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      “My parents want to meet you.”

      I dropped the thick ceramic mug in the sink. It bounced once before landing in the inch-deep soapy water. The clanging sound bounced around my skull, settling behind my left eye.

      “Your parents are dead.” I turned and leaned against the counter. “Are we attending a séance?”

      Bran bit his lower lip. He hadn’t bothered to put a shirt on, choosing to pad around my house barefoot, in a pair of jeans that fit perfectly in all the right places. We’d finally dragged ourselves out of bed for lunch, ordering in pizza because we had run out of groceries.

      His dark eyes met mine, apologetic and pleading.

      “They’re not, ah, dead. They’re sort of alive.”

      I picked up the mug and contemplated how much strength it would take to smash it. “Your parents are zombies?”

      “My parents are alive and well and very much human.”

      I weighed the mug in my palm, letting him watch my fingers curl around the cool clay. “You lied to me. Four months ago, you lied to my face.”

      “Maybe.” Bran put out his hand, pointing at the mug. "Please put that down.”

      I glared at him.

      “Okay, I lied. A bit.” His hand didn’t move, still outstretched toward the mug. “I told you my parents were dead, but that was right after we’d met and we were on opposite sides of the case.” Bran smiled. “And I didn’t know how good we could be together.”

      I didn’t blink.

      “Cut me a break, Reb. You’ve got your own family secrets.” He shifted to one side with a grin, showing off his newest scratches on one shoulder. “And I can make you purr.”

      Damned redhead had a point. We’d both kept things from each other back then. I hadn’t exactly been forthcoming about the fact that I wasn’t human, but when Bran had come face-to-face with my Felis heritage, I hadn’t lied and denied.

      I still didn’t have to like it. “Who are they, and why did you lie?”

      He didn’t move. My gaze traveled over his bare chest, resting on the fresh scars across his midsection, courtesy of our latest work trip to Penscotta, Pennsylvania. He’d fought another Felis for his life and, in his own way, for me.

      The least I could do was hear him out before throwing the mother of all temper tantrums.

      “My father is Michael Hanover.” Bran paused. “Of Hanover Investments.”

      I nearly dropped the mug.

      “Hanover Investments. As in, they make more money in ten minutes than I’ll ever see in my lifetime?” I croaked. I’d flipped through a few business articles over the past few years when I was supposed to be reading a paper and instead using it for surveillance. The business section guarantees you won’t be distracted by the articles.

      “Yeah. Them.” He sounded almost apologetic. “It’s a family business. Three generations.”

      “You’re related to those Hanovers?”

      “Michael and Bernadette Hanover are my parents.” He reached out and took the mug from my numb fingers. “The reason I lied was because it’d become an instinctive reaction to explain away my wealth. Easier to say trust fund than explain my dysfunctional relationship with my parents.” He shook his head, a sad smile on his lips. “You’d be surprised how many gold diggers are out there looking to snag a rich man. Or his son.”

      I tried to get my breathing under control. “Those Hanovers.”

      “We’d just met,” Bran repeated. He placed the mug out of my reach and returned to stand in front of me, both hands up. “And I used the same line I use with everyone to explain my wealth. It was automatic.”

      I closed my eyes and drew what I hoped was a deep calming breath. “And when were you planning to divulge this little bit of information?”

      “I was waiting for the right time. I know it sounds silly but it’s not exactly a topic to drop into casual conversation,” Bran answered. He shuffled forward and put his hands on my shoulders, his heated skin scorching through the thin T-shirt I wore. “I’m sorry.”

      “This—” I shook my head, “—this is a major thing. I could understand lying about your university marks, or former lovers or something like that—but lying about your parents being alive?” I wasn’t going to let him off so easily despite the heat surging down my spine at his touch. “What else have you 'forgotten' to tell me?”

      “Nothing else, Reb. I swear, nothing else.” His right hand moved to rub over the still-healing scars on his stomach, a visible reminder of his feelings. “I’d never want to hurt you on purpose.”

      The cold grip on my heart shifted and melted. “Damn it, Bran...”

