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***
Looking around the club, I knew he wasn’t there. Our mating bond would’ve informed me of his presence despite the packed confines of the building, even if I hadn’t been just a couple of days away from going into heat.
Would he show? Tee knew I’d be at his place within two days, knew that I didn’t have a choice about it, so I just wasn’t certain. The only times we’d been together the last eight years had been for my heats.
That was why I’d sent an email asking him to meet me here tonight, so that we could discuss a few matters. I’d always been careful to arrive the evening of the day before my cycle, before the first temperature spikes began their work; Tee was always gone when I woke up the morning after the last day.
During heats, females are incapable of speaking. Our primitive nature takes over, leaving us to communicate with sounds instead of words. Tee had, since that first time anyway, kept his own verbal communication limited to what was necessary to coax me into eating, drinking, or allowing him to clean us both up.
Sometimes, he’d be waiting when I arrived; other times I’d find his house empty and he wouldn’t show until the last temperature spike had rendered me helpless. That had suited me fine, but now I needed to talk to him.
I was lifting my glass for a drink when a man asked, “Would you like to dance?”
A check of my watch informed me that it was a half hour past the time I’d asked Tee to meet me. He’s not going to show, I realized and silently cursed him. Downing the rest of my drink, I smiled at the guy. “Sure.”
His name was Davin, and he was six feet of mischief topped with a flirty grin. I danced and drank while soaking up his interest, letting it sooth away the hurt and anger I felt at Tee’s failure to show. He was such good company that I found myself considering something I never had before.
Ferals have healthy sex drives, but I’d become accustomed to taking care of my own needs in between my twice yearly heat cycles. Most females turn moody and unpredictable as they approach their heats. Not me; I crave affection with a fierce intensity.
The mating bond wouldn’t allow serious sex. Penetration, to put it bluntly. But as long as that didn’t occur, pretty much anything went.
I was tired of toys, tired of being alone and angry at Tee for not showing up as I’d asked. I wanted some of what I’d been missing all those years, and Davin was interested. Watching his face, I mentioned, “I’m Wolven.”
“And?” he replied.
Leaning, I initiated a kiss. He responded eagerly, parting his lips almost instantly. It was a playful, teasing kiss - just what I wanted it to be. When it ended, I tried to explain my situation to him. “I’m mated, but we don’t live together.”
He frowned slightly. “What exactly does that mean?”
“No fucking.” I watched disappointment flare and kissed him again, harder, suckling on his tongue. “But we can still have a lot of fun.”
A slow grin appeared on his face. “I’m interested in your definition of fun.”
“Let’s go then.”
*
Davin had barely shut the door of the motel room before I was stepping out of my red heels, one hand rising to loosen the catch at the neck of my halter dress. The satiny red material slithered down to reveal my breasts, stopping at the slender gold chain that I’d used as a belt.
He began shedding his clothing. I’d warned him during the short drive that any attempts at penetration would result in my hurting him – and possibly in Tee showing up to kill him. Davin seemed to find the danger a turn on.
Closing in to lick his neck and trade a kiss, we were shortly on the second of the double beds. He proved a good choice, slow hands revving up and his mouth never far behind.
A couple of hours later, a contented rumble eased from my chest while we lay facing each other across a few inches of space. Davin yawned, hurriedly covering his mouth while offering an apologetic look. “Sorry.”
“For what?” I smiled and rolled to my back to stretch, feeling drowsy and sated, despite the lack of good, old-fashioned sex. Just being touched was something I could never get enough of, especially so close to my heat.
“I’m done. Worn out,” he replied, reaching out to smooth a warm palm over my stomach. “Your idea of fun was definitely to my taste, and I had a lot. You don’t live around here, do you?”
“No.” That was actually one of the things I’d needed to speak to Tee about.
“That sucks.” He was quiet for a minute. “Do you want me to leave, or stay?”
“You can stay,” was my hasty answer, not wanting to be alone. We both hunted down our underwear before cuddling up under the bedspread, just to be on the safe side. Barriers of cloth in place, I snuggled happily against him. Having a warm male body against mine for sleep without a heat involved was a new experience. The only thing that would have made it better would’ve been if Davin had been my mate, or at least another Feral.
