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  STRAY

My heart pounding, I stepped out of the alley, half expecting to be struck by lightning or hit by a runaway train. Nothing happened, but I couldnt shake the feeling that something was wrong. I took another step, my eyes wide to let in all of the available light. Still nothing happened.
    

  I was feeling foolish now, chasing a stranger down a dark alley at night, like some bimbo from a bad horror film. In the movies, this was where things always went wrong. A hairy hand would reach out of the shadows and grab the curious-but-brainless heroine around the throat, laughing sadistically while she wasted her last breath on a scream.
     

The difference between the movies and reality was that in real life, I was the hairy monster, and the only screaming I ever did was in rage. I was about as likely to cry for help as I was to spontaneously combust. If this particular bad guy hadnt figured that out yet, he was in for a very big surprise.
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       One

      The moment the door opened I knew an ass-kicking was inevitable. Whether Id be giving it or receiving it was still a bit of a mystery.
      The smell hit me as I left the air-conditioned comfort of the language building for the heat of another north-central Texas summer, tugging my backpack higher on my shoulder as I squinted into the sunset. A step behind me, my roommate, Sammi, was ranting about the guest lecturers discriminatory view of womens contributions to nineteenth-century literature. Id been about to play devils advocate, just for the hell of it, when a shift in the evening breeze stopped me where I stood, on the top step of the narrow front porch.
      My argument forgotten, I froze, scanning the shadowy quad for the source of the unmistakable scent. Visually, nothing was out of the ordinary: just small groups of summer students talking on their way to and from the dorms. Human students. But what I smelled wasnt human. It wasnt even close.
      Absorbed in her rant, Sammi didnt realize Id stopped. She walked right into me, cursing loud enough to draw stares when her binder fell out of her hand and popped open on the ground, littering the steps with loose-leaf paper.
      I could use a little notice next time you plan on zoning out, Faythe, she snapped, bending to gather up her notes. Grunts and more colorful words issued from behind her, where our fellow grad students were stalled by our pedestrian traffic jam. Lit majors are not known for watching where theyre going; most of us walk with our eyes in a book instead of on the path ahead.
      Sorry. I knelt to help her, snatching a sheet of paper from the concrete before the student behind me could stomp on it. Standing, I took the steps two at a time, following Sammi to a brick half wall jutting from the porch. Still talking, she set her binder on the ledge and began methodically reorganizing her notes, completely oblivious to the scent, as humans always were. I barely heard her incessant chatter as she worked.
            My nostrils flared slightly to take in more of the smell as I turned my face into the breeze. There. Across the quad, in the alley between the physics building and Curry Hall.
      My fist clenched around the strap of my backpack and my teeth ground together. He wasnt supposed to be here. None of them were supposed to be here. My father had promised.
      Id always known they were watching me, in spite of my fathers agreement not to interfere in my life. On occasion, Id spot a too-bright eye in the crowd at a football game, or notice a familiar profile in line at the food court. And rarelyonly twice before in five yearsI caught a distinctive scent on the air, like the taste of my childhood, sweet and familiar, but with a bitter aftertaste. The smell was faint and tauntingly intimate. And completely unwelcome.
      They were subtle, all those glimpses, those hints that my life wasnt as private as we all pretended. Daddys spies faded silently into crowds and shadows because they wanted to be seen no more than I wanted to see them.
      But this one was different. He wanted me to see him. Even worsehe wasnt one of Daddys.
      that her ideas are somehow less important because she had ovaries instead of testes is beyond chauvinistic. Its barbaric. Someone shouldFaythe? Sammi nudged me with her newly restored notebook. You okay? You look like you just saw a ghost.
      No, I hadnt seen a ghost. Id smelled a cat.
      Im feeling a little sick to my stomach. I grimaced only long enough to be convincing. Im going to go lie down. Will you apologize to the group for me?
      She frowned. Faythe, this was your idea.
      I know. I nodded, thinking of the four other M.A. candidates already gathered around their copies of Loves Labours Lost in the library. Tell everyone Ill be there next week. I swear.
      Okay, she said with a shrug of her bare, freckled shoulders. Its your grade. Seconds later, Sammi was just another denim-clad student on the sidewalk, completely oblivious to what lurked in the late-evening shadows thirty yards away.
      I left the concrete path to cut across the quad, struggling to keep anger from showing on my face. Several feet from the sidewalk, I stepped on my shoelace, giving myself time to come up with a plan of action as I retied it. Kneeling, I kept one eye on the alley, watching for a glimpse of the trespasser. This wasnt supposed to happen. In my entire twenty-three years, Id never heard of a stray getting this far into our territory without being caught. It simply wasnt possible.
            Yet there he was, hiding just out of sight in the alley. Like a coward.
      I could have called my father to report the intruder. I probably should have called him, so he could send the designated spy-of-the-day to take care of the problem. But calling would necessitate speaking to my father, which I made a point to avoid at all costs. My only other course of action was to scare the stray off on my own, then dutifully report the incident the next time I caught one of the guys watching me. No big deal. Strays were loners, and typically as skittish as deer when confronted. They always ran from Pride cats because we always worked in pairs, at the very least.
      Except for me.
      But the stray wouldnt know I had no backup. Hell, I probably did have backup. Thanks to my fathers paranoia, I was never really alone. True, I hadnt actually seen whoever was on duty today, but that didnt mean anything. I couldnt always spot them, but they were always there.
      Shoe tied, I stood, for once reassured by my fathers overprotective measures. I tossed my bag over one shoulder and ambled toward the alley, doing my best to appear relaxed. As I walked, I searched the quad discreetly, looking for my hidden backup. Whoever he was, hed finally learned how to hide. Perfect timing.
            The sun slipped below the horizon as I approached the alley. In front of Curry Hall, an automatic streetlight flickered to life, buzzing softly. I stopped in the circle of soft yellow light cast on the sidewalk, gathering my nerve.
      The stray was probably just curious, and would likely run as soon as he knew Id seen him. But if he didnt, Id have to scare him off through other, more hands-on means. Unlike most of my fellow tabby cats, I knew how to fight; my father had made sure of that. Unfortunately, Id never made the jump from theory to practice, except against my brothers. Sure, I could hold my own with them, but I hadnt sparred in years, and this didnt feel like a very good time to test skills still unproven in the real world.
