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Becca Comes Home (Yours, Mine and Howls: The Nanny Years, Part 1)
Cade MacDougall made his way through a crowded Colorado Springs Municipal Airport accompanied by the eardrum-shredding howls of a hungry, exhausted, stressed out, six-week-old infant.

He knew exactly how she felt. With a fully packed duffle bag in one hand, a car seat full of screaming, squirming baby in the other hand, and a backpack stuffed with baby gear, he wondered at all the females he’d seen doing this by themselves. It wasn’t the physical load that bothered him, of course. He had many times the physical strength and stamina of a man. It was the noise. The lack of sleep. The smell. The noise.

The last time he’d gone so long with so little food and sleep and so much trauma to his nerves, he’d been twenty-one and in Army Ranger training.

This was worse.

His flight from Savannah had been held on the runway for over an hour. Then the airline fucked up and made him miss his connecting flight in Houston. He’d given Rebecca the last bottle he’d packed three hours ago. They would have to stop at CVS on the way home to grab some formula.

He was surprised at the smiles, nods and sympathetic grimaces of passersby as he strode through the terminal, gently swinging Becca’s car seat to and fro in a useless attempt to rock her to sleep. He assumed they were all parents, acknowledging his membership in a club he hadn’t known existed until she was born.

The people on the flight from Houston hadn’t been as understanding, at least not at first. Some asshole way in the back of the plane had muttered, “Where’s the kid’s mother?”  Cade had answered, very loudly, “Your guess is as good as mine, buddy,” which accomplished two things. It elicited an immediate chorus of “awwwwwe” from every woman on the plane, along with a lot of advice on newborns and quite a few phone numbers as well. It also alerted everyone onboard to the fact that the sleep deprived daddy in Row 7 was a werewolf, and they were trapped in an enclosed space at thirty-two thousand feet. He didn’t hear any more complaints.

Michael Wargman, his best friend and second in command, was waiting for them in baggage claim. The normally stoic wolf’s eyes widened in shock as he saw Cade and heard Becca descending toward him.

“Jesus. I can feel that in my jaw,” he observed as Cade stepped off the escalator in baggage claim. “The kid’s got some lungs on her.”

Cade flashed a tired grin. “Hell yeah she does.”

“You look like shit.”

“I feel worse.”

He let Michael take the duffle bag. They headed for the carousel. Cade didn’t break stride as he hoisted the baby carrier up between them. “Michael, Rebecca. Becca, Uncle Michael.”

“Uncle Michael?”

“What, you don’t like?”

“Nah, it’s fine. Uncle Michael’s okay.” He glanced down at Becca. “Well, you wouldn’t have needed the DNA test to know she’s yours. Look at that hair. Does she have green eyes?”

Becca’s face was scrunched up, her eyes shut tight, as she continued to scream. With their superior hearing, her high pitched wails discomfited them even more than humans, but they’d be damned if they let it show. So while every human in the vicinity winced and twitched and rushed to grab their luggage and get far, far away, Cade and Michael chatted casually and waited for his luggage to go by.

“It’s too soon to tell about her eye color. She could be as old as three before it’s locked in.”

“You been reading Dr. Spock again, haven’t you?”

“Shut up and watch for my suitcases.”

“You notice all the females in here checking you out?”

“Yeah. Same thing happened everywhere we went in Savannah. And the women on the plane couldn’t stay away, either.”

“I told you – babies are chick magnets. Not that you need one.”  He paused. “You just know the guys’ll be begging to borrow her when they go into town.”

It was bizarre, Cade thought. Guys ran from women with babies. Women flocked to guys with babies.

Michael insisted Cade wait for him to take the luggage to the car and then come back for them. Feeling like a pussy, but too tired to care, Cade sat down on a stone bench and placed Becca’s car seat on the ground between his feet. As he gazed down at her, she paused to take a breath. He fancied she could see him smile, even though he knew he’d be blurry to her (Dr. Spock’s Baby and Child Care, “Birth to About Three Months.”)

“Hang on, sweetheart,” he murmured, rocking the car seat by its handle. “We’ll be home soon.”

She promptly let loose with a fresh barrage of noise.

“If you fall asleep on the ride home, I’ll buy you any car you want when you turn sixteen.”

It failed to impress.

The Range Rover glided to a stop in front of him.

“You need any help?” Michael asked through the open passenger window.

“Nope. Just a sec.”  He snapped the car seat into its base and collapsed into the front seat. “All right. Let’s get out of here.”

The Rover didn’t move. Michael stared out the windshield with both hands on the steering wheel. The car behind them honked.

“Hurry up. Let’s go.”

“Um.” Michael looked at him, an uncharacteristic hesitancy in his expression. “I’ve never driven with a baby before. What the fuck do I do? Do I drive under the speed limit? Stay in the right hand lane all the way home? What?”

More cars honked now.

Cade grinned. “Just drive, wolf. You’ll be fine. If you have a wreck, I’ll rip your throat out.”

With a huge sigh, Michael pulled out into the flow of exiting traffic. Becca continued to squall.

“Isn’t driving supposed to put babies to sleep?”

“It usually does.”

“Is she sleeping through the night yet?”

Cade laughed.

Michael groaned.

Becca fell asleep before they were out of the parking lot. Cade put his head back and closed his eyes. He only intended to relax for a few minutes, but he passed out almost as quickly as she had. When he opened his eyes again, they were on Highway 50. Fremont, the town nearest the ranch, was receding in the rearview mirror. They’d be home in minutes.

“Damn. I didn’t mean to sleep like that.”

“You looked like you needed it.”

He glanced back to see Becca stirring, though her eyes were still closed.

“I can’t believe she’s slept this long. When she wakes up she’s gonna need a bottle, stat.”

“No problem,” Michael replied. “We’re stocked up on formula, diapers, toys and clothes. We could open a daycare with all the shit we’ve bought. Roman’s girlfriend did the nursery. Apparently you have to have a theme in a baby’s room, so she picked Winnie the Pooh. I thought it should be something lupine, but she said there aren’t any fairy tales or cartoons where wolves are the good guys.”

Cade thought about it. “There’s wolves in The Jungle Book.”

“Yeah, but only at the very beginning. Then it’s back to bears. Bears are cuddly, wolves aren’t.”

Cade laughed. “Now all I have to do is learn how to take care of a kid by myself.” He’d watched Becca’s grandmother for the past six weeks. Doing it on his own would be completely different.

Michael waved a hand. “Sindri knows what to do.”

Sindri had helped raise Cade and Carson, and the boys’ mother before them. For all Cade knew, Sindri had raised generations of his mother’s ancestors as well. The brownie claimed to be four hundred years old, but Cade thought that might be on the low side.

“You know, if I didn’t have Sindri and a nanny, I probably would’ve let Sarah Jane raise Rebecca. Speaking of the nan--”

“She doesn’t belong with Sarah Jane. She belongs with you.”

Cade turned to look at him in surprise. “Since when do you think so?” When he’d called home a couple weeks ago to say he was bringing Rebecca back with him, Michael had been distinctly doubtful.

“Answer me, wolf,” he asked again when Michael hadn’t replied. “What’s made you decide I should keep Becca?”

His closest friend shrugged again, clearly embarrassed. “I think it’s good for you,” he finally said. “Emotionally, I mean.” He threw Cade a sideways glance, then quickly looked back at the road. “I know how hard it was finding out about Carson. Knowing you had a kid out there, not being able to see her much, it would’ve torn you up. And what’s bad for you is bad for the pack. So, you know.” He cleared his throat. “How’d Mary Ann take it?”

“Take what?”

“Signing the papers, saying goodbye and all. How’d it go?”

“Oh. Shit.” He rolled his eyes. “She wasn’t even there. Stayed in Miami, had the papers notarized and Fed Ex’d them to me.”

“You’re fucking kidding me.”

“Nope. Had me wire her the money, started drawing on it an hour after the funds hit her account.”

“Unbelievable.”

“Not really.”

Michael shook his head. “I feel bad for Sarah Jane. She’s got to be wondering how Mary Ann turned out like that.”

Becca’s grandmother was every bit the stable, responsible, maternal woman Mary Ann was not.

“I feel for her too. And I promised she can visit whenever she wants. But she can’t raise my kid. That’s my job.”

“You think she might try to fight you for custody?”

“Hope not, but it wouldn’t surprise me. That’s one of the reasons I need a full time nanny. So if I do have to convince a judge to let me keep my own daughter, I don’t have to tell him she’s being raised by a brownie and fifteen werewolves. Speaking of the nanny.”

Michael turned off the highway at the sign proclaiming RMP Nordics. As the Range Rover neared the compound, late afternoon sunlight filtering through the leaves of the juniper and cedar trees that canopied the gravel road, Cade felt the stress and exhaustion of the past weeks falling away. He was home where he belonged, with his pack and his child.

And with the wolf he trusted implicitly, the wolf who’d led his pack for six weeks as Cade thrashed out his personal life, his best friend of twenty years, the brother Carson had never been, the one who was now doggedly avoiding the subject of most concern to Cade at the moment.

“Michael, what’s the problem with the nanny? We do have a nanny, don’t we?”

“Yep. That’s an affirmative.”

They rounded the last bend in the road, and the familiar horseshoe of buildings came into view. Most of the guys had already gathered in the grassy area in the middle of the horseshoe to greet him. A couple of them were still trotting in from the barns. Sindri was standing on the front porch of the main house, expectant joy written all over his tiny, wizened face.

Rebecca woke up and began to fuss. Michael parked the Rover in the gravel circle among the other vehicles and motorcycles. Then he finally turned to face Cade.

“Look. I hired a nanny. Her stuff arrived today, she’ll be here in the morning. You can meet her, then we’ll talk. For now – those wolves need to see you. The ones who aren’t scared of babies are anxious to meet Rebecca. And Sindri’s going to actually come down off the porch and walk over here” – Sindri rarely left the house, and never ventured beyond the front porch – “if you don’t take her over there now.”

Cade was too tired to rip his fur, and Michael knew it.

So he pulled Rebecca from her car seat and walked into the welcoming arms of his pack.

NANNY NO. 1 — CELINE (Yours, Mine and Howls: The Nanny Years, Part 2)

“Celine, this is Rebecca’s dad and my Alpha, Cade MacDougall. Cade, this is Celine George.  She grew up in Durango and just finished the American Nanny Academy in Chicago.”

Cade raised an eyebrow at him, then leaned across the desk to shake the girl’s hand. Even though he’d gotten zero sleep last night – Rebecca must’ve known she was in new surroundings and cried for almost five solid hours – Cade managed to look relaxed instead of sluggish as he bestowed his lazy, self-assured smile on the young woman. Every female who stood in front of that smile for more than a second melted like butter under hot lights. Michael couldn’t smile like that if he tried.

Of course, Cade didn’t have to try.

Leaning against the frame of the open French doors, waiting for his cue to leave, Michael turned at the sound of the front door opening and closing. A knot of young wolves shuffled past and continued down the hallway, very pointedly not looking at the group gathered in the office.

“Michael, why don’t you give us a few minutes here.” Cade was still smiling, but Michael recognized a warning, a hint of imminent fur-chewing, in the clear green eyes: you’ve got some explaining to do, wolf. “But stick around so we can talk afterwards.”

