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      …this novel is more than your average, and snarky, cozy urban fantasy, because, and let's never lose track of this, despite EVERYTHING, this is a cracker-jack detective and mystery story.

      - Mark Louis Baumgart – Amazon reviewer

      

      Sheryl Nantus' Blood of the Pride is a blend of detective story/paranormal adventure and romance that builds an amazing world. I'm always fascinated by writers who can blend fantasy elements into a real-world setting, and Nantus does a wonderful job here, bringing her heroine, Rebecca Desjardin to life.

      - Amazon reviewer

      

      Well-written urban fantasy with a strong, appealing heroine.

      - Nicole Luiken – Amazon reviewer

      

      Mrs Nantus did a great job building her Felis world. Their society is well thought out with a clear structure that comes through in the story without being boring or overwhelming. 

      - Delia, Goodreads

      

      This was quite the interesting book in that the author really takes her time in setting up the world so that there will be no questions asked by the readers. I really appreciated the time and effort this took Ms Nantus. It made it much easier for me to lose myself in the story – and really understand everything that was happening.

      - Diane, Goodreads

      

      Urban fantasy and paranormal romance at its best, wrapped up in a right proper whodunit! 

      - Mark Engels

      

      …the story also offers a great detective plot. The plot runs deep within the pride and before Rebecca knows it she's tossed to the wolves, or cats in this case. It was hard to put down the book without finding the next break through clue in the story line.

      - J.R. White, Goodreads

      

      …the book drew me in from the first. Rebecca is a strong character who’s dealt with rejection from her pride while carving out a new life for herself. She’s a kickass PI, and I love that she’s the focus of the novel. 

      - Reflections on Reading Romance
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      Dedication:

      

      For my husband, Martin, who doesn’t mind hairballs on the bed; AD, who has the patience of a saint; and the real Jazz—still miss you, my sweet little fuzzaloid.

      

      Author's Note:

      This book was first released in 2012 by Carina Press. In this re-release, I've added new material and updated some sections to make it current with today's society and technology. I hope you enjoy the changes!
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      “Our character is what God and cats know of us.”—Thomas Paine

      

      I smelled the blood before I had a chance to look for it, the tangy, dense scent landing on the back of my tongue. Forcing the familiar taste to the back of my mind, I studied the man sitting in my office. He was clean, dressed smartly in a white dress shirt and dark blue pants. He didn’t get up as I approached the desk, walking around the chipped wooden edges I had unsuccessfully tried to hide with walnut oil.

      “Ms. Desjardin.” Harry Cloches bobbed his head up and down as I sat down in the old oaken chair. “Sorry for being a few minutes early, but I wanted to get the information I requested as soon as possible.” He waved at the door. “Your front door was open when I arrived, so I thought I’d come into your office and wait here.” Beads of sweat appeared on his forehead. “I hope you don’t mind.”

      My nose twitched as I rocked back, urging a creak from the worn old wood. A small box rested on the left side of the desk.

      It hadn’t been there when I had locked the front door last night and gone upstairs to bed.

      The brown paper wrapper encased the palm-sized box fully, but moisture was already beginning to fight through the paper.

      Ignoring the box for the moment, I picked up the file folder from the top of the small pile to my right and opened it.

      The mystery would wait until I finished this case.

      A wave of my hand laid out the black and white photographs in a half-circle display. Cloches leaned forward, his pink tongue darting out across dry lips as he squinted to see the images.

      “Your wife is not cheating on you.” My finger tapped the image of the brunette exiting a coffee shop, latte in hand. “She’s actually working a second job.”

      His forehead furrowed. “A second job?”

      “Your ten-year anniversary is coming up in a few months. She’s saving up for a cruise.” I could smell the nervous sweat on him, mixed with the scent of another woman.

      “Oh.” He pulled out a handkerchief and wiped his face dry. “I just thought with all the nights she came home late, the excuses…”

      “She’s not having an affair, Mr. Cloches. Your marriage is secure.”

      At least on her end.

      I pulled the typed invoice out from the bottom of the file and pushed it across the table. “This is my bill. Please send the balance due within thirty days.”

