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        I really enjoy that Reb and Bran's relationship has evolved as the books have progressed so that they're an effective team. And though they've settled into their lives together there's still a lot of personal baggage to conquer--they're not perfect and their relationship takes a lot of effort on both sides, but the fact that they're committed to making it work makes me a happy romance reader. ;)

        – Robyn B., Goodreads

      

        

      
        A blast from Bran's past sets Reb back on her heels when they enlist his old flame to crack their latest case, offering delightful juxtaposition to the Felis widower pawing at Reb back in "Claws Bared." Surprises abound in this "Romeo & Juliet" retelling, including the lengths to which two warring Felis clans will go to return their wayward children home.

      

        

      
        We're treated to a view of Felis culture and clan politics from the inside, both from the point of view of the young lovers (the teen runaways, that is) and that of "Ol' Red"--a grizzled street veteran who any underestimate at their own peril (including 'Felis matron Jess after he melts her stony heart.) Reb takes the fight right back to the Pride, dropping one of the warring clans' would-be enforcers like a bad habit! She and Bran enable the teens to set right generations-old grudges and slights, paving the way for Reb and Jess to do likewise.

        – Mark Engels, Goodreads

      

        

      
        Stayed up until midnight to finish this one. Fourth in an urban fantasy series about Toronto P.I. and outcast Felis shifter Rebecca and human investigative reporter Brandon. This time the plot had shades of Romeo and Juliet as well as an interesting look at teen runaways on Toronto streets. Very readable with some nice plot twists. I like how Rebecca and Brandon's relationship has developed across the series as well as Rebecca's uncomfortable push-pull relationship with Jess, a Felis leader.

        – Nicole L., Goodreads
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      I’d always thought I’d appreciate the sight of a near-naked man scampering around my house in a pair of boxer shorts.

      Until now.

      I cleared my throat as Jake Middleston glared at me, his back to the kitchen. He had about ten years on me, with skin that had been left out in the sun too long. The jean jacket he wore over a dingy gray T-shirt was ripped along the arms—honest injuries and not for fashion.

      His short-cropped black hair was turning gray in spots, scattered over the scalp.

      His nostrils flared and he frowned.

      He could smell Brandon Hanover, my lover and new roommate, as Bran snuck into the kitchen.

      He let out something akin to a huff.

      Jake was old-school Felis. Tolerated humans when necessary, and even then, under duress. He and his kin believed in the doctrine of each to their own, and being in the same house as a human was tough, much less knowing said human was mated to me, a fellow Felis.

      I could see the words on his lips itching to break out, a good old-fashioned racist rant at me for being so involved with human society that I’d consider one of them as my beloved.

      I had a snappy retort ready to go, curses included.

      My home, my rules.

      But he was also a client, and I had to stay polite in the face of old-fashioned prejudice. I’d done it before for other clients, slimy adulterers who wanted an easy way out of their marriage, and itchy-fingered businessmen looking for criminals in their midst who stole paperclips and pencils.

      If you had asked me six months ago if I’d have my fellow cat shifters as clients I would have laughed in your face. Being outcast for two decades has that effect on me.

      But recent events had brought me back into the family and scored me one hot human mate, so I was prepared to deal with family as possible clients. And keep my mouth shut.

      Besides, I needed the cash.

      “You said you needed my help,” I prompted, trying to draw his attention away from Bran. I couldn’t see him but I could smell him, fresh from our bed upstairs.

      He hadn’t showered yet, making his natural male smell more intense, almost to the point of overpowering—let’s just say that we enjoy waking each other up multiple times before we actually get up. I’d managed to get into the shower before my arranged meeting with Middleston but Bran had refused, showing his stubborn streak and annoyance at me having anything to do in the morning, other than stay in bed.

      Bran knew we Felis had an enhanced sense of smell.

      And I knew he knew my new client would have it, as well.

      The older man rubbed the palms of his hands on his jeans, likely in an attempt to ignore the musky scent drifting across the room. “I have a daughter, Lisa. She’s almost eighteen and thinks she knows it all.” He gave me a knowing smile. “As you can guess we disagree on a few things.”