“Sure thing, Boss,” he smiled, meeting Cade’s gaze head on. Yeah, that’s what I expected.
He waited till Celine was seated in front of Cade’s desk. The scent of her nervousness permeated the office and wafted out into the entry hall. Cade would have her at her ease and chatting comfortably in minutes.

Michael headed for the kitchen, where the three young wolves had gone.

They were pulling sandwich fixings out of the fridge and discussing Celine’s place on the hotness scale.

“Dude, she’s way hotter than Dee Ann. Did you see that ass? Dee Ann doesn’t have an ass like that.”

They were right – Roman’s girlfriend had a nice ass, but nothing like Celine’s.

Still.

“Hey, dicks for brains? Females can’t hear as well as we can, but they can still hear. And you got no business in here anyway, so hit the fridge in your bunkhouse. It’s got just as much food as this one does.”

“Michael, bro, we just wanted to—”

“You just wanted to get a look at the nanny. And now you have, so get the fuck outta here.”

“Aw, come on! Can’t we even meet her?” Josh was a brash young alpha with an attitude that made Michael itch to punch him. Which he did, whenever necessary, but it was like Cade said – you couldn’t punch the young ones every time they did something to deserve it.  They’d all be brain damaged before they were thirty. And it wasn’t like they were a bunch of geniuses to start with.

“Yeah, Michael,” whined Felipe, a beta who should’ve known better. “We just want to introduce ourselves, make her feel at home.”

“You’ll have plenty of time to introduce yourselves later. In the meantime you can think real hard about what I’ve already told you.”

What he’d already told them was: The nanny is off limits. No flirting, no dating, no touching, no fucking. Pretend she’s poisonous. Because if I catch you messing with her, you’ll die.
He had to remind himself they were barely out of their teens. A bunch of horny young werewolves, one beautiful young female…for the tenth or twentieth time he questioned his hiring of Celine. But he’d been working under a deadline and there hadn’t been a lot of alternatives.

“But Michael, what if she can’t help herself?” Josh grinned. “What if she sees one of us and goes crazy?”

“I’m not real worried about that.”

“What if she turns out to be someone’s mate?” asked Toby. “Huh? What about that?”

“Right. Because someone’s mate will just happen to turn up on the ranch.”

“But what if—”

“What if I chuck one of you out the window right now?  What if I—”

“Michael!” Cade called from the office. “Would you come in here please?”

“Sure, Cade. I’ll be right there.” Where was Sindri? He didn’t like wolves loitering in his domain, and Michael didn’t like annoying the brownie. Repercussions were usually felt in the food.

“Michael.”

He spun around to see Cade standing in the doorway, Celine hovering behind him. Her eyes widened at the sight of the three idiots lounging around the enormous kitchen table.

“Michael, would you please join me in my office? Now? Felipe, Toby, y’all show Ms. George around the barns. She rides, and she’s never seen an Icelandic. No, Josh, not you. Get back out to the woodshop. Michael?”

Michael felt the wolves’ amusement at seeing Cade totally override his authority, but one glare and a growl shut them up quick.

Cade was pacing behind his desk when Michael joined him in the office.

“What the fuck was that about?” Michael hissed under his breath once he’d closed the door. “Since when do you dis me in front of the pups?”

“What the fuck’s with hiring a twenty-two year old prom queen? Have you lost your mind?”

Cade broke off as Michael growled. It was completely involuntary, as was Michael’s balling his fists at his sides and baring his teeth at his Alpha. Cade stiffened in shock, Michael blinked in surprise, and then, at some invisible signal from each other, they each let out a huge breath and flopped down, Cade in his chair behind his desk and Michael in one of the chairs facing it.

A moment later Cade propped his elbows on the desk, running a hand over his face and through his long curls. “All right,” he said in an exhausted tone. “Talk.”

Michael heaved a martyred sigh. “Do you really think I’d choose your child’s nanny with my dick?”

Cade rolled his eyes. “Fine. No, I don’t.” For a Pack Alpha, that was an apology. “So why did you hire Little Miss Fuckable instead of, you know, a real nanny?”

“First of all, Ms. George is a real nanny. The American Nanny Academy is one of the top three training schools in the country. And Premier Professional Childcare is the most expensive, highest rated placement agency in Colorado. I didn’t just pick her at random. I’ve talked to several families who’ve used PPC.” He didn’t need to add that none of the families were headed by werewolves. Cade was the only wolf in Colorado with a kid.

“Did you check Ms. George’s references?”

“She doesn’t have references. We’re her first position.”

“What the—”

“Cade, let me finish.”

His Alpha snapped his mouth shut and glared.

“Thank you. Now. I had three weeks to find a nanny.” Cade started to say something. Michael cut him off – not a smart thing to do to your Alpha, but he was pretty pissed off himself. “That’s not an excuse. It’s an explanation. The woman at PPC who handled our application said the process normally takes three, four months, maybe longer. Most families start looking before the kid’s born. I explained this was something of a surprise and we were in a hurry. Then I learned something else.” He sighed again, knowing Cade wasn’t going to like what he heard. “Turns out, believe it or not, an isolated ranch with fifteen wolves and no other females is not real high on your average nanny’s list of dream jobs.”

“What? You’re telling me werewolf families don’t hire nannies? That’s bullshit! I know—”

“You didn’t listen to what I said!” They were shouting again. They each grunted and looked away, taking a breather. The office was sound proofed to werewolf standards, as were all the bedrooms in the main part of the house. But there was no system for confining aggression pheromones to one room, and the rest of the Pack didn’t need to know the Alpha and his second were bitching like women.

“Yes, Cade, of course werewolf families hire nannies. PPC places nannies for plenty of wolves in other states. Most of those families have mommies, though. And when it’s a single dad, he lives in a normal house, with just his kids. In a city. Where the nanny would be around other humans, with places to go and things to do. They’re not single werewolf daddies out in the country, where the nanny would have to drive thirty minutes into town just to take the kid to a park or grab a cup of coffee, and their Packs don’t live with them.”

Cade’s mouth was a tight, flat line as he digested this. “I hadn’t thought about it that way.”

“Me neither, but it makes sense. Females need to be around other people. And, you know, stores, and shit like that.”

“So Celine was our only choice? Why? She have a thing for wolves?”

“Christ, Cade, I don’t know if she’s a fur banger. I didn’t really know how to ask that in the interview. Her grandfather has a place outside Durango, she grew up around horses and likes the country. And she doesn’t have any experience, so she can’t be picky like the experienced ones can be. We had two choices – young and inexperienced, or old and ready to retire. I interviewed another one a little bit older than Celine, and she was obviously – and I mean obviously – into wolves.”

She wasn’t as hot as Celine, but that wouldn’t have mattered. The guys would’ve still been all over her. Celine, at least, dressed conservatively, had beautiful manners, was close to her family and spent twelve years in an all girls’ Catholic school.

Cade raised an eyebrow. “Catholic school?”

Michael shrugged. “It could mean she’s really, really good.”

“Or really, really bad.”

“Yeah, well, we just have to hope it’s really, really good.”

“So those were our only choices?”

“No.” Michael stretched and shifted in his seat. “I also talked to two ladies who were older than Becca’s grandmother. One of them seemed sweet as hell but I’d have worried she was gonna break a hip every time she climbed the stairs. The other one scared the shit out of me.”

“Wait. What?”

“Seriously. Remember Sgt. Scott?” He was one of their Ranger Instructors at Ft. Benning.

Cade grinned. “Reminded you of him?”

“For a minute, I thought it was him.” And Sgt. Scott was a werewolf.

They both shuddered. Cade laughed. Michael was surprised at how relieved he was to see that. He didn’t like seeing his Alpha so stressed out. It meant he – Michael – wasn’t doing his job.

Lacing his fingers behind his head, Cade closed his eyes and leaned way back in the old leather swivel chair. “So she was the best of limited options.”

“Very limited.”

“She seems nice. Good family.”

“She’s got six younger brothers and sisters.”

“Oh, yeah, I know. She told me all about her family and her training and Chicago and Durango and I barely got a word in.”

Now Michael laughed. “Yeah, well, when Rebecca’s that age, she’ll talk without breathing too.”

“Maybe, but she won’t be turned loose on a ranch full of single werewolves.”

They both shuddered again.

“I’ve already made sure everyone knows the nanny’s off limits,” said Michael.

“Completely.”

“Absolutely.”

“All right. I guess we have to give her a chance.”

****

“What about this one? Is it too tight?”

Seated beside him in the back of the small shop, Felipe quit breathing. Cade would’ve laughed at the pup, but his own groin was tightening. Determined not to let anyone see his swelling dick, he yawned and crossed his legs just before Celine turned her head to look at them.

“No,” he replied, coughing to cover up the hitch in his voice. He heard the older saleswoman’s muffled snigger from the sales counter a few feet away. “No. I mean, I don’t-- no. Not too tight. It’s fine.”

Celine stared at the three way mirror, twisting and turning on the four inch heels so she could inspect herself from every possible angle. She smoothed out invisible panty lines (Holy fuck, is she even wearing panties? Or a bra? The dress looks painted on. Wait. If she’s not wearing a bra, then – fuck. Twenty-two year old tits. Pneumatic.) and ran her hands down her sides and over her hips, giving a little wiggle as she stared at herself with lips pursed and head (and hips) cocked.

The sky blue dress matched her eyes. As for the tightness, if Cade hadn’t known her, he would’ve heartily approved. As it was, he just couldn’t ogle his child’s nanny, who was, after all, nearly half his age. He’d never thought twice about chasing anything over eighteen.  But that was before he had a daughter. And turned forty.

He felt every one of his forty years, even though he’d look about thirty till he was in his seventies.

“Okay!” Celine chirped abruptly.  He and Felipe both jumped. “Just one more!” She disappeared into the dressing room again.

He’d mentioned to Felipe that he’d be heading into town to get some business done. The young beta had asked for a lift because he had a doctor’s appointment. He’d also mentioned that Celine needed to shop for a dress for a friend’s wedding. Cade offered to take her along as well; he was pleased she’d made so many friends in Fremont.  Apparently those friends included Felipe. The two of them talked nonstop all the way into town. That suited Cade, who found the luscious, slightly silly blonde’s nonstop chatter annoying.

He’d dropped them off, finished his business at the bank and the two bars he owned, and met up with them here, where he and Felipe got roped into the style show.

“Felipe, is there something you want to tell me?”

“Huh? What?” The pup had been staring at another young woman, not quite as gorgeous as Celine but very pretty, trying on a dress with a back that plunged to her ass. “No, I mean-- what?”

“Son, look at me.” When he had his attention, Cade continued, “You and Celine. Anything I need to know about?”

The kid’s kids eyes widened. “No!”

“I’m not gonna eat you, unless you lie to me. You two got anything going on?”

“Cade, I swear – we’re just friends! All we do is talk. And, you know – ay. That female can talk.”

Cade laughed. “My grandfather would’ve said she was vaccinated with a phonograph needle.”

“A what?”

Cade sighed.