      “I’m sorry.” He moved in and laid down a line of kisses from the edge of my mouth to my earlobe. “So sorry. So damned sorry.”

      Damn. The man had moves.

      “Okay, they’re alive. And they want to meet me. They’re not going to like me,” I murmured, fighting to stay afloat on the emotional waves battering my defenses. “I’m not a purebred.” I couldn’t help grinning. “Sort of a nasty bitch when I think about it.”

      Bran replied with a light tug on my earlobe with his teeth, enough to urge a gasp out of me. “They’re going to be fine. I’m a grown man, and I can make my own decisions about who to date.” Another soft kiss. “Mate.”

      This time I couldn’t hold off the shivers running over my skin. In the month since we’d gotten back from Pennsylvania, we’d taken another step forward in our relationship and it had been interesting, to say the least.

      The definition of interesting included scratches, bruises, one sprained wrist (his) and one wrenched shoulder (mine).

      We’d started off a few months ago, drawn together to find a killer, and moved into a relationship with little problem. The breaking point came three months later when I’d been forced to face my inner Felis and deal with my feelings about dating a human. We were a ferociously devoted species when it came to our mates and I didn’t know if Bran could handle the emotional and physical commitment. Felis didn’t do casual long-term relationships, and even though I had been cast out of the family as a teenager, neither did I. We mated for life, something I knew from working as a private investigator that a lot of humans couldn’t handle.

      Judging from the past few weeks, we were doing fine.

      “They’re flying in today from London on the private jet. I told them we’d meet them for dinner.”

      “Wait, WHAT? London, England? Flew? Private what?” I tried to break away from his grip and failed miserably, the flash of anger choking my senses. “When? Where? Do I need to dress for this? I don’t want to wear makeup. I don’t have anything to wear. Why are you doing this to me?”

      "Don't worry. You got this." Bran chuckled. “Seven tonight. A small restaurant in Yorkville. If you have a dress it’d be nice—anything but jeans will meet the dress code. And I love you.” He dropped a kiss on the tip of my nose. “Chill, Rebecca. Chill. You've faced tougher things.”

      I glanced around the kitchen. It was small, like the rest of the house. I’d bought it a decade ago and managed to finance, thanks to one enthusiastic client demanding proof on a dozen possible suitors for his daughter. It served as home and office, saving me the expense of running a different place for my investigation business. The ground floor had my office/living room and kitchen with the upper floor holding my bedroom and a washroom. It wasn’t fancy, but it was mine.

      But it was nothing compared to the top-level condominium Bran owned over at Yonge and King, a short drive out of Parkdale and a million dollars away.

      The doorbell rang, disrupting my emotional breakdown.

      “I’m not expecting anyone today.” I blinked, trying to settle my thoughts. “I haven’t had a case since that car insurance scam, and I sent out the paperwork yesterday.”

      Brandon stepped back, releasing me. “Probably the paperboy. I’ll take care of it.” He walked out of the kitchen. I watched him leave, appreciating the view. He’d been naturally blessed with a tight, sweet butt that begged for biting or grabbing.

      Good thing he enjoyed both.

      Jazz hopped on the counter and lay down, a white carpet of relaxed cat.

      I wagged a finger at her. “No. Get down.”

      She yawned, showing off one chipped fang, and curled up into a ball before falling asleep right next to the sugar bowl. One paw edged out to grip the corner of the counter, anchoring her in place.

      “Hey, I tried,” I told the linoleum before heading for the living room. “Bran, tell whoever’s there to bugger off ’cause I don’t have time...”

      Two people stood by the secondhand couch I’d gotten from a store on Queen Street, talking to Bran. He rested his hand on a ripped corner I’d slapped duct tape on—the damage not from Jazz’s claws but my own ineptness in getting it through the front door. I glanced around the room, assessing the rest of the furniture as I waited for either an introduction or an explanation.

      An oval dark wood stool held a stack of magazines, the concave shape of one leg showing Jazz’s enthusiastic work in using it as a scratching post. A short hop from there sat my business desk, cluttered with old and new files as I put off buying another filing cabinet for as long as possible.

