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About Knot in Doubt


Hiding was safe; being claimed was salvation...

Maisie spends her days wiping spills from diner tables, her head bent low to avoid the penetrating gazes of the alphas who drift through the door. Her bruises have almost faded, and life is looking brighter.

Down the street, construction is nearing its end, and with it, the visits from the construction workers who’ve made a habit of stopping by for a slice of her homemade pie. Maisie isn't sure if that's a good thing or not. She thinks she’ll miss them, but she knows better than to put her trust in any man. Not again.

Wyatt, Elias, Knox, and Hunter have been quietly watching over the skittish omega for longer than she knows, ready to step in if the man responsible for her fading bruises ever shows up. They want her. They've always wanted her, and will do bad things to anyone who dares lay a hand on her.

When her past unexpectedly resurfaces in the form of her abusive ex-husband, four rugged alphas protect her. They publicly and unequivocally claim her as their omega. Then they take her to their farmhouse to keep her safe from her stubborn ex.

Four men. One promise. She'll never be afraid again.


Content Warning


Knot in Doubt is a non-shifting Omegaverse set in an alternate universe where alphas are dominant, omegas are submissive, and betas are ordinary.

This book contains references to domestic abuse.

The effects of Maisie’s physical and emotional abuse by her ex-husband are referenced throughout as she adapts to a life free from her abuser.

Due to explicit content and adult themes, this book is suitable for mature readers. The heroine finds her HEA with four love interests, but there is no MM in this book.

Outside of domestic abuse, other potential triggers include:

	References to birth control tampering (not by heroes, historical) 

	References to drink driving and death by drink driving (historical, not by heroes) 

	References to the death of a loved one (historical) 

	References to stalking 

	Abduction/kidnapping 





Chapter 1


Maisie



“Another slice?” My hand only shakes a little today.

“Please,” Wyatt says, his voice gruff.

He usually comes in with three other alphas who work at the construction site down the road where a new condo is being built. This morning, it’s just him.

I finish topping up his coffee, set the coffeepot down on the counter, and head for the glass cabinet to serve him his second slice of blueberry pie.

I nearly poured hot coffee into his lap on my first day. Not that he seemed to mind one bit. He just smiled and said, “Take your time, darlin’, I’m in no hurry.”

“Maisie, right?” He adds a splash of creamer to his cup.

It says so on the badge attached to my light pink dress, but he always keeps his eyes on mine, not on my chest. I appreciate that. “Yeah.”

“How are you finding Rios?”

I’ve lost count of how many minutes I’ve spent replaying his sexy drawl over and over in my head when I’m back in my apartment. Southern, but not the Texas twang I’ve heard so many times before. His is smooth. A slow caress along my senses.

It’s been a month since I started working at this small-town Iowa diner. Nico, the Greek American owner, took pity on me when I drifted in, exhausted from too many hours on the road. Nico’s Diner was supposed to be a quick pit stop before my next hiding place. Yet here I am, thirty days later, making no move to leave.

“Quiet. Everyone is nice.” I remove his empty plate and place the small dish with the generous slice of blueberry pie in front of him. Wyatt doesn’t usually sit at the counter like this, but it’s a quiet early fall morning, and he’d smiled when he walked in and said he’d sit at the counter, save me from dashing to whatever table he picked out.

“Well, if you have any trouble, let me know. I’ll straighten it out.”

I believe him. My eyes linger on the strong, tanned hand he wraps around the coffee handle. Everything he picks up seems so small. “Thanks.”

“Wyatt. Wyatt Comeaux.” He flashes me a grin so sexy I nearly polish my hand instead of the counter. “Figured I’ve been rude long enough not telling you my full name. There must be at least twenty construction workers named Wyatt in the country.”

There might be twenty of them, but there’s only one six-three alpha who smells of bourbon and hot iron. And I doubt any of those Wyatts would have the same effect on me as this one does.

Tawny brown eyes, chestnut hair, and long, sooty lashes. He’s almost always in low-slung blue jeans, a gray long-sleeve tee, and steel-toed boots. Even if he didn’t have shoulders like doors, this Wyatt is one of a kind. I like the way he looks almost as much as I love the way he smells.

“Lina already mentioned it,” I say, torn between wishing someone would come into the diner to distract him from all the attention he’s paying me and dreading it at the same time.

Mondays always start slow.

I get here for the morning shift at 6:30 with Nico, who’s in the kitchen finishing his prep for the day. Lina, his daughter, rolls in at 10 after dropping off her son at school. We’ll have a slow trickle of Rios locals through the morning as the residents of this small Iowa town crawl out of bed and come searching for strong coffee to kick off a new week.

A dimple forms on his cheek. “Hope she hasn’t been telling you all my flaws.”

“You have flaws?” My cheeks burn at what sounds suspiciously like flirting talk. I take a step back, nervous fingers plucking at my white half-apron. “Sorry, I didn’t⁠—”

His deep, rich chuckle wraps around me. “Sweetheart, no man on the planet is gonna ask for an apology for a compliment from a beautiful woman,” he gently interrupts with another devastating smile. “Least of all, me. Accuse me of having a big head if you must, but I intend to savor being unflawed until the next time I walk into something.”

“I don’t believe you.”

His long-sleeve gray shirt conceals muscled arms and powerful shoulders. He’s big enough for everyone and everything to move out of his way for fear of him running them over.

Everyone in Oregon said I was clumsy, but my clumsiness didn’t come from tripping over things or walking into doors; it came from marrying the wrong man.

Looking me right in the eye, he says, “I have a tendency to walk into many things when I’m distracted.”

“Distracted by what?”

His lips tilt up in a crooked smile. “How about we leave the answer for another time? I’m not sure now is the time to get into it.” His long, hungry look communicates that I’m the biggest source of his distraction.

I’ve spent the last month trying and almost failing on multiple occasions to avoid pouring coffee in his lap. At almost no point have I stopped being jumpy and downright awkward around this veritable bear of a man. I never imagined that while I was doing all those embarrassing things, he was finding me attractive.

Shy and quiet, tongue-tied and awkward with no idea how to even flirt back if that’s what this is, I say nothing.

From his perch on one of the five cherry-red bar stools on the other side of the front counter, he takes a sip from his coffee and sets it down to admit, “My family would be ready with a long list of things I do wrong. I have two older brothers and three older sisters, each with kids of their own now.”

“Sounds like you have a big family.”

“Most families do in the town where I’m from. New Orleans, Louisiana.”

Ah. That’s the accent.

“I’ve heard it has amazing food.” Parades, too, but the thought of thousands of men so close to me is the stuff of nightmares.

He bops his head. “Best food in the world. I try to get home to see family a couple of times a year. The Comeaux Sunday dinners are legendary.”

“You miss it.”

New Orleans and his family. The smile in his eyes comes from his heart. When you see love as clearly as I do, you feel it.

“I do, but I wanted to see a little more of the world before I settled. What about you?”

“I don’t have a big family, just an older sister.” This interesting conversation is suddenly littered with too many traps to avoid. “The rest is the same.”

But my reason for traveling was not the same as his.

One person tried to help me before. Just one. They spent three days in intensive care because of it. Now I know not to involve anyone else in my trouble and to keep my problems to myself. I miss my sister, but Pittsburgh would be the first place Derek looked for me.

“Well, Rios is friendly,” Wyatt says, giving me a probing look.

“I know.” It’s why I’m still here.

Picking up his fork, he decimates his second slice of pie. Four quick, large bites, and his plate is empty of everything except a smear of dark blue sauce. “This pie is damn good,” he says, eyeing the cabinet as if he’s thinking of another slice. “Not sure what Nico did, but lately I’ve been dreaming about these pies.” He sets the fork on his empty plate and wipes his mouth with a napkin.

Looking down helps me hide my red cheeks. “I’ll tell him you said that.” Then I blurt out, “Lina said the condo is nearly done,” wincing at my inability to communicate without sounding like a crazy person. My eyes automatically flick over his left shoulder, settling on the five-story apartment building that I’ve watched taking shape over the last month. When my eyes return to him, his are on me.

He takes a sip of his coffee. “Most of us go where the work is. Once the condo is done, it’s time to move to the next job.”

“Including you?” I wipe the spotless counter for something to do. Before I helped Nico open up this morning, I gave each counter a quick wipe, even though Lina, Nico’s daughter, who closed up last night, would have done the same, since I always spill sugar when I’m refilling the canisters.

“I have a job waiting for me in Florida.”

My heart gives a little flip. “Florida?”

Stop repeating him. He’s going to think you’re an idiot.

“We’ve got a good team. The company that hired us for this job likes our work and wants us to manage the next one. It’s a big new resort.”

You knew this, Maisie.

Lina and Nico told me once this condo goes up, all the construction workers will move on to the next town, since the company isn’t based in Iowa.

I’ve had a month to get used to their leaving. So why do I feel so strange at the thought of Wyatt no longer stopping in for a coffee and a slice of pie?

Why do I think I’ll miss him?

“That sounds great.” I force a smile to my lips. “A bigger job means better pay, right?”

Means I never get to see you again.

He doesn’t smile back. “Right.”

We’re silently studying each other, a new tension crackling between us, when the door to my left swings open and Nico steps out of the kitchen with a grin. “Hey, Wyatt. How’d you like the pie today?”

As Nico approaches, I wander away, trying to look busy but always keeping Wyatt in view just out of the corner of my eye.

“Damn good,” Wyatt says, straight white teeth glinting with his smile. “New secret ingredient? It went from amazing to addictive.”

I pause my wiping.

Nico, the fifty-year-old, dark-haired and brown-eyed beta, laughs. “I guess you could call it a secret ingredient. Except this one’s a secret I’m happy to share.”

Wyatt cocks his head. “Yeah?”

“Maisie,” Nico says, pointing at me. “I let her loose in my kitchen, and the girl went and out-baked me with barely any effort.”

Wyatt snaps his head toward me. “You made the pie?”

I stop pretending to wipe the counter. “Nico was out sick one morning, and Lina couldn’t leave her son with her husband away for work. My grandma used to make pie. It’s how I learned.”

He shakes his head at me. “And you weren’t gonna tell me you did this baking?”

I shrug. “It’s just pie.”

Wyatt looks at Nico. “That girl can bake. You should have her make all your pies.”

Blushing at Wyatt’s compliment, my muscles stiffen as I tense up, nearly jerking away when Nico pats my shoulder.

Don’t freak out. It’s just your boss. Don’t freak out.

“She already is. Why do you think all the pies have been flying out the door?” Nico asks, giving me another friendly pat on the arm.

It’s taking everything I have not to rip my arm from his and retreat to a safe distance.

Wyatt glances at me. His tawny brown eyes sharpen, and he turns to point at the glass cabinet. “Can I get another slice to go, Nico?” he asks casually.

Nico takes his hand off my shoulder, and I release a quiet sigh of relief when he moves away from me. Wyatt glances at me again. Quick. Assessing. Then relieved.

“Here you go.” Nico slides the pie box toward him as a loud beeping in the kitchen pulls Nico’s attention from Wyatt. Flashing Wyatt an apologetic smile, he tilts his head to the back. “I’d better go deal with that.”

“See you around, Nico.”

I watch Nico go.

“You should mention it to Nico,” Wyatt says quietly.

I turn to look at him, pretending I don’t know what he means. “Mention what?”

“The arm thing. He does it to everyone, but if you tell him you don’t like it, he’ll stop. He’s a good man.”

“I know.” I consider it. “And I’ll tell him if he does it again.”

A bell over the door chimes, and our quiet morning ends with Lucy’s arrival in her nurse’s uniform. She stops in to grab coffee for herself and the doctor before her early start at the clinic down the road.

The town is awake, and I’ll have a steady flow of customers until my shift ends at 3, though I’ll stay for another two hours to make more pies for Nico to fill the glass cabinet tomorrow morning.

Wyatt pushes himself to his feet as Lucy approaches the counter with a friendly smile that I return. “I’d better get to work. Keep the change, darlin’.”

I’m so distracted by his smile I don’t notice the two twenty-dollar bills on the counter until it’s too late to call him back and tell him it’s too much for a $10 order.


Chapter 2


Wyatt



Blackberries and wild honey.

The skittish new waitress’s scent clings to me as the bell over the diner door chimes when it closes behind me.

On my way to my truck, I can’t help but think about Maisie. Keeping my distance over the last month has required a level of control I didn’t know I possessed.

One sniff of her lush scent as she tops up my coffee, and I’m fighting an almost uncontrollable urge to drag her into my arms and kiss her soft lips as sweetly as I want to bend her over the nearest hard surface and fuck her. But maintaining distance and my urges has been necessary.

Extremely necessary.

My first glimpse of the petite waitress with shoulder-length strawberry blonde hair and ice-blue eyes had been like a fucking dream. I’d stepped through the front doors of Nico’s Diner, and it had been akin to a truck slamming into me.

I’d stared for too fucking long. She noticed. How could she not notice when I was clogging up the front door? Those gorgeous ice-blue eyes had widened, and wariness had given way to fear.

I thought my size had intimidated her until Knox nudged my shoulder and gave me a pointed look. My eyes had tracked his gaze downward to dark, almost-black marks on her forearms shaped like bruises.

I’d mistaken the shadows under her eyes for a lack of sleep. They were too dark, too large to be anything but two healing black eyes. Someone hadn’t just dragged her around by her arms. They’d put their hands on her, and more than once. A man, from the size of those finger-shaped bruises.

She’d taken her time coming to our table, eyes wary and her body half-turned, poised to run. I’d kept my expression blank, fighting to control my rage that anyone could hurt her. And her voice—soft, unsure—had made me want her as badly as I’d ached to snap the neck of the man who’d put his hands on her.

My cell phone vibrates in my back pocket, returning me to the present. I’m no longer in the past where a timid, shy omega had been so nervous around me that she’d nearly poured hot coffee into my lap. As long as she stayed beside me, I wouldn't have cared what she spilled on me.

I fish my cell phone out and hit answer when I see who's calling. Needing a free hand, I set the pie box on my truck so I can open the door.

“Did she get to work all right?” Elias asks.

“She did.”

If Maisie had glanced behind her on her ten-minute walk from her apartment to the diner to start her shift, she might have seen me. Then again, she might not have. It’s not the first time I’ve watched over her, and it won’t be the last. Maisie Lucas came to Rios with a black eye and bruises on her arms. No one is putting their hands on her. Not if I have anything to do with it.

“And no sign of the POS who hurt her?”

“Nope.” None of us knows who it is since she’s been so cagey about her past.

Between things she’s revealed over the last month, we know her name, that she was on the road for a while before she came to Rios, that she’s 26, and that she has an older sister she misses and bakes pies like a dream.

And that someone hurt her.

Badly.

So badly that she shuts down the conversation if it even starts to lead to her past. Husband, boyfriend, or whoever it is, makes no difference to me. Between the four of us, the guy doesn’t stand a chance if he sets one foot in Rios.

I met Elias, Knox, and Hunter on a job we all worked on in Texas nearly ten years ago. We fell into the construction business, wanting a job that paid well and didn’t tie us down in one place for too long. Now that we’re all in our early thirties, the itch to keep moving is decreasing.

We go where the work is. With projects lasting several months to a couple of years, we usually find a place to rent together for however long the job lasts. This Iowa job is no different, except that it's ending, and we haven’t started talking about what comes next.

“I'd better go grab breakfast,” Elias says. “Hunter is yelling.”

I can’t hear Hunter’s yell. Elias must still be up in his room, calling to check in before he makes his way downstairs.

“I’ll see you at the site.” I hang up, grab the pie box from the top of my truck, and climb into my seat.

Our rented house is thirty minutes out of town, so I have plenty of time to make a quick stop before I head into work. I’ll be too early, but that’s okay. It won’t be the first time I’m at the site kicking my heels after watching over Maisie.

I place the pie on the passenger seat, making sure it won’t slide to the floor before I slam my door shut and start the engine. Through the window of Nico’s Diner, Maisie stands at the counter with Nico.

If I didn’t have a full day of work ahead of me, I’d sit right here, demolish this third slice of blueberry pie and continue to watch sweet Maisie through the diner’s front window.

Alphas are possessive. We see what we want, and we go hard after it. That’s not an option with Maisie. She’s so wary that any step I’ve taken toward her, she’s taken one away. I need more answers about what chased her to Rios, and only one person can give them to me.

The sheriff's department is located halfway down Lincoln Road, Rios’s main street, which is lined with most of the town’s stores and restaurants. It’s quiet now, but it never stays that way for long. This is the heart of the town, and with all eight units in the condo we’re building already sold, Rios looks to be a fast-growing, popular area.

We were the last construction workers to arrive in Rios, opting to rent a farmhouse thirty minutes outside town. With our days starting around eight, we all thought the drive would eventually piss us off enough that we’d move into town. But in the seven months we’ve called Rios home, it’s actually started to feel like home. More than anywhere else has before.

After pulling up and parking in front of the sheriff’s department, I cut the engine and grab my keys and the pie box. Getting out, I slam the door shut and head for the entrance, spying Audrey, Sheriff Watson’s wife of thirty years, sitting at the front desk.

“Hi, Audrey,” I greet her as I push open the door and step into the sheriff’s department.

She takes one look at the box in my hand and subtly shakes her head. “Good luck.”

As greetings go, that doesn’t bode well.

The sheriff's department is a large room with three desks in the center. A closed door leads to the back of the building, where the holding cells and interview rooms are.

I walk past two neat but empty desks on my way to the only other person in the office, a dark-haired man in his late fifties wearing a khaki uniform and sitting at his desk.

As I lift the pie box, I waft its sweet and fruity aroma toward the sheriff. “I brought you a slice of pie. Blueberry. Best pie in the world.”

I’m not even saying that to butter him up. I wouldn’t be handing over this slice of ambrosia if it weren’t to protect a certain waitress.

“I can’t tell you anything.” Sheriff Watson doesn’t so much as glance at the delicious-smelling box.

“I’m just here because I’m worried, Sheriff,” I say, lowering the box since waving it at him isn’t getting me anywhere.

“You know I can’t dig into her past.” He turns a page and scrawls his signature at the bottom. “Which is exactly what I told you the last time you were in here.”

I set the pie on his desk and take the only chair on the other side of a desk damn near cascading with papers. If anyone walked into the police station, they’d know at a glance which desk belonged to the sheriff. “I’m not asking you to dig into Maisie’s past. Just into the person who hurt her.”

He gives me a long look that conveys I’m not convincing him of anything. “It’s the same thing.”

I should have listened to Audrey’s warning. This man is not budging.

“You had to have seen the bruises, and she’s skittish as hell. Someone put their hands on her. Could you just…” My voice trails off at his weary sigh.

He sets his papers down and turns in his seat to give me his full attention. “I can’t do anything without her say-so. Even if I hunted down where she came from and who hurt her, I can’t file a restraining order or investigate any abuse she suffered without a statement from her.” His expression softens. “I know you’re coming at this from a good place, and you’re looking out for her, but this is personal to her. If she’s in trouble, she needs to ask for help. I let her know that I’m here, but I can’t force her to accept my help, and neither can you.” His eyes dip to the box I placed on his desk. “Pie or no pie.”

We’ve rehashed the same argument five times now.

A month ago, when I first saw Maisie in the diner, she was skittish and wary. I thought if she couldn’t talk to me about whoever hurt her, she could talk to the sheriff, a good man with a loving wife who works the front desk, and a married daughter with a family of her own. My first visit to the sheriff was later that same day, after work. He told me the same thing he just told me now: a request for help has to come from Maisie.

If Maisie doesn’t even want to accept help from the sheriff, I can’t help but wonder why. Is she still that terrified of the person who hurt her? Was he a cop, and she doesn’t trust cops?

“You’ve done all you can, Wyatt,” the sheriff says. “I have my eyes open. You know that.”

“I do.”

With a sigh, I get to my feet to leave.

“Your pie,” he calls after me.

“It’s yours.” I can’t help but smile at his suspicious look. “It’s no bribe. I had two slices this morning, and I don’t need another before work.” As much as my belly would thank me for it.

“Then I’ll enjoy it with my morning coffee,” he says with a grateful nod.

On my way out of the building, Audrey motions me over.

She says quietly, “Keep doing what you’re doing.”

“Coming here?” I frown.

She shakes her head. “Being there for Maisie.”

I glance over at the sheriff, decimating the pie in record time. It’s damn good pie. I don’t blame the guy.

Lowering my voice, I lean closer to the counter. “But she might need more help than I can give her.”

She pats the back of my hand. “You’re a good man, Wyatt,” she adds. “I’ve seen the way you all keep an eye on her. Give her time to get used to the idea that you won’t hurt her, and she will open up about her past. Scars need time to heal. If she didn’t feel safe here, she’d have left already.”

“I know that.” I rub a hand over my jaw. It’s why I’m so desperate to help her in case someone scares her away before I can get through to her. “Thanks, Audrey.”

None of us can make her talk or open up, but we can be there when she needs us.

“She’ll be okay here,” Audrey assures me with a confidence I wish I could absorb. “Rios has always come together for one of its own, and that includes Maisie as well.”


Chapter 3


Maisie



When I first started working at the diner, Nico had me serve the smaller tables near the front counter, where he could see me from the kitchen and intervene if I needed help.

He didn’t seem to notice any of my bruises, and neither did Lina, his thirty-two-year-old daughter. They just got to work showing me how to use the cash register, take orders, and clear tables without making multiple trips to the same table. I will be forever thankful to them for not asking questions I wouldn’t have known how to answer.

I had tried concealer. Layers and layers of the camouflage stuff that I’d picked up at a CVS. The sales assistant said it was good enough to cover up tattoos, all while she avoided telling me I looked like a raccoon with my two black eyes.

My concealer had been thick, but my bruises were dark and at the stage when they get bad before they get better. The more I applied, the more the makeup drew attention to the puffiness and the swelling from my finger-shaped bruises from Derek yanking me around.

It happened in Nevada.

One night, I went to work at a hotel. I came back later to find Derek had broken into my motel room and was waiting for me in the dark.

As bad as my bruises were when I started at the diner, they weren’t nearly as bad as they had been in Oregon. My face and neck were out of bounds. His parents and people from church would have seen those. Every other part of me was open to abuse, and he was never shy about dishing out a punch or a kick when I didn’t live up to the perfect wife he’d dreamed up in his head, a vision I could never achieve.

Sundays were always the worst.

We’d come home from church. He’d have smiled at everyone, kissed the back of my hand, and kept me tucked up against his side, playing at the perfect husband.

But when we went home, the pretense slipped. He didn’t have to go to work, and everyone was busy with their own families, so it was just us. No buffer between him and me. From midday until eleven at night, when he went up to bed, I had hours and hours of second-guessing myself, terrified that one word I said would set him off.

I could never do anything right. His frustrations always blew over on a Sunday when I had no reason to leave the house to escape him.

I hated Sundays.

The bell chimes over the door, yanking me back to the present.

Lina serves tables near the entrance, where large groups of tourists and families sit. Her section is always loud, full of laughing or, in most cases, crying kids and overwhelmed parents trying to quiet them so they don’t disturb everyone else.

I was beyond grateful when Nico had me take the smaller tables, thinking I’d lucked out with a great boss who wouldn’t push me into overwhelming situations before I was ready to handle them.

As a red-faced toddler screams on table fifteen, my gaze lands on the brown-haired college-aged guy leering at me from my section. I wish I were dealing with the baby, not him. Give me twenty screaming babies, but not him.

Lina bumps her shoulder against mine, and I startle so badly that if I’d been holding something, I’d be wearing it.

“Sorry. Want me to go?” she asks, her eyes sliding from me to the guy who had alarm bells ringing in my head ever since I showed him to his table minutes before.

He’d been staring at my ass the entire time. I felt it. He’d surprised me by not trying to grab it. After thrusting a menu at him, I’d babbled about being back in a couple of minutes to take his order, and I’d all but run away. Since then, I’ve been hiding out behind the counter, making it look like I’m waiting for food to come out when in reality all I’m really doing is delaying the inevitable.

He looks nothing like Derek to be triggering my need to run this badly.

Dark hair to Derek’s blond. Brown eyes to my ex-husband’s jade green. Even their builds are different. This guy is lean and barely six feet tall. Derek is nearly six-two and has shoulders that belong on a football player because he used to be one. The biggest similarity between this man and my ex-husband is that both are betas.

It's his energy.

Some people throw out an energy that you don’t like, can’t trust and want to run as far away as your legs will carry you to get away from them. The second he’d walked in, dressed in blue jeans and a football jersey, sliding his sunglasses from his face as his eyes scanned the room, something about him repelled me.

But I’d still done my job, gone over, since that’s what I’m supposed to do when someone who doesn’t know where they want to sit hovers by the door. I’m supposed to show them to a table, hand them a menu, and tell them I’ll be right back to take their order after they’ve looked it over. Not abandon them.

“Maisie?” Lina prompts. “I can deal with him if you want.”

“The lunchtime rush is about to hit,” I remind my coworker. “And your section is packed. I’ve got it.”

She gives me a long look, ignoring the burger and fries sitting on the front hatch that Winston had put down, glanced between us, and disappeared back into the kitchen without reminding us to stop talking and do our jobs.

“I can take one more table,” she says.

She probably can. Lina has been working in the diner since she was in school, when she used to help her dad on the weekends. She could handle all the tables with no help from me, but that isn’t fair.

“I’ll be okay. Promise,” I reassure her, pasting on a reassuring smile, when she lingers. “Go. I’ll be fine.”

When she still doesn’t move, I give her a gentle nudge, prompting a grin. “Okay, okay, I get the message. Holler if you need help, okay?” She grabs the burger and fries from the hatch and sets them down on her tray.

As she hurries to one of her tables with her tray, I take a breath for courage and release it in a quiet sigh. Smoothing the front of my apron nervously, I head to the table of one and hope for the best.

“Hi, I’m Maisie. Are you ready to order?” Nervous but determined to do my job, I pull my notebook from the large front pocket in my white half-apron. With my pen in my right hand, I’m ready to jot down his order and make a hasty escape.

I handed him a menu before I left him alone to decide what he wanted to order. I’ve been away much longer than I usually am. Typically, I’m back in a couple of minutes, at least to get drinks if my customers haven’t decided on food yet, but with this guy, I was hoping he wouldn’t like anything on the menu and leave.

He licks his lips. “I was wondering when you were coming back, gorgeous.”

I shift from foot to foot, my white tennis shoes squeaking against linoleum. “Did you want to start with a cup of coffee? We have a couple of slices of cherry pie left. The rest’s sold out for today.”

His gaze dips, and not to the tiny notepad and pen I’m gripping so tight my fingers hurt. As the tip of his tongue wets his lower lip, the contents of my stomach curdle.

“What I had in mind was something not on the menu,” he says with his eyes on my breasts.

I should have let Lina handle this. She would have been brisk and firm, gotten his order, and not taken any abuse or unwanted flirty behavior, all while keeping a convincing smile pasted on her face.

Not me.

Ever since I left Oregon in my rearview mirror, I spend my time balanced on the edge of running and hiding.

Derek did that to me.

Years spent walking on eggshells. Of not knowing what word or action would set him off that day. I would apologize for no reason. I would control every aspect of my body that I could, terrified that the one word I said would be the wrong one. And I was conscious that no matter how hard I tried, I would always mess up.

There are some situations that I can manage. This is not one of them.

I retreat from his table. “I’ll come back.”

He’s grabbing for my wrist when a man inserts himself between us.

“Yeah, you need to go.” It’s less of a suggestion and more of an order delivered in the tone of a man who does not intend to repeat himself.

My heart was pounding so hard against my chest that I almost didn’t hear him. Recognition comes slower.

He’s standing in front of me, slightly to the side, so when I take in his profile, I’d have known who he was even if I’d missed his scent.

Knox Winter. The alpha from table five, with a gray-green stare, who smells like praline and green apple.

With a sneer, my customer surges to his feet and gives Knox an ugly look up and down. “Who are you? Her boyfriend or something?”

Knox gets in his face. “Or something.”

The diner is pin-drop silent.

For two beats, nothing happens.

“I was just talking to her,” the guy eventually says, edging back a half-step.

“Wrong.” Knox’s bark has the guy recoiling and me jumping. “You were leaving. Right fucking now. You can walk out, or you can go headfirst through the window.”

Proving he’s no idiot, and with half an eye on Knox, the man grabs his sunglasses from the table and bolts out of the diner. He never looks back.

Knox turns around to look at me, blind to the silently staring customers. “You okay?” he asks me softly.

Not really.

“Fine,” I lie, hoping he missed the tiny tremble in my voice.

When the corners of his eyes tighten slightly, I figure I need to do a better job at lying or avoid guys with penetrating stares like Knox.

My knees tremble more than they should for nothing to have happened. The guy didn’t even touch me, yet I’m all shaky and hot, struggling to draw enough air into my lungs.

“Come with me.” His hand is a whisper on my lower back as he guides me to Nico’s office at the back of the diner, where Nico, standing behind the counter, is pointing to.

With no idea how I got across the diner with my badly shaking knees, suddenly I’m perched on Nico’s creaky leather office chair. Knox is crouched in front of me, pressing a cold bottle of water into my hand.

I have no clue where he got the water from.

“I need to get back to work,” I say, making no move to take the bottle.

When I stand, he nudges me back into my seat. “You need ten minutes.”

I open my mouth to argue, but he’s already speaking. “Nico agreed. Lina can handle the front, and Nico will step in if she needs more help. Winston will be okay in the kitchen.”

Was Nico in here telling him all that, and I just blanked out? Maybe I do need ten minutes to pull myself together.

Winston, the forty-year-old short-order cook, only works during the busy lunch hours. If it were only Nico in the kitchen, I’d have gotten back to my feet—wobbly knees or not—and gone back to work.

As I take the bottle of water Knox offers, his fingers brush mine. My breath sticks in my throat, my eyes flying to his as the bottle slips from my grasp. His expression doesn’t change as he presses the bottle firmly into my palm.

I unscrew the lid, conscious his gaze is following the movement of the bottle from my hand to my mouth. He looks away right before I take a sip, and his attention doesn’t return to my face again until I’ve screwed the lid back on and set it on the floor beside my feet.

“Sorry you had to get involved out there,” I say.

He rakes his hand through soft-looking curly blond-brown hair. “It’s no problem.”

His lips are really pretty, kissable even when he’s pressing them together.

Not the time to be focusing on that, Maisie.

I clear my throat. “You’re early.”

I wince.

Seriously?

He cocks his head, gray-green eyes curious.

“You don’t usually come until 12,” I add when I really should have kept my mouth shut.

You sound like a stalker keeping track of his comings and goings.

But he is early. It’s only 11:00, and he’s alone. Usually, he’s with the three other alphas at table five.

His expression is a little less blank than it was a second before. “I was just passing by. Did you know that guy?”

I shake my head. “Never seen him before.”

He stands.

My back kisses my chair as all those feet and muscles eat up all the space in the room. Not literally, of course. That would be crazy. The room feels a whole lot smaller when he’s standing.

“Sorry.” He drops into a crouch as if he knows how much he just scared me. “I promise I look scarier than I am.”

“You threatened to throw a man headfirst through a window,” I feel compelled to remind him. “And that man ran away from you.” I’m surprised he remembered to grab his sunglasses before he bolted.

He averts his gaze as he scratches his jaw. “Yeah, well, I haven’t had my morning coffee yet.”

My lips twitch at his dry tone, and the need to run or hide dissipates. I wasn’t expecting a joke, but it was exactly what I needed.

“Thanks. For the water and what you did out there.” I gesture toward the partially open office door at his back, where the distant hum of radio music and conversation drifts in.

“Knox Winter. I work at the construction site down the road.”

Even if he wasn’t in the usual construction worker uniform of heavy boots, dark jeans, and a hoodie, I’d have known it already.

“Maisie Lucas. I, um, might have seen you around,” I say, as if I don’t know his full name and haven’t been hanging on Lina’s every word over the last month when she fills me in on everything she knows about the four hot alphas from table five.

He offers me his hand with a small smile.

I hesitate.

Men’s hands are… difficult. They bring to mind punches and slaps and pinches that hurt. Nothing good. What happened in the diner changes things. I’m used to dodging fists, not having a man threaten violence defending me. I’d have run into a table or a wall and knocked myself clean out getting away from the man grabbing for my wrist. Then Knox was there, slipping in front of me. Protecting me.

I snatch Knox’s hand as he’s lowering it, and butterflies take flight in my belly when he closes his around mine.

“Nice to meet you, Maisie Lucas,” he says softly.

Handshakes belong in business meetings, offered up by men in suits or saved for acquaintances. Not this one though. This one is different. Knox’s hand doesn’t bring to mind pain I could never dodge fast enough. His touch feels like the start of something new. Something intimate. Maybe even something special.

I smile back when no part of me is afraid. “Nice to meet you, Knox Winter.”
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With the sun setting behind me and the memory of the jerk from the diner still fresh in my mind, I make the walk back to my apartment at a near run, glancing over my shoulder so often I nearly run into two lampposts on my way back home.

I walk to work every day. It’s only ten minutes, and I don’t have the money to throw away on gas for a journey that short. If Derek finds me in Rios, I’ll need all the gas I have in my tank to get away.

Today, I wish I’d driven.

I was more shaken than I realized after I slipped out of Nico’s office and returned to work, even with a ten-minute break with Knox Winter, who filled the time telling me about the different stages of building a condo. It was more interesting than I thought it would be, and it had everything to do with his low, husky voice and a dry sense of humor that kept surprising smiles out of me.

After I got back to work, I dropped everything I picked up.

Whenever the bell rang over the door, I nearly gave myself whiplash thinking the guy had come back with his friends to teach me a lesson. Not sure where that particular thought had come from, but it trickled into my subconscious and refused to budge.

I spent the rest of my shift working at the front counter instead of on the floor because I refused Nico’s offer to go home, and Nico proved himself truly the best manager ever by taking over my tables for me.

Knox’s size had scared me at first, but I wish he were walking beside me. I feel nervy on the street, wary and on edge. But I make it to my apartment with no problems, using my key to let myself into the building and quickly locking the door behind me before I make my way up the stairs.

The one-bedroom apartment is above the flower shop, near the bottom of Lincoln Road. Without Nico, I’d have been sleeping in the motel or maybe even in my car.

I’d been finishing my sandwich at the diner when Nico mentioned, offhand, that he was looking for a waitress. A voice in my head had told me it was meant to be, a happenstance that the one place I wanted to stay came with a job and a chance to earn some much-needed cash. Gas is expensive. Motels, even cheap ones, can be ruinous if you stay in one long enough.

The apartment belongs to Nico’s niece, who’s studying for a master's degree at the University of Arizona and living on campus. Her college apartment comes fully furnished, so she left most of her stuff in Rios for the two years she’ll be living down there.

Nico hadn’t been able to find anyone to take over the apartment, since tourists stop in town for a night or two, and Nico had no interest in taking on a second job by turning the apartment into an Airbnb.

It came fully furnished, with knives and forks in the drawers and sheets in the linen closet. All I needed to do was stock up on toiletries, and it was move-in ready. It was perfect. I spent the first day changing the bedding and bringing the few clothes I had from the trunk of my car.

I’d left Nevada in a blind panic. Derek had found me six months into my brand new life as a cocktail waitress in an off-the-strip casino. I’d walked through the front door, exhausted at two in the morning, to a punch in the face, swiftly followed by a hand wrapped around my neck and my back slammed against the wall.

For six months, I’d lived a quiet, normal life. The go-bag I’d always kept beside the front door became an object I tripped over rather than something I actively needed. So I emptied the two changes of clothes, spare cash, a small first aid kit, along with two bottles of water and a couple of protein bars. Essential things I would need if I had to run in a hurry. That had been a mistake I don’t intend to make again.

At the front door, I shrug out of my denim jacket and hang it on the coat hook above my black duffel. In it, I have just enough to see me through the first couple of days if I have to run again.

As always, I check the doors and windows carefully. I’m on the second floor of the building, but Derek is determined. He found me in Nevada, which means he could find me in Iowa. If he wanted to get into my apartment, he’d get in. All the windows I locked carefully before I left for work are still locked. There’s no sign anyone moved any of my things.

Only after I’ve confirmed that everything is exactly how I left it do I head to the bathroom to shower and wash off the smells from being in the diner for the last nine hours. I eat my breakfast and lunch for free, but dinner is my responsibility.

This is my favorite part of the day, and it delays the worst part for a little longer.

Thirty minutes later, I leave the bathroom in a cloud of steam, my skin pink, in baggy PJs, my hair left down to dry, ready to relax. Now for food.

Walking to the kitchen, I stand in front of the empty refrigerator for five minutes, then shut it with a sigh. Moving to a nearby cabinet, I pick out a box of crackers and a jar of peanut butter from the cupboard next to the sink.

I eat my simple dinner standing up in my quiet kitchen, only because it feels too sad to eat it at the table for four on my own. Finished with my lazy meal, I clean up the crumbs and switch off the lights on my way to the bedroom. It’s too early to go to bed, barely six o’clock, but I borrowed a book from Lina, a fantasy that I’ll read for an hour then turn out the lights.

After all the excitement of today, I want to climb into a new world with dragons and knights. A world that won’t have anything to remind me of jerks like the guy from the diner.

Twenty minutes later, I’m sitting upright in bed with the book open. The words are right in front of my face, yet all I can think about is Knox shaking my hand.

That ordinary moment felt like the start of something new. Wyatt came in earlier than usual just to talk to me. He’d never done that before. It’s as if they’ve decided to stop keeping their distance and want something more from me.

Do I want something more from them?


Chapter 4


Maisie



As the week rolls on, more locals smile when four certain alphas continue making regular stops at the diner. They sit at one of my tables, and they always tip big.

And more importantly, no more guys try to grab me.

In the morning, Wyatt stops in for a coffee and a slice of pie, lingering to tell me a little more about New Orleans and a big family that grows larger every year.

After my parents passed, and then my grandma followed a year later, it was only my big sister and me. I look forward to Wyatt’s childhood stories, and the idea of having a big, loud, and fiercely loving family appeals to me more with every word.

Knox has started coming in for the odd cup of coffee and pie at random times during the day. He walks in and casually glances around, then heads to the counter to grab his hot drink and pie to go. Lina told me he must walk up from the construction site during his break. I asked her why, and she smiled and said she didn’t know.

I could be wrong, but Knox’s glance around the diner is never casual. He’s looking for someone, and he only relaxes when he doesn’t find them. I think Knox keeps coming back to the diner at random times to make sure the guy who tried to grab me doesn’t come back. To protect me. It seems stupid to say it to anyone, so I keep it to myself in case it’s a foolish thought.

“Are you sure you don’t want to switch sections again?” Lina asks sweetly at the start of lunch on a new week.

Which is how I know they’re back again.

