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      These grumpy bad boy bosses are impossible to please. That is, except by the one woman who is fated to be his mate. When these werewolf billionaires catch the scent of their mate, they will use all of their power to possess her…
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            BILLIONAIRE WOLF NEEDS A NANNY

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Book 1 of the My Grumpy Werewolf Boss series

      

      Lacey has bigger dreams than being a nanny for the Discreet Talent Connections Agency, but rent needs to be paid and desperate times call for desperate measures. Besides, the job is only supposed to last one year, and the financial reward will make it possible for her to fulfill her dream of publishing her novel. The little girl she is in charge of is wild, but sweet. The child’s uncle, and guardian, on the other hand is a grumpy bachelor wolf shifter who both infuriates her and ignites her senses on fire.

      Blake Wulfthorn is on the cusp of landing the biggest acquisition of his life. But being the sole guardian of his orphaned niece threatens to derail his plans, unless he finds a nanny who can handle an energetic wolf pup. The last person he expected the employment agency to send, was a woman with sharp eyes behind heavy glasses, and curves in all the right places. A human woman is only another distraction from his role as CEO and his duties to his wolf pack. She fits in his family and his life perfectly in almost every way except one. She was human, and his employee, and 100% off limits. Is he willing to risk it all for the one who could be his mate?
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      LACEY

      Fat drops of rain fell from heavy gray clouds that covered the sky like a thick blanket. It had been pouring nonstop all morning, and everything was slick and drenched.

      With a high-pitched screech, a car pulled up from behind, spraying a cascade of rainwater from the puddles on the road that landed across the sidewalk. I leaped out of the way, pressing myself against the door of a nearby shop. It was no use, and I still ended up with dirty water soaking through my boots and jeans.

      My heart thudded in my chest, and I wanted to shake my fist at the car, but it was no use. As it vanished into the distance, the car’s bass rattled the road with its rhythmic thud. The driver inside was oblivious to the chaos he left behind him.

      Everyone else on the sidewalk walked past me at a brisk pace, paying the car no mind. The first thing I noticed when I first moved here was that everyone was in a hurry to get to their destination. Was this what it was like to live in the big city? Was I going to eventually become numb to the daily indignities I would encounter on the streets?

      On the other side of the road, tucked in between the towering glass skyscrapers of downtown Huntington Harbor, I spotted my target. The cozy little coffee shop was barely bigger than a shack. After an entire morning of walking around in the rain, the inviting glow from inside and the familiar coffee bean logo announced the shop as a port of safe harbor for weary commuters. Bean Brewing and Sipping’s chain of shops was always a welcoming place to hang out. It didn’t matter if I was in a small town in the middle of Nebraska or a busy city like Huntington Harbor.

      As soon as the light at the crosswalk turned, I dashed from the shop doorway and ran across the road. A bell over the door let out a tinkling ring as I stepped inside. The warm interior was a sharp contrast to the bone-chilling humidity outside.

      Safe inside, I finally noticed that the icy rain had completely soaked through my clothes to the skin. Even the calming jazz music that floated through the air was not enough to muffle the wet squelching sound my shoes let out with each step I took.

      “Welcome to Bean Brewing and Sipping,” announced the barista behind the counter. “Customers are welcome to use our restroom. You can freshen up and wait here until the rain lets up.” She shot me a pitying look. “Huntington Harbor is famous for flash rainstorms. It’ll be over and sunny outside before you know it.”

      “Is it that obvious that I’m new to the city?” I thought I fit in so well with the other residents in the city. One of the first things I did after I arrived in Huntington Harbor and moved in with my roommate, Katie, was to buy new clothes to replace my dated wardrobe from back home. Looking down, I judged my outfit. I was wearing a pair of loose jeans and a designer leather jacket that Katie and I had found for twenty bucks at a thrift store.

      The barista smiled. “It’s the shocked and confused look on your face. Don’t worry, we’ve all been there.”

      I shot her a weak smile, embarrassed that my status as a country bumpkin radiated like body odor.

      I glanced around the coffee shop. Despite this location’s notoriety as the chain’s first location, it was oddly empty except for a few customers. At the far end of the dining room against the back wall, a tall intimidating man sat alone. He was busy working on his laptop. The cup on his table was empty and the beverage it had contained was long consumed, leaving the top of it lined with a dried ring of coffee-stained milk foam. Two empty crumpled packets of sugar were on the table next to the cup.

      He was good-looking, with broad shoulders and a strong muscular body that filled his perfectly tailored gray suit. His dark hair was clean cut and every strand was styled into place. I would have said he was handsome, except he was burning a hole into me with his fiery copper eyes. He reminded me of a predator, like a wolf or mountain lion stalking his prey.

      I probably disrupted him from whatever work he was doing on his computer. Power and arrogance radiated off him in waves. The guy looked like a stuck-up finance bro who worked in one of the towering office buildings next door. On his wrist, he wore a large silver watch that I guessed was worth more than an entire house. I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. His type, as I already discovered, was a dime a dozen in the city. They acted like they were gods and looked down on anybody who didn’t make as much money as them. People like me.