      I nodded. Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted Bran tiptoeing toward the stairs cradling a huge bowl of tortilla chips and a bottle of salsa.

      He knew I hated crumbs in bed.

      He knew I couldn’t say anything without making a scene.

      I kept my attention on Middleston. It kept me from considering disembowelment.

      “She. .” He cleared his throat. “She ran away a few days ago. I figured she was just mad at me again, the usual stuff. You know how kids are these days, they get told ‘no’ once and they fly off the handle.” He glanced to one side, a flush coming over his face. “Since her mom passed away a few years ago we haven’t been as close as I’d have liked. She’s my youngest, a ‘happy surprise’ as my wife put it. Other two are married and gone off to different Prides, so it’s just the two of us.”

      He swallowed hard and drew a deep breath, steadying himself. “Her mom, she raised all of them right, three daughters I love to death. But Lisa and I, we’ve just sort of been, well, disconnected since Jamie died. I don’t do all that great with kits to start with, and little girls, well—”

      “Why did you wait so long to come to me?” I asked, keeping my voice low and soft. There was no point in antagonizing him at this point, and I needed all the information I could get.

      He glanced toward the front door. “I called the local cops when I found she'd run off, and they told me to give her a few days, let her think it over. Said most runaways change their minds as soon as they get off the bus down in the city, turn around and come right back.” He cleared his throat again. “I wanted to give her that chance, to come home without any questions.”

      “But she didn’t.”

      “No." He pressed his lips into a tight line before continuing. "She’s down here in Toronto. I know it ’cause she never stopped talking ’bout coming to the city, making her fortune here. She left me a note saying she loved me but she had to strike out on her own and all that. I’ve heard things, bad things about young women who come to the city.” He let out a staggered sigh. “I don’t want her to be one of those statistics.”

      I waited.

      He spread his hands. “I don’t know nothing about this city, Miss Desjardin. I’ve been here a handful of times, once to see that Phantom thing ’cause Jamie had me buy her tickets for her birthday, and a few more times for business. All I know is our town, and our Pride. Lisa, she did school trips and all that. It’s what made her think of coming here. If I were twenty years younger, even ten, I’d be on her trail. But this, this is beyond my ken. I can’t hunt in this city like you can. This is your territory.” He bit down on his lower lip before continuing. “I want my daughter back and I think you’re my best chance.”

      “When’s her birthday?”

      He cleared his throat. “In three days.”

      “You understand when she turns eighteen, she’s recognized as an adult by the authorities.” I tried not to look toward the stairs. “I can’t promise I’ll find her by then.”

      Jake nodded. “I know it’s not a lot of time but I want to talk to her one last time. If she wants to go her own way, I’ll accept that but I don’t want us to go our own ways angry at each other. I owe her mother that much.” He tucked his chin into his chest. “I just want the chance. Three days, three weeks. Find her and tell her I want to talk, that’s all.”

      “I’ll do my best to find her and inform her of your wishes.” I’d learned early in the private investigator game to not make promises I couldn’t keep.

      “Do you—” He paused and I could see him fighting to find the right words. “Do you find a lot of lost kids?”

      I wasn’t going to lie, not to family. “I don’t get a lot of these types of cases. Usually, the parents call me in a panic because their darling didn’t come home last night, and I find the kids a few hours later cowering at a shelter or at the bus station, ready to go home. The glamorous life of a runaway isn’t what most kids are prepared for.”

      “Lisa’s a smart kit. Took her kill within the hour on her first hunt.” His chest puffed out. “She’s a tough little girl. She’s a survivor.”

      “We’ll see how it goes. As I said, I can’t promise anything but I’ll give you my best.”

      He sat back in the wooden chair and studied me.

      “Heard you was good and honest.” His tone shifted more toward approval than resignation. At least I wouldn’t be fighting with Daddy during this job.

      I smiled. “I try. Do you have a recent picture?”

      “Figured you’d be asking for one.” Middleston withdrew a wallet-sized picture from an inside jacket pocket and put it on the desk. The young redhead grinned out at me with youthful optimism. Petite and posing by a fence, Lisa looked like a thousand other young girls on the verge of adulthood.

