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“The good-natured fun never stops. Chase brings on plenty of laughs along with steamy sex scenes amid the supernatural mayhem.” 
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“Dynamic, steamy, and hilarious!”
—Fresh Fiction

“The writing is fantastic, the interwoven plots are expertly plotted, and the surprises only get better and better.”
—The Long and the Short of It

“A laugh-out-loud tale of love, acceptance, and just plain wacky characters that I couldn’t put it down.”
—Book Junkie

“What a great read! The intricate weaving of the plots and subplots seamlessly mesh together in this fabulous book.”
—Fang-tastic Books

“Brimming with humor, romance, diverse and complex characters, an original, creative plot, and steamy hot sexual tension, this story will keep you engrossed… a terrific story.”
—Romance Junkies

“I adored this new book from Ashlyn Chase, it had everything that a girl could ask for! Romance, humor, and the quirky paranormal in abundance.”
—Smexy Books

“Well done! Ashlyn Chase has written the quintessential supernatural romance.”
—Best Fantasy Stories

“The perfect blend of serious and hilarious. I was excited to find another talented writer to add to my to-be-on-the-lookout-for list.”
—Coffee Time Romance
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“An entertaining, funny read.”
—RT Book Reviews

“Original and full of laughs, steamy sex, and madcap mayhem.”
—Night Owl Romance

“Witty and wonderful… If you are looking for sizzling sex and loads of laughter, Ashlyn Chase is the author to look for.”
—Romance Junkies

“A steamy and amusing paranormal romp.”
—Fresh Fiction

“A fantastic, fun paranormal romance. I loved the light, upbeat feel… I found myself with a big goofy grin on my face long after I finished this lighthearted read.”
—The Romance Studio

“Sure to keep you laughing… The dialogue is witty, punchy, and never lets up. Ashlyn captures her audience once again.”
—Love Romance Passion

“The  Werewolf Upstairs seduced me! Delicious steamy romance that will keep you turning pages.”
—Sparkling Reviews
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  Chapter one