*
With a long flight and well-spent night behind me, what woke me was Davin’s utter stillness. He lay on his back, one arm around me. I was half across him, my head off his shoulder and sharing the pillow. As my eyes opened, the mating bond prickled over my skin. “Oh, for the love of Athena, Tee! Can’t you knock like a normal person?”
“This what you wantin’ me to see, oui?” His thick Cajun accent was dipped in frost.
Sliding onto my side and raising up on an elbow, I raked a hand through my tangled hair to glare at him. Dark brown eyes stared back, sharp as flint and temporarily excising the extremely uncomfortable Davin from the scene. Tee had no leg to stand on for physically removing the human, not with our relationship being what it was. He knew nothing serious had happened, or he’d have been here sooner.
“No, it wasn’t,” I snapped, causing Davin to flinch. Patting his chest, I told my mate, “Go wait outside and let him get dressed.”
Transferring his hard gaze to Davin, Tee’s voice was grim. “You got two minutes, and I back in here. You ain’t gonna like that.”
Scowling, he turned and left the room, shutting the door with a soft click. I sighed in exasperation.
“Whew.” Davin sat up, looking relieved.
“I’m sorry about…” I began.
He shook his head. Leaning close, he kissed my ear before whispering, “I can see why you don’t live with him. He’s a cold bastard.”
“Yeah,” I agreed, feeling my unhappiness return. “Yeah, he is.”
*
“Stop that,” I hissed, smacking Tee’s arm to stop him growling at Davin while the man walked away. “Jesus, grow up!”
Angry, though not entirely sure who at, I stepped back into the motel room. He followed and shut the door. Leaning against it, he crossed his arms while leveling an icy stare at me.
“You can stop that, too. I asked you to meet me last night, but you didn’t bother to show up,” I flung over a shoulder while digging in the suitcase for clean clothes.
“So you just grab the first guy to scratch an itch, that it, Reb?”
“You know damn good and well a certain itch wasn’t scratched.” I flounced towards the bathroom. “Or you’d be bailing me out of jail right now.”
“Says who? Maybe I leave your ass in there,” Tee fired back. “Tell’em to lock you up in a cell by yourself for the next week.”
“Yeah, that’s about the way you roll.” Bitterness spilled over as I shut the bathroom door. Dropping my clothing on the cabinet, I took the two steps to reach the shower and started the water while scowling at the white tiles.
Once, Tee and I had been friends. He and his mother had joined our pack when he was ten and I was eight. She’d had the misfortune to catch a cub her first heat and the bachelor male who’d seen her through it didn’t want her as his mate.
They’d left their former pack because Tee’s father had finally taken a mate, one who’d hated his mother and Tee both. She’d ended up mated to one of the less dominant males in our pack, someone my parents had always considered shiftless. Through no fault of his own, Tee had been marked unsuitable in my parents’ eyes.
Despite not approving of our friendship, my parents couldn’t keep us apart during school hours or pack gatherings. Since I’d been the only cub in the pack close to his age, it was natural that we’d become fast friends.
Stepping into the shower, I admitted that the real trouble had started when I’d neared my first heat cycle. The few bachelor males were all unsuitable, as far as my parents were concerned. Tee, of course, wasn’t even taken into their consideration of the matter. To be honest, he hadn’t been in mine at first either.
He wasn’t, until my parents contacted another pack and invited one of their bachelors to come meet me. Most of the time there’s an agreement in place that the male seeing a female through her teen heat cycles doesn’t claim her afterwards. Without that agreement in place, possibly every Feral female would be mated the instant she became fertile.
Though Billy, the male who came to meet me, wasn’t exactly someone I liked, I thought my parents were doing what was best for me. Right up until I overheard him requesting the right to claim me. It was their agreement that he could which had changed my mind.
Billy was seven years older and sometimes, he’d given me the creeps with the way he would show up out of nowhere to stare at me.
I’d been smart enough not to let on I’d heard their plans. Instead, I told Tee about it and asked him to help me. Billy wouldn’t be able to claim me if he wasn’t the one seeing me through, and I’d hoped that he’d be angry enough not to return for my second heat.
Tee had been solemn when he’d agreed, which I guess should’ve been a warning sign. We had to plan carefully because my parents and Billy were watching me closely for signs. My parents would’ve kept me home once they realized my heat was imminent and my chance to avoid becoming Billy’s mate would have been over.