      My hand hovered over it. I paused, wrestling with my conscience. “Forgive me for asking, but why aren’t you going through other… resources?”

      I didn’t want to say it out loud, but I knew there were Felis inside the police department along with almost every other area of life—we tended to get around. A single phone call from any Board member, and everyone from beat cops up to detectives and beyond would be looking for Lisa Middleston both on and off-duty, backed up by the law since she was still a minor for three more days. I’d seen the system at work and it was frighteningly effective in finding lost or missing children.

      I might be throwing away a job, but I had to ask why he wasn’t using the network.

      Middleston stared at the floor. “Don’t want people to be knowing our private business. People start talking, start taking things the wrong way.”

      “Ah,” I replied, seeing the light. He wanted to keep his daughter’s disappearance as low-key as possible.

      The gossip mill would be running overtime if he called the Board and asked for an all-points bulletin to be put out on Lisa. By coming to me, Jake was keeping clear of officially calling a hunt—I was family and I was able to access more resources than he could alone, but I was also outcast and the news wouldn’t get around about his daughter’s indiscretions. His family wouldn’t lose face, and he wouldn’t be bringing in an outsider.

      This flexibility was what had brought me back into the family in the first place a few months ago. A blessing and a curse to be part of two worlds, and yet not really fully in either.

      As if to remind me, my left arm itched, specifically the still-healing skin just below my shoulder courtesy of a stray bullet slamming into me just over a month ago. It’d been a nasty gouge, and I’d laughed when the doctors had suggested a referral to a plastic surgeon.

      They hadn’t seen the old scars on my back, courtesy of my family.

      Middleston pulled his wallet from his pocket. The worn leather was bulging with cash, the stress of folding it over splitting the ancient hide at the center. I hoped he wasn’t planning to stay in Toronto too long—flashing a wad like that, he was begging to be mugged.

      I wasn’t worried about Jake.

      I was worried about the mugger.

      He pulled out five one-hundred dollar bills. “I assume this’ll be enough to start.”

      I tried to look nonplussed at the generous amount.

      “Let me draw up the contract and I’ll be with you in a minute.” I reached for the bottom desk drawer where I kept the standard forms.

      One edge of his mouth twitched downward.

      “Or,” I said, “We can just shake hands.”

      He was old-school, where a handshake was as good, if not better than legal documents.

      Not to mention it kept the paper trail invisible. No paperwork, no rumors.

      No chance for anyone to connect us.

      “Let me know if you need more money.” Middleston got to his feet. “How much detail do you need to get started? You already got her picture.”

      My pencil hovered over the blank yellow legal pad.

      “Let’s start with the basics. Weight, height, eye color.” I pointed the pink eraser at the photo. “That’s great, but just in case she decides to change her hair color or something.”

      The older man worked through the list with ease as if he’d been practicing.

      I wasn’t so sure he hadn’t been.

      “Is there anyone she was seeing? Some boyfriend, past or present, she might be hanging out with?”

      The answering scowl was all I needed.

      “No one of note,” Jake snarled. “There was a fellow but I told him to shove off.”

      “His name?”

      He shook his head. “No. I’m not giving you that. You go talk to him, you’ll start this whole thing up again, and I told her she’s done and over with him.” His lips rolled around as if he wanted to spit and couldn’t. “No one of note, like I said.”

      I winced inside. If this was a case of Lisa running off with her boyfriend, then this whole thing could get nasty really fast.

      “I just want to talk to her,” Jake repeated before I could ask anything else.

      He slumped in the chair; the flash of anger gone.

      All that was left was an old man at the point of tears.

      Jake looked at me with weary, bloodshot eyes. “If she’s going to go her own way, I want to say goodbye in a right way, like a father should.”

      I weighed his words, working both sides of the equation.

      “I’ll find her and tell her you want to talk to her.” I jabbed my index finger in the air. “But I won’t let you hurt her.”