      The bald man mopped his face again, the damp fabric barely able to contain the moisture now. It stank of fear.

      I spied a small trace of lipstick just below his right ear, confirming my guess.

      “It was… It looked like…” He shook his head.

      I got up, urging him out of his chair.

      He staggered to his feet, staring at my bill as if I’d tossed a live cobra into his hands.

      “I’m sorry, but I have another client due very soon.” My cloying smile accompanied him into the hallway toward the front door. “You understand, privacy issues and all that.”

      Cloches nodded, tucking the damp cloth back into his pocket. He glanced down at the page in his hand, his eyes widening as they hit the bottom line. “Oh my.” The pink tongue flicked out again. “I didn’t know it would cost so much.”

      I pressed my lips together tight, suppressing the urge to snap at the man. What he had wanted was for me to justify his own infidelity so he could obtain a quickie divorce and I hadn’t done so.

      “Within thirty days, please.” I moved closer, herding him out the door. “Good day to you.”

      I closed the door behind him and snapped the deadbolt across, locking both my office and my home.

      Some people might find it awkward to live and work in the same building, but to me it was sort of comforting. There’s nothing like padding downstairs in your big fuzzy bunny slippers at three in the morning when you have a good idea and want to get to work. Or breaking early for the day when there’s a rocking matinee down at the retro cheap theaters.

      I returned to my desk and stared at the box. You don’t just rip a cryptic box open without inspecting it, especially when there’s something dead inside.

      A small leak had started in one corner, just beginning to work through the brown paper.

      What wasn’t there was as important as what was.

      No return address. No stamps. The person dropping it off managed to carefully pick my front door lock before sneaking in and placing it on my desk. Quite a feat, considering I had been twenty feet away in my bedroom at the top of the stairs.

      I don’t sleep that soundly.

      It sure as heck wasn’t Cloches. His scent wasn't on the box—I'd know right off the bat if he'd delivered it.

      Instead it smelled of—

      Family.

      My heart began to race, pulse climbing as I stared at the box.

      It'd been so many years…

      I opened my desk drawer and pulled out my Swiss Army knife.

      The blade slipped easily under the paper and sliced clean around the box as I peeled off the covering. When it fell away, I stared at the cardboard box and the scarlet stain in one corner.

      It wasn’t human blood.

      I knew that scent intimately.

      I flipped the lid up. The smell filled my nostrils, bringing back old memories of early-morning hunts and of fresh-cut grass wet with morning dew.

      A rabbit’s foot lay on a bed of paper towels, the white fur stained with fresh blood. This wasn’t your regular rabbit’s foot, clean cut with a dainty little chain secured at one end.

      This was a fresh kill. The nails were dirty with soil that smelled of fresh grass and hay, the foot shattered by a hatchet that cut through bone and muscle with a single blow. I sniffed the foot instinctively, placing the rabbit. It wasn’t a wild one. It had been born in a hutch and died in a barn.

      I knew exactly which barn.

      This was a call to come home.

      Great. As if my day hadn’t started off with enough bullshit.

      I stood up, flipped the blade shut and stuffed the knife into the front right pocket of my jeans. A few steps took me to the living room, my leather jacket hanging off the standing coat rack.

      My roommate sprawled across the sofa, trilling her curiosity as I pulled the jacket on.

      “Jazz, you’re in charge until I get back.” I waggled my index finger at the thin white street cat. "Try to not let anyone else in, okay?"

      She began to wash her face with the usual haughtiness I had come to expect from a younger sister.

      I checked the lock on my way out the front door. Miniscule scratches on the metal spoke of a darned smooth hand, a professional.

      The Pride never did anything halfway.

      It still worked, so I set the deadbolt and headed out.

      My red Jeep Cherokee sat in the small parking lot behind the house. It was a narrow and dangerous alley to get out of, however, and the numerous scrapes and dents on my car illustrated how many times I had miscalculated.

