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        To everyone living in survival mode…

        “Sometimes life is harder than it needs to be.”

        Nothing stays hard forever.
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      The pilot announced the final approach, and I felt a surge of nervous anticipation.

      “Is there anything else I can get for you?” the flight attendant asked.  After I shook my head, she smiled. “You made my job easy this flight.”

      Since Mom and Dad had bought all the seats to ensure I was the only person in the first-class section, I could see why.

      “I hope you enjoy your stay in Motan.”

      “Thanks. I hope your next flight is as easy.”

      She buckled into her seat, and I looked out the window at the city I barely remembered.  A city that was supposed to feel like home but didn’t.

      Don’t think about it, Wrenly, I silently told myself. Focus on the positive. You’ll finally get to see Aiden and Karter in person again.

      It’d been so long—seven years since I’d been home.

      I studied my reflection in the glass, proud of how I’d managed to retain who I was, despite the time away. Rather than a fashionable twist, which would have helped me blend in at school, I wore my shoulder-length light brown hair back in a ponytail. Not a bit of makeup covered the smattering of subtle freckles along the bridge of my average nose or my grey eyes fringed by brown lashes. I felt makeup robbed me of an air of innocent cuteness that usually kept me out of trouble.

      My full lips curved at the memory of how many times Aiden and Karter had taken the blame for our trouble because I’d looked too innocent to scold when I was younger. I hoped it would be the same now, even though I was officially and legally an adult.

      An adult who still has zero control over her own life, I thought bitterly.

      The airplane touched down several minutes later. While everyone sitting behind first class started to collect their belongings, I stood with my tote bag. Almost everything I’d accumulated while at the boarding school, which wasn’t much, had been packed and shipped three days ago, so I only had my one bag to worry about.

      Debarking was quick and easy, and I power-walked to the security checkpoint, where Mom had said someone would be waiting for me.

      I spotted a man with greying hair who wore a suit and held a sign for “Wrenly Belak.” Definitely not either of my brothers, whom I’d been expecting.

      “Hey,” I said. “I’m Wrenly. What’s my mom’s first name?”

      “Pardon?” the man asked, sounding surprised.

      “Just because you have a sign with my name on it doesn’t mean I’m going to jump into a car with a stranger.”

      He smiled, showing I’d amused him rather than offended him.

      “I don’t know your biological mother’s name,” he said, “but Mrs. Wulf’s name is Christine. Mr. Wulf sent me to pick you up.  You can call him to verify.  My name is Milo.”

      “Hmmm…I like your level of calm, Milo. Any chance you’ll let me drive?”

      He folded the sign as he studied me.

      “Do you have a license?”

      “I do.”  Not that I’d ever gotten a chance to use it.  But I flashed my most charming smile at him as I pulled out my wallet to show him my ID, which I had received courtesy of private lessons and a private, in-school exam.

      He glanced at it. “Do you know where you’re going?”

      I was twelve when I left.  What twelve-year-old paid attention to directions?

      “That’s what GPS is for, Milo.”

      He chuckled and motioned for me to walk with him. The black Benz he led me to looked sleek with its chrome accents. A car worthy of the high-maintenance girls who’d attended the last all-girl boarding school with me.

      Milo crushed my dream of driving it, though, by opening the passenger door for me.  I stuck out my bottom lip, but it didn’t work.

      “Maybe next time,” he said. “City traffic is no joke, and you’re expected at home.”

      “Fine. But you just lost some points, Milo.”

      “I will try to earn them back.”

      With a sigh, I got in and waited for him to join me.

      “So you’re employed by Mr. Wulf. Through the business or personally?”

      “Personally.”

      “Where do you live?”

      “In the big house with my wife, Sandy. She manages the household.”

      “Mmm.  How many people work there now?”

      “Staff has been temporarily reduced to Sandy and myself.”

      I turned to look at him.  “What? Why?”

      “Mr. Wulf will discuss it with you when you return.”

      I stared forward, not liking how that sounded. Rather than wait for an explanation, I pulled out my phone and texted the only group chat I had.

      
        
        Me: What gives? Why am I being picked up by some old guy and not by either of my two favorite people? Do you want a demotion?

        Karter: Sorry, Princess. Orders. We’ve been reassigned.

        Aiden: No demotion! We’re owed favorite status.

        Me: The favorite title needs maintenance. Be prepared to compensate me for this level of neglect. He wouldn’t even let me drive!

      

      

      Both sent back laughing emojis. I tucked my phone away, leaving the rest of what I wanted to say until I saw them.

      It took an hour to reach “the big house,” as Milo called it.  It wasn’t that big. The Wulfs weren’t showy with their money like that. It was just the biggest house in the expansive gated community known as Alpine Run. Surrounded by lawns, gardens, and trees, the house had been a dream come true for six-year-old me when I first arrived. During my childhood, I’d gone on countless adventures with Aiden and Karter, who were three years older than me.

      I waited for Milo to park in the circle in front of the house drive before I bolted out of the car. The oversized front door banged against the wall as I rushed into the foyer.

      Breathing in deeply, I turned a slow circle, taking it all in.  The house was exactly as I remembered it.

      Home.  Finally.

      “I’m home,” I called out.

      “So I see,” a deep voice returned.

      I spun around toward the stairs and saw Bennett descending.

      He wasn’t the first person I’d hoped to see. Or the second…or third. Honestly, he was almost at the bottom of the list. Not that I hated him or anything. He was just…Bennett. Seven years my senior, he’d always been distant and stuffy, not fun like Aiden or Karter, his younger brothers.

      Bennett had changed a lot since I last saw him.

      Seven years.

      He’d been about nineteen, my current age, back then. He also might have even gotten taller by an inch or two, which wasn’t fair since that meant he towered over me by an unreasonable fourteen inches.

      He looked handsome…and even more uptight now than he had the last time I’d seen him.

      He no longer wore high-end athletic clothes, but a tailored suit that showcased his broad shoulders and narrow waist. However, some things hadn’t changed. His dark hair was still neatly styled, and his expression still didn’t give away his thoughts as his dark brown gaze locked with mine.

      The pack girls had all raved about how hot he was even back then. They hadn’t lived with him, though. I pitied the poor pack girls who had their sights set on him now.

      “Where is everyone?” I asked.

      Mom and Dad had let me know they wouldn’t be home, which was why they’d sent someone to pick me up. But I thought Aiden and Karter would have been there at least. Granted, it was just after noon on a Wednesday, but still…this was my first time home.

      “Out,” Bennett said, continuing down the stairs.

      “Out?”

      “Out.”

      Yep, still the same Bennett, I thought.

      “Okay, then.”

      Milo entered behind me with my bag, which I took from him.

      “Thanks for the ride,” I said.  “Don’t forget I get to drive next time.”

      He looked over my shoulder at Bennett.

      “If there’s nothing else today, Sandy and I will leave early.”