      Jake leaned back as if I’d slapped him. “I wouldn’t hurt Lisa. She’s all I have now.”

      My internal judge told me he was telling the truth.

      There was also the chance she’d run away with a punk and could be looking for a way out of a destructive relationship. I had no way of knowing the truth.

      Other than finding Lisa and asking her.

      The small voice reminded me that if I didn’t take the case, Jake Middleston might end up stomping around Toronto looking for her alone, headed for a world of trouble. If he ended up in a street fight it could go badly, with his Felis-enhanced senses giving him the upper hand and someone suffering, either human or Felis.

      I couldn’t let that happen.

      I grumbled inside about a damned conscience that loved to weigh in on my business choices, but never showed up when I was pigging out on chocolate donuts to the point of nausea.

      “I’ll find her and make sure she’s safe. And tell her you want to talk to her.” It was a compromise but one I could live with.

      “Thank you.” He got to his feet and stretched out his hand. “Thank you.”

      His grip was hard and strong, a typical Felis test of strength.

      I made it through without any broken fingers. “I’ll call when I have something.”

      Jake gave me his cell phone number and headed for the front door, walking through my living room. Jazz trilled from where she lay on the couch, rolling onto her back and exposing her tummy for a rub. She looked at him with sad, dark eyes as if she didn’t have enough loving and a bowl full of kibble waiting for her in the kitchen.

      He stopped for a second to rub the white cat’s belly, chuckling as she pawed the air. A few mumbled somethings and he moved on to go outside.

      I stayed at my desk and listened to him step through the front yard and onto the sidewalk, his work boots pounding the pavement. A minute later, a radio blared incoherent country music, and an engine roared before dying down to a low hum. The sound lessened and disappeared as I envisioned the pickup truck pulling away and heading down the street.

      I picked up my cell phone and tapped in Jess Hammersmythe’s number.

      It wasn’t that I didn’t trust Jake Middleston, but I’d developed a simple mantra over the years of being a private investigator and hearing very different stories from both sides of a divorce case or insurance claim.

      Trust but verify.

      If there was a missing girl from my old Pride, she’d know about it. And as one of the Board members she’d know if there was more to this than just a teenager running off with her true love of the week who, presumably, was another Felis. There was nothing illegal about it, but it’d be a note of concern for the Board, who kept a close eye on all of the family—you didn’t simply disappear into the crowd. A runaway wasn’t enough to call out the troops, but there was no way Lisa Middleston was going to stay underground for long.

      I’d discovered that when they’d showed up on my doorstep after leaving me alone for decades. The Board always kept track of you no matter where or who you were.

      Middleston’s sidestepping the Pride’s resources sent up red flags, and I wasn’t about to step in a minefield if I couldn’t map it out first.

      Jess picked the phone up on the fifth ring.

      “Rebecca.” She sounded shocked, something I’d rarely seen or heard. “I was about to call you.”

      I could hear a woman weeping in the background and raised my voice over the wailing. “Is this about the missing girl? Don’t get on my case. Her father just left, and I haven’t had a chance to hit the streets yet so tell her aunt or whoever to give me a few hours—”

      “What?” I visualized the tall woman shaking her head. Part of me relished the idea of stumping Jess.

      The other part was terrified that I had, in fact, stumped Jess, one of the toughest Felis I knew. “No, wait…what? What missing girl?”

      “Lisa Middleston,” I offered. “She’s the missing girl I’ve been hired to find.”

      “I’m talking about a missing boy. Evan Chandler.”

      The crying in the background rose and fell like a hockey fan’s playoff hopes. “His mother’s with me right now.”

      The pulsing behind my left eye signaled a headache about to start. “Let me guess. This isn’t a coincidence.”

      Jess chuckled. “You think? Let me take care of Mary, and I’ll call you back within the hour. Don’t do anything until we have a chance to talk.” The line went dead before I could disconnect.

      I put the phone down and pressed my palms against my eyes. This situation had the potential of going bad really fast.

      Two country kids running away to find their fortune in the big city might go over well in the movies, but the reality was that they’d find themselves out of their depth within minutes of stepping off the bus. Those stories about slavery, prostitution and drug abuse weren’t just fluff for the news programs.