      Its not too late to call in the cavalry, I thought, patting the slim cell phone in my pocket. Except that it was. Every time I spoke to my father, he came up with a new excuse to call me home. This time he wouldnt even need to make one up. Id have to handle the problem myself.
      My resolve as stiff as my spine, I stepped out of the light and into the darkness.
      Heart pounding, I entered the alley, tightening my grip on my bag as if it were the handle of a sword. Or maybe the corner of a security blanket. I sniffed the air. He was still there; I could smell him. But now that I was closer to the source, I detected something strange in his scentsomething even more out of place than the odor of a stray deep inside my Prides territory. Whoever this trespasser was, he wasnt local. There was a distinctive foreign nuance to his scent. Exotic. Spicy, compared to the blandly familiar base scent of my fellow American cats.
      My pulse throbbed in my throat. Foreign. Shit. I was in over my head.
      I was digging in my pocket for my phone when something clattered to the ground farther down the alley. I froze, straining to see in the dark, but with my human eyes, it was a lost cause. Without Shifting, I couldnt make out anything but vague outlines and deep shadows. Unfortunately, Shifting wasnt an option at that moment. It would take too long, and Id be defenseless during the transition.
      Human form it is.
      I glanced quickly behind me, looking for signs of life from the quad. It was empty now, as far as I could tell. There were no potential witnesses; everyone with half a brain was either studying or partying. So why was I playing hide-and-seek after dark with an unidentified stray?
      My muscles tense and my ears on alert, I started down the alley. Four steps later, I stepped through a broken tennis racket and stumbled into a rusty Dumpster. My bag thumped to the ground as my head hit the side of the trash receptacle, ringing it like an oversize gong.
      Smooth, Faythe, I thought, the metallic thrum still echoing in my ears.
      I bent over to pick up my bag, and a darting motion up ahead caught my eye. The strayin human form, thankfullyran from the mouth of the alley into the parking lot behind Curry Hall, his feet unnaturally silent on the asphalt. Pale moonlight shined on a head full of dark, glossy curls as he ran.
      Instinct overrode my fear and caution. Adrenaline flooded my veins. I tossed my bag over my shoulder and sprinted down the center of the alley. The stray had fled, as Id hoped he would, and the feline part of my brain demanded I follow. When mice run, cats give chase.
      At the end of the alley, I paused, staring at the parking lot. It was empty, but for an old, busted up Lincoln with a rusty headlight. The stray was gone. How the hell had he gotten away so fast?
      A prickly feeling started at the base of my neck, raising tiny hairs the length of my spine. Every security light in the lot was unlit. They were supposed to be automatic, like the ones in the quad. Without the familiar buzz and the reassuring flood of incandescent light, the parking lot was an unbroken sea of dark asphalt, eerily quiet and disturbingly calm.
      My heart pounding, I stepped out of the alley, half expecting to be struck by lightning or hit by a runaway train. Nothing happened, but I couldnt shake the feeling that something was wrong. I took another step, my eyes wide to let in all of the available light. Still nothing happened.
      I was feeling foolish now, chasing a stranger down a dark alley at night, like some bimbo from a bad horror film. In the movies, this was where things always went wrong. A hairy hand would reach out of the shadows and grab the curious-but-brainless heroine around the throat, laughing sadistically while she wasted her last breath on a scream.
      The difference between the movies and reality was that in real life, I was the hairy monster, and the only screaming I ever did was in rage. I was about as likely to cry for help as I was to spontaneously combust. If this particular bad guy hadnt figured that out yet, he was in for a very big surprise.
      Emboldened by my own mental pep talk, I took another step.
      The distinctive foreign scent washed over me, and my pulse jumped, but I never saw the kick coming.
            Suddenly I was staring at the ground, doubled over from the pain in my stomach and fighting for the strength to suck in my next breath.
      My bag fell to the ground at my feet. A pair of black, army-style boots stepped into sight, and the smell of stray intensified. I looked up just in time to register dark eyes and a creepy smile before his right fist shot out toward me. My arms flew up to block the blow, but his other arm was already flying. His left fist slammed into the right side of my chest.
      Fresh pain burst to life in my rib cage, radiating in a widening circle. One hand pressed to my side, I struggled to stand up straight, panicked when I couldnt.
      An ugly cackling laugh clawed my inner chalkboard and pissed me off. This was my campus, and my Prides territory. He was the outsider, and it was time he learned how Pride cats dealt with intruders.
      He pulled his fist back for another blow, but this time I was ready. Ignoring the pain in my side, I lunged to my right, reaching for a handful of his hair. My fingers tangled in a thick clump of curls. I shoved his head down and brought my knee up. The two connected. Bone crunched. Something warm and wet soaked through my jeans. The scent of fresh blood saturated the air, and I smiled.
      Ah, memories
            The stray jerked his head free of my grip and lurched out of reach, leaving me several damp curls as souvenirs. Wiping blood from his broken nose, he growled deep inside his throat, a sound like the muted rumble of an engine.
      You should really thank me, I said, a little impressed by the damage Id caused. Trust me. Its an improvement.
      Jodienda puta! he said, spitting a mouthful of blood on the concrete.
      Spanish? I was pretty sure it wasnt a compliment. Yeah, well, back at cha. Get your mangy ass out of here before I decide a warning isnt enough!
      Instead of complying, he aimed his next shot for my face. I tried to dodge the punch, but couldnt quite move fast enough. His fist slammed into the side of my skull.
      I reeled from the blow, fireworks going off behind my eyelids. My head throbbed like a migraine on steroids. The whole world seemed to spin just for me.
      At the edge of my graying vision, the stray fumbled for something in his pocket, cursing beneath his breath in a Spanish-like language I couldnt quite identify. His arm shot out again. Not steady enough yet to move, I braced myself for impact. The blow never came. He grabbed my arm and pulled trying to haul me away from the deserted student center.
      What the hell? When confronted by a Pride cat, any stray in possession of two brain cells to rub together would take off with his fur standing on end. After what Id done to his face, this one should have run screaming from me in terror. It was because I was a girl, I knew it. If I were a tomcat instead of a tabby, hed already be halfway to Mexico.