I glance over at table five, catch Wyatt’s eye, and smile shyly as he settles into his regular lunchtime booth. He returns the smile with a wider one and points to the menu in what has become our regular habit.

Wyatt, Knox, Hunter, and Elias grab menus on the way in. They don’t need me to seat them and are happy to wait for me to work my way over to them instead of hollering or waving to get my attention, like my other customers do.

Between breakfast and lunch, I stand with Lina behind the counter near the kitchen hatch, where Nico and Winston, the part-time cook, are in the kitchen. I try not to stare at table five, but it’s a battle I lose on a daily basis.

Never has one table contained so many hot men.

Lina, happily married with a six-year-old son, said she has regretted serving the family tables since the construction started down the street. It’s become a running joke that if she had known they’d be coming into town, she’d have told Franklin no when he asked her to marry him. I’ve seen her with Frank, and those two love each other to death.

“Okay,” I tease, and head for her section. “You get their table, and I’ll do your section.”

With a laugh, she snags my arm and hauls me right back. “Yeah, right. They’d be in your section the very second they realized I was working yours.”

Her touch, I can handle. As long as it doesn’t come too fast, and I have time to prepare for it. Derek has knocked me down too many times that I wonder if I’ll ever stop instinctively flinching when a man reaches out toward me.

“They’re just being nice.” My eyes find them again. “That’s all.”

They’ve all introduced themselves to me, kept their distance, and been sweeter than I thought four construction workers could be. I’m used to catcalls, whistles, and uncomfortably long stares. Hunter, Wyatt, Elias, and Knox are so different. Maybe it’s their age? They’re all in their early thirties, so I guess they've aged out of any wild behavior.

I keep wanting to ask Hunter Bailey, the blond former surfer from California, how he wound up in construction, but I’m not sure if he would see my questions as flirting, and I’m not ready for a relationship. I’m not sure if I ever will be.

Hunter ties his long, dirty blond hair back in a careless, messy bun. He smells of sea spray and coconut, and his dark blue eyes are always laughing when they meet mine. He’s like one of those guys in a perfume ad. Ridiculously hot in an I-got-up-looking-like-this way. A guy like that could have any woman he wanted. The interest I sometimes catch stirring in his gaze when he looks at me must be in my head.

“BLT!” Winston slides a plate across the hatch with a thick BLT, a generous serving of fries, and a small container of thick-cut pickles across to Lina.

Lina grins at him. “Thanks, Winston.” She snags the extra sauces the customer requested and adds them to her tray along with the BLT, then turns to me as Winston disappears back into the kitchen after a quick glance at a ticket to prepare the next order. “They’re not nice. Nice would be saying the occasional hi or whatever. Those alphas are ready to throttle anyone who dares hurt you.”

“No, they aren’t.”

“Knox.”

That’s all she needs to say. She was here when a guy tried to grab me, and Knox threatened to throw him out of the window headfirst if he didn’t leave.

News must have spread across town, though no one has asked me why Knox would threaten to commit violence to protect me.

I never saw that guy again. Not even once.

Checking I have my notebook and pen in my big apron pocket, I give each of my seven tables a quick glance as I weave past them on my way to table five. Everyone’s drinks are topped off, their mugs steaming with fresh coffee, and no one looks unhappy with their meals as they clear their plates.

“Hey there, darlin’,” Wyatt says with a small smile. “You’re a sight for sore eyes.”

I feel my cheeks heat as I return his smile with a shy, “Hi. Sorry I kept you waiting. Lina was trying to get me to switch sections.”

Elias Gallo, the amber-eyed alpha with shaggy dark-blond hair, sits upright in the booth and frowns as he scans the diner. “Did the guy who tried to grab you come back?”

Elias went from reclining to scanning the room, as if waiting for me to point the guy out to him, and he’s not the only one probing the diner. They all are.

Wow, Lina was right. This is not nice. It’s downright protective.

Elias caught me staring at him from the counter once. When a man looks as sexy as this one does and smells of molasses and dark chocolate, any girl would stare. His lips had quirked in a smile, and I’d nearly run into a wall trying to look busy. The next time I glanced over at table five, he looked pleased.

“No.” I pull my notebook from my pocket, though I never need it, especially when I’m dealing with this particular table of four. “She was just saying that I always have the table with the—” hottest guys in the diner.

Thankfully, my mouth snapped shut before those dangerous words slipped out. Unfortunately, two seconds too late because now I’ve made said hot alphas extremely curious from their lengthy stares.

“The table with the…” Hunter prompts, dark blue eyes sparkling with laughter as if he knows exactly what I nearly spilled and would love to hear me say it.

I shift from foot to foot, my face hot.

Knox gives me a thoughtful look and nudges Hunter. “How about we decide if Maisie wants to tell us?”

I shrug, trying to pass it off as nothing. “It’s nothing bad. Just… well, it’s not bad.”

Just embarrassing.

Hunter drops it. “Knox said you had some trouble last week.”

I glance at Knox. “It was just a guy being handsy. I haven’t seen him since. Guess he believed you were serious about throwing him through the front window to have stayed away.”

Knox chuckles. “I was absolutely being serious.”

“Nico wouldn’t have been happy about the window.” My eyes slice to the nearly floor-to-ceiling windows that look out onto the street. Glass like that would be expensive to replace.

“Probably not,” Knox admits. “But he would understand why it had to happen.”

I give him a doubtful look. Then I glance at the counter and spot Nico in the kitchen with Winston. Nico waves, and I recall all the free coffees and slices of pie that found their way into Knox’s hands over the last few days.

Nico’s Diner has almost always been family run. Nico’s wife passed away twenty years ago, and Lina grew up serving these tables. If any guy had tried to grab her wrist or her ass, Nico would have thrown them through the window without a second thought about the cost of replacing it. Maybe that’s what the coffee and pie were for: a thanks.

My gaze returns to the table of four alphas to find they’re all watching me. I nearly drop my small notebook and pen when I pull it out of my pocket for something to do. Flustered under all that male attention, my cheeks heat and I blurt at Elias, “Did you want the BLT sandwich with chicken and extra BBQ sauce?”

He slowly blinks. “I did.” He snorts and shakes his head. “We all spend ten minutes poring over these menus and always order the same damn thing.”

I tuck my notebook back into my apron and turn to leave. “I’ll be right back with your drinks and your food.”

Hunter glances at my apron. “It’s a big order.”

Too big to remember without writing it down, his glance tells me.

“I’ve got it,” I say with a smile.

I feel their eyes on me as I return to the counter, checking in with a couple of my tables on my way to find out if they need anything else.

In the mornings, after I’ve refilled the sugar and sauces on the table, I like to have my first coffee of the day sitting at the counter with my small notebook open. As I sip my coffee with cream and three sugars, I write out table five’s order and leave it beside the hatch, ready to pass it to Winston. That’s what I do now. I pass the slip through the hatch, head to the coffeepot, and get my alphas their coffee.

Wyatt has his with creamer, just a splash and one sugar.

Hunter has a sweet tooth. Extra creamer and five sugars (I thought I’d misheard him when he told me the first time).

Knox likes his black with two sugars.

Elias doesn’t drink coffee, so I grab a soda, add extra ice to the glass, and once I’ve loaded up my tray, I carry the drinks over to them.

“The kitchen is still a little quiet, so your food should start coming out in about ten minutes,” I tell them, handing them their drinks.

As Hunter reaches for the sugar, I tell him, “I already sweetened it for you.”

His eyebrow rises, and when he takes a sip of coffee, he sits back into the booth’s burgundy leather bucket seats with a happy sigh. “Ah. Just the way I like it.”

“He’d inject sugar right into his veins if he could,” Knox says, shaking his head. “I don’t know how he does it.”

Wyatt holds his cup in his hand while looking at me, but he's not drinking.

There’s a new softness in his gaze that makes me feel almost shy, and I nearly knock the ketchup over. “I’ll be back with your food.”

Leaving them with their drinks, I clear plates on my way to the counter, returning with checks for two tables so they can pay. I return to the hatch just as Winston places the first of their food order on the narrow white strip that separates the counter from the kitchen. As always, the smell of spicy BBQ sauce and bacon makes my stomach grumble.

They order enough food that it takes two trips, so I load up my tray and make my first trip to their table.

“BLT sandwich with chicken and extra BBQ sauce,” I say as I place the sandwich in front of Elias. “Fries with extra spice, mayo, and dill pickles.”

I slide the next plate toward Hunter. “Chicken and bacon sandwich with waffle-cut fries. Your cheeseburger is coming out soon. Winston is still working on it.” I add the extra sauces to the table and lift my tray. “I’ll be back with the rest.”

My second tray full, I return to their table, passing Knox his double cheeseburger with no onion, fresh tomato, and extra mayo. He always likes a double portion of fries, so I slide that plate toward him, too. Hunter gets his cheeseburger to go with the BLT he always orders.

Wyatt has a medium-rare steak sandwich with cheese and spicy waffle fries. I pass him his food and lift my tray after checking I haven’t forgotten anything, telling them, “And a slice of pie with another round of drinks for dessert?”

All four men are staring at me, their jaws hanging open.

“How’d you keep all that straight?” Wyatt asks. “Lina used to write it all down, and even then, she wouldn’t always remember which thing belonged to each of us.”

I shrug. “Just can.”

My memory wasn’t always this good. It’s a blessing and a curse. I was always so scared of messing up Derek’s dinner or the way he liked his shirts ironed and the bed made that I repeated those things in my head over and over until it stuck. I must have been doing the same with Elias, Hunter, Knox, and Wyatt’s order for it to have stuck in my head as well as it has.

“Are you okay?” Elias asks gently.

I blink myself back to the present and find them all watching me, their eyes filled with concern.

I force a smile to my lips as I shove the remnants of a painful life I wish I could forget to the back of my mind. “Fine. Enjoy your meal.”

And I walk away, my heart heavier than it was when I first went over to their table.


Chapter 5


Knox



Reclining in my seat, I ignore the plate of food in front of me as I watch Maisie step behind the counter.

Something bothered her before she walked away. A thought or memory. A bad one. Before Wyatt asked how she could remember such a specific order, she looked pleased to see us. And there had definitely been a hint of a smile on her lips as she approached our table.

“She’s not as scared of us,” I say.

“Of you,” Hunter corrects me, picking up a fry and dipping it into his ketchup. “Which, to be fair, you are pretty intimidating.”

I glare at my friend. “I am not intimidating.”

“You threatened to launch a guy through the window,” Elias says dryly, “stuff like that is going to leave a lasting impression on her.”

“He was trying to grab her. What else was I supposed to do?”

“You know, there is a thing called diplomacy,” Wyatt drawls.

I raise my brow at him. “And what diplomatic way would you have dealt with a guy who was eyeing Maisie like dessert and getting ready to drag her into his lap while she was looking fucking terrified?”

Tawny brown eyes darken, and his hand tightens around his coffee cup.

“Exactly,” I say, victorious. My eyes return to Maisie. “We made a promise.”

“She’ll never be afraid again,” Wyatt says in a low voice, the hum of an increasingly busy diner drowning out any would-be eavesdroppers.

“I intend to keep it,” I say.

“We all do,” Elias says.

Hunter chews his French fry, swallows, and asks me, “What did he say when you turned up at his motel room?”

Discovering he was a tourist didn’t surprise any of us. No local with an attitude like that would last long in Rios. Sheriff Watson would have paid them a visit to remind them to keep their hands to themselves in public. He doesn’t like trouble in his town. He also doesn’t like to wait until trouble lands in his lap, so he’s not above going to a person directly and giving them a subtle warning that he’s watching and to save him additional paperwork by avoiding whatever it is they’re thinking of doing. It’s just one of the reasons we’re all reluctant to leave Rios. Not the main reason, but a big one.

I shrug, my mind flashing back to the college student who’d tried to slam his motel room door in my face when he saw who’d come knocking. “Obviously, he wasn’t happy. I just made it clear⁠—”

“We made it clear,” Elias cuts in with a pointed look at me.

I roll my eyes. “We made it clear that if he feels the need to go to the diner, he should collect his order from the counter and take his food to go.”

“Surprised he didn’t go to the sheriff,” Hunter mutters, picking up his BLT.

“The sheriff will care more about his grabbing habit than the fact we warned him to keep his hands to himself,” Wyatt says, lifting his mug to his lips. “And he’d have made the same visit as you did.”

I lift my brow.

Wyatt adds, “Maybe without the threat of violence if he doesn’t learn to keep his hands to himself.”

Elias chuckles. “Love that you added the maybe. Anyway, the guy has bounced.”

None of us had seen him around town since he tried to grab Maisie, and her confirming she hadn’t seen him either had been about what we’d expected. But we’re working on-site all day. Just because we scared him out of town doesn’t mean he can’t or won’t come back to hassle Maisie some more.

“She nearly called us the hot guys at table five.” Hunter grins.

Our table isn’t that close to the counter, but there have been times over the last month when the radio station changes songs at the perfect time to catch fragments of conversation between Lina and Maisie. One of the nuggets we’ve picked up is that Maisie is as attracted to us as we are to her, even if she’s determined to hide it.

“That means nothing if she doesn’t trust us,” Wyatt says, having cleared half his plate while the rest of us talked.

Hunter loses his smile.

Elias makes a face. “Way to kill the mood, Comeaux,” he mutters.

“Just being realistic,” Wyatt says. “I don’t just want her to find us hot. I want her to know she can trust us.”

We all want her, but we’re four big men, and Maisie is petite and skittish. He’s right to be concerned. She might never trust us.

As we all dig into our lunch, my eyes slide to Maisie, smiling shyly at Lina when the other waitress nudges her. She’s beautiful. Too beautiful not to catch a guy’s eye everywhere she goes. As if she feels me staring, she glances toward me. I look away.

We’ve all been taking it slow with her, getting her used to seeing us. Occasionally, we drop bits about ourselves into our small talk when she tops up our coffee, brings us our meals, or clears our plates. Slowly, she’s started revealing bits about herself to us. Slower than we’d like, but she’s worth waiting for.

The bell over the door chimes as it swings open, letting in a cool gust of air into the diner. I nod at Sheriff Watson, and he nods back as he walks in on his way to the counter.

“What’s happening with the sheriff?” I ask Wyatt who’s pushed his empty plate forward and is sipping on his coffee.

Wyatt likes to make sure Maisie gets to work safely in the morning, since she walks from her apartment to the diner. It’s only a ten-minute walk, but if anyone is going to get to her, it’ll be on her way to work or home again.

During the day, the rest of us take turns walking up from the construction site to check on Maisie during our breaks. That had been the reason I’d been standing outside the diner when a guy tried to grab her.

After work, one of us makes sure she gets back to her apartment safely. Only when she’s in her apartment, with the door closed and the light on, do I relax enough to go home.

She’s our main topic of conversation. Namely, how we can convince this shy, skittish but gorgeous omega that we’d burn down the world to protect her.

Wyatt puts down his cup with a thud. “Sheriff’s not willing to do anything.”

I scowl. “But she’s in trouble. He saw her bruises, right?”

Wyatt nods. “He asked her if she needed help, and that’s all he can do. There’s nothing else I can say to him to get him to do more.”

Hunter frowns. “So we’re just supposed to wait until whoever hurt her tracks her down?”

“She’s been here a month, and there’s been no sign of any trouble except that prick who tried to put his hand on her,” I say. “If anything was going to happen, it would’ve happened already, right?”

No one says a word because none of us is willing to let our guard down. The one time we do could be the one time Maisie needs us.

My eyes slide back to the pretty waitress moving around the tables with a smile as she tops up coffees and removes empty plates.

Everything about her calls to me. Her scent. Blackberries and wild honey. Her peachy skin. Even the way she has a habit of tucking a strand of hair behind her ear when she’s nervous is pretty. She does that a lot whenever the bell over the door rings. Her shoulders tense, and I don’t just see her fear; I feel it.

“Hey!”

My body rocks from the force of Elias’s nudge.

I rip my eyes off Maisie to scowl at him. “What?”

He snorts. “You weren’t blinking.”

My scowl turns into a frown. “I was absolutely blinking. We finish the condo in about a month, then what?”

Hunter tosses his last fry into his mouth, chews, and swallows. “And?”

“Wyatt already told her about the Florida job,” I remind him.

Hunter shrugs. “So we tell her we’re staying.”

He makes it sound easy, but it isn’t.

If we tell Maisie we’re staying, she’ll want to know why. We can’t predict what will happen after we say we want her. Will she feel like we’re putting pressure on her, expecting something more from her than she’s willing to give?

The Florida job is good money. The best paid job we’ve been offered. It even comes with a fully paid apartment. Management couldn’t have made it any clearer that they’re pulling out all the stops to get us to say yes. We won’t just be rocking up to work onsite; we’ll be practically managing the resort build for the two years it’s expected to take. It’s the sort of job we’d have signed up for without hesitation.

Until Maisie.

And not just Maisie.

The perfect combination of Maisie and a town that, for the first time, none of us are ready to leave. We’ve been traveling from job to job for years. Some places have seemed perfect, but as we near project completion, we’ve looked at each other and known it was time to move on.

That isn’t happening here.

Before Maisie, we’d started talking about setting up a construction company and basing it here. Some places you arrive, and it feels like a homecoming. That was Rios for us.

Then we rolled into the diner one lunchtime, our stomachs growling, ready to order the big sandwiches and tasty fries we’ve all come to love, and Maisie had been hovering at the front counter. All soft and sweet in a pink uniform that brought out the pink in her cheeks.

And the bruises no amount of makeup could cover.

Maisie Lucas.

I hadn’t asked her name at the time, but I’d noticed her name badge on the front of her uniform, and afterward, we’d talked about her. About what we’d seen and about how we’d make it a habit to stop in at the diner a little more than usual, just in case whoever had hurt her paid her a visit.

“What did she say when you told her about Florida?” I ask Wyatt.

He tilts his head. “She looked… disappointed.”

“You think she wants us to stay?” Elias asks hopefully.

Wyatt shrugs. “I don’t know. I want to think that, but it’s been a month, and I hoped she’d have opened up to us much more than she has. Maybe I saw something that wasn’t there. Maybe it was wishful thinking.”

I glance at the counter, catching Maisie’s eye. She looks away, and I let out a quiet sigh. “Could be.”

I’m turning back to the table when she glances back at me, her cheeks flushing pink.

Could also not be.


Chapter 6


Maisie



Iwake coughing.

Lungs burning, chest heaving, I cough so hard I roll off the bed.

My eyes see… nothing.

I put my hands on the ground, push myself up, and my head spins. Everything spins, and I thud to the floor.

Coughing.

I can’t stop coughing.

Even as I fight to get back on my feet, my mind is busy untangling the mystery of how my apartment came to be filled with smoke.

I went to work, came home, ate the same boring dinner I always have because cooking was something I always did for him, never me, and I refused to do it again.

I remember unlocking the front door and triple-checking that I’d locked it before I went to shower off the diner smells. Just like usual. All my windows had been shut. It was much-needed reassurance that no one had been in my apartment while I’d been at work. My mind was calm and my body relaxed as I showered, brushed my teeth, and crawled into bed to rest up for the night before another long day at the diner.

But now I can’t breathe.

There’s no mystery about who or why.

I know who did this, even if I’m not sure about the how just yet.

The how can come later.

There’s only getting my feet up from under me and getting out before this building burns with me trapped inside of it.

With my lungs continuing to burn, I stagger across my bedroom, press my sleeve to my mouth, and crack the door open.

The smoke reaches me before the heat does.

If I could crawl under my bed or smash the window and climb out that way, I wouldn’t hesitate. That isn’t an option. I’m on the second floor above a flower shop. If I jumped, I’d be lucky if the only thing I broke were my legs.

I don’t want to go down the hallway. It’s where the thick smoke is coming from, which means it’s also where I’ll find the source of the fire.

But I can’t stay here.

With the sleeve of my PJs over my mouth and nose, I start walking toward the smoke and the heat.

My eyes burn, and every instinct in me wants to run the other way.

If you stay you die, I tell myself, so I keep going.

With one hand braced against the wall, I feel my way down the hallway, and past the bathroom I washed up in minutes or hours ago. What time is it?

Stumbling and staggering, rocked by a coughing fit that never stops, I inch closer to the front door I can’t see.

The building groans, a deep shudder that vibrates through the floor.

I freeze, my heart pounding.

Don’t stop, I scream at myself, envisioning myself crashing through the floor and slamming into the flower shop below.

Maybe I should have gone out the window and been grateful for two broken legs.

I put one step in front of the other, not letting myself think of anything but escape.

I cough so hard my vision blurs. My knees tremble, and tears stream from both eyes.

Then I see it.

The front door.

On my right is the living room, but there’s no sign of any fire.

But on my left…

What I see freezes me on the spot.

The stove is on fire, and not just a little bit. Roaring flames lick up the back of the stove, and I stare at it, terrified that it’s seconds away from exploding and a chunk of metal will rip into me. I had crackers and peanut butter for my dinner, yet a pan sits on the stove, its contents aflame.

Can a stove blow up? Isn’t that something I should know?

The flames spark, and I flinch, covering my face and turning away.

Panicked, I lurch toward the front door, trip over something, crashing face-first to the floor. Without my sleeve over my mouth and nose, the smoke flows into my lungs, choking me. On my back, I cough and cough, struggle to get up but can’t find the strength to move.

I’m going to die in here.

Derek didn’t come back to drag me to Oregon; he came here to kill me.

Bang. Bang.

What is that pounding?

Am I falling through the floor?

Is the ceiling collapsing?

Thud.

Thud.

CRACK!

I flinch, cowering away from the sound, so terrified I can’t move.

“Maisie!”

His voice slices through the smoke.

I know that voice.

Know him.

Wyatt?

Blinking eyes open that I had no awareness of closing, I tilt my head to the side. I blink, and when I see nothing through the smoke, I blink again.

I can almost taste fresh air.

Not quite, but almost.

“Maisie?” Wyatt steps into view, and before I can tell him where I am, he’s already dropping to his knees beside me. He’s holding the front of his shirt up over his mouth and nose, the cotton shielding his airways from the thick smoke.

I start to ask what he’s doing here, inhale more smoke, and explode in a coughing fit that blinds me again as hot tears stream from both eyes.

He drops the t-shirt from his mouth to scoop me off the floor, cradling me against a rock-hard chest. Close up, I see more than just fear in his eyes. Terror and relief battle with each other, and the moment I’m in his arms, relief wins.

“I’ve got you,” he says into my ear.

Why do I barely know this man yet believe he would do anything to save me?

He has one arm under my knees and the other wrapped around my back as he gets to his feet. My head rests against his shoulder as he retreats back the way he came, out through my apartment front door, down the stairs, and out onto the street.

The cold air smacks me in the face, delicious fresh air that I suck into my burning lungs. My fingers grip onto Wyatt’s shirt as he stalks away from my building, coughing but not nearly as hard as I was.

People who live in the apartment buildings across the road are in PJs, their hair disheveled. It looks like they pulled on a bathrobe and slippers and rushed right out onto the street. They stand in small, stunned huddles, some with their hands over their mouths as they stare up at the building Wyatt carried me out of, or at me. No one is talking. All their eyes are wide with shock.

The sheriff parked his car at a sharp angle directly outside the women’s boutique next door to my apartment. His lights are flashing, though he’s out of the car, glaring at Wyatt.

In the near distance, a siren blares.

Sheriff Watson yells at Wyatt. “I told you not to go up there when you called this in. The firefighters would have gotten her.”

“I wasn’t leaving her,” Wyatt yells back and strides past him, away from my smoking building. With me in his arms, he sits on the curb feet away as two firetrucks pull up outside my apartment. Firefighters spill from the vehicles in their yellow hats and black coats with shiny, bright yellow reflective lettering on the back and front pockets.

Wyatt holds me against his chest. Against his heart.

His hand has never stopped running up and down my back. His forehead rests against mine, and I’m trembling again. Not with cold. This is something else.

When I didn’t think I could be any closer to him, he tucks me tighter against his chest. I breathe in the scent of his skin, wishing I could live inside him.

My throat hurts, but if I don’t get these words out, I’ll choke on them. “If you hadn’t been there…”

I’d be dead.

Even if I’d gotten out of my room, would I have been able to get out of my apartment? Wyatt was banging on the front door. Did Derek barricade it to stop me from getting out? And I tripped on something. What? I always hang my coat and keep the hallway clear in case I need to run in a hurry.

“You’re safe,” he murmurs and brushes a kiss across my forehead. “I’ve got you, Maisie. You’re safe.”

I sink into his warm embrace as the wind cools my overheated skin.

I tilt my head up to look at him.

The fire truck lights flash red and white across his forehead, but he doesn’t look away from me. His face is streaked with soot, and his hair is damp with sweat.

He ran through hell to get to me.

I can’t believe that he saw all the smoke and ignored the sheriff to charge into the building to save me.

Me?

Derek told me repeatedly that I could do nothing right. For years. I felt useless and so stupid. Even now, months after I left him, I still struggle to push his disapproving voice out of my head. But Wyatt thinks I’m worth something. He thinks I’m worth saving.

He’s wrong.

I don’t deserve someone nearly killing themselves to save me.

I’m not worth anything at all. Especially a handsome alpha like Wyatt, who could have his pick of any girl he wanted.

I don’t want to imagine what I look like in the too-big PJs that I picked up for dirt cheap at a thrift store, but Wyatt is holding me as if I’m something precious when he could do so much better than me.

“You shouldn’t have come in after me.” My throat hurts to talk, but I make myself say these words out loud. Wyatt deserves to hear them after he nearly died saving me.

Wyatt’s hand shakes as he tucks a strand of my hair behind my ear. “There was no version of this where I stayed outside.”

His soft words hit me harder than the smoke did.

To our right, firefighters are busy. The Rios Fire Department, with only two trucks and a handful of firefighters, serves a town of just under ten thousand residents.

The fire doesn’t look like it spread to the neighboring buildings or the flower shop downstairs, but I’m trying hard not to imagine all the damage the smoke and water the firefighters are pumping inside have done.

I wouldn’t move from Wyatt’s lap for all the money in the world. “You nearly died because of me.”

“When I saw the smoke, I thought I wouldn’t get to you in time.” His voice cracks on the last word, and he pulls me against his chest, wrapping his arms tight around me. “I don’t know what made me decide to take a drive tonight, but I’m so fucking glad I listened to that voice in my head.”

“Thank you,” I whisper, hugging his waist. “No one has ever fought so hard to save me before. Thank you.”

He leans his forehead against mine. “I will always be there, Maisie. Whatever you need, I will always be there to save you.”

When the tears come, I don’t try to stop them. I sob until I’ve soaked the front of his shirt. He holds me, murmuring soothing words in my ear that I barely hear with how hard I’m sobbing.

Long minutes later, a man loudly clears his throat.

I wipe the tears from my wet cheeks and pull my face from Wyatt’s shirt to see who it is.

The sheriff has always had a friendly, open expression. You look at him, and you want to believe he’s a good man who’ll do his best for you. He’s not smiling now. He looks down at us, so serious that his expression instantly sets off alarm bells.

I must’ve been crying for a lot longer than I realized because my apartment has stopped smoking, and firefighters are pulling the hose from the building, though the smell of smoke still hangs in the air.

“What is it?” I ask, voice husky from my tears and the smoke in my lungs.

“The firefighters got the fires out,” he says, “but it’s not safe to go back into the building until the fire marshal deems it safe. They used a lot of water up there, and there’s a lot of smoke damage.”

My brain catches on one of his first words. “Fires?”

He glances to his right, and I see what I missed when Wyatt carried me out of the building.

“My car.” I struggle to get up.

Wyatt keeps hold of me. “Maybe you shouldn’t see it.”

“I need to.”

He gives me a searching look and lets me go.

My heart hurts when I see the state of my car. I could barely afford to lose the few clothes I had after Derek found me in Nevada and forced me to grab my purse and run, leaving everything I had behind. I could have replaced my clothes cheaply at another thrift store. But my car?

I barely make enough to survive as a waitress. I’d paid my car off soon after I’d graduated from high school. There’s no way I can afford to buy a new car and have a regular car payment when I might have to leave town and struggle to get another job.

I stand there looking at the smoking husk of my destroyed car, hating my ex as much as I want to cry. Derek did this. Burned everything I have. Left me with nothing.

Just when I thought he couldn’t take anything more from me, he always takes more.

He’s determined to ruin my life, and I’m running out of strength to keep going. Maybe that’s what he wants. For me to give up.

“The pot on the stove in the apartment looked accidental. At least at first glance,” the sheriff says quietly beside me. “But this fire was deliberate, and the fire chief has an inkling someone set it first. Do you know who would do this?”

It’s on the tip of my tongue to tell him it was Derek Brandon, former star quarterback and my ex-husband, who turned cruel and abusive when his dreams died. But I have no car. No home. No money, except what Nico hasn’t yet paid me for the shifts I worked.

I have nothing to my name.

Now Derek is in Rios… somewhere, and I can’t afford to buy another car to leave.

After what he did to that motel worker in Nevada, I would never forgive myself if he hurt this sheriff, his wife, or Wyatt. The best thing I can do for everyone—myself included—is keep my mouth shut.

“I-I don’t know,” I lie, avoiding his gaze.

I feel the sheriff looking at me as I hug myself.

“Well, if you think of anyone it could be, Miss Lucas, you know where to find me,” the sheriff says after a brief pause. “I’d recommend a trip to the hospital for a checkup.”

“I’m fine,” I say, but that’s a lie too.

Tears slide down my cheeks, cold against my hot skin. Across the road, most of my neighbors have gone back into their homes, but not all.

They watched me break down in Wyatt’s arms where he sat on the curb and I cried my heart out. They still watch me, pity filling their eyes. I have to pull myself together and figure out what to do next, even if I’m not sure what that is yet.

The sheriff says something else about seeing a doctor, but I shake my head, more tears wetting my cheeks as I slowly give way to panic.

I’m in smoky PJs and bare feet. My car is destroyed, and I can’t go back to my apartment until it’s deemed safe.

What am I supposed to do? How do I fix this mess?

“How about we talk about this tomorrow, Sheriff?” Wyatt says, wrapping an arm around my shoulder and drawing my trembling body against the hard warmth of his chest. “I’d like to get Maisie somewhere safe and warm.”

My eyes fly up to Wyatt.

What?

“And that place is?” the sheriff asks Wyatt.

Wyatt gives me a reassuring smile. “With me. Maisie will be staying with me.”


Chapter 7


Maisie



Three men I was not expecting stand at the top of the front porch of a pretty two-story farmhouse thirty minutes outside of town.

Knox, Hunter, and Elias.

They’re all in PJs, which makes sense. It is nighttime. They must have been sleeping when Wyatt went for a drive and wound up pulling me from a burning building and saving my life.

Maybe it should have been obvious to me. It’s not like I haven’t seen them eating lunch together at the diner. I knew they worked together, but I had no idea they lived together.

“You okay?” Wyatt asks.

Startled, I snap my head around to meet his gaze.

Wyatt cut the engine and got out while I wasn’t paying attention. He’s standing outside the truck with my door open, waiting for me to get out.

Idiot.

My fingers fumble with my seatbelt. I stab at the button to release it, but I’m too clumsy or the button is too stiff that my seatbelt keeps me trapped in my seat.

“Can I?” Wyatt offers.

My face is hot when I finally stop fumbling with my seatbelt. All I’m doing is making a fool of myself in front of all of them, so I nod.

He leans in close. Beneath the smoke from the fire, I smell him: bourbon and hot iron. With one firm press, he releases me from my seatbelt.

So much for the stiff button. The problem wasn’t the button. It was you.

“Sorry,” I say, looking down as he steps aside so I can climb out of his truck. “I’m stupid.”

Derek would have called me an idiot if we were in public and slapped me across the face if we were at home. I preferred a slap to being called an idiot. The red mark from a slap went away fast with a bag of peas I held to my burning cheek. The names he called me have stuck in my head for years.

Wyatt waits until I’m standing in front of him. He makes no move to slam the door shut, but when I move to do it, he says, “Sweetheart?”

“Yeah?” I lift my head.

He slides his hand around the nape of my neck and leans in close to give me another of those forehead kisses I’m becoming addicted to. “You are not stupid, and I don’t want to hear you call yourself that again, okay?”

I give him a small smile despite still feeling like an idiot. “Okay.”

“Good.” He slams my door shut and takes my right hand, lacing our fingers together. “Come on. Let’s get you out of the cold.”

I glance up at him as we walk over to the farmhouse. “Why do we need to hold hands?”

I don’t mind it. In fact, I like the feel of his hand around mine.

“In case I trip up the porch steps. I might need you to save me.” Tawny brown eyes sparkle with amusement, so I know he has to be joking.

“I didn’t realize you all lived together,” I say, my eyes on the three men now waiting beside the front door at the top of the wraparound porch.

“I mentioned it on the drive up here.” He glances at me, then casually adds, “That’s my fault. You were in shock. I should’ve waited until you’d recovered a bit before I started filling your ears with our living arrangements. Anyway, we’re friends. We work together, travel from job to job, and live together.”

Taking my mistake—my stupidity—off me and putting it on him instead makes me feel a thousand pounds lighter. No one has done that for me before. For once, I’m not to blame for something.

Grateful enough I could cry, I squeeze his hand. “Thanks.”

He tilts his head, confused. Before he asks why I have tears in my eyes, Hunter is pulling the front door open for me.

“It’s not much,” Hunter warns. “So don’t go expecting a lot.”

“Wyatt called to say you were on your way with just the clothes on your back,” Elias explains as we walk into the farmhouse.

I have no memory of that phone call. Wyatt must have made it in the truck, and I’d zoned out, missing Wyatt telling me he didn’t live alone.

It’s a pretty farmhouse with brown paneling and open doors that lead to the living room, kitchen, and maybe a downstairs half-bath. I get a quick peek into the cozy-looking living room with two squishy green fabric couches and brown leather armchairs as I pass it.

The staircase is a thing of beauty. All glossy with a curved balustrade, and antique-looking gold photo frames with horses and gorgeous Iowa mountain landscapes. I don’t know whether they brought the pictures with them or if they came with the house.

“It’s just whatever we could rustle up for you until we can figure out something better tomorrow,” Knox adds, turning to face me as he leads the way up the stairs. “There are sweatpants, t-shirts, stuff to wash up with, and we made up the bed in the spare bedroom. The room’s yours for however long you want it.”

“Have you eaten? I can throw something together for you?” Hunter offers.

I shake my head. “I’m not hungry, and you didn’t have to do all that for me. A made-up bed is more than I was expecting.”

I’m not sure what I was expecting. As I stood in front of my burned-out car, I wasn’t thinking of a whole lot. Mostly, I was panicking and hurting.

“This is your room.” Hunter motions me into a decently sized bedroom with hardwood floors and a fluffy-looking red rug.

The red and white drapes are closed, and the king-size bed with a black metal frame and a thick, dark blue comforter is so inviting that all I want to do is crawl under the sheets and sleep for five years.

It smells clean and fresh. They didn’t just air out a spare bedroom for me; they turned on the lamps on the nightstands to make it cozy and inviting, even though I’m the unwelcome guest who dragged them from their beds in the middle of the night.

Hunter points to each part of the room as he speaks. “We changed the sheets since we don’t use this room. Clothes are in the dresser. They’ll all be too big for you, but help yourself to whatever you want to wear; we put them in there for you. There’s a bathroom that’s just yours, so no need to worry about sharing with any of us. All the towels are clean. And there’s a spare toothbrush, toothpaste, and stuff to wash up like Knox said.”

Elias, standing near the doorway, steps to one side and closes the door, pointing to a lock with a vintage white metal key sticking out of it. “And a lock. None of us will come in here, lock or no lock. This is your space, your room, but if you need to lock the door, you can do that.”

I look at the four men watching me so closely that what I think of the room must really matter to them. They care what I think, and they shouldn’t. I’m no one to them, yet they dragged themselves out of bed to do all this for me, and it’s making me want to burst into tears. Maybe I’m being naïve, but I don’t think I need to use the lock on the door. “Thanks.”

“We’ll let you get some sleep now. Shout if you need anything, okay?” Wyatt asks softly.

“Thanks,” I say. “I really appreciate this.”

They stare at me as if they can’t believe I’m here. I stare back, confused why no one’s moving.

I clear my throat. “Was there anything⁠—”

“Shit.” Elias spins around to leave. He might have made it if Wyatt, Hunter, and Knox hadn’t all tried for the door at the same time.

I bite the inside of my cheek to contain my laugh when they get stuck in the doorway trying to leave at once. Once they’ve stopped glaring at each other and pushed themselves out of my room and into the hallway, Wyatt finds me smiling when he turns to shut the door.

The corners of his eyes crinkle with amusement. “Sorry about that. Promise we all have brains in our heads. Night, darlin’.”

“Night, Wyatt. And thanks.”

“Anytime.”

He shuts the door, and I take in the room again. I’m not sure what I did in my life to deserve all of this, but right now, I feel like the luckiest girl in the world. In a clean, new environment, I smell the smoke on my clothes, and my face feels tight and itchy from crying.

“Shower and get ready for bed,” I whisper. “Then you have permission to cry under the sheets if you need to.”

I’m not sure if the tears will be in gratitude that I survived today, or that I landed on my feet courtesy of the four alphas who have done more for me than anyone ever has. Probably a combination of the two.


Chapter 8


Elias



Maisie is drowning in my shirt, and I’m fighting to keep my hands to myself.

I followed the soft tread of her footsteps from the staircase and into the living room. It feels wrong to be secretly watching her like this, but I can’t turn away. Something about her wearing my clothes, rubbing against her skin…

Yeah, walking away isn’t an option.

Is she even wearing anything under that shirt?

Last night, Wyatt brought her home in a sooty, dirty PJ set, her feet bare. Her huge blue eyes were red from tears and smoke; her voice was raspy. She looked so fucking sweet and sad. All I wanted to do was carry her up to bed, build her a nest, give her every single thing she could ever want. My thoughts had been about taking care of her. Pure. Comfort. Only.

Then I spent twenty minutes in my bed staring up at the ceiling, hard as a rock, listening to her in the shower. I wanted to touch her. Kiss her. I needed to know how it would feel to rub my hands over her slippery wet skin, then pin her against the shower wall and fuck her against it.

Omegas are… enticing to alphas.

Maisie Lucas is something else entirely. She’s not my scent match. Not that she’s Wyatt's, Hunter's, or Knox’s either, but some needs and wants speak to a part of your soul that you can’t ignore. I wanted her before I caught her scent; her scent just makes me crave her even more.

As she stands in the living room, peering curiously around, I can’t help but want her even more. In Nico’s Diner, I was in public. I had to keep my thoughts and urges in check.

Now she’s in our home, and we’re all alone.

I need to know what she’s wearing under my t-shirt.