      I headed for the stairs, determined to get some painkillers into me before Jess called back. This was turning out to be one hell of a morning and I hadn’t even done anything yet.

      Jazz pattered by me, hopping up the steps and turning toward the bedroom with her tail held high, a spring in her step. I followed her in, scowling at the half-naked man sprawled across the bed.

      Tortilla chip crumbs everywhere. A minefield of pointed fried caltrops.

      A fat dollop of salsa sat on the quilted bedspread neatly folded at the bottom of the king-sized bed.

      Brandon Hanover grinned at me, offering a salsa-loaded chip in one hand. The other nudged the waistband of the boxer shorts down a fraction of an inch, showing more bare flesh.

      “Want a snack?”

      I sighed. As a lover, the redhead was fantastic. As a roommate, he left a lot to be desired.

      “We’re going to have to wash that.” I pointed at the salsa stain even as I snagged the chip out of his hand and popped it in my mouth.

      “No problem.” He chomped another chip as Jazz hopped on the bed and began to nibble at the crumbs spread out over the sheets.

      “Yes problem. The laundromat is up on Queen Street, and I don’t have time to haul the bedspread up there right now.”

      His eyebrows rose. “Damn. I’d forgotten you don’t have a washer and dryer here.”

      “Remember more often.” I swept a handful of crumbs off the bed, annoying the cat, who had already started munching. “Good news is I’ve got some work. Bring in some cash.”

      A pained look flashed across his face, and I regretted the phrasing. It’d been a month since he’d moved in, forsaking his rich family, and he’d insisted on paying half of everything. He’d begged an advance off his editor for a future article, but it’d been barely enough to pay the utilities and phone bills, never mind getting groceries.

      Meanwhile, I’d been dipping into my own savings to cover my recent unemployed status. We weren’t on the verge of losing the house, but the private investigation business was either feast or famine.

      I really didn’t want to go toward the famine side.

      I tried to fix the damage. “Got paid in advance. Five hundred dollars.”

      Bran let out a low whistle. “That’ll keep us in cat kibble for a few days.” His forehead furrowed. “What’s the job?”

      “Finding a runaway girl. And Jess has the other half of the equation. Boy and girl running off together to the big city. Romeo and Juliet with fur and fangs.”

      I grabbed the half-empty bag and salsa jar off the bed and headed for the bathroom. “I’m hoping to find them near the bus station, curled up in a donut shop and scared shitless. Country kids don’t usually take to the streets that easily, so I’ve heard. Big difference between small town living and jumping into the big city, Felis or not.”

      “Might be right there. One can hope they run back home once they hit the streets. Usually, the romantic ideal dies a fast death once you’re digging in a garbage bin for stale donuts, and trying to figure out if the slimy green meat is edible.” The response came as I put the chips and dip in the sink and busied myself digging out the bottle of painkillers. The headache wasn’t bad, not yet.

      A phone call from Jess would make it worse.

      The pills went down with a swig of water. I stuck my head out of the bedroom, feeling the latest wave of pain begin to wither and die on the drug shore.

      Bran lay on his back, his hands tucked behind his head. He stared at the ceiling and let out a low sigh.

      I didn’t have to be a mind reader to know what he was thinking about.

      Time to try and change the mood.

      “And could you not wander through the house in your underwear when I’m dealing with a client?” I crossed my arms and tried to sound authoritative. Hard to do with the manflesh on display. “How would you like it if I wore that fuzzed red scrap of cloth you bought me to a meeting with your editor?”

      The item in question had been acquired after a late-night crawl through lingerie stores in the Eaton Center, a nightie with wee bits of faux red fur in all the right places.

      He grinned.

      My reverse psychology was not reversing.

      “Ooh.” His tongue flicked out, wetting his lips.

      “Maybe I’d get a better chance at the hot stories if I did take you along.” His brown eyes sparkled with glee and more than a little wanton lust. He patted the mattress beside him. “Wanna audition for the job?”