Over the din of clinking ice and lively conversation, the entire Boston Uncommon bar heard waitress Brandee Hanson wail, “Dumped in a text message? Really?”
Suddenly the place quieted. Heat crept up her neck, and she dropped her smart phone into her apron pocket. She was about to slink off to the ladies’ room when Sadie Maven, the owner’s eccentric aunt, waved her over to the booth she regularly occupied.
“Have a seat, dear. Let me do a quick reading for you—on the house.” Sadie was already shuffling her tarot cards.
Brandee slumped onto the opposite bench and set down her tray.
“I had a premonition about you just now.” Sadie winked. “It might make you feel better.”
Brandee sighed. “I’m all for feeling better. Just don’t talk about my love life. I’ve sworn off men.”
“Since when?”
“Since just now.”
Sadie spread the cards across the table. “Pick one.”
Brandee pulled one card from the middle and turned it over. On it was a picture of a couple entwined in a passionate embrace, and the text beneath proclaimed: The Lovers.
“Ah. I was right. You’ll meet your true love soon. In fact, he could be the next man to walk through that door.” Psychic Sadie nodded toward Boston Uncommon’s Charles Street entrance.
Brandee gazed at the door expectantly. It swung open and a tall, blond, broad-shouldered hunk of a man breezed in.
Oh no. It couldn’t be. “One-Night Nick? Are you kidding me?” She burst out laughing.
Sadie shrugged one shoulder. “You never know…”
Brandee picked up her tray and returned to work, still chuckling and shaking her head.
“What put that smile on your face, beautiful? Besides seeing me, of course.” Nick Wolfensen grabbed a stool and sat on it backward. Even with the stool’s height, his big feet hit the floor. His powerful thighs bulged under his blue jeans. That wasn’t the only bulge she thought she saw.
Brandee knew her regulars and Nick was a good tipper. She’d play nice, even though Sadie’s omen sat uncomfortably in the back of her mind. “Just something Sadie said. I think I’ve served her one too many White Russians.”
“Well, you haven’t served me at all, girl. I’m parched.”
“What can I get you?”
“Whatever Sam Adams you have on tap.”
“Coming right up.”
Usually Angie would get Nick’s beer, but the bartender looked engrossed in a conversation. Brandee lifted the part of the bar that flipped up and strode in. “It must be your evening off. You’re not in uniform, and you’re ordering a brew.”
Nick frowned. “Yeah, kind of.”
His set jaw and the twitch in his cheek told her she shouldn’t pursue the subject. She simply grabbed a frosted mug and held it at an angle under the tap like Angie had shown her. It created less froth and made room for more beer.
When she set it in front of him, his cocky smile returned. “Ah, you’re a good girl. I’d sing ‘Brandy’, but you’ve probably heard it a few thousand times.”
“Yeah, thanks for not doing that.” Brandee played the song in her head, and when the words pointed out what a good wife she would be, she scurried away, mumbling, “Well, I gotta get back to work.”
She grabbed a clean rag and wiped down a table that didn’t need it. Over her shoulder she caught Nick unabashedly admiring her rear end. She quickly moved on to another empty table and made sure she was facing him. As soon as she bent over to reach the surface, her V-neck dipped. Now he was gazing at her cleavage like he might drool. She bolted upright.
Oh, my Fruity Pebbles. Why can’t he turn around?
Nick rose, left his beer on the bar, and strolled over to her. He leaned down so he could whisper in her ear. “When, Brandee?”
She tried to look casual. “When what?”
“When are you going to let me show you the time of your life?”
She smiled, thinking what that might entail, but quickly schooled her expression. “I’m not that kind of girl.”
He tried to look innocent, but she knew it was an act. Players like Nick scared her. Not that it stopped her from fantasizing about him. Handsome, charming, intelligent, and dangerous. Whether she had just been dumped or not, he wasn’t the kind of guy she needed right now—or maybe ever.
Nick backed up a step. “What are you talking about?”
Brandee rested a hand on her hip and tried to look uncompromising. “I know your reputation. They don’t call you ‘One-Night Nick’ for nothing.”
“At least I’m honest about it. I never lead girls on by saying, ‘I’ll call you,’ then leave them to wonder why I didn’t. A lot of guys do. I treat a woman to an awesome night she’ll never forget. I’m just not interested in getting tied down right now.”
She lowered her voice. “Look, I’m not saying I want to get married either. But casual sex isn’t my style.”
He feigned shock, then boomed in his baritone, “Who said anything about sex? Of course, if that’s what you want, I’d be happy to oblige.”
“Oh, my Playboy Penthouse… Lower your voice, dammit.” She glanced around, but people had lost interest in her. They continued their own conversations or preoccupation with the football game. Thank goodness.
“What’s your penthouse got to do with anything?”
She chuckled. “I don’t live in a penthouse. I live over the bar. That’s just something I do when I’m shocked. Instead of saying, “Oh my God—I substitute some other word or words for God.”
“Are you religious? Don’t want to take the lord’s name in vain or something?”
“Heck no. It’s just way overused. I don’t want to wear it out.” She faced Sadie, who she knew took an interest in all the servers’ love lives. Sadie shuffled her tarot cards with a knowing smile on her face.
He chuckled. “I’m not going to lie to you, Brandee. I think you’re sexy as hell, and redheads are my weakness, but if you can’t allow yourself a night of fun without some damn commitment…”
She sighed. “It’s not like that.”
“Then what is it?”
She couldn’t put her feelings into words. Sure, she’d like to have a good time, but was one night worth the trouble and expense of getting a full body wax, a mani-pedi, and buying a new outfit? She needed her tips to pay for her photography supplies. A night with the handsome cop would probably steal her breath away, but she didn’t want to risk losing her heart too.
He waved and walked away. “Forget it.”
By the time he had retaken his stool and started watching the game, Brandee regretted her hesitancy. Damn it all, Nick was hot. His blond hair was growing out just enough to curl around his ears, and his sapphire blue eyes were impossible to ignore. A suspect wouldn’t stand a chance against that intense stare. Hell. She didn’t stand a chance when he looked at her with those gorgeous eyes.
Still, “No casual sex, no matter how tempting the guy might be” was a good policy. She did want to fall in love and get married someday. Even a protected one-night stand could result in a life-altering “accident.” And if that happened, it would not be with a playboy like Nick Wolfensen. 
A man who only dated to have a night of fun with a different woman each time must be extremely superficial. How satisfying could that be? What would make someone do that? Had he been hurt so badly he didn’t want to risk it again? She couldn’t think of any other reason.
Sadie caught her attention and held up her empty glass, calling for another.
Oh, my pickled herring…that woman can put them away. But her nephew owned the bar and he’d told the staff to keep her happy. Not only did Anthony seem genuinely fond of his aunt, but she was good for business. To sit at her booth and have a tarot card reading, the patron had to meet the one-drink minimum.
When Brandee delivered Sadie’s fourth White Russian, the fortune-teller said, “You know, my Dmitri was like that once.”
“Like what?”
She smirked. “You should know better than to feign innocence with a psychic.”
Brandee rolled her eyes. “Fine. So, you had a commitment-phobic boyfriend.”
Sadie shuffled the cards again. “It wasn’t that as much as he wanted to be free when the right woman came along. He really didn’t like the idea of hurting anyone.” She flipped over a card. “I think your Nick is doing the same thing.”
“First of all, he’s not my Nick.”
Sadie pushed the card across the table toward her. “If you say so.”
Brandee glanced at the card, then stared more closely. It was the same one. A man and a woman entwined in a passionate embrace. The Lovers.
Oh, my heartbreak…I’m toast.

