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Chapter 1




The first crack of a stick struck Dina across the side of the head. She covered her head with her arms to protect herself, but too many of those beat at her from all sides. When she covered her head, they struck her body. When she wrapped her arms over her stomach, they hit her in the back. 

She’d known this was coming, but she still screamed out in pain. She’d almost lost her life more than once escaping from Prideland to make it back to the Savannah. 

The Coalition Destroyer hovered in orbit over this planet even now. She held the ship in her mind at all costs. She could take what was coming as long as she knew it was still there. She could stand whatever sorry excuse of a life she had left knowing the Savannah was still there.

The Savannah wasn’t still there, though. The ship had probably already left orbit. She made her choice when she came back to this planet. Now she was on her own.

She knew better than to beg for mercy. Anyone caught trying to escape from Prideland could expect instant death. Either the village factors would beat her to death or the cats of the Pride would rip her to pieces. 

They couldn’t let anyone escape without suffering the consequences. That would break the understanding between the cats and the human population. No human on this planet could ever be more than a slave, a pet, and prey for hunting. That was the understanding. They could dress it up any way they liked with fancy words, but the understanding boiled down to that and that alone.

Dina didn’t have time to think about that right now, though. One of the men delivered a vicious kick to her lower back and she pitched over onto a hard dirt floor. “Stop!” she screamed, but no one listened.

From her new position, she looked up at the hole in the roof above her. She was back in the village with the subsidiaries to the Pride—the village people who served the cats with tribute, obedience, and blind worship.

Light streamed through the roof hole and framed a human head looming over her. She couldn’t make out the features of its face with the light behind it. She tried to blink to make out who it was, but her eyes didn’t work. Her eyelids must be swollen shut from the beating.

Then the man spoke to her and she recognized the booming voice of Harmon Farley, one of the Pride’s most loyal supporters. He brought his face right up close to hers and his venom breath seared her torn skin.

“You should know better than that,” he snapped. “We will never stop until you’re dead. You’re a slag! A slag has no understanding with the Pride. A slag doesn’t know how superior the cats of the Pride are to humans. If you weren’t a slag, you would know how much better off you are in the Pride than anywhere else. Only a slag like you would turn your back on the Pride—and for what? For a life in the dirt in the jungle? Are you going to wander around the universe looking for a place to settle down? You’ll never find a place as good as the Pride. But you’re only a slag. You deserve to live in the dirt and you’ll die in the dirt. That’s all you’re good for.”

He straightened up and a rain of blows and kicks pounded Dina all over her body. She curled into a ball, covered her head with her arms, and screamed for her life. How much longer could she stay conscious? 

Her body went numb. She only felt the pain from a great distance. One more good kick to her head and the lights would go out.

“Please,” she sobbed.  “Take me to Senator Renfroe. If I’m going to die, let him be the one to kill me. If the Pride is the best place in the universe for me and I’m going to die, at least let the cats kill me.”

“You don’t deserve to be in the same room with a cat like Senator Renfroe,” Farley shot back. “We’re the village factors. It’s our job to deal with you.”

“Please,” Dina whimpered, “you can beat me all you like and I might be a worthless slag, but I came back, didn’t I? I ran away, but I came back to the Pride. Please just tell Senator Renfroe I’m here. He’ll know how to deal with me.”

“We know how to deal with you,” Farley told her and kicked her again in the ribs. “If I have anything to say about it, you’ll never make it out of this village alive. In fact, you’ll never make it out of this house. So you came back. You should have known what would happen to you. You ran away. That makes you a slag.”

“I’m not a slag!” she cried. “I have an understanding with the Pride. That’s why I came back. I want to take my place in the Pride.”

A low chuckle rumbled through the room. “Even slags have a place in the Pride,” a soft male voice murmured. “They have a place two meters underground.” He broke into a wicked laugh that traveled around the circle of other men in the room.

Another factor stepped out of the shadows, squatted down by Dina’s head, and the faint light glanced off his cheekbones and forehead so Dina could see him clearly.

“I’m disappointed in you, Dina,” he murmured. “I expected better from you.”

“Alexander Mathus!” she exclaimed. “Have you been here the whole time?”

He nodded and glanced around the room. “Didn’t you know? This is my house.”

“Your house?” Dina followed his gaze as best she could from her place on the floor. “But where are Darcy and the children?”

“I wouldn’t let them stick around for something like this. They went to one of Darcy’s friends’ house. My family will only come back after you’re gone. I wouldn’t want them having anything to do with a slag like you, not even to see you come to your rightful end.”

Dina’s heart sank. Darcy was the only person in Prideland who ever admitted to Dina that she wanted to get out. Dina had been working to help Darcy and hundreds of others escape from the Pride, but it didn’t work out that way. 

Now Dina was as much a prisoner of the Pride as everyone else on this planet. If Dina died now, neither Darcy nor anyone else stood any chance of escaping.

“I would have liked to see Darcy again,” Dina remarked, “if only for a few seconds. I would have liked to thank her for her hospitality the last time I stayed with you.”

Alexander made a face. Of course he didn’t believe a word Dina said and why should he? He stood up and kicked Dina hard in the stomach. She groaned in agony and clutched her abdomen while she gasped to catch her breath, but he only squatted down next to her again like nothing ever happened. 