      I’d never thought of my interior decorating skills as being lacking. Everything was functional and affordable, from the mismatched chairs to the generic nature prints on the wall. It wasn’t fancy but it was home, comfortable and relaxed.

      The two visitors looked like diamonds shining in a coal mine—not the usual visitors.

      I moved in closer, my heart beginning to race.

      The woman looked at me for a second before turning back to Bran. Her upper lip curled a fraction, so fast someone else would have missed it.

      I didn’t. Disdain. Contempt. Superiority. All in one expensive package glaring at me.

      Blond hair, right out of a bottle, bounced around her shoulders. She wore a bright orange dress and enough bling to blind someone. Her matching purse hung limply from the crook of her elbow.

      I turned my attention to the older man.

      He had to be in his early sixties with a full head of red hair touched with a delicate gray around the temple. His three-piece dark blue suit cost more than what I made in a month. The silk gray and white striped power tie screamed affluence.

      I sniffed the air, afraid of what I’d find. The scents bounced back to me with a frightful speed and clarity, confirming what I’d suspected. And feared.

      Everyone in this room was related to each other.

      I forced a cheerful smile, feeling the jagged edge of panic digging into my belly.

      Mom and Dad were early.

      Bran looked at me. I could smell the fear radiating out from him as I advanced on them. Not for me—he was afraid of his parents. His shoulders slumped down and if he could have, he would have been curled up on the floor in a fetal position—or worse, on his back in full submission mode.

      He was scared shitless.

      A growl spiraled up my throat, seeing the effect they had on him. This wasn’t a healthy relationship. Not that I knew much about happy families, but this couldn’t be what they looked like.

      This… was not going to go well.

      The elder Hanover male smiled at me. “You must be Rebecca Desjardin.” He stuck out his hand, the finely manicured nails stabbing at me. “Michael Hanover. And this is my wife, Bernadette.”

      His grip was manlier than I’d expected, a quiet strength underlining the silk. A hunter and killer. This was not a man to be taken lightly.

      I’d have expected no less from one of Canada’s premiere wheelers and dealers in the business world. What I knew about investing could fill Jazz’s food dish, but I knew Michael Hanover made a lot of money for a lot of important people.

      I couldn’t connect the stern businessman in front of me with Bran. The truth about his parents still rankled—but looking at these two made me more sympathetic to his reasoning.

      I imagined many a woman wilting under their inspection.

      Bran gave me a halfhearted grin. “They caught an early flight. Since I wasn’t at my condo they came here.” His voice trailed off as the obvious question came to mind.

      “How did you know where I lived?” I let Michael’s fingers slip free.

      Bernadette took over. “We looked at the security report we have on you. Address was right there on the front page. Took a few minutes to reroute the cab to this—” her nose wrinkled as she struggled to find a less insulting word than slum, “—distinct neighborhood.” She extended her hand. “Pleased to meet you.”

      It was like touching cold, raw chicken. She pulled back as soon as manners allowed and gave me a big friendly smile.

      “So,” she murmured, “this is your home.”

      I felt the hairs on the back of my neck shoot straight up. I’d expected some resistance, sure—but this was like facing down a raging elephant with a potato gun. I resisted the urge to scurry around the room tidying up.

      On the other hand, I’d been busy lately hunting down murderers and renegades. They balanced each other out.

      Bran cleared his throat. “Obviously we’re not ready to go out yet. Why don’t you two go home and have a bit of a rest? We’ll meet you at the restaurant?” The last word arched upward in a hopeful plea.

      “Of course,” Michael replied. “We just wanted to stop on by and say hello.” He stared at me, looking for a weakness.

      He didn’t find any.

      His mother interrupted our mental duel. “We decided to change the restaurant. There’s a charity event we have to make an appearance at before dinner. Sergio’s instead. At eight o’clock.”

      “Of course. Eight. We’ll be there,” Bran answered.

      Michael headed for the open door. Bernadette trotted out behind her husband, her high heels clattering along my hardwood floors with machine-gun precision.