      [image: image-placeholder]“What’s got your jockstrap in a twist?” Konrad asked.
Nick sat across from his twin brother, with a big mahogany desk between them. “It’s nothing.” He reached out and ran his hand over the polished surface, glancing at the gleaming brass plate that read Dean Konrad Wolfensen. “Jeez, I can’t visit you without feeling like I’ve been sent to the principal’s office.”
Konrad laughed. “Maybe you were there too many times when we were kids. What’s going on?”
“I quit.”
Konrad’s jaw dropped. “The force?”
“Yeah, what else do I have to quit?”
“Why?”
Nick fidgeted in his seat. He couldn’t very well say his brother’s high-profile court case had damaged his credibility, could he? Just because they looked exactly alike and Konrad had incurred public wrath and humiliation, Nick couldn’t be absolutely sure that was the only reason his honor had been questioned—more than once—even though he had done nothing to deserve it. He hated the idea that it might be his brother’s fault.
“I was butting heads with some of the guys.”
“What about?”
Nick shrugged. “Nothing in particular. John Q. Public has been pissing me off too.”
“Are you sleeping?”
“Not well.”
“You look like you’ve lost weight.”
Nick glanced down at his baggy Dockers. “Yeah, maybe a little.”
“Sorry, Bro. I hate to say it, but it sounds like symptoms of depression.”
Nick laughed. “Me? What do I have to be depressed about?”
Konrad gave him a sympathetic smile. “You just stood up for me as my best man. Maybe without realizing it…”
“You think I’m jealous? Of you?” Nick was about to let out another bellowing laugh, but he thought better of it. He didn’t want to insult his brother—or his new sister-in-law. Roz was a great girl and Konrad had found his true mate. Marriage was right for him. Nick didn’t want to settle for less than that, and he didn’t have to. He just had to be patient—correction—more patient, but it better not take much longer. At one hundred and twelve years old, Nick’s secret wish was to find the right one without being attached to the wrong one.
“So, tell me about quitting the force after nine years. It can’t be over a few personality clashes.”
Nick shifted uncomfortably. “What are you, my shrink now?”
“No, of course not, but you called and said you wanted to see me.”
“I was bored.”
Konrad leaned back in his big, oak armchair. “You were bored? You interrupted my workday because you were bored?”
“Hey, sorry I bothered you.” Nick rose, ready to walk out.
“Stop. I didn’t mean to run you off. You’re here now, and I’m sure you weren’t in the neighborhood. Newton isn’t exactly around the corner.”
“Nah, you’re right. I should let you get back to work.”
“Not if you need me. Look, I know you’re not telling me everything. What’s going on?”
Nick let out a long sigh. Konrad was right. There was more to it than just quitting his job. His lifestyle didn’t hold the same glamour it once had, but he didn’t dare voice that thought. Everyone was quick to tell him he needed to find a nice girl and settle down. Better to blame his boredom on job dissatisfaction. “I need to work for myself. I’m tired of taking orders, but I don’t want to give them either.”
“Then you’re kind of fucked.”
“Not necessarily. I thought of a way to work for myself without taking on a bunch of pesky employees. I’m getting my PI license.”
“Private investigator?”
“No, public idiot. Of course, private investigator. I’d be perfect for it. With my experience as a cop, I know the law—and how to get around it. As a paranormal PI, I can corner a niche market. There aren’t any others in Boston.”
“I don’t know,” Konrad said. “Public idiot sounds a lot more fun.”
Nick snorted. “Well, I’ve made up my mind. I’m going to be a paranormal PI. There’s only one thing left to do. I need three upstanding citizens to vouch for me.”
“So that’s why you’re here?”
“That and to see my brother and his lovely wife.”
“Stay for dinner. I’ll give Roz a call.” Konrad picked up the phone.
“If it’s no trouble. Since she’s an attorney, I was hoping to ask her to be one of my three upstanding citizens.”
“I’m sure she’d be honored.”
“I’ll get out of your hair and see who might be hanging around the teachers’ lounge. Is it okay if I stop back later to see what she says about dinner?”
“Why don’t you wait a minute? Then you won’t have to interrupt me twice.”
After a brief conversation, Konrad ended the call with a whispered endearment. He grinned and hung up.
A pang of envy took Nick by surprise. Damn it, maybe he and everyone else is right. All I need is the right girl…wherever she is. So why is it taking so long?
“Roz said she’ll thaw another steak. Not to worry. You’re always welcome.”
“Thanks. Well, I’ll let you get back to work. What time should I show up at your apartment?”
“Six would be good.”
“I’ll be there. Meanwhile, I’ll see if I can find two more upstanding citizens who will vouch for me.”
Konrad rose. “What about me?”
Good God. How can I turn down my brother’s generous offer without offending the hell out of him? My identical twin brother, who got busted for one of the biggest art heists in history, won’t go a long way toward credibility. Even though he was proven innocent, people will believe what they want to believe.
“I think you’re too close. I mean, really…it’s like getting your mom to say what a good boy you are.”
“Yeah. I can see that. Well, good luck finding any of the fifty pack members who love you to attest to your character.”
Nick smiled. Yeah, there are advantages to being in good stead with one’s werewolf pack—at last. I’m glad I wasn’t the only one who believed in my brother’s innocence.