“You had a fine way of showing your thanks the last time we saw you in this village,” he reminded her. “We took you into our home when you’d almost frozen to death in that storm and how did you repay our kindness? You ran away again. That’s when I knew you were an unredeemable slag.”

“I might have been a slag then, but I’m not anymore. I’ve learned my lesson. I’ve come to an understanding with the Pride.”

“Do you really expect me to believe that?” he asked.

Her mind spun. She had to find some way to delay her punishment. Maybe if Renfroe found out where she was, he would come and save her. “Just give me a chance to prove it.”

“Give you a chance?” Alexander snapped. “What do you think we’ve been doing all along? We’ve given you every chance to come to an understanding with the Pride. I see no reason to give you another one. You knew the price of running away and now you’re going to pay it.”

“I tried,” she whined. “I really tried. I just didn’t know.”

“You didn’t know?” Farley bellowed in the background. “You knew perfectly well. Didn’t you go to classes and festivals? Didn’t the other helpers tell you? You knew. Of course you knew.”

Alexander changed his tone back to his soft, friendly, helpful voice. He could change his tone in a heartbeat when he needed to. “You’re forgetting something, Dina. I was the first person in Prideland you ever talked to. I was there when you and your friends landed on this planet. I took you to your first class to teach you the understanding of the Pride.”

“You beat us all up!” Dina reminded him. “How could we come to an understanding with the Pride? We didn’t know anything then and we couldn’t learn when you kept beating us all night long.”

“And don’t forget the festivals you went to in the city,” Farley added. “I remember seeing you there, but you didn’t celebrate the cats the way the other helpers did. You sat there stiff and sullen. I saw you, so don’t try to deny it.”

“How could you see me in that crowd?” she asked. “There must have been a thousand people in that building.”

“Oh, I know all about you. I can spot a slag in a sea of faces. It doesn’t take much when the whole crowd is on its feet, cheering and waving their arms, to spot the one person sitting there like a stone.”

“I never thought....” she began.

“And don’t forget that hunt I took you on. I remember the look on your face when Khalid and Hector reduced that slag. I remember how you wanted us to bury him instead of tending Senator Renfroe the way Hector told us to.”

“That man was a human being,” she snarled. “We just watched those cats drag him down when he was fighting for his life and the life of his companion.”

“Your duty is to your benefactor. Renfroe took you in and did everything he could to bring you to an understanding with the Pride. You wanted to leave him lying there unconscious while you buried that worthless slag. Only another slag could think that way.”

She opened her mouth to argue back, but Alexander raised his hand to silence her. “It doesn’t matter. You’ve had all the chances a person could ask for. You’ve seen the Children’s Festivals, too. Darcy and I took you to see our daughter Sonya receive the House of Man and you shamed my family in front of Lord Helion with your behavior.”

Dina turned away feeling sick. “I didn’t know about it then. That was the first time I ever found out about the House of Man.”

“Nonsense,” Alexander snapped. “You must have known about it before.”

“I saw it, but I didn’t know what it was. I didn’t know the cats scratched the scars into the flesh of every subsidiary and helper in the Pride. I never knew before that day how they got so maimed and broken and that the cats do it to stop people from running away and fighting back.”

Alexander smiled a little and shook his head. “You see? You don’t have an understanding with the Pride. You’re still talking like a slag.”

“I’m not a slag!” she wailed. “I just didn’t know. Now I do. I understand the Pride and I’m ready to live with that understanding. How was I supposed to react? Why can’t you give me another chance? I promise I won’t break the understanding again.” 

Even as she said those words, she knew it was hopeless. The village factors had their own understanding with the Pride. They had no choice but to deal with her as a slag. They had to make an example of her for the other subsidiaries and the helpers in the city. They all had to see her get her punishment.

She understood all of that. That was the understanding she’d come to with the Pride. At long last, she knew every horrible thing there was to know about the Pride, but she still came back. If she died now, she would die with an understanding of the Pride.

Farley stepped out of the gloom and brought his stick down hard on Dina’s shoulder. The shock jerked her back from the brink of unconsciousness. Tears ran down her cheeks and she choked on her own blood. Blood and saliva ran out of her mouth and down her chin.

Kicking feet pounded the whole length of her body. She couldn’t keep track anymore of who was kicking her where. One of them hit her in the back of the head and lights exploded in front of her eyes. 

How much longer could she survive this? It wouldn’t be too much longer and then she could die. It would be so peaceful and quiet once she finally drifted over the edge.

She started to drift away under another hail of blows, but she snapped alert again when the door of the house opened. She didn’t see anyone come in. No human shape blocked out the light before the door closed and the light disappeared.

Her eyes took a second to adjust, and when they did, she sucked her breath in through her teeth and floundered to get up as a black panther slunk around to her left. 

His gleaming yellow eyes bored into her and he panted through his parted lips to show his fangs in the dim light. 

He limped on his right hind leg, and when he finally stopped and faced her, he held that foot up off the ground. She was facing Khalid, the panther she’d fought and injured in her final battle to get off the planet.