      “Thank you, Milo,” Bennett said.

      I watched Milo leave then looked at Bennett, who was watching me from the base of the stairs. I wanted to ask where Milo was going since I thought he stayed at the house with his wife, but Bennett didn’t look too happy, so I swallowed my question.

      How exactly had he gotten stuck being my welcoming committee? Not that he was giving much of a welcome.

      With a mental shrug, I started walking across the foyer.

      When I passed the base of the stairs, he asked, “Where are you going?”

      Where did he think I was going?

      Rather than answering nicely, I said, “In.”

      Damn, that felt good.

      Smothering my smile, I went to my old room on the first floor.

      When I opened the door, I froze. My bed…my things…they were all gone. The room was now an office space, which didn’t make sense. Mom and Dad both had offices on the other side of the house on the first floor. Why did they convert this room? My room?

      I was confused and trying hard not to feel hurt by what I was seeing so that Bennett wouldn’t smell it.

      Obviously, a lot had been happening at home that they’d kept from me.

      “Why bother making me come home if I don’t have a place to stay?” I asked, knowing Bennett was behind me.

      “You have a place. It’s at the end of the hall upstairs,” Bennett said behind me.

      “The hall to the right or left?” I asked.

      “The left.”

      I turned around without looking at him and made my way back to the stairs. He caught my arm and took the bag from me.

      “You’re angry.”

      “You think?” I said, annoyed I hadn’t suppressed my emotions enough.

      Not fighting him for the bag, I marched up the stairs.

      He followed closely, not saying anything until we reached the door.

      “Mom made sure everything was the same.”

      She truly had. From the wallpaper to the posters to the way my bed was situated. Yet, there were changes, too. She’d added a vanity, and I saw I had an en-suite bathroom and a huge walk-in closet, where someone had already unpacked the things I’d shipped.

      My modest wardrobe was either hanging or folded in the custom cabinetry drawers. The section dedicated solely to purses and shoes was empty. I didn’t look forward to explaining what happened to the gifts she’d sent over the years.

      Bennett walked past me and set my bag in the closet.

      “Do you need help unpacking?” he asked, sounding borderline impatient.

      “No.”

      He stared at me for a long moment before walking away.  I watched him pull his phone from his pocket as he left my room.  He was probably giving Mom an update, confirming he’d done his duty.

      I sat on my bed and looked around the room again. Then, I sent a message to the group chat.

      
        
        Me: If I’m no longer wanted, all you need to do is say the word, and I’ll leave.

        Aiden: What are you talking about?

        Karter: What happened? You’ve only been home ten minutes.

        Me: Stop stalking me. Why does everyone get to see where I am all the time, but I can’t know where you are? Which is NOT HERE, by the way. Traitors. I thought you missed me.

        Aiden: We do.

        Karter: Life’s been boring without you. Do you know how many pack parties we had to suffer through alone while you were gone?

        Me: Good. It was pre-karma for sticking me with Bennett as soon as I got home.

        Aiden: What’d Bennett do? Did he hurt you?

      

      

      Hurt me? Is Aiden insane?

      
        
        Me: He’s just being his usual uptight self. When are you coming home?

        Karter: Not sure. We’re being “groomed” for management.

        Me: Okay. Then, I’ll come see you.

      

      

      Aiden laughed at the message.

      
        
        Aiden: Nice try. You just got home. Stay out of trouble until we can see you.

      

      

      I was so annoyed that I tossed my phone onto my bed and went to unpack my bag. Once I finished, I checked out the vanity and the bathroom. Mom had thought of everything, as usual. I was still bothered that they’d moved my room without telling me, though. I’d been counting on the freedom of having a bedroom farther away from everyone. Or was that why they’d moved me? Did they already know I didn’t plan to stay?

      Grabbing my phone, I sent another message.

      
        
        Me: Thanks, Mom. The room is beautiful. I would have been fine with the downstairs room, though. It’s not like I’m going to be here that long anyway.

      

      

      I bit my lip and waited for a reply.

      Although I hadn’t come home in seven years, Mom and Dad often visited me at school to ensure I was doing fine. I never doubted their love for me. It drove every decision they made and every rule they established. But freedom from their suffocating love was something I really wanted. No, it was what I needed.

      Which was why I wanted to leave for college…a school they hadn’t agreed to.

      I didn’t belong in Alpine Run. They knew it as much as I did. I wasn’t one of them. I was normal. Human. And I never forgot that, no matter how much they treated me like a pampered pack princess.

      The private boarding school that had been my home for the past four years had almost killed me. Like here, I hadn’t belonged. I didn’t care about nine-thousand-dollar purses or gem-encrusted heels. No, not true. I did care about heels, but in a loathing, “they could burn in hell” kind of way.

      I didn’t want to be dressed up like a pretty girl, only valued for how she looked or what she wore. I wanted to be a wickedly smart woman who didn’t take crap from anyone. The boarding school had helped with the “take no crap” part. A lot. The wickedly smart part, too, honestly. I’d already completed an array of college-level classes because of that school.

      For my next life phase, though, I just wanted a regular education. Normal friends. Normal interactions.

      My phone buzzed.

      
        
        Mom: I’m so happy you’re home and can’t wait to see you! And what do you mean you won’t be there long? We already have a job lined up for you. No refusing until you give it a try.

      

      

      With a groan, I flopped onto my back again.

      Mom was a master life manager. As the pack Luna, she needed to be. But after a lifetime of her gentle handling, I knew her tricks. First, she’d pull me into a pack-arranged job with pay too good to turn down. Then, she’d talk me into enrolling in one of the private colleges in the city so I could be close to home. Once I graduated, she’d probably start arranging dates that wouldn’t be called dates, but probably meetings or even family dinners, where some guy would “happen to pass by.”

      Her tricks to pull me into the life she had planned for me wouldn’t work this time, though. After seven years of obediently doing as I was told, I had developed my own life management plan.

      I popped up from my bed and looked around the room for my laptop, which had been among the things I’d shipped ahead. It was sitting on one of the bookshelves. I grabbed it, closed my door, and returned to the bed to log into my University account for a state school five hours away from home—close enough to drive to but far enough away to avoid daily family visits.

      Thanks to my excellent grades, I’d been accepted without a problem, and thanks to the bags and shoes I’d managed to sell in the last four months at disappointingly low prices, I had enough money in my secret account to cover tuition for the first year and a half.

      Was I nervous about having a roommate after seven years of having a private room? Yes, but probably not for the reason most people would be. I’d already had plenty of mean-girl experiences and desperately wanted a friendly one for a change.

      Sophia and I had been chatting on and off for weeks, and she seemed genuinely nice. And normal. I wanted normal so badly.

      After checking my school email, I logged out and sent Sophia a message that I was finally home and could meet up with her in person before move-in day. We’d both discovered we lived in different suburbs surrounding Motan. Thankfully, she’d never heard of Alpine Run.