  
  Chapter two

“One-Night Nick? Was Sadie sober?” Brandee’s bartender-roommate stretched the kinks out of her shoulders after a long shift. 
“I think so. I can usually tell when Sadie’s had enough.” Brandee dropped onto the soft sectional in their living room, removed her shoes, and massaged her aching feet.
“Do you think she was dealing from the bottom of the deck?”
“Nope. She was shuffling the cards as she always does.”
It was nice of Angie to attempt to discredit the psychic to make Brandee feel better, but Sadie was never wrong. Never.
“Did she come right out and say it was a prediction?”
“Kinda, sorta, not really.”
“What exactly did she say?”
“Something about having a premonition that I’d be meeting Mr. Right soon. Then she said the next man through the door could be the love of my life…and Nick walked in.”
“She said ‘could.’ That means she could be wrong.”
“Have you ever known Sadie to be wrong? I think she just says ‘could’ because she doesn’t want to imply a person has no free will. Maybe she’s afraid of being wrong if a person is determined to prove her wrong.”
Angie gave her a sympathetic look. “Maybe. Or maybe there really aren’t any guarantees. I know she’s constantly been right before, but there’s always a first time to mess up, right?”
“Let’s hope so. I need my heart broken like a nunnery needs a condom dispenser.” Brandee rested her elbows on her knees and dropped her head in her hands. “I thought maybe the jerk-face who dumped me was my ticket out of Boringsville.”
Angie scrutinized her. “What do you mean?”
“You know. Living above the place where I work. Struggling to make ends meet and hopefully saving a little money for a rainy day. Hell, I thought I might even be able to afford my dream of owning a gallery if he and I…” She let out a long sigh. “Forget it.”
“You’re kidding. You really expect some guy to swoop in and rescue you from a life you don’t like?”
“No! Oh, my female gigolo…no.” Brandee shook her head emphatically. “It’s just damn hard to make it as an artist and support myself at the same time.”
“Did you think he was Mr. Right?”
She shrugged. “Mr. Possible, maybe.” Time to change the subject. “By the way, as soon as you’re ready for bed, can I commandeer the bathroom for the rest of the night?”
“Oh, crap. Did you forget you’re lactose intolerant again?”
Brandee snorted. “No. Do you hear me burping up a lung? And for your information, I don’t forget my condition. I just forget to take my medication with me sometimes and then can’t resist a special treat.
“I want to set up a temporary darkroom in the bathroom. I have to begin selling my work, not just to get a few dollars ahead, but also to build a name for myself.”
“I get that. So, what do you have to do to sell your photographs?”
“Create a look or product no one else has. Make my name synonymous with that product. Capitalize on opportunities for publicity and make everyone who can afford my work want to collect it.”
“That’s all, huh?” Angie gave her a sympathetic look. “I’ll get you a glass of wine.”
“I’ll get it. You do that all day.”
Angie was already walking toward the kitchen. “It’s how I show I care.”
Brandee chuckled. “It’s how you support yourself. Besides, I know you care. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have told you what I’m going through.”
“Yes, you would,” Angie called from the next room. The refrigerator door opened and clunked shut. A few moments later she strolled back into the living room, holding two glasses of white wine. “You tell me everything.”
“Do you ever get tired of it?”
“Tired of what? Your train wreck of a life?”
“Not just mine. Lots of people tell you more than you want to hear. It looked as if someone was talking your ear off when I was getting Nick his beer.”
“Nah. That was just a tourist wanting recommendations for cheap hotels. Like fifty bucks a night.”
Angie handed her a glass of Chardonnay, and Brandee took a welcome sip. “Fifty dollars? In this city?”
“Yeah, that’s a hoot, huh? I tried to recommend the hostel I’d heard about, but they weren’t interested.”
Brandee leaned back against the loose pillows. “So, getting back to me…if you were in my knockoff shoes, would you accept a date with Nick Wolfensen?”
“Not unless he changed his policy.”
“That’s what I was thinking. But how do you tell a guy to completely change his lifestyle?”
“Just come right out and say it. Someone needs to.” Angie sipped her wine.
“I guess so. I’ve got nothing to lose, if there’s nothing to gain.”
Angie scratched her head. “I think that made sense.”
Brandee thumped her feet onto the coffee table and crossed them at the ankles. “Okay, I’ll confront him.”
“Good. Do it where I can watch.”
“Pervert.”

      [image: image-placeholder]“Nick, I know this is your first case, but we’re desperate. The mayor’s stepdaughter has been kidnapped.”
“Desperate?” That’s hardly a vote of confidence. “If you’re so desperate, why use a brand-new PI? There are plenty of options for a kidnapping case.” Nick wanted the job, but his cop instincts told him something didn’t sound right. Captain Hunter had arranged this meeting fifteen minutes ago. They met at Boston Uncommon but left the bar immediately so they could talk in private.
“There are paranormal circumstances, and we don’t have time for lengthy explanations.”
“I see. What are these circumstances?”
“She’s a fire mage.”
Nick’s eyebrows shot up. “Shit.” He stopped at a bench and glanced around. No one was within earshot, so he and Hunter sat down. “Do you think the kidnappers know this?”
“Don’t know. No ransom demands have been made. There’s been no contact at all.”
“Any witnesses?”
“A neighbor thought she heard something like a muffled yelp of surprise, but when she looked out her window, she didn’t see anything.”
“Where were her parents?”
“The mayor was at City Hall and her mother was in the house. She didn’t think she needed to supervise a twelve-year-old in her own backyard. Now she’s sick with guilt.”
Nick felt for the poor woman. The best way to help her was to find her daughter. “So, they may have kidnapped her for her power.” Nick rubbed his chin. “The criminal who’s not looking for money is usually looking for some other kind of power.”
“It gets worse. The girl doesn’t know what she can do yet. A female fire mage won’t realize her power until the first solar eclipse after she hits puberty. Her mother kept putting off telling her.”
“Shit. She’s untrained and unprepared. Her parents must be frantic.”
“To put it mildly.” The captain rested his hand on Nick’s shoulder. “This case could make or break your career. I wouldn’t blame you if you decline, but I hope you won’t. I think you’re our only hope.”
How could he refuse? Not only would he feel responsible if anything happened to the girl, but she could burn the city to the ground if the kidnappers couldn’t teach her how to control the power she didn’t even know she had—the power to set fires with no more than a thought.
“I’ll do my best.”
The captain let out a long breath, as if he’d been holding it for a while. “You’d better do better than your best. The next solar eclipse is in nine days.”

