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PRIDE

I glanced around the kitchen, searching frantically for something to use as a weapon. Its one of the strays, genius. Who else could it be? My focus settled on a block of knives near the stove, and I pulled the butcher knife free, hefting it in one hand to test its weight. Not bad.

What are you doing? Colin stared at me like Id lost my mind.

Hurry, before he gets to the woods. I was halfway to the door when my gaze caught an ice pick lying on the counter by the refrigerator. I grabbed the pick and dropped the knife in its place, sparing time for another glance out the window. The cat and his prey were now a third of the way to the tree line.

Colin hesitated, then his head bobbed in reluctant concession.

Just give me a minute. He bent to take off his shoes.

What the hell are you doing? You dont have time to Shift.

We cant go out there like this. Hell shred us.

Get your ass out there and help me, or I swear Ill tell the entire council that youre spineless.

Colins smirk faded into cocky sneer. Like anyone listens to you.
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One

Miss Sanders, tell us why you killed your boyfriend.

Fresh irritation swelled in my chest like heartburn, bringing with it the first twinges of a migraine behind my right eye. I turned away from the fall-color panorama visible through windows spanning the south wall of the dining room to stare down the long mahogany table at a much less pleasant sight: Calvin Malone, Alpha of the Appalachian territory. As I watched, the left corner of his mouth began to twitch above his thin, trim beard, a sure sign that he was having fun. The pompous bastard loved pushing my buttons. Hed just found the one labeled Use with Caution, then poked it anyway.

Ex-boyfriend. I spoke through gritted teeth, my hands clenched on my black cotton slacks. And it was self-defense. Which youd know if youd listened the last time I answered that exact same question.

Michael cleared his throat from the chair on my right. Dark brows rose over the rim of his glasses, urging me to be good. Since he was acting as my adviser, the werecat version of a defense attorney, rather than as my oldest brother, I took his advice without argument. Possibly for the first time ever.

Sighing, I forced my attention back to the tribunalthree Alphas chosen by the highly regarded short straw method to sit in judgment of me. Officially, the hearing was to determine my guilt or innocence on two capital charges. However, the grudge Malone held against me was old long before each of my crimes took place. Allegedly.

But that wasnt right, either. Unlike the human justice system, in the werecat world, the accused was considered guilty until proven innocent. And the burden of proof was on the defendantme.

I was charged with infecting Andrew Wallace, my human ex-boyfriend, which Id already confessed to doingaccidently. I also stood accused of murdering him to cover up my crime, which Id vehemently denied. Id killed Andrew in self-defense, and while I felt guiltier about that than any of my judges could possibly understand, Id had no choice. It was either kill or be killed, and my stubborn sense of self-pres-ervation insisted on the former.

If the tribunal found me guilty, in addition to a lengthy stay in the cage, Id be facing some kind of corporal punishment. Possibly the loss of my claws, which was motivation enough to keep me on my best behavior.

But you do admit to biting him? Malone prompted, his mouth twitching again as he tapped a thin stack of papers lying on the table in front of him.

Yes, I said through clenched jaws, gripping the lacquered arms of my chair to anchor myself to the seat. I did bite him, but the infection was an accident. I didnt know my teeth had Shifted.

So you still claim to have experienced this Malone paused, glancing at his notes for effect. Partial Shift?

His patronizing smile made my stomach churn, but in light of the circumstances, I was trying very, very hard to be good. Yes.

Malone huffed in disbelief, glancing around the room to make sure everyone else shared his skepticism. On his right, Paul Blackwell placed one wrinkled hand on the table. He scowled, scraggly gray eyebrows drawing low over small, dark eyes. Why is it, then, that you cant show us this partial Shift?

Because Im not quite ready to give in to murderous rage. Fortunately I was getting pretty good at not saying the first thing that popped into my head. Mostly. I cant do it on command. Not yet anyway. I have to be in a certain moodexcited, in one sense or anotherto make it happen.

Well, isnt that convenient? Malone said with a conspiratorial glance at Blackwell.

Quite the opposite, actually, I snapped, and Michael kicked my shin under the table.

Malones fist clenched around his notes and his mouth opened. But before he could speak, the Alpha on his left cleared his throat conspicuously, drawing all eyes his way.

Calvin, I assume you have a legitimate question for Faythe? By some miracle, my uncle Rick Wademy cousin Abbys fatherhad been selected for the tribunal, and in my fathers honor, hed made his allegiance to my family well-known. If not for him, Id have already been convicted and sentenced.

Of course. Malone shot an annoyed glance at my uncle, then adopted a professional pose. But when he faced me, I saw that same gleam of animosity in his eyes. So you were in anexcited state when you bit Mr. Wallace?

A mischievous grin lurked behind my solemn courtroom face, and it took all my self-control to stifle it. As well as a hard, self-inflicted pinch on my arm, through the white blouse my father had chosen to make me look innocent. And to cover the new belly-button ring he didnt think projected the right image during my hearing.

You might say that. We were at school, on our lunch break. Neither of us had a class for a couple of hours, so we wound up at his apartment.

In bed? Paul Blackwell leaned forward from Malones right side, gripping the curve of his cane hard enough to make his withered fingers creak.

Blackwell was the senior member of the tribunal, as well as the Territorial Council, and had been clinging tenaciously to his position as Alpha of the southwest territory for years, in spite of urgings from his family and several other Alphas to turn the reins over to his son-in-law. He was mulish, outspoken, and hopelessly old-fashioned, stubbornly adhering to outdated ideas about premarital sex and a womans place in the world. In fact, he seemed as scandalized by my indecent relationship with Andrew as by the thought that Id infected and murdered him.

But according to my father, Blackwell was both honest and honorable. He would vote based on his conscience, rather than on any political alliance or previously held grudge. So Id just have to make sure his conscience knew I was innocent. Mostly. And that I respected myself enough not to apologize for something I hadnt deliberately done.

I met his eyes boldly, to show I wasnt ashamed. Yes. In bed. We were having sex, and I justnibbled his ear a little too hard.

And your sworn testimony is that you never actually Shifted during thisoccasion? Malone asked, as if to confirm facts hed already heard half a dozen times.

I nodded, then turned my head from side to side to ease the stiffness that had settled into my neck from sitting in the same position for hours at a time. Only my teeth Shifted, like I told you last time. And the time before that. And the time before that

Faythe Michael warned, and wood creaked behind him as our father moved in his seat.

In spite of his position as head of the council, my father hadnt been allowed to serve on the tribunal overseeing my trial because of his relationship to the accusedme. But hed insisted on being present the entire time, though he wasnt permitted to actually speak during the proceedings. He sat directly behind Michael in a straight-backed chair against the wall, as he had for the last three hours, one ankle crossed over his opposite knee, hands resting on the chair arms. By all appearances he was relaxed and confident, but I knew by the firm line of his mouth that he was every bit as irritated as I was. And a lot more nervous, which made me wonder if there was something he wasnt telling me.

Frowning, I crossed my arms over my chest and leaned back in my chair, awaiting the next question. Which would no doubt be something Id already answered.

Malone looked up from the slanted scrawl on his legal pad. Did Mr. Wallace notice that your teeth had Shifted?

No. I didnt either.

Malones head jerked up and his eyes found mine, his brows high in surprise. Evidently Id said something new. If you didnt know your teeth had Shifted at the time, how can you possibly be sure thats what happened?

Shit. I sat back in my chair, going for calm confidence. Because thats the only logical conclusion. I infected Andrew somehow we knew that for a fact based on his scent and I never intentionally Shifted in front of him. So it stands to reason that I did it by accident. And the day I bit him was the last time I saw him until the day he died. It must have happened then.

Blackwell appeared unconvinced, and Malone looked downright dubious. Since you brought it up, lets talk about the day Mr. Wallace died, he said, shuffling though his papers again.

My head throbbed as I massaged my temples. Whatever amusement Id felt over the proceedings drained from me, replaced by dread and a horrible, hollow ache. Ive already told you everything.

Tell us again. Malone didnt look up from his pages.

Wed been over every single aspect of their accusations and Andrews death in the past thirty-six hours, only taking short breaks for food and rest. There was nothing to be gained from repeating any of it, except possibly to wear me down, which had to be their goal. They were trying to trip me up. Catch me in a lie. But that wasnt going to happen; I was telling the truth, whether they believed it or not.

My eyes closed, and the memory rolled over me, rendered no less horrible by the number of times theyd made me relive it. I flinched as Andrews face came into focus in my head. I couldnt help it. Watching him die was one of the most difficult things Id ever endured, and knowing Id been the cause, however unwillingly, was the biggest regret of my life.

What do you want to know? I couldnt keep weariness from my voice, but I made myself meet their eyes, knowing theyd see guilt rather than grief if I didnt.

Malone scanned his notes. Where did you get the spike?

The railroad spike. That horrid, seven-inch iron spear, which had gone right through Andrews neck, spilling his life along with his blood. They were all over the floor I trailed into blessed silence when I couldnt purge the image from my mind.

Why did you stab him with it?

My hands clenched into fists again, this time on top of the table, where everyone could see them. I was trying to knock him off me. He was going to crush my head!

Malone leaned back in his chair, narrowing his eyes at me. Or maybe he was threatening to tell everyone what you did. That you infected him. I imagine that would seem reason enough to kill him.