There had been no way we could’ve stayed around town, so the day I began feeling a little strange, Tee borrowed a friend’s car and we’d left straight from school.
We drove three states away to a campground Tee had heard of that was closed for the season. I smiled, closing my eyes and tipping my face into the spray, remembering those two days before the temperature spikes had begun. We’d both felt so free with no adults standing over us and radiating constant disapproval. I’d been relieved to escape the avid satisfaction Billy watched me with.
Wetting my hair, I could hear Tee moving around quietly in the outer room. He was probably snooping through my belongings. Smile fading, I recalled the rest while washing my hair: the intensity of the need that had taken me over. How frightening it had been to lose control of my body, and how well Tee had handled everything.
Frowning, I rinsed and turned the water off. Stepping out to grab a towel, I wondered if things could ever be different.
Water dripped from my hair to the floor. I kicked the thin mat over the forming puddle and swiped rough terrycloth over my skin before the steam faded from the mirror so my reflection could laugh at me.
Yeah, probably not. I’d wanted to talk to Tee, for the first time in years, and he’d failed to show. Though I didn’t want it to, that hurt.
It hurt, because deep down, I loved him.
*
Tee had returned to leaning against the door by the time I left the bathroom clad in a t-shirt and shorts. Shoving panties and the shirt I’d pulled on to see Davin safely out into my mesh clothes bag, I asked, “Find anything interesting?”
A lazy grin answered, making it obvious he’d found my vibrator during his poking around. Sitting down to pull a pair of tennis shoes on, I rolled my eyes. “Why is it you’re so immature? You know, when you’re not being a complete asshole?”
“There’s a reason we don’t talk,” he reminded me in a mild tone of voice. “You always insultin’ me. Bet that make your parents real proud, non?”
“Shut up,” I growled, head snapping up from tying my shoes. My parents were a sore point, which he well knew.
“Why you wanna talk, Reb? We got a cub you ain’t bother tellin’ me about?”
“Yeah, that’s it. Can’t miss the basketball shoved under my shirt, right?” If I’d caught, I’d be delivering the result right about then. Ferals carried for six months and were ready for their next heat almost instantly. Rising, I turned sideways to give him a good look at the flatness of my stomach.
Tee bared his teeth in a mirthless grin. “Could of had it a little bit early. Ain’t like you bother keepin’ me current on things with you.”
“That’s not all my fault,” I replied while beginning to gather things together.
“Sayin’ it all mine?” His belligerence blazed across the room.
Taking a deep breath, I let it out slowly while zipping up my suitcase. One of us was going to have to calm down or a real argument was going to catch fire.
“No, I’m not saying that.” Before he could pop off with some smart assed remark, I looked directly at him. “I’m getting my college credits transferred. I’m moving here, Tee.”
“The hell you say.” He straightened up, a flicker of surprise passing over his face before it went blank. “Why?”
He’d taken the news better than I’d thought he would. “I found a job, sort of an internship thing. And the vet college here is fully accredited. Mine isn’t.”
I’d wanted to be a vet for as long as I could remember. Being Feral, I had an edge since I could ‘read’ animals better.
“I ain’t movin’, Reb.” His brows drew down over narrowed eyes.
“Did I ask you to?” I’d moved on to checking that all the cords were tucked into my laptop case, dreading the next few minutes.
“Non, you don’t ask me for nothin’,” he replied. “Except…”
He didn’t finish. There wasn’t a need to since we both knew what he was talking about.
“I have to ask you for something now,” I admitted while tightening the strap that secured my laptop, focusing on the task to block the rise of shivers to my skin.
“What that?”
“I need a place to stay for a little while. Until I can get some money saved up for rent and stuff.”
“What about finals?” The fact he hadn’t said no immediately was encouraging.
“They let me take them early.” Schools had developed methods to handle the special needs of non-humans. I usually took finals late, after returning from my spring visit to him. My heat cycles ran late in the seasons, being at the end of November and May.
“How long?” he asked.
“I’m not sure, maybe a couple of months?” I walked to the bathroom to gather my toiletries. Tee didn’t respond for a couple of minutes, so I was expecting his answer to be no.
“Guess that all right.”