      I hate it when men arent afraid of me. It reminds me of home.
      Backpedaling to keep from falling, I tried to yank my arm from his grip. It didnt work. Angry now, I swung my free fist around, smashing it into his skull. He grunted and dropped my arm.
      I rushed toward the alley and snatched my bag from the ground. The strays footsteps pounded behind me. I tightened my grip and whirled around, swinging the pack by its straps. It smashed into his left ear. His head snapped back and to the side. More blood flew from his nose, splattering the parking lot with dark droplets. The stray fell on his ass on the concrete, one hand covering the side of his head. He stared at me in astonishment. I laughed. Apparently the complete works of Shakespeare packed quite a wallop.
      To think, my mother said Id never find use for an English degree. Ha! Id like to see her knock someone silly with an apron and a cookie press.
      Puta loco, the stray muttered, digging in his pocket again as he scrambled to his feet. Without another wordor even a glancehe took off across the parking lot toward the Lincoln. Seconds later, tires screeched as he peeled from the lot, heading south on Welch Street.
      Adios! I watched him go, sore but pleased. Surely after that, Daddy will have to admit I can take care of myself.
      Panting from exertion, I threw my bag over my shoulder and glanced at my watch. Damn. Sammi would be home from study group soon, and shed be horrified by my bloody jeans and brand-new bruises. Id have to change before she got in. Unfortunately, keeping bruises hidden from Andrew would be much harder. Dating humans could be a real pain in the ass sometimes.
      Still picturing the intruders mutilated face, I turned back toward the alleyand came face-to-face with another stray. Well, face-to-head-shrouded-in-shadow, anyway. He stood five feet away, just out of reach of the pale moonlight, and I could see nothing but the hands hanging empty at his sides. I knew at a glance that they could do serious damage, even clenched around nothing but air.
            I didnt need to smell this stray to know who he was; his scent was as familiar to me as my own. Marc. My fathers second-in-command. Daddy had never sent Marc beforenot once in five years. Something was wrong.
      Tension crept up my back and down my arms, curling my hands into fists. I gritted my teeth to hold in a shriek of fury; the last thing I needed was to call attention to myself. Human do-gooders were always out to save the world, but few of them had any idea what kind of a world they really lived in.
      I stepped slowly toward Marc, letting my backpack slide down my arm to the ground. I fixed my gaze on the shadow hiding his gold-flecked eyes. He didnt move. I came closer, my pulse pounding in my throat. He raised his left hand, reaching out to me. I slapped it away.
      Shifting my weight to my left leg, I let my right foot fly, hitting him in the chest with a high side kick. Grunting, he stumbled into the alley. His heel hit the corner of a wooden crate and he fell on his ass on a damp cardboard box.
      Faythe, its me!
      I know who the hell you are. I came toward him with my hands on my hips. Why do you think I kicked you? I pulled my right foot back, prepared to let it fly again. His arm shot out almost too fast to see, and his hand wrapped around my left ankle. He pulled me off my feet with one tug. I landed on my rear beside him, on a split-open trash bag.
      Damn it, Marc, Im sitting in this mornings fresh-squeezed orange peels.
      He chuckled, crossing his arms over a black T-shirt, clinging to well-defined pecs. You nearly broke my ribs.
      Youll live.
      No thanks to you. He pushed himself awkwardly to his feet and held out a hand for me. When I ignored it, he rolled his eyes and pulled me up by my wrist. Whats with the kung fu routine, anyway?
      I yanked my arm from his grip and stepped back, glaring at him as I wiped orange pulp from the seat of my pants. Its tae kwon do, and you damn well know it. Wed trained togetheralongside all four of my brothersfor nearly a decade. Youre lucky I didnt kick your face in. What took you so fucking long? If you guys are going to hang around without permission, you might as well make yourselves useful when Im in mortal peril. That is what Daddys paying you for.
      You handled yourself fine.
      Like youd know. I bet he was halfway to his car by the time you got here.
            Only a quarter of the way, Marc said, grinning. Anyway, I was the one in real danger. I got cornered by a pack of wild sorority sisters in the food court. Apparently its mating season.
      I frowned at him, picturing a throng of girls in matching pink T-shirts giggling as they vied for his attention. I could have told them they were wasting their time. Marc had no use for human women, especially silly, flirtatious trophy wivesintraining. His dark curls and exotic brownish-gold eyes had always garnered him more attention than he really wanted. And this time theyd kept him from doing his job.
      Youre a worthless bastard, I said, not quite able to forgive him for being late, even though I didnt want him there in the first place.
      And youre a callous bitch. He smiled, completely unaffected by my heartfelt insult. Were a matched set.
      I groaned. At least we were back in familiar territory. And it was kind of nice to see him too, though I would never have admitted it.
      Turning my back on him, I grabbed my book bag and stomped to the other end of the alley, then into the empty quad. Marc followed closely, murmuring beneath his breath in Spanish too fast for me to understand. Memories Id successfully blocked for years came tumbling to the front of my mind, triggered by his whispered rant. Hed been doing that for as long as I could remember.
      My patience long gone, I stopped in front of the student center in the same circle of light, and whirled around to face Marc. Hey, you wanna drop back a few paces? Did you forget how spying works? Youre supposed to at least aim for unobtrusive. The others pretty much have it down, but youre about as inconspicuous as a drag queen at a Girl Scout meeting. I propped my hands on the hips of my low-rise jeans and scowled up at him, trying to remain unaffected by the thickly lashed eyes staring back at me.
      Marc smiled, his expression casual, inviting, and utterly infuriating. Its nice to see you too. A wistful look darted across his face as he glanced at my bare midriff, his gaze moving quickly over my snug red halter top to settle on the barrette nestled in my hair.
      Go home, Marc.
      Theres no reason for you to be rude.
      Theres no reason for you to be here.
      He frowned down at me, thick brows shadowing his eyes, and my mood improved. Id gotten rid of his smile. Was I really that petty? Hell, yeah.
      Look, if Daddys mad because I didnt invite anyone to graduation, he can tell me himself. I dont need an emissary to let me know hes pissed.
      He sent me to bring you home. My expression hardened, and Marc held up one hand to cut off the argument he knew to expect. Im only following orders.