      The traffic leading out of Toronto was light. I skipped onto the Gardner Expressway parallel to Lake Ontario and out to the northbound 400 Highway with ease—a good thing, since my mind wasn’t on driving and I really didn’t need any more stress. Sliding into the slipstream of a black Porsche that saw the posted speed limit as a suggestion rather than the law, I tried to figure out why I’d been summoned.

      Two decades ago I'd been forced out, sent into foster care. Now they had sent the equivalent of a draft notice, calling me back.

      That couldn’t be good.

      This smelled worse than the rabbit’s foot.
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      I pulled off the main highway and slid along gravel roads for a good half-hour into the Ontario hinterland. As I got closer and closer my muscles began to tense, my body getting ready for a fight.

      I owed them nothing.

      Still, they had called me and if nothing else, I was damned curious as to why.

      I tapped the brakes and spun the Jeep down the side road that could have easily been mistaken for a bike trail. If you didn’t know where to turn you could easily shoot by, ending up at Wasaga Beach with no idea of where you had gone wrong.

      I hadn’t been down this road in years and it was as if I had never left.

      The same rickety mailbox sat at the farm entrance with Hammersmythe’s name on it. The same long drive up the dusty road that had never been paved and probably never would be. The same barn with the same ugly paint job—a dark red that was peeling in more spots than it wasn’t, showing off the numerous coats that had been applied over the years by delinquent kids doing penance.

      It looked like any other farm in North America.

      It held more secrets than the Pentagon’s deepest bunkers.

      I didn't see the hidden cameras but I knew they were there. No one approached the Farm without being seen, assessed and measures taken if deemed necessary.

      I pulled into the gravel parking lot. The SUVs and tricked-out trucks made my little Jeep look like a Hot Wheels toy.

      The scents charged into my consciousness as I got out—freshly cut grass mixed with the ever-present manure and straw, and more than a single barn cat seeking out mice. And, if I wasn’t mistaken, an apple pie or three cooling near a window, making my mouth water.

      I walked up the steps, the old boards creaking under my boots. There was no one in sight—not surprising. The people I'd come to see would already be inside, up on the second floor planning the future.

      The screen door was unlocked. A series of light jackets hung on the old wooden pegs set into the wall.

      I didn’t add mine to the stack.

      The smell of cooked apple, cinnamon and sugar grew stronger as I stepped to the left into the kitchen. Three pies sat on the table, steam escaping through the slits in the light-brown dough. Next to them stood a row of bottles—rum, vodka, whiskey.

      Picking up one of the nearby empty glasses, I filled it halfway with rum, adding some cola from a nearby fresh can. The pies were tempting but there wasn’t a fork or knife in sight and I didn’t think I had room to shovel the whole thing into my mouth quickly enough.

      “Good God.” The woman’s voice spun me around.

      Ruth Huckleton stood there, cradling a baby in her arms. Her dark red hair hadn’t lost any color over the years, nor had she lost the sparkle in her eyes. “I heard they had sent a message, but…” She gestured toward the living room with a nod. “I didn’t expect you to answer, never mind come all the way out here.” A squalling cry came from behind her, invoking a deep sigh and a knowing grin. “And, as usual, this little one here can’t keep dry for a minute.” She turned around and walked briskly into the living room, bouncing the yellow-haired baby on her hip.

      He responded by grabbing one of the loose tails of her apron, stuffing it into his mouth and chewing on it with the enthusiasm I would have reserved for the pie.

      I followed, sipping my drink.

      The cribs were set up just as I remembered, the clawed and scarred wood bearing the marks of children trying to break out. Wooden blocks, trains and planes spread out over the floor created an obstacle course Ruth navigated with ease, pushing the old-fashioned toys to one side with her foot. Plastic might have been lighter and easier but wood tended to last longer with Felis babies.

      “Got quite a few visitors this week so I’m running the daycare again.” Ruth put the baby into one empty crib, covering him with a blanket as the child rolled over and began to fall asleep. Right next to him another baby, a rotund bundle of dark hair and attitude, gathered a lungful of air to scream again. Ruth picked him up, cooing in an attempt to divert the tantrum.

      “Healthy little guy.” I glanced at the other cribs. A small calico kitten romped around in one, pouncing on a small stuffed tiger he had tossed into the corner. Another held a pair of tortoiseshell kits, snuggled against each other while they slept.