He swung his head around toward the factors and growled low under his breath. “Leave this one to me. She attacked me with a weapon and she tore my leg open breaking out of Prideland. You all know the penalty. She’s mine.”

The men backed away. “We know. We only wanted to do our duty.”

“You did your duty. Now leave her to me. I owe her my teeth around her throat.”

The men retreated to the outer edge of the room. Dina struggled to get off the floor, but she couldn’t move her legs. Every particle of her being hurt too much. She couldn’t fight Khalid again—not like this. She had nothing to fight him with but her bare hands.

His lips and nose twitched and his nostrils flared to catch her scent. He must be able to smell her fear. He paced right and left eyeing her with intense scrutiny while she floundered and choked on the ground in front of him. 

He dragged out the moment just to delay the inevitable. She would die in his clutches, not under the sticks of these worthless subsidiaries. 

He finally took another step toward her and she tried to close her eyes, but her swollen eyelids wouldn’t close. She had no choice but to watch her fate close in on her. 

Every fiber of her being screamed for her to get up, at least to fight back if she couldn’t run away. Seeing him toy with her sparked a wave of rage that immediately switched to murderous hate. If she couldn’t fight or kill him, she had to hurt him another way.

She flipped onto her stomach and pushed herself up on her hands to glare at him. She could just imagine how hideous she looked with blood running out of her mouth and her face smashed to a bloody pulp.

As soon as she faced him, her hatred for him overflowed in malicious laughter. “Does your leg hurt, Khalid? I’m surprised you came here to fight me. You wouldn’t want to do anything to risk injuring any of your other legs, would you?”

He growled under his breath. She wouldn’t have recognized a cat’s laughter if she hadn’t spent four weeks in Prideland. “You—fight me? You couldn’t fight me now if you wanted to. This sore leg of mine won’t stop me from tasting your blood.”

“You’re a coward, Khalid,” Dina spat. “You wouldn’t dare to attack me if your lackeys here hadn’t softened me up for you. You don’t dare to face me when I’m strong and healthy. I’ve seen you fight before and you’ve never fought a full-grown man by yourself. You better be careful if you come near me again. If you attack me, you might be able to kill me, but not before I hurt you just the way I hurt you before. I’ll make sure you never hurt so much as a tree lizard again.”

Khalid raised one of his paws, extended his claws, and slashed the air screeching and yowling. He hissed and spat at her, but she didn’t stop. Her own anger kept her going to bait him even more. He would attack soon and then all her troubles would be over.

“Do you want to test yourself against a defenseless woman, Khalid?” she yelled. “Now’s your chance. And later, when your friends ask how you hurt your leg, you can tell them you attacked a woman half your size and she drove you away to run off into the jungle. How does that sit with you, Khalid?” She opened her mouth as wide as it would go and she laughed in his face.

Something moved on the other side of the room and Farley’s voice rang off the walls. “Don’t let her talk to you like this, Khalid! She’s a worthless slag. You shouldn’t have to listen to her. Let me shut her up for you.”

Khalid rounded on him and roared in fury. “Get back! Don’t come near her! She’s mine. I’ll deal with her myself. I don’t need you or anyone else doing my dirty work for me.”

Dina smirked to herself when she saw her taunts hit home, but she didn’t smirk for long before Khalid sprang at her. 

She only had time to roll onto her back and raise her throbbing arms off the floor before he pounced. The next thing she knew, he landed on top of her and snapped his jaws in her face. 

She shoved her hands against his chest, but even then, she felt her own weakness. She might as well be pushing against him with a wet rag.

He exploited her weakness to the limit, crushed her under his weight, and her arms buckled when he forced his weight down right on her chest. He opened his mouth and his jaws hung suspended over her face to close on her neck. 

She dodged her head downward and to the side just in time to stop him from closing on her throat and he screamed in fury. The sound alone made her flinch and she tucked her chin against her chest to protect her neck.

His mouth closed around her face and head and the points of his teeth pricked her skin. The pressure of his bite tightened around her skull and she almost let herself relax into it. She couldn’t fight anymore.

She shut her eyes as tight as she could. She didn’t see the door fly open or the light flood into the room, but she heard it. The men yelled out and those two sounds made her peek out a streak of movement and a flurry of activity.

The next instant, a lightning bolt flashed across the room and some shape she couldn’t make out sailed past her. A cannonball struck Khalid from the side, tore him off her, and sent him rolling across the floor.

Khalid landed across the room, rolled to his feet, and spun around to face his attacker. He flattened his ears against the side of his head, slashed his claws, and screeched and spat at an enormous object standing over her. 

It blocked her view and she struggled to force her mind to think clearly enough to believe what she was seeing. Her eyes refocused and that was when she noticed the stripes on an enormous cat’s underside. The fog blew away from her mind and she realized that Renfroe was standing over her.








  
  
Chapter 2




Dina sat in her old place on the stone bench by the fountain in Renfroe’s garden. She gazed around at the shrubs and trees. This garden cast its old hypnotic relaxing spell over her mind and body. 

The music of falling water soothed her exhausted brain. The tree lizards squeaked and squawked in the branches and jumped from one tree to another. Glistening moths fluttered through the sun’s golden beams, landed on the leaves, and took off again going somewhere else.