      Of course he was. Thats all he ever did.
      I adjusted my bag on my shoulder, shaking my head. Forget it. Im not going. I started to walk away, but he grabbed my arm. I jerked free of his grip, but only because he let me.
      Saras gone, he said, his face carefully blank.
      I blinked, surprised by what seemed to be a random comment.
      Sara had left? Good for her. But if they thought they could blame me because she wanted more out of life than a husband and half a dozen babies, they had another think coming. Sara had a mind of her own; all Id done was dust a few cobwebs from it. If shed decided not to get married, so be it. That was her choice.
      She didnt run out on the wedding, Faythe. Marcs eyes burned into mine like amber fire, and his meaning was unmistakable. It was always the same old fight with him, no matter where we were or how much time had passed. Some things never changed, and the rest only grew more irritating.
            You can wipe that smug look off your face, I snapped. You only think you still know me well enough to read my mind. So what if hed been right? That wasnt the point.
      Marc gave an exaggerated sigh, as if talking to me was exhausting, and not really worth the effort. She didnt leave. She was taken.
      My pulse jumped, and I shook my head, giving in to denial as it surfaced. All around us, crickets chirped, filling the silence during my pause as I tried to formulate a coherent thought. Thats impossible. No human could take a There was no need to finish the sentence, because that was one thought he most definitely could read. Sara might have been petite, but she was far from weak. She would have shredded any man who laid a hand on her. At least, any human man.
      But she hadnt been taken by a human, which was why Marc had come for me.
      The stray, I thought, my hands curling into fists around the strap of my backpack. He wasnt just trespassing; he was collecting. Daddy had sent Marc to make sure I didnt become the strays next acquisition.
      I knew then that there would be no arguing, and no negotiation. Marc would take me home if he had to carry me over one shoulder, scratching and hissing all the way. As much as I would have loved to resist, I would spare myself the indignity, because ultimately, he would win a physical fight, no matter how dirty I played. It was just one more of those things that never changed, like Marc himself.
          

      By the time Id changed out of my citrus-scented pants and packed what clothes and books I couldnt do without, Sammi was back from the library. She dumped her books on the counter in our tiny galley-style kitchen, already chattering about her latest misogynistic conspiracy theory. She hesitated when she saw Marc, and her words sputtered to a stop. It was kind of funny; Id finally found something to shut her up. Too bad I couldnt stick around and enjoy the silence.
      Marc laughed from behind my desk, where hed made himself at home. Beneath him, the straight-backed chair looked no more substantial than a stack of toothpicks, as if it might collapse into a pile of kindling at any moment. Im impressed, Faythe, he said, leaning the chair back on two legs. I didnt think you could find someone who talked more than you do, but Ive obviously underestimated you. Again.
      Well, he did make a habit of it.
      Sammi, this is Marc Ramos. Marc, my roommate, Samantha.
            Sammis mouth opened and closed soundlessly as she triedand failedto come up with something intelligent to say. I rolled my eyes. Yeah, he looked good, but her reaction was a little over the top. But then, Sammi had a flair for melodrama.
      Marc laughed again and the chair thumped to the ground as he rose to shake her hand. When Marc came toward her, Sammi took a step back, bumping her leg against the edge of an end table before she took his hand in brief, wide-eyed greeting.
      Whats going on? she managed to say, eyeing the suitcase open on the couch. Id packed more books than clothing, which meant the bag would weigh a ton, but Marc could probably lift it with a single finger. He wouldnt, because that would draw attention. But he could.
      Daddy pulled the plug, I said, snapping the latches on the front of the suitcase. Ill be back in the fall, but he wont pay for grad school unless I spend the summer at home. It was the closest I could come to an explanation Sammi would believe.
      And Marc would be? She left the question open-ended, glancing at him during the pause.
      Good question. There was no easy way to describe Marcs role in my life, because he usually had none. He was no longer my bed warmer, my confidant, or even a fond memory, and he didnt fit any definition of friend shed understand, so how to explain?
      My ride. That should do it. Marc had been demoted to chauffeur, and his only reaction was a wink and an Ive-got-a-secret grin. Great. He thought it was funny.
      Sammi nodded slowly, as if she didnt believe me, but that was her problem, because I was done thinking up explanations. At least until the fall term.
      Youre leaving now? She fingered the hem of her blouse, glancing around the apartment at several piles of my belongings that hadnt made the single-suitcase cut.
      Yeah, sorry about the mess. Were paid up through the first, and Ill send you a check for my half of next months rent. Can I leave my stuff here till I get back?
      Sure, she said. What about Andrew?
      I felt Marcs focus shift to me, and I bit my lip to keep from saying something Id regret. I hadnt told him about my new boyfriend, and obviously neither had any of my fathers spies. No doubt their silence was out of respect for him, rather than me.
      Marc stiffened, and only the slight flaring of his nostrils betrayed him as he tested my scent. He scowled, and I stifled a groan, suddenly thankful that Andrew and I had hadumlunch in his apartment rather than in mine. Smelling a mans scent mixed with mine was one thing, but smelling it on my sheets would have been quite another.
      The lingering smell of stray on me was probably the only reason Marc hadnt already noticed Andrewsum, place in my life. And in my bed. The strays heavy mix of earthy musk and mixed blood easily overpowered Andrews simple blend of light sweat and untainted humanity.
      I would have told him, eventually. Really. However, I pride myself on having marginally more tact than Sammi. But then, I hadnt been honest with her about who my ride actually was, so what did I expect?
      Ill call him, I said, zipping up my suitcase.
      Marc snatched the bag from my grip and stomped out the front door, leaving it open into the hallway.
      I hugged Sammi, breathing in the floral fragrance of her shampoo. If my parents had their way, it would be a while before I smelled my roommates wholesome femininity layered with Herbal Essences and cherry Bubble Yum. Assuming I ever made it back to school at all. And where my father was concerned, there were no guarantees.
      Study enough for both of us, I said, releasing her reluctantly. She smiled, more confused than sad, and I returned the look. I didnt really know what was going on, either.