      [image: image-placeholder]“Sadie, I need your psychic services.” Nick slid into the booth opposite the woman who was becoming famous for her gift. Anthony’s aunt was certainly good for business. The bar had never been this busy in the afternoon.
“You know the drill,” she answered matter-of-factly.
“Yeah, yeah. The one-drink minimum.”
He held up his finger to catch Wendy’s eye. He’d have preferred Brandee to wait on him, but he didn’t see her.
Wendy strode right over. “What can I get you?”
“What are you drinking, Sadie?” Nick asked.
“Aren’t you having anything?” Sadie seemed surprised. Maybe she wasn’t all that psychic after all.
“No. I need to be sharp.”
“White Russians are my favorite.”
“One White Russian for the lady and a glass of water for me, please.”
“Sure ’nuff,” Wendy said. She practically skipped away and threaded through the Friday afternoon crowd.
“So, what did you need my services for?” Sadie asked.
“A case.”
“I wonder if congratulations are in order first. Either you’ve been promoted to detective, or you have a brand-new job altogether.”
“The latter. I’m a PI now.”
“Wonderful. Police work is dangerous, and you’ll have a family counting on you…someday.”
He chuckled. “You’re not going to hijack this conversation, are you? Because I didn’t come here to ask about my love life. I know that’s your specialty, but…”
“Not at all. Just stating a fact. Besides, you’re better than a beat cop.”
“Thanks, I think. What’s wrong with being a friendly, neighborhood police officer?”
“It’s the uniform. It’s like wearing a target on your chest. As I said, you need to watch out for your safety.”
The word “target” hit him like a shock wave. Is that some kind of prediction? A moment later, he decided, nah, it couldn’t be. After all, she was talking about the uniform. He’d left the force and wasn’t going back.
“Okay. Message delivered. Back to business, then.” Wendy interrupted just long enough to deliver Sadie’s drink, then flitted away. She’d forgotten Nick’s water, but he really didn’t care.
As soon as she was out of earshot, Nick continued. “It’s my first case. What I tell you has to remain confidential. Can you do that?”
“I keep all of my readings confidential.”
“I don’t need a reading, just your vibes or premonitions or something. You’re supposed to be psychic with or without the cards. Right?”
Sadie’s lip curled up on one side, and she began shuffling the cards anyway. “Go on.”
“The mayor’s little girl has been kidnapped. There’s no ransom demand—so it seems as if they have another purpose.”
“I hate to say it, but there are a lot of things they could want with a public figure’s daughter. Blackmail, maybe?”
“I doubt it. The mayor’s afraid to involve the police. He’s worried he’ll never see Katie again if this goes public. He’s still hoping some sort of demand will follow, but none has.”
Mayor Bennett had let his good friend the police chief know about the situation, as well as the delicacy with which it had to be handled. It turned out to be the right call. Chief Stone spoke to Captain Hunter, and Hunter spoke to Nick. But they’d let him know that if he screwed up, they’d never use his services again. Neither would anyone else.
Nick tapped his foot in frustration. How much does Sadie know about the paranormal side of Boston?
“I know there are many paranormal factions in this city,” she said, as if she’d heard his thought clearly. “If neither ransom nor blackmail are involved, I get the feeling this girl might be gifted in some way and her captors want to exploit her gift for their own purposes.”
Nick straightened. “Bingo. That’s what I was thinking. What else can you tell me?”
“What else can you tell me?” she parroted.
Nick shifted uncomfortably. Still, this was important enough to take a chance on Sadie’s discretion. “The little girl is a fire mage. She has no idea what’s about to happen to her. Her mother never told her about their inherited curse, much less taught her how to control it. Now that she’s entered puberty, her power will be triggered on the next solar eclipse—nine days from now.”
Sadie nodded. She spread the cards across the table. “Pick seven.”
Nick huffed. “I don’t think those cards can pinpoint her location.”
“Is that what you wanted?”
“I had hoped you could sense her, but if not…” He started to get up.
Sadie reached over and covered his hand. “Don’t leave. If you have something that belongs to her, I might be able to help you.”
“Okay, good.” Nick got comfortable again and pulled a small plastic bag out of his pocket. “This is her hair. Can you get anything from that?”
Sadie took the bag and opened it.
She didn’t ask how or why he had the girl’s hair. Maybe she already knew. As a wolf, Nick could sniff out any victim. A reminder of her scent would help if he didn’t locate her quickly. There was another reason to have a hair sample…one he didn’t want to think about. So, when he’d seen the girl’s hairbrush in her bedroom, he’d snagged a few.