      Ignoring him, I walked over to the counter. “Let’s see, I’ll have a flat white, please.”

      I paid for the order and the barista slid the key to the restroom across the counter.

      “Your order will be ready in a couple of minutes. The restroom is down the stairs to your right.”

      I muttered my thanks and disappeared in the direction she indicated. Thankfully, the restroom was a private room instead of a row of stalls. Glancing at my reflection in the mirror, I cringed at the drowned rat staring back at me. I looked like I had just crawled out of the sewers. No wonder the asshole out there was judging me so hard.

      Pulling a wad of paper towels from the dispenser, I wiped the droplets of rain that clung to my glasses. Then, as best as I could, I toweled my hair and neck before wringing the water out from my shirt. What I couldn’t get out, I tried to dry with the blowing hand dryer. My shoes were a lost cause though. What a pity. I really liked the ankle-length suede boots. Not that it mattered much, since I was going straight home as soon as the rain stopped.

      The only reason I had to brave the horrible weather and come downtown was to record my employment interview and sign some forms at Discreet Talent Connections Agency. All of the agency’s clients were powerful people and celebrities who had little time to find their own employees. A posting from the agency was my best bet at a job that paid enough to cover the bills.

      Signing up to become a personal assistant for some rich businessman wasn’t what I had planned on doing with my life, but I needed money. I couldn’t mooch off Katie without chipping in for my share of the rent. Besides, living off instant ramen and frozen peas was quickly losing its novelty. This situation was only temporary. All I wanted was a well-paid job that didn’t demand too much of me mentally and covered my living expenses while I finished writing my paranormal romance novel.

      By the time I stepped back out into the dining room, my order was waiting for me at the counter. The rich nutty aroma of the freshly brewed coffee hit my nose. I picked up the cup with care, making sure the coffee didn’t slosh over the lip and admired the latte art of a heart on the surface.

      Maybe I should train to be a barista? Working in a coffee shop seemed like it would be fun. I shook my head. Knowing how clumsy and forgetful I was, I could already picture myself scalding my hand with hot steam from the espresso machine and mixing up everybody’s orders.

      I turned around to find somewhere to sit, only to let out a yelp as I crashed into somebody. My coffee tumbled out of my hand and splattered all over the crisp gray silk suit of the man who was standing right behind me.

      The coffee had to be scalding hot, but he didn’t even flinch as it soaked through his shirt and suit. Some of it splashed back onto my jacket before dripping onto my boots. Great. Just what I needed.

      It was the guy who had been staring at me when I entered the coffee shop. I hadn’t heard him make a single noise. How did he sneak up so close to me?

      He put his hands on my shoulders to steady me. “Is it a custom in Oklahoma to go around tossing your coffee at strangers?”

      “Only those who sneak up on me like a creeper.” Ignoring the warmth of his hands seeping through my jacket, I shrugged off his grip.

      “And I’m from Nebraska, not Oklahoma,” I growled. The speed with which he identified me as an out-of-towner only flamed my anger.

      He looked down his sharp nose at me, scanning his judgmental gaze up and down my figure. “Same difference.”

      I balled my fists. Arrogant jerk.

      Up close, he was even bigger and more intimidating than he seemed from across the room. My nose was right at his chest level. He had wide shoulders that made him seem like a brick wall. Not that I was going to let him intimidate me. His eyes shimmered with amusement as I refused to step back. I had no doubt that he expected me to apologize for the accident.

      “You need to watch your step before you piss off the wrong person, or you’re not going to last very long in Huntington Harbor.”

      Was that a threat? Before I could even process his words, he picked up his laptop from the table behind him and walked out of the door. How strange. From the large front window, I watched him make his way down the sidewalk and disappear into the crowd.

      The barista rushed over and handed me a bunch of paper napkins. “Oh my. Let me make you a fresh cup.”

      I dabbed at the coffee on my jacket. “No, that’s okay. It’s my fault, and I’ve already caused enough trouble for you.” I gestured toward the window where a beam of sunlight spilled into the coffee shop. “Besides, the rain has already stopped, just like you said it would.”

      On the hour-long bus ride back home, I stewed in my anger and coffee-soaked clothes. What a jerk! The nerve of that man to threaten me after he was the one who invaded my space.

      I got off at the bus stop near my apartment. As usual, the front door of the building was jammed shut. The lock had been broken for as long as I lived here, so the sticky door was actually the only security measure we had against strangers wandering into the building. I kicked the door repeatedly until it finally popped open.

      Junk mail littered the entryway, which meant the mailman had already been here this morning. Our mailbox was filled with the usual, ads and bills. Not that I expected anything else. Well, a check from an unknown millionaire aunt would have been nice, but the chance of an inheritance coming my way was as likely to happen as getting struck by lightning.

      When I opened the door and stepped into the living room, Katie was sitting on the floor behind the coffee table and buried up to her chest in a pile of yarn balls. We were both in between jobs right now. To make some money, my roommate ran an online store selling crocheted stuffed toys.

      Her chestnut hair was tied up in a messy bun and a fuzzy pink headband held back the unruly strands around her face. She was still dressed in her blue penguin pajamas, and it looked like she hadn’t moved since I left earlier to go to Huntington Harbor.