Celine reappeared, this time in a strapless number. It wasn’t as tight as the blue dress, though it hugged her pneumatic tits lovingly, and it featured a flouncy little skirt. Cade groaned to himself. Not another ten minutes while they – yep, she was gonna do some twirling. That skirt was…Jesus. Is she gonna wear that in a church?
She frowned angelically. “The skirt’s a little short for a wedding, isn’t it?”

“Like, for a church? Yeah,” said Felipe. “My mom would have a fit if she saw a girl wearing that in church.”

“Yeah. I don’t really know these people – don’t want them thinking I’m a slut or something.  Okay. Well, I think I’m done. I’m gonna go get dressed.”

“Thank God,” Cade muttered.

Celine was a sweet girl, and she did a great job. She got along well with everyone on the ranch, even the grumpy Michael, although he’d become convinced she was a secret nymphomaniac, or maybe a dominatrix.

“That whole “angel in a Playmate’s body” was invented by Hef. You can’t tell me she doesn’t know she’s got a bunch of dicks pointing at her like dowsing rods.”
“Maybe she’s not that used to attention from guys.”
“Bullshit! Look at her!”
“She spent her whole life in an all girl school.”
“Exactly!”
“Oh, relax. It’s been nine months. If she was wild, it would’ve showed by now.”
Michael had remained unconvinced, muttering darkly, “I got a bad feeling about this.”

But it was Cade who got feelings about people, and his sense was telling him that Celine was just as sweet and unaffected as she seemed.

She ended up going with the blue dress. It was already pushing four o’clock when they climbed into the car to head for home.

“Wait!”

“What is it?”

“Lingerie! I need lingerie.”

In the backseat, Felipe groaned.

“Oh, wait – I’m sorry. No, he’s right – I can’t drag y’all anywhere else.”

“No, it’s all right,” Cade sighed, throwing Felipe a sympathetic glance. “Tell you what. Solange is the store you want, and it’s across the street from a café I like. You get what you need and we’ll have a beer while we wait for you. And what the hell. Dinner’s on me.”

The youngsters agreed enthusiastically.

Cade and Felipe got a table in the cafe, the younger wolf fiddling with his beer bottle and trying to act like he wasn’t nervous as hell, sharing a drink alone with his Alpha. How old was he, anyway? Nineteen, twenty? Younger than Celine, at any rate.

“So,” Cade began, and the pup sat up straighter. “You’re sure nothing’s going on with you two?”

“Positive. I haven’t laid a finger on her.”

“Maybe she’s wishing you would. The way she was working it back there, I dunno. She knew we were paying attention.”

“You don’t think she was doing that for you?”

“No,” Cade grinned ruefully. “She still calls me ‘sir’ most of the time.”

“Well, she wasn’t doing it for me. I don’t get girls like that.” He grimaced when he saw Cade’s raised eyebrow. “You know what I mean. I mean – no, you probably don’t. It’s just-- shit. Never mind. I just mean, there’s a lot of guys in the pack she’d go for before me.”

“Don’t sell yourself short. You’re good looking, and you’re smarter than a bunch of the alphas.”

Felipe beamed in the glow of his Alpha’s praise. Feeling like a bit of an asshole, Cade continued, “Course, even if she does have a thing for you – she’s still off limits.”

The pup’s shoulders slumped.

“Sorry, kid. It’s the way it’s gotta be. One female and a lot of wolves – that’s dangerous.”

“I know,” he sighed. “Hey, Cade? There’s something we were wondering about.”

“What’s that?”

Felipe looked around before lowering his voice. “Why doesn’t she ever bleed? Is there something wrong with her?”

He hid his grin as he answered, “No. She’s on a birth control pill that keeps her from having periods.”

“Ah!” the pup breathed. “I didn’t know they made those.”

“Yep. Michael told her it she needed to do it.”

“Huh. It’s weird to think about Michael talking like that with a female.”

Cade was about to reply when Celine appeared at the table, a tiny pink shopping bag in her hand. He got up to pull a chair out for her and she smiled gratefully.

“Whew! Thank you – I’m beat. And thanks for telling me about Solange! They were having a huge sale and I got a beautiful silk bikini thong and a camisole, cause I don’t think I can wear a bra under that dress, you know? It’s pretty tight. In fact I think I’m just gonna have a salad I can’t afford to gain an ounce before the wedding is that the menu over there? Thanks where’s the waitress?”

Once they’d ordered, Celine picked up the conversational reins again and rode away. Cade read the paper as she babbled on to Felipe.

But then, sometime later: “Cade, my girlfriend Annie says her father knows you.”

He didn’t look up. “Mmm. Fremont’s a pretty small town.”

“Oh, they don’t live here anymore. I mean, Annie does, but she just moved here cause she wanted to get out of New York and her mom’s always talked about how beautiful Fremont is. Annie’s a real outdoorsy girl and she’s guiding river raft tours. No, see, her dad’s a werewolf and he says he grew up with you.”

That got his attention. Putting the paper down, he stared at the girl. “Really. That’s-- that’s um, interesting.” Felipe and Celine stared at him, waiting for him to go on, but he was stuck for a minute.  Just as they were starting to look alarmed, he shook himself with a smile. “So, um, what’s her dad’s name?”

“Martin. Martin Humphries. You remember him?”

“Of course I do. Yeah. Yeah, we were both born in the pack. Grew up together.” He slammed the little door in his head before the flood of memories could overwhelm him.

“Really?” asked Celine, her soft blue eyes fixed firmly on him. “I didn’t know there were any other older guys in the pack. I mean, you know – middle aged. At least, I’ve never seen any.” She took a dainty bite of her salad, oblivious to the unsettling effect her words had had on him.

“Oh. Well, that’s because there aren’t any, cept for me and Michael. Some of ‘em are in their thirties, but-- yeah, we’re the oldest.  This isn’t the same pack I was born in. All the wolves from my dad’s pack left Colorado a long time ago.”

“Oh. Huh. So your dad was a Pack Alpha too?”

“Yep.” He picked up the paper and pretended to read coverage of last night’s Avalanche game.

“So where’d all those wolves go? Why’d they leave?”

“Celine!” Felipe hissed.

“What? Oh! I’m sorry – God, I’m so sorry. That’s totally none of my business, is it?”

“It’s all right. It’s just a really long story, is all. Happened before you were born.”

He felt a pressure on his arm, and looked down to see her hand there.

“Cade? Are you okay? I’m sorry if I said something to upset you.”

Hot waves of mortified embarrassment were rolling across the table from Felipe. Cade patted Celine’s hand, then folded the newspaper.

“Don’t worry about it – seriously. Now, let’s pay the check and get going. I told Sindri we’d be home before dark and we’re not gonna make it.”

​

****

The next couple weeks were just so normal; looking back on them, Cade couldn’t pinpoint anything remotely weird. He and Celine talked more, certainly, but there was more to talk about – Becca was teething and starting to crawl. She was babbling nonstop (like her nanny) and showing signs of turning into a real person. Celine somehow convinced him to do a Daddy and Baby class at the Bounce House. He felt silly as hell – and he wasn’t the only one – but Becca ate it up. Her obvious joy made it worth the potentially devastating humiliation if any other Pack Alphas ever learned of it.

For months afterward, when he went back over those events in his mind, trying to spot any signals of the impending debacle he might have missed, any indication he did something to cause it, he came up empty. He was tempted to think fatherhood had somehow shorted out his sixth sense – but he was still able to read everybody else with his usual accuracy.

Just not Celine.

It was a beautiful day, still technically winter, the air clear and chilly but unmistakable signs of spring popping up everywhere. They cleaned out the big stone fire pit in the grassy center of the compound and threw an impromptu barbeque. Pack members who lived in town came up, and those who had regular girlfriends brought them. Celine loved hanging out with the females, who all cooed and fussed over Becca. Cade saw her drinking wine, but she didn’t show any signs of being drunk. As the evening wore on, and couples began to drift away, she excused herself to put Becca down and turn in herself.

Some of the wolves had gotten furry and gone running, others adjourned to the woodshop, where a poker game would probably break out. He lay in the grass a while with his eyes closed, enjoying the sharp night air rippling over his skin, listening to the comforting howls of his wolves, and thinking about his family, and Becca, and life. He was blessed, no doubt about it.

He was also tired, so he told everyone good night and went inside. The house was silent, Sindri long since retired to his lair beneath the kitchen, Celine and Becca asleep upstairs. Cade and Michael were the only two wolves who lived in the main house, and Michael was still outside in the circle with the guys.

Cade didn’t remember closing his bedroom door. When he opened it, the sight that greeted him made him think, initially, that he’d interrupted someone’s tryst. Maybe they’d figured he would stay out later.

So first he looked around for one of his wolves hiding somewhere. When he realized there was no one there but the two of them, he cleared his throat and said, “Celine. Why are you in my bed, and where are your clothes?”

****

Michael lounged on the porch of the wood shop, enjoying a rare and well-earned smoke and watching Roman dowse the last embers in the fire pit.  Inside the woodshop a poker game was starting. Someone cranked up Lyle Lovett, and way too many of them started to sing along.

From the main house came a high-pitched sound, something between a shriek and a sob, followed by footsteps pounding up the stairs and a door slamming. Immediately Becca began to wail.

Roman looked over at him with a “should I go see about that?” expression. Michael shook his head and waited.

Cade walked out of the house and across the grass with an….odd look on his face.  Stopping in front of Michael, he asked, “Where’s Felipe?”

Michael gestured over his shoulder. “Back here. Felipe!”

The teenager appeared in the doorway. “Hey. Y’all need me?”

Cade nodded. “Yeah. Cash out your hand. You need to run an errand for me.”

“Sure, Boss. What is it?”

Cade took a deep breath and ran a hand through his hair, tugging at his curls. “You need to go inside and keep an eye on Celine while she packs. She’s kind of upset.”

“Cade, what the hell?” Michael asked. Felipe just stood there looking stricken.

“And once she’s packed, I want you to drive her into town. I told her she could stay the night” – it was almost eleven – “but she insists she can stay with a friend. I want you to drive her, make sure the friend is home and Celine gets in all right.  Also – there’s an envelope for her on the desk. I paid her through the end of the month and added enough for a plane ticket home. Go on, now. Go.”

Wide eyed and pale, Felipe nodded and trotted off to the house. When he was gone, Cade dropped down beside Michael, holding out his thumb and forefinger. “May I?”

“Of course.” Michael passed him the joint.

Cade took a deep drag and didn’t pass the reefer back. “So. Did you know Celine has tattoos?”

“Um, no. No, I did not. “

“Well, she does. A moon and stars on her – let’s see – right tit. A crown with a banner that says “princess” on her hip, and--”

“Which hip?”

“Um, left. Then she’s got a big blue Celtic-looking symbol on the inside of her thigh – her left thigh. And a pretty little rose on her pussy.”

“What?”
“You heard me.”

“On her pussy? Like, what – inside?”

“Ok, not the pussy pussy. The mons pubis, technically.” He took another long drag. “Yep,” he croaked. “Right smack on her mons pubis.” That time he dragged the phrase out and then bit it off – “monnnssss PUBis.”

They looked at each other and dissolved into helpless, choking laughter.

“But wait, there’s more,” Cade gasped when they’d both caught their breath.

“What else?”