            In the corridor, Marc said something rude to my neighbor across the hall, just loud enough for me to hear. Sighing, I plucked my keys and cell phone from the coffee table, glancing around the apartment one last time. Why is it that goodbyes always feel so final? Except when I leave home. I always know Ill be back at the ranch eventually, not because I want to go home, but because they keep dragging me back. Its a small difference, but an important one.
      I followed Marc down the wide hall to the stairwell, and neither of us said a word. Outside, I stayed several steps behind him, trying to gauge his mood as he marched down the sidewalk. He gripped the handle of my suitcase with knuckles white from tension. His stride was long, each step firm and heavy. But most telling was his posture as he wove between the cars in the parking lot. Head high and shoulders squared, his bearing was stiff and formal, as if he were truly nothing more to me than my chauffeur.
      And in case I missed any of those more subtle signs, when I moved up to walk alongside him, Marc favored me with a growl, low and angry, and too soft for anyone else to hear.
      Great. Nothing beats several hours in a car with a pissed-off werecat. Welcome to my life.
        




    
 Two

  The drive home from the University of North Texas seemed interminable, even with Marc driving. He took out his anger at me and Andrew on the car, and by the time we merged with the highway traffic, he was going twenty miles an hour over the speed limit. At that rate, the drive from Denton to Lufkin220 miles across the Texas prairie into the lush eastern woodlandswould take him two and a half hours. It should have taken more than four.
When we left the interstate loop around Dallas for state highway 175, the traffic noise ebbed, leaving an awkward silence. Marc glanced at me, his mouth set in a grim line. Tell me about Andrew.
Not for all the money in the world. Although freedom was the currency I truly valued. I stared out my window at moonlit fields and defunct oil wells. Northeast Texas had few trees, fewer hills and way too many miles of empty highway.
Why not? You ashamed of him? Marcs eyes flashed with smug satisfaction.
Damn him! Five years, and he still knew exactly how to piss me off. My fist clenched around the oh shit! handle built into his car door. The plastic casing cracked, falling apart in my hand to expose the steel frame inside. Oops.
I brushed shards of plastic from my lap onto the floorboard, but a few slivers protruded from my palm like spines from a cactus. I plucked them out one by one, dropping them at my feet with the rest.
My palm was dotted with several tiny spots of blood and one long, shallow cut. Such minor wounds would likely heal during my next Shift, if not before. That was one of the advantages to spending half your life on four paws, along with increased metabolism, strength and hearing. No superhuman lifespan, though, as cool as that would have been. In fact, in some places, many toms die young, in fights over territory or mates.
Marc glanced at my hand, his face impassive. He didnt care about the broken handle. His drivers seat was missing an armrest and his steering wheel resembled a dented hexagon more than it did a circle. My little accident couldnt begin to compare with the damage hed done to his own vehicle in past fits of anger.
Im not ashamed of him, Marc. I snatched a tissue from the box he kept on the center console and wiped the blood from my palm in short, angry strokes. I just dont want to talk about him.
To anyone, or just to me? His voice was strained, and his eyes flicked to my face quickly, then back to the road before I could read his expression.
To anyone with fur and claws. But I couldnt say that. Does it matter?
I guess not. However, the tense lines around his mouth argued otherwise. Arent you going to call him?
I flipped my phone open and closed, considering. As much fun as it might have been to make Marc listen while I spoke to Andrew, it certainly wouldnt make the ride home any more bearable. Ill wait till we stop for gas.
We wont be stopping for a couple of hours. Wont he worry before then?
I almost laughed out loud. As if he gave a damn whether or not Andrew would worry. No, he wont. Hes my boyfriend. Not my conscience, my conjoined twin or my father.
Marc frowned, and I looked away, dabbing at my palm again, though the bleeding had already stopped. His question was typical of Pride mentality. A tomcats strongest instinct was to protect the women at any cost, with no consideration for our desires for privacy or independence. Or for whether we wanted, or even needed to be protected.
As Id demonstrated an hour earlier, I did not need his protection. What I needed was a life of my own, which was exactly what Id found on campus. My decision to live outside the Pride confounded the entire werecat community. Including my parents, which Ill probably never understand. After all, they taught me to think things through and to defend myself. Then they seemed genuinely surprised when I fought for the very independence theyd prepared me to handle.
While a tomcat would be labeled strong and self-sufficient for pursuing his own interests, I was considered stubborn and selfish for abandoning my Pride in favor of an education and a life of my own.
My parents had decided to humor my phase, indulging me on the assumption that I would either grow out of it or come home after graduation. They thought they would lose, at most, four years of manipulation and micromanagement. They were wrong.
Id intentionally spent an extra year as an undergrad, then applied to the graduate program without telling anyone. The day after graduation, I enrolled in two summer classes. The only notice my father got that Id completed my B.A. was the bill for grad school tuition. Hed underestimated me. Like Marc.
I scanned the car for somewhere to put the blood-smeared tissue but couldnt find anyplace that didnt involve making Marc bend over. Stifling a laugh at the thought of where Id like to shove the tissue, I dropped it on the floorboard, making a mental note to clean up my mess when we got home.
What about you? I asked, thinking of the sorority girls in the food court. Have you been dating?
No, I havent been dating. He spat the word as if it tasted bad, and I suppose it did. Marc had never been one for casual relationships, which had been a big part of our problem. Everything he did, he did with his whole heart and soul. Including me. It was sweet for about the first ten minutes. After that, it got old quickly.
Do you really think thats healthy? I asked, still irritated by his prying questions. Its been years, Marc. You cant be my fathers hired muscle forever. You need a plan for your life, something to give it meaning. Like I was one to talk. My grand scheme, which consisted of avoiding my family for as long as possible, had already failed. But that didnt stop me from dispensing advice I couldnt follow.
I had a plan. The gold specks in Marcs irises flashed at me in the glow of passing headlights. I started to respond but he cut me off with a look. A very angry look. He was mad enough that I almost felt sorry for the steering wheel. My personal life is none of your business, Faythe. Not anymore.
Thats a two-way street.
No, it really isnt. He glared at me, ignoring the road long enough that I wanted to grab the wheel. Your personal life is the business of the entire Pride, by custom and by necessity. You cant change that, no matter how long you hide out at school pretending to be human.
I growled, deep in my throat; it was a sound no human could have made. Some people think only dogs growl, but cats growl too, mostly in warning. For once, Marc took my warning and shut up.