      I put my laptop away and considered my options. Wait at home like I was expected to, which would set a precedent I didn’t want, or go out?

      The answer was easy.

      I left my bedroom and jogged down the stairs. Everything was quiet as I hurried through the kitchen and out to the garage. The keys to the cars were kept in the same lockbox as before.  Grinning, I entered the code I remembered and almost squealed when it still worked.

      Randomly grabbing a set of keys, I hit the unlock button and watched the lights on a Lexus flash. I ran for it and quickly got in.

      Would I get into trouble for taking a car without permission? Not really. I’d get a lecture about safety and talking to them before making plans, but nothing more serious than that. But if I were caught before I left, they’d find a million reasons I shouldn’t go.

      The garage door rose with a touch of a button as the engine purred to life. I pulled out of the garage and down the long, winding driveway.

      My phone rang before I reached the road, but I didn’t stop to answer it. Everyone in the family got an alert whenever their tracking app detected I was moving locations. After all these years, I had grown so accustomed to it that it no longer bothered me. It was fun, actually. Like playing “Guess what Wrenly is up to now.” They had no idea how many times I’d left my phone behind to do things I didn’t want them to know about.

      As I rounded the last bend in the road leading out of Alpine Run, I saw the closed gate and guard waiting outside the guardhouse. Slowing to a stop, I rolled down my window since I didn’t have super hearing like he probably did.

      “Just heading out for the afternoon,” I said with a friendly smile.

      “I’m afraid not. Mr. Wulf called ahead and said you’re not permitted to leave. You’ll need to turn around, Miss Belak.”

      “That’s odd.” I glanced at my phone and wallet. “I didn’t forget anything, did I?”

      “He didn’t say.”

      “All right. I’ll go back and find out.”

      I smiled, waved as I rolled up the window, then executed a fairly crappy Y-turn because no one ever let me practice.

      A minor setback, I told myself. Nothing you can't overcome.

      After rounding the bend so the car was out of sight of the guardhouse, I parked on the shoulder. Leaving my phone behind on the seat, I jogged across the road. The air in the woods was slightly cooler in a nice way. I picked up my pace.

      While the other girls at the boarding school hadn’t seen the point in physical education other than to look good, I’d viewed it differently. I’d grown up with people who ran fast without even trying. People who liked to play tricks to make me bleed. I’d known that, if I didn’t want to bleed again when I went home, I would need to be as fast as humanly possible.

      However, the boarding school had changed my motivation. I’d learned so much there, including how I needed to be strong and fast to protect myself from more than the people in Alpine Run.

      The boarding school had been a test of survival.

      And I had survived.

      So, I ran through the trees toward the south, where the wall curved in enough to give me cover from the guardhouse. By now, everyone in the family had seen that the car was stopped on the road. What would they do? Probably nothing for a few minutes. They’d likely think I was mad and just sitting there, stewing.

      I grinned all the way to the wall. When I reached it, I didn’t stop to try to catch my breath; I ran faster, using the momentum to plant my foot on the wall and leap up. My fingers caught the top stone. I planted my other foot higher, ready to leverage myself up.

      A hand gripped my ankle and pulled down hard.

      I landed on my back with enough force that I struggled to breathe as I looked up at a familiar mocking face.

      Storm, my childhood nemesis, hadn’t changed much. She still looked like she belonged on a fashion week runway with her svelte build and perfect, long blonde hair, which was ornately braided with pearl accents. The thick lashes around her light brown eyes and pouty lips demanded attention, just like their owner.

      “If it isn’t our resident normie,” she said with a sneering tilt to her mouth.

      I exhaled slowly, then successfully inhaled.

      “I heard you’d returned,” she continued. “You should have stayed away.”

      “And miss our lovely conversations, Storm? I could never deprive myself of that.”

      She stepped onto my shoulder with her sneakered foot and leaned into it. It hurt more than I would have liked to admit. The two girls with her, whom I didn’t recognize, laughed.

      Storm sniffed and glared at me. “Why do you smell like Bennett?”

      I grinned up at her. “So it’s Bennett you’re head over moon for now?”

      She stepped down harder then backed away. I got to my feet and brushed off my butt.

      When she opened her mouth to say more, I cut her off.

      “Let me save you the trouble. ‘Stay away from the Wulf boys, Wrenly. They’re mine.’ Still noted, Storm. By the way, did you make any progress during my absence, since I was the only obstacle to your plan for Wulf domination? Did you get Aiden’s number? Did Karter finally cop a feel? We both know nothing happened with Bennett. If you’re not a profit margin, you don’t exist in his world.”

      Her pupils dilated, a sign of a pissed-off shifter, and she snarled at me.

      “Ah, still have some pent-up sexual frustrations, I see.”

      She drew her hand back, but I didn’t back down. Instead, I leaned in tauntingly.

      “When the Wulfs see I’m hurt, who do you think they’ll smell on me?”

      She snarled and dropped her fist to her side.

      “Smart choice,” I said. “If you leave now, we can both go our separate ways with no one the wiser.”

      Storm opened her mouth, but then looked in the direction of the road. Her face’s transformation from mean-bitch to one in heat gave me hope.

      Please be Aiden, I silently pleaded.

      It wasn’t Aiden, Karter, or even the guard I’d spoken to striding through the trees, though.

      It was Bennett, and he did not look happy.
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      “Bennett,” Storm cooed, catching his tailored coat sleeve. “It’s been so long since you came out for a run.”

      He dislodged her breast-pressing arm hug.

      “Unfortunately, I’m not out for a run.” His gaze shifted to me, and his pupils flared a little like Storm’s had. “What are you doing out here, Wrenly?”

      I knew better than to lie. He’d smell it a mile away. So I smiled innocently.

      “Running. Exchanging barbs with Storm.”

      “I caught her trying to climb over the wall,” Storm said as if she were some kind of hero instead of a girl so desperate for a guy’s attention she looked two seconds away from leg-humping him.

      “Careful, Storm. You’re close to panting.”

      Her simpering gaze filled with rage as she glared at me. I grinned unrepentantly until Bennett grabbed me by the arm—the shoulder she’d stepped on—and started towing me back toward the car.

      Storm’s whine followed us. I wanted to do the same, but for a different reason. My shoulder was still aching, and I didn’t want to go back home with Bennett and his disapproving stares. Or, worse, his mind-numbing interrogations.

      He didn’t say anything by the time we reached the road, which just meant he was bottling up all his annoyance. He went straight to the car and opened the passenger door for me.

      “I can drive us back,” I offered.

      “Get in, Wrenly.”

      With a sigh, I plopped into the seat. He closed the door and walked around the front of the car. He’d been smart not to put me in the driver’s seat. I would have been too tempted to run him over.

      “Are you going to tell me why you were trying to leave?” he asked once he got in.

      “And bore you with the inner workings of my insignificant mind? Never.”

      He started the car and pulled away from the shoulder. “Why do you think you’re insignificant?”