Dina relaxed into the scene. She knew this part of Prideland so well. She understood this quiet beauty the same way she understood the other part of Prideland—the part that howled for her life and attacked her whenever she moved or tried to do anything. She could rest here. Just for this moment, she was safe.

She let herself drift into a peaceful trance. Renfroe never made any sound when he moved anyway. He could sneak up on her whenever he wanted and she would never hear him coming. 

This time, though, he made some sort of clicking noise with his tongue that made her turn around. She didn’t smile when she saw him standing under the portico.

He tilted his head to one side and studied her. What did he see? Was he angry at her for running away—again? She hadn’t seen her reflection since she came back from the village, but she felt the factor’s bruises and Khalid’s bite marks. She could just imagine what she looked like. 

“So you’re home again, Dina,” he finally rumbled.

She stared at him for a second and then let her chin fall onto her chest. She stared at her hands in her lap. She didn’t look up when he paced across the courtyard and sat down a few yards away where he could watch her from a distance.

“You lied to me,” he murmured. “You said you wouldn’t run away and then you went and did exactly that. The whole time we laid together on the parlor floor, the whole time you kept telling me you wanted me and cared for me—the whole time you planned to run away. How can I trust you again?”

“You don’t have to ask me that,” she choked. She could barely speak above a whisper. “You already know the answer.”

He cocked his head the other way. “I do?”

She nodded, but she didn’t look up. She couldn’t, so she studied the skin around her fingernails. “You know I’ll never run away again.”

“And how do I know that?” 

She raised her eyes to meet his gaze. “You should know better than anyone. I have an understanding with the Pride now.”

“You do?”

She nodded again. “You don’t have to ask. You already know.”

“Tell me anyway. Tell me about your understanding.”

She turned away. She couldn’t look at him, so she soothed her swollen eyes on the brilliant green of the leaves nearby. “I got away. I made it all the way back to my Pod and I flew away to my ship. I was back on board the Savannah for three whole days. Did you know that?”

He followed her gaze out into the garden. “I knew it.”

“Then you know I came back of my own free will.”

He stared at her, but he didn’t say anything.

“I made it all the way there, but I came back. That should tell you everything you need to know.”

“Why did you come back?” he asked. “If you went to such lengths to escape and you succeeded, why did you come back?”

“Don’t you know? I thought it would be obvious.”

“No, it isn’t obvious,” he replied. “If I knew, I wouldn’t ask.”

“I came back to be with you. There. You wanted me to say it and I said it. I came back because nothing can compare with the life I have here with you. I had a relationship with Tom on board the Savannah. I had a career and friends and the respect of my superiors. All of that is gone now. I have no more reason to be there than I do to be here. I have no reason to be anywhere. I have no life left anywhere. The only thing left is you.”

He stretched his neck toward her and sniffed at her. He could always tell when she was lying. He could hear her heart beating and smell any change in her scent. He knew she was telling the truth.

“I told you before, Dina,” he replied. “I care for you and I want you here. I want you to care for me, too, but if that’s the only reason you have for coming back, then you don’t have enough of an understanding with the Pride to stay here. You have to commit yourself to the Pride on your own terms. That’s the only way you’ll be able to stay here with me.”

“But don’t you understand? I have committed myself. If I hadn’t come to an understanding with the Pride, my feelings for you wouldn’t have been enough to make me come back. I’m part of this Pride now. I’m just as much a part of the Pride as any of these other helpers. My place is here. I have no other place in the whole universe. I have no home but here and I can live my best life here. My destiny is here, and whatever happens, I’ll always have to come back here.”

He looked away from her. He didn’t have to question her. He could tell from her smell and the tone of her voice she meant it. 

He finally let out a heavy sigh. “I didn’t think I would ever get you back. You scared the life out of me. I thought I’d lost you for good.”

She raised her head to peek at him. “You were scared? I didn’t think anything scared you.”

“Losing you scares me. You should know that by now. You say you have no other life outside the Pride. Well, I have no other life apart from you. I don’t know what I’d do if you left and didn’t come back.”

“I won’t leave again,” she told him.

He nodded, took a few steps toward her, and sat down on the grass at her feet, but he didn’t cross the last divide to touch her. “I’m not sure how to approach you. I hardened myself against you after you left. That was the only way I could cope with the pain of you leaving. I’m not sure how to come back to you now.”

“Can’t we just go back to the way we were before? Can’t we just settle into each other? We had a nice way of relating before. It would be nice if we could just go back to that.”

“It would,” he murmured.

She put out her hand to touch him, but she stopped herself with her hand hanging in mid-air. He didn’t turn around. Why did she hesitate to touch him? Didn’t she just say she wanted to?

A flood of conflicting emotions overwhelmed her. If she touched him now, she would be giving herself over to him without reservation. Isn’t that what she planned to do when she came back—to give herself to him, body and soul?

Giving herself to him meant sexually, too. She’d given herself to him once before, but that was to give herself a chance to escape. 

She belonged to him now and she wanted to belong to him. She wouldn’t run away again and being here with him meant giving herself to him no holds barred.