      I resisted the urge to flip them the bird.

      A cool breeze rushed in the front door, smashing into my senses with even more scents. Fresh garbage from the street, dripping oil from a nearby car and...

      And one I definitely did not want to find right now.

      “Whuf.” Bran shook his head. “That was...” He paused, seeing the expression on my face. “What the—”

      I sprang past him and into the front yard, heart pounding with a combination of panic, fear and pride.

      Jess dug the toe of her cowboy boot into one of the remaining green parts of my front lawn, having been confronted by the Hanovers. She shot me a deadly scowl as she faced the pair.

      I had to give Bran’s parents points for standing their ground. I’d seen lesser men and women shuffle to one side to give the Felis leader the right-of-way.

      Bernadette moved behind Michael in a natural submissive move, using her husband as a human shield.

      I sucked in my cheeks, holding the grin at bay. Sometimes fate had a wild sense of humor.

      Michael cleared his throat, taking control of the situation. Or so he thought. “Jess Hammersmythe. I recognize you from the file. You’re Rebecca’s...” Michael let the sentence trail off, waiting for a response.

      That sort of subtle fishing for information might have worked on someone else but not on Jess.

      “Friend of the family.” Jess didn’t give an inch. Her one good eye studied the two Hanovers. I could see her assessing the pair and finding them wanting in most areas.

      It wasn’t personal. Jess plain didn’t like humans.

      Bernadette frowned. “An aunt, maybe? Her parents—” She cut off her words when her husband tugged on her arm.

      “Really, dear. There’s a time and a place for this sort of discussion and this isn’t it.” The elder Hanover gave Jess a gentle smile. “You’ll have to forgive her. She’s rather rabid about taking care of our son and wanting to know everything about the company he keeps.”

      A shadow passed over Jess’s face. For a second she looked older than her years, the crow’s feet around her eyes growing deeper and dragging the energy out of her. “I understand. All parents want to protect their young.”

      Michael pulled again at his wife’s arm. “We’ll see you for dinner, Brandon.” He gave Jess a respectful nod as they slid past her.

      Jess walked past me into the house, head held high as Bran’s parents escaped the front yard with a clattering of heels and low mutterings. I noticed their expensive sedan sitting on the street and sent up a quiet prayer of thanks it hadn’t been scratched up or worse, jacked and headed for the local chop shop.

      Not that I’d know about such things.

      “You go see what’s up with her.” Bran jerked a thumb at his retreating family. “I’ll see them off.” He shuffled off toward the car, sweat beading on his forehead. It was a case of the lesser of two evils—and there’d be a reckoning on all fronts at some point for this.

      I spun on my heel and headed inside, eager and terrified to find out why Jess had come here.

      She didn’t do social visits. The last two times she’d contacted me had been job offers from the family.

      I didn’t need any more distractions at the moment.

      Jess was in the kitchen, putting the kettle on for tea. Jazz, lying on the counter, looked at Jess and rolled onto her back, offering her pink tummy. I watched with a detached curiosity as Jess went through the motions of making tea, something she’d only do for an equal or a superior.

      Which I definitely was not, being outcast from the Pride. True, recent events had me bordering on legitimacy within the Felis family. Barely.

      Not that I gave a damn. I hadn’t cared for over two decades, and that feeling wasn’t going to change anytime soon. But this was something new, something different, and I knew there was trouble in the air.

      The Felis had managed to stay hidden within human society for centuries, keeping our feline shape-shifting abilities hidden from those who would want to study us or destroy us. We worked in human society, played in human society and even married humans—but maintaining our secret was paramount, without exception.

      Even I was sworn to stay hidden, outcast and crippled by my inability to Change on demand.

      “Brandon’s parents.” Jess rubbed the white cat’s belly.

      “Yep.” I watched Jazz slip into bliss, the tip of her tail fluttering.

      “I thought they were dead.” She looked at me sideways. “Didn’t he tell you they were dead?”

      “Not so much.” I waggled my hand in the air. “Seems his family is loaded.” I drew out the last word to eight syllables. “Natural reaction is to deny any connection.”