      [image: image-placeholder]Brandee trotted down the stairs from her apartment over the bar to start her shift. As she breezed in, she noticed Nick leaning over the table toward Sadie. They were talking in hushed tones.
That’s weird. Nick never consults Sadie. He doesn’t seem like the type.
But there he was. Sadie had spread the cards out and he was turning over a few of them. Brandee wondered what would change a skeptic’s mind and make him want to… Oh dear. She knew Sadie took an interest in the employees’ love lives, but so far, she hadn’t bothered the regular patrons. 
On the other hand, Brandee hadn’t seen him in his uniform for quite some time. Today he was wearing a black polo shirt and jeans. I hope he hasn’t been laid off. People who didn’t believe in psychics sometimes got desperate enough to try anything, if they were in trouble.
Brandee might not want to date him—correction, she totally wanted to date him, but she didn’t want to be discarded after only one night. She’d been dumped in every possible way, including via text message. There was no reason to encourage a guy whose mantra was “Love ’em and leave ’em.”
Even so, she considered him a friend, like many of the regulars. How could she find out what had happened without putting Sadie in the middle?
No one sat near Sadie’s booth that she could wait on, but—ah-ha—the next booth over needed to be cleaned up. Brandee grabbed an empty tray and a damp cloth, then casually made her way to the empty booth.
Nick’s back was to Brandee as he said, “Is that all you can tell me, Sadie? She’s in the theater district? Nothing more?”
Sadie glanced at Brandee, who quickly went to work wiping the table.
“I’m surprised I could tell you that much. The cards aren’t really designed to pinpoint locations. Is there any other information you can give me that might spark some of my purely psychic senses?”
“She’s twelve.”
Twelve? Dear lord, I hope Sadie isn’t talking about his future wife.
Nick continued talking. “And as you could see already, her distinguishing characteristic is white hair.”
“White? I thought it was platinum blond.”
“No. She was born with no pigment in her hair at all. The pieces you saw were broken off. It’s long. Halfway down her back.”
Brandee couldn’t believe what she was hearing. He was describing her little cousin Katie. The daughter of Boston’s new mayor and Brandee’s new step-uncle. But why?
“How long has it been since her kidnapping?” Sadie asked.
Brandee snapped upright. “She’s been kidnapped?”
Nick craned his neck to look behind him. “How much did you hear?”
Brandee rounded on him. “Enough to know you’re describing my cousin Katie. What’s happened to her?”
“I’m not at liberty—”
She tossed the rag on the other table and crossed her arms. “I’m not going anywhere until you answer my question.”
Nick patted the seat. “You’d better sit down.”
Brandee slid in beside him. He smelled good. A faint hint of spice tantalized her.
“I’m working as a private investigator now, Brandee. I’ve been hired to find a missing girl. What’s your cousin’s last name?”
“St. George.”
“Whew. Wrong kid. Your cousin’s in the clear.”
“Wait. She was adopted by her stepdad. I forgot about that. Her name was probably changed to his—Bennett?”
Nick blew out a slow breath. “I’m sorry. Katie Bennett is the little girl I’m looking for.”
Brandee’s jaw dropped and she couldn’t speak for a moment. Nick placed his big hand on her shoulder and massaged it. “Are you okay?”
“Yeah, I’m…I’m just a little shocked. How can I help?”
“What can you tell me about her?”
“Probably nothing more than her parents could. We’re not that close. I mean, the family gets together at my grandparents’ home every Christmas Eve, but she’s so much younger than I am. I mostly say ‘Hi, Katie. How’s school?’ She says, ‘Fine,’ and then I go off to talk to the adults.”
Guilt washed over her. What a horrible person I am. If Nick brings her home safely, I’ll play with her, braid her hair, and take her places. All the things I should have been doing before this.
Nick didn’t look as if he judged her for it. He just waited, maybe hoping she’d recall something that could help.
“She’s in seventh grade at Cambridge Academy, and she plays soccer.”
“Yes, I’ve talked to most of the teachers, her coach, the parents who drive her to and from practices, and her teammates.”
“Then you probably know more about her than I do.” Brandee dropped her gaze to her lap. “I wish there was more I could tell you.”
He placed a gentle hand on her thigh. A warm tingle rushed through her.
“Me too. But don’t worry. I’ll do everything in my power to find her.”
His determined gaze spoke as strongly as his voice did. Brandee was sure he wouldn’t leave a stone unturned.
“Please let me help. There must be something I can do.”
He offered her a sympathetic smile. “If you think of anything else…” He pulled a card out of his pocket and handed it to her.
The card read, Wolfensen Investigations, Licensed Private Investigators, and then the address of an office and a telephone number. Nowhere did it mention he was a cop. 
“Is this what you’re doing now—full time?”
“Yup.”
She was hoping he’d explain his career change, but he didn’t offer any more information than that.
“You know, I’m a photographer by training, and I just waitress to pay the bills. I could help you take pictures…”
“Of what?”
“I don’t know. Evidence?”
He chuckled. “I think I’d be better off taking my own pictures right away rather than calling you to come and do it if I find something.”
Duh. “Then let me come with you. I can’t just sit back and do nothing.”
“Yes, you can. An investigation like this could be dangerous.”
“So, it’s okay for you to risk your safety when you don’t even know her, but not for me? She’s my cousin.”
“Yes, and you’re my waitress. Who’ll get me a beer if something happens to you?” He flashed his charming smile.
She knew he was trying to lighten the mood, but it didn’t work. She felt impotent and angry. Impotent because there was nothing she could do and angry because of her impotence. But then the major emotion surfaced: fear. Katie was a sweet kid who wouldn’t put up a struggle. Brandee had to hope that temperament would keep her cousin alive long enough for Nick to find her. She didn’t want to think about any other possibility.
“Find her, Nick. I don’t care what you have to do. Just find her.”
“I intend to, sweetheart.”