I took a deep, calming breath. Look, I didnt mean to kill him, and I certainly wasnt trying to cover anything up. There were five other people with us minutes earlier, and even if I hadnt already told them Id infected Andrewand Im sure any one of them will swear I hadthey could smell my scent in his blood. It wasnt a cover-up. It was self-defense.

Malones eyes narrowed, his mouth already opening to argue, but Uncle Rick beat him to the punch. Weve heard all of this before, he said, and I glanced at him in gratitude. Lets move on.

Fine. Malone scowled, leafing through his papers until he found whatever he was looking for. His eyes settled on me again, and I didnt like the eager look in them. Is it true that youve turned down multiple proposals of marriage over the past six years?

What? My face blazed in anger. What the f I paused for a quick rephrase, because cursing at a panel of Alphas was a very, very bad idea. What does that have to do with anything? Andrew never asked me to marry him.

Answer the question please, Miss Sanders, Blackwell ordered, clearly irritated by my near slip.

Michael didnt look any happier than I was about this new line of questioning, but he nodded for me to answer.

Yes.

How many proposals have you turned down, total? Malone continued.

I closed my eyes, pretending to think, though I was actually trying to get a grip on my temper before my mouth dug a hole too big for the rest of me to crawl out of. Thats hard to quantify, I said finally, opening my eyes to meet Malones gleeful stare.

Why is that? he asked.

Because I received multiple proposals from the same person. Marc, of course.

I see. Malone nodded, as if he understood. And he probably did. Rumor had it hed been after his wife for years and years before she finally agreed to marry him. My private theory was that he wore away at her defenses. But I knew better than to say that to his face.

How many toms proposed to you, then? Surely that cant be hard to quantify. Malone said as my uncle scratched something I couldnt read on the notebook in front of him.

I sighed. Four.

And you werent tempted by any of these proposals?

Sudden understanding clicked into place in my head, but instead of calming me, it made me angrier. One of the marriage offers had come several years earlier from a young man two years my junior, whom Id barely known. Brett Malone. Calvin Malones firstborn son. The petty son of a bitch was mad because Id opted not to give birth to his descendants. That wasnt the reason for the hearing, of course. But it was surely the source of his malicious, twitching smile.

Of course I was tempted. It took most of my remaining self-control not to roll my eyes over such a petty grudge. But I had reasons for turning them down.

What were those reas

Calvin, I think youve gotten your answer. Uncle Rick cut Malone off in midword, having obviously come to the same conclusion I had.

Malone frowned. Fine. He consulted his notes again. I understand that you are no longer involved in a relationship of any kind. Is this also true?

Fuming, I glanced at Michael, but he only nodded, telling me to answer.

Yes.

And is it also true that you have no plans to marry, or to ever have children?

Fury singed through my veins, lighting tiny fires throughout my body. No longer satisfied by my brothers passive nodding, I whirled on Michael again, my long black hair swinging out behind me. Why are they asking me this crap? Its none of their business, nor is it even vaguely related to what happened to Andrew. Shouldnt youobject, or something?

This isnt a court of law, Faythe, Michael reminded me for at least the hundredth time. They can ask you anything they want. The best way to help yourself right now is to answer their questions. With as little information as possible.

Id heard that line often enough to know what he wasnt saying, and to know that the unspoken part applied as much then as it ever had.

Unsatisfied by his answer, I dismissed Michael entirely, focusing on my father instead. Daddy? I begged him with my eyes to step in. To somehow liberate me from the indignity of discussing my sex lifeor lack thereofin front of a trio of old men, two of whom I barely knew. But there was nothing he could do, and we all knew it. He shook his head, the opposite of Michaels typical response, but it meant the same thing: answer the question.

Beyond angry, I tried to relax, sinking into my chair as if there were nowhere else Id rather be. Yes. I am no longer in a romantic relationship, and at the present, I have no plans to marry. Or have children. And for the record, I object to this entire line of questioning on the basis of relevance.

Michael coughed to disguise a laugh, and Malone frowned, already opening his mouth to ask another question. Fortunately, Uncle Rick stepped in again, eyeing me intently, as if to tell me something other than what he was about to say aloud. But are you prepared to swear right now that you will never, under any circumstances, marry and start a family?

No, of course not. I shrugged. I cant say for sure what I want for dinner tonight, so how can you possibly expect me to know whether or not Im going to want kids five years from now?

My father chuckled quietly, and Uncle Rick smiled. I must have done something right.

Malone scowled again. Is it true that even in your relationship with Marc Ramos, you took active measures to prevent pregnancy?

My hand clenched around the arm of the chair, and distantly I heard wood creak. My teeth ground together audibly. You have no right to ask me these da

Gentlemen, I think were ready for a break. Michael stood, pulling me up with him. Thirty minutes?

Of course, Uncle Rick said, just as Malone said, Ten.

Michael didnt hesitate, already hauling me away from the table. Lets meet in the middle and call it twenty. Malone nodded reluctantly, and my brother shoved the door open, tugging me into a short carpeted hallway.

My father followed us into the living room of the rented lodge, where he stopped to stare out the broad picture window at a breathtaking view of the Rocky Mountains, so different from the Lazy S, my familys East Texas ranch. My father peered out at steep, tree-covered slopes and snow-topped peaks, lit by the afternoon sun. Hed been doing that a lot latelystaring at nothing in particular, as if he had something important to say but couldnt quite figure out how to say it. Which wasnt like him at all.

Whats going on? I demanded, jerking free from my brothers grasp to settle onto the arm of a worn couch.

Before Michael could answer, a door opened on the far side of the room, revealing a young tomcat in jeans and an open button-down shirt, munching from an orange bag of Doritos. Behind him, I glimpsed two unmade beds and a pressboard dresser like those found in hotels all over the world. Though his name wouldnt come to me, I recognized the tom as one of Blackwells enforcersone of his grandsons, in fact. Blackwell and the toms accompanying him were staying in the main lodge, where my hearing was being held.

To the immediate east of the main lodge, out of sight from the front window, sat three smaller cabins, the first occupied by Malone and his men, the second by my uncle and the enforcers hed brought. My father and I shared the last cabin with Michael, Jace and Marc.

Michaels wife, Hollyan honest-to-goodness runway modelthought he was off on a father-son camping trip with our dad. Since there were no children to miss either of them, she was spending the week in Acapulco with her sister.

Our group had reserved the whole Oak Trails cabin complex for an entire week, though no one expected the hearing to take that long. It would have been a lovely place to vacation, complete with private hunting and fishing sites and beautiful nature trails, but that wasnt why the council had chosen it. Oak Trails was the only location both neutral and isolated enough to suit all the Alphas, and wed had to wait more than two months to reserve the entire complex. Giving all the employees time off had raised a few eyebrows, but theyd been delighted to have a free vacation.

Michael frowned at the young tomcat for breaking through our semblance of privacy. In there, he commanded me, gesturing toward an empty bedroom opening off the other side of the living room. We need to talk.

We needed more than that. We needed fresh air. Id been in the Rockies fewer than forty-eight hours, and I got angry every time I passed a window, because I longed to be out in the open on four paws, exploring unfamiliar ground, and trees, and streams. But instead I was stuck inside, repeating myself over and over to a tribunal who didnt seem very interested in my answers to the questions they kept repeating. Although the whole marriage-and-children angle was a new development

Whats going on? I repeated, sinking onto the plaid comforter as my father followed us into the room, closing the door at his back. Why are they asking me personal questions? My social life has nothing to do with Andrews death.

Michael flicked the wall switch and light flooded the room, illuminating more motel-quality furnishings. One whiff told me the room belonged to one of the Pierce boysParkers brother, who was another of Blackwells enforcers.

Michael sat on the bed next to me and my father took the desk chair, meeting my brothers eyes instead of mine. That couldnt be good.

Are they going where I think theyre going with this? Michael asked our father, and again my temper flared. I hated being in the dark, especially on things that concerned me.

Our Alpha sighed. Yes, I think they are.

Michaels eyes closed, and he cradled his head in his hands. I didnt think theyd really do it.

Do what? I demanded.

My brother looked up, but not at me. You have to tell her, Dad.

My father nodded solemnly. Angrily. Then he met my eyes, and I saw in his the strength Id always admired, and the brutal honesty Id never been quite so fond of. You arent on trial anymore, Faythe.

What? I glanced at Michael, hoping to find something I understood in his expression. And I did. I found pain, and regret, and more anger than Id ever seen on his face. What does that mean? My hands clenched around the comforter, and I couldnt seem to uncurl them.

They think youre guilty, and theyre now debating your sentence.

What? No. My head shook in denial of the truth even as it sank in. Uncle Rick wouldnt do that.

Michael took my hand in his, drawing my attention along with it. They dont need him to find you guilty. They need a simple majority. Two out of three. His focus shifted back and forth between my eyes, searching them for understanding.

This cant be happening. I pulled my hand from his grip and rose from the bed, pacing the width of the room before I realized what I was doing. This isnt real. I didnt mean to kill him. I infected him, but that was an accident. It was all an accident.

I know. Michael followed me with his eyes, trying to comfort me with the right words and a gentle tone. But I didnt want comfort. I wanted answers.

What does this mean? The cage? I stopped pacing to look at Michael. How long can they keep me locked up? No one answered, so I asked again. Daddy? How long? Two weeks in the cage had nearly driven me crazy. My father had threatened to put me away for a year once, but I couldnt imagine surviving that long without sunlight. Without trees, and grass, and hunting, and physical contact withwell, with anything.