“Her clit’s pierced.”

“Oh, fuck me!”

“That’s what she said.”

They spent another couples minutes laughing so hard they didn’t make any sound, which was just as well because Michael didn’t want all those idiots in the woodshop to hear what they were talking about.

“Oh, oh shit,” said Cade as he struggled to stop.

Michael thumped him on the back. “Oh shit’s right.  They’re coming out. Quick.”

They dove off the porch and around to the side of the woodshop, where they waited until Felipe and Celine got into the truck and left. Then they collapsed back down on the front steps.

“Holy shit, Cade. Ho-ly shit. I thought – Jesus. I was halfway joking about the nympho thing. I mean, I figured she wasn’t as innocent as she seemed, but – shit. I never would’ve guessed this. Damn. Heh.” He lay back on the porch and stared up at the ceiling. “So, what --- did she strip for you, or what?”

“Nope. She was waiting for me in my bed.”

“Naked?”

“Butt nekkid.” He said it in his best Georgia drawl, and they started laughing again.

Michael stopped abruptly. “She looked good, didn’t she?”

“Oh fuck yeah. But you know what really freaked me out?”

“What?”

“The first thing I thought wasn’t – ‘goddamn, she’s hot.’ The first thing I thought was, ‘goddamn, does her daddy know about all this?”

Michael grinned at the ceiling. “So you turned her down and she started crying?”

“No. Actually, she was sort of pissed. Said I’d been leading her on.”

“What?”
“Yeah.” He blew out a breath and shook his head. “I didn’t think she was the smartest female I’d ever seen, I figured she had some boundary issues, but – I dunno. Maybe she’s nuts?”

“Who the fuck knows with females?” Michael sat up. “Shit. We have to hire another nanny.”

“Yeah.”

“Am I gonna tell PPC what she did?”

“Hmm.” Cade was lying on his back now as well, and he closed his eyes. “I don’t see any reason to ruin her shot at another job – I mean, she took good care of Becca. She’s not dangerous, she’s just…weird as hell.” He was silent a minute. “I swear to God, Michael, I never did anything to make her think I wanted to fuck her.”

“I believe you. It’s my fault. Should've gone with an old one.”

“She slipped under my radar, too. That was just-- damn. That was just bizarre. Hey. Got another joint?”

“Matter of fact, I rolled two.” He pulled the second one from his shirt pocket and lit it up.

“I really did wonder about her daddy.”

“You’ll never have to worry about something like this with Becca.”

“No?”

“No. We’re gonna raise her to think all guys are pigs, and sex is dirty.”

Cade grinned and took the proffered joint. “Thanks.”

“Just leave it to Uncle Michael. The next one will be perfect.”

NANNY NO. 2 - INGRID (Yours, Mine and Howls: The Nanny Years, Part 3)

“So, where you wanna go tonight?” Michael asked.

“I don’t care. We haven’t done Mexican in a while. El Rincon?”

“Sounds good.”

“Let me close it down here and tell Ingrid I’m leaving.”

“She went out for the night. Sindri’s got Stinky Butt duty.”

“Oh. Okay. Then I’ll tell Sindri I’m leaving.”

****

Becca and Sindri were in the kitchen, she in her highchair and he standing on a chair spooning food into her mouth.

When Cade walked in, Becca pointed at him and shouted, “Daddeh!” It reminded him of Timmeh! from South Park.
He pointed right back at her. “Becca!”

She always thought that was hilarious. Cade always thought it was cool to be announced every time you walked into a room.

He bent down to collect a bunch of sticky kisses, said goodbye to Sindri, and went to join Michael.

****

 “So Ingrid’s made friends in town?” Cade asked his second once they were in the car and headed for Fremont.

“Yep, looks like. You don’t mind her going out like that, with no notice?”

Cade shrugged. “No. Technically, her hours are six to six. She just hangs out with Becca at night because she enjoys it and there’s nothing else to do. Did she have a date?”

“No. Said she was meeting friends from church.”

“Well, good. I’ve been afraid she’ll get bored stuck out here with us and Becca. If she makes friends, she won’t get lonely and quit.”

“She seems happy enough. And Becca loves her. Course, Stinky Butt loves everyone.”

Cade chuckled. At eighteen months, Becca was a loud, kinetic bundle of happy. Her new nanny was crazy about her and called her mi tornado. 
Cade – and Michael, too – had been hesitant to hire Ingrid Prieto at first. She was older and more experienced than the previous and disastrous Celine, but she was still hot, albeit in a riper, Earth Mother kind of way. He’d faced the same difficulties in attracting qualified applicants as he had the last time – not a lot of nannies wanted to live on a ranch with one little girl and a bunch of single werewolves, with the closest town thirty minutes away. They got applications from women too young or old to be hired by “normal” families – and the young ones tended to be way more interested in the wolves than in Becca.

Half Irish, half Argentinean, voluptuous and statuesque, Ingrid had a master’s in childhood development and years of preschool teaching behind her. She hadn’t nannied for long, though. When Cade tried, diplomatically, to discover why she’d want to work on a somewhat isolated ranch when she’d lived in big cities around the world, she’d said something about needing to simplify and re-order her life.

The thirty-four-year-old exuded calm competence, treating the wolves with a detached amusement and absolutely no flirtation. Less perky and more self-possessed than Celine, her hotness didn’t disturb the peace of the pack. Even if she turned out to have a wild side like the pierced and tattooed twenty-two-year-old Celine, Cade didn’t expect to find her naked in his bed at some point.

Of course, he hadn’t expected it with Celine, either. He didn’t trust his once vaunted instincts like he used to.

They got a table on the patio at El Rincon so they could smoke cigars with their tequila. The November night air was a tad chilly for humans, and they had the area to themselves.

Michael knocked back a shot and motioned to Kelly, their favorite waitress, for another round. He took a deep drag on his cigar, stretching with a sigh. “This is good. I like moonless a lot more than I used to.”

“Yeah. Moonless works for me too.”

They’d started doing this a few months ago, right after Ingrid came to the ranch.

Werewolves didn’t run on new moon nights, at least not in packs. It was a cultural, not a physiological, thing. Alphas could change any time they wanted to and while betas could only shift at night, they didn’t need to be able to see the moon to use its power. It was just that running on a new moon night felt weird. A moonless night sky was cold and unwelcoming, so they’d wait for the first sliver to show before they gathered again.

Cade and Michael had started doing Big Boys Night Out on the first night of the new moon. It was nice to get away from the responsibilities of the Pack and the ranch – and, in Cade’s case, fatherhood – one night a month. Some of the Pack’s wolves lived in town. There was an unspoken rule – or, knowing Michael, maybe not so unspoken – that any wolves in a given establishment when Cade and Michael showed up would quickly clear out. “If I have to hang out with the guys on my night out, it’s not my night out,” Michael liked to grouse.

****
They each put away three full orders of fajitas.

“That’s almost as good as fresh off the hoof,” Michael grinned as Kelly started clearing the plates.

“You would’ve preferred mooshi?”

“Moo-- oh. Moo—shi.  I get it. Funny.”

“Do wolves really do that?” Kelly asked with a grimace.

“What, take down cows in the field?” Cade asked.

“Yeah. It just seems – I dunno, brutal.”

“I don’t know if it’s any more brutal than a slaughterhouse, but it’s stupid,” Cade replied with a cocked eyebrow.   “Cows belong to people, and people shoot.”

“Oh, yeah. I wasn’t thinking.” Kelly grinned sheepishly. “There’s really no such thing as wild cows, are there?”

“I took down a feral pig once,” Michael boasted. “Big sonofabitch. Tusks this long.” He held his hands out three feet apart.

“Sure they were,” Cade said, and Kelly laughed.

“I swear! Wandered into my grandmother’s backyard in Sugarland. He--”

“Hi.”

Michael broke off. The three of them turned to look at two young women who’d appeared behind Kelly. One was a tall redhead with great tits, the other a shorter brunette with even better tits. Both were dressed completely inappropriately for a southern Colorado November night, but they didn’t appear to be uncomfortable.

“All right. I’ll check back with you all later.” Kelly hoisted the tray full of dishes onto her shoulders, stole a glance at the women, rolled her eyes and went back inside.

He and Michael stood to greet the newcomers.

“Hi,” said the redhead. “I’m Beverly, and this is Sasha.”

“Hi, Beverly, Sasha. I’m Michael, and this is Cade. Please, have a seat.”

They all sat.

“So, um, y’all are werewolves?” asked Sasha.

“Yes. Yes we are,” Michael replied with a small smile and a significant glance at Cade. “Who told you?”

“Oh, well--” Sasha looked embarrassed.

Beverly didn’t. “We were asking around. We’ve never met werewolves before – we’re from Iowa--”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Michael interrupted.

“--and we were down here on a ski vacation, and we knew there was a pack here in Fremont so we decided we wanted to meet some. A guy in there pointed you out.”

“So you’re both alphas?” asked Sasha.

Michael point at Cade. “As a matter of fact, he’s the alpha. Of the Rocky Mountain Pack.”

“And Michael’s my second. Can we buy you ladies a drink? Maybe you’d like to--”

“We have a suite at the Canyon Jewel.”

“--or we could do that. Michael?”

“Yep. Let’s go.”

****
They got an early start for home the next morning, pulling out of the Jewel’s parking lot before sunrise. Cade liked to be home when Becca woke up. He drove. Michael sprawled across the back of the Rover.

“That was weird,” his best friend yawned.

“Yep.”

“Beverly sure was noisy. My ears hurt.”

“For a while there I was thinking we’d get kicked out for sure.”

“Right. Like you could get kicked out of any place in Fremont.”

“Tourists don’t give a shit who I am. Hotel’s not gonna ignore a bunch of pissed off guests just so I can get laid.”

They both reeked of women, tequila and cigars.

“It’s been a long time since I shifted just because some female wanted to see me do it,” Michael reflected.

“Me too.”

“I feel kinda cheap.”

“Me too.”

They both said, simultaneously, “I like it.”

Cade was laughing, so he didn’t register the Nissan Pathfinder sitting on the side of Highway 50 till they’d passed it.

“Hey.” He watched the truck recede into the distance in the rearview mirror. “That’s Josh’s truck.”

“Huh?” Michael sat up and looked out the back window. “Oh. Yeah, it is.”

“What’s it doing on the side of the road?”

“I dunno. Maybe he had to take a leak.” Thick woods lined Highway 50 for miles in either direction.

“Maybe he broke down. We should turn around and see if he needs help.”

Michael yawned again. “Fuck no. He’s a grown wolf. He can walk his ass to town or back home for help. Do the lazy bastard some good. I need a shower and some breakfast.”

Cade laughed. “You’re right.”

Becca was still asleep when they got home. Cade took a long, hot shower. By the time he got upstairs to Becca’s room, she’d awakened and Ingrid was changing her. An unfamiliar and nearly overpowering scent clobbered him before he reached the room, and it took him a second to realize it was coming from Ingrid. She’d never worn the cloying, floral scent before, and he hoped she’d just gotten carried away when she put it on. If she continued to wear so much, he was going to have to talk to her about it. It made his eyes water and his head swim.