I should be in the kitchen making breakfast for her. The guys have gone to work, but I took PTO to spend it watching over Maisie. As much as we all wanted to stay, we have jobs we can’t all take personal time off for, especially with the condo job ramping up to completion.

She picks up a black-framed photo of us from a side table, lifting it closer to her face to examine it as I continue to study her from the living room doorway.

Someone took the photo at a brewery in Texas. My mind is hazy about our night out to celebrate the completion of our first job together, a small housing development. We were beyond buzzed by that point, so I have no clue who took the picture. We’d eaten too many wings, downed too many shots, but even before that, we were having fun. None of us had a pack before or thought we’d ever be part of one, but we knew we wanted to keep working together.

Sunlight bounces off strands of gold, auburn, and copper. Her shoulder-length hair is a little curlier in the morning than it was last night, tempting me to plunge my hand into it. She’s so fucking pretty.

A tiny line forms between her dark blonde brows. When she gnaws at her bottom lip with small white teeth, I swallow a groan as I strangle the need to adjust myself in my pants.

“Hey,” I say softly before I can act out any of the five inappropriate thoughts involving her mouth and my cock.

With a gasp, the photo flies out of her hand.

I catch the photo frame and smile apologetically at her as I hand it back. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to scare you.”

Her cheeks flush pink, and she takes the photo frame and puts it back. “It’s not your fault I’m jumpy. I was looking at your stuff.”

“Look at whatever you want, Maisie. This is home for however long you want it to be.”

I try not to feel too pleased when her gaze darts to my bare chest and lingers, her cheeks flushing a deeper red.

“How about I make us some breakfast?” I suggest hiding my smile. “I was going to go knock on your door when I heard you in here.”

It’s only half a lie. I had intended to go upstairs to knock on her door and see if she wanted me to take breakfast up to her. She’s been asleep a long time, but she looks well-rested, her voice only slightly raspy, so it’s sleep she must’ve needed.

“Breakfast sounds good,” she says.

As I lead the way to the kitchen, I ask her, “What do you feel like?”

She’s staring at my ass. I definitely feel her attention. I pretend not to notice her yanking her eyes toward the refrigerator when I turn around to meet her gaze.

“I’m not fussy. Whatever you would have made for yourself.” She chews on her lip, and I force my eyes away from temptation.

“How about pancakes?” I suggest. “If you grab a seat, I’ll whip some up for us.”

She walks over to the dining table with six chairs in the middle of the kitchen and takes a seat, turning in her chair to face me and curling her bare toes on the hardwood floor. “You make pancakes?”

I shouldn’t have suggested that she sit down.

She’s probably naked under that shirt—my shirt—and sitting has made the hem of it rise over soft, rounded thighs.

“Elias?”

I yank my eyes from her bare legs to her face, rubbing a hand over my mouth. I clear my throat. “Uh, we have the box kind. Add two eggs and milk. It’s not exactly homemade, but it’s the best I can do.”

“That sounds good.” She looks around. “What about everyone else?”

I turn around to pull a large mixing bowl from one cupboard and the box of pancake mix from another. “Work.”

“Did they leave early?” She glances at the window over the sink.

“Not exactly. You want blueberries or choc chip?”

The question distracts her from the sun high in the sky and a conversation I’m in no hurry to have with her. “Um, blueberry.”

“Coming up.” We have half of a small container of blueberries in the refrigerator. It’s not enough for a big batch of pancakes, but I can do half a batch for her and choc chip for me.

“What time is it?” she asks. “I need to go to work today.”

With my back to her, I shut my eyes and let out a quiet sigh. Then I pull a container of eggs from the refrigerator and set it down on the counter beside the bowl and the pancake mix. “Wyatt texted Nico last night about the fire, and Nico called this morning to say not to bother going to work today.”

She sits back in her seat and wraps her arms around herself. “I’m fired.” Her eyes turn glassy, and she blinks them rapidly. “I mean, I knew I would be. Who would want me to work with them when I’m a danger to their business?”

Abandoning breakfast, I cross over to her and drop into a crouch, taking both her hands. “Not fired. You went through something intensely traumatic last night. Nico wants you to take the day off to rest and recover. He’s stopping by with a couple of things for you. Mostly, he was just worried and relieved you came out okay.”

Her eyes widen. “Really?”

Her surprise catches me off guard. Doesn’t she have someone to care about her?

We have all been afraid to move too fast for her. She came to Rios with nasty bruises on her arms and her face. But maybe showing how I feel about her will give her more confidence in herself.

I tuck a strand of strawberry-blonde hair behind her ear, letting my touch linger longer than it would have before. “Really.”

Her eyes stray to my mouth, and my belly tightens in response to the heat in her gaze.

Does she want me to kiss her?

“The others went to work, but we thought we could all meet at the diner for lunch. Hunter, Knox, and Wyatt are finishing work a little earlier so we can do this when it’s busiest in town,” I say, giving her a snippet of a much longer conversation that started after she went to bed last night and continued into this morning.

“Why?”

I hesitate.

Last night, Wyatt made it clear that she might not want to talk about this. She refused to talk about it with him and with the sheriff.

“About the fire at your apartment⁠—”

“What about it?” She sits back in her seat and pulls her hands from mine.

Looks like Wyatt was right.

Giving her more space for a conversation she doesn’t want to have, I rise from my crouch and take a seat in the chair beside her. “We figured it was someone who hurt you, so we spent most of last night talking about how best we could protect you.”

Her jaw drops. “Protect me?”

I give her a firm nod. “If someone thinks you’re alone and without friends, we want to make it crystal clear they’re fighting a losing battle. They have four alphas standing in their way.”

She swallows. “Knox threatened to throw a guy out of the diner window for trying to touch me.”

“And he meant every word. We’d have all done the same. Eating lunch together in town, at the diner, in full view of everyone, would send out a clear message.”

“And that message is?”

I hold her gaze as I tell her, “You’re ours, and there is no way on this planet that we’re about to let anyone hurt you.”

She tilts her head. “So… pretend?”

This is absolutely not pretend. Maisie Lucas has felt like ours since we walked into the diner, and she froze us all on the spot.

Nico wasn't surprised to learn she was staying here with us after the fire rendered her apartment unlivable. Once Nico has finished dealing with the insurance company on behalf of his niece, who owns the apartment, it will still be a couple of months, if not longer, before anyone can live in it.

The whole town knows how we feel about Maisie because we’ve never tried to hide our interest in her from day one. The only one who doesn’t realize it is Maisie.

It’s time Maisie learned it too.

“It would not be pretend,” I tell her softly.

“Then what would it be?” she asks in the same quiet voice.

I don’t know if this is too soon, but my instincts say we’ve given her a month to get used to us. That we’re not going anywhere and we’d never hurt her. It’s time to let her know exactly how I feel about her.

I lean in closer, angling my head to press a soft kiss on her lips. “Something real.”

She stares at me, breathing hard. “You like me?”

“A little more than like, beautiful.”

If she’d seen the tent in my pants last night when I heard her in the shower, she’d know not to bother asking a question like that.

She startles at the endearment, cheeks flushing a soft pink, large faded blue eyes studying me with curiosity. She’s not pushing me away or running screaming from the house, so she’s definitely interested in prolonging this conversation.

I’m not eager to continue it, though not because I’m not interested in her. The second this conversation tipped toward sex, my pants started getting tight. I have no idea how dangerous it would be to stand at a hot stove with an erection poking the front of my sweatpants, but my instincts say very. But I’d rather deal with open flames too close to my dick than have Maisie see my erection and start worrying that I’ll push her into something she isn’t ready for yet.

When we have sex, I want her willing, ready, and as eager to explore my body as I am to explore hers. I don’t want her to look at me with fear in her eyes. I want her to embrace sex—and me—with no hesitation about whether she’s doing the right thing.

“You want to have sex with me,” she says, her eyes wary but with enough heat in her gaze that she can’t quite hide.

I clasp her right hand, lifting it to my mouth to press a kiss at the center of her palm, smiling when her breath hitches. “I very much like the idea of sex with you, Maisie Lucas. You’re sexy and so damn beautiful, and I’d have to be half-blind and half-dead not to want to spend the night with you. But it isn’t just sex I want from you. I want you to feel safe around me, to want me as much as I want you, to share things with me because you trust me.”

“That sounds an awful lot like a relationship.”

“It does.” My hand slips from hers as I offer a handshake. “How about we try being friends first? If our bad habits don’t make us run screaming from each other, then I’d say that’s a good place to start, wouldn’t you?”

Her first wide smile has me wanting to rub a fist over my heart. The impact hits that hard. I don’t know how anyone could put their hands on this woman; she radiates a sweet innocence that makes me want to put myself between whatever thing wants to hurt her.

“I think I’d like that,” she says, taking my hand and giving it a squeeze.

“Good.” Relieved that this conversation went better than I expected, I push myself to my feet. “How about those pancakes?”

“Okay,” she says with a shy smile. “Can I help?”

I’d been hoping to impress her with my extremely limited cooking skills before Hunter swoops in and shows her how it’s done. But she looks excited to help, and I’ll agree to anything that puts her in close proximity to me.

Even in my mind, it sounds pathetic. I’m more than half in love with Maisie Lucas, so I don’t care all that much. I’ve had a month of quietly watching over her at the diner and making sure she gets home safe afterward, noting her quirks, her different smiles, the habit she has of tucking her hair behind her ear when she’s nervous or nibbling her lower lip when she’s deep in thought.

Fuck. I’m not a man half-in-love; I’m an alpha obsessed.

“Sure.” I offer her my palm. When she takes it, I help her to her feet and lead the way to the counter, walking slowly for the sole excuse to keep hold of her hand much longer than I need to. “How about you get started on the batter, and I’ll get the bacon out? Blueberry pancakes with maple syrup and bacon sound pretty good to me.”

“Me too,” she agrees happily.

I get the bacon out, and when I spot the milk we need for the pancake mix, I grab it too and turn to give it to her. “Here.”

The egg she was about to tap on the side of the bowl slips from her hand and cracks against the floor.

My joke about which came first, the chicken or the egg, dies on my lips when I see her face.

She’s bone white and trembling as she backs away from me. Her eyes bounce from my face to the mess on the floor, and she’s too busy stuttering that she’ll clean it up for her to hear me when I tell her I’ll do it.

I reach out to her, and she flinches away from me.

I stop immediately, sensing I know what’s happening here.

“Maisie?” I soften my voice, but I keep my distance. She doesn’t respond, so I say her name again, a little louder this time. “Maisie?”

As if waking from a dream, she blinks twice and looks at me. Really looks at me.

“I’m sorry,” she stutters. “I’ll clean it up. Where are the paper towels?” She turns around.

They’re literally right in front of her face, which speaks to how frayed her nerves are.

“Forget about the paper towels.”

“But I⁠—”

I pick up an egg from the container and drop it on the floor.

Crack.

She stops looking for paper towels.

A tiny furrow forms between her brows as her eyes bounce from me to the mess on the floor. “Why’d you do that?”

“You weren’t listening to me when I said I don’t care about the eggs or the mess. You could throw an egg in my face, and I wouldn’t care.”

She raises an eyebrow at me.

“Okay,” I concede with a wince, imagining how painful that might be. “I would care about getting egged in the face. Eggshell in the eye is gonna sting.”

The tiniest flicker of amusement tells me she’s no longer reliving a memory where someone hurt her for making a mess. Whoever it was did it so often that she immediately assumed I’d lash out at her.

“I would never egg you in the face,” she says.

I step around the mess we made on the floor, and when she doesn’t flinch away from me, I let out a quiet sigh of relief.

“Good.” I offer her my palm, and when she takes it, I give her a gentle tug toward my chest, wrap my arms around her, and rest my chin on top of her head.

“Why are you hugging me?” she asks, so confused that I almost smile.

“So you’ll start getting used to what will happen every time you make a mess or drop something.”

I can’t see her face, but I feel her surprise. “You’ll hug me?”

“Yup. Maybe even kiss you.”

She peels her face from my chest and peers up at me, her forehead furrowed. “Why?”

“So you’ll want to drop things and make a mess,” I explain.

“Yes, but why?”

“I want you to understand, consciously and sub-consciously, that you’re in a place where no one will punish you for making a mess.”

A mask comes down over her expression. “Then you’ll stop the hugs and kisses?”

I give her a long look, working out if I said something right or wandered into a mistake that will chase her out the door. “Would you like me to stop the hugs and the kisses?”

She doesn’t respond, which is answer enough for me.

Maisie likes the idea of me hugging her and doesn’t want me to set a time limit on when it will end. I can’t say I blame her; she feels fucking amazing in my arms. As if that’s where she was always meant to be.

She chews on her lip, and I let out a groan as my cock jerks in response. “You have to stop doing that around me, baby.”

“Doing what?”

I dip my head so inches separate my mouth from hers. She doesn’t lean away, an interesting development when I was almost positive she would. “Biting down on your lip like that.”

She exhales, and my stomach clenches at her warm breath hitting my lips.

“Why?” she whispers.

“Because it makes me want to do this…” I brush my lips against hers, soft and light, catching her almost silent moan. I hold still for a bit, unsure if she’ll push me away or tell me to stop.

Her eyes flick from my eyes to my mouth. The tip of her tongue wets her lower lip, and before I can warn her not to do it again, she’s rising to her tiptoes, her hands sliding up my chest to loop behind my shoulders.

With a groan, I deepen the kiss, crushing her against me as my hands roam over her back. Her lower belly cushions my cock, and her pebbled nipples dig into my chest. Tucking her tighter against me, I stroke my hands down over the soft swell of her ass, down over her bare upper thighs, up again, and my heart stops.

She’s not wearing panties.

Fuck.

Groaning, my hands mold her ass, and she whimpers into my mouth. My cock is throbbing between us. It’s growing thicker and harder at the thought of spreading Maisie’s thighs and sliding deep inside her.

I’m lifting her up onto the counter when the loud slam of a car door returns me to my senses.

We break apart, panting.

Her cheeks are flushed, and when she licks her lips, I yank my gaze away, or I’ll stop caring about who's outside and carry her up to my bed.

“Wait here.” I set her gently on her feet, and it takes brute force to lift my hands from her hips. “I’ll go see who it is.”

I walk to the front door and pull it open, grinning at the dark-haired man in his late fifties pulling a large brown box from the back of his truck. “Hey, Elias!”

Nico, Maisie’s boss, has his hands too full to wave back, but he grins from over the large box he’s cradling in his arms.

“Need a hand?” I call out.

“I’m good. It’s big, but the contents are light. Winston started early so I could make the drive out here to drop these off for Maisie.”

He manages the porch steps with the oversized box in both arms, and I step aside, pushing the front door wider for him.

“We were just about to have a late breakfast,” I say, closing the door once he’s inside. “Keep walking straight and you’ll hit the kitchen.”

This is his first time at our farmhouse. He’s almost always at the diner, cooking in the kitchen.

Maisie is tossing paper towels into the trash, having finished cleaning the eggs we cracked on the floor. Damn. I’d completely forgotten about the mess we’d made, and guilt swirls in my gut that I left Maisie to deal with it since half that mess was mine.

“I could have done it,” I tell her.

She smiles at me. “It’s okay. I didn’t mind.”

A chair wobbles. Maisie jumps into action, saving a falling chair when Nico sets the large box down on the kitchen table.

“Sorry,” Nico says.

“That’s okay.” Maisie glances at the box. “Sorry, I didn’t work today, and I’m sorry about your niece’s apartment.”

He waves a hand at her. “The fire wasn’t your fault. Insurance will take care of it. And don’t you worry about the diner. It was fine before you started, and it’ll be fine while you take time off to recover.” To Maisie’s wide-eyed surprise, he hugs her. “I came here to make sure you were okay.”

It’s a short hug, and Maisie is too shocked to return it. “But you’re short-staffed without me.”

“People go to the diner more to talk than anything else. Almost no one is ever in a rush. We’ll be fine without you.” He pats the box on the table. “This is for you. Once the locals heard what happened, they stopped in at the diner with whatever they had to help you get back on your feet. We got a good selection of clothes for you, some toiletries, and other women’s things. Not sure what all is in there, but everyone wanted to help.”

I’m getting a little better at reading Maisie. One look at her too-wide eyes and I’m across the kitchen and handing her a paper towel before the first tear hits her cheek.


Chapter 9


Maisie



Don’t cry. They’re just clothes, so don’t you dare cry.

But they’re not just clothes.

I stand beside an oversized brown box, nearly full to the brim, wiping the tears rolling down my cheeks with the paper towel Elias pressed into my hand.

“Thanks.” I give Elias a watery smile.

I already had a near breakdown thinking that Elias would hit me or scream at me for breaking the egg the way Derek would have. But Elias had been so sweet. He’d broken through my panic by breaking an egg and reassuring me it was okay. That no one was going to punish me for a mistake.

Elias shrugs as if it’s nothing, but it’s not nothing to me.

“Thank you, Nico,” I say once I’ve gotten control of my tears. “You didn’t have to do this for me. No one did.”

Nico pats my arm, and unlike at the diner where I would dread his friendly pats on the arm that I never did tell him made me want to run, I don’t recoil or lean away. He did something so incredible for me that even my subconscious knows I don’t need to be afraid of him.

“I was just the delivery guy,” Nico says, his expression sheepish as he scratches his jaw. “I may have tucked a few bits in there for you.” He lifts his hands, palms toward me. “Not much. Very little. Just…”

I smile, blinking back tears when he starts pulling items from the box and proving his idea of ‘very little’ is not even close to being little at all.

Elias subtly passes me another paper towel once I’ve soaked through the first, and I take it with a grateful smile, trying not to stare at his bare chest the way I keep wanting to.

“You have a mix of different-sized clothes in here,” Nico says, recapturing my attention. “Cheryl at the boutique next door to your apartment donated a bunch of clothes as well.”

Cheryl should hate my guts after my ex nearly burned down her store while he was trying to kill me. As Nico digs through the box, pointing out which local brought what and showing me the strawberry or vanilla toiletry products so I can decide which type I like best, Elias quietly gets to work making breakfast for us.

By the time Nico is waving goodbye with a firm reminder to rest for however long I need it, that my job isn’t going anywhere, Elias has bacon and pancakes with a glass jar of Canadian maple syrup for us on the table after carrying the box up to my room while I walked Nico to the door.

Elias had asked Nico if he wanted to stay for breakfast, but he refused. He had to get back to the diner to help Winston before the lunchtime rush hit.

“Sorry, I meant to help with breakfast,” I say, taking a seat at the table.

“I was trying to impress you before, if you couldn’t tell,” he says, taking the seat beside me.

“The locals were really generous in giving me so many things.” They had no reason to help, but so many of them did.

Elias hums. “This town is full of good people. We all like it here.”

He takes a sip of his orange juice and digs into his breakfast while I pick at mine. “Wyatt said you had a job offer in Florida.”

“Yeah.” He avoids my gaze. “It’s up in the air right now.”

I frown. “What do you mean?”

He shakes his head. “That’s a conversation for another time. We can all talk about it over dinner one night, but for now.” He points his finger at my plate. “Eat up, and I’ll show you the house. Maybe we could watch a little TV in the living room before I drive us into town for a late lunch at the diner with the others.”

“That sounds good.”

I should go upstairs, change out of Elias’s shirt, and dig through the box to pull out some proper clothes. There were some pretty cotton dresses that felt great against my skin when I picked through them.

But I’m in no hurry to change. And if hanging out today might involve snuggling on the couch with Elias, and he might hug me again, I’d like that so much better with fewer clothes between his hands and my skin. When he tucked me against his chest before Nico arrived, it had felt like a homecoming. Like a safe, warm place, I never wanted to leave. Even now, I don’t just smell his scent on me. Molasses and dark chocolate have imprinted on me.

My mind is reliving his hands on my bare ass, and the sexy groan he’d growled right into my mouth when he says, “Maisie?”

I jump. “Sorry?”

He looks concerned, then his eyes dip, take in my red cheeks, and, with how hot my face feels, they're definitely red. A hint of a smile curls his lips. As if he knows my thoughts weren’t on something sad or painful, but something hot.

He touches his lips to mine. “Eat, baby, and let me take care of you today, okay?”

Call me weak for not thinking too long or too hard before I agree, but being taken care of feels too damn good to refuse. “Okay.”

Breakfast goes down far too easily.

Elias touches his toes against my ankle, and when I don’t move my foot away, he leaves it there, his foot against mine, his elbow occasionally brushing my shoulder as he eats.

I never thought of breakfast as intimate. In my mind, that was a candlelight dinner with roses in small glass vases. But this meal is… sweet. Romantic and intimate with a man who cooked it for me to impress me, and who keeps finding innocent reasons to touch me.

As we eat, Elias tells me about the farmhouse they rented.

“We bitched and moaned about it being thirty minutes out of town at first,” he explains, “but there weren’t that many motel rooms left since we got here from our last job in Arizona after everyone else. But we looked at this place and just about fell in love.”

It’s a family home that I wouldn’t have thought four big construction workers would opt for over something simple and easy to maintain. And they have been maintaining it. There’s no crap tossed everywhere, and all the cabinets were clean and well-ordered when I had a peek in them earlier.

Derek expected me to clean up after him, cook all his meals, and practically be his mother. It’s why I went on strike from cooking after he went to jail, and I hightailed it out of Oregon. Microwave meals and easy dinners became something I reveled in. I ate out of the container, ate standing up, left dishes in the sink in my motel, and let myself do all the things that I could never do with Derek watching and judging my every move.

After we’ve eaten, Elias is grabbing my plate and empty OJ glass before I can lift a finger. I watch him with a smile, cradling my mug of hot coffee between my palms as he fills me in about his life in Missouri with his three older sisters and construction worker father.

As I watch him, I remember how good it felt when he held me in his arms, my pebbled nipples against the hard warmth of his chest, his deep, drugging kisses, and his knowing touch as his strong, firm fingers played with the globes of my ass.

He’d been lifting me onto the counter before Nico arrived. My thighs had been spreading on their own, with no prompting from him. We would have fucked on the kitchen counter, and despite my insistence on not wanting a relationship, I hadn’t done a thing to stop him.

I got used to being alone. I thought after leaving Derek and the divorce was final, that I’d stay alone, but being in a man’s arms had felt so good. And not just when he was kissing me. When he was hugging me to comfort me.

“You’re tempting me to kiss you again, beautiful.”

Elias’s soft words startle me. Good thing I’d finished my coffee, or I’d have spilled it all down myself. “Huh?”

I’m not sure when he finished cleaning up from our breakfast, but the counters are clear and everything put away. He leans against the sink, arms folded over his bare chest, studying me with hooded amber eyes.

“How am I doing that?” I set my empty mug down, playing coy.

“There’s a look in your eyes that says you like what you see.”

“I do like what I see,” I tell him shyly.

He uncrosses his arms and offers me his hand. “Come here, beautiful.”

Curious if his gruff order will lead to another kiss or a hug, I get to my feet and walk over to him.

Widening his stance to make room for me between his muscled thighs, he wraps his arms around me, tucking me against his chest and kissing the corner of my mouth. “You are free to touch or kiss anything in this kitchen.”

“Even if that thing includes you?”

He grins down at me. “Especially if that thing includes me.”

He follows his tempting words with a kiss so distracting that I’m ready to crawl into his lap and let him do anything he wants to me. That’s how my body feels when he touches me.

Like it’s his.

Like I belong to him.

And that’s dangerous.

I ran from Derek. He found me. The fire he set in my apartment is a warning I can never let myself forget. Elias could pay for protecting me with his life. I can’t let them do that.

I pull away from Elias when it’s the last thing I want to do. “Can you show me the house now?” I pretend I don’t see the tiny furrow between his brow.

Reluctantly, he takes his hands off me, and I edge away from him with a firm mental reminder that it might feel good when Elias touches me as if he knows exactly what I like, but it isn’t safe to let myself give in to my wants. Derek could kill him trying to get to me.

“Sure.” He straightens. “There’s a workshop out back. Wyatt is private about who goes in there, but I can show you all the rooms in the house.”

“What kind of workshop?” I ask as he leads the way out of the kitchen.

“Uh...” He scratches the back of his neck.

The action makes his pecs pop and causes my pussy to tighten. After a heated look at my breasts, he refocuses his attention on my face, and I cross my arms over my chest, pretending my nipples didn’t just pebble right in front of him.

He continues, “He’s pretty private about that too. He’ll tell you about it, though. Just ask.”

I doubt that. But I smile as if I believe him and let him show me around the gorgeous farmhouse they call home.


Chapter 10


Maisie



Ihesitate on the front porch outside the farmhouse. “Are you sure it’s safe?”

Elias had been ready to continue leading the way to his truck before I stopped. He releases my hand to clasp my hips with both of his, drawing my body against his and pressing his lips against my temple. “No one is going to hurt you, Maisie. I swear it.”

I give him a searching look, then nod. “Okay, let’s go.” He snags my hand and turns to lead the way.

I pull back. “Wait?”

He turns, eyebrow raised.

“If there’s any trouble⁠—”

“If the rest of your sentence includes running away or leaving you to deal with it on your own, that’s never going to happen,” he interrupts.

I close my mouth.

He surprises me by smiling. “I know you’re worried, but no one is going to attack me—or you—in the street.”

“I guess I am a little paranoid,” I concede. And I know Derek. He won’t attack during the day. He’ll wait until night or when I’m alone, where he can hurt me and get away with it. I glance down at my outfit. “Do I look okay?”

I would never have worn a dress and sandals if I still had the rest of my clothes. Since I left Oregon, I got used to wearing sweats, jeans, and sneakers just in case I might need to run. The jeans in the box were too tight and the sweatpants too long, making them a dangerous tripping hazard.

This floral dress with thin straps is a teeny bit snug on my boobs, and the hem could be a little longer, with cool air kissing the back of my bare thighs, but the brown sandals a woman thoughtfully donated fit me perfectly.

“Okay?” Elias looks me up and down. “No.”

One word has me hanging my head. I console myself with him not calling me fat or stupid the way Derek would have.

Things can always be worse, Maisie. Never forget that.

Hiding my hurt, I turn around. “I’ll change.”

“Hey!” With a smile, he snags my hand and tugs me back around. “You look better than okay. You look beautiful.” His eyes slide to my hair. “And you have your hair down. You always had it tied back at the diner.”

“Didn’t want it going in the food,” I explain. And also, those were the rules.

The only parts I could never tie back are the bangs I’ve grown out around my face. They’re too long to be called bangs, but too short to tie back in a ponytail.

His eyes are soft as he peers down at me. “So damn pretty I nearly fell down these porch stairs trying to avoid you catching me staring at you,” he says, voice low. Dipping his head, he kisses my cheek. “Ready to go?”

Heart warmed by his sweet compliment, I nod. “As I’ll ever be.”

On the drive into town, we have both windows open, and fresh, sweet air blows my hair around my face as Elias talks about all the work they’ve done on the condo so far. I don’t know how much I take in, but I’m nervous about my first trip back into town after the fire, and he must know it from my silence.

As we drive past my old apartment building, someone has boarded up the broken window and the door beside the flower shop. Wyatt must have kicked the door down to get inside. Did the smoke blow the windows open, or did the firefighters do it?

I can’t help but feel sorry for the flower shop owner. The shop is closed, and it was my fault, even though I didn’t set the fire. I came to Rios. Derek followed me, and her business paid the price for Nico letting me stay in the apartment above her shop.

There’s no sign of Derek on the street, and I give every tall, blond-haired guy a penetrating look as we pass them.

Elias parks the truck near the diner, and when I move to open my door, he shakes his head. “Wait there. I’ll get your door.”

I freeze, my eyes sweeping across the street. “Because it isn’t safe?”

He grins as he gets out. “Because if there is a door that needs opening, I will always get it for you.”

I’m smiling as he rounds the hood of his truck and opens my door for me. Despite his assurance that I’m safe, I still tense before I get out.

I look around as subtly as I can, but there are only friendly faces I’ve gotten used to from working at the diner. There’s no angry ex-husband looking to drag me back to Oregon or finish what he started when the fire he set didn’t kill me.

I walk toward the diner with Elias. He has his arm wrapped around my shoulder and stops to dip his head to mine just before we reach the front door, brushing a lingering kiss on my lips. Angling his head, he presses a kiss on my throat, right over my pulse.

My heart hitches, and I stop caring we’re on the street. I stop caring about anything but the need for him to do it again. A not-so-small part of me wants him to bite. Tilting my head back, I hope he gets the message because if I open my mouth, I’m pretty sure I’ll start begging. His lips kick into a smile, and he repeats the heart-stopping kiss over my pulse that shoots right to my core.

He drags in a breath, as if inhaling the scent of my skin, and releases a soft groan, warm air kissing my throat. Then he turns his head to whisper in my ear. “Baby, I can smell what those kisses are doing to you. If we don’t stop this, we’re not walking into this diner. I’m walking you back to my truck, and there is no guarantee we’ll make it home before I lift up your skirt.”

My heart pounds and I’m breathless as I remember where we are.

In public.

Cheeks hot, I move to open the diner door, but he beats me to it. If I’d seen a couple tucked up this close on the street, literally nuzzling each other, I’d have thought they’d spent the night together and pried themselves out of bed to go feed themselves before promptly returning home for more sex.

It was just a message to Derek, if he’s still around watching. That’s all it was, I tell myself. But the possessive arm Elias wraps around my shoulder, tucking my body so close to his, our thighs brush with each step, says this is something a little more intense than pretend.

We walk into the diner, into the familiar sweet-and-savory smells of pies and burgers.

No one who sees the way Wyatt, Knox, and Hunter greet me would be in any doubt that we were sleeping together.

They were waiting at a booth as Elias and I stepped inside, their gazes appreciative as they scanned me. All got up as we approached and gave me a lingering kiss and hug in full view of everyone before I sat down, my cheeks hot, and my panties wet.

“Everyone is going to think we’re sleeping together,” I whisper, wanting to hide my red face from all the curious glances we attracted from the neighboring tables.

The glass cabinet is empty of pie, and all the tables are full of people demolishing their fries and large sandwiches.

Hunter winks at me. “Is that such a bad thing?”

Still blushing, I’m saved from having to respond when Lina appears at our booth with a surprised smile. “Hey, I didn’t know you were coming in.”

“Hey, Lina. Elias suggested lunch.” I’d get up and hug her, but I’m pinned in the middle of a booth full of alphas, and none of them are showing any signs of moving.

She grins at me. “Well, it’s so good to see you. Dad told me what happened, and I can’t believe someone would torch your car and apartment.”

Shit. I didn’t think about what to tell her. Naturally, she’d be curious who would. “Yeah, it was crazy,” I say vaguely.

“And she’s staying with us,” Wyatt says, far louder than he needs to with Lina standing literally inches away.

“We’re taking care of all her needs,” Elias adds, joining our fingers and lifting my hand to brush a kiss across my knuckles.

This is all just a pretense to scare off Derek.

Lina hums, and her eyes sparkle. “Yep. Heard that too. Must be nice.”

I blush. “You’re married.”

She pulls her notebook from her apron pocket. “Yes, I’m married to a nice, handsome man I love to death. But a girl can dream about living with four hot alphas taking care of all her needs, okay?”

A few women at the neighboring tables grin, and my face heats at how many people overheard.

That’s the point. The more people who see us together, the more they’ll talk, and once Derek learns I’m not on my own and easy prey, he’ll leave if he hasn’t already.

“I’m just glad that Wyatt got me out of there.” I glance around the full diner. “Nico said to take a day off, but I’m not sure if he wants me back tomorrow. Is he here?”

“Take your time coming back,” Lina says firmly. “Winston is fine in the kitchen. He’s been wanting more hours anyway, so it suits him, and Dad steps in to help with the tables when it gets too crazy. We’re fine.”

Another thought hits me. How am I supposed to get to work now? I’m no longer a ten-minute walk away. With my car a write-off, I’d be relying on Elias, Hunter, Knox, and Wyatt to drive me to and from work. That isn’t fair when they’ve given me a place to stay.

“Do you know anyone selling a used car?” I ask Lina.

I could ask Nico for a short-term loan and increase my hours to repay him. Maybe I could scrap my car and get a little money from it. Who even knows where my car is? It wasn’t outside my apartment when Elias drove past it. The sheriff or the firefighters must have had it towed somewhere.

She opens her mouth to respond, but Wyatt wraps his arm around my shoulder. “We’ll talk about it.”

I frown.

Lina bounces her gaze from me to Wyatt and retreats a step. “I can come back.”

“Give us a couple of minutes,” Knox suggests.

“I won’t wander far,” Lina says, and walks off with a smile.

I focus on the four silent alphas I’m sharing a booth with. They have jobs they need to be at all day. Derek could walk into the diner at any time and sit in my section, and if he caused trouble, I’d be on my own until the sheriff turned up to arrest him.

“You don’t think working in the diner is a good idea, do you?” I ask, mainly because I don’t think it’s a good idea either. I freaked out when a guy tried to grab my wrist. If Derek walked in, I’d have a full-blown panic attack and run into a wall, knocking myself out getting away from him.

That’s why Wyatt suggested we talk about it. I see it in all their eyes. They know I’m in danger, and none of them wants to be the one to tell me because it’ll scare me.

Wyatt gives my shoulder a reassuring squeeze. “We’ll figure something out. For now, you need rest. Your voice is still a little raspy. While we’re in town, we could swing by the doctor’s office for a quick checkup.”

He says it so casually. Too casually. It wouldn’t be a stretch to believe they already talked about this, and this trip into town had two purposes: scare Derek away when he sees four big alphas hovering protectively over me, and get me to see the doctor I refused last night.

“You are very good at maneuvering me,” I tell him quietly, unsure if it’s a compliment or a criticism.

Derek’s form of moving me was physical. Sometimes emotional, but often physical. My bruises have faded, but I remember everything he ever did to control me.

When Wyatt kissed me before, it was deep and passionate. He wanted to draw eyes to us so everyone would believe we were sleeping with each other. The kiss in our booth is sweet, as intimate as it is apologetic. No one would see it but Hunter, Elias, and Knox.

“I’m not trying to maneuver you,” he says so quietly that if Lina were still at our table, she would struggle to hear him. “I intend to treat you with the care you deserve, darlin’. Never doubt that for a second. And if you doubt it, then I’m doing something very, very wrong.”

I give him a searching look and sigh, knowing this visit to see the doctor comes from concern, not a need to control me. “Okay. I’ll see the doctor for a quick checkup. I don’t need it, but I will.”

Knox calls Lina back to our table, and she takes our order, starting with me.

I order a chicken burger with fries and a soda, then sit quietly, my mind wandering as Lina takes Elias, Wyatt, Knox, and Hunter’s orders.

When I’m not the one who has to cook, my appetite has always been bigger than when I’m doing the cooking. Derek made me second-guess myself so constantly that I came to dread it. I hadn’t expected to enjoy baking pies for Nico when he was sick one morning as much as I did. Enough that I agreed to keep doing it. As I made pie dough and filling, I couldn’t help but smile when I remembered weekends laughing with my sister and grandma.

My eyes meet Winston’s in the kitchen, and he grins and waves when he sees me. I wave back. Even if I wanted to keep making pies for Nico, I couldn’t. Over the last couple of weeks, I’ve been staying for a couple of hours after serving tables, making the pies in one tiny corner of the kitchen so Nico could bake them when he opened the next morning. I have no car and no way to get from the farmhouse to the diner, even if I might be safer from Derek if I stayed in the kitchen instead of serving tables.

Only after Lina returns with our drinks and tells us that our food will be ready in about twenty minutes does Knox say, “We haven’t seen any new arrivals in town. We asked the other guys if they’ve seen anyone at the motel, and they said they’ll keep an eye open.”

Considering they don’t even know who they’re keeping an eye out for, that’s going to be close to impossible. I’ve not told them about Derek, though they must be curious about who would want me dead. I haven’t even told the sheriff, and he’s made more than one pointed comment over the last month that if I had any trouble, he’s ready to step in and help.

“I appreciate you doing all this,” I say, playing with my straw, “but I can’t imagine he’s still here. He wanted me dead, and he’s probably left.”

Wyatt shakes his head. “If he wanted you dead, there would have been an easier, less explosive way to do it.”

Thankfully, he doesn’t list them out. I would never sleep again.

“So, what was he doing?” I ask.

“Scaring you so badly you’d run,” Wyatt says.

When they all nod, it’s clear that they’ve talked about this. Probably after I went to sleep last night.

“I don’t understand.” I push my drink aside and sit back in my seat, twisting my fingers together as nerves get the better of me.

“He wanted you afraid and alone,” Knox says. “But you’ve been here for a month. You have a job.” His eyes track Lina, who weaves between the tables, a constant flurry of efficiency. “Friends.” He looks at me. “If he’d been in town long enough, he’d know the sheriff was checking in with you as well. If I were him, I’d think that you were looking to settle down here and build a life where people knew you, liked you, and cared about you. And if I wanted you alone and desperate, the first thing I’d want to do is scare you so badly you’d take off in a blind panic so I could easily scoop you up.”

I stop twisting my fingers, my heart in my throat.

He winces. “Shit. I scared you. Sorry⁠—”

I let out a quiet sigh. “You didn’t scare me. What you said did. It is absolutely what he tried to do. If I went missing here, Nico or Lina would notice when I didn’t come into work, and they’d tell the sheriff.”

“We would also notice,” Knox says quietly. “And we’d look for you.”

I smile at him, remembering how fiercely he’d protected me from the guy who’d tried to grab me.

Lina hustles over with a tray overloaded with plates before we can continue our conversation.

After we’ve eaten, I visit the doctor, who gives me a quick checkup and reassures Wyatt that the fire and smoke inhalation didn’t leave me with any lasting damage.

It’s only when we’re back at the farmhouse, settled on the couches in the living room with the TV on low, that I decide to tell Hunter, Wyatt, Elias, and Knox everything.

“It was my ex-husband,” I say. “None of you have asked, and I haven’t wanted to tell any of you because I’ve been ashamed for so long, but being here with you means I’m putting you in danger. You need to know more than I’ve told you, and you need to know it so you can decide if I’m worth all this, and I’m not. I’m really not.”

Knox picks up the remote and turns off the TV. “Whatever you want to tell us, we’ll listen. But you’re worth it.”

Hunter, sitting on the couch beside me, takes my hand and gives it a squeeze. “You are absolutely worth it.”

I shake my head. “You don’t know how bad it is.”

“Nothing is so bad that it’s not worth you,” Wyatt reassures. “We’re ready to listen.”

I hesitate, not knowing where to begin. They patiently wait for me to unload years’ worth of trauma on their heads. If they tell me to leave, then so be it. They need to know how dangerous Derek is.

“I fell in love with Derek when I was sixteen, and I thought I would love him forever.” My eyes are on my hands when I take a breath and release it in a soft exhale. “What we had started off as love. Along the way, it turned into something that nearly destroyed me. It still might. You need to know that it might destroy you too.”