But before hed answered my first question, another, more startling one occurred to me. Where? They wouldnt leave me at home; I knew that with a sudden devastating certainty. Where will they put me? I was not spending the next year of my life in Malones cellar.

My father closed his eyes and inhaled deeply as another knuckle cracked. They arent planning to lock you up.

What then? Declawed? Im going to be declawed? My pitch rose on the last word, and I heard panic in my voice. Michael glanced at my father, and fear danced up my spine. No. I cant be declawed. My nails bit into my palms, as if to remind me they were still there. I cant work as an enforcer without my claws. I cant fucking defend myself without them.

Maybe that was the whole point. If I couldnt take care of myself, Id have to let someone else do it. Id have to stay home and get married and have babies.

Faythe, theyre going for the death penalty. My father spoke so softly that at first I thought Id misunderstood him. They think you murdered Andrew, and they want to execute you for it.

No. I couldnt think clearly enough to say anything else. It wasnt possible. Tabbies dont get the death penalty. Were too valuable. Youve said it all my life. And thats when I finally understood. Thats why theyre asking me about children

Michael nodded. To them, youre only as valuable as the service you provide the werecat community. If you arent willing to perpetuate the species, youre no more valuable than any enforcer would be. And an enforcer can be replaced far easier than a dam.

A sudden wave of nausea made my stomach clench. I leaned against the dresser, then let myself slide to the floor. My spine scraped three drawer handles on the way down. I couldnt seem to draw a deep breath.

Faythe? Michael knelt at my side, but I barely heard him.

Im going to die.

The hard wood was cold against my legs, even through my slacks, and I shivered uncontrollably. For what I did to Andrew, I was going to die. And the real bitch was that I probably deserved it.

I hadnt meant to infect him, much less to kill him, but that made no difference in the long run. None of it would have happened if I hadnt insisted on doing things my own way, on going to school instead of getting married. Dating humans, instead of tomcats. If not for me, Andrew would still be alive, probably dating some grad student who never did anything more violent than crush spiders.

But it was too late to take it back now. The only way to save my life was to prove my own worthby agreeing to have some random toms baby.

Manx had known the truth all along. No wonder she was so happy, in spite of her constant heartburn and swollen feet. Her unborn child had saved her life, and she damn well knew it.

A warm hand touched my shoulder, then smoothed my hair down my back. We wont let this happen, Faythe. I swear on my life that we will not let this happen. Well find a way around it.

I lifted my head to find my father kneeling next to me. My father the Alphahead of the Territorial Council for as long as I could rememberwas on his knees on a dusty, rented cabin floor, still wearing his usual suit and tie. I smiled at him. It was either that or cry, and I was determined not to cry in front of him again.

I know you will. Just tell me what to do, and Ill do it. For once, Id do exactly what he wanted. No questions asked.

He opened his mouth, but before he could speak, the bedroom door flew open behind him, and Jace burst into the room. Greg! Theres a bruin out front, and hes demanding to see whoevers in charge.







Two

A bruin? Are you sure? my father asked.

Jace snorted. Um, yeah. Hes huge, and he smells like a bear. Hes arguing with Calvin, and it looks like its about to get ugly.

My father turned from Jace back to me. I meant what I said, Faythe. This isnt over.

I nodded. I recognized the dismissal, but knew it wasnt personal. As the head of the council, he had to go deal with the new crisis, even if we hadnt yet resolved the previous one. Go.

My father was off the floor in an instant, rising with the speed and grace of a tom half his age. In spite of the circumstances, I was happy to see him move like that because each new line that appeared around his eyes and each gray hair that grew at his temple reminded me that he was just as susceptible as the rest of us to the devastation of time, the wear and tear of constant use. One day he would retire, and that would break my heart. But one day further down, he would die, and that would crush my soul.

If Im still around to see it

Michael followed our father from the room, and Jace started to go after them, then stopped when he noticed me sitting on the floor. Faythe? Whats wrong?

I killed Andrew, havent you heard?

What are you talking about? In several long steps, he was in front of me, pulling me off the floor. It was self-defense. The panel will see that eventually. They have to. He wrapped his arms around me, and I let my head fall on his shoulder, breathing in his scent, which brought with it memories of warmth, and safety, and comfort.

I shook my head, and my cheek rubbed against his cotton T. They think I did it on purpose. All of it. Theyre going after the death penalty.

What? Jace held me at arms length, searching my face for an explanation. He frowned in confusion. Calvin told you that?

No, my father. And Michael.

He shook his head. That makes no sense. Youre a tabby, he said, echoing my own thoughts.

They dont seem to have noticed that yet.

Jace smiled, and his eyes roamed south of my chin. I dont see how they could keep from

In the main room, the front door creaked open, and heavy footsteps clomped on the hardwood floor. Voices spoke over one another, in every pitch and timbre, until finally one broke through them all dont care what youre in the middle of. The voice was deep enough to rumble, and loud enough to shake the walls around us.

The bruin, Jace whispered, and I nodded, still listening.

I wanna speak to someone in charge, and if you point that finger at me again, Im gonna break it off and shove it someplace uncomfortable.

Jace grinned and tossed his head toward the sound of the voice. I nodded again and followed him into the main room, mingling with the various enforcers standing against the walls, most with their hands clenched into fists at their sides. They were agitated, on high alert from having our rented territory invaded by a stranger. A very large stranger of another species.

The bruin wasnt hard to spot. In fact, he would have been impossible to hide.

The largest tomcat in the room was my cousin Lucas Wade, whod accompanied my uncle Rick to the hearing. In human form, Lucas was six and a half feet tall and more than three hundred pounds of solid muscle. He had to enter most rooms sideways. Running into him was like hitting the side of a house.

The bruin was more than a foot taller than Lucas, and I couldnt begin to imagine how much he weighed. His hair was light reddish-brown, which I hadnt expected, and plentiful, which I had. It hung to his shoulders in thick, tangled waves, blending seamlessly with a beard of the same length and color. His cheeks were ruddy from the cold, and above them shone eyes that were proportionately small, dark brown and surprisingly expressive. And what I saw in them at the moment was anger. Unfiltered, unmistakable anger.

You cant just walk in here and demand an audience, Calvin Malone insisted from the center of the room where he, like everyone else, was dwarfed by the angry bear. This is neither the proper place, nor the proper way to address our council. Im going to have to ask you to

Calvin. My fathers voice cut through Malones with the confidence of long-held authority. Malone faded into silence, but he didnt move. My father was unfazed. Im sure we can spare the time to meet with a member of our brother species. In fact, I think thats the least we owe our guest. That, and perhaps a cup of coffee?

On his left, Uncle Rick nodded, as did Paul Blackwell, who watched from the kitchen doorway. Malone scowled, then conceded the point with a brisk nod. Of course.

My fathers gaze settled on me and Jace. Jace, bring some coffee for He paused, addressing the bruin again. Im sorry, I didnt catch your name.

Elias Keller, the giant rumbled.

Some coffee for Mr. Keller? my father continued, and Jace nodded, already headed toward the kitchen. Mr. Keller, will you have a seat?

Keller nodded, apparently surprised by the offer of hospitality. But there was barely enough space to breathe, much less sit, in the crowded room. My father looked almost amused by the extra security. Gentlemen, could you give us a little room?

The tomcats hesitated, glancing around at one another. Then, almost as one they migrated toward the exits, some headed for the front door, others for the hallway. When the room had cleared, except for the four Alphas, my father considered me for a moment, then tossed his head toward the kitchen. I went willingly, because if I sat quietly and chose my seat carefully, Id be able to see and hear everything that happened in the main room. A minor bright spot in what was shaping up to be one of the worst days of my life.

Jace stood in front of the coffeepot, pouring creamer into a plain white mug. You think he takes it with hazelnut creamer? I leaned with one hip against the counter next to him.

Im guessing black. He stirred, then tapped the spoon against the rim of the mug before dropping it into the sink. This ones for you. Winking, he handed me the cup of doctored coffee, then carried a second mugblackinto the living room. He was back a minute later, pouring a third mug for himself.

I sat at the small round table, my chair positioned as far to the right as possible. From there, I could see the bruin, who took up most of the ugly beige sofa all on his own. I could also see my father, in the armchair nearest the couch, and Malone, opposite him in a matching chair.

can we do for you, Mr. Keller? My father asked, his hands templed beneath his chin, fingertips brushing a slight shadow of stubble.

Across from him, Malone faced mostly away from me, so that I saw only a slice of his profile. But that was enough for me to recognize the scowl dominating his expression. He was clearly irritated with my father for taking charge, which sent a petty surge of glee through me. Did Malone think chairing the tribunal sitting in judgment of me gave him enough power to displace Greg Sanders as the head of the entire Territorial Council? If so, he was sorely mistaken, and at that moment I wanted nothing more out of life than to be present when my father made that fact clear.

And maybe a full pardon. That would be nice, too.

Jace slid into the seat on my right, setting his own mug on the table in front of him. I mouthed, Thanks, and held up my cup before sipping from it, my attention already focused on the Alphas and the bruin.

What can you do for me? Keller ran one broad, thickfingered hand along his scraggly beard, tugging it as he stared down at my father. Keep your cats off my mountain.

Bruins, like the bears they Shifted into, lived almost exclusively in the northern rocky districtsmostly Alberta, British Columbia and Alaska. Very few lived in the continental U.S., and those who did stuck to isolated regions of the Northwestincluding the werecat free zone in Montana, where wed come for my hearing.