      “Jess is going to call back. Within the hour.” I let out an exaggerated sigh. Over the last few weeks this had become a welcome work interruption but I never gave in easily. “Not enough time.”

      Bran put his hands behind his head and looked at the ceiling, making a smacking noise with his lips. “Two, three—”

      He leaped off the bed and grabbed me around the waist. “I love a challenge.”

      I let out an unladylike squeak as his fingers began to pull up my shirt. “Jess—”

      “Within the hour. I got it.” He nipped my earlobe, the spike of pain disappearing under the burning need, rekindled with his touch. “Just lie back and think of England. Or whatever else you’d like.”

      “Whatever?” I gasped, the familiar haze clouding my thoughts.

      “Well, as long as it’s about me.” His expert fingers popped the buttons on my blouse with unerring accuracy before moving to the front of my jeans.

      I ran my hands along his waistband, tugging at the boxers.

      “I think I’m ready for my audition.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Exactly thirty-five minutes later I rolled onto my back, wheezing for air. The cool sheets felt good on my bare skin even with a few wayward crumbs poking at me.

      “Dang.” My pulse pounded in my ears. “That’s never getting old, is it?”

      “You’re welcome.” Bran rolled onto his side with a smug smile. “Never say I don’t keep to my schedule.”

      He looked at the digital clock on the night table. “Still some time left. Want to try for a quickie?” He waggled his eyebrows.

      As if on cue, my cell phone rang.

      “Put it on hold, Romeo.” I tugged on my blouse, struggling to get my hands through the sleeves. “Unless you want to tell Jess to call back.”

      It took a concentrated effort to get the buttons lined up. There was no way I was going to talk to Jess naked, even if Bran didn’t seem to mind.

      He scowled and reached for a half-full bottle of water perched on the side table. The man was daring but not suicidal.

      I plucked the cell phone out of my jeans on the floor, and propped myself up against the headboard, enjoying his pouty look.

      “You’ve caught this one by the tail, kit.” The disapproving tone killed any post-coital mellowness.

      Being in my mid-thirties and still being called a kit by someone with twenty-plus years on me wasn’t a good way to start the conversation.

      “Hi, Jess.”

      I waited.

      The Board member would tell me what I needed to know in her own good time and not a second sooner.

      I’d learned over the past few months staying quiet often got more answers than opening my yap.

      “I’m assuming your newest client is Jake Middleston, Lisa’s father,” she continued talking without pausing for my input. “I’ve just had a weepy session with Mary Chandler, Evan Chandler’s mother. Seems the two kids were dating and have decided to do that running-away-together thing.” She let out a snort. “This is not good.”

      “Kids run off all the time.” Bran pushed himself up beside me. He’d wrestled his shorts back on, giving me a less distracting view. He tilted his head toward the phone, resting his chin on my shoulder. “A few weeks on the street, and they’ll come back home.”

      “Or be eighteen and out from under their parents’ tails.” I added. “Let me make this clear—I’m going to look for Lisa no matter what you tell me. I took the job from Middleston and told him I’d find her, and at least tell her that her father wants to talk to her. What happens after that is their business, not mine. Or it would have been until now.”

      I paused, picking my words carefully. Jess was notorious for leaving out details. “But what’s the real story here?” I pushed on. “What’s so important about these two that one father’s calling me in for a private hunt, and the mother of the other one’s asking you for help? I’m getting some weird vibes on this and it’s more than Middleston being pissed off at some young man for chasing his daughter.”

      “Blood feud,” she replied.

      I blinked. “What?”

      “I should have known there was a problem when Middleston asked about you.” Jess said more to herself than to us. “Damned blind fool could have seen that. Should have seen that and told him to stand aside, let the Board deal with this.”

      I interrupted her pity party without remorse. “The feud. We have those?”

      “Yes, we have ‘those,’” Jess snapped. “Why wouldn’t we? Every family has brawls and people who don’t like each other. Why should we be any different?”

      “I guess I missed the memo,” I shot back. “Being outcast and all.”

      Jess sucked in her breath through clenched teeth.