She let her hand fall and her fingers sank into his fur. A wave of electric shivers ran outward from her hand through his skin and he shuddered under her touch. He turned his head even farther away so he looked in the opposite direction from her.

“What’s wrong?” she asked. “Don’t you want me touching you anymore?”

“I want you to,” he growled.

“Then why do you shiver like that? You won’t even look at me.”

He puffed his breath out through his nostrils, but he still didn’t turn around. “I don’t know.”

“Thank you for saving me from Khalid. I thought I was dead for sure that time.”

He chuckled low in his chest. “He will never forgive you for hurting his leg. He will never stop trying to kill you. You’ll have to be especially careful when you go out of this house now. He’ll be waiting to catch you alone, and if he does, there won’t be anything to stop him from killing you. I’ll have to go with you when you go into the city. Even in broad daylight, you wouldn’t be safe alone.”

“You told me before. The Pride doesn’t intervene in who or what a cat can kill.”

“Khalid always was a dangerous killer. Now he has a vendetta against you. He’ll never rest until he gets revenge.”

“I never meant to hurt him. I was fighting for my life.”

Renfroe shook his head. “That doesn’t matter. You’re human and he’s a cat. It’s bad enough that you escape, but the Pride can’t let you get away with attacking him. You should have been reduced on the spot for killing Fallon. Khalid isn’t the only cat who wants you dead.”

“You’re the only thing that saved me. The subsidiaries would have beaten me to death if Khalid hadn’t interrupted and Khalid would have killed me if you hadn’t come. I owe you my life.”

“You don’t understand. I’ve lost my standing in the Pride for defending you. None of them will look sideways at me after I stopped Khalid from killing you. They say I’ve gone soft in the head. Some of them are even saying I should be driven out of the Senate.”

“But you’re the Chairman,” she pointed out. “How could they get rid of you?”

“Oh, they could get rid of me if they wanted to. They wouldn’t have any trouble with that. I’m still Chairman, but I’m only hanging on by a thread. They say I put you before my own kind. They say I’ve lost my understanding with the Pride and this is the first time that’s ever happened to a cat.  You have to admit they have a point.”

“But didn’t you say the Pride has no negative consequences for the cats at all? If you chose to defend me against Khalid, who’s to stop you?”

“No, that’s not what I said at all,” he replied. “I said the Pride has no negative consequences for killing of any kind. That’s why I should have let Khalid kill you. I’m the one who tried to impose consequences on Khalid for killing my helper. I shouldn’t have done that.”

Dina pulled her hand back from his shoulder. Maybe she shouldn’t be touching him after all. “Do you regret it?”

“No, but my position in this Pride is shaky at best. I won’t be able to do anything like that again. In fact, if you step out of line one more time, I might have to kill you myself just to show the other cats that I still know my own place in the Pride.”

Dina’s breath caught. “You wouldn’t kill me, would you?”

He turned to face her at last. His eyes locked onto her and held her in their magnetic grip. “I would never harm a hair on your head, Dina. You know that. I would protect you with my life. I just want you to know where we stand. The other cats won’t put up with me making an exception of you any longer. I’ve crossed the line too many times already. If they come for you, they’ll kill me on their way to get to you.”

She dropped her eyes back to her hands in her lap. “I didn’t know it had gone that far.”

“If you understand the Pride the way you say you do, you should know I took a big risk bringing you back from the canton alive the first time you ran away. Now I’ve threatened Khalid when he wanted to kill you. You’re sitting here relatively unharmed....”

“Unharmed!” she snapped.

“I said relatively unharmed,” he returned. “You’re relatively unharmed considering what they wanted to do to you and what they would have done to you if I hadn’t intervened. If you understand the Pride the way you say you do, you know the subsidiaries should have killed you when they had the chance. If you had been anyone other than my helper, they would have.”

“I know,” she whispered. 

“So you see, you’re living on borrowed time. One of these days, one of the other cats will get to you before I do. When that happens, there is no power in all of Prideland that can save you. If I tried to pull the same stunt again and protect you from them, they would drag me down along with you. They wouldn’t send Khalid by himself to face me. The whole Helion gang--in fact, the whole Pride--would come and they would take us both.”

What could she say to that? The trickling water in the fountain marked the passing of time and she didn’t answer.

At last, Renfroe sighed again and Dina glanced at him. He hadn’t moved from the spot by her knee. She laid her hand on his shoulder again. “I really am grateful for what you did. I didn’t know it had cost you so much, but now that I know, I’m even more grateful.”

He didn’t turn around. He kept staring out into the garden. “I don’t want your gratitude. I did it for purely selfish reasons. I did it because I wanted you here with me.”

She threaded her fingers through his fur….all the way down to his warm skin. “Then come to me. Why do you stand there with your back to me? I’m right here. Come near me and be with me.”

Not even his ears twitched. “I don’t think I can. I gave you my heart and you ran away from me. I hardened myself against you to get over the pain of losing you. I don’t think I can come back from that.”

Dina’s heart skipped a beat and her throat tightened with desperate sobs. She couldn’t lose him, not now, not after she sacrificed her freedom and almost her life to be with him. “Please, Renfroe. Please come back. I only want to be with you. Please, just let me be with you. That’s all I want in the world.”