“Here, I’ll finish this,” he murmured, joining her at the changing table. “Why don’t you give me what you want her to wear. Morning, baby girl. How are you?”

Becca pointed. “Daddy!”

“Yep, that’s me. Did you have a good time last night?” he asked Ingrid as he dressed the baby.

“I did, yes,” she smiled.

“Do anything exciting?”

“No. We just drank some wine, watched TV, had some girl talk.”

“Still, it’s got to be a relief to get away from all this fur and testosterone, huh?”

“Oh, it’s not so bad around here. I could get used to fur and testosterone. Isn’t that right, mi tornado? Give your Ingrid a kiss.” She scooped the wriggling Becca up. “Let’s go see what Sindri cooked for us, hmm? Some eggs? Would you like some lovely eggs and biscuit?”

Josh stuck his head in the kitchen while they were eating breakfast.

“Hey, Cade? Oh, I-- I’m sorry. I didn’t know y’all were…” He blushed and stammered to a halt, turning to go.

“No, Josh, it’s okay. Come on in – what did you need?” Michael had issued such dire warnings about sniffing around Ingrid that the guys were terrified to so much as look at her. Ingrid, busy feeding Becca, didn’t even look up.

“Oh, well, um-- I just checked on Snorri, and his hoof’s looking good. I think I’ll walk him around a bit this afternoon.”

“Good. Oh, hey,” he added as Josh turned to go. “We saw your truck on 50 when we were driving home this morning.”

“Huh? You did?” Josh looked down, fiddling with the coffee cup in his hands. He sighed. “It’s stupid. I ran out of gas on the way home from Stacy’s.” He laughed halfheartedly. “I had to run back into town and get a can.”

Bullshit. “That’s embarrassing.”

“Yeah.”

“Okay. Well, let me know how Snorri does on that hoof.”

“Will do, boss.”

****
After breakfast, Cade tracked Michael down in the woodshop.

“Josh lied to me this morning.”

“No shit? What about?”

“I asked him about his truck sitting on the side of the road. Gave me some bullshit about how he ran out of gas coming home from Stacy’s place. He was lying to me, Michael, I know he was.”

“Why would he make up a story like that? What the fuck would he be doing in the middle of the woods?”  There were no houses or shops anywhere along that stretch of highway.

“I have no idea.”

“Goddamn it.” Michael looked around to see if anyone was watching them. They were talking very quietly, and with the table saw and lathe going, the few guys in the shop right now would have trouble overhearing them. “Lying to his Alpha? The insolent little shit.”

“It’s probably something stupid. Remember, he’s only nineteen.”

“Yeah, he’s nineteen, and he thinks he’s one very special goddamned wolf.” He shook his head. “I don’t know why his daddy didn’t make him do his time.”

Most young alphas served a stint in the military. It broke them down and remolded them into people capable of living peacefully among others. Most alphas weren’t equipped, inclined or destined to be Pack Alphas. They had to learn to control their dominance. Until they did, they were like unexploded ordinance just lying around, waiting for the wrong person to kick it.

“Okay, I’ll get it out of him.”

“No. Leave him alone.”

“Cade! He lied to you! He--”

“I want to know why. I want to see if I can figure out what he’s up to, and I don’t want him on the defensive. We can’t beat the crap out of them--”

“--every time they deserve it. Yeah, I know. I know.”

“All right. So let’s just watch him.”

But though they both watched him for the next couple of months, Josh did nothing suspicious or out of the ordinary again.

Becca continued to thrive under Ingrid’s effortless care. Her grandmother – Cade’s baby mama-in-law, as Michael called her – invited herself to the ranch for a few days over Christmas, and Cade thanked God for his obviously competent and impressive nanny.

By February, of course, he vowed he’d learned his lesson – if you think everything’s finally going great, it just means it you haven’t been paying attention.

****

 “Okay, so you’ll call me if you have any questions, need anything at all, right?”

“Of course! Cade, how long have I been here? You don’t trust me yet?” Ingrid, holding Becca on her hip, smiled as she said it.

“Of course I trust you. I just-- I haven’t been away from home much since she’s been around.”

“Well, you need to go. Even papas need to have some fun. So.” She gestured toward Michael, waiting by the Rover. “Go have fun. I’m going out myself tonight, but I’ll be home before morning.”

“Oh. You got a girls night out?”

She smiled again. “Something like that. Now. Kiss mi tornado and go.”

Michael slapped the roof of the Rover. “Listen to the nanny, Cade. Let’s hit the road.”

They were getting a late start – it was already close to eight o’clock. It was normally a two hour drive to Denver and the weather had been cold and rainy, making the roads treacherous. They needed to get to the hotel, freshen up, have a late night dinner, find some late night women…

“All right,” he sighed, not sure why he felt this odd reluctance to leave, like something bad was going to happen.

Ingrid and Becca waved from the porch as the Rover drove away.

 “I love it when the new moon falls on a weekend,” Michael said.

It was actually Thursday, but they were making it a long weekend.

“Yeah. We need this.” They hadn’t left the ranch much in January. That month had seen eight foals birthed, a new record for RMP Nordics.
“Wish the weather wasn’t so shitty, though.”

Cade laughed. “What d’you want? It’s February.”

“Yeah, and at this rate we’ll be midnight getting to Denver.”

They never made it. Halfway to Colorado Springs, Cade’s phone rang.

“Don’t answer it.”

Cade looked at the phone. “It’s Roman.” He hit talk. “Hey Roman. What’s up?”

“Sorry to bother you, Boss, but we’ve got a situation here, and—”

Of course he immediately thought of Becca. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

“Well, nothing’s wrong here. It’s just that Josh’s dad called, and his mom had a stroke.”

“Shit.”

“Yeah. She’s in the hospital, and he needs to get to Chicago – but we don’t know where he is.”

“What does he mean they don’t know where he is?” Michael barked.

On the other end of the line, Roman said, “Tell Michael I mean, wherever Josh is, we don’t know.”

“All right, smartass,” the dour wolf muttered. Roman was the next oldest alpha after Michael and Cade, and he wasn’t terribly intimidated by Michael.

“And we can’t find Toby, either,” Roman added.

“That figures,” Michael grunted. “He’s Josh’s shadow.”

Cade and Michael exchanged a look. Michael let out a string of obscenities and pulled into a gas station to turn around.

****
It was pushing ten o’clock. With Fremont behind them and the ranch ahead, Michael said suddenly, “Remember a few months ago? Josh’s truck?”

Cade, who’d been dozing, shook himself awake and yawned. “Huh? Wha-- oh, yeah. On the way home from the Jewel. We saw his truck on the side of--”

“Right. Parked right there on the shoulder.”

“Yeah. So?”

“So he did it again, but this time he pulled it way over, almost under—there. See it? You think he managed to run out of gas again, in the very same place?”

Michael guided the Rover smoothly to the shoulder of the highway, coming to a stop a few feet away from the Pathfinder, which was parked almost inside the tree line. This late on a cloudy, moonless night, it was almost too dark to see, even with their wolf-keen vision.

Michael pulled off the highway and parked the Rover behind Josh’s Pathfinder.

They caught Toby and Josh’s scents as soon as they got out. A few seconds’ investigation revealed a break in the trees where two – or more – people had clearly passed through, making a path into the dense woods. Michael looked at Cade, Cade nodded, and they started to make their way through the mix of bare and evergreen trees.

They’d been friends for twenty years, including six in the Army, and they didn’t always need words to communicate. Neither of them spoke as they crept silently between the trees, and when Michael threw Cade a questioning look, Cade knew exactly what he meant.

They heard the normal sounds of the woods in winter – leaves crunching, branches cracking, a few small animals scurrying about – but of the two young wolves, they heard nothing at all. They could smell Toby and Josh, but not hear them. What were those idiots up to?

They walked on two or three hundred feet, and suddenly Cade froze. It took Michael a few more steps to notice Cade wasn’t behind him and then he, too, stopped, looking to his Alpha for guidance.

There was a third scent on the air, and it had been there since they’d exited the Rover. It had been tickling Cade at the back of his mind, trying to get his attention – hey! Look at me, over here! – but he’d resolutely, subconsciously, ignored it. As they drew nearer Josh’s Pathfinder, though, he couldn’t ignore it any longer.

It was a heavy scent.

Cloying.

Floral.

“Goddammit,” he murmured, staying right where he was. It wasn’t fear that held him rooted to the ground, it was…well, maybe it was a kind of fear. He just knew with a sickening certainty what was waiting for him a few hund​​red fee​t ahead.

Michael was still watching him, waiting for his instructions.

Cade shook his head. “Josh!” he called. He fancied he could hear Josh and Toby holding their breaths. “Whatever you’re doing, stop. Don’t move. Michael’s on his way. If you try to run, he’ll kill you.”

“I will?” Michael mouthed.

Cade nodded. If the two idiots had done what he thought they had, in direct defiance of his orders, then killing them was entirely at his discretion. And it would take him weeks to regret it.

He waved a weary hand forward, but waited where he was. Michael disappeared into the trees.

A few moments later Michael shouted, in a horrified voice:

“INGRID?”
​​​
****
She wasn’t mortified, or even embarrassed. She wasn’t sorry, either. She was angry. She was angry with him.
As if fucking a couple of his Pack in the woods in the middle of the night was insufficient grounds for termination.

“You violated my privacy!”

“What fucking privacy? You were IN THE GODDAMNED WOODS!”

The office door was closed, their raised voices bouncing off the walls.

“I was performing a religious ritual!”

“Bullshit! I know Wiccans, and they don’t fuck under the new moon!”

“It’s not Wicca! It’s Earth magick!”

He just knew, from the way she said it, that she spelled magic with a k on the end.

“Goddamn it, female!” he roared. “There’s no such thing as-- oh fuck it,” he groaned, sinking into his chair. He put his elbows on the table and his head in his hands so he wouldn’t have to look at the woman who’d cared for his child for close to a year, now sitting across the desk from him wild-eyed, smeared with colored plant juices and smelling of two very stupid werewolves.

Of course, how fucking brilliant was he, if he hadn’t had an inkling of what was going on?

The office was silent for several long minutes. Finally he looked up.

Ingrid was still sitting there on the other side of his desk, glowering at him in all her pissed off, sexed up, bugfuck crazy Earth Mother wrath.

“Did you take the job just so you could fuck werewolves, Ingrid? Is that the way it happened? Cause I’m trying to figure out how you work for me for almost a year and never think to mention that you practice sex magic.”

He didn’t try to keep the contempt out of his voice.

“No, I didn’t do it just for the werewolves. I’m a good nanny – I take excellent care of Rebecca. My beliefs are a private matter.”

“Not when they involve members of my pack, they’re not. And for Christ’s sake – you’re Catholic!”

“The two are not incompatible,” she said primly.

While no theologian, Cade was nonetheless pretty sure that Catholicism and sex magic, were, in fact, incompatible.

She leaned forward across his desk, and he jumped back involuntarily.

“It was just for the ritual, Cade,” she said in an almost pleading tone. “The ritual requires sex. It was nothing personal – I wasn’t involved with them, and it didn’t have anything to do with you.”

“They’re my wolves. This is my pack.”

“Fine. I won’t perform the ritual with members of your pack again.”