      The topic of my exile from the Pride for most of my adult life was still a painful topic between us despite six months of working for the family on various jobs.

      Bran’s hand snaked under my shirt and stroked the scar tissue crisscrossing my back. Most conversations with Jess ended with high blood pressure and a headache.

      “We’re assuming the kids ran off together. The Middlestons are treating it like just the girl left on her own and the same with the Chandlers, neither one telling me there was more about this. Middleston figured you wouldn’t contact me and I’d never figure it out.” I could hear the annoyance in her voice. “As if I was born yesterday, and couldn’t put two and two together. Boy meets girl, boy falls in love with girl. More likely when you’re told it’s forbidden fruit.”

      “How could they be dating with their families fighting?” I asked.

      “Internet,” Jess replied. “Sexting, I believe it’s called. Either way they think they’re in love and run off to seek their fortune, blah blah blah.”

      “This feud,” Bran said, “how bad is it? We talking a push and shove at the local bar, or are we going to start pulling bodies out of Lake Ontario with their throats slashed open?”

      We waited for almost a minute in silence. I wasn’t sure if Jess was gauging how much to tell Bran, a human, versus what I needed to know if I had a hope in hell of finding the kids.

      “Feuds start over anything in the family, just like in human society. It’s usually business-related. Stealing each other clients, undercutting costs on competing bids, that sort of thing. But it’s come to brawling a few times when challenges are issued. Broken noses, hurt feelings, lots of cursing and shaking of fists.”

      I winced, thinking of two Felis facing off against each other over some real or imagined slight. When Changed, we manifested claws and fangs along with fur obscuring our features, but a lot of damage could be done with “just” claws and fangs.

      Jess had lost an eye over it.

      “What started this one?” Bran asked.

      “None of your business.” The underlying steel in her voice reminded us both that Bran was on the edges of Felis society, as I was—tolerated when necessary. She liked him, but he still had a long way to go before being accepted by the family.

      As if either of us gave a crap.

      “If I find one, I’m going to probably find the other.”

      I pushed the conversation back to business. “What are the Chandlers doing to find the boy? Am I going to butt heads with the competition? Are they sending out their own hunter?”

      Jess chuckled. “The ironic part is that I was about to refer them to you. Mary Chandler is a widow with one grown adult son, and she’s not about to send him down to Toronto to start sniffing around for his brother. She’s got friends who are eager to help, but I convinced her to keep this as low-key as possible and offered you as an alternative to getting more people involved. The less, the better for all of us.”

      She wasn’t just talking about keeping the feuding members apart. We’d kept our family secret for centuries from human society, and it was her job as a Board member to do everything she could to keep our existence off the grid.

      Having a major brawl between families in the middle of Toronto wasn’t going to happen if she could help it.

      She let out an annoyed snort. “Middleton, ass that he is, didn’t tell me he needed help finding his daughter. He asked for someone to do a security check on some new farm hands he was thinking of hiring, temporary help and all humans. I figured you needed the work and gave him your number.”

      “I could use the money, but not if I’m going to be walking into the middle of a Felis Hatfield/McCoy feud.” I paused before asking the next question. “What’s your call on this?”

      “My what?” Jess replied.

      “What’s the Board’s position on this?”

      Bran gave me a questioning look. I waited, unsure which answer I wanted. The Board controlled and led the Pride in many areas, but I wasn’t sure where runaway kids fell in their never-ending political games.

      “I’m not calling you on behalf of the Board. I’m calling you because Mary Chandler is a good friend who needs help,” Jess said. “If you choose to take her case as well I’ll get her to transfer the funds into your ac-count today.”

      “And the Board’s position is?”

      “We don’t have one. We don’t choose sides.”

      I chewed on my bottom lip. “Can’t or won’t?”

      “The Board isn’t going to choose which family to support. Haven’t in the past, and sure won’t now, not when it’s nothing but a pair of runaway kids who might just as easily turn up at home in the next few hours.” She paused, and I could hear her choosing her words carefully. “At this point, it’s nothing that should concern the Board. Personally, I’ll be happy if you take the second case, but whatever you decide is fine with the Board and with me. You can dump both cases if you want. Jake’ll be upset if you turn him down but he’ll get over it.”