Chapter 11


Maisie



Icrack my heart open another couple of inches. “Derek was a quarterback. From his first goal-winning throw in high school, everyone knew Derek Brandon would play in the Super Bowl one day.”

“What happened?” Hunter leans his shoulder against mine, and I relish the contact.

It’s as much about comforting me as it is about him wanting to touch me. Don’t ask me how I can be so sure about that. I just am.

“His life was too perfect,” I say with a bitter smile. “Derek had a dream life. He had everything that anyone could want.”

“Got that,” Wyatt says with quiet intensity. “He had you.”

He prompts a smile when I didn’t think I had one in me. “That wasn’t what I meant. Rich family, talent, he was handsome and smart.”

“Is it okay to say I hate the guy?” Elias asks with a dark scowl. “`Cause I really fucking hate the guy.”

“He also had no one ever tell him no,” I say. “Which was a problem. He thought he was untouchable on the field and off it. As we got older, he started wanting to party more. I wasn’t into it. My parents died when I was thirteen, and my older sister, Missy, practically raised me after our grandma died later. She’d given up so much of her life for me that I didn’t want to risk getting caught underage drinking or messing up my grades right before college.”

Elias cocks his head. “So why didn’t you break up?”

“We did a couple of times, actually. I wanted to go to a good college, so I studied more than he did. He never needed to work that hard. His good grades had always come easier to him than to me. But we’d break up, and days later he’d be at my house with flowers and chocolates, full of apologies. And I loved him, so I always went back to him.”

“But something happened,” Wyatt says, cocking his head.

“It was after one of the last games before we graduated,” I explain. “He was out drinking. His coach had warned him not to go out, especially with the championship game coming up. Derek didn’t listen. He got drunk and drove his car into a tree.”

“Fuck!” Hunter curses.

“Luckily, no one died.” That time. “But he hurt his knee. It was so bad that he had to have two operations. The first one went well; the second didn’t. He lost his college scholarship, and no other school wanted him because he couldn’t play with his bad knee.”

“I’m assuming that’s when everything went to shit.” Elias frowns as he sits back in his seat.

“He was off the team and no longer the star quarterback destined for the NFL. I was there for him even though I was angry at him for drinking and driving. Then we graduated, and all our friends went to college, but we stayed in Oregon,” I say.

“And got married?” Knox glances at my throat.

I nod. “He’s a beta, so yeah, we got married.”

If Derek had been an alpha, he’d have given me a claiming bite, the usual way for an alpha and omega to bond. Betas typically marry, while alphas and omegas sometimes will, but often stick with claiming bites to show their relationship status.

“What about college?” Wyatt asks. “You said you wanted to go, and you could have. He was the one with the busted-up knee. Not you.”

I let out a sigh at one of my biggest life regrets. “Yeah, I did say that, didn’t I?”

“He stopped you.” Wyatt frowns.

“It wasn’t so much his stopping me as me stopping me. My sister had a baby, and her husband was offered a fantastic teaching job across the country. I pushed them to go for it even though my sister wasn’t sure about leaving me behind. I told myself I would defer college for a year so I could stay with Derek when he asked me to. His parents told him they wouldn’t pay for college and to start work at their business since he’d ruined his future.”

“Ouch.” Hunter winces. “They said that to his face?”

I nod. “He’d always hated the idea of working for his dad. One of the biggest motivations he had to do well in sports was to go pro so he could get away from his dad’s boring job and all his parents' expectations. His knee injury ruined all that. I started working as a clerk at the government building because we were living together by then and needed the money. We had an ordinary life for a bit: date night on a Friday, he went fishing sometimes with his friends, and a quiet dinner on Sunday.”

“Then what happened?” Elias asks.

I twist the tissue he hands me into ribbons. “He started to resent his boring life.”

“And that included you?” Elias hands me another tissue, and I take it with a grateful smile.

“Yes, that included me. At work, his dad controlled every aspect of his day. What meetings he took, when he went on a break, how much he was paid. All of it. So when Derek got home from work, he started to control every aspect of my day. And then of my life.”

“Was he hitting you?” Wyatt asks quietly.

I shake my head. “Not then. I have thought about why I didn’t leave him when the controlling started, but I would remember the way he loved me, and I kept hoping he would go back to that. He’d complain about my cooking, call me fat or stupid or an idiot, and I’d get upset. He’d apologize, hug me, kiss me, and tell me things at work weren’t going well, or his dad was pushing him too hard. It was easy to forgive him when he told me he loved me, and I could see that he still did. I told myself things with work would get better, and he’d stop being bitter and angry about his dreams of playing in the NFL going up in smoke. I kept thinking he would change, but he got worse.”

I stare at the remnants of the tissue in my lap that I told myself I wouldn’t shred.

Elias passes me another tissue, and even though my face feels wet, I don’t wipe my damp cheeks.

“I could never do anything right. It was just criticism at first. No, it was disappointment. He’d had a hard day at work, and I’d let him down by not being the wife he needed me to be. That I’d failed him. I wasn’t making his dinner the way he liked it. I didn't make the bed right. The house was filthy. I was fat and stupid. I wasn’t pregnant yet. They were all criticisms I didn’t deserve. Except for the last one.”

“Not being pregnant?” Elias wraps his arm around my shoulder. This time, he doesn’t hand me a tissue. He wipes the tears from my cheeks himself.

I smile at the sweet gesture.

My smile fades when I remember the life I hated. “Derek knew I always wanted kids; I’d never hidden that. I thought we’d try after college, but when he started being controlling and I started feeling trapped, the last thing I wanted was to bring a child into our home. I was already taking suppressants to control my heat since he wasn’t an alpha, so it wasn’t a big deal to go to my doctor and get more birth control pills when I told Derek I’d stopped taking them.”

“Did he ever figure it out?” Wyatt asks.

I sigh, massaging my throbbing forehead. “Yeah, he did. I’d find my bag open when I’d definitely closed it. There were only two of us in that house, so it had to be him. And the pills I’d hidden from him looked different.”

“Different?” Knox sits up in his seat.

I nod. “I’d been taking birth control pills since I was seventeen. The pills in my box were not the same ones I’d always taken. I flushed them down the toilet and made another appointment with the doctor during my lunch break when I knew he’d be at work.”

Elias bristles with rage. “He was trying to get you pregnant to control you even more.”

“I think so. That’s when I started planning how I would leave,” I say. “I knew no one would help me. Whenever I’d start to even mention that Derek and I were having problems, everyone would pat me on my arm and tell me that’s how it sometimes is in a marriage. That I was lucky to have him and we’d ride whatever rough storm we were in.”

Knox frowns. “But your sister⁠—”

I know where he’s going, so I shake my head before he can ask why I didn’t go to the only person who would believe me. “I couldn’t involve my sister in this. She didn’t need me bringing stress into her life while she was pregnant again. I felt so alone. No one would believe that Derek would tamper with my birth control and be so controlling that I was constantly tense, braced for whatever thing I’d done wrong, even though I’d memorized exactly how he liked everything done and could repeat it back to him without getting a single word wrong.”

Understanding flashes across Wyatt’s face. “You learned all our orders at the diner without needing to write them down.”

“When you have an avalanche of criticism waiting to be unleashed on you if you get a single thing wrong, you learn never to forget.” I look down for this next bit. “But words weren’t enough for Derek.”

“He hit you,” Elias says with quiet, furious intensity.

“It started small,” I admit in a voice as quiet as his. “He’d punch the wall beside me, apologize, and say he’d never actually hit me. Then it was a shove here and a slap there. He’d throw things at me. When I gave him a medium steak and not medium-rare, he punched me in the face, and I had to take a week off work to let the bruise heal so no one would see it. He got on his knees and cried when I started to pack my bag to leave him, but I could still see that he loved me. It was so stupid to stay, and I know that now, but things would go back to normal, and he’d be so kind and sweet for the next couple of days. Then things would get bad again, and he would lash out at me.” Tears slide down the bridge of my nose, and I brush them away with the back of my hand.

“What did you tell your work?” Knox’s voice is whisper-quiet, but if I were to look into his face, his eyes would be burning with rage.

“That I’d fallen down the stairs one night getting a glass of water.” I twist another tissue into thin strips. “After that, all the things Derek did to me were in places where no one would see.”

It wasn’t constant. The punches and kicks didn’t come every day, but they came often enough. I never truly relaxed, flinching when Derek or one of my co-workers stood up too fast around me.

I watched what I said, carefully picking out each word in case it was the wrong one, and it was almost always the wrong word. The man I loved spent years actively destroying me, breaking me down until I was a shell of myself. Then he made me quit my job because my nerves were shot.

The only thing I clung to was my determination never to bring a child into our home. I hid my birth control pills in a plastic bag in the toilet tank, and I never forgot to take them.

“Something else happened,” Wyatt says slowly. “Something that gave you an opportunity to leave him.”

Wiping tears from my cheeks, I lift my head to meet his gaze. “Derek was out one night after he closed a big deal at work. He was driving, and this time he didn’t wrap his car around a tree. He ran a red light and killed someone.”

My soft admission silences the room.

Clearing my throat, I continue shredding more tissue in my lap. “A loud knock on my door woke me up one night. I pulled my robe on, checked in the mirror to make sure it covered all my bruises, and went to answer it. There was a cop at my front door, his hat in his hands. He said there’d been an incident involving my husband and asked me if I wanted to sit down. I told him no. No one should wish for another person to die, but that’s what I was secretly wishing for. How cruel must a wife be to see a cop at her front door in the middle of the night and hope he was there to tell her that her husband was dead?”

“It was not wrong to wish your abuser would die,” Knox says, and I nod, but I don’t believe him.

It is wrong. What I did was wrong.

“What happened?” Hunter asks, rubbing a hand up and down my back.

“Cops had arrested Derek after the crash. He had a couple of scratches and bruises, but he walked away from it in one piece. His parents tried to pay the man’s family to make the problem go away, but they wouldn’t take the money. Their son had died, and they wanted justice for him. The judge sentenced Derek to one year in jail for vehicular manslaughter.”

Knox’s eyes widen. “He went to jail?”

“Before the sentencing, his lawyers had said he would get jail time. Even though they painted Derek as the perfect husband who never drank, there was no way to avoid it. I went to see him,” I say.

“He didn’t get bail?” Elias asks.

I shake my head. “The judge viewed him as a flight risk. His parents hadn’t been subtle about trying to make the problem go away, and the judge must have heard about it. I took divorce papers with me.”

“And he signed them just like that?” Wyatt blinks, surprised.

“He didn’t want to. I told him if he didn’t sign those papers and give me a divorce, I would stand on the bench outside church the following Sunday in just my underwear with a sign over my head saying my husband, Derek Brandon, was responsible for all my bruises.”

And I had so many. Too many for him to lie and say I’d fallen once or twice.

Elias’s mouth drops open. “You threatened him.”

I scrunch my face, ashamed that I could threaten anyone, but proud of myself at the same time. “It was my only chance to get away. Maybe not everyone would believe he’d done it, but they would wonder. And if nothing else, people would look at him differently when he got out of jail. His golden-boy reputation would go away forever.”

Knox tilts his head. “So he signed.”

“He signed. I got my divorce, he went to jail for vehicular manslaughter, and I packed up a bag and left Oregon in my rearview mirror,” I say.

“You didn’t get any money in the divorce?” Wyatt asks.

I shake my head. “I wanted nothing from him. And I knew Derek. I’d threatened to humiliate him in front of the whole town. He would never forgive or forget. I didn’t want to give him more of a reason to hate me by taking his money, and I knew I couldn’t go to my sister because it would be the first place he looked for me when he got out. So I packed what I could, emptied our shared bank account, and left. I didn’t tell anyone where I was going or why.”

“But he still found you,” Hunter guesses.

“I moved every month and kept a go-bag by the front door, just in case. Then I made a mistake by lowering my guard and staying in one place too long. Derek found me in Nevada after they released him early because of prison overcrowding. The bruises you saw when I first came to town were from the night he nearly killed me. A motel worker heard me screaming and intervened.”

“You got away,” Wyatt says.

“I’d grabbed my purse and run to my car. The motel worker wound up in intensive care. It made the news because he nearly died from the beating Derek gave him. I drove for days and slept in my car when I was tired.”

“To your sister?” Hunter asks.

“When I first got in my car, that’s where I thought I would go,” I tell him. “I was panicking and terrified and hurting. It wasn’t an hour later that I knew he would expect me to run to Pittsburgh, and he’d find me again. I decided to avoid big cities. I could easily hide in them, but that meant so could he. Small towns were dangerous. I’d be noticed and remembered, but he would stick out too. Then I stopped for something to eat in a small diner in an Iowa town I’d never heard of.”

Exhausted, with no clue what to do next, I felt so lost that day.

The diner had been busy, but not crazily so. Lina had been friendly and warm, guiding me to my table, seeming not to even notice the bruises on my face that concealer couldn’t quite hide. Nico had brought me my food since it was busy, and Winston was singing so badly in the kitchen that the people sitting on the stools at the counter were smiling and shaking their heads.

“It had felt like the first place I didn’t want to leave. All warm and friendly and safe. It had all my favorite smells, and the pies in the glass cabinet looked exactly like the ones I’d made with my grandma. I was running low on money, so when Nico had casually mentioned he was looking for a waitress, it had felt like this was the place I was supposed to be. Nico even said he had an empty apartment if I needed a place to stay.”

Like the universe had brought me to Rios, opened the diner's doors, and said this place is for you, Maisie Lucas. I heard it as clearly as if the universe had whispered those words into my ear.

Then four handsome alphas walked into the diner on my first shift, and my world felt right in another way I hadn’t expected. And as the month trickled by, they kept stopping in during lunch and after work, asking how I was and telling me about themselves.

They made me feel safe. I’d never had that before and I didn’t want it to end.

I still don’t.


Chapter 12


Wyatt



Ten minutes getting blasted in the face by a chill evening wind does jack shit at cooling the rage simmering in my veins.

I told Maisie I needed to use the bathroom after leaving her in the living room with Elias, Knox, and Hunter. She’d wiped the last of her tears and been smiling a little when Hunter cracked a joke.

I couldn’t sit with my rage for a second longer.

I’ve paced.

I’ve debated punching something or taking up running like Knox in the off-chance it would relax me. But nothing can.

The abuse, fear, and pain Maisie went through… I've never wished someone dead more than her ex.

She suffered for so fucking long, and no one helped her. And even though I didn’t know she existed, I still feel like I should have been there to save her.

So I sit my ass on the top porch step, staring toward town, thinking of a man who I would give every last dime I have to wrap my hands around his neck and squeeze.

A hand slips into mine.

Startled, I snap my head to the side, to Maisie, who followed me out and tucked her palm into mine.

Instantly, my back stiffens with alarm. “Is something wrong?”

Shit. Something must be. I shouldn’t have left her to come out here and stew. Maybe there was more she had to say. Maybe I left her right when she needed me most.

“With me?” She shakes her head. “I thought something might be wrong with you.”

I stare down at her, struck dumb that she came out here worrying about me. After what she went through, she’s checking on me?

Me?

“Darlin’, I…”

When I can’t find the words, I gather her into my lap and hold her with my face against her throat, breathing in the scent of her skin. Having her in my arms, her breath warm on my skin, quiets the rage inside me like nothing else could have.

“I wish I could kill him for you,” I tell her, my breath ragged. “I have never literally ached to kill anyone more than when I heard what he did to you.”

Her arms tighten around me, and her voice is quiet when she speaks. “I wish I’d left him long before I did. I kept telling myself I would leave. Day after day. And I just… didn’t. I could have saved myself so much pain if I’d just walked away.”

Her heart beats a steady rhythm against my chest, the sound soothing me in ways almost nothing has before. “Sweetheart, I don’t want to imagine what it was like for you. How hard. How painful…” I shake my head. “I’ve never loved someone and watched them turn into a monster right in front of me. Don’t blame yourself for staying. I don’t. You shouldn’t either.”

I’ve never loved anyone before. There were relationships I thought were love, but they never felt like this. I have never felt like this before.

I want to make her smile, make her laugh, keep her safe, kill anyone who even thinks of looking at her wrong. I want her to make me her world because in the month I spent watching over her at the diner, she became the center of mine.

“He changed so slowly at first I thought it was all in my head,” she says. “And no one could see the monster in him but me. Even now, if I were to go back to Oregon, everyone would tell me he messed up with his drinking, but he was always a good guy and couldn’t understand why I would divorce him.”

Wanting to comfort her, I run my hand up her back, fisting her hair and tucking her face against my throat, needing her closer. Needing her in a way I couldn’t have explained in the house.

Maybe that’s why I came out here. I didn’t need to wrestle this rage into a box where Maisie couldn’t see it and be afraid of it. I needed her alone, like this, to hold.

But I release a quiet sigh when a gust of wind slices over my bare arms. “Darlin’, it’s cold out here. You should be inside where it’s warm. Not out here freezing with me.”

She peels her face from my throat and peers up at me, ice-blue eyes reddened from her tears. “Is it okay if you hold me for a bit longer? I’m not ready to let you go yet.”

Her words tunnel into my heart, and all my rage evaporates into dust.

A crooked smile lifts one corner of my mouth, and I tuck a strand of curly strawberry-blonde hair behind her ear. “Funny, I need the same thing.”

With a grin, she burrows close again, and my arms tighten around her.

Maisie feels so damn good perched on my lap, the curve of her ass tucked up against my erection. I’d love nothing more than to pick her up, carry her up to my bed and spend the rest of the evening and all of tonight making love to her, but not now.

“The second you walked out of the room, I knew something was wrong.” She pulls her face from my throat to meet my gaze, lifting her right hand and pressing it to her chest. Over her heart. “I felt it here. I keep telling myself I should squash this feeling because as long as I’m here with you, you aren’t safe, but I can’t. I hurt when you hurt, and when I’m in your arms all my pain is so quiet.”

Few words have brought me close to tears. I’ve always kept my emotions locked up tight, only letting Hunter, Knox, and Elias get close enough. Hearing about Maisie’s abuse came close.

These words don’t just threaten to tip me over the edge. They nearly drag me over. Knowing Maisie has developed feelings for me. Knowing I have the ability to silence her pain makes me feel like the luckiest guy in the world.

“Are you telling me you love me?” I choke out.

Her eyes are watery, and her smile is wobbly. “I think I am.”

I crush her against my chest, holding her tight. “Fuck. I love you too, darlin’. I feel like I was put on this planet to love you.”

My spine stiffens at the sound of an approaching car.

I start to lift her so I can take her inside where it’s safe when Maisie says, “It’s okay, Wyatt. That’s the sheriff.”

I cock my head. “The sheriff?”

She nods. “After you came outside, I talked a bit with Knox, Elias, and Hunter. I should have done this before, but I would never forgive myself if something happened to any of you because of me. So I had Elias call the sheriff to come and take a statement. I don’t know if he can file charges or anything, but I want to tell him about all the ways Derek hurt me, so if he shows up again, the sheriff can arrest him for something he should have been arrested for years ago.”

It took a lot of courage for her to tell us everything she went through. Her head kept dropping, as if her past was something she had to be ashamed of. It isn’t, and I will do whatever it takes to prove to her that she is so much more than her past.

She bared her heart to us tonight. I wanted her to tell us about what she was running from, but I had no fucking clue it would hurt her this badly. Now she wants to do it again?

“You don’t have to do that, sweetheart. We can give the sheriff a name, and he can file a restraining order. You’ve suffered enough.”

A quick glance reveals Knox, Elias, and Hunter stepping onto the porch, the tension dropping from their shoulders as they realize this visit is from someone we want and not a threat to Maisie.

“No. I need to. Not just for you. For me too.” Her eyes flick over my shoulder, settling on my pack mates, men who are as fiercely protective of Maisie as I am. A soft smile warms her gaze. “It wasn’t something I could do before, but I think I can do it now.”

Over her shoulder, Sheriff Watson parks his patrol car, cuts the engine, and climbs out, slamming the door shut behind him.

Maisie gets to her feet, and I take her hand, not ready to break off all contact yet. The five of us stand on the front porch, waiting to let the sheriff inside and find a solution to deal with Maisie’s ex.

She clears her throat, drawing my gaze.

I look down at her. “Sweetheart?”

“I know it upset you to hear it all before, but do you mind staying with me while I talk to the sheriff?” she asks me. “Knox, Elias, and Hunter already said they would.”

“I promise to hold your hand while mentally burying your ex six feet under.”

I surprise a burst of laughter out of her, so she greets the sheriff with a smile rather than the nerves I saw building in her eyes when she told me what she intended to do.

Whatever happens, we’re all in this together.


Chapter 13


Maisie



Over the next hour, I bite every nail on my left hand down to the quick.

The statement I gave to the sheriff is thorough. So thorough that it’s night outside and my mouth is bone dry despite draining two bottles of water and having two bathroom breaks.

It’s everything I told Wyatt, Elias, Hunter, and Knox. All my pain and hurt. Every fight I can remember. The night I wished a cop had come to tell me my husband was dead. The desperate fear I would be trapped in a life I hated forever.

I reveal all of it.

I get no judgment from the sheriff. There are no pitying looks or the slightest hint that he doesn’t believe me. He listens quietly, notes down everything I say, and says he’ll start the paperwork to get a restraining order in place.

The second Derek shows his face in Rios, the sheriff will throw him straight into jail.

The relief is… incredible.

And Wyatt is true to his word. He keeps a hold of my right hand and periodically makes me smile by telling me he is still mentally burying Derek six feet under.

When the sheriff gives him a pointed look, Wyatt says, “Mentally, Sheriff. All acts of violence involving an ax to his head are happening in my mind only.”

I don’t have a picture of Derek when the sheriff asks for one. There was no way I was taking any piece of him with me when I left Oregon.

“Not to worry, Maisie. I’ll get one,” he says.

The sheriff knows about Derek’s trial and conviction, so a picture will be easy to find since he’s already in the system. He intends to share those with the businesses in town. No matter which store Derek goes into, someone will see him.

The sheriff tucks his notebook into his pocket. “We dusted your car and apartment door for fingerprints after the fire. I’m still waiting for the results to come back, but I’m positive we can get him for arson and attempted murder. With your statement, I have more than enough to put him away for a long time.”

My eyes widen. “You knew it was him?”

The second the words leave my lips, I realize how stupid a question it was to ask.

I just laid out nearly ten years of our lives together. No one else would have a reason to set my apartment on fire with me inside it except my ex-husband, who nearly killed me in a Nevada motel room before I got away.

“I’ve been keeping an eye out for unfamiliar faces,” the sheriff explains, his brown gaze knowing. “You were running from trouble, even if you weren’t ready to talk about it. It’s about what I expected.”

“You did?” Am I that much of an open book? Can anyone read me?

He holds his palm out. “Can I take your hand?”

After a brief hesitation, I give him my left hand. If he hadn’t been as understanding and patient as he was when he listened to me tell him all about Derek’s abuse, my hesitation would have been much longer, or I’d have told him no.

Wyatt still has my right hand and shows no sign whatsoever that he’s ready to let go of it yet. I don’t have a problem with it. His touch grounds me in the present when the past wants to drag me into painful memories.

The sheriff takes my palm and squeezes it between his two large, warm hands. “Fear is a powerful motivator to stay with a controlling man. What happened to you and the motel worker in Nevada must have convinced you to keep quiet and always keep moving, but the more people who know, the more we can help. You did a very brave thing by leaving and by talking to me about it. What you trusted me with stays with my men at the station and me, and I will do everything in my power to protect you, Maisie Lucas. You have my word on that.”

My eyes prick with tears. “Thanks, Sheriff.”

There aren’t many people I’ve wanted to hug since Derek turned my life into one filled with pain, but I pull my hand from Wyatt and hug the sheriff for taking care of me even before I felt I could ask for his help.

“Will you be staying here?” he asks me once we’ve pulled apart.

I glance at the four alphas who have stayed by my side and haven’t looked like they will ever leave it. This is their home, and I’m a guest here for however long they want me to stay.

Wyatt takes my hand and squeezes it. “She’s staying with us.”

The sheriff hums. “That’s good. I couldn’t help but notice your security system.”

“What security system?” I never noticed it. Maybe I’m blind, but outside looks like a perfectly ordinary farmhouse to me.

“We had it installed before you came to stay,” Elias explains. “We asked the landlord if it was okay, and since we were happy to pay for it and install it ourselves, he didn’t have a problem with it.”

Hunter rakes a hand through his hair, wincing when his fingers snag on a tangle. “Knox said it might not be a bad idea to get something set up in case you ever needed a safe place to stay. He had a feeling trouble might follow you here. We all did.”

“That had to be expensive,” I say, touched.

Knox lifts one shoulder in a casual half-shrug. “It was just a few bits and pieces.”

The sheriff’s eyebrows shoot up, and I’m almost scared to ask how much those few bits and pieces cost. From his reaction, we’re not dealing with a cheap security system he picked up from Walmart.

“What exactly is this security system?” I ask.

“Motion sensor lights in case anyone approaches the house,” Knox says. “If someone trips it at night, floodlights will blind them. During the day, we live far enough out of town that we can hear an engine and see a car approaching. Means no one can surprise us.”

Lights can’t be that expensive, can they?

“Oh, that’s not so bad,” I say.

“It’s linked with an alarm that will deafen a person if they try to open the doors and windows.” Knox avoids my shocked gaze as he scratches his jaw. “And an external camera I can view through an app on my phone.”

My jaw drops.

“That’s it.” Knox’s rapid glance at the sheriff reveals it isn’t it at all. There’s something else he doesn’t want the sheriff to know about.

I envision a panic room or a closet filled with an arsenal of weapons. Then I wrinkle my nose and tell myself to stop being ridiculous. This isn’t an action movie.

The sheriff gets to his feet. “I’ll get out of here,” he says, surprising me by not pushing to know if Knox is hiding something illegal from him. “Maisie staying here will encourage Derek to keep his distance.”

I make a face as I ask a question I suspect I already know the answer to. “That means no going back to work, right?”

The smartest thing I can do is to stay away from town and not give Derek a target.

“At least for the next few days,” he says apologetically. “I know you’d like to get back to work. Once Derek shows his face, things can go back to normal around here. I’m not the only one missing your pies, Miss Lucas.”

Smiling at his compliment, I feel confident in saying, “It’s okay. Nico would want me to be safe, even if that means he’s down a waitress for a little while. Maybe I can figure out another way of helping him that isn’t so public.”

“Maybe you can,” he agrees.

By the time he leaves with a wave and a promise to keep us updated, it’s nine o’clock, and I’m fighting a yawn.

My stomach grumbles, and not even that loudly.

Hunter wraps his arm around my shoulder and steers me toward the kitchen. “Come sit. I’ll rustle up something for dinner.”

I blink up at him, surprised. “You cook?”

“Yup.” He gently nudges me into a dining chair and heads for the refrigerator as Wyatt and Knox chat about the security system, while Elias joins me at the dining table in the middle of the kitchen.

Elias spins the chair beside mine around and drops into it, folding his arms across the top. “If it’s from a box and comes with detailed instructions, I can manage it.” He points his chin at Hunter, who has his head stuck in the refrigerator. “He’s the one who can throw a bunch of ingredients together. Like that cooking show.” He squints up at the ceiling as if trying to remember the name.

“MasterChef?” I suggest, as if I haven’t lost literal hours of my life sprawled out on my motel bed, binge-watching shows when I was too tense to sleep after I’d heard a strange noise outside my room.

With a grin, Elias snaps his fingers. “That’s it. The one with the box of ingredients and fighting in the pantry.”

I lift my brow. “Fighting?”

“Gentle nudging over the truffle oil or whatever fancy ingredient only chefs use.” Elias corrects himself.

“Those guys are pros,” Hunter says as he lays out peppers, mushrooms, sausage, and pasta on the counter. “What I cook is simple, fast, and mostly edible.”

Hunter says mostly edible while wielding a chef’s knife like… well, a chef.

He pushes a small pile of thin slivers of onion to the corner of his chopping board and catches me staring wide-eyed. He grins at me. “This is just practice. That and I hate onions. The faster I chop, the less I cry.”

“I just use the jar stuff in the refrigerator,” Elias says.

Knox snorts. “Elias is talking crap. He does not use the jarred stuff. He lingers in the kitchen, complaining about not knowing what to cook until Hunter gets fed up, pushes him out of the way and takes over.”

Elias shrugs but doesn’t deny it.

A loud vibration pulls my gaze to Wyatt, who fishes his cell phone from his pocket and glances at the screen. “Ah. My family. I'd better go take this.”

As he wanders out of the kitchen, Hunter turns from the chopping board nearly overflowing with sliced sausage and veggies to yell after him, “This is going to take twenty minutes. Twenty.”

“Why are you telling him that?” I ask.

Hunter pulls a large pot and a skillet from a cupboard and sets them on the stove.

“Wyatt can spend hours on the phone with his family. There are a lot of them, and they’re Southern, so they can talk,” Knox explains, joining Elias and me at the table.

I’m watching Hunter add water to the large pot when Wyatt shouts from the next room, “Maisie! I need you for a second.”

“Is something wrong?” I get to my feet.

Elias grins at me. “He told them about you, and now they’re desperate to know your life story.”

I freeze with my hands on the table, half out of my chair. “Um, maybe I can talk to them another time,” I suggest, raising my voice so Wyatt can hear me, but hopefully his family can’t.

“Quit scaring her,” Wyatt yells back. “Come on, darlin’. They just wanna say hi.”

“Hours,” Hunter says with a tone of foreboding, shaking his head as he adds onions and green peppers into the skillet. “Literal hours.” He follows his warning up with a grin and a wink, reassuring me he’s only teasing.

More curious than concerned, I walk out of the kitchen and find Wyatt sitting on the couch in the living room, holding his cell phone out in front of him.

“It’s on loudspeaker,” he whispers when he sees me, motioning me over. “Come sit.”

I take his hand, and he pulls me onto his lap.

“She’s here,” Wyatt says, raising his voice so I know he’s speaking to his family instead of at me. “Say hi and only hi. She’s hungry, and Hunter is making us a quick dinner.”

Hellos fill the room. I say hi back and hope no one will push to know more about me and my past.

“My mom wants me to bring you home,” Wyatt says to me, wrapping his left arm around my back and giving me a reassuring smile as if he knows I’m nervous.

“For some good home cooking,” an older woman says with a Southern accent. “We like our big family dinners here, and we’re all excited to meet you. I’m Leticia.”

“You’ll be lucky to get a bite from your plate and into your mouth,” an older man says before I can think up an excuse about why I can’t make it. “We have so many littles demanding to be picked up. Six kids and I lost count of how many grandbabies we have running around this house on a Sunday.” He pauses to add. “Drew, I’m Wyatt’s dad.”

I open my mouth.

“You have not lost count of your grandbabies,” a younger-sounding woman says, sounding amused. “I’m Sylvie, Wyatt’s oldest sister. Daddy likes to line `em up and measure them to see how much they’ve grown after family dinner. He’s running out of wall, but he’s determined to keep it up until the kids are eighteen. He’ll be using the neighbor’s wall before too long.”

Wyatt rolls his eyes at me, and I swallow my smile as father and daughter bicker for the next several seconds.

“Maisie just wanted to say hi, not listen to you going at each other,” Wyatt eventually says, talking over them when they show no sign of stopping their bickering. Then he turns to tell me. “She’s the eldest, and they’re too alike.”

“We are not alike!” Two voices shouting in the same tone and with the same exact accent is hilarious.

I can’t hold back my laugh, their chuckles following my own. My tension levels decrease, and I stop counting down to the end of this phone call.

“Maisie?” Wyatt’s mom’s voice cuts through the last of our laughter, and I brace myself for the big quiz I’d walked in here dreading.

Wyatt must have told them about me. Maybe about my bruises and that I come with baggage. He wouldn’t have had time to tell them about Derek since I only just told him, but maybe they’ve heard enough already and don’t want me around their son. I can’t say I blame them.

“Yeah?” I ask hesitantly.

“Wyatt has told us a bit about you,” she says.

Every muscle in my body is taut enough to snap. “Ummm…”

“Wyatt said you had a bit of trouble, and I wanted him to put you on the phone so I could tell you myself that my son is as fierce as he is loving. He’ll take good care of you. And he’ll bring you home for some good Louisiana cooking. You have a seat at the table and any number of grandbabies to hold because they never stop demanding to be picked up,” she says with loving, but frustrated fondness.

My eyes burn with tears. “That sounds really nice, Mrs.—”

“Leticia,” she cuts in with a firmness that says she’s not willing to budge on it. “There are no titles around here. Just first names and big appetites.”

Wow, I could learn to love Wyatt’s family a lot.

“We’ll let you go eat now, but you come see us soon, Maisie,” Wyatt’s dad adds.

More voices call out goodbye, and a couple of kids as well, though I’m not sure they even know who they’re saying goodbye to.

Wyatt ends the call and leaves his phone on the coffee table. Then he looks at me, his expression a mix of wariness tinged with a hint of embarrassment.

“Sorry about that. They can be a lot,” he says. “There’s no such thing as quiet in the Comeaux house, or down the phone either.”

“That actually wasn’t that bad. They’re nice.”

He gives me a probing look and relaxes when he sees I mean it. “They like honesty, respect loyalty, and love hard.”

“Like you?”

“Yeah,” he softly agrees. “Like me.” His eyes slice to the door, where Knox, Hunter, and Elias are keeping their voices down, but I hear them chatting about a football game as the smell of something delicious drifts from the kitchen, making my stomach rumble. “I don’t think dinner is ready yet.”

When his eyes settle hungrily on my mouth, I get where this is going.

With a smile, I loop my arms around the back of his shoulders. “You say that as if you think we might have time to do something before we eat.”

“Hmm.” He strokes my hips with a firmness I love. “I can think of one or two ideas.”

“Like?”

He angles his head, my heart stopping and my breath hitching when he kisses me. “Like this.”

With my belly full of butterflies, I lean into his chest. “Just one kiss?”

He cradles the nape of my neck with one large, hot palm, his thumb stirring the sensitive tiny hairs there. “Darlin’, I’m not close to being done kissing you yet.”


Chapter 14


Hunter



Icame down for coffee, and I walked into the dirty dream to end all dirty dreams.

I stop rubbing the sleep from my eyes and stare at Maisie’s sexy, rounded ass.

The kitchen smells of baking. There’s sugar, a hint of spice, and something fruity. More sharp than sweet. I thought Knox was making Pop-Tarts in the oven again instead of the toaster. I’d been ready to yell at him not to wander off and forget it again and burn the house down with Maisie inside it.

But this isn’t Knox, and halfway down the stairs, I should’ve known no strawberry Pop-Tart—his favorite—could ever smell half as good as this baking does.

Sleep forgotten and coffee a distant memory, my eyes track Maisie, wearing a pair of slightly too short, too tight gray shorts and a white tank that reveals a tempting strip of tummy.

She has her strawberry-blonde hair in a messy knot at the top of her head. Flour dusts her pink cheeks; her skin is slightly sweaty from the hot kitchen, and her nipples are pebbled, the result of the window I just watched her lean up to push open.

I adjust myself in my pants.

She’s humming under her breath and bobbing her head as she moves a dirty container with a wooden spoon and a spatula to the counter beside the sink.

Smiling as I cross my arms, I rest my head against the doorframe and just enjoy watching her.

Some guys go to a strip club to watch a woman dance for them. Not me. This right here—a barely dressed sexy woman in a kitchen—is my secret pleasure.

I swallow hard when she pulls on oven mitts and bends over right in front of me.

Damn.

I’d adjust myself in my pants again, but there’s no point. No amount of rearranging is going to create a space that doesn’t exist.

Far too soon, she straightens and sets a pie with a golden woven top on a baking rack. It’s like the pies on the front of a baking magazine in the store. If she didn’t look so good in those shorts, I’d be busy salivating over the pie and not her. She pulls off the oven mitts and uses the back of her forearm to push clinging strands of blonde hair off her forehead when she must feel me watching.

Her gaze darts to me, away, and snaps back to me. Her eyes widen. “Hunter?”

“Hey,” I say softly, uncrossing my arms.

“I came down for coffee, but I didn’t want to interrupt you,” I say, fighting the urge to cover myself with my hands. I’m in briefs, but this thin bit of cotton can’t possibly conceal how turned on I am.

Her eyes dart down, briefly linger on my bare chest before settling on my briefs. Her cheeks darken, and she drags her gaze away. She gestures toward the dirty container beside the sink. “Um, sorry for taking over your kitchen.”

My eyes drop to her white tank top. I hadn’t intended to look, but her tank is as thin as my cotton briefs, and her nipples are hardening as my cock throbs.

If I don’t walk out of this kitchen, I’m going to bend her over something and fuck her.

I drag my gaze from her dusky nipples, barely visible through her thin t-shirt. “No worries. I’ll leave you to it.” I turn to leave.

A loud crash stops me in my tracks. Maisie hisses, and I whip around to find her face scrunched up in pain.

My thoughts rapidly shift from what the fuck I’m going to do about my erection to concern for Maisie. “What happened? Are you okay?”

“Fine.” Avoiding my gaze, she tucks her left hand behind her back.

I walk over to her, ignoring the hungry look she gives my chest. “Let me see.”

“It’s nothing.”

She bumps into a counter as she retreats, her eyes widening in surprise when I clasp her by her hips. Her skin is so soft and warm; I’m going to have a real problem taking my hands off her. And up close, her blackberry and wild honey scent merges with the bakery smells, tempting me to put my mouth to her skin and kiss her all over.

Does she taste as good as she smells? I’m thinking she does.

“Let me see,” I softly order, aware she came to Rios with bruises and a deep wariness about anyone getting too close to her. I’m surprised she’s letting me touch her at all, but I’m grateful not to scare her.

“It’s nothing,” she says, hiding her left hand.

I dip my head, closing the distance between us. “You hurt yourself, beautiful. That is the very opposite of nothing.”

The endearment causes her to widen her huge blue eyes. “What did you call me?”

“You heard me.”

She gives me a searching look. With a sigh lifts her left arm, showing me a thin red mark on the back of her hand. A burn. It's not a bad one, but burns are almost always painful.

“How?” I take my hands off her hips, gripping her wrist and turning her hand to see it better.

“I was trying to clear my mess so you could use the kitchen and brushed up against the hot pie pan. The last pie, so of course that’s the one I burn myself on.”

With a hand on her wrist, I tug her over to the sink and turn the faucet to cold, holding her hand—and the burn—under it. “The last pie?”

I didn’t even know we had pie pans in this kitchen, and I’m in here more than anyone. Maisie must have found it in the pantry. This rented farmhouse came fully furnished, and the landlord had said his wife owned so much kitchen equipment that he left most of it behind when he moved to a smaller place in town after she passed.