Breathing a quiet sigh of relief, I left the bathroom and stuffed my toiletry bag into the gym bag holding extra clothes. “Thank you. I’m ready to go now.”
Without a word, Tee bent to pick up both suitcase and gym bag, leaving me to carry my laptop and purse. His old gray truck wasn’t in sight. I followed him towards a dark blue one that looked brand new, paying close attention to the flex of his rear under worn denim. I seized on it as a reason for initiating small talk, but had to swallow hard first. “New truck?”
“Got it four months ago.”
“It’s nice. I guess the old one gave it up?”
“Oui.” Tee set my suitcase and gym bag into the bed of the truck. Unlocking the doors, he climbed in to start it. I followed suit, fastening my seatbelt while he pulled out of the parking lot. After a few minutes of driving, it was obvious we weren’t headed for his place.
“Did you have some errands to run?”
Shaking his head, he scowled at the car in front as it slowed to turn without a signal. “Asshole.”
“Okay, so where are we going?” I asked.
“Got tired of livin’ in that shithole. Moved.”
“Oh.” That was good news. The houses had been close together and shoddily built. Everyone in the neighborhood had known what was going on when I visited, and I hadn’t liked the sly smirks the gang members who claimed the neighborhood wore when they looked at me. “Did you get a new job?”
He didn’t answer, other than flicking a look that said ‘shut it, tired of listening to you’. I shut up. There wasn’t any reason to piss him off, and a good reason not to: I was almost broke and didn’t want him changing his mind.
My parents occasionally remembered they had a daughter and would send a check, but I mainly existed on scholarships and two part-time jobs. Flights from California to Oklahoma were expensive, so I had to scrimp to make sure I saved enough for the tickets.
Tee might’ve come to me, but I’d never counted on him doing so. He always seemed to live hand to mouth, so even though it was my right as his mate to ask for financial support, I’d never done it.
With nothing more than his occasional growls about other drivers as a distraction, I thought about what had led us to this point.
*
The vehicles parked in the drive and at the curb in front of my home made it clear who was waiting for us inside: Tee’s parents, mine, Billy and the Dominus, our pack leader.
“It be all right,” Tee said while parking the borrowed car. His reassurance wasn’t enough as the enormity of what I’d done – we’d done – finally struck home.
I’d disobeyed my parents for the first time. Had ignored their decision and the agreement they’d made with Billy on my behalf.
We were in so much trouble.
No one came out, though they had to have heard the car pulling in. Tee opened the front door to lead the way, and I clung to his hand. Fear grabbed hold of my throat, making it difficult to breathe when we halted in the living room, the focus of six pairs of eyes.
Our pack leader gave no one else the chance to speak first. “Explain.”
Tee shrugged. “Reb don’t want none of him.”
Billy growled, glaring at me and I cowered behind Tee, hands plucking at his shirt. It grew worse an instant later, as Tee informed them, “She pick me.”
If any had thought he’d coerced me into leaving, that blew it.
“We had an agreement arranged,” my father snapped, rising from the couch.
“Oui. You had it arranged, but Reb didn’t agree,” Tee responded without the faintest sign of fear. I was shaking in reaction to all the anger filling the room.
That’s when he betrayed me. Standing there, Tee told them, “I claim her. She mine.”
My mouth fell open. What was he doing? He couldn’t be serious!
Billy jumped to his feet with a snarl, but the Dominus released a warning growl that kept him from lunging for Tee’s throat. “Rebecca?”
“Yes, sir?” A whisper was all that was possible through the fear and shock.
“Did you discuss the matter of claiming beforehand? Make an agreement?” he asked in a gentle tone. I shook my head in answer.
No, I’d thought Tee had understood that I didn’t want to be anyone’s mate yet. “No, sir.”
“Do you accept his claim?” was his next question.
As though I had a choice. I couldn’t best Tee in a physical confrontation, and certainly couldn’t kill him if I did somehow manage to, and he refused to relinquish his claim.
“Yes.” The single word sent reactions zinging through the room, but the only one that mattered was the snapping sensation of the mating bond springing to existence.
It felt like doom.
Tee’s back tensed under my hands as something tugged on the newly created bond. Our pack leader nodded. “Claim made and accepted.”
Glancing around at the adults, pausing on Billy’s face, he added, “A move against them is one against me.”