      “I don’t. You do.” I felt the weight of his glance, so I met it with an arched brow.

      “I don’t think you’re insignificant, Wrenly.”

      Of course, he didn’t. He found me to be a significant pain in his ass and had since as far back as I could remember. I didn’t say that, though, because I knew he’d feel obligated to prove otherwise.

      Since I wanted to avoid the second Spanish Inquisition, I gave him what he wanted—an answer.

      “I was going to surprise Mom, Dad, Aiden, and Karter at the office.” I purposely didn’t think of all the other things I’d also wanted to do so that I wouldn’t smell like a liar.  In the few years I’d lived at home, I’d perfected how to lie-not-lie. It was a skill I’d kept honed.

      Bennett didn’t say anything more until he’d parked the car in the garage.

      “Aiden and Karter aren’t at the office.”

      “Okay. Then where are they?”

      “Away.”

      He opened his door and got out. I scrambled to get out and follow him into the house.

      “Away where?”

      “Where doesn’t matter. They’re busy.”

      If there’d been a pan on the stovetop, I would have tested my backswing on Bennett’s head…once I stood on a chair.

      “I never thought I would miss school,” I said under my breath.

      He paused and glanced back at me. “Because you can’t chase after Aiden and Karter?”

      “No. Because I have the joy of experiencing house arrest and death by boredom. Welcome home, Wren.”

      His pupils did that dilation thing again, letting me know I’d struck a chord.

      Good. He could go tell Mom and Dad that I was already wanting to leave. Maybe they’d be more accepting of the “I’m going away to college” bomb I planned to drop later.

      “If you’re bored, follow me.” He left the kitchen without looking back.

      I glanced at the pot rack hanging over the island and cursed my five-foot-two-inch T-rex reach before following in his wake.

      He took the hall leading to my old bedroom. I narrowed my eyes when he walked through the door, fully understanding why I’d been displaced.

      Bennett.

      I entered the office and watched him unplug the second laptop from the desk.

      “Here,” he said, handing it to me. “Twelve subsidiaries are operating at a loss so far this year. Look at their expenses and find a way to mitigate further loss.”

      “Why didn’t you just tell me to slam my head in the door?”

      He sighed heavily. “I know you’re smarter than you pretend to be. Do the work.”

      “What’s in it for me?”

      “What do you want?”

      My attitude did a quick about-face. Bennett never negotiated. That was what made him so boring. Had he actually loosened up a little while I was gone?

      I considered him as I thought about what I needed most. Backup, inarguably. But could I count on Bennett? No. I needed to start small with him and build up some trust that these negotiation tactics were safe…then BAM. I’d own him.

      “My dear, dear Bennett, you’ve asked the right question.”

      His pupils flipped out, dilating and contracting at an alarmingly non-human rate, serving as a reminder that blatant flattery annoyed him. So I quickly toned it down.

      “Going through five months of expenses for even half those subsidiaries is going to take forever. How about one, and you call Aiden to tell him I broke his moon lamp.”

      Bennett’s typically stoic expression cracked a little, and I saw a very brief frown.

      “Are you going to break his lamp?”

      “Of course not. I know he loves that thing. I just want him to experience a little emotional damage. A teeny amount of harmless revenge for standing me up today. That’s all.”

      “No deal.”

      I set the laptop on the desk and turned to walk away.

      “One subsidiary, and I’ll take you for a drive.”

      I whirled around. “With me behind the wheel?”

      “Yes.”

      “You have yourself a deal.”

      Did I want to drive Bennett around? No, I did not. But this wasn’t actually about getting something I wanted. This was about opening negotiations with the resident dictator.

      I scooped up the laptop and settled sideways into the oversized chair positioned near the door. He didn’t say anything about my choice of location, which was good. I knew I’d have questions he’d be able to answer.

      The accounting classes I took in school helped me figure a lot out on my own. I exported the expenses and created a spreadsheet with several pivot tables—by vendor, account, and user.

      I immediately spotted several places where savings could be made. Office expenses were extremely high. Who still needed that much printer paper? It was called email. Save some trees. And why were there so many meals expensed? It was a car dealership.

      Was Bennett messing with me?

      I snuck a glance at him. He had his elbows on his desk and his hands clasped in front of him, putting his shoulders in a position that seriously strained his suit coat as he read something on his screen. Whatever it was, it couldn’t be good. His jaw was clenched, and his pupils were wide.

      Was he ever in a good mood? I doubted it.

      Even if he was messing with me, I knew to let it slide until he looked less angry.

      I typed up all the “misappropriations of funds” in a separate documentation, summarized my recommendations, then minimized those screens to download an old-school Minesweeper game for Bennett to find on the hard drive later.

      When I stood, he looked up from his screen.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Getting a snack and moving around. Want something?”

      He looked down at his screen without answering.

      I shrugged and left his office with a better understanding of why he was at home and not at the main office. Wulf Enterprises would lose employees left and right with Bennett’s cold presence.

      Since it was already past five, I raided the fridge and found a square of lasagna that I could pop into the toaster oven. Mom didn’t believe in microwaves. She said it changed the taste of food. My taste buds weren’t as advanced as hers. Neither was my patience. Using the toaster oven took forever.

      So, I set the timer and wandered my way upstairs to spread some torment via text.

      
        
        Me: Well, that’s disturbing.

        Aiden: What?

      

      

      I grinned, glad he was the one to take the bait.

      
        
        Me: What I found in your room.

        Karter: You’re that bored that you’re going through our rooms?

        Me: Yes! Bennett made me do loss analysis on a subsidiary.

        Aiden: I pity Bennett.

        Karter: May he rest in peace.

        Me: You should pity yourselves.

      

      

      “What are you doing?”

      Since I was lying on my back with my head toward the door, I had to arch my neck to see Bennett.

      He didn’t look happy. Again. Or maybe still.

      He glanced at my neck. It probably was a little bold to expose my throat to someone who looked like he wanted to rip it out, so I sat up.

      “Harassing Aiden and Karter while I wait for my dinner to warm.”

      “And the analysis?”

      “Done.”

      “All twelve?”

      “We agreed to one.”

      “You said it would take forever. It didn’t.” He stepped back and gestured for me to follow him.

      “After you,” I said with a smile.

      His gaze narrowed on me in a way that looked like both a threat and a promise, and my brows shot up.  He growled something I couldn’t hear and stalked away.

      
        
        Me: Bennett’s in a mood. Come home soon.

        Mom: We will. Love you.

      

      

      “Soon” turned out to be ten at night. I was already in bed with Bennett’s dumb laptop. I’d analyzed another subsidiary and had a good start on the third when I heard voices in the hallway.

      I looked up as Mom and Dad walked in, smiling.

      “Wrenly, I’ve missed you so much,” Mom said, coming to hug me.