Our cats? My father glanced at his fellow Alphas, but none seemed to have any idea what our ursine guest was talking about.

Well, they certainly arent my cats, Keller scoffed. He lifted his mugwhich looked like a toy cup in his tennis racket-size handand drained the contents in one long swallow. Then he set the empty cup on the coffee table and eyed my father steadily.

What are these cats doing, exactly? Calvin Malone asked.

Theyre carrying on like a pack of rabid dogs, not five miles from my place. Keller shifted in his seat, and the couch groaned with his movement. Hunting and fighting in the daytime. Making all kinds of racket. Its a bad time for such ruckus, what with humans crawling all over the mountain looking for those missing hikers. Damn fools. Those cats of yours are either gonna make trouble, or be trouble, and I want no part of it either way.

Missing hikers?

On my left, the kitchen door creaked open, and I turned to see Marc step inside. His gaze found me instantly, the gold specks glittering in his brown eyes. He looked away first, as had become his habit since wed broken up ten weeks earlier. Ten weeks and four days, to be exact. And approximately ten hours.

But who was counting?

A familiar ache settled into my chest, and I tried to drown it with coffee.

Are you sure theyre Shifters, and not natural cats? Cougars, maybe? Uncle Rick asked from the living room. I tried to concentrate on what was being said, but I couldnt seem to drag my gaze from Marc.

Whats going on? he whispered to Jace, avoiding my eyes as he sniffed in the direction of the living room. And whats that smell?

Of course Im sure, Keller rumbled from the other room, and Marc froze at the sound of the strange voice.

Is that what I think it is? Marc murmured, crossing the kitchen to stand behind us, where he could see into the living room. A bruin?

Jace nodded, a grin practically splitting his face in half. Bruins were rarer than thunderbirds. Rarer even than tabby cats, at least in the U.S. My father said theyd be gone for good someday. Maybe during my lifetime. Id never expected to see one in person.

Theyre bigger than cougars, and jet-black, every one, Keller continued. Smarter n cougars, too. But they lack the common sense to be frightened when they ought.

Definitely tomcats, then, I thought. And probably teenagers.

I expect you boys to round em up, and soon, the bruin said, glancing from one Alpha to another. Ive already buried onefigured youd wanna know why he didnt come backand I dont mind diggin more holes, if need be. Seems only fair to warn you first, though.

My father frowned, and I knew exactly what he was thinking. What they all must have been thinking. We werent missing any cats. Though he didnt seem to know it, Keller was talking about strays. Reckless, likely suicidal strays. He had to be.

Well take care of the problem. My father tapped his index fingers together beneath his chin. Then, as if hed read my mind, Can you describe the scent of these werecats? They were male, I assume?

Keller nodded. No doubt about that. Not with em pissin on every tree and rock for ten square miles.

My father cleared his throat to disguise a smile, but Jace wasnt so fortunate. He choked on a gulp of coffee, spewing it across the table and down the front of his shirt. I bit my lip to keep from laughing, and Marc grabbed a pile of paper napkins from the counter behind him, dropping them over the mess on the table.

Could you tell anything else from their scents? Uncle Rick asked, while my father glared at us from the living room. I shrugged at him in apology, while Jace tossed the soggy napkins across the room into the trash can. Were they Pride or stray?

Keller stroked his beard again. Cant say as I know the difference.

My father nodded, as if hed expected that very reply. A stray is a werecat who was born human, then infected by being scratched or bitten by one of us in cat form.

I squirmed in my seat, uncomfortably aware that nearly every eye in the living room had just focused on me. Always in the past when the topic of strays came up, Marc became the unwilling center of attention. But that was no longer the case. I was now infamous for having created a stray. In fact, I was the only Pride cat in living history to admit to such a thing. No one else was that crazy. Or stupid.

But things were different for bruins, as Elias Keller had just reminded us. His species wanted nothing to do with the human population. Or with each other, for the most part. Unlike werecats, bruins lived alone, typically in rough cabins in isolated mountainous regions virtually untouched by civilization. They were the mountain men of legend, reclusive giants in huge flannel shirts, fur hats and colossal boots, stomping through the forest with an ax over one shoulder and a dead deer over the other. They were likely the source of the Paul Bunyan stories. Hell, in one form or another, they were probably also Bigfoot, almost never seen, because there were very few of them to be seen.

Bruins werent rare only because they bred slowly, though that was certainly part of it. The rest of the problem was that like thunderbirds, they could only be born, not made. Being mauled by a bruin would not turn a human into a werebear. It would kill him or her. Period. Which was why the concept of a stray was completely lost on Keller.

And theres a difference between the smell of a stray and aPride cat?

Malone nodded. Were all Pride cats. This cat youburied? Did it smell like us?

Keller sniffed the air dramatically, and his entire beard twitched with the motion. It might have been funny, if he didnt look so very serious. Yes. Youre all cats. They were all cats. You all smell like cats to me.

He needs to smell a stray, Paul Blackwell said, and dread settled into my stomach. I knew what was coming. I just didnt know whod be dumb enough to do it.

But I should have known.

Wheres Marc Ramos? Malone demanded, glancing around at his fellow Alphas, as if he expected Marc to suddenly appear in their midst. Hes a stray. Someone bring Marc in here.

I dared a peek at Marc and found him standing behind Jace, fists clenched around the back of the chair, face scarlet. He growled, very low and deep, and I ached to put a sympathetic hand over his.

Marc? Malone called again from the living room. He twisted in his chair, glancing down the hall first, then toward the kitchen, where he found us all frozen in placeMarc in anger, me in dread, and Jace in what could only be humiliation. I hadnt noticed his reaction earlier, because Marc was clearly about to blow his top. But when I looked at Jace, I saw that his jaws were clenched, muscles bulging in his cheeks, and that he stared at Malone in nothing short of rage. Pure, murderous rage.

Ramos, front-n-center! Malone shouted, apparently oblivious to the fact that he was insulting my fathers top enforcerthe tomcat who got paid to bust heads in defense of our territory.

Marc growled louder, and the chair back creaked beneath his hands. He watched my father instead of Malone, waiting for either a nod or a shake of his Alphas head to tell him what to do. But instead, my father shrugged. He was leaving the decision up to Marc, and I loved him for it. For not demanding that Marc present himself to be sniffed like a bitch in heat.

However, before Marc could make up his mind, Keller spoke again, slicing through the tension with a single, insightful statement. I can smell you from here, son. No need to put yourself out on my account.

Marc nodded. He didnt smilehe was much too angry for thatbut I could see respect for Keller in his eyes.

So. Malone dismissed Marc as casually as hed called for him. Did these werecats smell like us, or like him?

I never actually heard Kellers answer because the wood splintering under Marcs hands drowned it out. An instant later, Marc held the detached back of Jaces chaira solid strip of oak attached to four thin spindlesin one hand. Jace jumped from his seat just as Marc hurled the wood through the window over the kitchen sink. Glass shattered, spraying the ground outside. Heads swiveled our way, eyes wide, mouths gaping. Then, before anyone seemed to realize what had happened, Marc was gone, and the screen door slammed shut.

Malone practically shook with fury, now standing in the middle of the living-room floor. Jace, bring him back. Now!

Jaces hands curled into fists at his sides, and anger smoldered in his eyes. He ignored Malone and watched his own Alpha for a signal.

Let him go. My father didnt shout. He didnt need to.

Jaces hands uncurled, and he sank back into his broken chair, ears flaming as he stared at the table.

Calvin Malone turned to face my father, and again I saw him in profile. Do you let that kind of disrespect go unpunished among your men?

You mind your Pride, and Ill mind mine. His carefully blank face was the only hint at how very angry my father was. At Malone, not Marc or Jace.

Malones mouth twitched. He was furious, but making an obvious attempt to rein his temper in, at least until the bruin was gone. Well discuss this later.

My father nodded curtly. We certainly will.

Well, Ill get out of your fur. Keller rose from the couch, and its springs screeched in relief. He stepped toward the door, and had to duck beneath the fan overhead.

Mr. Keller, wait, Uncle Rick called, and the bruin paused several feet from the door. Where did you last see these strays? So they were straysAnd how many are there? Well send some men out on patrol, and theyll need to know where to start.

Kellers face relaxed. Theres a good-size pond not six miles north of here. I scented at least two of them there this morning, and several more before that. That good enough to get you started?

Yes, thank you. We appreciate the warning. My father escorted Keller to the door, step by creaking step. The bruin had to bend to fit through, and when my father turned to the rest of us, his face was all business. Can you spare two men apiece? he asked, glancing around the room from Alpha to Alpha.

Of course, Blackwell said, More, if you need them.

My father nodded, acknowledging the commitment.

Youre not serious about this, Greg? Malone demanded, looking around the room for support from his fellow Alphas. My father, the head of the Territorial Council, walked past him without responding, and it was all I could do not to laugh out loud. Hed been using that tactic on me for years, but Id never expected to see him ignore a fellow Alphas question, as if it wasnt worthy of reply. Though, for the record, I agreed with him completely.

Malone shouted after him. We all took time away from our jobsour livesto come here on werecat business, not to take tea with Yogi Bear!

My dad strolled through the living room and into the kitchen, where we all watched him pour the last of the coffee into a clean mug, as if his authority wasnt being questioned in front of Alpha and enforcer alike.