He gaped at her. “Seriously, Ingrid? You seriously think that if you just agree not to fuck my wolves every new moon, then everything will be fine and you can just keep working for me?”

“Why not?”

“Because that’s insane!”

She jumped to her feet. “You’re a bigot and a misogynist!”

“And you’re a deeply, deeply disturbed female who needs to get the hell off my ranch immediately.”

“Rebecca is going to miss me!”

“I know she will,” he said in a deadly soft tone. “And that’s why I won’t ever forgive you for this.”

She flinched at that. Then she turned and walked out of the office. Michael caught the door as she flung it open. He sank into the chair she’d just vacated, and together they listened to her slam the front door behind her.

When they heard her car start, Cade sighed and leaned all the way back in his chair.

“How’re the guys?” he asked the ceiling.

“Oh, the bunkhouses are buzzing like a middle school slumber party. Except for Josh and Toby, of course,” Michael added hastily.

Josh was already on a plane to Chicago – his mother was expected to recover. Toby was staying with a wolf in town because Cade didn’t want to see his face for a while.

When Josh returned, he and Toby would be summoned to the office for one more Come to Jesus meeting.

“So you’re still leaning to Uncle Sam for the punishment?” Michael asked.

Cade nodded. “Yep. That’s the deal. Enlistment or expulsion.”

“Makes sense to me.”

Every wolf in the pack had been told time and again, since they’d first hired Celine, that the nanny was off limits. No exceptions, no questions. What Josh and Toby had done was a direct violation of their Alpha’s orders. In many packs the punishment would have been fast, physical and probably fatal.

Cade was loath to do it. Toby and Josh were young and stupid. And Rocky Mountain wasn’t like other packs – it was, in many wolves’ eyes, an artificial pack. It wasn’t the same pack Cade’s father had led, and none of the wolves had been born into it. Cade had formed it – the first newly formed North American pack in over a hundred years – when he returned to Colorado. Its members were Lones and wolves who’d left their birth packs for one reason or another to join his. And while he ​didn’t doubt his right to kill a wolf who defied him – and while he’d done it before – he didn’t feel right doing it to one arrogant little bastard and his hapless sidekick.

“Yeah,” he drawled, still staring at the ceiling. “I think Josh would do best in the Army, but I don’t care which branch he joins, he just has to serve at least a four year haul.” He needed to be broken, and Cade wasn’t going to take the time to do it. “He serves his time honorably, he’s got a home to come back to. If not, he’s on his own.” He couldn’t return to his birth pack – it didn’t work like that.

He lifted his head, which hurt like hell and felt like it weighed a ton, to look at Michael. “How’d Toby take it?”

Toby, a beta, had been given the same choice, but he only had to pull a two year stint. And he couldn’t join up with Josh – it was his compulsion to follow Josh, instead of his Alpha’s orders, that had landed him in trouble.

“He’s scared, but he knows he’s getting off damned light. And I think he’s secretly glad to be getting away from Josh.” After a pause he added, with a perfectly straight face, “I don’t think their cocks feel so powerful right now.”

Cade snickered in spite of himself, remembering Josh’s anguished explanation.

“Honest to God, Cade! That’s what she said! Our cocks are powerful, and she needed them to do her magic!”
Josh knew as well as anyone else – anyone else except certain deluded humans who refused to believe it, of course – that there was no such thing as magic.

But that didn’t stop him from believing his cock was powerful if a hot female told him so.

“Michael,” Cade said tiredly.

“Yes, Cade?” Michael asked mildly.

“What the fuck?”

“Are you asking why we’re having such godawful nanny luck?”

“No. Actually I was asking if we were that bone fucking stupid at their age, but yeah – I do wonder about the nanny luck.”

“Well – no. We were never that bone fucking stupid.” He stretched for a long minute, running his hands through his shaggy blond hair. “Then again, we didn’t grow up like them.”

“How’d they grow up?”

“Happy.”

“Ah.”

“I think a shitty childhood makes for a smarter teenager.”

“Yeah, I think you’re probably right. Ok. So why the rotten nanny luck?”

“That, my wolf, I have no idea.”

“This is the second time – the second time, Michael – I’ve had a crazy female living under the same roof with me, and I didn’t catch it.”

Michael cocked his head. “That’s the thing about crazy people, though, isn’t it? They don’t know they’re crazy. They think they’re totally normal. So you’ve got nothing weird to pick up on.”

Cade thought about that for a minute, decided it would do. “Good. Okay, thanks. Now what the fuck do we do about a nanny?”

Michael sighed and stood up. “Well, I call PPC in the morning and explain what happened. And I tell them that in light of Ms. Prieto’s actions, I think we’re entitled to a refund of our placement fee because holy fuck, do those people conduct background investigations, or do they not? And then I think I’m going to talk to Mrs. Poe again.”

“Which one was Mrs. Poe?”

“The old one who scared the crap out of me.”

“The one who reminded you of Sgt. Scott?”

“That’s the one. I don’t think she’d scare Becca. She seemed like your basic hardass redneck grandma – the kind who’d kill a wolf who pissed her off, but spoil the hell out of a baby, you know?”

“Okay. Whatever you think. Can we get drunk now?”

“Hell yeah. It’s gonna take a lot of whiskey to forget what I saw in those woods.”

“If you tell me about it, you’re dead.”

NANNY NO. 3: MRS. POE (Yours, Mine and Howls, The Nanny Years, Part 4)
“Yep, it’s the U joint,” said a phlegmy tenor voice from underneath the twelve-year-old SUV. “This is all kinds of busted, son.”

“Shit,” growled Cade MacDougall, dragging a hand through his tangled black curls with an exasperated sigh. “All right. I’ll get a couple guys to tow it into town. I better give Rick a call and tell him it’s on the way. With all the business I send that guy, he ought to be giving me free tows back and forth.”

“Well,” grunted the voice, “if I had all my tools here with me, I could replace it myself. But I didn’t think I’d be needing all my grease monkey gear to take care of a little girl.” 

A throaty laugh turned into a hacking cough as the creeper slid out from under the truck. Cade, leaning against the front bumper, watched as a steel gray bob emerged, then a kindly, weather-beaten face crisscrossed by sixty-three years’ worth of wrinkles, and finally a sturdy, compact body, hardened and toned by thirty-five years of active military duty. The old body was in damned good shape. Even the tits—given the age of the owner, “bust” seemed a more appropriate term—were still sitting very near where nature had originally placed them.

“Tell you what. Next time I visit my daughter in Denver, I’ll bring my toolbox back with me.”

Cade smiled. “That would be great. Thanks, Mrs. Poe.”

****
 “That’s so cool,” laughed Michael Wargman, Cade’s best friend and second in command. “You’ll have to give her a raise if she starts taking care of the cars, you know.”

“Gladly.”

Michael took another swig of beer and laughed again. “We got ourselves a nanny-slash-mechanic. I told you the third time would be a charm.”

“Hey!” Roman said from across the woodshop. “Either of you want in here?” He indicated the three round tables in the middle of the shop floor, where several of Cade’s pack and a few guys from town were playing poker. 

Cade waved a hand. “Nah. Too tired. I’ll just sit here and drink. You wanna play?” he asked Michael.

The big wolf shook his shaggy blond head. “Nope. I’m fine here.”

Michael had interviewed Mrs. Poe three years earlier, when Cade brought Rebecca home from Savannah. At the time, neither of them had realized how difficult it would be to find a normal, qualified nanny. 

Much to their surprise, there weren’t a lot of experienced nannies with solid resumes looking to live on an isolated horse ranch full of single werewolves. They had a choice between young and inexperienced or old and ready for retirement. Michael chose to go with young and inexperienced. That was a mistake—an understandable mistake, in Cade’s view, but a mistake just the same. 

Celine, the first nanny, was way too interested in Cade. The next one, Ingrid, was older and more qualified than Celine—but she seduced a couple of Cade’s wolves into her hippy dippy sex magic cult. 

After that, they decided to give old and ready for retirement a try.

So Michael called Mrs. Poe, only to find that she’d accepted a position with a young family in Durango. They spent months vainly searching for someone else, until Cade said to hell with it. 

He knew he and Sindri, the four-hundred-year-old brownie who’d raised Cade and his older brother, could raise Rebecca by themselves. But he couldn’t ignore the threats of Rebecca’s maternal grandmother, who’d visited the ranch all of one time and declared Cade incapable of providing a stable home life for his little girl. Family courts weren’t kind to single werewolf fathers of females.

Then one day, out of the blue, Mrs. Poe called Michael. The Durango family had moved overseas, she didn’t want to be so far from her kids, and was their position still open? Cade hired her over the phone and hadn’t regretted it for a moment. 

Though the thirty-five-year US Army vet bore a disturbing resemblance to his and Michael’s Ranger instructor, she’d turned out to be a wonderful nanny. 

“Hey,” Cade said to Michael now. “I’ve been thinking. She’s been with us for more than a year, which is a pretty big deal. And she’s doing a great job. So I was thinking of taking her to dinner as a way of saying thanks. Some good food, good wine, show her she’s appreciated. Wanna join me?”

“Sure. But I bet she likes hops better than grapes.”

 “So I just said, ‘Well, never mind, then,’ and got the hell out as fast as I could!”

“And you never found out why the colonel was buck naked?”

“Nope, and I wasn’t about to ask!”

The three of them erupted into raucous laughter for the fourth or fifth time that night, drawing another round of annoyed glances from their fellow diners at El Rincon.

As it turned out, Mrs. Poe, despite being exactly the type of woman for whom the terms “broad” and “dame” were invented, drank neither wine nor beer. She gulped down several glasses of iced tea during dinner, politely declining Michael’s repeated offers to buy her a drink.

“Well, boys,” she said as their favorite waitress, Kelly, cleared the last remains of desert, “this has been a hoot, it really has. Thanks for showing an old lady such a nice time.”

“You deserve it, Mrs. Poe, and more,” Cade replied. “Hiring you’s the best idea Michael has had in years.”

“Aw shucks,” said his second. “Hey, are you sure you won’t have a drink with us?”

“No thanks, boys, I’m too old to drink anymore.”

“Bullshit,” scoffed Michael. “I bet you’re a hell of a lot of fun when you’re ripped!”

Cade rolled his eyes. “Do we really want to be getting the nanny shitfaced?”

Mrs. Poe’s raspy, booming chortle rang out again. “Oh, hell. I won’t sit here and get snockered, but I don’t suppose one drink could hurt me, could it?”

Michael beamed. “Course not! What’s your poison?”

“Well, back when I drank, I liked a good cab.”

“There you go!” Cade exclaimed.

He ordered a bottle of Harlan Maiden—because she was worth it—and when they each had a glass in front of them, Cade raised his. “To Mrs. Poe!”

“To Mrs. Poe!”

“Aw, shucks,” the old lady grinned.

The next couple weeks passed uneventfully, save for one troubling development. Cade, who had a semi-telepathic ability to read people’s emotions and intentions, if not actually their minds, knew that Mrs. Poe was unhappy. Maybe she was just stressed out, anxious about something. Maybe it had nothing to do with Becca, or Cade, or any of them. But it was a very recent change in her emotional state and, whatever the source of the problem, her distress was strong enough for him to risk offending her by asking about it.