      “Those are Art and Edith Brill’s,” Ruth offered by way of explanation as she put the fussy baby down on the changing table. Neatly folded fabric squares were stacked next to the mandatory wet wipes, diaper rash cream and a plastic box holding safety pins. She whipped off the cloth diaper and dropped it into the nearby disposal bucket. Her hands showed the results of years of caring for kits, covered with hundreds of small scars and scratches, including more than a few from yours truly.

      But they were still steady and for a second, I envied the children around me receiving the undoubting love of a woman who had been unable to have her own. “The calico’s Wayne Bucknell’s son. Married Jem Luchness a few years ago.” She paused, holding a safety pin in her mouth. “You might remember her.”

      I watched as the calico kitten rolled onto his back into the center of the crib, stretching his paws out in all four directions. Slowly he began to Change, the fur shrinking and receding into his skin as his body remolded itself. The claws retracted, disappearing between his knuckles while his green eyes flashed from the familiar feline slit to a more acceptable human pupil. Within a minute there was no kitten, just another baby who stared up at me with wide curious eyes and a small pink tongue sticking out.

      “He’s got pretty good control.” Ruth placed the baby back in his crib, shushing the child as he rolled into a corner, cradling a stuffed lion. Putting her hands on her hips she looked directly at me. “I’m serious. I didn’t expect you to come.”

      “Jess called.” I shrugged, taking another deep swig of my drink. “Board calls, you answer.” Even with every effort to make it sound casual, I knew she could see through the façade.

      The older woman shook her head. “You always were too forgiving, Rebecca.” A tear broke free, rolling down her cheek. She stepped forward and took me in her arms, forcing me to put the glass down on the changing table. “Damn it, girl—I missed you.”

      Closing my eyes, I relaxed into the embrace, inhaling the familiar scent of an old friend and den mother. After a few minutes she released me, stepping back as she wiped her face with both hands.

      “You better get upstairs before they come down here and start making a fuss. Don’t need them to wake the kids.” Ruth smiled. “I’ll see you later.”

      “Probably.” I walked into the kitchen, refilling my drink before heading toward the staircase. “Just don’t let the kits claw you too much.”

      “Won’t be the first or the last.” Her words drifted up behind me as I climbed. “And you were the worst, I recall.”

      “I only bit you once.” I grumbled.

      The stairs led me out onto the second floor where the walls had long since been knocked down and cleared out to form only one large room. The varnished hardwood floors were immaculately clean. Sunlight streamed in through the windows, providing ample illumination.

      A large table lay at one end, three wooden chairs behind it.

      They weren't empty.

      “Welcome.” Jess Hammersmythe said from where she sat behind the table. She lifted a beer bottle, waving me closer. “Glad you could make it.”

      A wave of nausea swept through my stomach, threatening to throw back the mouthful of booze. The last time I'd seen Jess, she'd chased me off the Farm with a few dollars in my pocket and the clothes on my back.

      “You called so I came.” I took another step forward, my knuckles white from gripping the glass. Keeping my knees locked, I nodded to the two men sitting on each side of Hammersmythe.

      “You’re looking good, Reb.” Wayne Sommalier nodded, the cigar hanging from his lips.

      “She always did.” Old enough to be my grandfather, Davis Konnerburg smiled as he lifted his own glass toward me with a sly wink that made my skin crawl. “We appreciate the prompt response.”

      “I’m sure.” I walked over to where a set of cheap, foldable chairs lay against the wall—obviously for when larger groups were present.

      I dragged one in front of the trio, making as much noise as I could. A swift jerk of my wrist opened it up. I flipped the chair around, sitting down and resting my arms on the back. “So, what’s the crisis that you got to call in the misfit?”

      Backs stiffened, seeing my flagrant disobedience.

      This was not how you were supposed to address the Board. Protocol was that you stood at attention until invited to sit. Then you placed yourself at a discreet and proper distance in the chair with your hands in your lap, not speaking until spoken to.

      I smiled, tamping down the last of my nerves.