Malone followed him, stopping on the worn linoleum. This is free territory. Of course there are strays here. We put them here!

Daddy poured a packet of sugar into his coffee and stirred, looking no more annoyed than he might be by a fly buzzing near his ear. Malone seethed. You cannot seriously be asking us to set aside your daughters criminal behavior in favor of chasing a few stray cats up the side of a mountain.

That did it. My father brought the mug slowly to his lips. He sipped from it, eyeing Malone with all the patience in the world, and I understood in that moment why my father was the head of the council, and Calvin Malone never would be: Malone had no patience. No sense of timing. He wanted instant gratification, even on little things like getting a rise out of my father.

No, Daddy said. Im not asking you to do anything. With that, he turned his back on Malone, showing the entire room that he had nothing to fear from his fellow Alpha. For toms like Malone, fear was synonymous with respect, and my father had just insulted him on a massive scale.

I think I was starting to rub off on him.

My father set his mug on the counter and turned to face the room. Well send everyone we can spare. Jace, will you round them up, please?

Jace was out of his chair and through the back door in less than a second.

As the first of the enforcers straggled in, I rose to refill my mug and found the pot empty. I had a fresh pot going when Marc followed the last tom in, at which point my father finished his coffee and cleared his throat for our attention. In case anyones eavesdropping efforts failed quiet chuckling echoed across the living room we have agreed to investigate a matter brought to our attention by Elias Keller, the bruin we all just met. Mr. Keller says a group of strays has been making trouble near his home. You should be able to pick up their scents at a pond about six miles north of here.

Excited murmurs rose throughout the room as anticipation of the chase swelled. I shared the guys eagerness, but knew without being told that I would not be participating. The council would never let me run freeeven on an important assignmentwhile the hearing was in progress, and once it was over, the point would likely be moot. I might never run anywhere again.

That thought sent a jolt of fear through me, and the coffeepot shook in my grip, clattering against my empty mug. Marc lifted it from my hand, filling first my cup, then one for himself. I met his eyesand he didnt look away.

I want you in pairs, my father called out from the living room, drawing my attention back to the hunt I would take no part in. One man from each team on two feet, the other on four paws. Stay ten yards apart, and head north to start. Check in with your Alpha by cell phone every hour. Got it?

Several toms nodded, but Brett Malonehe of the unaccepted proposalspoke up with a question, drawing a scowl from his father. What should we do with the strays, if we find them?

Bring them back. Alive. Unconscious, if necessary.

Brett frowned. Should we use tranquilizers?

My fathers brow rose in mild surprise, no doubt only a fraction of what he was truly feeling. Then his mouth turned down in what I knew from experience to be extreme displeasure. We have tranquilizers? He glanced at his brother-in-law for confirmation, and Uncle Rick nodded.

Yes, Malone chimed in, a slimy smile taking over his face as he glanced pointedly at me. We have plenty of tranquilizers. His implication was clear. They hadnt come expecting trouble from strays, but theyd obviously expected some from me.

Fortunately, my father knew how to roll with the punches. Then yes. If any of the strays are in cat form, tranquilize them and bring them back. Well have more than a few questions for them to answer. He looked at Marc, who nodded in acknowledgment of his role in the process. Marc was the enforcers enforcer. He was my fathers big gun, the one in charge of convincing unruly cats to do what they should. He was also our executioner, when the situation called for one.

Which meant that if Calvin Malone got his way, Marcs would be the last face I ever saw.

But my dad would never let that happen. Hell, I would never let that happen. And neither would Marc.

Any more questions? my father asked. When no one spoke up, he waved one thick hand toward the front door. Good. Stay in sight of your partner at all times. Use your head, as well as your nose. One corner of his mouth quirked up in an amused smile. And see Brett for a tranquilizer before you go.

Brett was already on the job. Hed just come in from the hallway with a big cardboard box, from which he pulled a handful of preloaded hypodermic needles, capped in red plastic. Youll have to get close to use these, of course, he said, handing the first two needles to Jace, and the next two to Blackwells young grandson. But theyll work pretty fast.

Frowning, I settled back into my chair at the table, thinking of where Id like to shove Malones hypodermics.

In the living room, my father leaned against the wall next to his brother-in-law and both Alphas eyed the absurdly large box of sedatives. Expecting trouble, were you?

Uncle Rick chuckled. Malones a frugal bastard, and theyre cheaper in bulk.

I bet. But Daddy smiled. He was amused by all the needles, and so was I. The fact that they were prepared to sedate mefor the rest of my natural life, apparentlymeant that they took me seriously. Were maybe even afraid of me, just a little bit.

Fear wasnt quite as good as respectbut Id take it.

My father cleared his throat, and everyone stopped what they were doing to look at him. Id like to speak to the council members in the dining room, please.

Malone frowned and jerked his head in my general direction. What about her?

Shell have to come along.

Oh, goodie! Insider information I sipped from my mug to hide my smile.

No. Malone said, and I twisted to look at him so fast a jolt of pain shot through my neck. He shook his head firmly.

Blackwell stood. She cannot sit in on council meetings, Greg. Not before we have a verdict. She hasnt earned enough trust.

My father nodded in concession, and a pang of disappointment leached through me. More sitting around, bored. I should have packed more books.

Someone will have to watch her, Blackwell continued, and I stiffened. The tribunal had put me under round-the-clock guard until the hearing was over, like I was some psychopath who might run off to infect and murder more humans if they lost sight of me for more than a five-minute bathroom break.

Fine, my father said, because he clearly had no choice. But there were only two toms left to watch me: Brett Malone and a Nordic-looking Canadian transplant named Colin Dean, whod been hired by Paul Blackwell a few months earlier. Id never said a word to him, and wasnt eager to, based on the sheer number of times Id caught him staring at my chest.

I turned from Colin to look at my father, pleading with him with my eyes to give me an out. I can help. Let me help.

No. He didnt even hesitate.

Ill hunt with Brett and Colin, and I wont Shift. Being trailed through the forest by strange men was much better than being cooped up in a small cabin with them. You can call me anytime you want.

No, my father repeated, and Malone smirked, the arrogant bastard.

Youre wasting your resources. I pushed back my chair and followed my father down the hall. You could have three more noses out there looking!

Thats enough, Faythe. Three feet from the dining room, he spun in midstep, frowning at me in warning. Dont make this worse. Go wait at the cabin. Ill be there when were done here.

At home, I probably would have argued further, but I wasnt going to embarrass my father in front of his fellow Alphas. Not while he was trying so hard to maintain his authority. The last thing he needed was me making more trouble.

Fine. Brett and Colin waited by the front door while I gathered what Id brought to the main lodgea novel, a bottle of water and a bag of Chex Mix. Before I left, I drained my mug, and as I set it in the sink, snatches of conversation floated to me from the dining room.

You let him run wild, Greg, and it has to stop.

Marc. Malone was complaining about Marc.

With nothing left to do in the lodge, I headed for the front porch, and the last thing I heard before the door swung shut behind me was my fathers reply. He runs no wilder than your mouth, Calvin, and no ones tried to muzzle you yet. But I promise you this, if you dont get control of your tongue right now, Ill make sure it never gets you in trouble again.

A smile bloomed on my face as I bounded down the front steps. I couldnt remember ever being so proud to call myself my fathers daughter.







Three

My father had rented cabin number four, a quarter-mile walk from the main lodge. On the way, as I stomped through dry brown grass, sandwiched by Tweedledee and Tweedledum, I nursed serious resentment toward both the Alphas, whod made me stay behind, and my fellow enforcers, whod gone on without me. I hadnt done anything more exciting than brush my own teeth for more than two months, since Id been suspended from active duty as an enforcer in September. And now I was missing an opportunity that might never come again: the chance to take a run through bruin territory. To sniff out scents foreign to East Texas. To the entire southern and eastern sections of the country, for that matter.

From the woods to the north came the sounds of tomcats making their way through the foresttwigs breaking, leaves swishing, and entirely too much gallivanting to be productive. The racketprobably barely audible to the human earhad to come from the enforcers walking on two feet, because when a cat stalks on four paws, he makes no sound. Not if he knows what hes doing, anyway.

I knew what I was doing. But I was not doing what I wanted.

Stifling a frustrated sigh, I wedged my novel into the crook of my left arm and opened the squirt cap on my water with my teeth. Why dont we blow off this whole house arrest thing in favor of a rousing game of touch football. I gulped from the bottle, then wiped my mouth on my sleeve. You guys look like you could use the exercise.

I was kidding, of course. Brett was slim but well toned, and Colin looked like a towheaded Rambo. Or that Russian boxer from Rocky IV. He scowled down at me from at least six inches over my head. If youre looking to get tackled, Im sure we can work something out.

My temper flared, but then Brett made a strangling sound, and I glanced at him, expecting to see him choking back a laugh. To my surprise, he looked nervous rather than amused, his focus shifting back and forth between me and Colin, as if he expected me to explode any second, raining blood and guts all over them both.

I turned back to the Nordic giant. You even try to tackle me and Ill hang your favorite parts from my rearview mirror in place of my fuzzy black dice. Okay, I didnt actually have a caror a pair of fuzzy dicebut Colin didnt need to know that.

He laughed, and a snarl rumbled its way from my throat.

You think Im kidding? Try me. When he didnt answer, I jogged up the steps of cabin four and shoved the door open. I dropped my armload on the coffee table, then plopped onto the couch, where I stared out the front window at the beautiful fall afternoon wasting away without my participation.