      “Good survival technique.” Jess dug under Jazz’s jaw with her nails, encouraging even louder purring. “Looking at those two, I can’t blame him. I’d wish they were dead too.”

      “Jess.” I shot her as much of a warning look as I dared. “I’m pissed off but I can understand why he did it.” I repeated Bran’s words. “We’ve got our own family secrets.”

      She pressed her lips together into a tight, straight line before responding. “I’m not sure if I’m willing to concede the high ground to him on this one.”

      “Well, you’re not the one sleeping with him.” It came out a bit sharper than I intended.

      Jess’s right eyebrow arched. “Down, girl. Wasn’t trying to add fuel to the fire. You’ve got enough on your plate as it is.” She grunted. “No wonder he can keep secrets.”

      I didn’t pursue that opening. Bran was one of the few humans who knew about the Felis, and possibly the only one with actual status in the family. Beating down Carson in Pennsylvania had earned him respect from that Pride, and it would have definitely made news on the Felis rumor mill.

      “So now you’re meeting the possible in-laws.” Jess smirked. “Sort of terrifying, hmm?”

      I didn’t answer. I didn’t have to—she’d raised two daughters and knew darned well what emotions were running wild. I pitied the poor men who’d tried wooing her girls—you’d have to have balls of steel to suggest a date, much less marriage. The two women had moved south to other Prides, away from their powerful mother.

      “I’m not too worried about that.” I waited, knowing what Jess was building up to.

      “They have a file on you?” She arched an eyebrow.

      I flinched at the unspoken reprimand. “I’ll take care of it.” I couldn’t blame her for being upset. She’d worked hard to keep our existence secret.

      She glared at me; the return of the iron lioness complete. “Do what you can, but realize if it gets out of control, we’ll have to take measures to stop this intrusion.” She gestured toward the door. "I'm not saying they'll be killed, but…" Jess shook her head. "We'll have to explore all options."

      Bran came back into the kitchen at a run, rubbing his hands together. “Okay, parents are off, and all’s well. What’s up?”

      Jess’s good eye twitched. “They have a file on Reb. They had her investigated. They know my name.”

      I could hear her teeth grinding with each word.

      “Standard procedure for every woman I date.” A sheepish look replaced the panic. “My dad’s worth, at last count, about five million dollars. A lot of gold diggers out there figuring I’m worth a pretty penny.”

      Jess snorted. “You better be worth it.”

      Bran blew her a kiss. “Every penny.” He struck a pose. “I got some mad moves from those boys down at the Cat’s Meow.” He swiveled his hips at Jess.

      My cheeks burned at the reference to the strip club down in Penscotta.

      Jess looked like she was caught between laughing out loud and scowling at Bran’s impudence. She compromised by shaking her head, and letting out a deep sigh.

      “What did you come here for?” I deflected the conversation away from the topic at hand. “The Council need another favor? Another trip to clean up someone’s dirty laundry.”

      Jess turned her full attention back on me. The scathing look sent me back a step, closer to Bran. “I was coming by to give you an update. Let you know the Penscotta Pride’s being broken up, based on current events. More of their children spreading out to other groups.”

      I nodded. It wasn’t a surprise. When we’d left the Pennsylvania Pride, the Felis had taken over the local town council. Good for business but bad for keeping the Felis secret—the more contact we had with humans, the more likely someone would let something slip and our secret would be out.

      Bran and I had discussed this many times, usually in bed. He couldn’t see why we kept ourselves part of, but apart from human society. We were judges, lawyers, car lot owners and hot dog cart vendors—but we always kept to ourselves. We married other Felis from other Prides, rarely, if ever, taking human lovers, never mind human mates. A human husband or wife had to be kept out of the loop, never knowing their significant other kept deep secrets. For the Felis who married humans there’d always be the sense of loss, of separation from the family.

      There weren’t too many Felis who married humans.

      “The Penscotta Board couldn’t have been too happy.” I glanced at Bran. He’d almost been killed by one of their overzealous members in an effort to keep another deep secret.

