood.”

Then he ended the call and turned to face me as easily as if he’d known I was present all along. The light of the fingernail moon illuminated a strong nose and high cheekbones while the dark shadows of his eyes somehow managed to touch me in a way that was almost physical.

“I’d hoped,” he rasped, “that you wouldn’t come.”








  
  

Chapter 11
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Despite his cool welcome, the Executioner didn’t order me to leave. Nor did he speak again as we wended our way through O’Connell’s sprawling garden which, here at the edge, more closely resembled wild forest. 

Without the kitten’s presence, in fact, I was left wondering if I’d imagined the earlier signs of softness in the man beside me. A rabbit hopped onto the path we’d been paralleling and he instantly stiffened like a wolf would have. Lights blazed on overhead in response to the rabbit and the scent of alpha fur wafting off the Executioner grew so overpowering it nearly made me choke.

He was still two-legged, though, which couldn’t be said for other inhabitants of this property. Too close for comfort, one wolf yipped off to our right then another to our left. O’Connell had booby-trapped his garden with motion-activated lights alerting lupine guards and this rabbit was bringing the latter down upon us at this very moment.

I froze, fear clogging my throat as I remembered…

Running. Fleeing a wolf pack that hunted me as if I was no more dangerous than a rabbit munching clover. My pads tore and bled. My lungs wheezed. Yet their hot breath came ever closer until…

The past blinded me, so I felt rather than saw when a warm hand pressed into the small of my back, guiding me away from the spotlight. A huge body backed me up against a tree trunk, not quite touching my skin but standing vigil between me and danger anyway.

I panted, frozen by fear of the past and of the present. Alpha musk surrounded me and I couldn’t quite recall what was then and what was now. I only knew that the overwhelming musk clogging my nostrils wasn’t safe, wasn’t good.

My mouth fell open, panting out terror, and a hand landed atop my lips. It could have been a threat—broad palm covering my mouth, muffling my ability to scream for help.

But the touch was feather light. The gesture was a warning only.

Be silent, he was telling me. Be still.

I was. I stood there chest to chest with the Executioner, listening as four-legged sentries stalked just a few yards from our hiding place.

I couldn’t see them, but I could hear them. Well, no, that wasn’t quite true. I could hear the rabbit shrieking out its death squeal. I could hear a snap followed by the scent of blood spinning toward us so powerfully that iron coated my tongue.

I shivered, hoping our scent trail had been far enough away from the rabbit so these guards wouldn’t notice. Then gradually my shivers faded. The Executioner’s body heat, close but not quite touching, had warmed my frigid skin.

Inside that protected cocoon, I couldn’t tell when the wolves left, their feet silent on the path and their howls choked by rabbit flesh. All I knew was that the glow of light just barely visible out of the corner of my eye quenched after a breathless eternity. All I knew was that the Executioner took one long step away from me and allowed cold air to invade where the warmth of his body had recently clung.

“I apologize for invading your personal space,” he said at last, voice rougher than it should have been after so few words. But perhaps he’d spoken to that woman more than I was aware of, had rubbed his throat raw in the process.

I had a strange urge to offer him a juice box the same way Rosa had. But I didn’t possess a purse full of grandmotherly items. Hadn’t expected to need anything for tonight’s invasion other than my sword and my wits.

So I just shook my head and followed the Executioner deeper into O’Connell’s garden, the wild space stretching large as a park before us. By the time we reached a small cottage, we were so far from the main house there were no lights present other than the faintest glimmer around one room’s curtains and the tiniest sliver of illumination above the back door.

Little light was visible, but scents were strong here. Dog pee overwhelming wolf pee.

If I’d hoped the Executioner had misread clues and intended to bark up the wrong tree, I’d hoped wrong. Because every indication pointed in one direction only.
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