She insisted that nothing was wrong, she was just a little tired (“Keeping up with a three year old is hard on an old lady!”) He knew she was lying. Her misery was so obvious to him that he was shocked no one else noticed it.

“Maybe your sixth sense is misfiring, y’know?” Michael said one night.  

Cade knew it wasn’t. He knew something was wrong. But even so, he was shocked when it happened.
****
They got home early one Sunday morning following a New Moon Big Boys’ Night Out, and as they walked into the house, Cade had a sudden flash of premonition, a big old Something Bad’s Gonna Happen Right About Now feeling. He suddenly thought back to more than a year ago, when they came upon Ingrid, Nanny No. 2, banging two of Cade’s wolves in the middle of the woods. That had happened on a New Moon Big Boys’ Night Out as well – was there something about a NMBBNO that precipitated the bad shit?

Cade and Michael split up to shower before breakfast. But when they met up again in the kitchen, there was no sign of Mrs. Poe or Rebecca, who would normally be up by now. They heard Becca babbling in her room upstairs – all the bedrooms in the house were soundproofed, so they always made sure Becca’s door remained opened at night.

“Morning, Baby Girl.”

“Hi Daddy!”

“Have you see Mrs. Poe yet?”

“No,” she said absently, having already turned her attention back to the neatly assembled stuffed animals she’d been lecturing when Cade walked in.

He walked past Becca to knock on the interior door that separated her room from her nanny’s. “Mrs. Poe?” He turned back to his daughter. “If you go downstairs, Sindri will give you breakfast.”

“Okay.” She made no move to get up.

He sighed and knocked again. “Mrs. Poe?” Still no answer.

He put his ear to the door, hoping to hear something in spite of the soundproofing—and, in fact, he thought he heard snoring, but he couldn’t be sure. He walked out into the hall and ran into Michael, who was coming up the stairs. The two of them stood outside the door of Mrs. Poe’s room.

Michael knocked. “Mrs. Poe?” He rattled the door knob – it was locked. He banged on the door a little harder. “Mrs. Poe? Are you all right?

“Mrs. Poe! Open the door!” Cade was genuinely worried now. “I thought I heard snoring,” he said to Michael.

Becca had joined them on the landing, watching the banging and yelling with calm curiosity.

“Go downstairs, baby.”

“What are you doing?” 

“I said go downstairs, Rebecca!” He hadn’t meant to shout.

She burst into tears and fled downstairs to Sindri’s sanctuary.

Michael and Cade looked at each other.

“Well?” asked Michael.

“Yeah, do it,” Cade replied.

Michael put a shoulder to the door and gave a shove. The flimsy pin lock surrendered and the door banged open. 

Mrs. Poe didn’t twitch. She just lay there, sprawled on her back, mouth wide open, snoring peacefully.

She was fully dressed, thank God—Cade had worried he’d burst in to find her in a nightgown or something worse, and he’d feared he’d never be able to face her again. But she still wore the blue jeans and knit top she’d had on yesterday. She was even still wearing her old lady tennis shoes.

They stood there staring at her, speechless, for the space of a few heartbeats.

“I don’t believe it,” Michael whispered. 

But even if her face hadn’t been flushed, and even if the room hadn’t reeked of wine, the sight of three empty bottles—two on the bed at her feet, one on the floor just beneath her hand, which hung limply off the side of the bed—would’ve left no doubt.

“She’s dead fucking drunk!” Michael said.

“Holy shit,” Cade breathed. They were both still whispering, though there seemed little chance she could hear them. 

“Mrs. Poe?” Michael asked softly. He shook her shoulder gently. No response. “Mrs. Poe?” he said more loudly. He picked her hand up, let go, and watched it flop to the bed. “Cade, I think maybe we should call an ambulance. Cade? Cade!”

“My Screaming Eagle,” Cade said in wonder, staring at the empty bottle he’d picked up. “She drank my Screaming Eagle.” He looked up at Michael. “2006. That’s a fifteen hundred dollar bottle of wine, Michael. I was saving that shit.”

“Cade, her pulse is very weak. If she polished off three bottles in one night, she could have alcohol poisoning. I mean, we don’t really know what—”

“And a bottle of Silver Oak, and—shit, Opus One!  I’ve got plenty of thirty dollar wine down there, and a bunch of Two Buck Chuck’s I bought for the guys, but she goes straight for Screaming Eagle and Opus. She’s got damned good taste for someone who’s too fucking old to drink!” 

“I know you’re pissed off, Cade, but we need to get her to a hospital.  Like, now.”

“Did she think I wouldn’t notice they were gone? Why the hell would she even—” Michael was staring at him with something like disapproval.  She was an old woman, and she could be very ill. Cade sighed. “Shit. Yeah, you’re right. She probably needs a doctor. Just pick her up and let’s go. We can get to the hospital faster than the ambulance can get out here and back.”

Michael lifted her carefully out of the bed. She was as limp as a rag doll, still snoring like a chainsaw. 

They hurried down the stairs as Cade muttered, “I knew something was wrong. I knew it. Goddamn. My Screaming Eagle…”

****

 “Why’d I sit there and beg her to have a drink? Twenty-five years on the wagon, and I’m the asshole who pushed her off,” lamented Michael as they rolled out of the hospital parking lot and headed for home.

Mrs. Poe would recover from her acute alcohol poisoning. Her daughter and her AA sponsor had arrived in Fremont that morning.

“Don’t, wolf. She said it herself—it’s not your fault. She chose to take that glass of wine at dinner that night, and she stopped at one, that time. She thought she could control it. But she can’t, because she’s an alcoholic.”

“I’m so ashamed of myself,” she’d said when she was recovered enough to talk. “I just thought…it’s been so long, and I hadn’t touched a drop, and I was sure one glass couldn’t hurt me, but after that it was all I could think about and when I opened that first bottle…Cade, I swear I only meant to drink a little, but it was like something else had a hold of me then, and I couldn’t stop….” 

And she’d started to cry again, and he’d patted her hand and told her not to worry about it, and Michael made a lame joke about her excellent taste in wine, and she swore she’d pay for all three bottles and Cade refused the offer. So she’d cried some more, and asked if she could have another chance, but her daughter broke in then and said she was taking her mother back to Denver for a while, and Cade knew she wouldn’t be coming back. 

Rebecca would get over it. He wouldn’t. 
“I just wish she’d said something when I interviewed her,” Michael said sadly. “Either time. We would’ve hired her anyway.” He glanced at Cade. “Wouldn’t we?”

“Of course. But now…” Cade shook his head. “I mean, I sympathize with the woman, I do. And I hope she can get up and start over. But she’s got a lot of work ahead of her, and I just don’t think she needs the pressure of taking care of a small child, plus living around a bunch of wolves who drink as much as we do, while she tries to get dry again. She needs to be back in Denver with her daughter and her sponsor.”

“I know, I know,” muttered Michael with a sigh. “Shit. At least with Celine and Ingrid, we could laugh about it afterwards. But this…this isn’t funny.  This is just sad. Okay.” He sighed again, more heavily this time. “Want to go back to Premier Childcare? Or stick with Denver Nannies?” 

“Call them both. Maybe if we get two companies working on it we can find a replacement in less than six months. Goddamn it,” Cade said softly. “She was a really good nanny. Are we snakebit? Am I gonna keep going through this til Becca’s in high school?”

Michael shook his head emphatically. “No. No way. I’m not gonna believe that. Let’s go home and get drunk.” They glanced at each other sheepishly. “Tomorrow I’ll call the services. We’re not giving up, boss. The next one will be the last one.”
NANNY NO. 4 – Mrs. Lawrence (Yours, Mine and Howls: The Nanny Years, Part 5)
“Sindri, have you seen my watch?”

The wizened little brownie looked up in surprise. “No. You cannot find it?”

“Nope. I’ve looked everywhere.” He always left his watch on his dresser at night, in an unthinking ritual stretching back to his teenage years. This morning it wasn’t there. Nor was it in the living room, or here in the kitchen.

“You have been very busy. Perhaps you took it off in the stables.”

“Yeah. Maybe.” 

He gratefully accepted a cup of coffee from his childhood guardian.

It had been a busy January for Cade MacDougall and his pack. Four foals birthed, six Icelandic ponies sold, a lawsuit that had fortunately been dismissed, but only after Cade had paid his fancy Denver lawyers a lot of money. And now the ranch had three new full time residents: two young betas who’d shown up looking to join Rocky Mountain, and a new nanny.

The nanny seemed to be working out beautifully, but it had only been three weeks and Cade was jaded by now. Well, not exactly jaded—more like deeply fucking cynical. From now on, he had to assume any nanny was a disaster waiting to happen.

Mrs. Lawrence didn’t look disastrous. Then again, neither had Celine, or Ingrid, or poor Mrs. Poe.
Rebecca was bundled up and romping in the snow in her grassy play area at the center of the ranch compound. Mrs. Lawrence was ensconced in a rocking chair on the front porch keeping an eye on her charge while they waited for Cade.

“Ready?” he asked as he joined her on the porch.

She smiled up at him. “Ready. Becca! Come on, honey, we’re going into town with Daddy.”

Mrs. Lawrence was from Augusta, and her soft drawl reminded him of the family he’d grown up with after his parents died.

In the short time she’d been with them, she seemed like a sweet, attentive old lady. Becca liked her. Becca liked everyone, but Cade worried about the emotional effects the constant succession of nannies might be having on his daughter. So far she seemed fine. 
Five minutes after they were off the ranch, Becca slumped over in her car seat and went to sleep.

“Good!” Mrs. Lawrence exclaimed softly. “I did worry about her missing her morning nap.”

Cade shrugged. “The car puts her out like a light every time. And if she’s grumpy later, we’ll put her to bed early. I haven’t spent enough time with her lately.”

Mrs. Lawrence beamed at him. “I can tell you’re a wonderful father, Mr. MacDougall.”

“I told you, you have to stop the Mr. MacDougall. Please call me Cade.”
“Thank you, Cade.” She was still beaming at him, waves of sweet old lady approval washing through the car. “It must be hard raising a daughter with no wife and a whole pack to look after at the same time.”

Cade was already grateful that she hadn’t invited him to call her Mary; his grandmother would’ve been appalled. But now he was surprised at how good it felt to hear her high opinion of him. It didn’t matter if she didn’t really know him well enough to make that judgment—at least she didn’t automatically assume he couldn’t raise his daughter.
“Well, thank you,” he said gruffly, a little embarrassed. He cleared his throat. “I mean, you-- some people don’t think single wolves should raise girls by themselves.”
“Oh pfft.” She waved a hand dismissively. “A werewolf is just a guy who can turn into a wolf. It doesn’t make him an animal.”
Cade laughed out loud. “I wish more people understood that, Mrs. L!” Should he be calling her Mrs. L. already? 
Oh, what the hell.
“Well, I’ve always liked werewolves.”

“You’ve known a lot?”

“I’d say so.” She stopped, and he knew she was suddenly feeling reticent, afraid to say something, although her expression hadn’t changed. 
He didn’t push. The next couple miles flew by in an easy silence.