I slipped around to Tee’s front when Billy stalked out of the room, pushing roughly past us. He embraced me, which felt right, even though everything was wrong.
Almost immediately, my parents began protesting. They still had certain rights and were more than eager to point out all the problems.
“I seventeen. Got a job,” Tee remarked.
“Part-time mechanic work. You can’t support yourself, much less a mate,” my father scoffed.
Shrugging, Tee said, “Then I quit school and work all the time.”
“Non. You gonna finish the schooling,” his mother spoke up, voice a quaver. Her mate touched her shoulder in silent support. My parents considered him of no account and shiftless, but I’d noticed he never reprimanded Tee’s mother. He always treated her with gentleness.
“I got Reb to take care of, maman,” Tee protested, arms tightening around me.
“Oui, and you take better care of her, you finish the schooling.” Determination marked her features, turning them almost fierce.
“She’s right,” our pack leader agreed, ending that point of contention. Tee nodded obediently.
“We have room. They’ll just live with us until…” Tee’s step-father began in his quiet, deep voice, but my mother’s rose over it.
“Absolutely not.” She was so angry that I couldn’t look at her, burying my face against Tee’s chest.
In the end, my parents had their way. An upstart, no-account Cajun boy wasn’t going to ruin all of their plans for me. We would keep the same living arrangements.
Terrified by the consequences of my act of disobedience, and stinging from Tee’s betrayal, I agreed to their wishes. By the time I graduated high school, the rift between us was so wide, it never occurred to me to move in with him.
I started college, and eventually, Tee left the pack to move to Oklahoma.
*
“This us,” Tee said, breaking my reverie just before pulling into a driveway.
His new place was a smallish, neatly kept brick house set on a corner in a nice, middle class neighborhood. It was a huge improvement over the craptastic places he’d usually lived in. I wondered if he’d gotten into doing something illegal.
As we exited the truck, it struck me how little we knew about each other anymore. “Nice place.”
“I like it,” he replied while lifting my luggage out of the truck’s bed. He walked around the front, heading for the porch while I scanned the street. Movement across it caught my eyes. Mini blinds shivered as though someone had just looked through them.
Following him, I stopped to wait while he unlocked the door and a voice called from across the street. “Hello!”
We both turned to find a short, stacked blond-haired woman hurrying towards us, a plate of cookies in her hand. Reaching the porch, she breathlessly introduced herself. “Hi, I’m Tiffani. I made too many this time, and thought you might like some, Tee.”
Looking at her, I bet she spelled her name with two ‘I’s and drew little hearts instead of dotting them.
“That was nice of you,” Tee said. “This Rebecca.”
“Hi. Pleased to meet you,” I responded while Tee turned back to push the door open.
She smiled, curiosity blazing in her eyes. “I’ll just put this in the kitchen, since both of you have full hands. You didn’t mention you had a guest coming,” she said, brushing past Tee.
Rolling my eyes, I trailed after her. Setting my purse and laptop case down on the end of the couch, I took a swift look around. The living room was clean and starkly furnished, with a gigantic TV given pride of place. There was a game console hooked up, with a tall stack of games nearby. “Damn, Tee, is it big enough?”
“It give me something to do.” He kept walking towards the hallway. I followed, aware of Tiffani pausing in the entrance to the kitchen, her eyes glued to him. “I put your things in here, Reb.”
Halting at the doorway, I was ready to protest because it was obviously his bedroom. Catching the blonde-haired woman’s frown from the corner of my eye, I instead pitched my voice husky and said, “The bed’s certainly big enough.”
Tiffani scowled and disappeared from view. I gave Tee an innocent smile when he looked at me while setting my bags down in front of the dresser. A light clink from the kitchen informed us the plate of cookies was deposited on a countertop. Turning, I started walking that direction. “I’m starving, Tee. Do you have breakfast makings?”
“Oui. Make enough for me,” he called after me.
“Okay.”
Tiffani pounced the instant I cleared the doorway. “So, how long are you staying, Rebecca? Or can I call you Reb?”
“Becca, please. Only Tee calls me Reb,” was my answer, followed up with an evasive, “For a while.”
“I didn’t know Tee had a girlfriend,” she remarked, taking a seat at the table.
“I’m not his girlfriend.” I began checking the contents of the fridge.