      They'd called me here.

      Screw protocol.

      Jess leaned forward. An ugly scarlet scar dragged down across her face, starting just above her left eye and ending down at the left edge of her mouth. The dead eye glared, catching me in its glass reflection. “As I said—glad you could make it.” She pulled the label off her beer bottle and tore it into little pieces, pushing them around the tabletop. “We have a problem and want your help.”

      “My help.” I took another mouthful of rum and cola. “Must be desperate if you're asking me. Some deep, dirty secret only the outcast can handle?” I stared at each of the Board members until they looked away. “Right, then. What’s up?”

      “You understand, of course, that this is not to be repeated outside of this room,” Davis droned in his authoritative voice. “Your oaths are still valid.”

      “You kick my ass out into the street and then ask me to play your game?” I snorted. “I don’t think so. I go by my own oaths these days. I don’t owe the Pride anything.”

      The group hiss crackled in my ears with the sudden shift in their bodies—the scent of fear.

      I held back a frown, keeping my emotions hidden.

      These weren't men and women who scared easy.

      Something big was going down and they needed me more than I needed them, and we both knew it.

      “We want to hire you.” The cigar bounced up and down in Wayne's mouth. “Janey Winters is in a coma and might not wake up.”

      The rum burned my throat as I chugged the last of the drink. “You'll forgive me if I don't know who that is."

      "She was one of us," Wayne said. "Like you are."

      "When did you change your mind about that?"

      “Don’t be a smartass,” Jess snarled, pushing the label flakes into a small pile. “She was assaulted in an alleyway. Knocked out, skull fractured.”

      “I'm sorry to hear that. But the police should handle it.” I got to my feet and put the empty glass on the table. “I’m not a cop.”

      “No. But you’re one of us.” Wayne unfolded a rolled-up paper resting in front of him and slid it across the table to me. “And you understand what this means to us.”

      The photograph depicted a woman, wearing a light blue blouse and wearing a long, black raincoat, sprawled on her side. She held a cell phone in her hand and appeared to be barely conscious, her eyes half-closed.

      The tufts of fur around her face and on her hands showed her in the process of Changing back to full human form.

      “She was attacked four weeks ago.” Wayne replied in a flat tone. His thick, meaty fingers pressed down on the table. "You're looking at a copy. The original picture was sent to a reporter at the Toronto Inquisitor. When he saw Janey's story on the news, he immediately contacted the authorities and handed the photograph over to them for further inspection."

      “The Toronto Inquisitor? Their website's full of conspiracy theories and crazy theories. They only put out the paper version to grab the people at the grocery checkouts who are desperate for something to read while in line.”

      “Regardless, Janey is in the hospital. And whoever took this picture set her up to be exposed.” Wayne stabbed the tabletop with a finger. “Set us up to be exposed.”

      “In a media rag. With pictures that could have been manipulated and changed by any kid with a computer.” I traced the blurry image with my index finger. “Just a waste of space. No one's buying this, they're too busy looking for the Mothman or the lizardmen.”

      “Picture, thousand words,” Jess said. “The reporter did the right thing in giving this photo over to the cops—but we may not be so lucky in the future. Any evidence of our existence needs to be controlled—and in this case, deleted.”

      I pushed the question of the journalist to one side. “What did the police say when they saw the picture?”

      “They put it aside, treated it as a joke.” Wayne shrugged. “We had one of our own who works on the inside make sure the emphasis was placed more on the assault than the picture."

      The Pride had friends in high and low places, ready to tweak things to keep us safe.

      "You have a detective on the payroll?" I asked.

      Wayne eyed me. "I'm not at liberty to discuss our resources with you. But we were able to keep the investigation focused on finding her attacker instead of looking at this image."

      Jess shuffled the shredded pieces back and forth. “This is a danger to the Pride. In more ways than one.”

      "No one’s going to take this seriously. I mean, the Inquisitor?" I shook my head. “I agree that it’s a problem. But I don’t see why you called me. You contained the leak and kept the existence of the Felis secret.”

      Jess raised an eyebrow at my phrasing.

      I hadn't said "we" or "our".