      I kicked off my wet shoes next to the front door and tossed the bills onto the coffee table before I collapsed on the cheap futon behind her.

      “What are you making this time?”

      “Baby Yoda sitting in a space pod.”

      She stuck her hand inside the still unstuffed project and moved her fingers so that the deflated crocheted Yoda nodded at me. Most of the orders she received were for custom fan commissions.

      “Cute. Has the agency called you yet?”

      Katie stabbed her crochet hook into the project and worked another row of stitches.

      “No. I think they’ve tossed my file into the trash.”

      I settled into the cushions. My heart sank. Katie was the one who referred me to the agency, and she had joined long before I even submitted my application. If Katie, with her multiple impressive talents, couldn’t get a callback, then what hope did I have?

      Her crochet hook paused in the middle of the next stitch. Katie sniffed the air and crinkled her nose. “Why do you smell like a wet dog that had rolled in a puddle of coffee?”

      “Ugh. Don’t even get me started. This whole morning was awful. You wouldn’t believe the guy I ran into.”

      Just then, my phone started ringing in my jacket pocket. I looked at the screen and then at Katie.

      “It’s the agency.”

      She tossed aside her crochet project and scrambled up onto the futon next to me. “Well, what are you waiting for? Answer it.”

      I accepted the call and put it on speaker. As if the person on the other end of the line could see me, I straightened my back and sat primly on the edge of my seat. Clearing my throat, I put on my best professional-sounding voice.

      “Hello, this is Lacey Conway speaking.”

      “Good afternoon, Ms. Conway. This is Gladys at Discreet Talent Connections. I am calling to inform you that you have been selected for a nanny position. The client has requested that you start immediately.”

      I frowned. “Nanny? I thought I would be assigned an assistant or an office job.”

      There was a sigh. “Ms. Conway.” The irritation in Gladys’s voice transmitted across the phone. “We provide a variety of talent to our clients. Whatever needs they express, we find a way to meet and exceed them. Your information stated that you have experience with young children. Is that not the case? If there is a problem or any doubt about your ability to perform, then we can remove your file from our roster.”

      “No, there’s no problem! I mean, I’m just surprised at the assignment. It’s so sudden. When and where do you need me?” I hadn’t lied in my interview. Not exactly. I only omitted the part where my experience was babysitting my seven-year-old cousin during family get-togethers on Thanksgivings and Christmases.

      “The client, Mr. Wulfthorn has requested your presence at Wulfthorn Baked Goods Corporation for an initial interview. You will be caring for a four-year-old girl, Emilia Wulfthorn. She’s very well-behaved, but her guardian needs someone to look after her while he is at work. The term of the contract is for one year, and you will receive compensation of one hundred thousand dollars.”

      I stared wide-eyed at Katie in shock at the amount. Wow, she mouthed silently.

      “Ms. Conway, I must warn you, Mr. Wulfthorn is one of our most demanding clients. If you want the job, you will need to be at his office by 2 PM on the dot. Will this be a problem?”

      Katie picked up her phone and flashed the screen at me. Shit. It was already 12:30. How was I going to clean up and get there in time? Katie nodded her head frantically.

      “Take it,” she whispered.

      “I’ll be there,” I blurted.

      “Excellent. If your interview goes well today, I will send you the contract and documents to be signed. Best of luck, Ms. Conway.”

      I stared at the phone in shock as the call ended.

      My eyes met Katie’s. “Holy shit!” we shouted. She wrapped her arms around me, and we jumped in excitement. “I can’t believe you got a job!”

      “Well, it’s not a job yet, unless I can get across town at the speed of light,” I said.

      “Go,” Katie ordered. She grabbed me by the shoulders and pushed me in the direction of the bathroom. “I’ll find something for you to wear. You get cleaned up.”

      “I need shoes too!” I shouted. Thankfully, the two of us shared the same size.

      Katie was already rummaging through her closet by the time I stripped out of my clothes. I wet a washcloth and swabbed my chest where most of the coffee had landed and soaked through my shirt.

      She came into the bathroom and shoved a chunky dark gray knit sweater and light gray pants in my direction. On the floor, she placed a pair of tawny-colored loafers. “It’s not the latest in fashion, but it’s professional. You know how these corporate places can be.”

      I shrugged on the clothes and while I got dressed, Katie tapped away at her phone. “Wow, listen to this.”

      “I’m listening,” I grunted as I pulled the sweater over my head.

      “Your boss is the youngest founder of a food empire worth over ten billion dollars. He started his first bakery in Huntington Harbor at the age of twenty-two and by the time he was twenty-nine, expanded his chain of bakeries to over thirty countries.”

      As she filled me in on the guy I was going to be working for, I finger combed my hair into a somewhat presentable state. Frizzy strands stood up in a halo around my head, but that was unavoidable with all the humidity from the rain. I pushed my glasses back up my nose with my finger.

      “I wonder what he looks like?” Katie scrolled on her phone and frowned. “Strange. I can’t find a single picture of this dude. Shit, you’ve got to go. It’s 12:45 already. The next bus is at 12:50.”