His shoulder rose and fell with his breathing under her hand, but other than that, he stood perfectly motionless. Only his voice told her he wasn’t a statue of a tiger. 

“You haven’t really come to an understanding with the Pride. You want me, but you don’t really want to be part of the Pride. You still speak against the Pride and you use your old nasty language for the way the Pride works. You might know what the Pride stands for and the way it works, but you haven’t accepted it—not really.”

Tears sprang to her eyes at the thought of losing him—now, after all this time. Those tears would fall in a minute, and when they did, she wouldn’t be able to stop them. Then she wouldn’t be able to talk to him at all anymore. 

“But I have accepted it, Renfroe,” she choked. “It’s only natural that I would be shocked when I learned what the Pride was all about. You can’t blame me for that, but I’m here. I came back of my own free will to live in the Pride and be a part of the Pride. I’ve given my whole life for it…..and who knows? Maybe, before this is all over, I will sacrifice my life for it. You can’t ask me for more than that.”

He didn’t answer. He sat at her side, not moving, not making a sound.

His stillness crushed her more than anything else she ever experienced in all her time on the planet.  If he didn’t come back to her, if they couldn’t find a way to bridge this gap between them, what would become of her? Would he send her away? If he did, she was as good as dead. Then again, if he didn’t come back to her, her life wasn’t worth anything anyway.

“Please, Renfroe,” she whispered. “Please come back.”

He didn’t answer. He roamed somewhere out there at the limit of his vision, on the horizon beyond this garden. He’d already left her alone with this hopeless grief. She’d wasted her only chance at freedom and now she’d lost him, too.

Her hand fell away from his shoulder and her chin sank onto her chest. All the despair and pain of the last few days rushed back to her, only this time, she sat in his garden with him at her side. 

She was safe now. No cats or their loyal human helpers would come here to attack or punish her. She could let her guard down here, but she didn’t have him. 

She’d lost the one person on this wretched planet--maybe in the whole universe--who cared for her and to whom she could give her heart. The empty void yawned before her, all the way to the farthest reaches of space, but he wasn’t there anymore. He wasn’t anywhere she could find him or ever get him back.

The ache in her throat and her heart overcame her last shred of resistance. Choking sobs broke out of her and those hot, painful tears streaked down her cheeks. She hung her head and poured out her grief to no one. No one heard and no one cared.

Out of the depths of her anguish, she became aware of a prickling sensation in her hands. She opened her eyes between sobs and looked down into her lap. Her tears spattered on her hand. She almost didn’t understand when Renfroe let out another deep sigh and laid his head in her lap.

She closed her eyes and wept in pure relief.








  
  
Chapter 3




Dina and Renfroe strolled through the deserted house. She rested her hand on his shoulder, and he walked so close to her that his shoulder sometimes bumped into her knee. She smiled to herself when it happened and made no move to put any distance between them. 

“Where is everybody?” she asked. “I haven’t seen anyone since I got home.”

“They’re hiding from you,” he told her.

“From me? What for? I’ve only ever tried to be friends with them.”

“You know Buck and Belinda can’t have anything more to do with you,” Renfroe reminded her. “Buck is a factor. It’s his job to keep you in line and punish you for breaking the understanding between the people and the Pride. He’s already visited Belinda for failing to stop you from escaping. She won’t want to take a chance on that happening again.”

“I know, but I thought they would be around at least to do their jobs.”

“They’ll come out to do their jobs when they know you’re not going to see you. You can’t expect them to do anything else.”

“Then I’ll be all alone here,” she remarked.

“I’ll be here,” he replied. “You won’t be completely alone.”

“I meant I won’t have any other human beings to talk to. I didn’t think it would be like this.”

“What did you think?” he asked.

“I thought I could make up with Belinda, at least. She said she didn’t want to have anything more to do with me, but I thought she might have said that in the heat of the moment after her run-in with Buck. I thought she might get over it in time and we could start over.”

“I wouldn’t count on that,” he told her. “I suppose you don’t remember much about what happened after we left the village.”

She cocked her head to one side. “What do you mean?”

“I didn’t think you remembered it. You were pretty far gone. After Khalid left, I ordered the subsidiaries to bring you back here. You couldn’t walk so they carried you on a stretcher.”

“They carried me?” she gasped. “That must have taken all night. It’s a long walk from the village to the city.”

“It was the only way to get you back to this house without the other cats coming after you. I had to get you back to this house as quickly as possible and I didn’t want to run the risk of using a wagon.”

“So they carried me. They must have been furious.”

“They have nothing to complain about,” he shot back. “They live in the service of the cats. I ordered it. They did it. That’s the way the Pride works.”

“So what does that have to do with Buck and Belinda?” 

“That’s the part I thought you didn’t remember. They brought you in through the kitchen door. All helpers use that door and the subsidiaries wouldn’t use any other door. They set you down on the kitchen floor and then they ran away. They didn’t want to stick around you, either.”

“Wonderful,” she grumbled under her breath.