      “A slight protest, more for show than anything else,” Jess said. “But it’s all for the best. We’ve got a few of them relocating up here, believe it or not.”

      “Not Trace,” Bran growled.

      “No.” There was a touch of joviality in Jess’s voice. “Don’t worry—he knows his place.”

      “Far away from me. And Reb,” Bran answered.

      I felt a little rush of pride. It’d taken time, effort and bloodshed, but Bran had finally won the grudging acceptance of the Felis. He didn’t have too many kind feelings for Trace, who had tried to convince me I’d be happier with to a Felis—specifically, him.

      “You could have told me all this over the phone and avoided this entire situation,” I said.

      “I could have.” Jess pulled an envelope out of her jacket pocket and laid it on the table. She turned the heat off under the screeching kettle, and busied herself with filling the Brown Betty with hot water and fresh teabags. “I thought I’d stop on by and see how you were doing, given your new, ah, situation. Taking a human as a mate sounds...interesting.” A tinge of red dyed her cheeks.

      Bran gave her a wide grin. “I’m enjoying it.”

      She scowled at him but there was a trace of humor underlying her threat. “I’m talking to Reb. Don’t want her breaking you in half.”

      Bran puffed his chest out. “I’m holding my own.”

      She dragged her eyes over him, just slowly enough to make Bran flinch. “I’ve seen better.”

      I cleared my throat. “We’re fine, thank you.” I opened the package and flicked through the thick wad of twenty-dollar bills inside. “You already paid me.”

      Jess pulled down three mugs from the cupboard and poured out the tea. “The Penscotta Board decided to send up a bonus. They may be pissed at us but they appreciated your help.” She added a dash of milk to two of them, and passed one mug to me. “Seems you made quite the impression on them. The club is making the Pride a lot of money and it’s helping relocate the wanderers along with boosting the local economy.”

      “I did my job.” I spun the tea around in the mug, watching the caramel-colored liquid swirl. “I did what you asked me to do. I found the killer.”

      Bran slipped by me to prepare his own tea, accepting the subtle snub.

      Jess took a tentative sip from the mug. “You kept our secret in a rather dicey situation. That’s more important.”

      I shrugged, not wanting to pursue an argument. I wasn’t going to pass up free money. “Give them my thanks.”

      “I will.” Jess gestured at the door. “The parents.”

      “I’ll take care of it,” I said. “Don’t worry.”

      “It’s my job to worry where you’re involved.” Jess looked at Bran. “You’d be best to remember that. Keep me informed on how this turns out.” She put the tea down half-drunk and walked out of the kitchen.

      I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding. “Damn. She still scares the shit out of me on the good days.” I fondled the thick packet of money. “But I am looking forward to putting this in the bank. Saving for a rainy day and all that—it’ll be nice not to worry about where my next paycheck is coming from for a bit.”

      Bran’s expression turned solemn. “I am so damned sorry about this entire situation.” He cradled the mug in both hands, leaning on the counter. “I’d forgotten what bastards they could be.”

      “I assume you’re talking about your parents. Consider it payback for me inflicting Jess on you.”

      “Not equal by a long shot.” He took a drink. “I’d put my money on my parents over Jess, any day.” The fear returned to his voice. “I can’t believe they pulled the file on you. My God… how low will they go?”

      “They’re looking out for their son. Understandable.” I tried not to grit my teeth. “They’re not going to find anything.” I could hear the fear in my own words.

      “Jess wasn’t impressed they dug up her name.” Bran finished off the tea in a gulp. “And neither am I. If they start digging too deep...” He bit down on his lower lip before continuing. “They use good investigators. Not too cheap, and just pushy enough to get what they want. Scum.”

      I raised one eyebrow.

      “Present company excepted.”

      “They can dig as much as they want as deep as they want. There’s nothing to find.” I poured out Jess’s tea into the sink. “I went into the foster system at fifteen years old. I’ve got more documentation and paperwork out there on me than most people.”

      It took a concentrated effort to still my trembling fingers as I grabbed my own drink. “Jess’s people know their job. They won’t find anything other than what we want them to find.” I sipped the tea, relishing the warmth.