“Oh, you’re not?”
That made her so happy, she practically bounced in her seat and I hid a grin while pulling out the eggs and bacon. “Nope.”
“Are you his sister?” was her next question.
Repressing the urge to laugh, I shook my head. “Tee’s an only child.”
“A friend?” Tiffani persisted.
“Not really.” Having put the food down, I busied myself finding the coffee and starting a pot. She looked confused when I glanced her way. Soft noises from the bedroom indicated Tee was listening while unpacking my things.
“Cousin?”
“Nope.” I smiled, showing a little tooth. “I’m his mate.”
“He’s never mentioned being married.” It was an accusation. Sweet perky Tiffani of the hot pink peddle-pushers and ponytail definitely didn’t like that little tidbit of information.
“We’re not married, we’re mates.” That threw her back into confusion.
She rallied fast. “Why didn’t you move in when he did?”
“College. I’m studying to be a vet,” I replied, and heard Tee’s soft snort of derision.
Tiffani brightened. “Oh, so you’re here for the summer?”
“Transferring here, actually.” Barely raising my voice, I asked, “How hungry are you, Tee?”
“Very,” he called back. Tiffani winced slightly, realizing that he’d heard all her questions. I grinned at her discomfort, beginning to prepare breakfast.
“So,” I began, using the same bright, sugary tone she had, “do you work, Tiffani?”
“Oh, no.” She uttered a fake little laugh. “My Steven’s the breadwinner in our family. As a matter of fact, he’s away on business right now.”
“Mm.” I gave the scrambled eggs a stir. “Tee?”
“Yeah, Reb?”
“We’ll need to stock up on groceries.”
“Was plannin’ making groceries this evening.” I heard him chuckle, a faint hum sounding just after.
“Quit playing with that!” I yelled in annoyance. If he walked into the kitchen with my vibrator, I was going to take the egg-filled skillet to his head. Tee appeared in the doorway a few seconds later, one hand hidden behind his back and an evil grin on his lips. For the first time, I noticed the expression looked rather sexy on him. Growling, I stirred the eggs again.
“You damn touchy this morning,” he observed, showing that his hand was empty. I frowned, shifting my weight. Touchy? He had no idea.
“I guess I’d better be on my way.” Tiffani popped up from her chair then paused as though she’d just remembered something. “Oh! We’re having a block party on Saturday.”
“We can’t make it,” I told her. Saturday was two days away and would mark the start of my heat cycle. “We’ll be busy most of next week. Right, Tee?”
“That’s right.” He set three plates on the counter next to the stove and ripped a handful of paper towels from a roll.
“Well, there’s a BBQ the following Saturday,” Tiffani mentioned, watching while he folded the paper towels and laid them over one plate a second before I transferred the bacon to it to drain.
“Can’t make that either,” Tee replied. She was dying to ask what we’d be doing, but he escorted her to the front door. When he returned, I was dividing the scrambled eggs between the other two plates.
“She’s nosy.”
“Lonely,” he corrected, his accent making it lazy.
I snorted; it had been obvious exactly what she was ‘lonely’ for. “Her Steven gone a lot?”
Tee poured us each a cup of coffee. “All the time.”
“Poor thing.” My tone was mocking as I turned around with the plates in hand.
“You a fine one to talk.” He flicked me a hard look. “Seein’ what you was up to last night.”
“We never spoke any vows,” I tartly pointed out. “And it’s not like you make any effort to fill my needs other than…”
“When I get the chance? You never come ‘til you gotta.” Tee scowled furiously while snatching the plate I held out.
“I wonder why? Considering half the times I have gotten here, you can’t be bothered to show up until you have to?” I slammed my plate down on the table, glaring back.
“Since I not fit to shine your shoes, don’t see why you would want me around,” he snapped.
“Hey, I never said anything like that!”
“You don’t have to, you act it!”
We stared at each other. After a couple of minutes, I broke eye contact by sitting down. I had too. My knees wouldn’t hold me up any longer and a hollow sensation was spreading up my ribs to my head. “I do not want to fight. Can we please just eat?”
Sitting down, Tee didn’t reply, but we both began silently eating.
*
“Where are you going?” Tee had rinsed his dishes and was digging keys out of his jeans’ pocket.
“The store. My life don’t stop just because you here early.”