      “I missed you, too, Mom. Dad.” I smiled at him over her shoulder, and he smiled back.  Mom was the touchy, affectionate one. Dad was the loving-from-a-distance one. I knew it was a mate thing.

      “Sorry we weren’t here to welcome you,” he said.

      “Is something bad happening at Wulf Enterprises? Milo said staff was cut, you’ve been at work all day, and Bennett has me doing expense analysis on loss-leading subsidiaries.”

      “Oh, sweetheart, no,” Mom said, hugging me harder briefly before pulling back and meeting my gaze. “Everything is fine. I promise.”

      I didn’t believe her for a second. She looked nervous, and if I had the nose she did, I’d bet my hard-won savings she’d smell nervous too.

      “Okay. Fine. Don’t tell me what’s going on then.”

      She glanced at Dad, and they shared a look.

      “Bennett said he gave you something to do because you were bored.”

      “I was. I was also unable to leave. Am I not allowed to take a car?”

      They shared another look. This time, Mom’s expression conveyed a hint of annoyance. Good. I hoped she gave Dad an earful for being too controlling.

      “Of course you can take a car,” she said. “Just let us know where you’re going before you leave, okay? You know we worry.”

      “Okay. Tomorrow I want to take a car to go shopping.”

      “Tomorrow?” Dad said. “We were hoping you could start that job your mom mentioned tomorrow.”

      “Where am I working?”

      Dad grinned. “Wulf Enterprises.”

      “Give it a try before you say no,” Mom said quickly.

      “Fine.” I needed summer work for college expenses anyway.

      “Perfect,” Mom said, giving me another hug, then standing. “Bennett will drive you in at seven. Make sure to set your alarm.”

      “I can drive myself,” I said.

      “He’s going to the office too. Why waste the gas?”

      “Why can’t I go with you then?”

      “We worked late so that we can take tomorrow off.” Mom smiled and waved goodnight before closing my door.

      I stared after them in disbelief. They wanted tomorrow off? What about today, the day I came home for the first time in forever?

      Closing the laptop with a snap, I set it aside and turned off the light.

      It doesn’t matter, Wrenly. Earn the money and reclaim your life. You’ve got this.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Mom and Dad were already gone when I came downstairs for breakfast. Bennett sat at the table, reading a tablet and eating his omelette. He looked up when I entered.

      His sweeping gaze was so neutral as it traveled down the length of me that I wasn’t sure how to interpret it.

      Then, he spoke.

      “Don’t you have something more…business casual?”

      I looked down at my jeans and T-shirt, which were similar to what I’d worn the day before.

      “I lived at a boarding school with a uniform for four years, Bennett, and I wasn’t expecting to be pushed into working at Wulf Enterprises on my second day home. How would I have business casual clothes?”

      “Mom sent you clothes. Purses. Shoes.”

      “Those weren’t business casual, and I sold them for drugs and alcohol.”

      His gaze narrowed on me. “You’re lying.”

      “And you’re annoying. I guess we can’t help ourselves.” I pulled out a chair and reached over to steal a piece of toast off his plate. “How soon are we leaving? Do I have time to ask for an omelette too?”

      He watched me take a bite of his toast and glanced at the door a second before a woman entered with another plate.

      “Sandy?” I asked as she set it down in front of me.

      She nodded. “It’s nice to meet you, Miss Belak.”

      “Please call me Wrenly.”

      “I’ve made ham and cheese omelettes this morning. If you have any preferences in the future, let me know.”

      “I’m not a picky eater, so I’m happy with whatever you make me.”

      When she left, I dug in, eating quickly since it was close to seven. Once I finished, I stood with my plate in hand.

      “Leave it. Sandy will get it. Are you ready?”

      “Give me two more minutes.”

      I set the plate down and ran upstairs to gather my things and brush my teeth. Bennett was still in the same spot, minus the dishes, when I came back downstairs. I followed him through the kitchen, saying a quick word of thanks to Sandy, and out into the garage. He pulled a familiar key fob from his pocket and unlocked the car I’d taken the day before.

      “Am I driving?” I asked.

      “Not today. We need to make a stop on the way to work.”

      I didn’t argue about the driving since I knew Wulf Enterprises was in the city and didn’t care about the stop.

      Bennett walked around the car and opened the door for me. It felt weird, but only because courtesy wasn’t something I’d had much of over the last few years.

      My phone buzzed as he shut the door.

      
        
        Mom: Have a great first day, Wrenly. We’ll see you after work.

      

      

      Instead of responding, I set my phone on my lap and stared out the window as Bennett drove out of the garage. I loved Mom and Dad, but they made it so damn hard to like them at times. How could they not see that they’d abandoned me? Again.

      Bennett didn’t talk on the way into the city, which was fine since I was paying attention to the route until he reached a bustling area and turned into a parking garage. I didn’t question it and got out.

      He gave me a strange look as he joined me.

      “Next time, wait for me to open your door.”

      I glanced around the parking garage. It was well-lit, clean, and in a business area. Did he think something would happen to me with him standing on the other side of the car?

      “Wrenly.”

      He said my name with enough irritation and warning that I knew not to start anything with him.

      “Yeah, sure. Next time, I’ll wait.”

      Like a bodyguard, he walked beside me out to the sidewalk.

      The cool breeze swept my hair to the side.  It felt nice. Actually, it felt nice just to walk around in public. I looked up at the tall buildings, trying to figure out which one was Wulf Enterprises. I didn’t know much about the family business, except that it and its subsidiaries employed thousands of people. That seemed pretty big to me.

      Bennett walked so close to me that his hand brushed mine twice. Did he really think this area was dangerous, or did he think I was that clueless? When he caught my arm, I jumped and looked around, thinking there was something wrong, as he steered me toward a glass door.

      Too late, I saw the mannequin in the window next to it. Resistance was futile against Bennett’s determination to guide me into the upscale boutique store.

      “Good morning, Mr. Wulf,” a woman said. “We have a selection ready in the fitting room.”

      “Thank you.”

      My steps slowed as I navigated through the sparsely stocked store and around a wall that separated the storefront from the fitting rooms. Another woman waited for us there and indicated the rack of clothes outside an open door.

      “The grey one first,” Bennett said, sitting on the sofa there.

      The woman took the suit jacket and matching skirt off the rack, along with a pair of matching heels.

      I stared at the heels.

      “Wrenly?” Bennett said, his tone laced with impatience.

      I struggled to suppress the anger simmering beneath the surface.

      “No.”

      “What?”

      I met his gaze. “No, I’m not changing into that.”

      “Put it in the changing room," he said without looking away from me.

      The woman did and then quickly excused herself, leaving me alone with Bennett, which was just fine by me.

      Locked in a silent battle of wills, neither of us looked away from the other. Then he slowly stood. His movement had an animalistic, barely restrained edge that set off all my warning bells…as I knew he intended.

      He crowded into my space.

      Rather than back down, I crossed my arms and tipped my head back to look up at him.