Brett dropped onto the armchair to my right, and Colin headed straight to the kitchen to forage.

For several minutes, Brett and I sat in silence, listening to cabinets slam and pots clang in the kitchen. Twice his lips parted, as if he might say something. But each time, a single glance at my expressiona carefully crafted scowlchanged his mind.

Finally, around the time sizzling sounds floated in from the kitchen, along with the aroma of melted butter, Brett worked up the courage to speak. You wanna play cards?

No. Instead, I stared out at the line of trees two hundred feet from the cabins front door.

Ten minutes later, Colin lowered himself onto the cushion next to me, holding a paper plate piled high with western scrambled eggs. Brett sat straighter, his nose twitching. Got enough to share?

Colin shook his head, and several strands of straight, whiteblond hair fell over his pale blue eyes. Youre on your own, he said, barely sparing his fellow tom a glance. Then he favored me with a satisfied smile, set his plate on the woodplank coffee table, and slid one arm across the back of the couch behind my head. He held a forkful of eggs inches from my lips. You, Ill share with.

Clearly my reputation had yet to spread to Canada.

If you want to keep those fingers, I suggest you pull them back. By about five feet.

Colin laughed, under the mistaken impression that I was joking. I snatched the fork from his hand and hurled it end over end across the room. Chunks of egg and vegetable dropped to the ratty carpet. Stainless-steel tines sank into the fake oak paneling. The handle was still vibrating from the impact, Colins wide-eyed gaze glued to it, when I twisted his entire arm with a grip on his first two fingers.

Ow, shit! he shouted, leaning toward me to ease the pressure on his shoulder.

You come within two feet of me again, and Ill break the damn things off. Understood?

Fury rushed in to cover the pain on his face, and for a moment it looked as if hed make trouble. I twisted harder.

Fuck! Yes, I got it! Let go!

I released his hand, and Colin launched his bulky frame off the couch with a werecats peculiar grace and flexibility. On my right, Brett laughed. Hed seen the show once before, years earlier.

You could have warned me, Colin grumbled. He snatched his fork from the wall, then sank into the only other chair in the room and reclaimed his meal.

Brett huffed, and shot me a blatant look of approval, which I hadnt expected. Shes on trial for murder. I figured that was explanation enough.

Colin focused on his eggs, steadily whittling away the yellow mountain, glaring at me like a spoiled child the whole time. Brett stared out the window in silence, because the television didnt get cable and we hadnt brought any movies. I ignored them both and picked up my novel.

When he finished his meal, Colin stood to take his empty dish into the kitchen. I glanced up to see him balance the paper plate on top of the full trash bin, rather than emptying it. I started to berate him for being lazy, but stopped when I realized hed just given me the perfect excuse to go outside. Not for long, granted, but it would be worth playing nice for even a few minutes of fresh air and privacy.

That needs to go out, before it starts stinking up the cabin, I said, careful not to voice my offer too soon.

It can wait. He pulled open the fridge and snagged one of Marcs Cokes from the top shelf. Normally I would have warned him not to do that, but I was trying not to piss him off at the moment. Plus, I kind of wanted to be there when Marc found out.

No it cannot wait. Thats disgusting. You filled it up, you take it out.

Colin glared at me over the top of Marcs Coke. Im not taking out your trash. If you want it out, take it yourself.

And just like that, Tweedledum had told me to do what I wanted to do in the first place. Idiot.

Lazy tom I muttered, stomping past him as if in aggravation. I was three feet from the back door, garbage bag in hand, when he caught on.

Stop. Nice try, but the council doesnt want you out alone. Brett, you take it.

Damn it.

Brett started to complain, but Colin was bigger and stronger, which meant he called the shots, in the absence of a higher-ranking enforcer or an Alpha. Grumbling beneath his breath, Brett plodded into the kitchen and took the bag from me. He headed into the backyard, and I returned to the couch and my novel, fuming silently.

A minute later, something heavy thumped at the rear of the cabin. Probably the trash bag hitting the bottom of the metal can. But then I heard another thump, and a wave of alarm surged through me. I looked up from my book and froze, listening. There were no more thumps, but I picked up a muted whispering sound, too soft for a human to have heard.

I jumped up from the couch and bolted into the kitchen to peer through the window over the sink. At first I saw nothing, but by the time Colin joined me, leaning much closer to me than necessary, the source of the sound had come into view. Sort of.

It was a tail, solid black and twitching in nervous excitement. I smiled. One of the guys had returned from the hunt and was obviously trying to cheer me up with a game of stalk-and-pounce. It wasnt Marc or Jace; I knew that even at a glance. Maybe my cousin Lucas?

But as the hindquarters wriggled farther into sight, I realized they didnt belong to anyone I knew.

Whos that? Colin asked, and as I took in the confused look on his face, my apprehension deepened. My pulse pounded. An instant later, the cat came into full view, and I gasped, startled into inaction for a moment longer than I should have been. He was no one I knew. But he was dragging someone I knew: Brett, unconscious and bleeding from his stomach, the starched collar of his shirt clamped between the cats sharp front teeth.

Shit!

The cat started at the sound of my voice. He dropped Bretts collar and met my stare through the window. His fur stood on end. He hissed, baring two-inch canines, white whiskers standing out against the black fur on his face.

Who the fuck is that? Colin demanded, louder that time.

I glanced around the kitchen, searching frantically for something to use as a weapon. Its one of the strays, genius. Who else could it be? My focus settled on a block of knives near the stove, and I pulled the butcher knife free, hefting it in one hand to test its weight. Not bad.

What are you doing? Colin stared at me like Id lost my mind.

Hurry, before he gets to the woods. I was halfway to the door when my gaze caught an ice pick lying on the counter by the refrigerator. I grabbed the pick and dropped the knife in its place, sparing time for another glance out the window. The cat and his prey were now a third of the way to the tree line.

Colin hesitated, then his head bobbed in reluctant concession. Just give me a minute. He bent to take off his shoes. Then he unbuttoned his pants.

What the hell are you doing?You dont have time to Shift. Werecats have very powerful jaws and legs. Id once seen a tom haul an entire deer into the branches of a tree to protect it from scavengers. Once he got into the forest, the stray could drag Brett anywhere he wanted and wed never catch him.

We cant go out there like this. Hell shred us. Unless you can use that partial Shift trick to come up with a quick set of claws The bastard actually smirked at me, like we had all afternoon to trade insults.

Thats not how it w I stopped, sucking in a deep breath. There was no time to argue, much less to defend my partial Shift claims. Get your ass out there and help me, or I swear Ill tell the entire council that youre a spineless, dickless fur-ball whose dam should have eaten him at birth.

Colins smirk faded into cocky sneer. Like anyone listens to you.

Disgusted, I turned my back on him and caught sight of the meat mallet stuck upright in the dish drainer. It was bulky, with a sharply textured, two-sided aluminum head, a one-and-a-half-pound monster, which I could attest to, having taken out my frustration on a couple of sirloins the night before. Dropping the ice pick into the sink, I snatched the mallet and ran for the back door. My left fist closed over the doorknob as Colin grabbed my right arm, halting my progress and nearly pulling my shoulder out of its socket.

I whirled on him, fury and fear battling for control of my expression. The left hook flew out of habit; Id been practicing with my southpaw during my recent period of unemployment. The practice paid off.

My fist hit Colins chin. His head snapped to the side with a grunt of pain and surprise. He stumbled backward several steps, then tripped over his own foot. Colins skull hit the countertop, then his back hit the linoleum. His eyes fluttered, then closed. He was out cold.

Shit! I needed his help. Good going, Faythe!

Flustered and out of time, I waited a second to make sure he was breathing, then shoved my way through the back door before I had a chance to consider my odds and chicken out. I raced across the grass toward the cat, now less than twenty feet from the tree line. A shriek of fury split my skull as I ran, and it took me a moment to realize it was coming from me.

When I reached Bretts feet, the stray dropped his prey and bared his canines at me. His fur stood on end, gleaming in the midafternoon sun. His tail swished back and forth in equal parts fear and aggression. He was going to attack.

So was I.

I planted one foot on the ground and knelt as I swung the mallet. The stray hunched, preparing to pounce. My scream became a cry of triumph even before the hammer made contact. And it did make contact.

The mallet slammed into the left side of his skull.

A sickening thud-crunch raised goose bumps all over my skin. Blood and fur flew from the point of contact. The impact traveled up the handle to vibrate in my arm. The cat fell over sideways. Then there was silence. And stillness. Nothing moved, other than the rise and fall of my chest on the bottom edge of my vision as I sucked in air and spit it back out, over and over again.

Sound came back slowly, and the first thing I heard was my own rasping breath. The cat didnt breathe. I knew he was dead without checking for a pulse. Id caved in his skull. Ripped flesh and fur from bone. Whoever the bastard was, hed never bother Elias Keller again. Or anyone else.

After several seconds of shock, my senses came back enough that I knew I should check on Brett. At first I couldnt bring myself to touch him. Blood had soaked through his shirt, drenching his torso and crotch so badly that I couldnt find the wound. I saw no movement from him at all. No breathing. No pulse jiggling in his throat.

Then, suddenly, he seemed to be moving everywhere all at once. Shaking.

No, wait. He wasnt shaking. I was shaking. I was shivering all over.

I dropped to the ground on my knees, and my left hand landed on Bretts chest. And thats when I realized he was moving after all. Breathing shallowly, but steadily. Thank goodness.