Cade was about to ask where he could drop her off when she said, straight out of nowhere, “My third husband was a werewolf.”

He blinked in surprise. “Really?”

She nodded. Now that her secret was out, she was grinning sort of impishly. 

“Michael said you were widowed twice. I didn’t know--”

“Well, actually, I was widowed three times.”

“Oh. Um...that must have been very--”
“And divorced once.”

Now he raised an eyebrow. “You’ve been married four times?”

She nodded again. “I don’t like to mention it til I get to know someone. People can be judgmental, you know.”

He laughed again. “Yes ma’am. Yes, they can. But I think you’ll find we’re a very nonjudgmental bunch of werewolves. So tell me about your third husband. Oh, wait. Where am I dropping you off?”

“Just let me out on M Street. They have such cute shops, and I need to pick up a birthday present for one of my granddaughters.”

He turned off Highway 50. “So. Your third husband?”

“His name was Jake. We lived in Mesa, right outside Phoenix. The Phoenix pack were the nicest werewolves you’d ever want to meet. And Jake.” She shook her head with a sigh. “Lord, that wolf was beautiful. Big, strapping thing with dark brown hair and blue, blue eyes.” She sighed again.

“So, what happened to Jake?” 
 “That was my one divorce. I didn’t want to leave him—we were so happy, most of the time—but he just couldn’t keep it in his pants!” 
She said that last part with such exasperation Cade burst out laughing all over again. In the backseat, Becca began to stir.

“I’m sorry to laugh,” he told her (still laughing). “He cheated on you?”

“Oh, he was such a slut. I forgave him the first few times but eventually, I just-- I mean, I have my pride! He even slept with a couple of women from the pack—married women! And I had to see those bitches every week!”

Now it was Cade’s turn to shake his head. “Sleeping with other wolves’ wives is disgusting. And it’s a real good way to get a wolf killed.”

Mrs. Lawrence grimaced. “As a matter of fact, that’s exactly what happened, just a couple years after we divorced.”

“Oh. Oh, shit. I’m sorry. I didn’t--” 

“I’m afraid so.” Her emotions were a noisy riot of regret and longing and a melancholy happiness, the kind you felt with bittersweet memories. “He got real drunk on moonshine one night and made a pass at his Alpha’s wife.”

“Whoa!”

She nodded, features grim. She genuinely missed this asshole.

“Was he fucking suicidal? Excuse the language.”

“No, just stupid. Jake had lots of assets, but brains wasn’t one of them.”
“Good Lord,” Cade muttered.

They were on M Street now. He dropped her off in front of a silver shop with a plan to pick her up in two hours.

The next couple of hours were the best of Cade’s whole month, because he spent them alone with Becca.

His daughter was very articulate for her age, but even though he understood every word she said, he had no idea what the hell she was talking about. It didn’t seem to matter to Becca—she was satisfied with whatever lame answers he came up with.

When she begged for ice cream after lunch, Cade couldn’t say no. Not surprisingly, they were the only ones in the shop, since few people wanted ice cream in the middle of winter.

His cell phone rang as they were tucking into a sundae. Cade frowned when he saw the number.

“Dent?e dropped her off in front of a silver shop with a H What’s up? One of my guys do something stupid?”
Cade was on very good terms with the chief of Fremont’s tiny police force. That wouldn’t keep a dumbass werewolf out of jail—but his guys didn’t generally get up to trouble in the middle of the afternoon.

“Um, no. It’s not your wolves, Cade.” 
Dent was silent after that.
“Well? What is it?” 

“Cade, it’s your nanny.”

Cade closed his eyes and gritted his teeth, forcing himself to take a deep breath. “Is she okay? What happened to her?” If someone had hurt that sweet, sweet lady...

“Oh, she’s fine. Well, she’s upset. Pretty embarrassed.”

“Embarrassed? Why?”

“Cade, she walked out of Argenta with about four hundred dollars worth of jewelry in her purse. And when they stopped her, she tried to run.”

“Goddammit,” Cade whispered.

Pack Alphas don’t cry. Pack Alphas don’t cry.

****
Cade was sitting in the living room nursing a big ass brandy and smoking a sweet cigarillo when Michael Wargman, his best friend and second in command, came home.
Michael looked cheerful and relaxed as he sauntered into the living room. “Hey. What’s up? I—” He stopped short when he saw the cigarillo in Cade’s hand. Then he frowned, instantly tense.
“Good evening, Michael,” Cade smiled.
“Cade…you’re smoking indoors.”

“Yep. I am.”

“Shit. What happened. Wait. Wait.” He looked around. “Where’s Mrs. Lawrence?”

“She’s upstairs, asleep.”

“It’s only eight.”

“She had a rough day. I gave her a Xanax and a glass of wine and told her to get some rest.”

“Where’d you get Xanax?”

“Dee Ann gave me a couple.” Roman’s girlfriend was a very helpful female. It was a pity she didn’t want a career in childcare.

“Okay. Hold on, I think I’ll need a drink for this.” 

Michael grabbed a beer from the small cooler behind the bar and then sank into the couch. “Please tell me this isn’t a bad nanny story.”

Cade took a long drag and blew the smoke out while staring at Michael with a “what do you think?” expression.

Michael put his head back. “Shit. What is it? Did she make a pass at you? Is she an alcoholic? A psychopath? A narcoleptic? Does she sell--”

“Kleptomaniac.”

“--Amway? Does--” He stopped as he realized what Cade had said. “No shit?”  
“No shit.”

“Huh.” Michael put one arm behind his head and stared at the sealing as he took a long, thoughtful pull on his beer. “Okay. I wouldn’t have guessed that.”

“She’s been in therapy for it several times, apparently. Stress, changes, new situations can set it off.” Cade paused to take another drag. “She gave me back my watch.”
Michael closed his eyes. “Is a klepto nanny really that big a deal?” he mumbled. “We just won’t let her go shopping alone, and when she’s here…”

“No. She’s a sweetheart and I like her, but folks in town would get pissed off pretty quick and I don’t need the added hassle.”

“Well, looking for a new nanny a couple times a year is a big fucking hassle.”

“That’s true. But at least this time the disaster happened early, before we spent months getting used to her. And we can get our placement fee back from Denver Nannies.” Another long drag on the cigarillo. “I guess we go to Professional for this one.”

“At this point I’d rather try Craigslist. Are all nannies nuts?”

“No, I don’t think so,” Cade answered after thinking about it for a minute. “I think it’s just us. We’re nanny-jinxed.”

 “I’m thinking next time Sarah Jane comes nosing around here, we slap a wig and a dress on Sindri and call him Mrs. Doubtfire.”
Cade smiled tiredly. “If only.” Becca’s maternal grandmother hadn’t bothered them in a while, but Cade wouldn’t take a chance. He couldn’t do anything that would give her a pretext to challenge him for custody.
“You still going to L.A. tomorrow?” Michael asked him. “Or do you want to postpone it till we’ve solved this month’s nanny crisis?”
“No, I can’t postpone it. I missed the last director’s meeting and we’ve got a lot of stuff to talk about. I’ll worry about the nanny crisis when I get back.”

“Okay.” Michael crushed the beer can and went to get another one. While behind the bar, he held up the brandy bottle. “Want some more?”

“Oh hell yeah,” Cade replied, hoisting his glass. “Hit me.”

****
One week later…
Cade got out of the car and stretched as a couple of wolves trotted up to welcome him home. One tried to grab his suitcase for him. Cade waved him off with a smile of thanks and headed for the house.

He tried not to get excited about meeting the new nanny, but Michael had sounded downright optimistic when he called Cade in L.A. just two days after Mrs. Lawrence had vacated the ranch.
“Cade, we’ve found her. We’ve finally found her. Wolf, I’m telling you, this is the one.” 

“Are you drunk?”

“No! I just got off the phone with Mrs. Palmer and she said should could--”
“Who the hell’s Mrs. Palmer?”
“The new nanny.”
“The new-- you mean you already hired someone? Without me meeting her?”
“I told her it’s contingent on your approval. But you’ll approve, Cade, I promise.”
“And what’s so fucking great about this one? What makes this one different? We thought all the others were great, too, and--”
“That’s just it, Cade! We liked all the other ones! They were cute, or hot, or nice, or something great. Mrs. Palmer’s not like that!”
“So I’m going to like this one because--”
“Because she’s not that likeable. Exactly. She has no personality. She’s a little bit grumpy. Sixty-four and Baptist. Doesn’t drink. Quilts and does Suduko and goes to bed at eight o’clock. She’s never been arrested and she doesn’t date and she was pretty offended when I asked her both those questions. And she doesn’t like werewolves.” 
He made that sound like it was a good thing. 

“Michael,” Cade said after a second’s stunned silence, “I’m missing something here. Why do we want a nanny who doesn’t like werewolves?”
“Because she’s got no ulterior motives for wanting to work here! No, wait, listen to me,” he continued when he heard Cade growling. “It’s not that she hates us or anything. I don’t think she’s known many wolves – she just disapproves in general. We’re hairy, we howl, we get mud in the house and women like to fuck us, you know? It’s nothing personal. But then I introduced her to Becca. Cade, it was like the woman’s a shifter or something. Her whole face and body changed. She smiled, she sat down and put Becca on her lap, and all of a sudden, she was this sweet cuddly grandma lady. And as soon as Becca left the room, it was back to Prune Faced Old Bat.”
 Cade was intrigued in spite of himself.
“You checked her references?”

“Golden. She was at her last job for ten years and only left because the youngest child went off to college. Said she’s getting old and tired but she needs to work a few more years, and she likes the idea of being out in the country where it’s quiet and peaceful.”

“You did tell her she’ll be living among werewolves?”

“She says as long as there aren’t a lot of us in the house at the same time she can handle it.”

No female was going to tell him who could come in his house and who--
Michael knew what he was thinking, of course. “Cade, we can deal with that. The guys don’t live in the house, there’s no reason for lots of them to be there at one time.”
“But Sindri--”

“Cade! The cabins have kitchens and we can take food out to them. Listen to me! This is the nanny, Cade. We need this woman.”

After a few more minutes of this, Michael had worn him down, and Cade said yes.

Actually, what he said was, “Oh, the hell with it. Hire the bitch.”

And now Michael was walking out of the house, followed by a tall, wide, grim old lady in a shapeless blue dress and white tennis shoes. 

Cade shifted his suitcase to his left hand and put on his most charming smile, but he could already sense that this one wasn’t easily charmed. It didn’t matter. If she wasn’t crazy, and she took good care of Becca, he’d keep the wolves out of the house and make sure all nocturnal noises ceased at one minute past eight every night. 
He climbed the stairs with his hand outstretched.

“Hi. I’m Cade MacDougall. It’s nice to meet you, Mrs. Palmer.”
AUTHOR’S NOTE
And that’s it, dear reader. Mrs. Palmer doesn’t get her own story. Why? Because there’s absolutely nothing interesting about her. 
She didn’t do anything bad, or scandalous, or memorable or noteworthy. She quilted, she worked her Suduko, she took good care of Becca and she went to bed every night at eight. And Cade thought they’d finally, finally, found the Last Nanny.

Silly wolf.
To find out more, read Yours, Mine and Howls, available Feb. 8, 2011. 