“Could you attempt to be civil? I just asked a question.” I tried not to growl, but having sat with him fuming across the table had scraped my nerves raw. Emotions always ran close to the surface at these times, and unfortunately, he always brought the worse ones past it.
Tee went straight for the attack. “Why you with that guy last night?”
I sighed, rising from my seat to carry plate and fork to the sink. “I was tired of dealing with things alone.”
“What things?” There was a sharp edge to his voice.
Looking out the window over the sink, watching our reflections in it, I quietly admitted, “We don’t all get bitchy around this time, Tee.”
“Could fool me, Reb.”
“Did you want me to answer that question?” I flared, turning to face him, clamping my fingers on the edge of the counter to either side of me. “Or do you just want to pick at me?”
Glancing impatiently at the clock on the wall, he decided, “Answer the question.”
“I want to be held a lot, the days leading up,” I admitted, transferring my gaze to a coffee cup still on the table. It felt like I was telling him some deep, dark secret.
“Did a hell of a lot more than let him hold you.” Anger soaked the words.
“I took what I could get. You know I didn’t break the Law; it wasn’t serious.” I gripped the counter harder in an effort to keep from folding my arms across my chest, from acting defensive. “For your information, that was the first time I chose that route, and it was your damn fault that I did.”
“How the hell it my fault?”
“Gee, let’s see. The first time I’ve ever asked you to do something for me – meet me somewhere – and you were a no show,” I snapped. “And just when were you planning to let me know you’d moved?”
“You could of found me. All you gotta do is follow the bond,” he pointed out. “How you think I find you, huh?”
“Yeah, that would’ve worked so well with the spiking going on. You are such a…”
“Shut it,” Tee ordered, grabbing my shoulders. “I damned tired of you callin’ me names, Reb.”
“Then stop being such an asshole to me,” I snarled. “I didn’t put us in this situation, dammit! You did.”
“Non, you not gonna blame this all on me!” He scowled furiously, the heat from his skin scalding mine as I stared into his chocolaty eyes. I wondered if he was conscious of his finger slipping slowly up and down the back of my neck. “There be plenty of blame to go round, and your parents got themselves a big share of it.”
“Leave them out of this!”
“Can’t, it all started because of them. You was too…” he glanced at the clock again, then shook his head. “I gotta go, Reb. We talk about this when I get home, oui?”
“Whatever.” Pulling free, I moved away. “Fine. Go. I’m not stopping you.”
“You never do.” He left, stalking out of the kitchen. The front door opened then slammed shut. His truck roared to life a few seconds later.
Throwing my head back, I howled in frustration and anger, hating everything about my life. Especially him.
*
Calming down after a bit, I washed up the breakfast dishes before heading for the bedroom to see what Tee had done with my things. It was a minor puzzle to find everything neatly put away. He’d allotted my things half of the dresser and closet space, but it didn’t look as though his own had been hastily crammed together to make room.
I put my hands on my hips and surveyed the bedroom. Walking over to the king-sized bed, I gave the forest green sheets a sniff, half hoping to catch a scent to prove that he’d had someone else there. He wouldn’t be able to pull off the high and mighty act then. But his scent was the only one present.
Scowling, I walked out of the bedroom to eye the door to what had to be a second bedroom. It proved to be a home office. Desk, computer, chair and some shelves partially filled with a small collection of books. His guitar case was propped in one corner.
About to leave the room, I paused when a small, framed photo caught my attention. Moving to the desk and picking it up, I stared at the two young faces beaming from it. I remembered that day.
A friend who’d just gotten a camera had snapped the photo of us. Tee and I sat side-by-side, his arm over my shoulders. My smile was mischievous; I’d been giving him bunny ears, fingers crooked over the top of his head. We’d been ten and twelve.
Putting the picture back in place, I sighed. Things had been much simpler back then. I left for the kitchen and from it to the back yard. Warm sunlight enticed me with the promise of freedom. Kicking off my tennis shoes, I stripped before shifting to full wolf. Flopping onto the grass, I prepared to do something unusual: laze the day away.
*
The sound of Tee’s truck returning shortly after noon yanked me from a doze and sent me scrambling towards the patio. Shifting hurriedly back to human shape, I dressed but left my shoes where they’d landed.
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