      Bran tilted his head to one side and smiled. “Are you trying to convince yourself or me?”

      I sighed. “Whatever’s needed to make this go away. We need it to go away.” I bit down on the last two words.

      “I can’t believe my parents are still pulling this shit at my age.” Bran huffed. “And now we’re going to Sergio’s for dinner. I am so bloody sorry about this.”

      I pulled away from my worries about the report and fell into pre-dinner jitters. “What’s wrong with Sergio’s? I hear they’ve got nice food.” In my mind I flipped through my wardrobe, trying to find something appropriate. The classic black dress would have to do—I didn’t have anything else and there wasn’t time to go shopping.

      “Sergio’s is where my father takes his business partners. It’s a way for him to show off how much money he’s got.”

      “What’s wrong with that?”

      Bran grunted. “He never does anything without a reason. There’s someone there he wants to impress, some point he wants to make, someone he wants to see us there. He doesn’t go to Sergio’s other than to see and be seen.” He ran a hand through his red hair. “We should start getting ready. I have to go back to the condo and get a suit.” He gestured down at his bare chest and jeans. “Definitely not getting in like this.”

      I moved in for a kiss, hoping to soothe his jangled nerves. “Good enough for me. And that’s all that matters.” I reached around and squeezed his ass. “I prefer you naked anyway."

      “That’s a dress code I can get with.” He gave me a sheepish smile before heading upstairs to find his shirt and shoes. “Don’t get stressed.”

      “Don’t get stressed’ he says,” I groused to Jazz, who had managed to cover even more counter space, almost falling into the sink. “Because we nosh at Sergio’s every night.”

      Jazz yawned and chewed on one of her toes, leaving me with half a pot of tea and a full stomach of butterflies. What had started out as a lazy, dazy day was quickly turning into a crisis of epic proportions.
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      The little black dress still fit, thank God—after a few tugs and pulls in various places. I dug up a pair of matching shoes with a respectable heel that wouldn’t cripple me. I wasn’t worried about running from the scene of the crime but I didn’t need to be wobbling like a newborn kitten.

      The doorbell rang at seven exactly.

      “I thought I gave you a key.” I smiled as Bran stepped in. The dark blue suit was tailored to fit in all the right places, the white shirt spotless and freshly starched. The matching tie was a fraction crooked, enough to urge me to grab it and either fix it or rip it off.

      “Yeah, but I didn’t want to spook you.” His stare started down at my feet and moved up, slowly and deliberately tearing the clothing off me with his gaze. “Haven’t seen you in that outfit before.”

      “Ditto.” I exhaled, feeling the familiar tingle down my spine. “Damn, you look hot.”

      “Not enough time.” He held up a hand, a lustful grin spreading across his face. “Not enough time.”

      He was lying and I knew it. And he knew I knew it.

      I glanced toward the couch and licked my lips. “Race ya.”
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      We arrived at Sergio’s at five minutes to eight, tumbling out of a cab. I’d heard of the restaurant before— they had faboo seafood and steak and I’d never been able to afford to eat there. It was one of those places that scanned your wallet at the door and if you didn’t have enough credit or cash on hand, they’d toss your ass out on the street. You didn’t eat there unless you were someone or you knew someone.

      “Your tie is crooked.” I reached over and fiddled with the silk strip, so recently draped over the back of the couch.

      “Your panties are as well, if I recall correctly,” Bran shot back. “Want me to fix those?”

      I giggled. The smell of good sex was intoxicating, and a small voice at the back of my mind reminded me about the importance of making a good impression on his parents, blah blah blah.

      Michael Hanover waited in the small lobby, his wife on his arm. He wore a black suit and light blue shirt, impeccably fitted with a salmon-colored tie. Bernadette matched him in another black dress, much like mine but without the wrinkles.

      Not to mention a nasty dark spot near my knee from a forgotten chocolate candy.

      I had to clean that couch more often.

      “Brandon. Rebecca,” Michael said with a nod. “Glad you could join us.”