Her hair brushes the front of my chest when she nods, the soft strands ticklish and strangely erotic. “Uh, huh.” She clears her throat. “I wanted to make pie for you all to say thanks for letting me stay. Uh, and I used up most of your apples and the cherries in the freezer. And the sugar. Um, and the flour and butter took a hit as well. Sorry.”

“Don’t apologize. Those apples would’ve ended up in the trash when no one ate them, and I forgot we even had cherries in the freezer. The rest is pantry stuff, and no one in this house is baking.”

The longer I stand with her tucked against my front, my left arm wrapped around her middle, the more I realize it was a bad idea.

“How many pies did you make?” I ask to distract myself from how good she feels against me.

She glances to the right.

I turn to look. Fuck me. My jaw drops when I spot the two additional pies, in addition to the one she just took out of the oven, cooling beside the refrigerator.

From her profile, her cheeks are pink. “I promise to clean up the mess and replace all the ingredients,” she says in a rush.

I bend down to meet her pretty blue gaze. “You don’t have to replace anything. And I’m less concerned about a messy kitchen than I am about you hurting yourself and not being able to sleep.”

“What made you think I wasn’t able to sleep?”

I give the one-woman pie operation she's running a pointed look.

She lets out a sigh. “Talking about Derek might have brought back some memories I’d rather forget.”

Fuck.

None of us considered that opening up to us might have awakened ghosts. But we should have.

Last night, she’d been smiling when she returned to the kitchen after Wyatt introduced her to his parents over the phone. We’d made her laugh over dinner as we talked about our years spent traveling across the country working together. Later, she’d gone up to bed, relaxed, well-fed from dinner, and yawning into her hand.

“What time were you up?” I ask.

She hesitates.

“Maisie?”

“Two. I just lay there, and I couldn’t shut off my brain. After an hour, I came downstairs to do something useful that would take my mind off Derek.” She glances at her hand that I’m still holding under the cold running water. “I think my hand is okay now.”

It is downright painful taking my left arm from where I have it wrapped around her middle. I switch off the faucet, and after scrutinizing her burn, I nod, pleased that it looks a little less red than it did minutes before.

I release her to snag a cloth from the drawer beside me and pat it dry. “How does it feel?”

“Better.” She says it without thinking.

I notice something I missed about her. “You don’t like people taking care of you.”

She blinks at me. “That isn’t true.”

I don’t believe her.

As a semi-pro surfer who traveled a fair bit even before I changed careers, I’ve met my fair share of omegas. Mostly, I learned to stay away from them. My life was on the road. I liked freedom and craved my independence. Being tied down to an omega meant being tied down to a place. I was never interested in that.

Until Maisie.

For someone afraid and looking to escape an ex on a revenge mission, I thought she’d bite my hand off accepting our help—we all did. But she’s been surprisingly hesitant and more independent than any of us expected. If her ex hadn’t torched her apartment, I have serious doubts that she’d have agreed to stay with us at all, even if it meant she’d be safer with us than staying in town.

And for the month that we’ve been stopping in at the diner, she’s been polite but distant, even though we’d catch the odd lingering glance that told us she was as attracted to us as we were to her.

Asking us to stay with her when she spoke to the sheriff was the first time she’d asked anything of us. And even then, she did it reluctantly. I thought it was because she was embarrassed or shy, and maybe that’s true as well. But maybe it’s because she doesn’t like needing us as much as we need her.

“You don’t want to trust us,” I say, holding her gaze.

“That isn’t true,” she denies.

I cock my brow.

She releases a quiet sigh. “I just don’t want to get attached, that’s all.”

“To us?”

She gestures vaguely with her right hand. “To this. You. This house. The idea of this going anywhere. You won’t be in Rios forever, and neither will I.”

What?

I stiffen. “You’re leaving?”

She shrugs. “I should. The fire made it clear Derek is on a warpath.”

“And we’ll deal with it together. The sheriff knows about him now. You’re safe here, with us, and we’d die before we let anything happen to you.”

Her head lowers, and I barely catch her whispered, “That’s what I’m afraid of.”

Eyeing her bent head for a beat, I drop talk of the future for now. “Why were you down here making pie?”

She shrugs again. “It was something to do.”

I snort, which prompts her to lift her head and meet my gaze as I tell her, “You could’ve read or watched a movie. Those would have distracted you even more than baking pies would have. Instead, you hunted out pie pans I didn’t know we had and filled the house with baking so good it woke me up.”

Her cheeks flush pink. “You don’t mean that.”

She’s no good at hiding her pleasure at my compliment. Her eyes are way too expressive and her blush is always a giveaway.

“Knox likes to heat Pop-Tarts in the oven instead of the toaster after he got them stuck in there and the toaster started smoking.”

She scrunches her nose. “But they’re so thin. I didn’t know you could get them stuck in there.”

“You can’t unless you wedge eight in a four-slice toaster because you’re too hungry and lazy to make four at a time.” I shake my head. “Then I realized no Pop-Tart ever smelled that good.”

“I wanted to do something nice for you to say thanks for taking care of me.”

This woman is the stuff of dreams.

If someone told me there was a sweeter, more beautiful girl in the world than Maisie Lucas, I wouldn’t believe them.

I rest both hands on the counter beside her, wanting to kiss her but knowing any move I make could chase her away. “You don’t have to give us things to say thanks. We like pie, and I appreciate you baking for us, but you didn’t need to do it.”

“I just want to feel useful.”

Damn, her ex really did a number on her.

“You are useful.” She opens her mouth, but I keep talking. “Your ex was a small man. He controlled you, and when that wasn’t enough, he made you feel small so he could feel bigger. His opinion of you is worthless. He is worthless.”

Her eyes turn misty. “He was talented.”

“Yes, he was a talented football player,” I agree. “But he got in his own way and threw that talent away. He had you, and he threw you away. He’s not worth your time or mine.” I point my chin at her hand. “How is your hand, really?”

She told me it was fine, but I’ve burned myself often enough over the years to know pain can flare up again without warning. I want her to feel like she can trust me with her pain. If I can help her feel better, I’ll do it.

She hesitates.

“The truth, Maisie,” I tell her gently. “No one in this house will ever punish or criticize you for being honest.”

“It’s still a little sore,” she admits, voice low.

I circle her wrist and feather a kiss across her burn.

Her breath hitches.

“What are you doing?” she whispers in a breathy rush.

I hold her gaze as I brush another kiss across her skin. “Kissing it better.”

“You don’t have to do that.”

She isn’t pulling away or telling me to stop. As I trace another kiss over her reddened skin, I inhale her scent, mentally groaning in response. “Does that mean you want me to stop?”

She doesn’t respond.

A smile lifts the corners of my mouth. “Yes? No? I need to know you want this.” My smile fades. “That goes for inside the bedroom and outside of it. Tell me what you want, Maisie. It’s yours.”

She gulps. “Don’t stop,” she whispers, her cheeks flushing a pretty pink as she adds, “I want you to keep kissing me.”

With my left hand on her hip, I urge her against the kitchen counter and dip my head to press my mouth to hers, giving her the kiss I’ve ached for.

She’s coming to us from a place of pain and hurt. Of fear. I start softer than I want to, claiming her lips with a lightness she can break if she wants to. A brush here, a caress there, and all the while I stroke her hip so she gets used to my hands on her body.

She rises on her tiptoes and leans toward me, a sign she’s ready for more. The tip of my tongue traces the seam of her mouth, and I groan as she parts her lips for me, letting me in. She tastes delicious. Cherry sweet with a hint of cinnamon. Intoxicating.

I take my time, giving her heat and sweetness, exploring her mouth with my tongue as she coils her arms around the back of my shoulders.

Yeah, she likes this. When she starts rubbing her body against me, I know she’s ready for a little more than just my fingers caressing her hips.

I skim my fingers up her arm. Her skin is so damn soft. She moans as I cup her right breast, molding the weight in my hand, my thumb grazing the hard point.

Her hand slides up my back, then down again, fingernails raking my skin. With a groan, I break the kiss, needing to know how her tits taste.

Her eyes are closed when I bend my head and draw her right breast into my mouth, through her thin cotton tank.

“Hunter…” she moans, tangling her fingers in my hair and rocking her pussy against the top of my thigh.

Groaning at the heat she’s kicking off through her shorts, I yank the front of her tank top down and give her nipple a firm lick. Her back arches. I insert my thigh between her legs, and she grinds her pussy against it with increasing desperation. I know exactly where this is heading if we keep this up, but I’m not ready to stop yet, and neither is she.

Sucking her right tit, I smile as she groans in frustration when I release her with a wet pop and move to her left. I had in mind that I’d put her on this counter, bury my face between her spread thighs, and she’d come over my tongue.

That isn’t happening now.

With every rock of her hips, I grit my teeth and order myself not to come. I grasp her hips, crush her against me, groaning as with each frantic rock, the side of her thigh rubs firmly against my cock.

Her breathing is labored as I lift my mouth from her breast to reclaim her lips. With a sweet, sexy moan against my mouth, her hips buck as her climax hits.

Squeezing my eyes shut, I hold the explosion back with everything I have.

My body doesn’t listen.

I clamp her against me, groaning against her throat and holding her still.

Two minutes later, we’re still wrapped around each other, and she’s fighting to catch her breath with her face against my chest.

I’m not sure when her hair fell out of her loose topknot, but I take full advantage and run a hand through the silky strands.

“Well, that wasn’t how this was supposed to go,” I say cheerfully.

Maisie lifts her head, her cheeks bright red as she meets my gaze. She pulls her pussy from against my thigh and lifts her tank top to cover her breasts.

Even before she moved, I felt her retreat. It’s easy to guess why: she thinks I regret this.

“Not you,” I tell her, clasping her hips to stop her from running. “Me. I’m talking about me.” I give the front of my shorts a pointed look.

She glances down, brow furrowed, then peers back up at me. “You? What did…” Her voice trails off, and her eyes widen. “Oh.”

Grinning, I kiss her. How can I not when she’s this pretty when she blushes? “Yeah, oh.”

I press my forehead against hers. “That is not what I came down here to do. Coffee. Breakfast. Spend the day with you. Those were the plans. Not lose my mind watching you make pie from the doorway, pin you against a counter, and cum in my pants like a sixteen-year-old boy.”

Her eyes flick down again, and her gaze lingers.

Laughing, I press myself against her. “For the love of everything, don’t look. I want you to see me at my best.”

She peers up at me, and her eyes turn soft as her lips curl into a smile. “You’re blushing.”

“I was doing everything I could to impress you in the kitchen last night, and this morning I come down and do this? Damn right I’m blushing.”

“It’s sweet.”

I lift my brow, torn between kissing her again and hugging her. “Nothing about the contents of my shorts and the reason for this blush is sweet.”

Her fingers graze my jaw in a far too brief caress. “Well, I think it is.” Blushing again, she avoids my gaze as she admits, “What you did made me feel really good. I didn’t realize I could feel that good so fast.”

Frowning, I forget my embarrassment. “Your ex didn’t⁠—”

“No,” she cuts in, still blushing. “I mean, not for a while. We fooled around when we were younger, but then things between us changed. It was never about me anymore. Just about what he wanted.”

I kiss her, tangling my tongue with hers, leaning my hips against hers, and letting her feel how badly I want her. “That’s no way to live,” I tell her, framing her beautiful face. “I lean a little more toward fun than work, but everyone deserves for the person they’re with to make them feel good.”

“And if I wanted to make you feel good?” she asks, curiosity and arousal softening her gaze.

“I’ll never stand in the way of what you want.” Though I’m not sure how much I could take of Maisie’s touch.

She tilts her head. “Staying with you is dangerous. Derek could cause you problems.”

“Getting anywhere near you is going to cause him a world of problems. You’re safe here, Maisie. He isn’t getting to you, and he never will.”

“Until you finish the condo and leave for Florida.”

I frown. “Florida is⁠—”

“—something we all said we’d talk about later.”

I jump, spinning around when Wyatt’s voice comes from over my shoulder, scaring the shit out of me.

Wyatt’s gaze dips, and his eyebrow rises. “Interesting morning?”

Snatching up the nearest chopping board, I use it to hide the front of my briefs. From his raised eyebrow, it’s a waste of time. He saw more than enough. These boxers are thin. He had to have guessed what happened.

“I should go get dressed.” Maisie slips around me, giving me a glimpse of red cheeks in her rush out of the kitchen.

Wyatt steps aside to let her out, but before she can bolt up the stairs, she stops just outside the kitchen and turns around, facing Wyatt. “I baked pies. They’re for all of you as a thanks for taking care of me and giving me a place to stay.”

Wyatt’s face softens. “You don’t have to bake for us, Maisie.”

“I wanted to.” She shifts from foot to foot. “Have fun at work.”

I utterly fail at not staring at her ass when she flies up the stairs before Wyatt can respond. He turns around to face me, his face no longer soft.

He glares. “We talked about this, Hunter,” he hisses, lowering his voice as he steps into the kitchen and closes the door behind him. “She’s not ready for sex, and she’s not ready to talk about the future. She just moved in here. We will scare her away.”

“It wasn’t sex,” I deny.

His gaze drops to the chopping board I’m using to shield myself.

“Okay, it kind of was sex, but that’s not all it was.” He opens his mouth, ready to push his point, but I talk over him. “It was fun. Something she has had precious little of with her ex. I don’t regret it, and I don’t think she does either.” I make a face. “Well, I have regrets, just not about⁠—”

He lifts his hand, a sign for me to stop talking. “Don’t. The less I know, the better.” He rubs his knuckles over his five o'clock shadow. “We could push her away if we move too fast.”

“But she won’t know we want a life with her if we don’t make that clear from the start.” Elias slips into the kitchen behind Wyatt. “And she needs to know it, or we risk losing her before she knows we want her.”

“What’s with the chopping board?” Knox walks in next, bouncing his gaze from my wooden shield to my face.

They’re all dressed for work except me. It’s not safe for Maisie to be alone, so today I’m staying home with her.

“Maisie.” I head for the door. “I need to grab a quick shower, and we need to talk before you guys head to work. Give me ten minutes. Maisie made pie, but I didn’t get the coffee machine started.” Maisie’s shorts shut off the ability to focus on anything but her.

“Please tell me you’re going to wash that before you put it back,” Wyatt says, pointing at the chopping board I take with me out of the kitchen.

“If that is covering what I think it is,” Knox adds with a shake of his head. “Burn it.”


Chapter 15


Maisie



Knock, knock.

Flat on my back in bed, I chew my lip with my eye on my bedroom door as I consider ignoring it. I could, but I won’t. That would prove to Hunter—and myself—that what I’ve spent the last several minutes doing is less about catching up on lost sleep than hiding from him.

I get up from my bed, tugging the rising hem of my t-shirt as I cross the room to find out what Hunter wants, and it’s him. I feel it. My heart pounds with every step, and my hand shakes when I lift it to the doorknob.

You’re just answering a door. That’s it. Things don’t have to be strange or awkward because you ground your pussy against his thigh until you came and he⁠—

Stop. Stop that right now.

My body is hot, my panties are wet, and my cheeks are burning, though not with embarrassment. I’m a thousand percent aroused all over again.

Knock, knock.

“You okay, Maisie?” Hunter calls out, sounding worried.

He’s out there thinking something is wrong with me while I’m in here telling myself not to jump him the moment I pull my door open.

Without thinking too much about what I look like and what he might have come to my room for, I open the damn door.

Hunter, showered and dressed in a white t-shirt and low-slung black sweatpants with the ends of his dark-blond hair still damp, must have given up hoping I’d open up because he’d half-turned as if ready to leave. This is the first time I’ve seen his hair not up in the messy bun I’d gotten used to when he’d stop in for lunch at the diner. It’s a little shorter than my shoulder-length, darker when wet, and I can’t stop wanting to lean in closer because it smells like coconut, and I love coconut.

“Hey.” His indigo eyes go on an achingly slow, deliberate, and pussy-twitching journey over my body before he wrenches them up. His gaze slips past me to linger on something behind me.

Curious about what caught his attention, I peer over my shoulder, wincing at my bed. The comforter hangs off it, half on the floor. “Sorry,” I tell him automatically. “I’ll make the bed.”

As I’m apologizing for my unmade bed, I remember the mess I left in the kitchen. Making pie to say thanks loses a lot of its appeal if you leave the cleanup to the people you made the pie for. “About the mess in the kitchen…” I edge to the left, blocking the shameful state of my bed.

Hunter wrenches his gaze to my face, his cheeks pink as if embarrassed to have been caught staring. He shoves both hands into his pockets and clears his throat. “Uh… I used to live in a house full of surfers. I’ll take an unmade bed over the nasty stuff I saw on a daily basis. Can we talk?”

Torn between asking him what it was like living with a bunch of surfers, why he moved out—was it the mess?—and why he was staring at my bed if it wasn’t in disapproval, I step aside instead of leaving him hovering outside my room. “You can come in if you want?”

His gaze lingers on my unmade bed. The shield behind his eyes lifts, and I see what I missed before.

In the kitchen, while I was making a mess, baking up a storm, I pulled the last pie from the oven. As I removed my mitts, I felt someone staring at me. I convinced myself it was in my head; it was too early for anyone to be awake, and I’d have heard them walk down the stairs. But I’d still turned, my instincts screaming that I wasn’t alone.

Hunter had his head against the doorway, powerful arms folded over a tanned, muscular chest. A soft smile played on his lips, and his eyes burned as he watched me. Even his “hey” had felt more heated than a simple greeting would ordinarily be.

Then I caught the tent in the front of his briefs, and all rational thought emptied out of my head. That must’ve been why I thought it was a good idea to move a hot pie pan, fresh out of the oven, along the kitchen counter with the back of my hand.

He had looked like he wanted me.

Me.

Maisie, who had never been and could never be the wife Derek wanted.

Maisie, who was too stupid to do anything right.

Maisie, who hadn’t felt wanted or beautiful in far too long.

Now he’s looking at my unmade bed as if he’s mentally stripped the clothes from my body and has me pinned down on it. Not as if he’s judging me for being a twenty-six-year-old woman who leaves a trail of mess in her wake.

With hunger.

“Hunter?”

Dark-blue eyes snap to my face. He catches me looking at him, and his next smile is sheepish as he scratches his hair. “Shit. Sorry.” He takes a step back as he focuses on me. “That’s, uh, probably not a good idea. How about we talk out here?”

If I were braver, I would tell him I want him as much as he seems to want me. “Sure.”

I leave the door open and follow him toward the staircase. It’s a handful of steps for him to sink onto the top, and I sit beside him. We’re two flights up, and it’s quiet downstairs.

“Hunter, is something wrong?” I ask him when he does nothing but frown down at his gray sweatpants-covered knees.

“Everyone has gone into work,” he says, angling his body to face me. “We can’t all take the day off together, but I’m staying with you at the house today.”

From my first day working at the diner, I never got the impression that they were rich. Their clothes are casual, and this farmhouse is cozy and simple, so that they’ve discussed this and decided to use their PTO to keep me safe isn’t fair to them. They can’t have that much personal time off as construction workers, and with the condo almost finished, their bosses must need them on site every day. I thought Elias staying with me yesterday was a onetime thing, not a pattern of the days to come. It sounds an awful lot like they’ve worked out a schedule to babysit me.

“Thanks, but you don’t have to do that,” I tell him with a smile. “I’d be fine here alone. Promise.”

I have never told such a big, flaming lie in my life.

I’d be terrified being thirty minutes away from town, where no one would hear me scream, even with a fancy security system that Knox can access the external camera through an app on his phone. I would still be thirty minutes away from help if I needed it, and I don’t have a car after Derek torched mine. If Derek found me here, he could do a lot of damage, maybe even kill me, before anyone got back to help me.

Unless there is a panic room or a cupboard full of guns Knox didn’t tell me about. Not that a gun would be helpful. Knox could load me down with guns, Rambo-style, and I’d wind up shooting a hole through my foot because I never learned how to fire a gun.

“It’s fine. And it won’t be us all the time,” Hunter says with a smile. “On the days we all have to be at work, you’ll have a deputy sitting in a patrol car outside in case Derek shows his face.”

Yeah, that’s even worse. Now I’m pulling a cop away from his job when he could be out saving someone’s life.

“That sounds really boring for him. Maybe I could go sit in the police station then?” I suggest. “Or I could hang out in Nico’s office in the diner.” Both of which sound boring to me, but at least I’m not pulling anyone away from anything important, and I can take a book to read for entertainment.

He bounces his shoulder against mine. “The sheriff has two deputies. Lawrence would only sit inside the police station waiting for a call if he weren’t sitting outside watching the house. Stop feeling guilty.”

“I’m not feeling guilty,” I lie.

He gives me a long look that conveys just how good he is at reading me.

“Okay, maybe I’m feeling a little guilty,” I concede.

“You aren’t inconveniencing anyone. Keeping you safe is something we all want to do, Lawrence included, and the best place to do that is here, away from town, where we will see your ex coming before he can finish getting out of his car.”

When he puts it like that, it’s hard to argue. “Would it be okay to take snacks out to Lawrence when he’s parked outside? Or maybe he could wait inside instead of sweating in his car? I know it doesn’t get that hot in Iowa in the fall, and he’s not a dog or anything so he could always pop a window, but if he’s watching over me, he might as well do it comfortably on the couch with a cool drink in his hand and the TV on.”

Hunter peers down at me, the corners of his eyes creasing in a smile. “You’re real sweet, Maisie Lucas. I keep asking myself how I can be this lucky that you’re sitting next to me and not some other guy.”

My stomach flips, and I feel the tops of my ears heat as I look away. “No, I’m not.”

He gives me another gentle shoulder bump. “How about we leave the deputy in his patrol car, huh? I wouldn’t want him stealing you away from me when I’m not around.”

My eyes snap to him. “You sound⁠—”

“Jealous? Damn right I am. You might prefer a cop over a construction worker. But that’s not what I came up here to talk to you about.”

My mind flashes back to what happened between us in the kitchen this morning, and the reason I spent the last hour hiding out in my room.

He regrets it.

He’s here to tell me it was a onetime thing that will never happen again. Why else would he look at my bed as if he was imagining us having sex on it and then back away as if he was facing down a ghost?

Plastering a fake smile on my face, I get to my feet. “That’s okay. I understand.”

He circles my wrist and tugs me back. “Nope. Not what you’re thinking.” Releasing me with a sigh, he studies me with a seriousness I wasn’t expecting. “Wyatt is going to kick my ass for doing this, but we keep arguing about it and getting nowhere, so I figure I’ll take his pissy mood over tiptoeing around shit and just say what I’m thinking.”

“Say what?”

“None of us wants to take the Florida job.”

I frown. “Because it’s a bad job?”

He shakes his head. “It’s a great job. Great pay. Dream job material.”

I scrunch my nose. “So what’s the problem?”

He takes my hand. “You are dream girl material. We like Rios, and we all really like you.”

I’d gotten that from what Wyatt said on the front porch when we admitted to having feelings for each other. Yet even after we’ve kissed and Hunter and I have done… other stuff, I’ve been getting the sense they’re keeping something from me. “But?”

“You’re out of a relationship from hell. We don’t want to rush you.” He waves his hand. “Staying with us isn’t just about keeping you safe. You’ll have time to rest and recover.”

I frown. “But I am recovered.” All my bruises from Derek’s Nevada motel room beating have healed. I haven’t needed to reach for concealer for weeks now.

“Emotionally.” He lets out a frustrated sigh. “You need time to heal emotionally, not be dragged into a relationship with four men, Maisie. Wyatt thinks moving too fast will scare you away.”

I don’t have a response, and the longer I think about it, the harder it is to know what to say. It has been years since someone considered my emotional needs, let alone my physical ones. I’m used to taking care of myself as best as I can, but when I’m around Hunter, Wyatt, Elias, and Knox, I have to use brute force not to let myself lean on them the way I instinctively want to.

Am I ready to start a new relationship?

Is that why I was so hurt when I thought Hunter had come upstairs to tell me he liked me, but he didn’t like-like me?

I never expected to stay in Rios for as long as I have. A couple of weeks, tops, was what I told myself after Nico gave me a job at his diner and an apartment to stay in while his niece is away at college.

Now that Derek has found me and destroyed my apartment, the smart thing would be to bum a ride to the nearest bus or train station and move on.

“Wyatt was right to worry about scaring you away, wasn’t he?” Hunter says quietly.

I yank my gaze from my knees, where I lowered it, to find him studying me with a tiny frown between his dark-blonde brows.

He looks worried. He’s right to be. When I think of my future, I see a big fat question mark and no clue how to fix an unfixable situation.

I threatened to expose Derek in front of the prison guard, who was feet away, but who had to have heard what I said. For a man who had his fist primed and ready when I didn’t make his roast the way he liked it, a humiliation like that is practically a killing offence. He’d have spent all seven months he was in jail stewing over my threat to reveal my bruised body in front of everyone at church. He’d have had nothing to focus on except the need to get back at me for blackmailing him into divorcing me.

Is a restraining order really going to compel him to keep his distance?

And his parents are loaded. Even if he went to trial for arson and attempted murder, he could afford the best lawyers in the country, barely spend any time in jail, and leave with even more of a festering hate toward me.

Last night, when I had four alphas and a sheriff surrounding me, promising me I would be safe, making me feel safe, it was easy to believe everything would work out. That I’d live happily ever after with four alphas who have slipped past all my defenses, and a judge would lock Derek up for the rest of his life.

Am I being naïve? I really think I might be.

Wherever I am, I will always put the people closest to me in danger. It’s why I haven’t called, written, or seen my sister and her family since I left Oregon. I’ve lost count of how many tears I’ve shed over missing seeing my niece and nephew grow up, but I can’t be anywhere near them. It just isn’t safe.

“Maisie?” Hunter says softly. “I feel you quietly panicking. Everything will be okay.”

I look at him, and all I see are the ways Derek could hurt him trying to get to me. A six-foot-tall motel worker wound up in intensive care for three days. Derek was a star quarterback before the car crash that busted up his knee. If he wanted to kill someone with his bare hands, he absolutely could.

Hunter drapes his arm around my shoulder, tucking me against his side and dropping a kiss on top of my hair. “Distraction. That’s what you need.”

“What?”

I have feelings for him, but how selfish would it be for me to stay, knowing Hunter could pay for helping me with his life? They all could.

“We’ll hang out in the kitchen. I’ll tell you about why surfing never worked out, and we’ll watch a movie later.”

I’m briefly distracted by his past as a surfer, but I shake my head. “Maybe I should leave. I like you,” I admit, my cheeks burning. “I like you a lot.”

He looks relieved. “But?”

“Derek nearly killed a motel worker because of me. I’d never forgive myself if he hurt one of you protecting me.”

He gives my shoulders a reassuring squeeze. “The condo job won’t be forever, and then we’ll set our own schedule, maybe start our own business. That means we’ll all be around more, at least until we get our business off the ground.”

“And Derek?”

“The sheriff will arrest him.”

“And if he doesn’t?”

With his left hand, he touches my forehead with his thumb and index fingers, pressing down on the many frown lines I feel forming. “He will. Or your ex will move on when he can’t get to you, and he can’t get to you here with the security system. The whole town knows someone is looking to hurt you, and no one is going to let that happen.”

“But—”

He brushes his lips across mine, silencing me with a kiss so sweet I don’t mind swallowing my fears for a bit longer if he’ll kiss me like that again.

“How about we stop worrying about future maybes and focus on short-term practicalities?” he suggests.

I lick my lips, wanting him to kiss me again. “Like?”

His eyes hungrily track the motion, but he leans back as if forcing himself not to kiss me like he wants to. “Come downstairs, and I’ll explain.”
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“How about turning the kitchen into a bakery?” Hunter suggests.

My eyes slide to the large farmhouse kitchen with its thick, rustic-style dining table and six chairs that sit smack-dab in the middle of the room. The clean kitchen. While they were down here talking, and I was upstairs hiding, they were cleaning and eating pie. Two pies have been decimated, and the dishwasher makes loud sloshing sounds as it does its thing.

“A bakery?”

“Yeah.” Hunter offers me a coffee and pulls a chair out from the table.

I sit down and take the coffee with a grateful smile. One sip confirms something I already suspected. While I was learning how they drink their coffee, Hunter must’ve been learning how I drink mine.

“How did you know how I like my coffee?” I ask, surprised.

“Asked Lina the last time I was at the diner. Figured the information might come in handy one day.”

“And has it?”

He drops into the seat beside mine and leans over to touch his lips to mine. “It put this pretty little smile on your face, so I’d say definitely.” His eyes flick down, and he softly groans. “I have to stop doing that. I’m becoming addicted.”

“To?”

I have to stop letting him kiss me or I will never leave, no matter how dangerous it would be for me to stay.

His eyes linger on my mouth. “The taste of your lips.” Shaking his head as if he needs the action to clear his mind enough to think, he gestures to the kitchen again. “So, what do you say? You want to help out Nico, but in a less public way. Your pies are incredible, and he’s down a waitress, so if he doesn’t have to do the baking, it means you’re taking a big job off his hands. Why not bake here? We can drop the pies off at the diner on our way to work in the morning.”

I sip my coffee as I ponder his suggestion. It’s a good one. The kitchen is spacious, with plenty of surfaces to work on. I could keep myself busy instead of biting down the few nails I have left stressing about Derek. Most importantly, I could earn my keep. I don’t know how much Nico would pay me to take over all his baking, if he agreed to it at all, but some money is better than no money.

I’d have all the time in the world to test out new pie flavors instead of being limited to what’s on the diner menu. It would be fun. And that’s before I consider the possibility that I’d be spending a lot more time with four alphas I’ve been attracted to since the first time I saw them.

“You’re not immediately refusing, so I’m going to assume you like the idea?”

Hunter’s amused tone returns me to the present.

Excited but terrified to hope this will work out, I frown instead. “Nico might say no.”

He fishes his cell phone from his pocket, unlocks it, and offers it to me. “Call him and ask. His number is in my contacts. Search for Nico.”

I hesitate for a bit longer, though I’m secretly dying to ask Nico. Then I put my mug down, take the phone from Hunter, and search through his contacts to find the number I need.

It’s not lunchtime yet, so either Lina or Nico could answer. I luck out on it being Nico. After asking if I can speak to him for a couple of minutes, I wait for him to move into his office for our phone call.

I get halfway through Hunter’s suggestion to turn the farmhouse kitchen into a bakery before Nico isn’t only agreeing, he’s telling me he’ll pay me more money than I made as a waitress, and offering to send baking equipment, ingredients, and as many pie boxes as I want.

Never in my wildest dreams did I imagine the call would go so well.

Hanging up in a daze, I return Hunter’s phone to him. With a shaking hand, I pick up my coffee and then put it down without taking a sip. My adrenaline levels just shot through the roof. The last thing I need right now is to add caffeine to the mix.

Hunter, looking sexy as he reclines in his chair with his own coffee, lifts his brow. “What’d he say?” There’s a teasing note in his voice that makes it clear he knows how well the call just went and is smug about it.

The laugh I let out is shocked, giddy, and not the least bit steady. “We’re turning this kitchen into a bakery. Nico is bringing equipment and ingredients after lunch.”

“Hell-fucking-yeah!” With a grin, he puts his cup down and sits up, sticking his hand out for a high five.

His excitement is so palpable, I can’t help but laugh as our palms slap together.


Chapter 16


Maisie



“MOTHERFUCKER!!!”

The plate I was drying slips from my hand and slams onto the floor with an almighty crash, sending pieces skittering over my toes and scattering into all four corners of the kitchen.

My heart crashes against my chest a million miles a second.

I’m in bare feet and afraid of stepping on a sharp piece of crockery, but that isn’t what’s keeping me frozen on the spot. It’s the terror of what usually comes after a man yells.

For two seconds, there’s complete silence.

“You okay?” Hunter, who was helping me wash up, asks quietly from close beside me.

I flinch when he squeezes my shoulder, and he murmurs an apology and takes his hand away again. I should be the one apologizing. Not him.

He did nothing wrong.

I’m the clumsy idiot.

I’m the one who couldn’t handle Elias cursing without flinching, terrified that a punch was coming.

“Maisie?” Hunter prompts, reminding him I haven’t responded.

“Fine,” I tell him with a smile. One Hunter doesn’t buy since he doesn’t return it. “I’ll get this cleaned up.”

Before I can move, he’s grabbing the dustpan and brush. “I’ve got it. Don’t move. You’re not wearing shoes.”

He isn’t either, but he doesn’t seem to care that he’ll be the one stepping on a piece of the plate I dropped.

I stand there, feeling small and stupid and so damn inadequate.

Today was a good day. No, it was a great day.

Nico filled his truck with ingredients and equipment so I could keep doing something I love from this gorgeous farmhouse kitchen. I spent today with Hunter organizing the pantry and refrigerator. We laughed and talked so much. I learned more about him as we watched TV, sat on the back porch to eat our lunch together, and made dinner when Elias, Knox, and Wyatt came home from work.

After we all ate dinner together, I told Hunter I’d help him clean up while Elias went into the living room to play his computer game, Knox went for a run, and Wyatt went out to his workshop.

Now I’ve ruined today by freaking out for no damn reason.

Living in a house with a man again has been a weird learning experience. In my mind, I know where I am. I know that none of the men in this house will hurt me. They’ve been in and out of the diner for the last month, being sweet and kind and endlessly patient.

Wyatt ran into a burning building to save me. I spent most of today laughing in the kitchen with Hunter as we baked pies together. Yesterday, Elias was so sweet and caring, making me breakfast and helping me organize my bedroom with all the stuff the locals donated to me. And Knox didn’t just spend money he shouldn’t have on a security system to protect me; he threatened to throw a man headfirst through a window when the man tried to touch me.

I am safe here. But my body reacts to a raised voice as if I’m back with Derek: I instinctively brace myself for a blow that never comes.

“Is everything okay?” Elias appears in the doorway, frowning as Hunter finishes sweeping up the last of the broken plate and empties it into the trash.

When Hunter doesn’t say a word, I give Elias the same tight smile I gave Hunter, and his forehead furrows.

“Give us a sec, Maisie,” Hunter says to me, shooting me a smile that looks as forced as mine felt.

Hunter drags Knox out of the kitchen, closing the door gently behind him.

Footsteps move away. Another door closes—the living room or the downstairs half-bath, maybe? Whatever it was, I still hear Hunter unload on Elias about scaring the shit out of me by screaming at his stupid fucking computer game.

I don’t know whether I’m embarrassed, grateful Hunter cares so much to yell at Elias like that, or upset my past reared up to ruin a perfectly good day, but I finish washing the dishes that can’t go in the dishwasher when I can’t think of anything else to do.

Hunter returns two minutes later, pushing the kitchen door open and pausing when I turn to face him as I wipe my hands on a cloth.

“How much of that did you hear?” he asks, squinting at me.

I consider lying, but what’s the point?

“If I said not much, would you believe me?”

He walks toward me, face twisted in annoyance. “Elias likes to play computer games to unwind after work. He says blowing shit up helps him to decompress, whatever that means,” he mutters.

“It’s like surfing for you,” Elias yells, proving the walls in this house are paper-thin. “It helps me relax.”

Hunter’s raised eyebrow communicates that the two are not the least bit the same. “I forget that he sometimes shouts and occasionally likes to throw his control pad across the room.”

“Why’d you quit surfing again?” Elias calls out, amused.

Hunter rolls his eyes. “I knew he would bring that up.”

“Why did you?” I ask, curious.

When we talked at the diner, he would tell me things about himself. They all would. Hunter told me he used to be a semi-pro surfer based in Malibu, with enough wins under his belt and sponsorships to go pro.

“Grab a seat at the table while I finish up the rest,” he says.

As if he needs something to do with his hands, he picks up a cloth and starts wiping the counters. I take a seat at the dining table for an explanation that I have a feeling is longer and more complicated than he could have given me between serving up slices of pie and topping up his coffee in the diner.

“After every win, I spent more and more of my time dodging dickheads while living in a shithole, which led to me throwing things sometimes.” He stops wiping the counter to wince at me. “Sorry for saying dickhead.”

I swallow my smile, wondering how I went from a hellscape of a life to landing in a gorgeous farmhouse with four alphas who never get tired of doing things for me. “You’re allowed to say dickhead around me.”

He flashes me a grin and resumes wiping the counters. “I loved to surf. If it was just surfing, I’d still be doing it. But it became about competition and less about fun. It was about hitting the tricks that would score me the biggest points, and less about doing whatever I wanted just because. Turning pro makes people competitive, and it can turn people into real dicks. Even the people that I used to call my friends.”

“But not you?” I ask, resting my chin on my hand.

Hunter doesn’t strike me as a dick, but I’m curious how he avoided becoming one if everyone around him was changing.

“I didn’t care about the money or the sponsorships. When a hobby becomes a career, you have to start caring about those things. You have to meet with your agent and corporate types to get sponsorships and worry about keeping them. Then there are Zoom meetings and dealing with the money side of things, which has always made my eyes glaze over.” He tosses the cloth into the sink and leans against it, rubbing a hand over his face as if just talking about it is enough to send him to sleep. “All that noise takes away from something I only started doing with my big brother to have fun. I never went into surfing thinking I’d be good at it, then it stopped being fun and started feeling too much like work.”

I lift my brow. “So, you became a construction worker?”

He flashes me a crooked grin. “I fell into it, actually. Most surfers are not pros. It’s not easy to do it alone. A lot of people have another job that pays the bills. Barista, bartender, stuff like that. It’s why I was living in houses with other surfers. Would not recommend.” He does a full-body shudder as if still haunted by the experience. “I’m not a neat freak or a slob, but some people are disgusting. Pissing in the shower, having sex in your bed and not cleaning up after kind of disgusting.”

Yikes.

I scrunch my nose. “Gross.”

He hums. “Anyway, I got talking to some guys. They were working on a site and a man down. When they heard I was getting out of surfing, they asked if I wanted to help out, and I did, if only to afford to move out since I lost all my sponsorships. I learned on the job, and I liked the work. Then I met Elias, Knox, and Wyatt, and enjoyed doing the job with them so much we stuck together.”

“You don’t miss surfing?”

He shrugs. “Sometimes. When I miss the waves, I jump on a plane and head to Malibu for the weekend. I get to hang out with my family and surf my little heart out.”

I laugh.

With a grin, he continues, “Then I get back on the plane and come back to the guys who feel like family. Means I get to keep surfing for when I want to have fun, which is all I really wanted it to be. I’ll take you sometime. We usually all go for a week between jobs and make a vacation out of it.”

Wary of the deep sea and being eaten by a shark, I wrinkle my nose. “I don’t know. The open sea sounds kind of scary.”

“It’s not as terrifying as it sounds. Even Wyatt gets on a board, and he hates water. The best parts are sometimes just sitting on your board in the middle of the ocean, the beach miles away. You can talk shit or just think. It’s peaceful as hell.”