For the next two hours, I faked sleep, beyond caring whether or not he bought the act. Just as my eyes were starting to close for real, Marc jerked the wheel to the right and veered across two lanes of highwayboth empty, fortunately. He sped down the off-ramp and swerved into an all-night service station, sliding in front of another customer in line for the only available pump.
I twisted in my seat to see the unfortunate drivera chunky man in ill-fitting slacks and a dress shirtburst from his Volkswagen Passat and slam the door. His face was comically red in the fluorescent light from the awning overhead. He was yelling before hed taken two steps, his gestures becoming more and more animated with each word.
Marc watched in the rearview mirror. His grip on the steering wheel tightened. The metal began to groan.
Play nice with the other boys, I warned, watching his jaw tense and relax.
He ignored me. Without a word, Marc opened his door and set first one foot, then the other on the concrete. He stood slowly and smoothed his black T-shirt, giving the other man a chance to realize that he lacked both the size and the build to back up his big talk. When that didnt work, Marc took a single step forward.
The other man dove into his car, pulled the door shut, and slammed his hand down on the lock.
Satisfied, Marc nodded politely at the man, as if in greeting. The Passat pulled out of the parking lot as Marc lifted the nozzle from the pump.
Shaking my head at the near-toxic level of testosterone, I headed for the convenience store. While Marc pumped, I called Andrew from the one-man restroom, standing to avoid any contact with the filthy toilet seat.
How bout pizza? Andrew said by way of answering his phone. He never bothered to say hi, but spoke as if continuing the same ongoing conversation wed been having for the entire four months of our relationship. I thought it was cute, but also wondered how he answered when someone elses number showed up on his caller ID. Did he ask the guy selling magazine subscriptions whether he wanted mushrooms or pepperoni?
I glanced at my watch: 11:04 p.m. Its too late for dinner, and too early for a midnight snack.
Its never too early for pizza. He sounded a little stuffy, as if he had a head cold.
You okay? I eyed the scum-coated cinder-block walls for a spot clean enough to lean against. No such luck. You sound a little nasal.
I think Im getting a cold. Its not affecting my appetite, though. Im starved. Ill pick up a large with everything. Unless youre afraid of catching my germs.
I smiled. No, I dont mind your germs. I probably couldnt catch them anyway. But itll take you a while to get here.
Why, where are you? he asked, sniffling. Over the phone, loud grunge music echoed with a reverberation apparently unique to thin apartment walls.
Twenty miles north of Waco.
No pause, and no questions. Okay, but itll be cold by the time I get there.
The grimy concrete seemed to absorb the sound of my laughter as soon as it left my throat. Andrews sense of humor was contagious. It made him very easy to be around, which had become my only prerequisite for boyfriends lately. Not that he couldnt set the jokes aside when he needed to. But his smile was genuine, and it was always lurking on the edge of his other expressions. Talking to him never felt like work, as it did with some people. Andrew knew how to take things in stride, such as my sudden departure from campus.
I glanced at my face in the grease-streaked mirror. I looked tired, but it was probably just the thick layer of dirt. On the mirror, not on me. I think youll have to eat without me tonight. And tomorrow. And maybe for the rest of the summer.
Why, whats up?
My dads mad cause I didnt invite my family to graduation. He threatened to yank my funds unless I spend the summer at home.
Andrew laughed. So the mysterious Faythe Sanders does have a family. And where is home?
I hesitated long enough that anyone else would have commented on my reluctance to answer. Not Andrew. He never acknowledged an uncomfortable situation, unlike Marc, who wallowed in tension like pigs roll in the mud. A ranch near the Louisiana border, I said finally.
For years, Id carefully avoided any conversation that might have led to questions about my childhood, because it had always been easier for me to pretend I hadnt had one than to try to explain the Sanders family dynamic. From a human perspective, we didnt make sense, and struggling to explain it only made things worse.
As children, humans learned to compromise, share and make friends. I learned to identify animals by scent and to stalk them without betraying my presence. While normal parents discussed political elections and spiking interest rates, mine discussed expanding territorial boundary lines and how harshly to deal with trespassers. Humans just didnt understand my childhood, so I generally avoided the subject altogether.
Andrew coughed, but the sound was muffled, like hed covered the mouthpiece. So you withdrew from school?
Not yet. I cringed at the very idea of withdrawing, as if my absence from school wasnt real as long as I was still enrolled in a class. Ill do it over the phone tomorrow, but its only for the summer. Ill be back in September. Maybe earlier. It depends on how long it takes me to talk some sense into my father. Yeah, right. Like my father and I had ever had a sensible discussion. Or even a calm one.
No problem. Ill come see you during the break between summer sessions.
My stomach lurched at the thought of introducing Andrew to my parents. And to Marc. Um, let me talk to my dad first, okay?
Sure. But dont worry, parents always like me.
Not my parents, I thought, leaning against a sink jutting from the wall like a porcelain ledge. Not unless youre hiding fur and claws beneath your Abercrom-bie khakis. But he wasnt. I didnt know every cat in the country personally, but Id know one if I met one, and Andrew was one hundred percent certifiably human. Which, of course, was the attraction.
I have to go now, but Ill talk to you later, okay? I glanced in regret at the bathroom door. If the facilities had been nicer, I might have considered staging a sit-in, in protest of being taken home against my will. But one glance at the filthy floor drove that thought right out of my head.
Sure. Ill give you a wake-up call before my first class, he said. Or do you farm girls get up with the roosters?
Not this farm girl, I said. We dont have roosters. Or any other livestock, for that matter.
Good to know, Andrew said. Im going to go eat now, all by myself. Talk to you tomorrow.
I said goodbye, and my stomach growled as I hung up. I thought of Andrews pizza with envy. Maybe I could talk Marc into swinging by a drive-thru on the way back to the highway. But Id probably have to say please.
Suddenly I wasnt that hungry.
Back at the car, Marc was nowhere in sight. I was searching the glove box for a spare key when I noticed him walking toward me from the burger joint next door. He carried a grease-stained paper bag in one hand and a cardboard tray of drinks in the other.
Damn. Now Id have to say thank-you.