      “Fuck!” I ran out to the living room to grab my phone and keys before flying out the door.

      “Good luck. Try not to sleep with your billionaire boss on the first day,” Katie’s voice called out as I ran down the street to the bus stop.

      As if that was ever going to happen.
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      BLAKE

      “Not now!” I snarled. As soon as the elevator doors opened, my assistant, Anna, jumped to her feet. She rushed to the other side of her desk as soon as she saw me. The entire top floor was my executive suite consisting of a waiting room, meeting room, and my own private office. I stormed through the waiting room, brushed past Anna on my way to my office, and slammed the door behind me.

      A part of me winced at how much of an asshole I was to her, but it didn’t matter. Putting up with me was part of her job, and she was compensated handsomely for it.

      “What the fuck happened to you, dude?” Reeve Song, my best friend and lifelong business partner looked at me from where he stood at the giant window overlooking the city below. Reeve was like a brother to me, and we were part of the same wolf pack. If any other person intruded on my personal domain like this, I would have ripped their head off. He was the only person in the world I trusted besides my kin.

      He scanned me up and down, pausing at the giant coffee stain on my shirt. “Did you dump your breakfast all over yourself?”

      Tugging at my tie, I practically shredded my suit jacket and shirt with my claws as I ripped them off. “A hazard of on-site recon,” I replied. I strode to the other side of the room where I kept several fresh sets of suits in my office closet.

      “What are you doing here? Don’t you have to give a speech at the RIDTech conference right now?” I asked. Reeve was a pioneer of online retail and his expertise was what allowed Wulfthorn Baked Goods to dominate the home bread delivery market.

      Once I was out of the soiled clothes, and no longer smelling like a walking coffee cart, my heartbeat slowed. Like the hazy fog outside, my temper faded away under the bright light of day.

      Reeve gave a long sigh that I heard even from across the room. “Petra quit.”

      I stuck my head out of the closet. “Again?” Petra was Reeve’s assistant, also known as his walking brain and calendar.

      Reeve nodded. “For real this time and without a word. Her resignation letter was on her desk this morning. I was jet-lagged from flying back from London and dealing with Dad’s estate. The conference totally slipped from my mind.”

      I tugged the knot of my tie into place. “How many times have I told you not to be such a jerk to her? It was bound to bite you in the ass eventually.”

      Reeve scoffed. He jerked his head in the direction of my office door, where Anna was sitting on the other side. “Dude, you’re one to talk. Pot meet kettle.”

      I joined Reeve at the window. Together, we looked down at the busy street fifty stories below us. Up here, among the clouds, the people below looked like little ants crawling around my feet. We may as well have been gods watching the world from the heavens. It was lonely at the top, but this was what I had pursued my entire life.

      “Fisher’s ready to make a move,” Reeve said.

      Fisher was the founder of the Bean Brewing and Sipping coffee shops. For over two months, I had been trying to work out a deal to buy his company. He was going to retire soon. After devoting his entire life to expanding the reach of his company, it was well deserved. From one tiny coffee shop in Huntington Harbor, he expanded his company until every city in every state in the country had a Bean Brewing coffee shop. Too bad he didn’t have an heir to take over the company after he stepped down. Still, the old goat refused to sell to me. Not that I was going to give him a choice. That company was going to be mine eventually.

      My goal this morning was to analyze the staff and operating procedures at the coffee shop. I wanted to spot any inefficiencies that could be improved upon and examine the way the employees interacted with their customers. My entire empire was built upon a neurotic attention to detail and a willingness to take down anyone who dared to stand in my way.

      Owning a nationwide chain of coffee shops where I could also sell products from my own company was the next step in expanding my empire. I wanted to see Wulfthorn’s pastries and breads in every coffee shop and every store in this country and the world. Bean Brewing and Sipping was a vital step in that plan.

      “Is it Unibrod?” I asked.

      Reeve put his hands in his pants pockets and gave a nonchalant shrug. “Most likely. My sources found out that Fisher’s meeting someone in Paradise Peaks after the new year. Now we know why he’s been stringing you along.”

      I wasn’t the only one who had my eye on Fisher’s coffee business. Unibrod, the world’s biggest conglomerate of fast food brands, wanted to gobble up Bean Brewing and add it to their portfolio. The very thought insulted me to my core. Like my own bakeries, Fisher ran his business with passion and the utmost attention to the quality of his products. I was going to fight to my last tooth to get this company and keep it from becoming another stale chain that sold overpriced burned coffee.

      “I need to beat them to Fisher. Make him an offer he can’t refuse. No matter what, I’m going to close this deal,” my words were almost a growl as they came out.

      Victory was so close. There was no way I was going to let this opportunity slip out of my grasp. Whether Fisher knew it or not, I had my sights locked on him. The wolf inside of me was not going to let up the hunt until I captured my prey.

      Reeve sat down in my leather chair and picked up the tiny rake next to the Zen sand garden on my desk. He raked a circle around the bonsai tree in the center. “Better get on it. Fisher’s going to spend the entire month of December in Paradise Peaks. It’ll be the perfect time to ambush him. Unibrod already has their lackeys swarming all over.” He stacked a pebble on top of another. “No more time for runs to the coffee shop.”