“I ordered Buck and Belinda to carry you into the parlor,” he went on. “Then I made them stand side by side in front of me and I told them both that if either of them laid so much as a finger on you, I’d kill them myself. I told them you were here to be my helper, and if either of them didn’t like it, they could find another position then and there. I told them they didn’t have to like it, but they would do their duty to me and treat you with respect or I would reduce them myself without a moment’s hesitation.”

“I’m sure they were delighted with the situation,” Dina snarled. “After the mess Buck made of Belinda’s face, I’m sure he would have picked up where the subsidiaries left off.”

“Exactly,” Renfroe agreed. “That’s why I had to say what I said. If I hadn’t, you wouldn’t have survived a day in this house. They both have a very good understanding with the Pride. They would have reduced you.”

“Now I understand why they stay hidden. What happened after they left me in the parlor?”

“Nothing happened. You slept there until just before I found you at the fountain. You must have woken up in the parlor and then gone outside.”

“I did, but I didn’t know you put me there when I came back. I didn’t know what happened.”

“That’s what happened,” he replied.

Dina gazed at the statuary on either side of the corridor. “I suppose Belinda will go back to leaving my food on a tray on the floor outside my room the way she did before.”

“You aren’t going back to your old room,” he told her.

Her head spun around. “Why not? I thought it was working pretty well.”

“It was, but that was before. It won’t do now.”

“Why not?” she asked.

He turned his head the other way so she couldn’t see his eyes. “I don’t want you staying in that room anymore.”

“But that makes no sense,” she countered. “It’s the only place in the house where a human can lie down and I can’t sleep on the parlor floor every night.”

“No, you won’t sleep on the parlor floor, but you won’t sleep in that room, either. I have something else in mind.”

“Oh. What is that?”

He sauntered down the corridor toward Dina’s old room. “I’ll show you.”

She followed him between the marble statues and the potted trees. Everything looked exactly the same as it did the night she left. She couldn’t expect anything to change in the space of a few days, but it felt like years had passed for all the change it worked in her life.

Renfroe drew level with the door to her old room, but he walked right past it. She glanced at the door, but the room must have been the same inside, too. He wouldn’t have changed it. 

He led her all the way to the far end of the corridor before she realized she’d never been to that end of the house before. She’d always stayed between her own room and the main part of the house. She hadn’t explored any further. She hadn’t had a chance.

Renfroe stopped at another closed door, sniffed it, and then turned to look up at her.

“What’s in here?” she asked.

“Open it.”

She hesitated. She’d seen so many horrors on this planet. She didn’t think she could handle another one. “It isn’t anything bad, is it?”

“It’s nothing bad,” he replied. “Consider it a gift from me to you.”

“A gift?” she repeated. 

“I wanted to do something nice for you…..to show my appreciation for your decision to come back.”

Dina’s eyes flew open. The last thing she expected to come from her escape was some kind of token of appreciation from him. She ought to be punished, not appreciated. 

A chill went up her arm when she put her hand on the metal doorknob, but it opened at her touch and she stepped into the room.

A big glass double door on the opposite wall let light stream through from the garden and another walled patio outside. It looked just like the one she and Renfroe always sat in except that this patio didn’t have a fountain.

The sun shone in on plush red carpet and brightened up the room. Then she saw it. A giant four-poster bed with a curtained canopy occupied almost the entire room. 

A quilted purple satin bedspread covered the mattress and tasseled cushions piled against the headboard. Dina gasped in astonishment at the sight of that bed.

“Do you like it?” Renfroe asked.

“Like it!” she murmured. “It’s magnificent! Where did you get it?”

“I did some research in the Senate archives on the origins of human culture. According to our records, this is the type of bed your people sometimes use. Do you think it will work?”

“Work!” she cried.

“I mean do you think you could stay in this room and sleep on this bed,” he explained. “On a long-term basis, I mean.”

“It’s exquisite! It’s like nothing I’ve ever slept on before. I wouldn’t want to get it dirty.”

“You wouldn’t get it dirty,” Renfroe told her. “You’re going to sleep in it, not walk on it in your muddy boots.”

“I only mean it’s much fancier than anything I’m used to. I’m almost afraid to touch it.”

“Then it won’t work.” He let out a deep sigh. “I’ll have to think of something else.” He turned back toward the door.

“No, no!” Dina called after him. “It will work just fine. I’m just surprised, that’s all. It’s wonderful. I’m in shock. Thank you. It’s the best gift I’ve ever received.”

He stared at her. “Then it will work? You’ll be all right to sleep in here and stay in here on a long-term basis?”

“Yes!” she exclaimed. “I’ll be more than all right. I’ll be honored. I don’t know how to thank you.”

“Don’t thank me. Just stay in here. That’s all the thanks I need.”

She moved further into the room until she stood in the middle of the floor. She turned all the way around taking in every detail of the bed, the other furnishings, and the view through the door. 

Everything she saw made her catch her breath and gasp all over again. She never would have known a room like this could exist on this planet.

“I don’t even want to know where you got all this,” she remarked.

“Then I won’t tell you.” He followed her into the room, stood next to the bed, sniffed at the bedding, and curled up his nose. “I don’t understand these things myself.”

“What things?” she asked.