“I’ll think about it.”

[image: ]


With the kitchen clean and Hunter studying the contents of the refrigerator, deciding what we might need from the grocery store, I’m heading upstairs to bed when I pass the living room. Knox must still be out on his run, and Wyatt is in his workshop because Elias is alone, playing his game with the volume down low.

The moment I pause in the doorway, he switches the game off the big screen and gets to his feet, shooting me an apologetic glance. “Sorry. You want to watch TV or a movie?”

We’re all early-to-bed types since we’re all up around six most days, so at nine, it’s too late for a movie. I’m not interested in watching TV either.

When he starts putting his PlayStation 5 controller away, I ask, “What are you doing?”

He glances at me. “Putting these away for the night.”

I get the feeling it won’t be just for tonight. He scared me, Hunter let him know it, and I’ll be surprised if he plays his computer game in the living room again.

I didn’t come here for this, but I walk into the room, skirting the large green fabric couches to get to him. “Can I play?”

He stops putting the second of the white and black controllers away to gape up at me.

A smile tugs at my lips. “Can you teach me how to play?”

His expression turns wary. “It’s kind of violent.”

“I’m twenty-six.”

“It’s less about your age and more about…” He winces.

“My violent past?” I guess from his tortured expression.

He scratches the back of his neck, wrinkling his nose as he avoids my gaze. “Yeah, actually.”

Aware Hunter is quietly watching from the living room doorway, I hold my hand out for the controller. “You said it helped you decompress from work. It might be fun.”

He gives me a thoughtful look, then nods. From his frown, he’s not convinced this is a good idea. “Okay. Here.”

He hands me the controller and pulls the second from the black wood entertainment center, and turns the PlayStation back on. As he gets the game set up, I take a seat on the couch and study the controls I have no idea how to use.

“It’s graphic,” Elias warns, taking the seat beside me as the game loads. “And there’s lots of blood and occasional limbs flying.” He pauses. “Actually, more than the occasional limb flying around. We should play another⁠—”

I grab his arm when he moves to get up, recognizing why he’s so reluctant for me to play. “Thanks for wanting to protect me, but I’ll be okay.”

“I’ll play for a bit and show you what to do, then you can have a go, okay?” he says.

“Okay.”

Hunter is leaning on the couch behind me when the game starts.

Within ten seconds, I count five flying arms and a truly excessive amount of blood and gore. I’m as horrified as I am fascinated by it. “Wow. That’s way more graphic than I was expecting.”

Elias pauses the game. “I’ll turn it off.”

I point at the frozen screen. “What happens if you pick up the glowing purple bottle? Can you blow someone up with it, or is it like medicine? Your health got low when you got too close to the last grenade.”

Elias glances at me as I’m wondering if you can climb up those stairs to get outside or to the next level. Out of the corner of my eye, Hunter drops into the seat beside me.

“The purple pot is for health,” Elias explains, unpausing the game. “You pick it up like this.”

I bounce my gaze between the screen and his controller, then glance at mine so I remember which buttons I need to press when it’s my turn.

“You ready to have a go?” Elias asks.

Heart pounding, I lick my lips. “What if I die?”

He snorts. “No worries. You get three lives.”

When he puts it like that, it seems stupid to worry. “Okay.”

He takes his time running through how the controller works, patiently answering all my questions and telling me exactly what I need to do: kill every zombie before they kill me. It makes perfect sense, and even the controller feels less strange in my hand the longer I hold it.

“Ready?” Elias asks.

“I’m ready.” I take a deep breath and release it along with the nerves in my belly.

Two seconds later, I’m dead.

A zombie ran at me. My thoughts scattered, and I started panic-pounding buttons, running in a mad half-circle before the zombies killed me.

It feels a lot like my real-life response to stressors. When something scares me, I freeze or run like a crazy person until I force myself to stop and think. I have got to stop doing that.

“Well, that went worse than expected,” I say as the screen turns black. “Three lives, you said?” I sit up, rolling my neck and determined to do better next time.

Elias grins at me. “Three lives.”

I scoot forward in my seat, my ass hanging off the edge of the couch as I shut out the world for the next ten minutes. It’s just me, the controller clasped in my sweaty mitts, and the zombies on the screen that I need to kill.

Hunter’s voice is warm with amusement as he whispers in my ear, “Are you mashing the buttons and hoping for the best?”

Between mashing said buttons, I shoot Hunter a rapid glance to find him grinning at me. “I need a strategy that won’t immediately kill me, and this one is working,” I hiss, hoping Elias doesn’t mind me abusing his controller like this. A giant, lumbering zombie charges at me faster than a dead thing should ever move.

I wrench my gaze back to the screen, hammering the buttons as I scream. “Die already! DIE!” I pound the controls and screech in frustration, flopping back onto the couch when it kills me. I couldn’t understand why Elias would want to fling his controller across the room.

Now I get it.

Now I absolutely get it.

“He just wouldn’t die,” I wail. “I kept hitting him and hitting him, and he just wouldn’t die.”

“That’s the motherfucker that got me before,” Elias explains with a sympathy that makes me want to hug him. “What you've gotta do is run at him and hit him hard and fast. Don’t wait for him to get to you. You might need your ax instead of your guns for this.”

I sit up, narrowing my eyes at Elias. “Ax? How big is it, and can I take his head off with it?”

Five minutes later, I’ve killed the zombie and moved onto the next level. When I turn to hand the controller to Elias, the room is fuller than when I entered it.

Hunter is grinning on my left, Knox is back from his run, though he’s still sweaty in his shorts and black tank top, and even Wyatt is leaning against the wall just inside the room with his arms crossed.

“That was really fun.” I kiss Elias on the cheek. “I’m going up to bed now, but can I play again with you tomorrow?”

“Sure,” he says, looking dazed. “I, uh, have less violent games if you⁠—”

“Nope. I like this one,” I cut in, smiling brightly.

“She likes this one,” Wyatt murmurs faintly from behind me.

I start to get up, then stop. “I know Hunter told you to be quieter when you play, and you’re worried about scaring me, but you don’t have to be quiet. My mind knows I’m safe here. It’s just taking my body a little longer to know it too. And, uh, sorry I sweated all over your controller. I got more into it than I expected.”

Screaming “DIE!” at the TV wasn’t how I expected my day to end, but as I continue out of the living room, saying goodbye to four bemused alphas on my way, I’m surprisingly relaxed for having spent the last few minutes killing zombies.


Chapter 17


Elias



“Zombies?” Wyatt waits until Maisie has left before he crosses the room and drops into a brown leather armchair.

His tone is dry, and his raised eyebrow communicates a whole heap of what the fuck energy.

I get it. I more than get it.

Making a face, I set the controller down as Maisie’s footsteps continue up the stairs. “If I’d known she would be interested in playing, I would’ve chosen a different game.”

“She seemed to like it.” Hunter glances at the controller she handed me before she left the room. “Not sure how the controller survived, but she was definitely into it.”

I’d caught her surreptitiously wiping sweat off it with the bottom of her shirt, and I bit my tongue about her mashing buttons when I’ve screamed at Hunter for less. “She was having fun. That was the important thing.”

Hunter nods his agreement.

Knox takes the seat she vacated, stretching his long legs with a jaw-cracking yawn.

I eye him curiously. “You were out for a longer run than usual.”

His evening runs are usually thirty minutes. Today, he was out for closer to an hour.

He closes his eyes and crosses his arms over his chest. “Needed to run off some frustrations.”

I know the ones he means. We all do. All of us were prepared to give Maisie a home after her ex set fire to her apartment while she was in it. But none of us anticipated that having her under our roof would wreak havoc on our ability to function. Now, she’s close enough to touch, kiss, and hug. All things we’ve ached to do for a month now.

“Yeah,” I mutter, recalling that first morning she’d wandered down the stairs in a t-shirt and no panties. After we ate breakfast together, I walked into the shower, and not even a ten-minute cold shower had killed my erection.

I was forced to take matters into my own hands. Literally.

Wyatt hums, and Hunter lets out a groan of frustration. “You didn’t see her in those gray shorts bent over in front of the oven. Fuck. I thought I was still asleep and dreaming.”

Without opening his eyes, Knox adjusts himself in his pants and mutters. “Shut up.”

My lips twitch at the irritation in his voice. “Maybe try a cold shower,” I suggest.

Knox cracks open one eye to peer at me. “And how has that worked out for you?”

I drop my smile. “Fuck you.”

“Exactly,” he mutters and closes his one open eye.

“How’d you convince her to play?” Wyatt asks.

He must have walked in after Maisie was deep in the need to kill as many zombies as possible. When you’re in the zone, the real world falls away, and Maisie was deep in it, perched on the edge of the couch, drying her eyeballs out with her refusal to blink.

Hunter tells Wyatt—and Knox, who also wasn’t around for it—about me scaring the shit out of her by cursing.

I should’ve known what effect yelling like that would have on Maisie, and I shouldn’t have needed Hunter to rip me a new one because of it. Maisie told us she rarely relaxed when her ex-husband was home, and after hearing the ways he would lash out at her for the tiniest things, I get why she’d be on edge. Who wouldn’t be living with a psycho like that?

“What she said before she left was important,” Knox says, having opened his eyes as Hunter filled him in on what he missed. “She could have shut down, or she could have left, but she didn’t. She knows she’s safe with us, and she wants us to know it too.”

That’s a big deal. We all know it, but does she? Is that why she said it?

My dreams ever since I walked into Nico’s Diner have been about her. My nightmare is that someone will hurt her and I won’t be able to save her in time. I’ve been living with pain and pleasure, need and frustration, lust and the desperate need to be fucking gentle, so I’m almost always wound up too tight.

Tonight was the first time I’d pulled out my PlayStation 5 in weeks. I thought gaming would help me unwind. Instead, I’d just scared Maisie. She’d smiled at me in the kitchen, lips tight, eyes haunted, when I’d gone to find out the source of the plate crashing. Then Hunter yanked me out of the room and told me how badly I’d fucked up.

I wasn’t expecting her to walk into the living room wanting to play. She sat down beside me, and as I’d watched her scream “Die!” at the zombie on the TV screen, I’d fallen a little more in love with her than I already am.

Every quirk she reveals is another window to the real Maisie Lucas, the girl she was before her ex made a wreck of her life, and she’s so fucking special.

I push myself up from the couch. “I’m going to bed.”

Knox peels open one eyelid, surprised. “You’re not playing?”

I’m usually down here for a few hours. They occasionally like to watch, but only Hunter will want to play too. After my epic fuckup scaring Maisie, I’m no longer in the mood.

I shake my head. “Not tonight. Do you mind…?”

Hunter, holding the controller, waves his hand vaguely in my direction. “Go. I’ll put it away.”

I’m walking out when I pass Wyatt’s armchair.

He grasps my arm, halting me. “Don’t go up there beating yourself up about what happened, all right? I know you. She’s fine now, and she knows you weren’t trying to scare her.”

We’ve lived and worked together for years, too long not to see each other's flaws. Hunter would have shrugged this off. Knox would’ve gone for a long run and come back relaxed. Wyatt and I are a lot alike. It’s not as easy for us to shrug off mistakes the way Knox and Hunter would. I hurt Maisie tonight, and even though I hadn’t intended to, I can’t forget it.

“I won’t,” I lie.

He raises his brow. “If you need to talk⁠—”

“I’m good,” I cut in and head for the doorway, lifting my hand in a wave goodbye without looking back. “Night.”

As I head up the stairs, someone turns on the TV, volume low.

When I reach the top of the stairs, I hesitate outside Maisie’s room, considering knocking on her door to make sure she’s all right. I even lift my hand to do it, but I shake my head and continue to my room.

She’s asleep already. Let her rest.

Taking off my shirt, I throw it on the bed and go to wash up. After I use the bathroom, I wash my face and brush my teeth. Then I switch off the light on my way out, only to freeze in the doorway.

Maisie sits on the edge of my bed. Her strawberry-blonde hair looks soft and wavy as it hangs loose around her face. She’s wearing a t-shirt—one of mine—and her face is slightly pink, as if she washed up but came here instead of getting into her bed.

She gets to her feet. “Hey,” she says shyly.

I frown. “Hey, what’s wrong?”

Her eyes flick to my chest, lingering long enough for me to know she likes what she sees. She clears her throat, her cheeks flushing a soft pink as she curls her toes. “Feel free to say no, but can I stay here with you tonight?”

My insides shrivel.

That motherfucking game.

All those zombies and blood and gore. What the fuck was I thinking? Now I’ve given her more nightmares to go with the ones of her ex that had her up at two, unable to sleep.

Itching to punch myself in the face, I ask, “Because of the game?”

She scrunches her nose. “If you wanted to talk about the best time to use an ax over a machine gun, I wouldn’t say no. I really liked that ax. But it’s not that. I can’t explain why; I just want to be with you tonight.”

Yeah, this is love. No ifs, ands, or buts about it. I want this woman in my life forever.

“What?” she asks.

I still haven’t said she can stay. All I’ve done for the last several seconds is grin at her like an idiot, making her regret wanting to spend the night with me. I will never stop being grateful she’ll look twice at me, never mind wants to spend the night in my bed. “Just feeling lucky. You can stay with me tonight. Which side do you want?”

My bed is a king, and I like to sprawl, so there’s no way we won’t be touching in the night.

You’re pathetic.

I am. Utterly pathetic. And I don’t even care.

She shrugs. “I don’t mind.”

“Neither do I. Whatever side you want is yours. I’ll turn off the light, and you get into bed. Need to use my bathroom first?”

“No, I used mine already.”

I head to the door to close it. “If you turn on the nightstand lamp, I’ll get the ceiling light.”

She glances from me to the two nightstands, then walks around to the left side and gets into bed, turning on the lamp. “Elias?”

I turn off the ceiling light and cross the room to get into bed. I’m in shorts. Usually, I sleep naked, but there’s no way I’m stripping or doing anything that will scare Maisie away. Going commando might send her running if she’s only here to talk zombies and snuggle a bit before bed. “Yep?”

She waits until I’ve gotten into bed, then leans toward me and touches her lips to mine. “You are very sweet, but you should have told me you prefer the right instead of letting me pick.”

The kiss short-circuited my brain so I scramble for a response. “How do you know I usually sleep on the right?”

“You plugged your phone in on the right nightstand. I’m going to assume you’d prefer not to get out of bed and run around it tomorrow morning to turn off the alarm clock, which is also on that nightstand.”

“If you wanted the right? Absolutely.”

She smiles. “You’re crazy.”

“Probably,” I happily admit and point my chin at the lamp. “Want to turn that off now or later?”

“Later. I’m not tired yet.”

“Okay.”

I lie down, pull her against me, humming in pleasure when she rests her cheek against my chest. As I run my hand up and down her back, I’m so beyond content, it’s not even funny.

Fuck. I am never getting out of this bed again. Seriously, fuck work and food and ever needing to use the bathroom. This is it. I’m going nowhere

“I keep thinking about the pancakes you made for me,” she says, her voice quiet.

I wince. “That bad, huh?”

“No,” she denies, her breath warm against my throat. “I was so scared when I came downstairs my first morning here, and I kept telling myself that I would take the first opportunity to leave.”

My arms instinctively tighten around her as if to keep her here. “And then?”

“Then you were there, offering to make me pancakes, and you looked so worried that I might not like pancake mix from a box.”

“Baby,” I tell her gently, “I have tasted the pies you make, and Wyatt told me you were the one responsible for the new pies flying out of Nico’s Diner. I was fucking terrified.”

Her body shakes, though her laughter is silent. I’m getting ready to apologize for inflicting my cooking on her when she brushes a kiss across my jaw.

When I look at her face, she’s no longer laughing; her expression is a mix of sadness and a softness that makes my heart squeeze. “They were the best pancakes I’ve ever had.” I’m denying it when she adds, “My grandma used to say the most important thing about baking is you have to love it or the person you’re baking for, or it won’t have the special something it needs.”

“Your grandma sounds wise.”

She nods and tucks her face against my throat. “She was. After my parents died, she looked after my sister and me, and I loved to bake with her. I’d always done it when I was little, when my grandma would watch Missy and me when they had to work late. They’d get home, and I’d be hopping up and down with the pie I’d baked, covered with flour but desperate to show it to my parents.” She snorts. “It was a miracle I didn’t trip over my feet and pie myself in the face.”

Imagining a little blonde-haired girl with flour-dusted pigtails, proudly showing off her homemade creation, I smile. “Sounds like you had a blast.”

“I did,” she says, her voice soft with happiness.

Then she sighs, and I lose my smile because that was not a happy sound.

“My parents died in a car crash when I was thirteen, and I baked to take my mind off the pain,” she continues, and I hug her tighter, feeling her anguish. “I was so lost then. I couldn’t focus long enough to read recipes, but I needed to keep my hands busy or I would go insane. Gramma taught me how pie dough was supposed to feel and how to balance sweet and salty in a filling without relying on any recipe. And then she died a year later, and I was lost again.”

I bury a kiss in her hair, wishing I could take away her pain and replace it with a smile instead. She lost so much, so young, and even as she got older, she lost her ability to feel safe with a man she loved. “I’m sorry, baby.”

“Everyone dies.”

My heart breaks for her. I roll her onto her back so I can look into her eyes. “Yes, but you shouldn’t lose so many people you love so young. It isn’t fair. I have my parents and all my siblings and you… it’s not fair that you suffered so much.”

Smiling faintly, she lifts her hand to my face, her fingers gliding along my jaw. “Are you always this sweet with women, Elias Gallo?”

I catch her wrist and press a kiss at the center of her palm. Her breath hitches. Then I move her hand back to my face, not ready for her to stop touching me yet. “Just with you.”

Our stares lengthen, and tension crackles between us. I lick my lips, her eyes tracking the motion. My belly squeezes, and I clear my throat.

“You want me to turn out the light so we can sleep?” I ask, my voice husky.

“Not yet,” she whispers, her fingers caressing my jaw.

I swallow. “If I were to kiss you. Would you…”

She shakes her head. “I wouldn’t have a problem if you wanted to kiss me, Elias. I spend more time than I should wanting to kiss you.”

My shoulders relax as I dip my head, pressing a kiss on the tip of her nose, which makes her smile, and another at the corner of her mouth, which makes her sigh.

I angle my head, line up our mouths, and capture hers with my own.

Slow, I order myself. She’s not ready for the sort of kiss you want to give her. Go slow.

Our lips meet, and I lose myself in the taste of Maisie’s lips.

Time falls away. My tongue tangles with hers, exploring the inside of her mouth as she runs her hands up and down my back. I take pleasure in taking my time.

She slides her legs around me, my body sinking onto hers. We both groan. Her breasts mashing against my chest feels fucking incredible.

The kiss turns heated. Deeper, longer, and she writhes against me.

This isn’t where I thought this kiss would go. I’m weak. Maisie deserves a better man who would give her more time to recover from her ex. I’m not that man. I have the woman I’ve always wanted arching up to me… wanting me. I can’t end this now.

Breaking the kiss, I roll her, sweep her t-shirt up over her head and toss it to the floor before I reclaim her lips as I roll her onto her back.

When she’s beneath me again, I stop to appreciate just how pretty she is. She’s petite, but her breasts are a generous handful, gently rounded, the tips rosy. Her belly is curved, and…

Damn.

My cock jerks.

The scrap of lace between her thighs could barely be called panties. High waist with thin straps, the tiny triangle front reveals more than it conceals. Which means this is a thong. If I slid my hands over her ass or rolled her onto her front, her cheeks would be exposed.

I have a vivid image of putting her on her knees, shoving her panties aside, and slamming myself home.

“Were you wearing these panties downstairs?” My voice is so hoarse, it would be a miracle if she could understand me.

I’m in a fight to control myself. And I’m losing. Badly.

If she’d been wearing them as she sat beside me on the couch, I’m going to lose it. My hands shake with the need to rip these panties off her, but not before I’ve kissed her pussy through them.

She clears her throat, a rosy pink glow sweeping over her face and body. “I usually wear cotton, but the women who donated stuff… well, I think the boutique owner decided she had to donate me new lingerie.”

I will buy the boutique owner a present for her birthday, Christmas, and Easter every year without fail.

My fingers brush the front of her panties and, through the thin material, I feel the heat of her pussy. I groan. “That’s not lingerie, baby. This is clothing designed to blow a man’s mind.”

Needing to taste, I move down her body, nuzzling my face against her tits, tasting them and groaning when she buries her hands in my hair with a soft sigh.

I trail kisses downward, shoving the sheets away so I can see every inch of her beautiful body. Then I reach her panties. If I’d known she was wearing this downstairs, I wouldn’t have had a coherent thought with her sitting beside me.

I kiss her through the thin lace, breathing in her scent. It's lush, sweet, and deeply arousing. Wild honey and spice. Ripe. Her panties are slightly damp when I nuzzle my face against her, and she moans. Were my kisses the reason she’s this wet?

I press a kiss against her pussy, getting harder by the second.

My cock is so hard it’s painful, but I take my time hooking my fingers over the waistband and sliding the material down her legs. My dick twitches as I reveal her pussy, and I lick my lips.

I lift her left leg, kiss the inside of her thigh, and nudge her legs wider apart, making space for myself.

She releases a breathy moan at my soft kiss, her fingers tightening in my hair. Wanting to feast, I lap between her thighs, kissing, licking, drawing her clit into my mouth, and gently sucking.

She whimpers under me, her breathing growing louder. I slide one finger into her wetness, and she arches up off the bed with my name on her lips. I pump, one finger then two, curling and hooking both inside her as I suck her clit, increasing the pressure.

Her hands pull desperately at my hair. She releases a strangled moan as she climaxes, her pussy rippling around my fingers. I ease her down, slide back up the bed, and gather her in my arms, holding her as her breathing steadies.

My cock is throbbing as I keep it away from her body. One brush. One accidental touch and I’ll fall. I’m that close to the edge.

She tilts her head, her lips finding mine. This kiss is slow and sweet, self-indulgent.

I break the kiss to peer down at her. “Sleep?”

What I mean is, does she want more, or is this more than enough for her? I’m too chicken shit to ask her, terrified she'll tell me she doesn’t want me.

She peers up at me, her eyes soft and sated. “I need you inside me, Elias.”

With a groan, I reclaim her lips in a hungry kiss. As I wrestle my shorts off and toss them aside, my hands shake.

I almost come the moment she winds her legs around me and the blunt head of my cock settles between her thighs, nudging her opening.

Fuck.

Breaking the kiss, I press my mouth to her shoulder, my body shaking as I fight not to thrust.

“I don’t know that I can go slow, baby,” I warn her, breathing hard. “I need you too much.”

She winds her arms around me. “Then don’t go slow. Take what you need. It’s yours.”

“Talk like that is not helping, beautiful,” I gasp, almost laughing, but I’m too turned on to be amused about anything. Too desperate for Maisie, my brain's barely functioning.

My cock slowly pushing inside of her is the sweetest ache. She whimpers. Her muscles ripple as I feel them stretch around me, her body fighting to accept my thick girth. But she lets me in so sweetly, her pussy tight and hot. So damned perfect.

Sweat breaks out all over my body.

I’m braced over her, one hand beside her head and the other on her left hip, holding her. With each inch I gain inside her, her lips part, her eyes flutter closed, and she tips her head back as she hooks her ankles behind my thighs.

“That feels so good,” she moans.

“Yeah,” I grunt.

Too fucking good for this to last as long as I want it to.

I thrust slowly, gaining another inch, retreat, and thrust again.

She shifts under me, rolling her hips and taking my last inch into her body.

For a single, perfect second, I don't move.

With my eyes shut and teeth gritted, all I do is feel. Every inch of my cock is nestled in her wet heat. Her body clasps me, holding me, squeezing and fighting me when I pull back out again.

My muscles tremble, and sweat coats my skin when something inside me snaps.

Pulling out almost completely, I bury myself inside her with a meaty slap. She’s so slick around me that there’s barely any friction. Just pleasure. We both groan, and her nails cut into my back.

Our kiss is hungry. Desperate. Our bodies work together. It’s hard and fast and desperate.

Every thought in my head is centered between my legs. I slide in and out of her body, groaning loudly, feeling her slick heat around me as a roar starts up in my head.

She bucks, her pussy clenching around me, pushing me into my climax.

With a grunt, I slam into her. Once. Twice. As my cock jerks inside her, I feel my muscle at the base of my dick swell. She releases a desperate, strangled moan as my knot starts stretching her. She widens her eyes, nails digging into my back.

I think I’m hurting her at first.

Then I feel her pussy rippling and groan in response. Her body squeezes and tightens. Her eyes roll back into her head, hips straining against me as she climaxes again.

She slumps against the bed, panting, and I collapse over her, careful not to crush her as my cock continues jerking inside her, filling her with my cum.

With my knot locked inside her, I turn her and pull the sheets over us both so she won’t get cold. Then I reach over to switch off the lamp before I gather her tight against my chest. Throughout, she’s quiet, her breathing as unsteady as mine as we come down from our release.

“Maisie?”

Her eyelashes tickle my cheek, and she wraps her arms around me, releasing a soft sigh. “That was nice.”

It’s a good thing I turned the light out. My smile feels stupid. If anyone saw it, they’d tell me I was an idiot. “Yeah. It was. My knot didn’t hurt you?”

Knotting is an intimacy I’ve never had with another omega before, and only an omega can take an alpha’s knot. I knew it could increase pleasure, but making her come twice so soon is not what I’d expected. I still feel her muscles stretched tight around my knot. It felt so damn good, there’s no way we do this just once tonight.

Her cheek brushes my neck, and her face feels hot. Is she blushing?

“No. It was very, very nice.”

I chuckle, hugging her. I’ll stay inside her for the next several minutes as I slowly soften around her. She sounds tired though; she’ll likely be asleep by then.

“I’m glad you think so.”

“I thought the ax would be bigger.”

I blink down at her, though I can’t see much of her face with the room this dark. “Huh?”

“The ax, from the game. I thought it would be bigger. Is it weird that I want to talk about zombies now?”

I nearly tell her I love her; that’s how many big happy feelings are squeezing my heart. “Not at all. You don’t want to go for the ax first. Save it for the end of a level. Have you noticed the way it slowly drains your energy when you wield it?”

We pass nearly two hours talking about zombies and strategy, then somehow move on to our parents, our childhood, and anything else that comes to mind.

Those are not two constant hours of conversation. One kiss leads to me rolling her onto her back and forgetting about everything except making her moan for the next several minutes.

We fall asleep wrapped in each other's arms, and there’s nowhere else I would want to be.

This, right here, is heaven.


Chapter 18


Maisie



I’ve pulled the bedding from my bed and half-finished my task before I stop, wide-eyed and afraid when it hits me what I’m doing.

I am building a nest.

An omega only builds a nest when she wants to nest, and she only wants to nest when her heat is on its way.

It’s been a week since I moved in with four alphas, yet it didn’t occur to me at any point that my biological needs might start asserting themselves.

I kept my heat at bay since I was eighteen, when I first perfumed. I was with Derek then, and only an alpha could have helped me through the painful sexual need that hits all omegas every three months. Derek is a beta, so I went to my doctor and asked for suppressants so my body wouldn’t spend five days craving sex with an alpha the way biology designed it to. But I haven’t been taking my suppressants.

Not for days now.

In Nevada, when Derek was waiting to choke me in my room, a motel worker intervened, saving my life and nearly costing him his. I left everything I had behind in my room. All I thought to grab, and only because it was inches from the front door, was my purse.

I had money and my suppressants, the only things I really needed, so I was fine. I’d already left my cell phone behind in Oregon. Since Derek knew everyone I would call, I didn’t bother getting another cell phone. Who else would I call?

I had my purse with my suppressants in my apartment above the flower shop. I can’t remember what I did with the purse, though. Was it hanging on the hook beside the front door? Or did I leave it on the counter between the living room and the kitchen—potentially the worst place of all?

I stare down at the pillows and comforter I laid out on my bedroom floor. Then I pick everything back up and put it on the bed again. I don’t want to do it. But I ignore the biological urges flooding my body and make myself do it anyway. Once I’m done, I cross the room and duck into my adjoining bathroom to check my reflection in the mirror.

My cheeks are rosy, but it’s not super noticeable unless someone knows me really well. The four alphas in this house pay close enough attention to everything I do that they absolutely would notice.

And Lawrence, the deputy sheriff, who sometimes sits outside the house when Hunter, Elias, Knox, and Wyatt all have to go to work, would have been trained to notice people behaving strangely. Usually, we chat for a bit when I take him snacks before I head back into the house to continue baking pies. With my heat on the way, I see myself thrusting the drinks and snacks at him and running back inside. He’s a beta, so I’m not likely to want to jump his bones, but if he sees arousal in my eyes, would he try to jump mine?

My lips are red, at least the bottom lip, from biting on it more than usual.

There’s a slight…

What is that?

I lean closer to the mirror to get a better look at my pupils.

Neediness, I decide. And arousal.

My pupils are slightly dilated. Not a good sign.

I’m hot even though I’m in shorts and a tank top. Bad sign.

And my breasts are at least one size bigger. When I touch my nipples, I wince. Swollen and sore. Heavy and achy. Worst sign of all.

Turning from my reflection, I lean against the sink and wrap my arms around myself, chewing my lip as I ponder what I intend to do about it.

I need heat suppressants.

Getting hold of more in a big city was easy. Almost any doctor can and will prescribe heat suppressants for an omega who requests it. Omegas don’t have to be slaves to their needs like they were before someone invented suppressants, safe to take for an omega’s whole life without side effects, if she wants them.

The thing is, most omegas don’t want to be taking suppressants all their lives.

Sex during heat—five days of intense sexual need, when our bodies are in a desperate battle to procreate—feels good. Really, really good. I’ve heard sex with an alpha during heat is the best kind of sex of all. The sort betas crave. Because who wouldn’t want a big, strong, sexy alpha railing her non-stop for five days straight?

Sex with Elias when it wasn’t even my heat was… incredible doesn’t do justice. He was late for work because we made love again in the morning. He didn’t care. I should have, but I didn’t either. He just laughed as he turned his alarm clock off and slid back inside me.

My pussy throbs, and I order myself to stop thinking of sex. It’s not helping me control urges I’ve had for a very long time. Years, in fact. When I was with Derek, I loved him, but I’d secretly wanted to experience heat with an alpha once, just to see what it was like.

With Derek, when heat came around, I took the pills that made the pain manageable and built a nest on a rug when I craved soft, cozy things to ease my aching body. I wasn’t the least bit interested in sex with Derek. He was a beta and couldn’t make me feel the way only an alpha could. My body knew it, and he knew it too.

So I nested and counted down the days until my breasts were no longer sore, my stomach stopped cramping, and I stopped having dreams about growling alphas who covered my body with bites as they knotted me. Their cocks would swell and lock inside me, extending our climax and driving our pleasure even higher.

I would wake with the fading memories of dominating alphas who weren’t shy about taking what they wanted from my body, claiming me in ways that felt so primal I wanted to live in my dreams forever. But I would wake with a moan of frustration and my hand buried between my thighs on sweat-dampened sheets.

Derek never asked about what I dreamed about. I think he knew it would only make him feel inadequate in some way. But now I’m away from him, living in a house with four alphas who have told me repeatedly and shown me much more than that, that they’d do anything for me.

Instead of taking a pill, I could have them.

Still pondering my options, I walk downstairs, needing to talk about this.

It’s quiet, just me and Wyatt today.

After a morning spent with him watching me bake pies while he reclined in a dining chair and sipped on his mug of coffee, he went out to his workshop, and I went upstairs to wash up and nap for a bit.

Life these last few days has felt so normal, but in the happiest, most perfect way. There’s been no pressure for sex. No talk of relationships or the future, which I think they must know still scares me, even though there’s been no sighting of Derek in town. Just five people laughing, getting to know each other, and learning to live together.

Wyatt’s workshop, which is more of a shed, is about a minute's walk from the back of the house. He told me before he went out that he’d leave the door open. If I needed anything, I should shout; he’d hear me.

The warmth of a mild fall early afternoon feels good on my bare legs and arms. We’re fast approaching jeans and sweatpants weather, but for now, I’m happiest in a pair of shorts and a tank top like today, or a thin cotton dress so I don’t roast in the kitchen, where I spend most of my day baking.

As I run down the back porch stairs and head toward Wyatt’s workshop, I’m still not sure what I’m going to tell him about my heat. I need to say something before my scent gets stronger—there’s a reason an omega’s scent is called a perfume—and their body reacts to it. It will trigger their need to dominate me, and this rampant, desperate need for five days of sex is not something you want to surprise someone with, if only so we can let our bosses know why we’d need to call out of work.

Not wanting to interrupt him too much, I mentally rehearse what I’ll say when I get in.

I’ll tell him I need more suppressants from the doctor in town or maybe find out from the sheriff if my purse survived the fire.

That’s it.

But I’ll see what he says first. If he offers to help me through my heat, then I guess I’ll say yes. It would be rude to say no, wouldn’t it?

Don’t look at anything he’s working on in case it’s private.

The moment I push the partially open door the rest of the way, all thoughts of little white pills to kill the sexual fire that floods my body every three months go out of the window. I see the half-naked man, shoulders and tanned back glistening with sweat, and all I do is want.

Elias said Wyatt had a workshop out back, but he never told me what Wyatt makes, and I was too shy to ask in case he thought I was prying.

It’s like a furnace in here. Hot and smoky, it smells of heat and cold iron.

Two minutes ago, I was all about nesting—laying out blankets on the floor and hunting out even more soft and cozy things to snuggle on. In here, my thoughts are not soft or cozy.

They are primal and raw.

There’s a big wooden table with clamps that I want Wyatt to splay me out on and fuck me on it.

Hard.

With his back to me, he plunges the end of a red-hot metal tong into a large wooden tub of water. It sizzles, steam rises, coating him in fine sweat. As he picks up a rag from beside him and drags it over his brow, every muscle in his back ripples.

I whimper.

At the small sound, he glances my way, doing a double take. “Maisie?”

He says more words, but they come from far, far away.

Distantly aware that I need to stop staring at his sweat-glistened chest, all I hear in my head is the pounding of my heart, and my mind is full of sex.

In the kitchen, he was in black jeans and a flannel shirt. He reclined in his seat at the dining table, thighs wide apart, watching me bake pies for the diner. With a hint of a smile softening his hard mouth, he looked relaxed, as if he couldn’t take his eyes off me. I was almost disappointed when he’d finally drained the coffee it had taken him over an hour to finish and pushed himself to his feet, saying he had a project to get back to in his workshop.

Between then and now, he undressed.

His black sweatpants are low-waisted. Like… way low, giving me a tantalizing hint of dark hair beneath washboard abs.

With my mind positively in the gutter, and every chance of it sinking even lower, I blurt out, “Sorry for bothering you,” and whirl around to leave.

I cry out when I bounce off a wall and thud to the floor, landing heavily on my ass.

Here I am, back to freezing in times of stress or running without looking where I’m running to. Clearly that important life lesson from Elias’s computer game didn’t stick, though I have at least graduated from pounding on the controller to using the buttons the way the creators intended.

My vision is still blurry when hard, but at the same time, surprisingly gentle fingers clasp my chin and angle my head up as I furiously rub my pounding temple.

“Shit. Are you okay?” Wyatt asks.

When my vision clears, he’s crouching in front of the workshop door that I must not have pushed all the way open as I thought. Hard, tanned muscles inches from my face make it impossible to focus. “I ran into the side of your door.”

Hard lips soften as tawny brown eyes warm. With gentle fingers, he brushes his fingers across my aching temple. “I caught that. You okay, darlin’?”

I’m a goldfish in this workshop. Every thought I have ends three to four seconds later, and my eyes become glued to his body as my thoughts turn to liquid nothing.

“Maisie?”

“I want you to bite me,” I blurt out.

His eyebrows shoot up.

“Uh, that isn’t what I wanted to say.” I take a deep breath. “I meant that I need you to fuck me.”

Shit.

His face turns blank and he takes his hand off my face, deliberately putting inches between us.

Blushing, I scramble to my feet and duck around him. “I have to go. To my room. To… do something. I-I wanted to say something about suppressants and my bag and… and the other stuff came out instead.”

He stood much slower than I did, turning his body to always keep me within sight as I scooted around him.

At no point have I seen him blink since I blurted out things I wanted the second I pushed open the doors to his workroom and my mind filled with lust.

“Suppressants?” His confusion melts away, understanding taking its place as he puts all the pieces together and forms the picture of what has reduced me to a blithering idiot. “Your heat is coming.”

I tuck a strand of blonde hair behind my ear and bite my lip. When his eyes dart to my mouth and turn hungry, I make myself stop.

Things are bad enough in here with this heat, his hot body, and my raging needs. Not to mention all my brain cells swiftly diving off a cliff like lemmings, one by one.

I nod and take a small step back. “Yeah, but I’m not sure when. I, uh, started taking suppressants when I was eighteen since Derek is a beta, so I’m not sure when things will, uh… happen.” I wince. Idiot. “So I should probably go and not bother you with things like…” I consider whether I want to risk repeating myself and decide it’s not a good idea. Forget you said anything and go before you humiliate yourself anymore. “Well, you heard. I should go.”

I’m turning to leave when he says, “Those things you said, did you not want them from me because you’re scared of me?”

I was ready to run back to the house before he spoke. A question like that deserves an honest, face-to-face response.

“No, I’m not afraid of you, Wyatt. I haven’t been in… well, weeks really. Not since my first week in the diner and you started leaving me too many tips, which, I know it’s not the time to get into that right now, but you tip me too much money. I’m not that good a waitress, especially after I nearly poured hot coffee onto your crotch.”

His eyes sparkle with amusement, there and gone again in a flash. “So why don’t you want those things with me?” His voice is husky, thick with lust when he adds, “The biting and the fucking.”

I take another small step out into the cool air. If I don’t keep backing up, I’ll start sprinting forward. “Well, I can’t because⁠—”

And that’s where I stop. Physically and mentally.

I stop and stare at him as my mind struggles to find reasons why it would be a bad idea to let Wyatt help me through my heat.

We’ve already admitted feelings for each other.

There’s been no sign of Derek, so he must have left once he figured out that he would have to go through four alphas to get to me. Derek is a big guy. He was a quarterback in high school, and sure, he might want revenge, but he’s not stupid enough to think he can go toe to toe with four alphas and hope to come out on top.

“Maisie?” Wyatt asks quietly. “Would it be so bad for us to do those things?”

I don’t have an answer for him because there isn't one.

I look at him, and I just know sex would be amazing. Bites are fine, and as long as he sticks to nips and not a full-on claiming bite, there wouldn’t be a permanent bond tying us together. But even if he gave me a claiming bite, would that be such a bad thing?

Haven’t I wanted Wyatt since the first time he walked into the diner?