      I sighed at the reminder of what happened this morning. What was supposed to be a quick data-gathering visit turned into a nightmare because of some clumsy woman who looked like she just got off the bus from bumfuck somewhere.

      Not that it was a bad thing. She had an intriguing openness about her that was missing in the jaded cosmopolitan women who stalked the streets of Huntington Harbor in their stiletto heels.

      The time we had together was brief, but the moment I touched her, it felt right. Perfectly right in a way I never experienced before. Her soft body molded to mine when she bumped into me, and she wasn’t a chore to look at. Not at all. Behind her heavy dark-rimmed glasses, she had thick long lashes and sharp brown eyes. Though the rain turned her hair into a frizzy puff, her soft brown locks fell past her shoulders in a wavy waterfall that I ached to sink my fingers into. Even through all the layers she wore, it was clear she had the right amount of curves in all the right places.

      Despite her awkwardness and the power difference between us, she had a silent confidence about her. Not many people dared hold their heads up high and glare at me the way she did, especially after she spilled her drink all over me.

      Then there was her scent. It was difficult to describe. Sweet and musky, with a lingering trace of honeysuckle and fresh fall apples. I took a deep breath through my nose as if I could conjure up her aroma through memory. She smelled like home in some unseen paradise I had never been to.

      Something about this woman stirred a part of me that I did not wish to confront. It was something primal and overwhelming. Unable to face her any longer without losing control, I did what an alpha wolf never did. I ran out of the coffee shop with my tail between my legs.

      A high-pitched childish giggle pierced the silence of my office before the door burst open. “Uncle Blake! Up!”

      Emilia, my niece, dashed toward me with the frenetic speed and agility that only wolf pups possessed. She wore purple leggings under a black tutu covered with glitter that twinkled in the light, and a pink t-shirt decorated with a rabbit jumping over a rainbow. In one of her hands, she clutched a ragged stuffed bunny that flailed its limbs as she swung it around. Poor Mr. Snuffle’s head lolled back, and its beady black eyes gleamed up at me as if it wanted to exit this plane of existence.

      I held out my arms and hefted her up as she crashed into me in a whirlwind of gangly legs and grabby hands. Wrapping her little arms around my neck, she watched with gleaming mischievous eyes as my assistant scrambled clumsily after her.

      “Mr. Wulfthorn,” Anna gasped. She was winded and out of breath from chasing after the child. Messy strands of blonde hair streaked with silver escaped from her normally neat French twist. “I’m terribly sorry. She got away from me. It won’t happen again.”

      “It’s alright, Anna,” I assured her. It wasn’t really, though. Emilia could have gotten hurt. She was the only remaining link I had to my late sister, and as the heir to the Wulfthorn empire, she had to be protected. Still, Reeve’s predicament echoed in the back of my mind. As much as this current situation was chaos, it would be even more of a mess if Anna quit on me. “No harm done. The child is safe. Why don’t you take an early lunch break.”

      She started to protest.

      Holding up a hand, I interrupted her. “I insist on it. Emilia and I have a lot to catch up on. There are important matters of tea parties with Mr. Snuffles to discuss.”

      My niece let out a playful giggle.

      “Send an order down to the kitchen for Emilia’s lunch to be delivered to my office.”

      “Yes, sir. The usual, sir?”

      I nodded. Though we had lived together for less than a month, Emilia was like me, a Wulfthorn through and through. We knew what we liked, and exactly how we liked it. The only difference was, I didn’t throw a tantrum before every meal.

      “Want anything, Reeve?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “I’m not hungry. Thank you, Anna.”

      Anna exited the room, closing the door behind her.

      “Did you have a good nap?” I asked Emilia.

      She wrinkled her nose and squirmed. I bent down and let her slip out of my arms.

      “No. Anna smells like stinky medicine. I don’t like it here.” She stuck out her little lip and pouted before she stomped over to my desk. Climbing onto my chair, she dragged Mr. Snuffles onto my desk and began to rearrange the rocks in my Zen garden.

      I sighed. In the short time since my sister’s death and discovering that I was now Emilia’s only living family member, I still did not have anybody who I trusted to watch my niece while I was at the office.

      Reeve chuckled. “She has a point. This has to be the most expensive daycare in Huntington Harbor. The office is no place for a kid. There’s nothing for her to do and nobody around to play with her except for us old farts. Not to mention, you have to figure out the acquisition. How are you going to poach Fisher ahead of Unibrod and babysit at the same time?”

      “I’ll figure something out,” I grumbled. He was right. As much as I loved Emilia, this was the last thing I needed at the moment. The current situation was untenable. I could concentrate on work, or on family, but not both at the same time.

      At that moment, the phone outside my office rang. Normally, I would have let the call go to voicemail until Anna came back to deal with it, but something inside of me pushed me to go out and answer it.

      I picked up the phone. “Blake Wulfthorn.”

      “Good afternoon, Mr. Wulfthorn, this is Gladys at Discreet Talent Connections. I am happy to inform you that we have found a nanny who meets all the criteria you provided.”