      I noticed heads turning and the whispering starting from nearby groups of socialites, more than a few women checking out Bran. I resisted the urge to bare my teeth and turned back to the waiting parents.

      “Rebecca, you look lovely,” Bernadette joined in, giving me a wide smile that screamed fake. The diamonds in her ears and around her throat were real, catching every bit of light in the room to shine like a dozen supernovas.

      We were the center of attention.

      I hate attention.

      When people notice you, they tend to notice too much. They study you and make judgments, try to figure out what they can get from you and what they can use you for.

      I liked staying in the shadows.

      Bran squeezed my hand, bringing me out of my daze. He gave me a reassuring smile and a wink, reminding me this would last a few hours and then we’d be free.

      The maître d’ scrambled to put us at a private table at the far end of the room, cut off from the rest of the diners with a three-paneled divider painted with images of Italian villas. I settled down behind a menu the size of my Jeep and tried not to look intimidated at the variety of food assaulting my senses.

      There was no way to avoid the onrush of scents coming from the kitchen. Lobster, steak, scallops, shrimp, al dente pasta, grilled asparagus, fresh basil and thyme, red wine and whiskey. My head was swimming from trying to catalogue the delicious smells trampling over my tongue.

      “Rebecca,” Bernadette purred, “I recommend the steak. Kobe beef, flown in daily.”

      The comment came to me in a haze as I blinked, trying to put together the words and the sounds rushing in from around us. Kitchen natterings from the staff, mutterings from the nearest tables, the waiters rushing around and mumbling under their breath about cheap bastards and expensive whores.

      As a Felis, I’d been trained to be always be aware of my surroundings, sometimes painfully so. Over the years, I’d learned how to dial down the signal, tamp the white noise around me to allow me to survive the overwhelming smells and sounds crashing through my mind’s eye.

      I was dangerously close to losing it. There was so much going on, so much to pay attention to and so many different scents vying for attention.

      It didn’t help that I was on edge, my nerves jingle jangling at every strange sound and smell.

      “Rebecca?” Bernadette repeated, a steel edge to the question.

      “Yes. That would be nice,” I answered, fighting my way out of the mental cloud.

      The waiter hovered nearby, pen waiting.

      I fumbled my way through ordering the steak, baked potato and mixed vegetables. The waiter didn’t flinch when I asked for the meat to be rare.

      Bran gave me a curious look as he and his parents placed their orders. I rubbed the tip of my nose, hoping he’d catch on to the reason for my temporary confusion.

      “Mom, tell me about this newest charity you’re involved with. Something about prisons?” He took over the conversation as I sorted through the mental chaos and balanced myself again, taking short, sharp breaths to anchor myself.

      Bran patted my hand as his mother leaped into a cheerful litany about her new love, another rehab program for ex-convicts. I couldn’t complain about their efforts; I’d seen some good work come out of those organizations. Sure, it was a way for the rich to dump money and get tax write-offs but a lot of men and women got a foot up into a new, clean life.

      The food arrived. I tried not to drool over the fat slab of near-raw meat on my plate. A handful of vegetables scattered around the edges of the steak completed the picture.

      “Do you deal with a lot of criminals, Rebecca?” Bernadette sliced an asparagus spear into tiny bite-sized pieces.

      “Not as many as you’d think.” I followed suit, making mine even smaller. “Most of my clients have marital problems.” The green stalk held a bit of char from the grill. “You’d be surprised how many normal people have problems in their marriage.”

      Her cool eyes caught mine with the efficiency of a laser sight. “How sad. Are they mostly based on money or love?”

      I popped the tip into my mouth and chewed slowly, buying time for my answer. Bran, caught up in a discussion with his father over the future of ebooks and investing in same, kept watching me for signs of distress. “Usually, one leads to the other.” I speared a thin slice of steak. The piece of meat sat at the end of my fork, dripping blood. “If you marry for money, you’re likely to leave when the money runs out. If you marry for love you’ll stay together through thick and thin.”

      “I see,” she replied. “And which do you prefer?”

      I looked over at Bran, still mired in the conversation with his father. “Love. Because
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