      “Jess has argued that Janey’s assault warrants a professional independent investigation.” Davis picked up his own glass. It was filled with a clear liquid, probably vodka.

      “The police are already looking into this. I can’t just walk in and take over the case.”

      “It's been four weeks and they have no answers. She might never come out of the coma and even if she does, she might not be able to identify her attacker. We want to know who assaulted her and why they felt the need to try and show the world who she was.” She pushed the pieces into one hand and curled her fist up, crushing them together. “The police only have part of the puzzle. You have a different perspective.”

      “Amazing how now I’m now able to relate to Pride matters. How the times have changed.” I let the sarcasm seep through with a touch of anger.

      “Your point is acknowledged.” Wayne glanced at Jess. “We have two problems. First, the reporter. We have to make sure he doesn't pursue this any further, drops the case. No more pictures, no more articles. The original photograph—that's got to disappear.”

      I frowned. "Do you understand how the 'net works? If someone uploads it to their website, it's out there. Forever."

      Wayne nodded. "We're not Luddites. The Pride has computer experts who can scrub it from any and every site, and keep on taking it down every time someone puts it up. They're already on the job—but we need the master copy destroyed, or at least in safe hands. That means interrogating the reporter. He says it was slipped under his door and he called the cops as soon as he realized it had something to do with the assault. The cops are satisfied with this explanation—we're not. We need to know where and who he got the photo from." He looked at Jess before continuing. "The second and more important is that Janey Winters was hurt. You know it's almost impossible for a human to sneak up one of our kind, much less successfully assault him or her." He flexed his hand. "Even when we're not Changed, we've got faster, better reflexes than humans."

      "Accidents happen," I said.

      "Possible. But if it was an accident, that's even more curious—how did she end up in that situation? All we know is that someone attacked her. Whoever it is, Felis or human, he or she must be found and brought to justice.”

      “Pride justice?” I shook my head. “I’ve had enough of that for one lifetime.”

      “Reb…” Jess opened her hand, letting the small paper ball fall onto the tabletop. “We can’t change the past.” She took a deep breath, the scar flexing across her skin. “Janey has two children and a husband. They deserve the truth. The cops won’t be able to catch this guy.” Her cheek twitched. “You know they’re overworked and likely to call this a cold case after four weeks with no leads. She deserves better than that. She’s family.” Jess paused. "Please."

      I closed my eyes for a long while, then opened them. “Five hundred dollars up front for a retainer, a hundred bucks an hour plus expenses.” I smiled. "Don't worry, I'll supply full documentation."

      It was double my usual rate.

      “Done,” Wayne replied.

      “And I get full access to Pride records.” I put my hand up as I saw Davis’s mouth open, ready to object. “You just told me there are Felis in the police service, so no one’s willing or able to run this hunt. But that’s going to handicap me.” I gave the glass one more spin and put it down on the table. “If it’s a Felis that hurt her, I’ll need that access. That’s not negotiable.”

      “Agreed,” Jess growled, flicking the paper ball across the table toward me, “but you answer to us, and us only.”

      I nodded. “Agreed. So where do I start?”

      “We’ll get the information to you.” Jess nodded, dismissing me as if I were a child waiting for the principal to let me out of detention. The three of them got up from the table and walked past me in silence, descending to the ground floor.

      “Bastards,” I whispered to the empty room.

      I waited a minute before following.

      Ruth met me in the kitchen while I filled my glass with water. She wiped her hands on her apron, shaking her head. “Those kids. You’d think they were the first ones to ever discover their toes.”

      I smiled back. “Wait until they start chewing on them. As I recall it took me until I was five to let those nails grow to anything respectable.”

      “And you claimed they tasted like sugar.” Ruth laughed, a low rumble that settled in my heart. “You look good.” She touched my arm, a wistful look on her face. “You have your mother’s eyes.”

      “And my father’s temper.” I drained the glass, putting it in the sink. “Tell them to remember that.” I kissed her on the cheek. “I’ll talk to you again. Right now, I’ve got to get to work.”