      “I will become your worst nightmare if you push this,” I said, meaning every word.

      He took a slow, deep breath. “Will you tell me why you don’t want to change?”

      “Tell me why I need to.”

      His jaw ticced. “Why are you nice to everyone else, but defiant or rude to me?”

      “You reap what you sow, Bennett. When have you ever been nice to me?”

      He frowned slightly, studying me, then backed up a step.

      “Mom and Dad asked me to take you somewhere right after work. It’s supposed to be a surprise. You’ll feel out of place if you go in jeans.”

      I uncrossed my arms, hating that Mom’s manipulations were already starting.

      “Thank you for telling me. How dressy do I need to be?”

      “Business casual is fine.”

      “What will the other women there be wearing? Business casual or something dressier?”

      “Dressier.”

      “Okay.” I turned to look at the rack, and the saleswoman magically reappeared, proving she’d probably been listening from the other side of the wall.

      “Do you have any cocktail dresses and flats?”

      She hurried to bring me two options—a dusky blue and a mauve. I tried them on and decided to go with the blue one, along with a nude flat, strappy sandal that didn’t hurt my feet. When I left the dressing room in jeans, Bennett didn’t comment. He just paid the bill and carried the bag back to the car with me.

      The drive to the office only took another ten minutes. We were late when we pulled into the underground parking garage, but I didn’t think it would matter much.

      To show that I could be cooperative, I waited in my seat until Bennett opened the door for me. I even threw in a thank you to prove I was the bigger person. He still had the nerve to be annoyed, though. I saw his pupils dilate slightly before he looked away.

      Whatever.

      I followed him to the elevator, which required a badge to operate. The doors opened to a lobby teeming with people and a bank of main elevators.

      People said good morning to Bennett but gave me curious side glances—whether it was because I was with him or because I was wearing jeans while everyone else was in skirts or slacks was up for debate.

      We rode the elevators up to the twelfth floor.  A reception desk sat just inside a set of glass doors.

      The woman smiled at Bennett and said, “Good morning.”

      Her sweeping glance at me bordered on rude, and I internally sighed. It was going to be a long summer.

      Did I need the money that badly if I had already saved the first year’s tuition? Unfortunately, I did. I wasn’t sure what Mom and Dad’s reactions would be when I revealed my plans, and I wanted to be financially prepared for complete independence if necessary. That meant tuition and living expenses. Possibly a car payment too. And experience working at Wulf Enterprises would look good on my resume if I had to work somewhere else next summer.

      Bennett didn’t even acknowledge the woman as he opened the door to the right of the reception desk.  It led to a larger area filled with desks. He continued along the wall, reaching a hallway that had a few conference rooms and connected to another area filled with cubicles and desks.

      He stopped by the first one, where an impeccably dressed brunette woman sat in a pantsuit that hugged her curves so tightly that it probably gave her back support. Her caramel gaze lifted to Bennett’s without even a flicker in my direction.

      “Milena, this is Wrenly.” He looked at me. “Milena will show you around and get you set up with an access badge. Let me know if you run into any trouble.”

      “Yep.”

      I heard a disbelieving snort from the nearby sea of desks. Bennett looked away to stare at the offender. Some poor idiot would be lucky not to be fired by the end of the day.

      “Seriously, I got it. You can go,” I said, hoping to spare whoever it was.

      He glanced at me then left with his jaw ticcing.

      Milena waited until he was out of hearing distance to say, “Let’s save ourselves time and skip the tour since we both know you’re not here to actually work.”

      I turned to her. “Oh? Then what am I doing here?”

      Someone laughed quietly.

      “Making the Wulfs feel good about their philanthropy. Why else would they employ the normie they adopted?”

      Mom’s voice rang in my head. Don't say no until you give it a try.

      I knew the Wulf’s loved me, but couldn’t they see how much I didn’t fit into their world?

      “Does this mean you’re refusing to give me the tour then?” I asked. “It’s going to be hard to explain why I don’t know my way around or have an access badge when my benefactors ask me.”

      Her pupils pulsed larger with irritation as I held her gaze.

      “Useless,” she said under her breath as she stood.

      If she meant the tour, she was right. She showed me where the break room and bathrooms were, got my badge from Human Resources, and then led me to my desk, which was located in the exterior part of Bennett’s split office suite. I knew it was his suite because of the big nameplate screwed to the wall beside the door.

      “Just do whatever you’re told to do,” she said before leaving me there.

      The desk, which was fully stocked with writing implements, paper, and fancy leather-bound notebooks, in addition to a laptop and a large monitor, was positioned adjacent to the glass wall that separated my area from Bennett’s main office area.

      The blinds were currently closed, along with the door, so I didn’t know if he was in there or not.

      I sat at the desk and called Mom.

      “Hi, Sweetheart. Are you settled in at work?”

      “I guess. What exactly is my job?”

      “Didn't Bennett tell you? You’re his assistant.”

      “Excuse me?”

      I couldn’t have heard that right…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      “You want me to spend my summer fetching coffee for Bennett?” I asked in disbelief.

      “Of course not. You’re not his secretary; you’re his assistant. It’s a much higher-paid position.”

      While I liked the idea of more money, I knew better than to fall for her trap.

      “Mmm-hmm. Why am I really here, Mom?”

      “Because he needs your help.”

      “And I’m betting there are at least a dozen more qualified people to help him. Why me?”

      “First, because you’ve already proven you’re qualified. We saw the analysis reports you finished, Wrenly. It would have taken someone else twice as long. You’re smarter than you realize.”

      She sounded like Bennett.

      “And second?” I asked.

      She sighed. “Bennett’s been struggling lately. I think you can bring a smile to his face.”

      “I think the last time he smiled was when he had gas as a baby.”

      Mom’s startled laugh was cut off when Dad took the phone. Though he tried to muffle it, I heard him say, “You're only encouraging her to misbehave.”

      When Mom came back on the phone, only a hint of humor lingered in her voice.

      “I don’t want to hide anything from you,” she said. “Bennett’s been through five assistants in the last four months.”

      “Sounds like the problem is Bennett, not the assistants.”

      "You're right. Females keep throwing themselves at him, and his patience is…well, it’s thin.”

      "So find him a male assistant.”

      "We tried. It didn’t stop the attention he doesn’t want.”

      “And you think having me here will stop it?”

      Mom chuckled. “Bennett isn’t the only prickly member in this family.”

      “Ouch, Mom,” I said without really meaning it. I knew I hadn’t been the nicest to them in the past and that they didn’t understand why. But that was my problem, not hers.

      “Fine. I’ll try, but don’t blame me if I’m fired on the first day.”

      “He won't fire you.”

      “Right…”

      “You have a good day, Sweetie. We’ll see you tonight.”

      I hung up after saying goodbye and wondered what she had planned for tonight. Probably nothing I’d like.