Would it be the worst thing in the world to be tied to a man who has taken care of me and protected me better than anyone ever has?

I could continue taking heat suppressant pills, but there’s no need to.

No reason to back away from Wyatt and every reason to walk forward instead.


Chapter 19


Maisie



Wyatt closes the distance between us when I’m one step away from him.

He’s breathing hard, his eyes tortured as he clasps my wrists and pulls me closer, the breath hissing from his throat as my breasts collide with his chest.

It feels good. Too good.

His eyes briefly close, face taut as he releases a breath in a long exhalation. He switches our positions, walking me deeper into his workshop. “I’m not sure how gentle I can be, darlin’,” he warns.

I tilt my head up. “So don’t be gentle.”

He swallows, and I track the bobbing of his Adam’s apple. “Not. Helping,” he grinds out between gritted teeth.

Needing more contact, I rise to my tiptoes, sit on the edge of his table and spread my thighs for him. His hips move forward automatically. His eyes flash open, a groan rumbling from his throat as his cock bumps my pussy.

My heart slams against my chest. My skin is hot, almost sweating. I’m burning up, but it has nothing to do with the heat of the room.

With his hands on my hips, he stares down at me. I feel him fighting to control himself. That isn’t what I want.

“You’re not fucking me,” I remind him. “Or biting me.”

His eyes flash, and I’m flat on my back a split second later. Frantically, his hands push up my shirt, bunching it above my breasts, and his mouth captures my nipple.

He sucks hard, pleasure exploding in my mind at the intense suction from his hot, rough mouth.

My back arches, and I tangle my fingers in his hair to keep his mouth on me.

Lifting his head, he moves to my left breast, sucking and nipping, soothing each sting from the graze of his teeth with hungry licks.

He pushes my shirt up over my head and drags my shorts—and panties—down my legs. By the time my clothes hit the floor, he’s pushing my thighs up and putting his mouth on me.

“Wyatt!” My thoughts scatter and my eyes slam shut.

He groans against my pussy. “Fuck, you taste incredible.”

Kissing my lower belly, he groans while wrestling his sweatpants down his legs. He tosses them aside and stands over me.

The blunt head of his cock nudges me between my spread thighs.

I hold my breath.

His eyes burn as he stares down between us, so I look too, and it’s almost too much, too good, watching him slowly push himself inside me.

“That’s it,” he rumbles, his cock retreating and sliding in again. “Take more, darlin’. Take it all.”

He controls the pace. Every roll of his hips drives his cock deeper inside me. He’s so thick. My body grasps at his, squeezing, fighting to hold him deep.

I whimper. My eyes flutter closed and I grip the edge of the table, holding on. I can’t look at him sinking into me anymore. My mind is cascading, and I can’t think, let alone breathe.

With one firm thrust, he grunts when he’s fully seated inside me. I feel stretched thin around him, and though I can’t move with him pinning me down like this, I wouldn’t want to.

“You all right, darlin’?” His voice is husky, vibrating with need.

Eyes closed, and heart racing, I smile at him slowing himself down to check in with me. “Yeah.”

I moan as he stretches his body over me. His pelvis grinds along my clit, threatening to throw me into a climax.

“That smile…” His lips brush mine. “That smile is everything.” He presses a kiss to my throat. “You ready for a hard fuck and those bites you requested?”

My pulse pounds with excitement, and the muscles in my belly tighten. It’s not the only part of me that does from Wyatt’s muttered curse and his cock throbbing inside me.

“I’ll take that as a yes,” he groans.

His teeth rake over my throat, and I whimper. He joins our fingers together, pinning them to the table over my head. It’s like one of my heat dreams. An alpha holding me down, my thighs spread wide, ready to be claimed and bitten.

Every part of my body is tense, adrenaline racing through my veins.

I hold my breath. His teeth rake again, biting down on my throat. I cry out, feeling myself clench around him.

He groans, laps at the bite, and starts thrusting. It’s hard and fast. He nips and he bites, covering my breasts and throat with tiny pleasure-inducing bites.

He keeps a steady pace as he fucks me, his balls slapping against the underside of my ass. He pulls one hand from my wrist, slides it between us; his fingers find my clit, and he strums it with a firmness that makes me explode around him.

My mouth falls open in a soundless scream. He teases my clit a little more, hammering into me and then groaning. His hands clasp my hips, pulling me hard against him and holding himself there as his cock swells, his knot locking us together.

I swear I fall forever, my body rocked by endless tiny aftershocks.

He collapses over me, groaning against my throat as my climax keeps him in an almost constant loop of pleasure.

Finally, I let my eyes drift closed, wrapping my arms and legs around Wyatt as he kisses my throat.

“You okay, sweetheart?” he asks, voice rough but sated.

“Amazing. You?”

“Me? Never better.” His lips find mine, our tongues tangling, and our kiss extends until we both need to breathe.

Then we just hold each other. I’m in no rush to move, and neither is he.

Minutes later, he still has me pinned to his table as I run my hands up and down his back when something on a small black table catches my eye. I frown as I puzzle out what it is.

“A sculpture,” Wyatt says, startling me.

He lifts his head from my shoulder after pressing a kiss on it and looks down at me, his eyes sparkling with amusement. “I could feel you thinking. You’ve stayed out of here much longer than I thought you would.”

“I thought it was private.”

A dimple forms on his cheek. “I’ve left the door open often enough to tempt you inside when I should have just invited you in. If it was private and I didn’t want you in here, I’d have closed it.”

“Oh.”

“I like to make things,” he explains.

“Things like what?”

He shrugs. “Whatever comes to mind. I go to salvage yards and find pieces of metal, melt them, and shape them into something new.”

My eyes return to the twisted bits of metal about two hands tall. “It’s beautiful. Are those wings?”

He nods. “It’s telling me it wants to be a dragonfly.”

I look at Wyatt. “Telling you?”

His cheeks flush a dull red. “I start melting and soldering with no idea what something will be. The longer I work on it, the more I know what it will turn into.”

He was so embarrassed to tell me that, but he did it anyway. That’s so sweet.

The metal dragonfly in creation draws my gaze again. “How long will it take you to finish?”

“Could be another month. Maybe two. Maybe longer than that. I won’t know until it’s done.”

“How’d you start? This doesn’t sound like a hobby anyone could pick up.”

“A guy I used to work with made toys for his kid. He showed me a couple. When I told him I was interested in learning how, he took me to his garage and showed me, and I stuck with it. I like to work on it for an hour or so every now and again.”

“What else have you made?”

“A fly. A beetle… uh, and a cat.”

“Do you still have them?” I ask, curious to see something finished.

Smiling, he shakes his head. “I travel way too much, and there’s not nearly enough room in my truck. I send all my finished pieces home. My dad has a shelf in his garage.”

“You don’t sell them?” I know nothing about sculpture, least of all how much it would sell for, but this dragonfly is so striking, I can’t help but think someone would pay a lot of money for it.

“I just make it for me. Never had any interest in selling what I make. How about I take you inside and we get cleaned up?” He makes a face as his eyes flick to the table. “We shouldn’t have done this on my table without me wiping it down first. How’s your back? Did you lie on anything sharp?”

“Nope. My back is okay, and yes to moving somewhere less hard, please.”

His lips twitch. “Less hard?”

My cheeks burn. “To lie on,” I say, perfectly aware of what I still have lodged inside me, though I do feel him starting to soften. “I don’t mind other hard things. Obviously.”

Laughing, he lifts me up and gives me a deep kiss. We leave our clothes on the floor, and he carries me into the house and right into the shower.

Slick skin, lingering caresses and confined quarters soon turn a quick shower into a slow, lazy fuck against the wall.

He kisses my throat soon after we’ve climaxed. “Can you stand, darlin’? Need to get you clean, and this hot water won’t last forever.”

“I’m willing to risk it,” I say, making him laugh.

My legs tremble when I stand, but I stay on my feet. Barely.

Wyatt presses me against the tiles, drops to his knees and cleans every inch of my body. Front and back. I like wearing his bites. Means I’m carrying a physical reminder, at least for the next few days, of how good it felt when he claimed me in a way I’d only ever dreamed about. Wyatt likes the bites too. When he sweeps his eyes over me, they burn with possessiveness.

After we dry ourselves off, we get into his bed.

The window is open, letting in a cool gust of wind to blow across our overheated skin. It’s perfect. Not too hot and not so cool that I want to pull the sheets over myself. As I lie in Wyatt’s arms, drawing small circles on his chest with my finger, I struggle to process the sharp turn my life has taken.

“What are you thinking?” he asks long minutes later.

“I’m happy,” I tell him simply. “When I left Oregon, I thought I would spend the rest of my life running and hiding from Derek. But I’m here with you, and I’m happy.”

He gives my temple a soft kiss. “Good. Your forehead is still a little red. Does it hurt?”

I scrunch my nose, lifting my fingers to probe a tiny dent. “Why would it hurt?”

He grins. “From running into my door and nearly giving me a heart attack.”

“Oh, no, it doesn’t hurt. You distracted me with things that involved other parts of my body. My priorities shifted pretty quickly after that.”

He laughs. “How about we head into town in a bit?” he suggests, running the tips of his fingers up and down my back.

No longer content, I stop drawing circles on his chest and eye him warily. “Is it safe?”

“It’ll be a flying visit to one store. Mostly tourists shop there, but there’s some nice stuff in there I think you’ll like.”

“Clothes?” Feeling guilty, I add, “A lot of the locals already donated a bunch of stuff, and you’ve given me so much—too much already. I don’t need you to buy me anything.”

The lacy underwear the boutique owner donated had made Elias’s eyes glaze over when he saw me in them. Days later, I still have the occasional flash of memory of him kissing me through them and the hungry groan he’d let out that I’d felt vibrating against my pussy. I have never worn such nice underwear before, but if it’s going to keep having that effect on him, I’ll wear nothing else.

“I want to buy you things, darlin’.” Tilting my chin up, he claims my lips in a bruising kiss. “Not clothes this time. Soft blankets and cushions and whatever else you like the feel of, since we don’t have a lot of soft and cozy here. We’ll make the drive into town, put whatever you want on my credit card, and then you’re not pulling the comforter from your bed whenever you want to nest.”

This man is intent on spoiling me, and I want to let him.

My eyes widen. “Wait a sec, how’d you know I was pulling the comforter from my bed?”

I only started doing it today, and I returned all my sheets and comforter to the bed once I realized I was building a nest. It has never made sense to me, but the bed is for sleeping or napping. I can’t nest in a bed. Most omegas can’t. It just doesn’t feel the same.

His lips tilt in a teasing smile. “Your heat is coming, sweetheart. Means you’re gonna gravitate toward soft and cozy like crazy. I can’t think what you have in your room that you could build a nest with that isn’t the sheets on your bed.”

“You’re smarter than you look,” I tease, and immediately pay for it with five minutes of unrelenting rib tickles that has me howling with laughter.

Once my laughter has died down, I wipe the tears from my cheeks as Wyatt smiles down at me, head on his chin.

I’ve come so far since I moved into the farmhouse. Back in the diner, all it would take was Nico giving me a friendly pat on the arm to make me want to bolt. I never would have teased a man like this before. But I hadn’t even hesitated. Whatever I say to any of the men in this house won’t lead to pain.

“What?” he asks, his smile growing wider the longer I smile up at him.

“Feeling pretty lucky.”

“For?”

“You. That I get you.”

Grinning, he bends his head to touch his lips to mine. “Compliments will get you everywhere. Now, what do you say to upgrading your nest?”

I let out a sigh, wanting to say yes, but conscious he’s not made of money. “You don’t have to do that. My comforter is fine.”

I made do with less in my motel room in Nevada.

He runs his fingers through my hair and kisses the tip of my nose. “You deserve better than a pile of sheets on the floor, sweetheart. I wouldn’t want to spend my money any other way than on you. After we’ve finished the condo, we can make a trip to Cedar Rapids. You’ll have more choice, and we can pick up stuff for the house as well.”

Cedar Rapids is a couple of hours away. I could have stopped there instead of Rios, but it’s a much bigger city than I wanted to stay in. When I left Nevada, I promised no more big cities. Small towns only.

“But you have a whole house full of stuff.”

“Nope. We travel across the country for work, so we bring clothes and enough to get by. We all have stuff stored with our parents, but almost everything in this house belongs to the landlord.”

I tilt my head, curious. “Didn’t the landlord need all his stuff?”

Wyatt gets to his feet and crosses his room to the dresser, pulling on a pair of pants. “He lived here with his wife a few years ago,” Wyatt explains, grinning at me when he catches me staring at his ass. “When she passed, he wasn’t ready to sell, and his kids all have families of their own and moved away from Rios. He’s renting for a bit until he figures out what he wants to do with the place.”

“It must have been so lonely for him to live in this big house on his own without his family.” I sit up and wrap my arms around my raised legs as I take in his bedroom, a dark wood and navy blue masculine space. The furniture is a little dated, but it’s sturdy and good quality.

Wyatt hums. “It was, but he’s happier living in town closer to his friends and the stores now.” He stops buttoning the blue button-down shirt he pulls from his dresser to look at me. “He was hesitant to rent the house to a bunch of construction workers, but we met him, told him a bit about ourselves, and made it clear we’d take care of the place and not trash it.”

I smile. “It was his home. And it feels like a family home. Did he agree once you’d reassured him you’d look after it?”

“Not at first.” He pulls a pair of black socks from his dresser and crosses over to the bed, sitting on the side to pull them on. “I could tell things weren’t going our way, so I got my mom on the phone. Five minutes later, and the place was ours.”

I arch my brow. “He liked your mom?”

“My mom can convince anyone to do anything,” he says with a boyish grin, turning to wink at me when he finishes pulling on his socks. “A Southern woman can be dangerously charming when she puts her mind to it. Once she knew we wanted this house, the landlord never stood a chance.”

“Like you with me?”

“I’m no charmer.” He tucks a strand of blonde hair behind my ear.

“You charmed me into falling for you,” I tell him. “I went from liking it when you stopped by at the diner to needing to see you or it would feel like something was missing.”

His eyes burn. “Is that what I did?” he asks, his voice husky.

“Absolutely.”

His kiss is frustratingly short. “Time to get dressed, darlin’. I intend to spoil you.”

“Am I allowed to say no?” The spoiling sounds nice, but the thought of spending the rest of the day in bed making love sounds much better.

“You are absolutely allowed to say no.” He kisses me, his expression serious. “But this is important. You need a nest. That means it’s important to me.”

“There’s that Comeaux charm in effect. Okay. Let’s go,” I say, taking his hand, and he helps me to my feet.

His eyes drop to my naked body, and he groans. “You are not making this easy, woman.”

Smiling, I step toward him, so light and happy as I slide my arms around his shoulders and tilt my head up for a kiss I know is coming. “Good. I like making every part of you hard.”

Half laughing and groaning, he gives my ass a swat and kisses me long and deep. “Come on, let’s get you a nest you deserve, darlin’.”

He refuses to let me walk to my bedroom, lifting me in his arms and carrying me down the hallway before setting me on my feet in front of my dresser.

Standing with his arms crossed and back against the wall just inside my room, he groans loudly as I step into one of the lacy panties that nearly exploded Elias’s brain.

“Fuck. I shouldn’t have seen that,” he mutters, closing his eyes and tilting his head against the wall as he adjusts himself through his jeans.

“It comes with a matching lace bra,” I tell him innocently.

“I’ll wait for you downstairs.” He turns and walks out, running into the doorframe first and proving he wasn’t lying when he said a very specific thing made him clumsy: me.

Grinning, I slip on my bra and one of the V-neck floral dresses made of light, breezy cotton that I love to wear. After I brush my hair, I apply chapstick and head downstairs. My brown sandals are in the coat closet by the front door, so I’ll put them on before we leave.

Wyatt sets the alarm for the house, closes up his workshop, and we head for his truck.

We hold hands, listening to the radio as we make the thirty-minute drive into town. The music is soft rock with the volume low; the sun warms the arm I stick out of my window, and this day feels so hazy and perfect it’s like I’m in a music video.

Wyatt pulls up in front of a pretty-looking pastel-painted boutique with cushions and women’s clothes in the windows. He cuts the engine, unsnaps his seatbelt, and is out and around his truck to open my door before I can reach for it. We’re in the store seconds later, a smiling redheaded woman asking if we need help.

Wyatt was not joking when he said he intended to spoil me.

We hit the home goods section of the store hard, leaving the boutique an hour later and needing Alicia’s help carrying out large bags of blankets, cushions, and silky fabrics that felt so good on my skin. I absolutely needed them in my nest.

Surprised when we drive past the diner, I glance at Wyatt. “We’re not stopping?”

He shoots me a rapid glance and slows down his truck. “Hungry for lunch?”

I shake my head. “Not yet. I thought you might be.”

It’s nearly midday, and he has a big appetite. All my alphas do. No matter how much pot roast, spaghetti, or whatever else we make for dinner, there are never any leftovers.

“I’m hungry, but not for food,” Wyatt says enigmatically, driving faster now that he knows I don’t want to eat.

I scrunch my nose. “Then what for?”

“You.” He lifts our joined hands to his mouth and brushes a kiss across my knuckles. “After seeing you touch all those cushions and silk material, food, drink, and even breathing went out the window. I have plans to take you home and to my bed, Maisie Lucas.”

My belly tightens at the husky edge creeping into his voice. “So I can touch you?”

He lets out a frustrated groan. “No talk like that while I need to focus.”

I grin. “Okay. I’ll just think about touching you instead.”

He groans so loudly that I can’t help but laugh.

Parking in front of the farmhouse, he cuts the engine and unsnaps his seatbelt as he turns toward me, eyes burning. “I need you something fierce, darlin’.”

During the thirty-minute drive back to the farmhouse, tension was building between us, and I felt his need licking at my skin, pebbling my nipples and making my panties damp. My need has been growing with each brush of his thumb against my inner thigh.

I unsnap my seatbelt as he cups the nape of my neck, urging me to his side and claiming my mouth in a hungry kiss. I’m as hot and ready as he is when I climb over to his seat, straddling him.

He tugs down the front of my dress, cursing at the sight of my bra, so lacy you can see my nipples through the fine material. I grind myself against him, feeling how hard he is through his pants. Tangling my hands in his hair, I tilt my head back as he pulls my bra down and sucks my right nipple into his mouth. He repeats the same rough and sweet attention on my left as I rub my pussy against the bulge in his pants.

He releases my left nipple with a wet pop, cool air from the open window adding a delicious counterpoint to his wet mouth.

“On your knees. Need to be inside you, sweetheart,” he grunts.

I rise to my knees, and he fights to tug down his zipper.

“You ready for me?” he asks, voice rough with need. His left hand pushes my skirt over my belly, fisting the material to keep it up.

My mind is foggy with lust. “Uh huh. Need you inside me, Wyatt. Please.”

His hand shakes as he shoves my panties aside, groaning when he tests my wetness with one finger and finds out how wet I am.

With his left hand keeping my skirt up over my hips, he holds his cock up for me, sits back in his seat and groans. “Sit down on me, darlin’. Take me deep.”

I grab his shoulders, my nails digging into his skin through the thin cotton of his shirt.

I sink onto his cock, moaning as I take each hard inch into me.

His eyes slam shut, and he lifts his hand from the base of his cock once he’s pushed the blunt head inside me. His right hand clasps my hip, and his eyes bounce from my exposed breasts to my pussy.

“Oh…” I whimper, rolling my hips and taking a little more of his dick.

“That’s it now,” he murmurs. “Take it all in now. It’s yours.”

I’m so slick, he pushes right in. I roll my hips, bouncing and wiggling as the pleasure builds. He lets out such a sexy groan that I tighten around him as he sucks my nipple into his mouth.

He’s stretching me in the most perfect way, so thick and hard, I’m panting, my pussy warning my climax isn’t far away.

My body shifts over him. With his right hand on my hip, he pulls me firmly down to take that last inch.

Staying still isn’t an option. I whimper and moan as my body moves independently of my mind, taking its pleasure as Wyatt softly croons encouragements.

I ride him slow and deep with both his hands on my hips, keeping me steady.

Then I move faster. Our bodies slap together. The wet sound of his cock sliding deep into my slick pussy makes me hotter. Our mouths desperately cling to each other, our tongues tangling.

I fall with a strangled moan, and he drags me down onto him, giving me three hard thrusts that push his cock to a new depth. Trembling, he holds me tight against him, groaning as his cock jerks inside me.

Minutes later, we haven’t moved from his seat. I feel lazy and sated, and so hot and full of his cum that when I wiggle, he glides easily inside me. Thankfully, he didn’t knot me out here. I’m not sure how we would get up the front porch and into the house without Wyatt tripping over his pants.

He kisses my forehead and leans back to meet my eyes, his fingers gentle as he pulls my bra over my breasts and tugs my dress up as well. “You okay, darlin?” he looks worried, like he might have hurt me.

I yawn. “Tired.”

His shoulders relax. “I thought you’d think I’d manhandled you.”

With a grin, I loop my arms around his shoulders, leaning forward to press a kiss on his throat and smiling when he groans. “Seeing as I’ve lost the ability to use my knees, if you wanted to carry me up to your bed and manhandle me again, I would have no problems with it.”

He smiles. “Deal.”

We spend the rest of the afternoon laughing in bed, eating sandwiches on the sheets, and making love again. Then he helps me carry everything he bought for my nest, and we set it up together in my bedroom. He finds an unused rug, so I’m not building my nest on the hardwood floor. It looks like a colorful marshmallow explosion because I never care so much about what a fabric looks like. It’s how it feels. A multicolored mound of fabrics and cushions the exact soft coziness I needed.

When Hunter, Knox, and Elias get back from work, we cook dinner together and spend the evening doing my favorite thing—hanging out in the living room on the couch.

Elias puts a movie on. I giggle as I toss popcorn into Hunter’s mouth, most of the time missing. Popcorn bounces from his mouth and onto Knox’s face until Knox grumbles, so I stop and snuggle under Knox’s arm, and he lets out a deep, contented sigh of pleasure.

When I was a kid, I used to think ordinary was boring. I wanted to fill each moment with stuff to keep my hands busy and my mind distracted by fun. I thought I would literally die of boredom.

I was wrong.

There’s magic in the ordinary. In simplicity. You can find a world of happiness in those small, ordinary moments, and I intend to savor each and every one.


Chapter 20


Knox



Her footsteps are light, but my awareness of Maisie is too sharp that I almost always know when she’s close by.

“It’s late.” I strum the strings on my guitar, head down, pretending I’m not secretly watching her out of the corner of my eye.

She curls her bare toes on the porch floor. “Couldn’t sleep.”

I lift my head. She’s in an oversized t-shirt that smells of Wyatt. Wyatt is a friend. Pack. But it’s hard not to feel jealous when he had all day and all night having something I’ve wanted for over a month.

Maisie.

“Elias’s computer game?” I guess.

It was only a matter of time before flying limbs and all that gore and violence would wreak havoc on her sleep. Maybe it’s dislodging more painful memories from her past.

“Surprisingly, no.”

I pat the seat next to me, scooting over to make more room for her. It’s not a freezing night, but it’s definitely not warm enough to be standing outside in bare feet and a t-shirt that hits her mid-thigh.

She takes a seat beside me with a flash of bare leg, revealing a small cluster of freckles under her left thigh that requires my full focus to stop staring.

The second she’s settled, I snag the blanket from a brown basket on the floor and drape it over her. As much to keep her warm as to keep myself from touching her. Or mauling her. She leaves a tantalizing trail of blackberries and wild honey in the house, and her scent is growing stronger by the day.

Wyatt said she’d been taking heat suppressants since she was eighteen, and while everyone knows there’s no long-term risk, I have to wonder if that isn’t what’s delaying her heat. Whatever the reason, she smells so damn good that being around her is both pleasure and torture.

“Thanks,” she says, wrapping the blanket around her with a grateful smile.

Nodding, I return to my strumming as her scent envelops me.

“Florida,” she says a couple of minutes later.

I glance at her, eyebrow raised. “Florida?”

“I keep thinking that maybe I should tell you to take the Florida job.”

Head down, I ask her, “Why?”

I know. I just want to know if she does.

Out of the corner of my eye, she shrugs. “I don’t know.”

I feel out the next few notes, but the song doesn’t sound right, so I let it go and settle for more strumming instead. “You think it’ll make us happy.”

“What?”

I stop strumming to tell her, “That’s what you do when you care about someone. If you think you’re getting in the way of something that will make them happy, you move yourself out of the way while nudging them toward it.”

She tilts her head. “How do you know that?”

“My dad was a musician.”

Her eyes widen with interest, and she glances at the guitar. “A guitarist?”

I chuckle. “Absolutely not. He’d have smacked this out of my hand if he'd seen the way I was strumming. Drums. Mom is a lawyer. She pushed him to go after his dreams and flew out to see him any chance she could. He toured a bit and had a bite of real success, but that wasn’t the dream he wanted to chase anymore.”

“He missed your mom?”

I nod. “A family with her. She supported his dreams. Then he took over and worked as much as he could so she could have more time off to stay home after she had my sisters and me. A partnership—that’s what they are—in all things. That’s why I don’t settle.”

Her brows draw together. “Are you telling me you aren’t interested in me, but in a way that won’t offend me?”

“No, that’s not what I’m saying at all.”

What I’m saying is that I’m prepared to sit back and wait. When I’m sure of what I want, I go hard after it.

Maisie is dying to ask, biting her lip to contain her curiosity. She won’t. She’s too afraid of rejection to walk into a question that comes with an answer she might not like.

“My dad fell for my mom when she was walking down the aisle,” I explain.

Her nose wrinkles. “She was getting married?”

“Not her. Her sister, my aunt. My dad was friends with the groom. They hadn’t met since he had flown into town for the wedding and nearly missed it when his flight was badly delayed. He was standing beside the groom when she walked down the aisle toward him, clutching a small purple bouquet. She smiled right at him, and he told me he’d never fallen so hard or so fast in his life.” I strum the guitar. “But she was engaged to an accountant.”

She sucks in her breath, drawn into the story of how my parents met. “No way.”

“Way. So he won her over.”

“How long did that take?”

“Six months. That’s how long it took him to convince her that he was the perfect man for her. That no one could make her as happy or love her the way he could.” I look at her. “She was a law student. She wanted serious and stable. He was attractive, but the second she learned he was a musician, she told him he wasn’t that attractive.”

Maisie laughs. “To his face?”

I grin. “Yup.”

She sits back in the seat, blanket tugged up over her shoulders to keep the chill out. “Then what happened?”

“She didn’t account for her feelings. Or the bond that had snapped between them.”

“They were alpha and omega?”

I get why she would assume that. Everyone believes that alphas and omegas have the strongest bonds. When you have physical attraction, sexual need, and scent compatibility, the combination is intense. Betas lose a bit of that by not having a scent. I know differently. Hearing the story of how my parents fell in love changed my view of everything.

“She’s an alpha. He’s a beta.” He pursued her as unrelentingly as any dominant alpha would have, and she submitted to him in a way no alpha would have submitted to anyone.

Love changed all the rules, and that’s what I want for myself. That’s why I refuse to settle for anything but forever with someone who can make me feel the deep, forever kind of love they have for each other. Their love is so constant. As real as it is raw. That’s what I want, and that’s what only Maisie can give me. I feel it in my soul.

“Oh,” she says faintly, “I wasn’t expecting that.”

Head down, I strum for the next several seconds. “I got hit with both of their strongest attributes. When I need to feel in control, I go for a run; when I just want to feel, I pick up the guitar.”

She hugs her knees. “So how come you’re not a musician or a lawyer?”

“My parents ask me that same question every year, and I never have an answer for them.”

“Do you want to do construction forever?” she asks, resting her chin on her knees.

With a shrug, I admit, “I like to do stuff with my hands right now, and I like knowing that what I build will outlast me. Maybe that’ll change one day, but what I do and who I do it with is enough. When I want things to change, I’ll change them.”

“What about the rest of your family?”

“They’re still in New Jersey. I have three older sisters. What about you?”

I don’t expect her to answer. For the most part, she’s heavily guarded her past from us. I get why. She was trying to protect us, and she didn’t know if she could even trust us, but the less we know, the less we can protect her.

“I have an older sister,” she eventually says. “And a niece and a nephew. They were three and five the last time I spoke to my sister.”

She said as much when she was telling us about her ex-husband, but she hasn’t mentioned her family again.

“When was the last time you saw her?” I ask, hearing the longing in her voice.

She lifts one shoulder in a subtle half-shrug. “Too long. It wasn’t safe. Derek…” Her voice trails off, and she looks at her knees. “He would hurt my family trying to get to me, and I couldn’t let that happen. Even if it meant being alone.”

“Call her tomorrow.”

She lifts her head to look at me. “What?”

I put my guitar down on the ground beside me and lift her feet into my lap, resting my hands on top of them. Her feet are slender, as petite as she is, and I barely feel their weight. “Call her. Derek hasn’t shown his face, and he clearly knows where you are to have set the fire in your apartment. What’s there to lose in calling her and talking with her?”

She studies me for a beat, thoughtful and slightly amused.

“What?” I ask.

“You’re very confident.”

I squeeze her feet. “About the things I want, yes. Very.”

We hold gazes, and I silently communicate that she is the thing I want. I don’t intend to settle for anything less.

She yawns, breaking the moment. “Sorry for yawning in your face.”

“Ready for bed?”

Her eyes turn speculative. “For sex?”

I tuck a strand of her wavy blonde hair behind her ear. “Eventually. When you’re ready. Right now, you need sleep, and so do I. I’ll play guitar for you tomorrow night.”

“What will you play?”

I brush my thumb against her lower lip. “I’ll have to think of something that will make you fall in love with me.”

Her breath hitches, and she releases a breath she probably intended to be quiet, but I hear it just the same. “And why would you want to do a thing like that?”

I lean in, the tip of my nose sliding along the side of hers, though I don’t kiss her just yet. When I kiss her, I want her to be all in. She isn’t yet. “Because you’re mine, Maisie Lucas. And an alpha always knows when he’s found his mate.”

I pick her up, cradling her against my chest as she yawns and snuggles in.

I nod goodnight to Wyatt when I spot him watching TV in the living room with Hunter, who lifts his hand in a wave. Elias must be asleep already.

Maisie is dozing when I slip her beneath cool cotton sheets and slide in beside her, tucking her against me.

Her lips tilt up in a smile, though her eyes remain closed. “This doesn’t feel like my bed.”

“It’s not.”

Her eyes open, and she glances around, taking in my bedroom, dimly lit by the lamp on my nightstand. There’s not much to see. It has the same black metal bedframe and dresser as the other bedrooms, posters of my favorite musicians—including one of my dad—on the wall, and the sneakers I like to run in beside the door.

Her gaze soon returns to me.

She turns on her side to look at me, and I read so many emotions chasing across her face. Confusion, arousal, need, and wariness, but most of all confusion.

“You are safe with me, Maisie Lucas,” I tell her quietly. “I want you to love, not to destroy. You are safe in my bed and with me.”

She gives me a searching look, then snuggles in, sliding her arm around my waist. “If you snore, I’m leaving immediately,” she warns.

My lips tilt up in a smile as I wrap my left arm around her, reaching out with my right to switch off the lamp. “No, you won’t,” I say, smiling.

“Shut up,” she grumbles and snuggles closer. “Night, Knox.”

I kiss her forehead. “Night, beautiful.”


Chapter 21


Maisie



The drapes block out most of the sun, but not all. Enough light bleeds in from the sides that Knox’s face is clear to me as he sleeps flat on his back, and I can’t help but think…

He’s so beautiful.

I know you’re not supposed to find men beautiful, but whoever made up that particular rule never saw Knox sleeping. Every part of his body tempts me to touch.

He shares bits about himself slowly. His likes, his favorite TV show, small truths that slowly peel back the layers of who he is. When I turn from the TV or a book I’m reading, he’s there, quietly watching me with a hunger that makes my pulse leap and my heart soften.

Sundays have become my favorite day.

One of the best things about the weekends is when he comes back from a morning run and sprawls out on the couch to watch TV. He always knows when I’m watching him, even when his eyes are closed because he’ll call out, “Get over here, baby.” And I always go, snuggling in with my palm against his chest and his lips brushing my forehead. I have fallen asleep in his arms more easily than I ever have in any bed.

He’s sleeping inches away from me, the scents of praline and green apple teasing my senses. I can look as much as I want, and I do.

My eyes slide over his bare chest. Although he runs, he has a gym-honed, chiseled body, packed with muscle, rather than a lean runner's build. Most alphas do. Biology didn’t just give them more dominance than omegas and betas; it gave them the strength to enforce their wants.

Last night, he was in a t-shirt and dark gray shorts when he carried me up to his room and tucked me into his bed. I liked it much more than I probably should have, fresh from an ex who lived to control me. The rational side of my brain hadn’t said a word. The submissive omega side of me liked the way he took control of the situation and of me. He hadn’t asked. He’d seen I was tired, carried me up to his room, and wrapped his hard body around me.

I’ve been wanting to nest more these last few days. Bare skin against silk and cashmere. Self-indulgent snuggles on the couch with the alphas, I mentally call mine. Cheek against cheek, my hand slipping under their shirt when we’re watching TV.

All I seem to want is to be wrapped up in soft coziness.

Sex with Elias and Wyatt must have burned off some of the sexual need that had been building inside me. But last night, in Knox’s arms, I had wanted to rub myself against him until he rubbed back.

It’s early. There’s no alarm clock to tell me what time it is, and I don’t want to move around looking for his phone in case I wake him. I’m not even close to being done looking. He must have gotten up at some point to strip the clothes from his body. It’s all on show now. As if just for me. Hard lines, chiseled abs, light brown nipples, all inches away.

My hand stretches toward his chest, fingers hovering over golden skin. He kicks off so much heat, I want to crawl over him and steal just a little of it for myself.

Curling my fingers, I start to pull back. He’s asleep. If I touch him, I will wake him up.

“You can touch.”

I startle at his husky voice rumbling from his chest.

My eyes flick to his face.

His eyes are closed, lashes forming dark shadows on his cheeks. As if he feels me watching, he opens them and turns to look at me.

“I said you can touch,” he repeats, his voice rough from sleep.

Cheeks hot, I pull my hand from his chest without touching and grip the sheet I shoved off my body as I slept. He kicks off so much heat I would never need a comforter in his bed. “I thought you were sleeping. I didn’t want to wake you.”

“You wouldn’t have.”

“When did you wake up?”

Gray-green eyes go on a slow journey over my face. “When I felt you moving around.”

“I was going to get up,” I say unnecessarily.

It’s also a lie, but he doesn’t need to know that, right?

His mouth quirks, and his right eyebrow raises slightly. He’s much better at reading me than I am him because I think he knows I’m not telling the truth.

“Why didn’t you?” he asks instead of calling me a liar.

“Do you want me to go?” I start to get up.

His fingers circle my wrist, and he tugs, keeping me in his bed. “That isn’t what I asked.”

His tone is direct, and his gaze is always so commanding. It doesn’t scare me or remind me of how controlling Derek was. This is a man who knows what he wants, and his tone reflects that he isn’t shy about saying it. But he won’t hurt me. I haven’t been afraid of him since he stood up too fast in Nico’s too-small office, and my heart lurched.

“Why did you take your shirt off last night?” I ask, wanting to distract him.

Amusement warms his gaze, catching me off guard.

“What?” I ask as my lips curl instinctively, mirroring his.

“You’re a chest girl,” he declares.

Cheeks burning, I scowl at him. “I am not a chest girl.”

He grins at me, all boyish and ridiculously hot as he pillows one arm behind his head, which immediately focuses my eyes on his chest, proving me a liar. “You are. We talk, you know.”

His eyes drift to my breasts, and my nipples pebble in response. When he wets his bottom lip with the tip of his tongue, it’s clear I’m not the only one into chests.

“About?” I prompt, pretending I’m not desperate for him to put his mouth on my breasts the way they ache for him to.

“You, things you might like, this habit you have of staring at our chests when we’re shirtless, about our future.”

It is truly embarrassing how difficult it is to decide which question to ask first, but I go with my head and not my raging hormones. “What about your future?”

He chuckles. “You wanted to ask about our chests first, didn’t you?”

“No, I didn’t.” I lie, feeling the tips of my ears heat.

He raises his eyebrow, but doesn’t call me out on my lie. “None of us is interested in the Florida job because of you. We want to stay here in Rios with you and start our own construction company.”

“Oh.” I scrunch my nose. “Why wouldn’t you talk to me about it?”

“We didn’t want to make demands on you before you knew what you wanted. Hunter said you froze when he brought up the future.”

“Yeah.”

I look away, recalling our conversation at the top of the stairs. I’d been on the verge of running, terrified that if I stayed, Derek would hurt them to get to me. And I was scared of staying so long that I wouldn’t want to leave because this isn’t about sex or attraction anymore. It hasn’t been for a long time. This is something else. Something scary and perfect and everything I never knew I wanted.

“He said there was a lot of quiet panicking,” he says.

“There was,” I admit in a quiet voice.

“And now?”

I lift my eyes to meet his. “I don’t know.”

He smiles. “You’re a terrible liar.”

I glare. “No, I’m not.” I move to poke his chest, but he catches my hand, lifts it to his mouth and presses a heart-stopping kiss on the inside of my wrist.

“You are,” he says softly. “That’s okay. I know what you want.”

I pull my hand from his and immediately miss the warmth of his touch. “You’re arrogant.”

He shrugs off my retreat with no change to his expression. “Not arrogant. I’m just good at reading you.”

He spends so much time quietly observing me; it doesn’t surprise me that he can read me so well. “And what do I want, Knox Winter?”

He watches me with intense focus, his gaze as possessive as it is open. “Us. A future in this town, and to keep making those homemade pies that have Nico laughing as he struggles to shut his cash register.”

I lift my brow. “Nico? No, he doesn’t.”

“You haven’t been to the diner since we started delivering those pies for you. They’re gone before midday, and people have started waiting outside before it opens. No one has driven out here to demand pies from you directly yet, but I wouldn’t be surprised if that starts soon.”

My jaw drops. “I don’t believe you.”

I’ve moved away from the pies on the menu, bored with apple and blueberry or cherries, and am testing out new flavor combinations all the time now. Nico hadn’t seemed to mind when I told him what I was doing, having Wyatt, Hunter, Elias, and Knox bring back new ingredients for me to keep testing. I never realized my pies were getting so popular.

He snorts. “Why do you think Nico hasn’t asked you when you’re going back to waitressing for him?”

I open my mouth to deny it. Then I shut it.

He’s right.

Every time I’ve brought up going back to work on the phone, Nico’s been vague and told me that whenever I’m ready to come back, the job is mine. Now I know why.

“He doesn’t want me as a waitress. He wants me to keep making pies.”