      “Give me a minute.” I imagined a set of scales in my mind, and started tossing weights on each side. Helping was almost mandatory for me as a fellow Felis, but I wasn’t keen on getting caught between two angry families. I had no doubt people had been burned in the past on both sides, and I didn’t need the trouble.

      The problem, again, was that if I said no, I could see Middleston and/or Chandler sending in their own family friends to find the kids and opening a huge can of trouble in my city. It’d be like setting a bull loose in a china shop, or in this case a clumsy lion thrashing around.

      I had no doubt if that happened, I’d be pulled in either to help clean up the mess or cover up the blood.

      At least if I took the case, it’d be on my own terms.

      “How many runaways have you found over the years?” Bran touched my shoulder, making me jump.

      “A few. A handful, to be honest.” I tried not to sound defensive, knowing Jess was still listening. “Most of them go home after a week of lying on cold pavement, ready to warm up to their parents again. Usually, they leave over a small thing, curfews and crap like that. I usually hit the bus station first and then walk the streets for a few nights until they come up. Get Hank to call the beat cops, and put the fear of God into the homeless kids until they run home to mom and dad.”

      I flinched inside, thinking about Hank Attersley. The police detective and I hadn’t spoken since he’d had to take me in for my involvement with the Hanovers and Bran’s half-brother. I wasn’t sure if I could count on him for help right now.

      Bran cleared his throat. “That could take weeks.”

      “It could,” I admitted. “These are kids used to roughing it, not pampered socialites looking to scare their parents because they didn’t get a sports car for their birthday.”

      Bran nodded. “You’ll need my help if you want to find them fast. I know it’s been a few years but I can help you cut corners, save you wasting time in some areas and maybe use some old contacts.” He grinned.

      “Not to mention two heads are better than one, even when one’s mine.”

      I bit down on my lip, feeling the skin threaten to split.

      “Are you going to be okay with this?” Jess asked the question I was thinking.

      “I owe you,” Bran answered. He wasn’t wrong—Jess had been a major factor in finding and saving his baby half-brother a month before. “I always pay my debts. Say the word and I’m with her on this.”

      Jess chuckled. “As if I could keep you out of her business.” Her tone shifted. “Rebecca, are you going to be okay taking him along?”

      I hesitated just long enough for Bran to take and squeeze my hand.

      “I’ll be fine. Besides, the faster we find those two kids the faster this entire thing is over.” He smiled and flexed his free arm. “Better. Stronger. Faster.” He pointed down at his shorts. “As you know.”

      “Faster, yes.” I turned my attention back to the phone, ignoring his exaggerated wincing, and hoped Jess wasn’t getting the joke. “Jess, tell me the truth. Is this going to get nasty?”

      She laughed, a low rumbling that both stirred the hunter inside and terrified me at the same time. “It always comes down to blood, Reb. Always down to the blood.”
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      Within the hour I had all the pertinent information about Evan Chandler on my computer screen courtesy of an email from Jess, including a color photograph my printer screeched out to join the one of Lisa Middleston downstairs.

      The young man had dark hair, cropped almost to the scalp, and a wide smile that would have a dozen girls tossing their panties at him on a good day. He cradled a classic guitar with the care and love of a mother for a newborn. It was easy to see how he’d be a dream date for a young Felis girl, especially if he was a bad boy by birth.

      Standing at my desk, I shoved the two photographs next to each other in a large envelope along with duplicates courtesy of my coughing photocopier. I didn’t want to get to the point of plastering their faces on each telephone pole in the city, but it never hurt to be prepared to drop off copies. I also scanned the two pictures into my cell phone for backup.

      Bran whistled as he came down the stairs wearing jeans and tugging on a light blue T-shirt with the Toronto Maple Leafs logo on it. I winced at seeing the pale pink scars on his chest.

      We’d both taken a battering over the past few weeks, mentally and physically. I hoped this case would be less of both. We could use a little down time.

      Bran strolled by me, adding a
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