      Rather than sit and do nothing, I got up and knocked on Bennett’s door. I didn’t hear anything from inside and was going to go back to my desk when the door suddenly opened.

      Bennett had taken his jacket off and loosened his tie. He looked a little wild in the eyes, too.

      Huh. Maybe Mom hadn’t been lying.

      “Good morning, Mr. Wulf. Is there anything that I, your lowly assistant, can help you with?”

      His pupils pulsed in time with his heartbeat.

      “You’re going to give yourself a stroke if you can't calm down,” I said. “Seriously, what do you need me to do so you don't start beheading people at the office?”

      He studied me for a moment, and I thought he was going to say something not so nice to match his mood. But he didn’t.

      “Keep going through the subsidiaries, and if my door’s closed, I'm not seeing anyone. You’re the exception. If you need something, knock and then come in. If I’m on the phone, give me a moment.”

      “You got it. What time do you take a lunch break?”

      “I don’t. We can order something in.”

      “Okay. I’ll order something for twelve-thirty then.”

      He nodded and, after a brief pause, closed the door in my face.

      Mentally shrugging off his moodiness, I returned to my desk and resumed reviewing the expenses. It soon became apparent why Bennett’s patience was thin.

      “Is Mr. Wulf in?” a woman asked.

      I tore my focus from the numbers in front of me and looked up at a petite blonde who was holding a contract folder.

      “He’s in but unavailable,” I said.

      “Really? I checked his schedule, and he didn't have any meetings or calls.”

      I shrugged. “He said he was unavailable if the door is closed.” I gestured to the door. “As we can both see, it’s closed.”

      “But I need this contract signed right away.”

      I held out my hand. She looked at my hand, then met my gaze.

      “Let him know Andri has a contract that needs his attention.”

      “Will do," I said.

      She stared at me, and I stared back.

      “Aren’t you going to call him?” she asked impatiently.

      “No. Either hand me the contract so I can pass it to him, or try calling him yourself to set up a time to hand it off in person.”

      Her eye twitched. “I’ve tried. He doesn’t pick up.”

      Rather than continue to debate with her, I dismissively looked at my screen. She got the hint and went away. Another woman showed up thirty minutes later. Then another…and another.

      It kept the morning entertaining when it would have been otherwise mind-numbing.

      When the receptionist from the main entry arrived just after twelve-thirty with the food order, I was more than ready for a break.

      “Is Mr. Wulf inside?” she asked.

      “I'll take that for him,” I said. “Thanks for bringing it back.”

      She didn’t argue but did give his office door, which had remained firmly closed all morning, a sad look before leaving.

      I got up and knocked on the door before opening it. He wasn’t at his desk or reclining on what looked like a tempting nap-sofa. The other door in the office, presumably the bathroom, was closed. So I left the food on his desk.

      Then, I slapped a sticky note on the outside of his closed office door, grabbed my things, and headed out for my lunch. I received the same side-eye leaving as I had when I’d arrived. But once I was on the street outside the building, I easily blended into the crowd, happily walking until something to eat caught my eye. Since I wasn’t sure how long I had for lunch, I got it to-go and even ordered an extra dessert for Bennett. Maybe something sweet would improve his mood.

      My phone rang as I was checking out.

      I looked down, saw Bennett’s name on the screen, and debated my approach before answering.

      “Hey, Boss. Do you like strawberry or lime better?”

      I knew the question threw him off whatever he’d been about to say when he didn't immediately answer.

      “If you say nothing, you get nothing,” I said.

      “Strawberry,” he finally said.

      “Good choice. I’ll be back in ten. I left a note on your door so they leave you alone.”

      “I saw the note. 'Knock and Die' seems a little extreme.”

      “Has anyone knocked?”

      “No.”

      “Then, I’d call it effective. I’ll be back in ten.”

      I hung up before he could say anything else and happily window-shopped my way back to the office.

      Bennett’s door was closed, and the note remained affixed. However, the blinds to his office were open in the section that gave him a direct line of sight to my desk, which meant he knew I’d returned.

      I purposely didn’t make eye contact as I set my to-go bag down and took out his strawberry dessert.

      A hand reached around me and plucked the bag from my grasp.

      “Inside,” Bennett said.

      I hadn’t even heard him open the office door. Smoothing out my unhappy expression, I turned around and followed him into his office.

      “Close the door,” he said.

      Obviously, I thought.

      If he were smart, he would install one of those devices that automatically closed the door on its own. Maybe even something that would deliver a mild shock when someone knocked on it.

      “Sit.” He pointed at the chair across from his desk and started taking out the food I’d bought. “Why didn’t you order delivery for yourself?”

      I accepted my lunch from him and sat.

      “Because I wanted a break. The number of women I’ve fielded for you is impressive. They weren’t all bad. The receptionist seems nice.”

      He didn’t comment.

      “Personally, I’m not a fan of Milena or Andri. By the way, Andri said she had a contract that needed your attention. Not sure how real it was but figured she could email if it was important.”

      “It’s not. All contracts that come in are forwarded to me digitally.”

      I nodded and watched him sit with his fancy strawberry-laden treat in a cup.

      “So what am I going to do once I’m done with the expense evaluation?” I asked. “I doubt it will last me the rest of the day.”

      “There are more subsidiaries.”

      “Yaaay,” I said flatly.

      “I could use your help taking meeting notes this afternoon if you’d rather do that,” he said as he scooped out his first bite.

      “Does it include protecting your virtue? Why are they so obsessed with you?”

      The scowl he gave me carried a hint of hurt.

      “I mean, besides the obvious—wealthy heir to Wulf Enterprises and likely future pack Alpha.”

      “Isn't that enough?” he asked.

      I shrugged indifferently and started eating my lunch.

      “What are the meetings about?” I asked between bites.

      “Buying companies. Some will be our people pitching companies to acquire, and some will be with company owners to get to know their businesses more in depth.”

      “Sure. I can take notes.”

      The meetings saved me from having to answer the question I’d been answering all morning, which was whether “Mr. Wulf” was in his office. I began to learn more about Wulf Enterprises and Bennett, too.

      Wulf Enterprises was huge, and Bennett could be personable when he chose to be. He greeted men with a handshake and introduced me as “the most important person in his life,” his assistant, Wrenly. Everyone he met was super respectful of him, too. It was a little weird to see that side of Bennett instead of the serious, strict side I remembered.

      I sat next to him and took the best notes I could, which I was sure weren't that great, considering how many times he watched me make them.

      After the final meeting wrapped up and Bennett went to walk the guy out, I headed back to his office suite.

      Andri was waiting by my desk.

      “He’s not in,” I said before she could ask.

      “I know. That’s why I’m waiting.”

      He rounded the corner, and she was quick to latch onto his arm.

      “I don’t have a ride to the reception tonight. Can I ride with you?”

      He smoothly detangled himself from her, gave me a hard stare, and continued walking toward his office.

      Andri took a step to follow him.

      “Wait a second,” I said.