Four double cheeseburgers, extra pickles, he said, sliding into the drivers seat with a creak of leather. But two of them are mine. He dropped the bag in my lap and settled a drink into each of the cup holders in the center console.
I opened the bag and stuck my nose inside. Warm, fragrant steam engulfed my face, and my mouth watered. The meat was grilled, my preferred way to have a burger. Marc had probably chosen this particular gas station just so I could have my favorite fast food.
Thanks, I said, feeling my cheeks flush with guilt. Maybe hed think it was the steam.
He almost smiled. Not quite, but almost. And his eyes practically glowed when they met mine. So how do you manage to eat enough at school without looking like a pig?
The same way I did in high school. I tore into the first cheeseburger, barely bothering to chew before I swallowed. Carry snacks, eat on the way, then again when I get to the cafeteria. And tell everyone Im bulimic. I snorted, doing an uncanny impersonation of a pig, if I do say so myself.
His eyes widened for an instant. Then he laughed. The sound of pure amusement caught me off guard, and I smiled, leaning back against the headrest as I watched him. For a moment, that old familiarity crept in, like the comfort of my favorite well-worn T-shirt. Then I remembered I didnt want to be comfortable with him, and my smile died on my lips, even as his laughter faded from my ears.
Marc watched the change in my expression with mounting disappointment. He knew what it meant. Jaw tight with tension, he slammed the car into gear, reversing in a tight arc across the empty parking lot.
I bit another chunk from my burger, staring out the windshield as he shifted into First gear. The beef, so appetizing moments earlier, was suddenly bland and difficult to swallow.
Marc snuck one more glance at my face and tore from the parking lot as if we were being chased. And we were, but you cant outrun your own memories. Not for long, anyway.
    




     Three

Id fallen asleep for real by the time we got home, but the crunch of gravel and the unmistakable sway of the car on our quarter-mile-long driveway woke me. I sat up, staring out at an impressive display of stars as we pulled through the open wrought-iron gate. Marc poked at the remote clipped onto his visor, and I turned around in my seat to watch the gate close. At the top was a capital S lying on its back, as if at rest. Ours wasnt the only Lazy S Ranch in the country, or even in Texas, but it was the only one I knew of which housed cats instead of cattle. Id told Andrew we didnt keep roosters, but the truth was that we couldnt keep them or any other livestock, because when animals smelled us, they smelled natural predators and they reacted in panic.
Years ago, in an uncharacteristic burst of optimism, my father bought a horse for my brother Owen, but it took one whiff of him and went crazy, charging the gate of its stall and running into the walls. They had to shoot the poor thing because no one could get close enough to sedate it. So, ours was a ranch in name only.
I sighed, staring through the windshield at land and outbuildings I hadnt seen in years. Nothing had changedat least, nothing I could identify in the dark. Waist-high grass grew in fields to the east and west of the main house, destined to become hay when the season changed. I smiled as we passed the barn in the eastern field, empty but picturesque in the moonlight with its peeling red paint and gabled roof. As a child, Id spent entire summers playing in there, hiding from life in general and my mother in particular.
And directly ahead lay the main house, stretched across the yard like a lion at rest.
Marc parked in the circle driveway, behind the Volvo my mother hardly ever drove. I got out and looked around, glancing at the guesthouse, where Marc lived with three of my fathers other enforcers. All the lights were out. No one was home.
Gravel shifted beneath my feet as I passed the cars lining the drive, trying to identify the owners. Id been gone a long time, having spent vacations at school for the last two years, and I could no longer say for certain what each of my brothers drove. But I could guess.
The Porschesolid black and gleaming in the glare of the floodlightshad to be Michaels. No one else was that ostentatious, except maybe Ryan, who would never come home voluntarily. Hed left when I was barely thirteen and wouldnt be back, because for him, that was an option.
Ethan drove the convertible, no doubt about it. But if I needed further evidence, there was plenty to choose from in the front floorboard, littered with fast-food wrappers and empty plastic soda bottles. I grinned, staring through his drivers-side window at the collection of CDs, ranging from nineties grunge to the latest hip-hop.
The truck, a three-quarter-ton Dodge Ram, as clean on the inside as it was dusty on the outsidethat was Owens. I hadnt seen this particular model, but it was close enough to the last one to make me smile. Owen was a frustrated cowboy at heart, and only he would drive a work truck.
Marc led me through the front door and into the foyer, where I turned left out of habit, surprised to find the kitchen dark and empty. Huh. Usually all the guys hung out around the tiled peninsula, snacking and talking over one another with full mouths.
Go wait in the office, Marc said, pointing the way as if I could possibly have forgotten. Ill tell your father were here.
That wasnt necessary, of course, because just as I could hear them speaking in whispers in one of the back bedrooms, I knew they could hear us. Theyd probably heard the car from a mile away.
I considered arguing with Marc but couldnt think of a good reason, so I complied. See? I could play nice when I wanted to. I just didnt want to very often.
My shoes squeaked as I walked across the kitchen tile to the dining room, and back into the foyer. To my left, across from the front door, was a long straight hallway, dividing the house in half and ending at the back door. In front of me was my fathers office.
I crossed the hall and entered my fathers haven, savoring the darkness of a room with no windows. The air smelled like my father, like leather furniture, polished wood, and expensive coffee. To my right was a sitting area arranged around a rectangular rug: a love seat across from a couch, with Daddys armchair at one end, facing them both. In one corner sat a massive oak desk, coveredthough not clutteredin neat stacks of paper, notebooks and ledgers, arranged at perfect ninety-degree angles.
On one side of the desk, its flat-screen monitor turned toward the desk chair, was a state-of-the-art computer, equipped with the latest in drafting software. On the other side sat an antique lamp with a pewter base. I turned the knob on the base, and soft light washed over the room, leaving the corners thick with shadows.
Behind the desk, the glass display cabinet caught my eye, and I moved forward to examine it. My mother had ordered it for my father, to showcase his awards. I opened the right-hand door and flipped a tiny hidden switch on the end of the last shelf. Fluorescent light flickered to life inside the case, and I closed the door, pressing gently until I heard the latch click.