      I grunted. “Did you do a full background check on her?”

      “Certainly. Her name is Lacey Conway, twenty-three years old. She passed with flying colors, not so much as a parking ticket. Graduated summa cum laude and has experience babysitting young children, as well as glowing recommendations from her previous employers.”

      “Send her over to my office ASAP today. I want her to start immediately.”

      “I will make arrangements right away. If there are any further concerns, please feel free to contact the agency.”

      Once I ended the call, I sent a request to my security team to run a background check on her. Not that I didn’t trust the employment agency, but there was no such thing as being too careful when it came to my family.

      Surprise and shock made me freeze when I opened the door to my office. Reeve was on all fours, with two pieces of tissue paper taped to his forehead. The tissue was twisted so it stood upright out of his head. Emilia sat on his back, her little hands clutching at the nape of his shirt.

      “Faster, bunny! We have to make it to the other side before the wolf gets us.”

      I closed the door behind me and crossed my arms. “What is going on here?”

      Emilia laughed. “Uncle Reeve is a giant bunny!”

      Gently, I lifted her off his back. “I can see that. You’re looking particularly bright-eyed and bushy-tailed, Reeve. It’s a good look on you.”

      Reeve rose to his feet and flexed his neck and back. He waited until Emilia ran across the room to the window. Once she was distracted, he held up his middle finger and made an obscene motion at me.

      “The kid looked like she was going to cry,” he grumbled. “It was the only thing I could think of to make her stop. Swear on our pack that what you saw will never leave this room.”

      I chuckled. “Your secret is safe with me. I swear.” I gestured at his head. “Those may raise questions among the office staff.”

      He scowled and ripped off the pieces of tissue stuck to his head. “I thought you were going to get a nanny to take care of the kid.” Tossing the paper into the wastebasket, he moved to the mini-bar and began fixing himself a drink.

      “I did, and I have. That was the employment agency on the phone. They’re sending someone over this afternoon.” Leaning my hip against the edge of my desk, I looked at Emilia who was describing the happenings on the street below to Mr. Snuffles. “The help can’t come soon enough.”

      Reeve sat on one of the seats facing my desk. The ice clinked against his glass as he brought the tumbler up to his lips. “That was fast. Maybe I should have them find me an assistant.” He swallowed. “That is if your new nanny doesn’t run out of here screaming by the end of the day.”

      His phone buzzed in his pocket. Reeve finished his drink and got up. “As fun as this visit was, I’ve got to get back to my office before the interns set the place on fire.”

      A discreet knock on the door interrupted our conversation.

      “Come in,” I called out.

      The door opened and revealed Sammy, the head chef at Balsamic, the upscale Italian restaurant in my office building, and also my personal chef at the office. He pushed a serving cart containing Emilia’s lunch.

      “Thank you, Sammy. Just place the food on my desk.”

      Reeve slipped past him out of the room.

      “Right away, sir.” Sammy moved with the speed and efficiency of someone who had worked in a professional kitchen for years. In fact, I had poached the young sous chef from one of my favorite restaurants in the city. The head chef he worked under kept him on a tight leash, refusing to let Sammy develop his own skills or have any input on the dishes in his kitchen. Now that Sammy ran his own kitchen, he had full creative control, except of course, when it came to my niece’s orders.

      Sammy placed a place mat on the desk, then a complete place setting with kid-sized silverware and cloth napkin. Finally, he set a plate in the center. He removed the silver bell cover and revealed the same meal that Emilia ate every afternoon. Chicken nuggets and a side of matchstick carrots with ketchup and ranch dressing on the side. Next to the plate, he placed a small cup of milk.

      From the lower compartment of the serving cart, he pulled out a booster seat and placed it on my chair. With a quick bow, Sammy excused himself and exited the room.

      “Time for lunch, Emilia.”

      Silently, I let out a sigh of relief when she came over without protest. Ever since she came to live with me, meal times had been a daily struggle. I lifted her up into her booster seat and pushed the chair into place.

      She examined the plate silently. Her face flushed, in the all too familiar sign of an impending tantrum.

      “Emilia…”

      Her face scrunched up, and she let out an ear-piercing screech. She kicked her legs and thrashed her arms. “No! It’s wrong. All wrong.” Emilia scrambled out of her booster seat and ran to hide behind the chair where Reeve had been sitting.

      In the midst of the chaos, my office door popped open. It was Anna. She stuck her head in and looked at the scene with a horrified expression on her face.

      “What now?” I snarled.

      “Mr. Wulfthorn, your nanny is here,” she announced.

      The door opened all the way and someone I had thought I would never see again stepped in.

      Though she no longer looked like a drowned cat, she stared at me in wide-eyed silence, as if she had seen a ghost.

      A grin tugged at my lips. “Hello, Oklahoma.”
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      LACEY

      It was him. No way. Standing right in front of me was the guy at the coffee shop who was last seen wearing my flat white coffee on his chest.

      “What’s wrong? Cat got your tongue?” He smirked. The corners of his lips quirked as if he found the situation amusing.

      I blinked. “This has to be some kind of mistake. I’m looking for a Mr. Wulfthorn. I’m his new nanny.”