      “I’d like that. Seeing you again, I mean.” She squeezed my arm. “Janey's a good woman. She didn’t deserve this.”

      “No one ever does.” I moved to the door.

      I walked out onto the porch. There was no sign of the Board members, the parking lot three cars lighter.

      Good. Better for both of us.

      I trotted down the steps and took a deep breath, drawing in the scents and sounds from my past again. In my mind’s eye I sorted and catalogued each, identifying three Felis in the woods just to the north, most likely hunting some wild rabbits. Two more worked one of the fields that provided the farm with an income.

      A fat lazy barn cat sprawled across the hood of my jeep. I opened the driver’s door.

      “I need to get to work.”

      The cat raised his head and yawned, displaying an impressive set of teeth.

      “Seriously.” I jerked my thumb back behind me at the house. “Don’t want Jess getting mad, now…do we?”

      The black cat leisurely rolled off the jeep’s hood onto the gravel road, stretching out his legs one by one and flexing his toes in the air. He arched his back and let out another yawn before strutting back toward the barn, tail held high.

      “Snob.” I got in behind the wheel and turned the engine on, tossing the tabloid onto the seat beside me. I sped back down the dirt road to Toronto and my real life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      I probably should have stayed and asked for more details on Janey’s life, but I had little faith in the Board’s ability to give me the actual truth. Better that I find out for myself what exactly made this woman, only a few years older than me, a target.

      I pulled over to the side of the road, out of sight of the farm and grabbed my cell phone. I wasn’t fool enough to think I could drive and talk at the same time.

      “Attersley.” He sounded like he was situated in a deep, dark hole, which he probably was, given it was Station 14 deep in the bowels of west Toronto.

      “Hey, Hank—it’s Reb.” I checked my rear-view mirror out of habit. The road was clear.

      “Hey, yourself. You never write, you never call… Viola's eager to have you come on over again for dinner.”

      “She just wants to set me up again on a blind date.”

      “Well, yeah. Been three years and she still hasn't found the right guy for you—she's not going to give up easily.” A rolling belly laugh sounded across the airwaves. “So, what can I do for you?”

      “Assault case. Janey Winters. Happened in an alleyway a month ago. She's in a coma. Family wants me to check it out—no offense to your detectives.”

      “None taken. You've heard me complain about how we're overworked. If you can give it your full attention, I'm not going to fight you.” The sound of scratching and banging signaled a search of his desk, with rapid tapping on a keyboard. “Case’s not mine. It’s down with Martin Huffington.” A minute’s pause. “They’re set to mark it down as cold, no real leads at this point. No witnesses, no obvious enemies. Cleared the husband. Sorry to say, but it looks like she was in the wrong place at the wrong time. She was found in the alley, her hand on her phone—dialed 911 before falling unconscious. There was blood on a nearby brick, but it's not sure if she fell or was pushed on it."

      "Could it have been a murder attempt?"

      "Hard to say. She had bruises on her arm, so there was a struggle. But did he intend to kill her or just knock her out? Your guess is as good as mine. I’m thinking drug addict, personally. Follows her into the alley, goes for her purse—she fights back, he slams her to the ground. Hits her head and goes unconscious. Guy freaks and runs, thinking he's just graduated from assault to murder. Ends up leaving her purse behind."

      "What did forensics pull up?"

      "CSI had a hard time getting any evidence—it's a public alley. Not to mention the mess the paramedics made as they treated her and packed her off to the hospital. No trace evidence left on her—she wasn't sexually assaulted, thank God.” A soft tapping came through the line. "I'll send you an email with the particulars—not the official case file, Huff'll have my ass for that. But I can give you the basics."

      "Appreciate it." I tucked the phone against my shoulder and stared at the paper. “How about the photograph?” I glanced at my rear-view mirror again.

      A dust storm appeared.

      Attersley grunted. "Strangest thing about this case. Guy's name is Brandon Hanover—he's a local hack, chasing monsters in the sewers. Envelope slipped under his door, he opened it up and saw the picture. Put two and two together when he saw the television report and called us, handed it over."

      "Responsible journalism," I said. "Any idea who the photographer is?"