“Beds,” he replied. “I’ve never used one, so I don’t know what they’re good for.”

“They’re only for sleeping on. They’re only good for giving you somewhere to sleep other than the floor.”

“The floor has always been fine for me,” he growled. “The only reason I would sleep in something like this is if you were in it.”

Dina blushed. “Now I understand. You want this to be our bed, not just mine.”

“Of course. That should be obvious.”

She lowered her eyes and stared down at the floor. “Now it is.” 

“Would you like to try it out?” he asked. “Don’t you want to make sure it’s not too soft or too hard?”

“Too hard?” She laughed. “I don’t think there’s any danger of that. I’m sure it will be fine.”

“Why don’t you lie down on it and see?”

She glanced toward the bed.

“Aren’t you tired?” he asked.

“Tired?” Did her voice really come out of her mouth or did she just think it?

“You look terrible,” he told her.

“Thanks a lot,” she snapped.

“I only meant you look like you need some more rest to recover from your experience. I thought you might like to rest on the bed.”

She stared at the bed and her whole face, ears, and neck turned bright red.

“Isn’t that what a bed is for?” he asked.

“This bed is for something else,” she muttered.

He swung his head away. “As you wish. I only thought you might like to rest in here instead of on the parlor floor, but if you don’t, I’ll go tell Belinda to bring you something to eat instead. And I’ll tell her not to leave it on the floor outside the room, either.”

“Where will she put it?” Dina asked.

“Why, in here, of course,” he replied.

“What if....?” How should she put this? “What if we’re....in here.....together?”

He narrowed his eyes at her. “Oh, I see what you mean.”

Dina giggled. “We can’t exactly put up the ‘Do Not Disturb’ sign.”

“The what?”

“Never mind,” she mumbled.

“I suppose, we’ll have to develop some sort of signal to her when we don’t want her coming in.”

“Exactly,” Dina replied.

“Maybe you could hang something from the doorknob. Some piece of cloth or something.”

“Perfect,” Dina replied.

“That settles that, then. Now, do you want to lie down and rest or not? Because if you don’t, I can go tell Belinda to bring you something to eat.”

Dina chose her next words with extra care. “If I do lie down, am I going to sleep or are you going to join me?”

“Would it be so terrible if I did join you? I thought that’s what the bed was for, for us to share it.”

“I only want to make sure I know what to expect,” she told him. “I don’t want to be caught off guard.”

“I won’t come if you don’t want me to. If you want this room and this bed to be only for you, I won’t come and I won’t share it with you. I won’t say I won’t be disappointed because I will be, but I’ll keep my distance for your sake. I put this room together because I hoped we could share it.”

“We will share it,” she insisted. “I want to share it with you. I’m talking about right now. If I lie down in the bed, I won’t be lying down to rest, will I? You’ll lie down with me and we’ll.....do whatever we’re going to do in it.”

“Oh, I see what you mean,” he repeated. “Yes, I guess that was a rather backward way of putting it. I suppose you won’t be resting at all, will you?” He chuckled to himself.

Dina made a face. “So, is that what this is all about? Am I lying down to rest or are we lying down together....to be together?”

Renfroe sniffed and looked her square in the eye. “If you lie down in that bed right now, I’ll lie down with you—unless you don’t want me to. If you let me, I will.”

Dina glanced over at the bed again. It sure did look like a nice place to lie down. He was right. She would give anything to get off her feet right now……and having him at her side, wrapping her arms around him the way she used to…..that would be so nice. She’d like nothing better than to take shelter in the bulk of his massive presence right now.

“Okay,” she replied. “I’ll lie down.” But for some reason, she still couldn’t move toward that bed. It was too fancy for a.....a what? The only word that would come to her mind was, slag. The bed was too nice for a slag like her.

Here she was with the scars and bruises of her recent beating on her face and body. She wore the badge of shame all slags ought to wear—all slags who survived. She belonged in the cesspit with the Elite Battalion, not in this grand bedchamber with Senator Renfroe.

She looked back and found him studying her. “What’s the matter, Dina? Why don’t you lie down in your bed?”

She dropped her eyes back to the floor. The shame of letting him down, of throwing his tenderness and protection back in his face—it all overwhelmed her. 

She didn’t deserve him any more than she deserved this room. She didn’t deserve to live in the Pride, not after she’d flouted all its rules and conventions. No wonder Belinda and the other helpers wouldn’t be caught in her presence anymore.

“Come on, Dina,” Renfroe coaxed. “Come lie down with me. It’s been too long.”

She stumbled to the bed without looking. She couldn’t look until her hand fell on the satin bedspread. She sat down, but he didn’t move to join her. He sat a few feet away from her, watching her and waiting to see what she would do.

Her head sagged and she choked for each shuddering breath. Then she felt the bed shake when Renfroe jumped up onto the bed. He stretched out on the bedspread behind her.

She turned around, but she still kept her eyes shut. She didn’t want to see what was about to happen. She leaned back against the stack of pillows. 

Renfroe didn’t move while he waited for her to lie back on the bed. He didn’t move until she stretched out full length next to him. He didn’t move at all except to let out a long breath when she put her arms around his chest and buried her face in his fur.