Each shelf was lit from above, so that the trophies and plaques shined, the words glaring almost too brightly to be read. Most were in appreciation of his charity work, but those on the top shelf were in recognition of his buildings, his best ones. My fathers buildings graced the skylines of five different U. S. cities, and in my opinionadmittedly biasedthey improved the view from every angle.
Wood creaked behind me. I froze, trying to interpret the blurred reflection in the glass. Another creak as he came closer, and I smiled, in recognition and in breathless anticipation.
You still have the sweetest ass this side of the Rio Grande. Hot breath caressed my neck, and lips brushed my earlobe.
I spun around to find my body pinned between the glass case and someone tall, hard and tauntingly masculine. Jace. I inhaled his scent. Bar soap, fabric softener, and something meaty, maybe beef jerky. But under those was something more, something wild, and pungent, that woke up my instincts and made my heartbeat echo in my throat. It made me crave things my human form couldnt accommodate, things my brain couldnt even articulate, but my heart and my nose recognized instantly.
I tilted my face up to look at him. What about the other side?
He grinned, showing two rows of perfect white teeth, framed by lips that would have been wasted on mere speech. Ive never been south of the river, but I bet you could hold your own down there, too. Jace bent his face toward my ear. I closed my eyes as he sniffed the length of my neck, trailing the tip of his tongue along my skin as he came back up. I shivered and gasped, and he responded with a moan as he pressed his hips against mine, nipping the flesh at the base of my neck.
Get off my sister.
Jace hissed in my ear, and cool air brushed my stomach where his body had been a second earlier. I opened my eyes. My brother Michael stood in front of me, holding Jace at arms length by the back of his neck.
I was only saying hello, Jace purred, his lazy smile still aimed at me.
Do it without your tongue. Michael enunciated each word carefully and slowly to make sure he was understood. He shoved Jace to one side, a little too hard to be playful.
Jace stumbled, catching himself on the edge of Daddys desk. If I were Marc youd let me greet her properly, he said, a hint of resentment in his voice.
There was nothing proper about that. Michael frowned, but I glimpsed amusement behind his stern, I-mean-business face. And if you were Marc, shed have tossed you off herself. But youre not Marc.
If I were, she wouldnt have left us in the first place. He turned his back on us both, slinking to the door with a fluid grace no human could have duplicated.
I blushed, thinking of the carnal promise in his casual words. No one else would have gotten away with such a comment, much less the intimate greeting, but I took a lot from Jace that would have lost anyone else an ear. Or worse. Jace got away with it because I secretly suspected he was right, that his body could really do what his teasing kisses and caresses hinted at. And because hed never really tried. Our relationship had always been fundamentally platonic, a safe zone for playful flirting, which Michael either couldnt or wouldnt understand.
High heels clicked briskly on the tiles in the hallway, and I turned toward the door, steeling myself to face my mother. She stepped into the office, pausing for effect in the doorway as she spread her arms in greeting. Faythe, were so glad to finally have you home. As if Id returned for a friendly visit, instead of for a command appearance.
My mother looked exactly as I remembered, down to her gray pageboy and charcoal-colored slacks. She had a closet full of them, hanging right next to a collection of novelty kitchen aprons, printed with not-so-funny sayings, like Id give you the recipe, but then Id have to kill you.
She came toward me, pausing almost imperceptibly when she realized I wasnt going to rush forward to meet her. Michael and Jace stepped back, making way for my mother, a tiny life raft of estrogen bobbing amongst the waves of testosterone.
She hugged me, her embrace bringing with it the scent of homemade cookies, with cinnamon and nutmeg. Who cooks with nutmeg in the middle of the summer? Only my pretty-kitty version of a mother, a remnant of the June Cleaver days of intact families and repressed emotions.
Over her shoulder, I watched Marc come in, followed by my father, who pulled a handkerchief from his pocket to polish the lenses of his glasses while he waited patiently for my mother let me go. Daddy was always the last man to enter any room, so he could take charge of everyone all at once. Tall, and still firm at fifty-six, my father commanded respect everywhere he went, and it was all innate. He could never have explained why people did what he wanted, but his authority was undeniable, and unless I was at home, unquestioned.
I frowned at him, preparing to argue my case. Daddy, what?
He smiled, cutting me off with a wave of one thick hand. Give me a hug first, before we let business get in the way of family.
I hugged him, but was bothered by his statement, because the business was family. Always. No matter how much he loved creating beautiful buildings, and how many days a year it took him away from home, his true passionhis lifes callingwas the Pride. We were his family, some by blood and others, like Jace and Marc, by association and employment.
Daddy released me, leaving one heavy hand on my shoulder as he turned to Jace. Go unload Marcs car, please, and let everyone know the prodigal daughter has returned.
Again, this was unnecessary; everyone knew I was home. It was just Daddys polite way of getting rid of Jace. I took it as a good sign. If my father had been mad or upset, he wouldnt have bothered with tact. Hed have merely started shouting orders.
Jace nodded and left without complaint. Marc closed the solid oak door behind him, cutting off the masculine buzz of conversation coming from the back of the house.
Suddenly nervous, I wiped sweat from my palms on my pants. Id never been comfortable in Daddys office when the door was closed. Unlike the rest of the house, the walls of the office were made of solid concrete, which made them virtually soundproof, even for us. At least in human form. Most families use rooms like that as an indoor tornado shelter, or as safe rooms in case of home invasions. My father used it for privacy, a hot commodity in a house full of people gifted with a cats hearing.
Marc leaned against the door frame with his hands in his pockets, apparently relaxed. I wasnt fooled. Daddy hadnt forgotten to post a guard at the door since the summer I turned eighteen, and considering how long it took them to find me that time, he probably never would again.
My mother sat on the leather love seat, patting the cushion next to hernot for me, but for Michael. He glanced at me for a moment before sitting, and I couldnt resist a tiny smile. Michael was what youd get if you mixed a Chippendale dancer with a Law Review editor: a handsome face crowning an athletes body, all dressed up in a hand-tailored suit, with silver, wire-rimmed glasses added for effect. Seriously. His vision was better than perfect, but he thought he looked more like an attorney in the spectacles. And maybe more like our father, whod been fitted with prescription lenses three years earlier.
Daddy sat in his armchair, where he could see everyone. And they all stared at me.
Shrugging, I plopped down on the couch, all alone. I glanced back at Marc, but
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