      "No idea. Creepy as hell—Huffington thought it might be the attacker, but until Winters wakes up and gives a description, we've got nothing.”

      "Hanover's not a suspect?"

      "Nope. His alibi is solid—we processed the envelope he got the pic in, but got nothing. No prints, no DNA. Whoever took the picture wiped it clean before delivering it. Says here, Huff gave it back to Hanover yesterday."

      "What?" I frowned. "Aren't they going to hold onto it until there's some sort of resolution?"

      "You'd think. But word came from on high to release it back to Hanover when he asked for it. There's no evidence on it anyway, and we kept our own copies, so… Crown attorney gave permission, warned Hanover to toe the line, be respectful of the family and so forth. My bet is that he's planning to write an article about it."

      Or the Board wanted to give me a reason to go after Hanover.

      It made sense, in a convoluted way. While the Felis scrubbed the photograph from as many online sites as they could, including the police databases, I could take the original from Hanover and judge how much of a danger he was to the Pride. He might be a bit more open to talking to a private investigator working for the family than to a police detective.

      And it got the original photograph out of official hands. If it disappeared after that, well… so it goes.

      “Great. Just what the family needs. Thanks, Hank. Give my love to Viola.” The dust cloud resolved itself into a small car speeding toward me. I hung up without waiting for a response and tucked it back into my pocket.

      The dark blue Ford Taurus slid in behind me, the engine dying away in a shudder and snort.

      I stepped out and waited.

      Jess’s long, lanky body uncurled from the seat like one of those clowns from the little clown car. Rubbing the back of her neck, she strode toward me with a sheepish grin on her face.

      “Drove over to the back field to make sure the planting was going well, came back and you were gone.” She leaned on the hood of her car; arms crossed. “Figured I’d catch you chatting to Ruth or snatching one of her pies.”

      “Sorry. Didn’t think I was welcome for lunch. Or dinner.” I slammed my door shut and then moved around to lean on the back of my car, facing her.

      One finger moved up to trace the scar on her face. “Wayne didn’t want to call you in. Davis had a fit.”

      “And yet you did.” Spreading my hands, I shrugged. “However, I do have a phone. Could have just called. I have an answering machine.”

      “You’d have hung up. Or deleted the message.” She stuffed her hands in her pockets and scuffed the dirt with a dark-brown cowboy boot. “We know you too well. You wouldn’t have come out here on a dare.”

      I pointed at the sky. “Get a searchlight next time and toss up a cat’s head or something. It’s going to take days to get that stink out of my office.” I wrinkled my nose at the scent memory. "Don't get too many dead rabbits in my part of town."

      “We wanted to make sure you’d come.” She bounced on the hood of her car, stressing the thin metal. “Brought you the records on the Winters family. Full access and all.”

      “I was going to wait and see if they showed up in my online mailbox before I made a fuss.” I didn’t move. “Figured you’d want time to edit out what you didn’t want me to see.”

      Jess stood, shaking her head. “Reb, it’s not all about you. Not this time.” She looked out at the farmlands around us, over my head. “I thought you figured that one out.”

      We stood there quietly for a second, old memories running around us. When I had arrived in Toronto years ago, I had been terrified by the closed spaces, the small rooms and the narrow roads keeping me away from the wide-open sky and the fields I had grown up in. My legs tensed, daring me to whip off my running shoes and sprint along the road with bare feet as I had done for the first few years of my life.

      Damn, I’d missed being out here.

      A shiver of pain ran along my right shoulder blade.

      “Point taken.” I walked past her and plucked the large brown envelope off of the passenger seat. “Thanks.”

      "My phone number's listed on the inside. Call if you need anything. Get justice for Janey," Jess said.

      I returned to my car before answering. "That's what I do. No matter where it leads."

      Jess remained where she was as I pulled out, growing smaller and finally disappearing from my rear-view mirror as I headed back to the highway. The traffic was light, the afternoon commute from Barrie back into the downtown chaos of Toronto just beginning.

      I pulled off at the first opportunity to get coffee. The shot of booze hadn’t given me a slight buzz, but it had been stupid of me to take it
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