      “There’s no mistake, Oklahoma.”

      My hands squeezed until my nails dug into my palms. “My name is Lacey,” I said through gritted teeth. How I wanted to slap that smug look off his face, but that wasn’t exactly the way to endear oneself to one’s new boss.

      “Lacey, then. Your interview begins right now. Your first task is to get Emilia to eat her lunch.” He gestured for me to step further into his office.

      I took in the room. Framed by a row of floor-to-ceiling windows behind a massive glass desk, the office overlooked the busy streets of Huntington Harbor below. Sunlight flooded the room, highlighting how perfect and sterile it was. Everything was dark leather, glass, and polished metal. It was masculine, cold, and expensive. Definitely not the place for a four-year-old child.

      The child turned out to be an adorable girl with big round hazel eyes. Her shiny black hair was tied in a messy ponytail. Sitting on the floor, she clutched a stuffed rabbit in her arms as she sulked behind a black leather chair with metal legs.

      With a quiet snick, the door closed behind me. I was all alone with the fearsome Mr. Wulfthorn and my new charge.

      Emilia stared up at me with wary reserve.

      What had happened to her to make her so distrustful at such a young age? Maybe this would work better if I got on her level. Carefully, I kneeled next to her.

      “Hi, Emilia. My name is Lacey. And who is your friend here?”

      She fiddled with the stuffed toy’s ear in between her fingers. “Mr. Snuffles.”

      “Mr. Snuffles looks like he’s hungry.”

      Emilia sniffed. “I’m hungry too.”

      “Okay, then let’s get you something to eat. Can you get up?”

      She shook her head.

      With a pleading glance at Mr. Wulfthorn, I gestured my head in the direction of the food I noticed on his desk. His expression was closed off and unreadable, and for a moment, I was afraid he wasn’t going to help me.

      He nodded. Moving with a quick confident stride, he retrieved the entire place setting and brought it over to me. I took the plate and examined the contents. It seemed like all four-year-olds had the same tastebuds, even if they had a billionaire at their beck and call.

      I placed the plate on the floor in front of Emilia, then the cup of milk and the silverware. At the sight of the food, she scrunched up her face and turned her head away. Even as inexperienced with children as I was, I spotted the impending meltdown.

      Nervously, I nudged my glasses up my nose. “What’s wrong, Emilia?”

      She clutched the stuffed toy to her chest and shook her head.

      Well, this wasn’t going very well. There was no need to turn around to know that Mr. Wulfthorn was not impressed with my childcare skills. I was totally failing this interview.

      Wait a minute. My eyes landed on the stuffed rabbit and then the cartoon rabbit on her shirt. An idea struck me.

      First, I used a fork to arrange all the chicken nuggets in a circle on the plate. Then, I split a matchstick carrot in half and placed the pieces above a nugget, so that they formed a pair of bunny ears. I repeated this until every nugget had a set of ears.

      By now, both Wulfthorns were staring at what I was doing with fascination.

      “Do you like ketchup or ranch, Emilia?” I asked gently.

      “Both.” She climbed to her hands and knees and crept closer to me. Her eyes lit up as she watched me work.

      “A lady of refined tastes,” I commented. Using the spoon, I placed big dollops of ranch dressing on each nugget, giving them fluffy cotton tails. Finally, I drew ketchup eyes and whiskers on the nuggets.

      “Bunnies!” Emilia whispered in amazement. “I used to have blueberry bunny pancakes with Mommy.”

      I set the fork down on the plate. My heart broke at the sadness in her voice as she mentioned her mother.

      “I’m sure they were the best pancakes, sweetheart.”

      A muscle in Mr. Wulfthorn’s jaw jumped. “We can have bunny pancakes too. I’ll tell Chef Rosa to make some tomorrow morning if that’s what you like.”

      The solemn expression on Emilia’s face finally broke, stretching into a smile. “Okay, Uncle Blake.” She glanced over at me. “Can I eat the bunnies now, Lacey?”

      “Of course, Emilia. They’re all for you.”

      She scooched closer to the plate and picked up the fork. Spearing a nugget, she brought it up to her mouth and took a big bite. After chewing for a while, she grinned and murmured her approval.

      She ate happily, tackling each bunny in the same order, body first, then the ears.

      Together, Mr. Wulfthorn and I watched her eat her lunch without complaint.

      “Impressive,” he commented. “You did well, Okla–Lacey.”

      “Does that mean I’ve got the job, Mr. Wulfthorn?” I couldn’t help but beam on the inside.

      “Blake, please. Mr. Wulfthorn makes me feel like my father.”

      “So, what’s the verdict, Blake?”

      “You’re skilled at getting her to eat, but I still have some concerns.”

      I gaped at him. “I just pulled off a miracle here.”

      “True, but your clumsiness makes me doubt your ability to keep Emilia out of harm’s way.”

      Heat flushed up my neck and face as I recalled the incident in the coffee shop. That wasn’t even my fault. The indignation burned, that he was holding the accident he caused against me.

      “Not that you’re to blame, there was no way for you to know I was standing behind you,” he muttered.