  
  Chapter three

The theater district wasn’t much to go on, but it would help. Nick had tried using his human senses and was no closer to finding Katie than he had been an hour ago. Meanwhile, night had fallen, so under the cover of darkness he could shift and use his wolf senses. He’d try to stay out of sight, but even if someone spotted him, most Bostonians didn’t know a wolf from a German shepherd. 
Finding a private spot in an alley behind a dumpster, he stripped naked. It didn’t matter if an onlooker thought he was a wolf or a dog. Either one wearing clothes would kind of stick out. He concentrated on his wolf form and began the painful process of shifting. He steeled himself not to groan or growl as he went through it. During a full moon, a werewolf had no choice and would shift regardless. He didn’t relish the idea of going through it more often, but when his alternate form provided a distinct advantage, he’d use it.
As soon as the transformation was complete, he relaxed into his new form. He heard a click. He thought he’d heard a series of clicks before, but he was too preoccupied with the shift to concentrate on anything else.
He whipped his head in the direction of the sound and saw a woman in gray sweats up on the hill, several yards away. A hoodie almost hid Brandee’s beautiful red hair, but a few strands blew in the cool breeze. She must have followed him with her camera.
Damn it. Did she see me shift?
From the scent of fear rolling off her and her muttered “Oh, my Loup Garou…” he’d say she had.
He caught another scent at almost the same time—the one he was looking for. Katie!
Now he had a major dilemma. Should he shift back and try to sweet-talk the camera away from Brandee? Undoubtedly, she must have thought she was losing her mind. Or should he just concentrate on the little girl’s scent and take the chance that Brandee would never divulge the secret existence of paranormals. But what would she do with the damning evidence?
Shit, shit, shit. The number one rule of any pack was to protect the pack. It was crucial to never reveal their alternate forms to humanity. And that didn’t just pertain to werewolves. Any paranormal who exposed their existence endangered them all.
And she had proof!
He had completely blown it. Unless he could reach her quickly, he could forget about his PI job. He’d be in a government lab before he could say, “There are no such things as werewolves.”
He dashed behind a fence that hid him from her view and shifted back as quickly as he could. Now he had to get to her before she disappeared but with the added problem of being stark naked.
He caught sight of her fleeing and called, “Brandee! Wait up.” He had to dash to the spot where he’d left his clothes, snatch them up, then charge after her. “Brandee, stop!” She was getting away. There was no time to get dressed. He had to chase her down with his clothes in his fist, covering his junk.

      [image: image-placeholder]Brandee made it as far as the Boston Common before Nick grabbed her arm and brought her to an awkward, flailing halt. Her shoulder hurt as if it had been wrenched out of its socket. At least she still had a good hold on her camera.
“Let me go, you freak!”
His grip on her arm dug in painfully, and the adrenaline rush made her quiver, like she’d swallowed a vibrator. Even so, she couldn’t help but notice his virile body. The part she most wanted to see was covered by his fistful of clothing.
“Will you promise not to run if I let go?”
“Will you promise to get dressed if I promise not to run?”
He had the audacity to laugh but agreed. As soon as he let go, she turned her back so he could put on his clothes in relative privacy. Considering that a dozen gaping mouths were riveted in their direction, privacy wasn’t really possible.
“Okay, you can turn around now,” Nick said, as he zipped his jeans.
Brandee had no idea what to say. Should she confront him about what she thought she saw? If her eyes were playing tricks on her, would he think she was nuts? And speaking of nuts, why was he naked if he hadn’t just been a huge dog?
She clapped a hand against her forehead. “Ow. My aching head.” 
A movement from behind a tree caught her eye. She looked past Nick and saw creepy Mr. Balog watching them. Her upstairs neighbor seemed to enjoy spying on the patrons and employees of the bar. She might have a problem with Nick at the moment, but that didn’t mean she wanted him to get arrested.
“Nick,” she whispered. “Balog’s behind you. He probably thinks you’re a rapist.”
“Shit.” He swiveled enough to spot the man lurking.
Mr. Balog disappeared behind the tree again.
Nick said loud enough for the eavesdropper to hear, “I’m sorry, baby. I didn’t mean to upset you. Let’s kiss and make up.”
Before she could do more than open her mouth to protest, his lips descended on hers in a passionate, overwhelming, drugging kiss. His tongue found hers and they entwined in a warm swirling dance. Her body melded into his as if they were two halves of a locket that fit together perfectly. Flutters of pleasure rippled from her head to her toes.
She didn’t know if the kiss lasted for minutes, hours, or days. The world fell away and the only things that remained were Nick and her liquid insides.
When they finally pulled apart, his blue eyes stared down at her, appearing as shocked as she felt.