      She paused to look at me. It was enough time for him to close his door.

      “He’s in, but he doesn’t want to be disturbed," I said.

      Her face flushed, and she turned around and walked away.

      I waited until she cleared the outer door to knock and let myself into Bennett’s office. He was standing at his desk with his back to the door.

      “What reception?” I asked.

      He sighed and lifted the bag he was holding. The one with the clothes he bought this morning.

      “The one we’re going to. Go change.”

      He indicated the bathroom door.  I snagged the bag on my way past him.

      If staff are going, maybe it’s a paid reception, I silently told myself as I changed.

      Although I’d selected the most modest option of the two the associate had given me, the skirt was more form-fitting than I would have liked and showed my underwear line.  I could have ditched them, but I imagined the emotional and mental trauma I would have if Dad figured out I’d gone commando. It didn’t matter that shifters group-stripped for pack runs. I wasn’t pack. So I ignored my underwear lines, grateful that at least the sandals were okay.

      I stepped out of the bathroom and endured Bennett’s scrutinizing gaze with an unhappy frown.

      “You don’t like it,” he said.

      “No kidding. Please tell me I won't need to suffer in this for long.”

      “You look pretty.”

      “It’s tight, and it’s uncomfortable, but yippee for looking pretty. Why can’t we just go home and say we forgot?”

      He sighed, and I caught a glimpse of his frustration.

      “Ugh, fine. Is there any way we can skip out early? Can you pretend to have an appendicitis attack? Heart attack? A lazy eye? Anything?”

      My humor wasn’t appreciated.

      He rubbed his hand down his face, which I found pretty funny.

      “Don't even try lying to me and say you want to go,” I said. “If Andri is going, that means all the women who were trying to get your attention today will be there.”

      His jaw muscles twitched.

      “Fine. I’ll help you if you help me,” he said.

      I wanted to crow.

      “Name your terms and name your price,” I said.

      “You keep every female from touching me, and we’ll leave within an hour.”

      “Exception being Mom, of course,” I amended.

      “You and Mom and Grandma.”

      “Grandma’s going to be there?”

      He nodded.

      “What are the rules? Can I offend people?”

      “You will have to deal with the consequences of your actions.”

      I made a face and sighed. “Fine. Polite-bitchiness only then. Does the timer start now, in the car, or when we get there?”

      “When we get there," he said.

      I groaned but agreed and let him lead me out of the office. Most of the people were already gone—the few who remained called out a farewell to Bennett. The elevators were less crowded leaving than they’d been arriving.

      However, the garage had a few more people than Bennett would have liked. Five women waited around the car.

      "Bet you wish the timer started now,” I said with an innocent smile.

      Bennett growled. I laughed and strode forward through the women waiting by the passenger door.

      “Sorry, ladies, I called frontsies in perpetuity thirteen years ago. I think the back seat’s open, though.”

      Bennett grabbed my upper arm, stopping me from opening my door, and opened it for me. Once I was in and he was outside with everyone else, he said something that had them all glaring at me and walking away.

      I didn’t comment on it when he got in and started the car.

      “Is there going to be good food there, at least?” I asked as he drove.

      “Mom arranged everything.”

      “That doesn’t answer my question.”

      He didn't respond.

      I glanced at him, wondering why he’d reverted to his usual sulky self. It hadn’t been bad working with him today. He’d answered questions and had acted mostly like a normal person.

      Was Mom right? Was his patience that thin because of the women chasing him?

      If he were Aiden or Karter, I would have asked if he was dating anyone and how serious the relationship was. But I wasn’t as close to Bennett as I was with them. I’d never played with him growing up—he’d been sent off to school not too long after I’d moved in—and he'd never called me while I was at school like they had. To be fair, I'd never called him either.

      I could ask Mom. She’d know. She knew everything about us…for the most part. Maybe if he liked someone and made it public, the women in the office would back off a little. I made a face. If he liked someone, Mom would have already thought of that.

      “What's wrong?” he asked.

      “Not liking the direction of my thoughts,” I said, turning to look out the window.

      “What are you thinking about?”

      “I’d rather stop thinking about it if it’s all the same to you. How much longer until we get there?”

      “Soon.”

      Fifteen minutes later, I walked up the flight of red carpeted steps to the freaking museum while wishing the car would have broken down.

      “New deal,” I said. “We go home, I’ll take the blame for not showing up, and I’ll work for you for free all summer.”

      “No deal,” he said.

      “Come on, we’d both come out winners.”

      “Are you going to walk, or do I have to carry you?”

      “Princess, backpack, fireman, or over the shoulder?”

      He arched a brow at me, and I pouted. His gaze dipped to my mouth, and his pupils flickered.

      “Princess,” he said without looking away. “Mom would kill me if I tried any of the other three. But we both know I’m not carrying you in.” He offered me his arm.

      I rolled my eyes and slipped my hand around his impressively firm forearm, letting him guide me up the stairs.

      Inside, people mingled in the sectioned-off main lobby where tables had been set up with appetizers and drinks. The body count was high enough to necessitate my hold on Bennett. It kept him unavailable to other potential companions and prevented us from being separated.

      Mom and Dad stood off to the side, chatting with another couple.  I spotted Grandma sitting at a table. But Aiden and Karter were nowhere to be seen.

      “Wrenly,” Mom said, weaving her way to us. “Welcome home, my sweet girl.”

      I released Bennett long enough to let Mom hug me and then reclaimed his arm. Considering the long looks he was getting from around the room, I understood his need for protection.

      “You really didn’t need to throw a party for me, Mom,” I said.

      “Of course we did. We want everyone to know you’re ours.”

      Not to welcome me home, but to claim me. Was I some kind of toy?

      “Trust me, everyone is well aware of what you’ve done for me over the years.”

      Mom frowned, and I smiled to take the sting out of my comment.

      “I’m a person, not a possession you need to claim, Mom. I know you love me, and that’s enough. Now, who do you want me to meet?”

      “Meet?”

      “Isn’t that the point of this? You’re trying to set me up with some guy?”

      Mom’s surprised gaze flicked to Bennett, and I suddenly understood. It wasn’t me who needed to meet someone. It was him. My party was just an excuse to get Bennett to mingle with the single pack-females. I wanted to smack my forehead for not seeing it sooner.

      He was going to owe me big after this.

      “Before Bennett takes me around the room to mingle, why don’t we start with a drink?” I said to smoothly transition from my question to appeasing Mom without throwing Bennett under the bus.

      I looked up at Bennett. “I could go for a glass of wine. What about you?”

      “One glass,” Mom said firmly before he nodded.

      Legal age wasn’t strictly enforced at these kinds of things, thankfully.

      “Have fun.” She kissed my cheek, and he led me toward the temporary bar.

      While he asked for a glass of something that sounded French, I looked around the room. A few familiar faces blended in with the sea of unfamiliar ones. Storm and her
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