My fingers uncurled, and the mallet fell onto the grass. I explored his stomach with both hands, and found several deep gashes across his abdomen. They were bad, and hed bled a lot, but he was still alive. And so was I.

My eyes closed, and I sat still next to Brett, my hands covered in his blood. And thats how my father and the other Alphas found us, minutes later.







Four

Here. This will warm you up. Something soft and heavy slid between my back and the spine of the kitchen chair, and Jace leaned over me from behind to drape the material over my shoulders.

Im not cold. Yet I clutched the blanket anyway, because it was chenille, and it felt good, while I felt like shit.

Jace stepped around my seat and pulled an empty chair closer, and when he sat, his knees brushed mine. Youre shivering.

No Im n-n But I was. My hair was still damp from my shower. That was it.

Its okay. His cobalt eyes met my yellow-green ones. You saved his life.

I shook my head, thinking of the Alphas gathered in the dining room to discuss my latest mishap. They wont believe that.

Screw em. Jace scowled, and I knew what he really meant was, Screw Calvin. Theyll figure it out. And if they dont, Colin will tell them what happened when he wakes up.

Sure. Assuming he does wake up. Hed hit the countertop pretty hard.

The Alphas had put Colin and Brett in one of the downstairs bedrooms of the main lodge so they could be cared for more easily. Neither tom had opened his eyes in the hour since, which was starting to seriously worry everyone.

And frankly, the outcome wasnt looking good for me eitherapparently being found with two unconscious guards and one dead stray did not cast a favorable light upon my innocence.

The kitchen screen door squealed open behind me. What happened? Marc demanded as it thumped shut.

My eyes closed, and my pulse jumped. I inhaled deeply to get a whiff of his scent, which made my blood rush even faster.

Short version? Jace headed for the coffeepot as Marc crossed the room toward me. Brett got mauled by a stray. Colin wouldnt help, so Faythe knocked him out and killed the stray. With a meat mallet.

You okay? Marc knelt at my side, brow furrowed in concern.

Fine. I sat straighter and shrugged off the blanket to hide how shaken I really was. He never laid a claw on me.

I didnt mean physically.

I blinked up at Marc, aching to touch him. To deserve his comfort. Im fine. I did what had to be done.

Spoken like a true enforcer, he said, and I smiled. That was a very big compliment, coming from Marc.

Ceramic clinked against Formica, and Jace handed me a fresh mug of coffee as Marc slid into the chair on my left.

Thanks. Id already had enough caffeine to kick-start Frankensteins monster, but I took the mug anyway, grateful that anyone was willing to speak to memuch less fix me coffeein spite of the blood on my hands. Literally. I eyed the reddish crust dried beneath my right thumbnail. Apparently Id missed a spot in the shower.

How are Brett and Colin? Marc asked.

Jace pulled out the chair on my right and sat. Theyre as comfortable as we can make them until the doc gets here.

Dr. Carver. He was already on his way to testify about the condition of Andrews body when wed brought it home for disposal, but hed find his bedside manner more in demand than his testimony.

I stared into my mug, treasuring the warmth of my coffee even more than the scent. Whatd they do with the body?

Its out back under a tarp, Jace said. Well bury him in the woods when theyre done examining him.

They find anything?

Jace shrugged. Hes newly infected. Less than a week, most likely, since his original scratches havent healed yet. They think he was still feverish, and thats why he came so close to the complex. He was probably looking for food, and found Brett instead. Hell, he mightve thought Brett was food.

Still feverish. I sipped from my mug, thinking. Newly infected strays suffered from disorientation, high fever and intense hunger for several days after being scratched or bitten. Many strays did not survive the transitional illnesscalled scratch feverand of those who did, many more died during or soon after their first Shift.

The stray in question had obviously survived both. But he hadnt survived me. And as justified as I felt in killing the strange cat to save Brett, I couldnt suppress a pang of sympathy for the stray, who was likely out of his mind with pain and hunger when hed attacked.

What can they tell about his infector?

Marc leaned with one shoulder against the living-room doorway. Only that its no one we know. Which meant that the trace of his infectors base scent, which ran through the strays blood, belonged to a stranger. Likely another stray. In theory, we could trace a strays lineage from his base scent back to his infectors scent, and back even further if that cat were also a stray. But that ability would do us no good without a suspect with whom to compare scents.

So whoever infected him is local. Because no stray could have traveled far from wherever he was attacked while still in the grip of scratch fever. But that could be anyone. Since we were in a free zone, whatever local werecat population there was would be made up of strays and wildcats, who were not known for cooperating with Pride authority.

But before I could take that thought somewhere productive, the makeshift-infirmary door opened into the living room and the Alphas filed out, Malone going off at the mouth as usual. and I want her locked up, until we can figure out what really happened.

Why dont you ask her? I snapped, both brows raised at the Appalachian Alpha. All heads turned my way, and my father shook his sharply, warning me to let him handle Malone. But it was too late for that.

Especially once Malone answered, glaring at me from across two rooms. Youll be interviewed soon. Dont worry about that.

The only thing Im worried about is hell freezing over before I get a chance to speak freely in my own defense, I snapped, fury scalding my cheeks.

Faythe, thats enough! My father was mad. Very, very mad. But beneath the rage turning his face a scary shade of crimson lurked an even more frightening fear. He was afraid for me. Afraid my own mouth would seal my fate. And he was probably right to worry.

I averted my eyes, submitting to my Alpha without actually apologizinga face-saving technique Id picked up from Marc.

I think she deserves to be heard. Marcs voice was quiet, not quite a whisper, but perfectly audible.

Malone scowled. The tribunal will question her when we reconvene.

This isnt part of the hearing. Marc pushed back his chair and stood, facing off against Malone. She saved your sons life, and the least you owe her is your gratitude. In lieu of that, she deserves the chance to tell us what happened.

My heart thumped against my rib cage, and my skin tingled with excitement. Marc was saying everything I wanted to say to Malone, and I felt as if I should contribute something to his argument. A show of solidarity. But other than a thick, foggy amazement, my mind was a complete blank.

Normally, I would take my cue from my father, but he seemed uninclined to interrupt, probably curious to see how far Marc would take his stance. Our Alpha was training himtraining us bothto take over for him someday, and he considered experience an invaluable instructor.

I had my doubts, but I wasnt going to argue with any tactic that gave me the chance to be heard.

Malone didnt even glance at me, though that tick was back at the corner of his mouth. Im sure Faythe doesnt mind waiting for the appropriate forum.

She can speak for herself, I snapped, forcing him to acknowledge me.

Thats what hes afraid of, Jace whispered behind his mug.

What was that? Malone demanded.

Bold anger shined in Jaces eyes. Marcs right. This has nothing to do with the hearing, so you have no authority in the matter. She doesnt need your permission to speak.

For a moment, there was shocked silence as everyone processed Jaces reply. Even my father looked astounded, both brows rising over wide eyes.

Then rage flooded Malones face, and his jaw bulged beneath a thin, trim beard. No one pulled your string, boy! he shouted, anger thickening his Appalachian accent. You keep sticking your muzzle in where it doesnt belong and someones going to break it off.

Suddenly my father seemed much taller than his six-foot frame, much bulkier than his solid-but-trim build. You threaten another one of my men, Calvin, and you and I are going to have a serious problem.

Malone spoke through clenched teeth. Hes my son.

Stepson, Jace spat, as if even the legal connection to Malone left a bitter taste in his mouth. Marrying my mother did not make you my father.

Even my father flinched over that one. But he didnt back down. Hes my enforcer, and as such, you will respect him. He turned toward those of us in the kitchen and continued before Malone could respond. And you will respect him as an Alpha. Mutual respect. Understand?

Marc and I nodded silently.

Yes, sir. Jace looked simultaneously nauseated over his own gall and relieved by my fathers interruption.

Malone nodded curtly, still obviously fuming.

My fathers shoulders relaxed and tension drained from his face as easily as if hed pulled a plug. But anger still churned beneath the surface of his new calm, and those close to him knew it. Now, Faythe, tell us what happened. Quickly.

I spoke fast, eager to get the words out before I lost my chance. There isnt much to it. Brett took the trash out no need to mention my ploy for fresh air and solitude and a minute later we saw the stray dragging him across the backyard. Colin wouldnt go out without Shifting first, but I didnt think we had enough time for that. He tried to stop me from going to help, so I hit him. He fell backward and smacked his head on the counterout cold. I shrugged, scanning the half-dozen faces watching me. Then I went out and took care of the stray. End of story.

Blackwell narrowed his eyes at me. You werent trying to escape?

Escape what? I shrugged, still holding my mug. If our justice system is as fair as everyone claims it is, I have nothing to fear from the tribunal, because I did nothing wrong. I look forward to a chance to defend myself. Besides Another shrug. I sat there covered in blood and gray matter for several minutes before you guys got there. If I were going to run, Id be halfway to Canada by now.

My fathers proud smile faded into a deep scowl. I probably should have left off that last part.

My uncles mouth twitched in a good-humored grin. Blackwell looked skeptical. And though Malone frowned and shook his head, I was suddenly sure he believed meand just as sure that he didnt give a damn. He wanted me locked up anyway.

Do we know how many strays were dealing with here? my father asked, and just like that, I was dismissed in favor of more important business. I could have kissed him.