      [image: image-placeholder]Balog rode the elevator to the top floor of the innocuous-looking office building. He had to report what he saw to the Council right away.
When he arrived at Supernatural Headquarters and the elevator doors whooshed open, bright sunlight met him. He’d never get used to that. It was pitch black outside but looking out of the invisible glass dome over the entire top floor, he saw puffy clouds and sunshine as bright as noon.
And they say, “Don’t mess with Mother Nature.” As soon as that thought traveled through his brain, the entity herself marched over to him.
“Balog. What’s wrong?”
“What makes you think something’s wrong? Couldn’t I just be here for a visit?”
She crossed her arms and frowned. “You’d better not be. You know how I feel about socializing with people.”
“I’m not most people.”
“You sure as hell aren’t. You’re one of the weirdest humans I’ve ever met.”
Balog sighed. He’d never get used to Mother Nature being a trash-talker. He had originally pictured her as a sweet, winsome, young woman with flowers in her hair. Instead, he had been introduced to a middle-aged, foul-mouthed cynic who was just as apt to wear weeds as flowers along with her flowing white robe and flip-flops.
“So, skip the niceties. What did you see, Balog?”
“A werewolf revealed himself to a human.”
Mother Nature balled her fists and yelled, “What the frack? Was it an accident? Never mind. Doesn’t matter. Someone’s in deep shit. Which werewolf?”
“Nicholas Wolfensen.”
One of the other Council members, sitting with other white-robed males at a round table, interrupted their poker game to add his two cents. “That wasn’t very bright of him.”
Mother Nature whirled on him. “No shit, Olympian Obvious.”
Balog let out another long-suffering sigh. “Wait. It gets worse.”
“Crap. Well, give it to me straight. You know how I hate sugarcoating.”
“Yes, ma’am. His shift was caught on camera.”
Mother Nature’s jaw dropped. Apparently, she didn’t have any words foul enough for the situation. Eventually, she looked up at the sky and bellowed something that sounded like, “Gaaaaah!”
Playing cards flew everywhere. As they fluttered to the floor, Mother Nature folded over at the waist, as if she’d been punched in the gut.
Balog took a deep breath and hoped for the best. “What would you like me to do?”
“You?” She straightened up, clasped her hands behind her back, and began to pace. “You can do your usual nothing. I’ll take care of this myself. Better yet, I’ll create a diversion and you can play fetch.”

      [image: image-placeholder]“Wow.” Nick gathered Brandee in his arms and held her against his pounding chest. His inner wolf had awakened when he kissed her. His nerves tingled and he had an incredible urge to howl. It was as if something clicked as it fell into place and the sensation had brought not only a feeling of belonging, but also relief. As if he’d been waiting his whole life for this.
She tucked her head beneath his chin, and he stroked her back. An overwhelming urge to protect her overcame him. He had never felt this strongly about shielding a woman before. Apparently, Brandee wasn’t just any woman. He tried to let go and couldn’t.
What was happening? Women didn’t affect him this way. Why did he want to envelop her in his arms and never let go? It was almost as if an invisible force demanded he shelter her. Take care of her.
“Yeah, wow is right,” she said. “I-I’ve never…”
“Me neither.” He leaned back and tipped up her chin so he could look in her eyes. “You know what I said before?”
She shook her head. “About what?”
“You know…about my not dating any woman more than one time.”
Her soft expression suddenly hardened. “Oh yeah. That.”
“Well, forget it. It doesn’t pertain to you.”
Her mouth opened but no words came out, so he took advantage of the moment and leaned down to kiss her again.
Suddenly a fierce wind blew up from nowhere. Brandee’s long auburn hair whipped his neck and face.
“Holy…” Nick braced his feet against the raging wind and grasped his girl, squeezing her tight. 
“Nick, what’s happening?” Brandee had to shout to be heard over the wind.
“Don’t know. Freak storm. Microburst maybe. Come on.” He took her hand and dragged her to the safety of a huge tree to block the wind and debris. Then, her camera flew off her shoulder.
“Nick! My camera!”
Squinting against the dirt swirling around them, he could barely see it. The camera quickly tumbled out of view altogether. “We’ll get it later. Just hold on to me.”
Brandee did as he asked, clinging to his shirt with all her might. He had to be careful not to use all of his werewolf strength, or he could crush her.
At last, the wind died down. They were covered with dirt and Brandee’s hair was a mess, but other than that, they were fine.
Nick let out a long breath of relief.
“Oh, my freak of nature… What was that?” she asked.
“Might have been a tornado.”
Brandee laughed. “We don’t have tornadoes in New England.”
“Sure, we do. They’re not usually as bad as the ones that rip through Tornado Alley in the Midwest, but we’ve had a few.”
“Seriously?”
“I answered a call a few years ago that sounded like vandalism, but it turned out to be a tornado that had tossed some lawn furniture through an elderly couple’s window.”
“Damn,” she breathed. “I felt my feet lifting off the ground at one point. You probably saved me from Oz, or at least flying away like my camera. Speaking of which
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