      I swallowed the triumph that bubbled in my throat. This was as much of an apology as I was ever going to get from a proud man like him.

      The sun shining through the windows lit up his features. My breath caught at the long angular lines of his face. At that moment, he resembled a masterfully chiseled sculpture.

      Blake studied his niece as she munched happily through her lunch. She made each of the nugget bunnies hop across the plate and then up to Mr. Snuffle’s mouth before bringing each nugget up to her mouth.

      Despite his closed-off demeanor, he really did care for the little girl.

      “This is the calmest mealtime we’ve had since she moved in with me.” A frown formed on his face. “I’m not promising to hire you yet, but I’m willing to give you a chance.”

      I rose to my feet, even though I would never be tall enough to stand neck to neck with Blake. This was still a business negotiation, and I needed to be on firm footing. “What are you proposing?”

      “I have an operations meeting with my staff downstairs for the remainder of the afternoon. If the kid is still alive when I come back from my meeting, then you’ve got the job.”

      I blinked. That was it? How hard could it be to keep my eyes on one little girl? “You’ve got yourself a deal.”

      Holding out my hand, I waited until he grasped mine in a firm handshake. To my surprise, his hand fit around mine perfectly. I had to fight back the sigh of disappointment when he finally let go.

      Blake cleared his throat. “Emilia has a temporary play area set up in the waiting room. You can stay with her there while I’m gone.” He let out a breath. “I’m trusting you with the most important person in my life. Do you have a handle on this?”

      Did I? I didn’t know if I could handle myself most days. Squaring my chin, I gave him a firm nod. “I will do everything to make sure she is taken care of. I promise.”

      “I’m sure you’ll do your very best. If you need anything, ask Anna.” He paused. “She looks innocent, but this one will try to bend you to her will. Be careful.”

      I glanced down at the little girl who had eaten all of her nuggets and was finishing up the last of her carrot sticks. Every drop of milk in her cup was gone. She beamed up at me, giving me a dimpled smile. How could that be true? Emilia was as sweet and cute as the bunnies she loved so much.

      “You have your job, and I have mine. Please trust that I can do what you hired me to do.”

      “Very well.” His tone was mild, like the skilled business negotiator he was. He revealed nothing of his true thoughts.

      “Come on, Emilia,” I called out. “I heard that you have a play area. Can you show me where it is?”

      The child scrambled to her feet, dragging her stuffed animal by the arm. She crashed into my side and crooked her finger, beckoning me toward her. I leaned down to hear what she had to say.

      “You have to find me first,” she whispered. Then, before I could figure out what she meant, she ran to the office door and dashed out into the waiting room. Maybe I was getting old, but never in my life had I seen a child run that fast.

      Blake chuckled. “Told you. She’s a master at hide and seek.”

      I exited Blake’s office and began the search for my charge. It was fifteen minutes before I found her tucked away in one of the shelves under the counter of the coffee bar. She was hiding behind stacks of paper cups, stir sticks, and bottles of syrup.

      “You got off easy, little wolf children will test you to see if you are worthy of respect,” Anna said, all while keeping her eyes on her computer monitor. Her fingers danced across the keyboard in a rhythmic tap tap tap as she spoke. “The last time she made me find her, she somehow pried open the metal grating and hid in the air duct. I was moments away from calling the police to report a missing child.”

      Ah, that explained everything. I had a sense that there was something supernatural about the Wulfthorns. They were wolf shifters. Before I came here, I was aware that their kind inhabited Huntington Harbor, but I had no idea that I would become familiar with an actual shifter family so soon, and so intimately.

      Emilia giggled as she climbed out of the coffee bar. “That was fun, Lacey. Let’s play again.”

      No, not again. Never again, if I could help it. “Can you show me your play area? Your Uncle Blake says it’s pretty awesome.”

      “Uh huh. Uncle Blake took me to the store. We got lots of toys!”

      “I can see that,” I said.

      Emilia led me over to what she called Bunnyville, a make-believe town inhabited completely by bunnies. It had a play kitchen that served as a diner, a grocery store with a cash register, and even a functioning miniature pink car that served as the town’s public transit system. It seemed like whatever time he couldn’t give to his niece, he replaced with toys.

      We spent the rest of the afternoon playing pretend mayor of Bunnyville. By the time Blake came back from his meeting, Emilia was fast asleep on the couch in the waiting area under a soft chenille throw. Anna had ended her shift over an hour ago and left us alone.

      Blake rushed out of the elevator, but before he could say a word, I held my finger up to my lips and shushed him, gesturing toward his sleeping niece with my head.

      “I’m sorry, the meeting went longer than I anticipated. How was she?” His expression was contrite and marred with lines of stress. He was being pulled in multiple directions. No matter how rich he was, he couldn’t do it all alone.

      “Like an angel.”

      He tutted. “You’re a terrible liar. Tell the truth, what did she do?”

      “I did think I lost her for a moment, but I found her hiding spot in the end.”

      “She’s been doing that a lot lately, hiding away. It’s been a recurring theme ever since her mother passed away.” Blake cleared his throat. “You did well today, Lacey. I’m impressed. The paperwork still needs to be finalized, but you’re hired.”
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