At the pond, we smelled, what? Four? Five? Marc glanced at Jace for confirmation, and Jace nodded. The other enforcers had been sent back to search, and Michael had stayed to watch me and care for the injured. But we didnt find any fresh trails. The newest was at least a day old, except for the one from the stray Faythe killed.

Any connection between the scents? Uncle Rick asked. Same infector?

Jace shrugged. Cant say without a fresher scent.

Marc nodded in agreement. One things for sure, though. Humans have been stomping all over that mountain. If they dont find those missing hikers soon, the strays will, and Marc trailed off, and we seemed to come to the same conclusion together.

Son of a bi I censored myself just in time. The hikers are dead. The strays already found them and killed them. Otherwise, the timings too much of a coincidence.

Marc nodded grimly, and my father sighed, but Blackwell looked less than convinced. You dont know that. They could just be lost.

Maybe, but Marcs right. If the strays havent found them yet, they will soon, my father said. The human search party only complicates things. Call your men and have those in cat form Shift back for now, to blend in with the human search parties.

The other Alphas pulled out phones and began dialing as my dad continued. We need information about the hikerswhat trail they were on and how long theyve been missing. Michael?

Yes? My brother stepped into the room from the makeshift infirmary.

Can you get Internet access out here?

Theres a patchy broadband signal from the tower on the mountain. I can give it a shot.

Good. Bring us what you find, my father ordered, and Michael jogged out the door, headed for our cabin and the laptop he never traveled without. Someone turn on the news.

The lodge didnt get cable reception, but there was a radio on top of the ancient yellow refrigerator. Jace plugged it in and rolled the dial until he found a strong local station.

After that, things got quiet for a while. Blackwell and Malone retreated to the dining room with a bottle of scotch for a private anti-Faythe party. My father and Uncle Rick settled around the kitchen table with a platter of cheese and cold cuts, the radio playing in the background. Jace plopped down on the floor in one of the bedrooms to play a shoot em up game on someones PS3.

I made myself a sandwich and sat in the living room, from which I could see the kitchen, the front window, and the dark, quiet bedroom where both Colin and Brett lay unmoving.

Several minutes later, Marc settled on the other end of the couch, twisting to face me with one leg bent on the cushion in front of him. So, how you holding up?

I stared at the gold flecks in his deep brown eyes, thinking of how they sparkled in the moonlight, even in cat form. Im fine. Whats the worst they can do? Kill me?

He frowned. Thats not funny.

Michael told you?

Jace.

Oh. So thats why he looked soirritated.

Leaning forward, he plucked a bread crumb from the dingy upholstery and dropped it on my plate. Why did you tell him, but not me?

Because he doesnt look at me like Im whats wrong with his life. Because he takes what I can give him without pouting over what I cant. Because he found me on the verge of tears and gave me a hug. Any man who catches me crying gets a free peek at my thoughts. House rule.

Ill have to remember that.

I took my time chewing, hoping some of the wistfulness would drain from his face before I had to answer. No such luck. If you want to know what Im thinking, ask me.

What are you thinking?

I sighed, dropping my sandwich onto the plate. Im thinking this needs more tomato.

Marc frowned. I wasnt kidding.

If hed been any one of my other fellow enforcers, Id have stretched out and put my feet in his lap, begging for a massage. The others would take such a gesture as I meant ita sign of trust and friendship. A werecat wont touch someone he or she doesnt trust. Not without bared claws, anyway.

But touching Marc was never a good idea. Not since wed broken up. Touching him reminded me of what wed had. What wed been. What was gone.

What do you want me to say? Hey, Marc, it turns out you were right. If Id married you instead of going to school, theyd think I was worth what it costs to feed me. But since Im only as valuable as my uteruswhich is currently unoc-cupiedthis time next week, Ill probably have gone the way of the dodo bird.

His frown deepened. This is because youre single?

No, this is because I infected Andrew and opted to defend myself when he tried to kill me. But when they find me guilty, being single will mean the difference between losing my claws and losing my life. Peachy, huh?

Marc shook his head slowly, his hand clenching around the back of the couch. They wont do it. Your father wont let them.

What about you? I shouldnt have said it. I had no right to ask that of him.

But he answered anyway, staring at me with eyes full of hurt. I wont, either. Did you really have to ask?

No. Im sorry.

We sat in awkward silence for the next ten minutes, me chewing and himwatching. Id just swallowed the last bite of my sandwich when a silver sedan pulled into the gravel driveway. Danny Carver sat behind the wheel, his short, neat brown beard adding a bit of softness to sharp cheekbones and an angular nose.

Daddy, Dr. Carvers here. Im going to walk him in. Without waiting for a reply, I jogged out the front door and down the steps, eager for any excuse to breathe fresh air, even if only for a minute. Hey, Doc.

Danny Carver pushed open his car door and stood, stretching short, thick arms and legs after the long drive from the airport. Faythe, youre in fine spirits for someone facing a disciplinary board. He opened the rear door and pulled out a small, hard-shell suitcase.

Eh, what can I say? I crossed both arms beneath my breasts, shrugging as if I werent in the middle of the most stressful week of my life. Im seething on the inside.

Dr. Carver laughed. Attagirl. Whats the worst they can do? Execute you? He winked in jest.

Marc was right. It wasnt funny.

What, they didnt tell you, either? I arched one brow and took the suitcase from him. Malones shooting for capital punishment. Apparently I dont contribute enough to the werecat community to justify the expense of my upkeep.

What? Carver frowned, walking alongside me toward the lodge. It wont come to that. Theres no way hell get a majority vote of guilty.

I wanted to believe him. I really did. Uncle Rick was definitely on my side, and Malone definitely was not. Blackwell was the swing vote. My life depended on convincing the stubborn old crow that I had value as something other than a walking incubator.

Inside, I set Carvers bag by the door, and Uncle Rick stepped forward with a glass of sweet tea for the doctor, who didnt drink coffee. Good to see you, Danny.

Dr. Carver returned the greeting, and several more, as everyone was reacquainted with the south-central Prides resident physician.

By profession, Dr. Carver was chief medical examiner for the state of Oklahoma, which led to all the usual jokes about him carving up dead bodies. As always, the doc laughed the remarks off, then he looked around for Malone. My flight leaves tomorrow afternoon, gentlemen. So, shall we get started?

Malone cleared his throat and glanced at me, anger flickering across his expression before his gaze settled again on the doctor. First, I wonder if youd take a look at my boy. And Pauls new enforcer, too.

Oh? Carvers brow rose in interest. Youve had some excitement?

Brett met with a stray in cat form, Malone held out one arm to indicate the open front bedroom. And Colin met with Faythes fist.

I flinched as Dr. Carvers head swiveled in my direction. He was trying to stop me from going after Brett.

Carvers mouth curved into a grin, and my own smile answered his. Okay, lets see what we have.

The doc started with Brett, pulling back first the blankets, then the huge bandages covering the young toms stomach wounds. Air hissed as I inhaled through clenched teeth. Somehow, the wounds looked worse clean and bare than they had hidden by blood.

Brett had four deep, curved gouges across his stomach, tapering to an end below his navel, just above the waistband of his ruined jeans. Someone had cut his shirt off, but left his pants, so the entire room reeked of the blood saturating them.

After carefully examining Bretts injury, Dr. Carver asked Jace to fetch his medical supplies from the backseat of the rented car. While Jace was gone, the doctor knelt to examine the purple swelling on the right side of Colins jaw. Then he gently turned Colins head to get a look at the massively swollen lump on the back, where hed hit the counter. Colin moaned, and settled back into silence.

Dr. Carver glanced up at me. What happened?

I hit him with a left hook, and he fell back and hit the counter. I crossed my arms over my chest in an unconscious defensive posture.

The doctor turned for a second look at Colin as Jace slipped into the room carrying a large vinyl first-aid kit. Well, he definitely has a concussion, but it looks like Colin could wake up anytime. When he does, hell have a hell of a headache. Give him an ice pack and some Tylenol. Carver smiled at me, and his eye twitched, like he wanted to wink.

I barely resisted a smile.

Tylenol wouldnt do a thing for a werecats pain. We me tabolize it too fast. But the good doctor wasnt going to give Colin anything stronger because the Nordic asshole didnt deserve it.

Thats it? Blackwell frowned.

Carvers smile broadened. Time is the best medicine for a wound like this. And if you ask me, you should all be thanking Faythe. His eyes settled on Malone, who only scowled.

Why is that?

Because Colins going to wake up wishing he were dead. But if hed stopped her from killing that stray, your son would never wake up at all. Now, lets clear the room so I can sew this poor kid up.

As we filed out of the bedroom, Michael stepped through the front door, carrying a yellow legal pad covered in notes. Well? My father asked as I snagged a leftover piece of ham from the plate Id left on the coffee table.

Michael sighed and glanced at his tablet. The hikers are Bob and Amanda Tindalenewlyweds on some kind of back-to-nature honeymoon. They reserved a campsite about eight miles from here for an entire week. They should have come down two days ago, and when they didnt show up, her parents called the forest rangers. The searchers have been walking an organized grid for two straight days, from dawn to dusk. No sign of them so far.

Uncle Rick scratched his chin in thought. Anyone here think theres any chance they werent killed by the strays?

Heads shook all over the room, and Michael held up his notebook. Not one in a thousand. Shes an inexperienced hiker. He goes out for a week every fall, as some kind of confidence boostbecause he lost his left leg in an accident five years ago.
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