Knox tucks a strand of hair behind my ear. “To be fair, you did nearly pour hot coffee onto Wyatt’s cock, so maybe your strengths lie elsewhere.”

I poke his chest again, and he grins at me. “Chest girl. Told you.”

This time, I don’t deny it or take my hand off him. I flatten my palm on his warm, strong skin, carefully watching his expression in case he doesn’t like it. Muscles ripple under my hand, and his smile slowly fades. My belly tightens as his eyes flick to my mouth.

When he cradles the nape of my neck and draws my face toward his, I’m not surprised. This moment has been building since last night on the porch when I was positive he wanted to kiss me, but didn’t.

Knox kisses me so sweetly that my toes instantly curl. He fists my hair, keeping it out of both our faces as he draws me over his chest and extends the kiss. It ends sooner than I wanted, leaving me hungry for more.

“That was nice,” I whisper.

He licks his lips. “Yeah.”

As I lean in for more, he’s already there, giving me another one of his delicious, self-indulgent kisses.

“I sleep naked,” he says when we break apart.

I blink at him, the taste of him on my lips and all my thoughts in the sky. “Huh?”

He grins. “That’s why I’m not wearing a shirt. Not to seduce you in case you think I brought you here for sex. I feel trapped in clothes, and I thought I could do it with you sleeping beside me, but I had to take them off.”

“Completely naked?”

I peek down to where the sheets conceal the bottom half of his body. The tips of my fingers literally itch with the need to strip it away and find out if he’s telling the truth. Knox says he didn’t bring me here for sex. I believe him, but if he’s truly naked under there, I don’t envision a future where I get out of this bed and walk away.

Sometimes ignorance is bliss.

“Yup.”

My eyes snap up, and I feel my face heat at how long I might have been staring.

Not wanting to take him at his word—or to peel back those sheets—I lean over him so I can peer down at the floor. His t-shirt is barely visible, and I don’t see his shorts.

“What are you doing?” he asks, amused.

“Looking for your shorts. I don’t believe you.” I yelp when I overbalance, nearly falling headfirst to the floor.

He catches me, his hands warm through my shirt as he returns me to my side of the bed. “Careful.”

“Thanks.”

“You know, there are easier ways of finding out than by toppling off my bed,” he says, his voice soft with amusement.

“I know.” I smooth my t-shirt down over my thighs for something to do that will hide my red face from him.

“So?”

Finished smoothing invisible wrinkles from my—or rather Wyatt’s—t-shirt that I wore to bed last night, I stare up at the ceiling. Nico brought me a box of clothes I can sleep in. Yet night after night, I find myself sleeping in one of my alpha’s t-shirts instead.

“Looking under that sheet is not a good idea.”

“Because?” he asks, all his teasing amusement vanishing at my quiet tone. Things just got serious, and he knows it.

“I’m becoming needy,” I whisper, ashamed.

When he doesn’t respond, I assume he must be silently laughing at me. I’d think he was sneaking away, but the mattress hasn’t bounced from him getting up.

“Why is that a problem, baby?”

I glance over at him. “I stopped taking heat suppressants.”

All the biological urges I’d been muting for years are growing stronger, but I don’t know when my heat will hit. Days or weeks from now. I keep wanting to nest, to rub up against soft things, and now hard things, and those hard things are the four alphas in this house.

“Wyatt mentioned it. You say needy like it’s a bad thing.”

“Because it is,” I snap, frustrated and embarrassed. “Guys don’t like needy. I’m like a feral cat rubbing up against everything, and it’s only going to get worse, and I don’t want—” My mouth shuts before I can reveal the reason I didn’t want to look under that sheet and why ignorance is bliss.

“What don’t you want?” he asks in a quiet, serious tone that slices through the heat of a thousand different thoughts and feelings I’m struggling to contain.

“I don’t want to make a fool of myself,” I whisper, avoiding his gaze.

You might decide you don’t want me anymore.

“I love you.”

I snap my head toward him, stunned. “What?”

He meets my gaze steadily, and if there are a thousand feelings I’m fighting to contain inside me, there’s one overwhelming emotion pouring out of him.

“I love you, Maisie Lucas. The last two weeks have been happier than any of us have had. I love walking into the kitchen knowing I’ll find you singing along to the radio as you make those addictive pies, and when you don’t know the words to the songs, you just make them up. When you snuggle on the couch with me and fall asleep on my chest, I get a crick in my neck because I don’t want to move in case I wake you. And I never want you to move. I fight to keep my hands to myself when you lean against me and hold a forkful of pie to my mouth, asking me if it tastes right. You have a deputy half in love with you because he’s there to watch the house and you keep bringing him food, drinks, a fan, and a book to read, taking better care of him than his ex-girlfriend did.” He brushes a strand of my hair from my face. “I love that you like to snuggle with me on the couch and then scream at the TV when you play that stupid zombie game with Elias. This house is a home because of you, and you’re the only person who doesn’t realize the magic you brought into our lives.”

With tears in my eyes and my heart full to bursting, I sniff. “You have to tell me when you get a crick in your neck next time, Knox. I’ll move, but I won’t get up, okay?”

The corners of his eyes crinkle with amusement. “No one in this house is going to think less of you for showing how you feel. You think I’m not in here fighting with myself night after night to stop thinking about you so that I can sleep? That I wasn’t crazy jealous when Wyatt and Elias both had you and not me. You think I haven’t been imagining how your lips would taste the first time I saw you bite down on them?” His hand shakes with barely controlled emotion, but the pads of his fingers are whisper-soft when they brush my lips. “Every day I need you, and that need is not wrong. Neither is yours.”

I stop worrying about him thinking I’m needy, and I kiss him instead.

He groans, framing my face with both hands when I straddle him.

Smiling when I feel something I was not expecting, I break the kiss to peer down at him. “You’re wearing shorts.”

“I didn’t bring you to my room for sex, Maisie. Bumping into my erection in the middle of the night wasn’t a surprise I wanted you to have.”

“But you said sleeping in clothes makes you uncomfortable.”

“Your comfort comes first.”

I frown. “It shouldn’t.” When I see that I’m not changing his mind, I climb off him and tug the sheets completely off him, pushing them to the bottom of the bed. Then I stop pretending that I don’t find his chest hot and get on my hands and knees beside him to kiss his pecs.

“Maisie?” Knox asks, a hitch in his voice. “What are you doing?”

I stop kissing and peer up at him. “Putting your comfort first.”

He combs his fingers through my hair. “You don’t have to do that.”

I walk my fingers down his washboard abs. “Can’t help it. I’m a chest girl.”

The corners of his eyes wrinkle in a smile. It disappears the second I lower my head and kiss his nipples.

His breathing grows louder as I angle downward. “I love the way you taste… and feel,” I whisper. “You’re so hard and hot everywhere.”

My fingers skim the front of his shorts, and his breath catches. His belly tightens, and the hand in my hair tenses.

I cup him lightly through the thin cotton, and he feels so hard and hot that I can’t believe he was lying so calm and casual beside me like this. I never would have known he was this turned on.

“Wondering what to do with it?” A teasing note creeps into Knox’s voice.

“No. I was thinking.”

He lifts his brow. “About?”

I take my hand off his cock and stand up.

“Changed your mind?”

He does a good job of hiding his disappointment, but not good enough. He wants my hand on his cock. Maybe even my mouth on him. He wants it too much to hide his need from me.

“Nope.” Gripping the hem of my shirt, I pull it over my head and drop it on the floor.

All amusement slides off his face. It’s almost funny. He’s in a struggle with himself, his eyes darting from my bare breasts to the tiny lace panties the boutique owner gave me. When I bite my lip, he groans and starts to adjust himself through his pants, but stops short and puts his hand back on the bed.

When I grip the waistband of my panties and shimmy out of them, I’m positive he’s not breathing.

“What are you doing?” he whispers, voice rough.

“Seeing to your comfort. No need to move,” I say as I step over him, pausing a second longer than necessary, aware that he’s staring between my thighs.

I would never have been brave enough to expose myself like this to anyone but the four men under this roof. Only they make me feel safe and beautiful in a way no one else ever has.

I continue to the bottom of the bed, smiling at his soft moan when I turn to expose my ass to him. When I’ve reached my destination, I slide his shorts off and drop them to the floor with our shirts, and push his legs apart. I kneel in the gap I created, facing him with my palms on my thighs and my head slightly lowered, peering at him under my lashes.

Omegas have always been submissive, more so to alphas than betas. Kneeling in front of Knox, being submissive like this, is making his cock swell and his muscles tense.

He’s no longer holding his breath. His chest is rising and falling, his fingers are gripping the sheets on the bed, and he seems to be having serious difficulties working out where he wants to focus his attention: my face, my bare breasts, or my pussy when I spread my legs a little as I kneeled in front of him.

“Are you comfortable?” I ask.

He shakes his head, dazed. “Huh?”

I grin. “Are you comfortable with me spreading your legs this wide? I can move them closer together if you want?”

“This is good,” he whispers hoarsely.

“Good.” I rest my palms on his thighs and bend over him to kiss the tip of his cock. He groans softly in response. “If there’s anything else I can do to see to your comfort, just let me know.”

“Your hair,” he says, his voice rough. “Put it up. I want to see everything.”

I don’t have a tie, so I gather my hair in a topknot on the top of my head, conscious that it’s pushing my breasts up. Knox wets his bottom lip with the tip of his tongue as if he’s imagining kissing me there. Then I return to my task. Hunter and Elias taught me how to enjoy playing, and so I play with Knox’s cock, kissing, licking, and using the edge of my teeth on him.

He watches me, barely blinking, and groans when I do something he likes.

I grip the base of his cock and stroke him from base to tip.

“Harder,” he grunts. “Don’t be afraid to hurt me, baby. I can take it.”

I pump harder and get rewarded with a husky groan and his hips rocking. He’s big. I can barely fit my hand around him, but I lower my mouth and part my lips, forming a tight seal before I suck him.

The breath wheezes out of him. “Fuck, Maisie.”

My eyes fly to his face, and I release him with a wet pop, terrified I hurt him. “Knox?”

He has a white-knuckle grip on the sheets, and he shakes his head frantically. “Feels good. Don’t stop.”

Reassured, I bend my head and take him into my mouth. I keep a hold of his base, and with each groan that rumbles from Knox, I get a little braver and feel a little more confident in what I’m doing.

I suck him deeper into my throat, uncaring if I can’t breathe if he keeps making those hungry growls. His cock jerks in my mouth, and he lets out a curse when a splash of salt hits the back of my throat.

I’m on my hands and knees before I was aware he’d moved.

He blankets me with his body, sliding his arm around my middle, using his weight to push my chest down onto the bed. My hips stay up, tucked up against Knox’s cock nudging the entrance of my pussy. It tingles in response. The breath sticks in my throat, and my fingers clutch the sheets as the sound of my heart pounding fills my head.

This is like one of my heat dreams. Right before an alpha with an unknown face fucked me so hard I came screaming around his pistoning cock.

“Knox?” My muscles quiver with excitement, and I rub my ass against him, needing him to move.

He groans, holding me still.

“This won’t be gentle.” He delivers his warning in a lust-filled voice vibrating with need.

His hands stroke up and down my sides, and he kisses the side of my neck. With one hard thrust, he penetrates so deep he touches the end of me.

I claw up the bed. “Knox!” I wail, my pussy rippling around his cock, struggling to adjust to his thick girth stretching me from base to tip. I’m squeezing him tight, and he’s breathing hard with his face against my back, his entire body trembling when he groans out my name.

He holds my hips up, keeps me steady and fucks me with a desperation that makes it clear he was barely holding back before. I grab the sheets, bury my face in a pillow and buck and moan as he drives me into my first climax and just keeps going.

His skin slaps against mine, his body utterly covers mine, keeping me pinned beneath him. Dominated. Controlled. I submit to him, stretching my arms up higher and letting him take what he needs from my body. And in return, he gives me everything.

He pushes me beyond what I thought I could take. Pleasure blooms within me, and I shatter, screaming into the pillow as his cock pistons in and out of me.

His desperate groan comes a split second before his hands grab my hips. He strains within me, and his knot stretches my pussy, lodging so deep that it triggers another climax that tightens and then loosens every muscle in my body.

His cock is still filling me with his cum when I collapse onto the bed, panting. Knox follows me down, his body blanketing mine, but he’s so careful not to crush me.

Minutes later, I’m still in a pleasure-filled daze as my heart slowly returns to its normal rhythm.

Knox kisses the side of my neck, soothing away the sting from the nip he gave me as he fucked me. “You okay, beautiful?” His voice is rough but sated.

I turn my head to the side to see him better. “You killed me, that’s all. Nothing else to report. Just me dying of pleasure in this bed.”

He chuckles. “I didn’t mean to throw you around like that. Seeing you on your knees like that, and your mouth… fuck. I stopped thinking.”

“Alphas like to dominate omegas,” I say, wiggling around a bit to get more comfortable as we spoon. I’m the little spoon, he’s the big spoon, and it feels so good I'm never moving again.

“You want a sheet or the comforter?” he offers.

I shake my head. He kicks off so much heat I don’t need it. I’m not sure how he could reach either with me shoving the sheets and the comforter all the way down the bed. Maybe use his feet?

“And omegas?” he asks softly, his fingers tracing patterns on my belly. “What do they like?”

I look at him, hearing a new note in his voice. With each passing day, I get a little better at reading him. He’s still worried that he might have hurt me. “I liked submitting to you,” I shyly admit. “I liked how it made me feel. And I trust you not to hurt me.”

I hadn’t known if I could or would want to submit to any man after Derek, but it had felt like the most natural thing in the world to submit to Knox.

His eyes soften. “I love you, Maisie. Your trust will never be misplaced.”

“I love you too, Knox. I know.”

He kisses me. “You want to snuggle for a bit before bed?”

“Yeah.” I grin. “I’d love that, but I’m not ready to sleep yet.”

He gives me a knowing look, the corners of his lips lifting in a smile. “Ah. The next time won’t be so rough.”

My cheeks heat, and I clear my throat. “If that’s what you want. I’m happy to go along with whatever you think.”

His eyes laugh at me. “You want me to fuck you hard again, don’t you?”

“Absolutely,” I say without hesitation.

He laughs.

We snuggle, talk, and have sex over the next couple of hours. Sometimes it's rough. Sometimes it’s sweet and tender, but Knox always checks in with me to make sure he’s not even accidentally hurting me. Then he gathers me close, and I fall asleep with my cheek against his heart.
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I wake to soft guitar music.

Peeling my eyes open, light floods the room through the open drapes as I lie on my belly with the sheets covering me. I roll over to find Knox sitting upright in bed with his ankles crossed. He’s in black briefs and nothing else as he plays the guitar.

It’s the weekend, so none of us have to be anywhere or do anything, just rest.

“You said you’d play me something tonight on the porch,” I remind him with a smile.

He stops playing to lean over and touch his lips to mine. “Didn’t want to wait. I started playing when you started stirring. You hungry, beautiful?”

“A bit.” A little more than a bit, but I don’t want to move and I don’t want him to go. This feels like a picture-postcard moment I’m not ready to let go of yet.

Knox turns to his closed door and shouts. “Elias! She’s hungry.”

I raise my eyebrow.

“Elias knocked on the door to ask if we wanted breakfast while you were asleep,” he explains. “He was making pancakes, and I told him I’d ask you when you woke up.”

“Oh, okay.” As long as he isn’t doing it just for me.

He's strumming his guitar, and I'm watching him with a smile when there's a knock at the door.

“Yeah?” Knox calls out.

Elias pushes the door open, looks at Knox playing guitar half-naked, and then at me sitting cross-legged on the bed wrapped up in a sheet. He shakes his head and carries in a tray loaded with stacks of pancakes with bacon, maple syrup, coffee, and small glasses of orange juice. “I read pancake instructions on a box, and he’s playing beautiful guitar music for you when you wake up,” he grumbles.

He sets the tray down on the bed and starts to retreat.

I snag the front of his shirt and tug him back, kissing him softly. “Those boxed pancakes made me fall in love with you. I wouldn’t change it for all the money in the world.”

Pleasure unfurls in his amber gaze. “That right?”

“Yeah, it is.” I smile. “Stay and have breakfast with us.”

He shakes his head. “You don’t want me here.”

But I do. “Elias⁠—”

He kisses me. “Enjoy breakfast with Knox. I’ll see you later, beautiful.” He leaves with a grin.

I smile when Knox leans over and kisses the back of my shoulder. “You just made his day.”

“I did not.”

“That was the biggest shit-eating grin I’ve ever seen in my life.” He sets the guitar down on the floor and moves the tray between us so we can eat.

“Are you going to play more guitar for me?” I don’t hide how much I like it.

His soft smile says he knows it.

“Later.” He picks up his cell phone from the nightstand, unplugs it from the charger, and offers it to me. “You’re going to need this today.”

I lift my brow.

“Call your sister,” he says. “You miss her, and you want to speak to her. When the sheriff has tossed your POS ex in jail, your sister and her family can come stay with us for a couple of days. We have more than enough space to host them.”

My eyes fill with tears. “Really?”

“Really.” He tucks the phone into my hand and kisses me. Then he turns to his door and shouts. “Get your ass back in here, Gallo!”

I grin when Elias reappears, frowning. “What?”

“You’re eating with us,” Knox declares.

Elias bounces his gaze between us. “I didn’t want to interrupt anything.”

Knox tosses him the maple syrup. “Don’t be an idiot. You’re pack. Sit and eat.”

I dig into breakfast with Knox and Elias, and our laughter draws Hunter and Wyatt upstairs with their plates.

I never had a pack or a big family before, but if I did, I can’t imagine it being any better than this.


Chapter 22


Maisie



My fingers sweat around Knox’s cell phone as it rings.

I stare out into the distance from my perch on the back porch step. Metal rings out from Wyatt’s workshop, and the distant hum of music drifts from the house where I left Elias, Hunter, and Knox hanging out in the living room.

The phone clicks.

“Hello?”

My heart hammers against my chest, and I curl my bare toes on the wooden porch steps. I open my mouth to speak, but I can’t think of what to say.

“Hello? Who is this?”

Missy’s voice is the same. I don’t know why I thought it would be different. Still a little husky and slightly impatient. When our parents died, and Grandma followed a year later, Missy became a mother to me, and I turned my back on her.

“It’s me,” I say quietly.

I’d have believed she hung up if it weren’t for the lack of a dial tone blaring in my ear.

“Maisie?” Her voice is soft, trembling slightly.

The impatience is gone as if it never existed. This is the voice of someone holding their breath, too scared to hope for a thing they desperately want.

“Yeah.” My eyes fill with tears. I’ve barely said a word, and I’m already two seconds away from falling apart. Clearing my throat, I stare down at a patch of dirt at the bottom of the porch steps. “I know I disappeared on you when I said I’d call. But it wasn’t because I don’t love you.”

“I thought you were dead. I went to the cops to file a missing person’s report.”

Hot tears slide down my cheeks. My fingers tighten around the cell phone in my hand, and the lump in my throat is so big I choke on it. I swallow and swallow again, but it doesn’t budge.

“Things were…” I flashback to all the beatings in Oregon before Derek went to jail for vehicular manslaughter. After a skip jump, I’m walking into Derek’s fist in my motel room in Nevada. Yet another skip through time and I’m fighting my way out of my smoky apartment after Derek set fire to it. “Things were a bit challenging for a while, and it wasn’t always easy to get to a phone.”

Because I was weak. One phone call to my sister and I’d miss her so much that I’d go see her in Pittsburgh. I couldn’t inflict Derek on her family.

“Bull-fucking-shit,” she snaps.

Startled, I jerk my head up from my listless stare at the ground.

“You have always been the worst fucking liar in the world,” she rages. “You paste that stupid fake-ass smile on your face and clam up, or you dodge me because you know I have always been able to see right through you. What the fuck has been going on with you?”

“Derek would hit me,” I blurt out. “Less when you would visit me in Oregon, and always below my neck, but he would always find a reason to beat me up, and I didn’t want you to know, okay.” More tears slide down my cheeks. “That’s why I divorced him before he went to jail. I knew he was going to come after me when he got out, and he would hurt me and whoever I was with. I couldn’t let it be you, Trey, or the kids.”

She’s silent.

A soft thump and a wooden creak drift down the phone. I picture my beautiful, redheaded sister gripping her kitchen table and dropping heavily onto a dining chair.

Her breathing is shallow and fast.

“Missy?”

“And you couldn’t tell me this?” Her voice cracks on the last word. “My little sister went through literal hell, and I didn’t know.”

Knowing she’s pissed, I don’t know what compels me to say, “It technically wasn’t literal hell.”

“Don’t you dare downplay this, Maisie Eloise Lucas. Don’t you fucking dare.”

And this is exactly why I didn’t tell her what was going on.

Missy is my big sister. Five years older, but you’d think it was ten. When our parents died, our grandma took over raising us, only to die not a year later; Missy became a mom to me. I’d have gone to stay with her in a heartbeat if she’d ever gotten the truth out of me, and her family would have paid the price for it.

Missy would have paid the price because she’d have gone to her husband’s garage, picked up his baseball bat, and tried to use it on Derek’s head for putting a hand on me.

The operative word being tried.

Missy is four-eight, and Derek, nearly six-two, would have taken the bat from her and killed her with it.

I couldn’t let that happen.

“It was my mess, Missy,” I whisper. “Not yours. You have kids and a family⁠—”

“I have a little sister who is also part of my family.” Wood creaks. She breathes out, and she must be holding a hand over her face because her next words emerge slightly muffled. “My God.”

“Do you want me to hang up?”

“No, I don’t want you to hang up. I want to drive a tank over that piece of shit’s head, reverse, and do it all over again. No, I want to feed him dick first through a meat grinder.”

I smile with tears filling my eyes. “You were always the strong one in the family.”

I run or hide. My sister fights.

When an alpha and an omega have a child, no one ever knows whether the child will be an alpha or an omega, dominant or submissive. I was born an omega, and Missy surprised everyone by being a scentless beta with the dominance of an alpha.

She lets out a tired sigh. “No. I was just the loud one. You were the strong one.”

“I was not.”

“You grieved for Mom and Dad in a way I never did. You got up, and you started living again, and you didn’t let Grandma’s death shatter you the way it did me,” she tells me quietly. “I bottled everything up, tried to control everything around me, and when I couldn’t, I fell apart. There are different kinds of strength, Maisie. Yours is quiet, but it is there.”

“You fell apart?”

“Very messy. Lots of booze and screaming and stuff I hid from you. What happened? I thought everything was okay until he went to jail for killing someone with his car, then you said you were divorcing and traveling.”

Wyatt wanders out from his workshop, thankfully saving my hormones and ability to focus by wearing a t-shirt. He wipes his hands on a cloth and shuts the door behind him, then walks toward me.

He says nothing. Just pulls a clean cloth from his sweatpants pocket and hands it to me, then sits on the porch step beside me and wraps one arm around my shoulder, leaning his head against mine.

Missy was wrong. I’m not strong. Wyatt’s presence gives me the strength to tell my sister everything.

All the hurt and the pain, and just how long it had been going on. The fear that I was to blame for it. The shame that I didn’t want anyone to know in case it was all my fault, and for a long time, I believed I deserved those punches and kicks, that I was the one failing Derek, not him failing me.

I tell her about starting over in Rios, and about the four alphas I’ve fallen in love with and who have made me feel like me again when I wasn’t sure I remembered who I even was anymore.

“I’m coming to see you,” she declares once I’ve run out of things to tell her.

My ear is sweaty from having a phone pressed against it for over an hour, but I’ve told her everything, including my new pie business. “I’d like that a lot.”

I glance up at Wyatt, who has his eyes closed. He opens them as if he feels me watching and nods. It’s okay for my sister to come visit. Pittsburgh isn’t a million miles away from Iowa, but she has two kids in school, and her husband is a college math professor. She can’t pack up the car or get the first flight out here, as much as she might want to. This visit is going to take planning.

She sniffs. “I’ll bring the kids and Trey. We’ll talk and find a therapist for you because you need one. I don’t want to hear a word about you paying for it. I will pay for it because it is the absolute least I can do for not being there for you.”

I brush tears away. “You’re not to blame, Missy.”

“I should have known something was wrong. That feeling is not going away soon, which means I need to talk to my therapist about it. And I want to see your pie business and meet your alphas. You have to call it Maisie’s or Maisie’s Pies if you don’t have a name already, but I can brainstorm names and packaging ideas with you. And your alphas sound nice, but if they lay a fingernail on you, I’ll feed their dicks through the meat grinder attachment for my KitchenAid. I am being serious.”

Wyatt gives my shoulder a squeeze, raising his voice to say, “Noted. I will feed myself through a grinder before I ever hurt Maisie.”

My sister has never been quiet. Wyatt would have heard every word out of her mouth sitting this close to me.

I can tell my sister is smiling when she says, “I think I like that one. Where’d you say he was from again?”

Wyatt grins at me.

“New Orleans,” I say with a smile. “He inherited a bunch of Southern charm from his mom, Leticia. He’ll wrap you around his finger in under two minutes. His mom would do it in one.”

I’ve spoken to Wyatt’s family a couple more times since that first terrifying phone call when I was afraid they would pry into my past. His family treats me like the daughter they always had, and I let slip more and more personal things about myself to Wyatt’s mom. That woman is dangerously good at encouraging a person to open up.

“I’m a tough nut to crack,” Missy says.

“You haven’t met a Comeaux.” I look at Wyatt and smile. “This guy has serious skill in making a woman fall in love with him. You already like him, and you haven’t even met him yet.”

My sister curses, and Wyatt and I laugh.

After telling my sister I love her three times and her saying it back, I promise Missy can always reach me if she calls back this same number. We make plans to speak again once she’s spoken to her husband and figured out the best time to come visit.

I hang up the phone in a happy daze, relieved the call with my sister went so well.

He presses a kiss on my forehead. “Okay, darlin’?”

I sniff. “She doesn’t hate me.”

“She was never going to hate you,” he says.

“The only one who didn’t know it was you.”

I startle at Knox’s voice coming from behind me.

He takes the seat beside me and lifts my hand, brushing a kiss across my knuckles. “Wondered when you’d stop being chicken.”

I fake a scowl. “I’m not a chicken.”

His smile fades. “I know. You’re one of the bravest people I've ever met, Maisie Lucas. You should be proud of yourself.”

“I run and hide more often than I fight.”

“Those are instinctive reactions that keep a person alive.” He squeezes my hand. “You kept getting up in the morning and facing the day. You didn’t give up on life. Be proud. I won’t ever stop being proud of you.”

My eyes fill with tears and I sniff, brushing them away. “Stop it. I already cried way too much on the phone.”

I put this phone call off for most of the day, terrified my sister wouldn’t answer or, worse, that she would tell me she wanted nothing to do with me.

When I offer Knox his cell phone back, he refuses it. “Keep it in case your sister calls you back or you want to talk to her.”

“Don’t you need it?”

He shakes his head. “If I do, I know where to find it.”

“We’ll have to double for a few days,” Hunter says, eating from a bowl of cereal as he steps out of the house.

Knox stares at Hunter when he leaps down the porch steps and sits cross-legged on the ground in front of us. “Dude. You just ate a sandwich.”

“I’m still hungry,” Hunter says and returns to his bowl.

“I’ll bunk with him,” Elias says with a tired sigh, sitting beside Knox on the porch step. “I already regret it, but I will take one for the team.”

“Maisie can bunk with me,” Wyatt says.

“Why do we need to bunk?” I ask.

Hunter points his spoon at me. “When your sister and her family come to stay. We have one spare room, but no one can use it. Now there are two. A room for your sister and her husband, and another for your niece and nephew.”

I bounce my gaze between them, confused about what’s happening here. “Why are you all preparing for my sister to come to town?”

“Because she’s family,” Wyatt says, yawning.

I smile up at him. “Were you falling asleep?”

He squeezes my shoulder. “I was resting my eyes.”

“You rode him too hard, baby,” Elias says, waggling his eyebrows suggestively. “Guy hasn’t been the same ever since.”

I blush. “How’d you know about that?”

Hunter swallows another mouthful of cereal. “He gave us a lift to work.”

Horrified, I press my hands against my hot cheeks. “His truck smells like sex.”

“It does not smell of sex,” Wyatt rumbles. “I left the windows down and aired it out all night, sweetheart. You can’t smell a thing.”

Elias, Hunter, and Knox explode into laughter as I bury my face in my hands. “Ah! Stop making it sound like I skunked up your truck,” I yell, prompting more laughter. I peel my hands from my face. “Wait. How did you know I rode him?”

A slow smile stretches across Elias’s lips. “I didn’t. But I do now.”

“It’s nothing to be embarrassed about. He will never wash the inside of that truck again. Neither would the rest of us.” Hunter, finished with his cereal, uncrosses his legs and gets to his feet. “Time to start dinner.”

We all look at the empty bowl in his hands.

“It was a snack,” he says. “Now it’s time for the main course. What are you feeling? We have salmon or chicken that we've gotta use before it spoils. I can make the teriyaki salmon you all like, but we’re low on soy, so it won’t be as good.”

We get to our feet, Hunter throwing out suggestions we all yay or nay on our way back into the house. I’m smiling, amazed that I didn’t even have to ask to invite my sister to stay, and they were already making plans for it.

Wyatt leans against me and puts his mouth to my ear, whispering as the others walk inside. “Hunter is right. I’m never washing those seats again, darlin’. I had the ride of my life, and I never want to forget it.”

I’m blushing when Elias turns around. His eyes slide from me to Wyatt. “What are you two whispering about?”

“Sports,” I blurt out, my face hot.

I feel Wyatt looking down at me.

Knox, standing in the kitchen entrance behind Elias, arches an eyebrow at me.

That man can read me too damn well.

I sigh, remembering our conversation about being reluctant to open up about my needs in case I chased him away with my neediness. “We were talking about me giving Wyatt the ride of his life in his truck. I’m trying to be less embarrassed about my needs. There is nothing to be embarrassed about.”

Knox gives me a thumbs-up and disappears into the kitchen.

Elias grins. “Course not, baby. Come on. Hunter decided on Spanish chicken for dinner, whatever that is,” he says, and follows Knox into the kitchen, where Hunter is demanding to know who drank the last of the white wine and put the empty bottle back in the refrigerator.

Wyatt wraps an arm around my shoulder and buries a kiss in my hair. “I lied about leaving the windows open all night. The truck smells of my beautiful mate and I wouldn’t want it any other way.”

I wrinkle my nose. “I don’t know if I should smile at the compliment or be grossed out about stinking up your truck.”

Chuckling, he leads the way to the kitchen. “Smile, darlin’, christening my truck is definitely something to smile about.”


Chapter 23


Maisie



Inever expected to fall in love.

Love was a dream I hoped for when I was a girl until it turned into a nightmare I was desperate to wake from. Now I wake smiling, looking forward to each day and not knowing how it will be better than the last, just knowing it will be. Because of them.

Hunter, Elias, Wyatt, and Knox.

The last couple of days after I made love with Knox have been quiet.

The call with my sister went so much better than I thought it would. She doesn’t hate me and is busy working out the best time she can come visit with her family.

This morning, I was inspired to come down to the kitchen early to root around the pantry and brainstorm how I want to use the rhubarb and tart raspberries Nico sent me the other day. I made fresh pie dough—I like to keep a big batch in the refrigerator—ready for whenever I want to try out a new filling. But that’s not the only reason I’m down here this early.

Someone is watching me.

I turn from the counter I was wiping down to find Hunter closing the distance between us.

“You have to stop wearing those shorts when you bake, baby, you are making me lose my damn mind,” Hunter groans, clasping my hips as he pins me to the counter.

He’s shirtless.

My weakness.

Knox said I was a chest girl, and he was right. Hunter’s grin when I give his washboard abs a lingering look tells me he knows it too.

I raise my eyebrow at him. “You came down shirtless on purpose because you know I’m a chest girl, didn’t you?”

Bending his head, he touches his lips to mine. “Why? You like what you see?” He waggles his eyebrows suggestively.

I loop my arms around his shoulders, laughing. “Maybe.”

“Ah,” he says, stroking his chin thoughtfully. “I see I have my work cut out for me.”

He kisses my throat, and I tilt my head to the side, making space for him. “What are you doing?” It emerges in a breathy sigh. Next to forehead kisses, soft throat kisses always make me weak at the knees.

“Trying to impress you with my kisses since I can’t impress you with my hot body.”

I put my hands on his chest and nudge. “Stop.”

His smile fades. “I’m pushing too hard, aren’t I?”

“No. Your body and your kisses impress me,” I admit, feeling my cheeks heat.

He rests his hands on the counter beside me. “But?”

I feel the temperature rising and figure it has less to do with the fact we’re in a kitchen and everything to do with my face turning flame red at what I’m about to say out loud. “You know what you’re doing.”

His eyebrow rises. “I know what I’m doing?” he echoes, confused.

Avoiding his gaze, I quietly admit. “With women.”

For a long moment his expression is blank, then a slow smile stretches across his face.

“You’re thinking about rubbing it in Knox, Elias, and Wyatt’s faces, aren’t you?”

“Yup,” he admits without hesitation, beaming at me.

I let out a sigh. “Please don’t.” They’d think that they don’t satisfy me, and the opposite is true. I have never been so satisfied sexually and emotionally ever.

He presses a kiss on my temple. “Done.”

Now I’m the one lifting my eyebrow. “You’re going to drop it just like that?”

“Yup.”

“Oh.” I eye him for a beat, considering my next words. “I just meant you’re a surfer. You were practically a pro and around a lot of women. Beautiful women. And they’d, you know, want to sleep with you.”

His confusion clears. “Ah.”

“That’s not helpful, Hunter,” I say when he doesn’t explain what the “ah” means.

He grins. “You think I’ve slept with a bunch of women, and that you won’t live up to them.”

“Yeah…” I hesitate.

“Go on,” he softly encourages me.

I bite my lip and immediately stop at his groan. “I wanted to go to your room or knock on your door like I did with Elias, but I kept chickening out.” Over the last couple of days, I’ve felt him looking at me, and I know he must’ve been wondering why I don’t want to sleep with him when I’ve slept with Wyatt, Elias, and Knox.

“You were afraid you wouldn’t be enough for me?” he asks in a low voice.

I nod. “Not because I don’t want you. Because I do.”

“Maisie Lucas,” he says quietly, bridging the distance between us, “do you know how many times I have cum in my pants?”

I scrunch my face. “Ten?”

His eyes widen with mock horror, and he grips me by my hips, giving me a little shake. “Ten? Woman, do you take me for a teenage boy running around with no control of myself?”

I smile. “Um. Four?”

He’s barely holding back his laughter, and my lips turn up at his ridiculous attempt at looking shocked. “Stop that. Tell me.”

“Once. With you. Against this kitchen counter. No other woman has made me lose my mind like that before. Knox made me throw out my favorite chopping board even after I told him it barely touched me and I put it through the dishwasher three times.”

I wrinkle my nose. “What’s the chopping board got to do with it?”

He waves his hand in a gesture that says it doesn’t matter. “It’s not important. You are more than enough for me. Sure, there were girls hanging around on the beach when I would be out surfing, but I was not sleeping with them, because like I said, I had nasty roommates messing up my sheets.”

“Ew.”

“Definitely ew,” he echoes. “But even if I wasn’t terrified to get into my own bed at night, I wasn’t sleeping with a bunch of girls because I like to get to know a woman before I sleep with her. Finding her hot isn’t enough. There has to be a connection, and I have to want more than just sex with her.”

My shoulders slump in relief. “Oh, that’s good.”

He gives me a thoughtful look. “Was there a reason you were down here wearing those gray shorts that you haven’t worn since I pinned you against this counter?”

I was hoping he would ask me that exact question, but I was dreading it at the same time. Now I have to say something I’ve rehearsed in the bathroom mirror four times, and I can’t stop envisioning Hunter laughing in my face because it sounds utterly ridiculous. And embarrassing. So, so embarrassing.

“What makes you think I haven’t worn it since then?” I ask, delaying the inevitable.

“You in those shorts have featured in every single dirty dream I’ve had since I saw you in them. If you honestly think I’m not down here the second I hear you moving around, hoping I won’t see you in them again, you must be crazy.” He admits it openly, without hesitation, and right to my face. Not a hint of blush anywhere.

My lips tilt up in a smile.

“What?” he asks, softening his gaze.

“I love that about you.”

His brow lifts. “My dirty mind?”

My smile grows. “How open you are about wanting me. And about showing how you feel.”

“Too open,” he mutters. “You should’ve seen the death glare Knox was shooting my chopping board.”

“I wore it for you,” I blurt out.

His smile freezes, and he gulps. “You what now?”

“I wore the shorts for you. I thought I would hear you walk down the stairs, but I didn’t.”

He crowds me, his eyes flicking from mine to my mouth. “And what would you have done if you’d heard me walking down the stairs?” he asks, his voice husky.

Hoped for something similar to what happened last time. Except he wouldn’t have been coming in his shorts. He’d have been coming inside me.

I lift my shoulder in a shrug, hoping it looks casual as my heart hammers against my chest. “I don’t know. Maybe bend over the counter or drop something as you walked into the kitchen. You seemed to like it when I did it before.”

He closes his eyes. “Jesus, Maisie.”

“What?” I ask, alarmed. “Would bending over have been the wrong thing to do?”

He takes a step away from me and looks around. “Do you have a pie in the oven?”

I blink up at him, confused by the sharp turn this conversation has taken. “Uh, no, why?”

I’ve spent the last few minutes hanging around, trying to look busy, hoping Hunter would come down the stairs and we’d have a repeat of what happened last time I wore these gray shorts.

A split second later, I’m over his shoulder and he’s striding out of the kitchen and up the stairs. “We need to continue this conversation in my room.”

I smile as I hang upside down on his back. “What part? Me bending over or what you would have done to me if you’d found me like that?”

He swats my ass, and as I yelp, he’s already following the tap with a caress that makes me moan. “No more talk of you bending over until I have you in my room.”

I’m grinning as he carries me into his room and lays me down on his bed. I give his room a quick scan. The walls are blue, and the furniture is a rich mahogany brown. The major thing that sets his bedroom apart is the surfboard with a green leaf pattern leaning against the wall beside his closet. “I thought you went back to Malibu to surf.”

He glances at the surfboard. “That was one of my first boards, and I love it too much to leave it in my parents' garage. It’s not good for surfing anymore, but I like it as decoration.” He narrows dark blue eyes at me. “But enough about that. You had plans for me in the kitchen.”

“Tell me about one of your dirty dreams,” I say instead.

He snorts. “So you can get up and walk out of here?” He mimes zipping his mouth shut and tossing the key over his shoulder.

My curiosity ramps up. I’ve never been the subject of a sex dream before, and I can’t help being curious. “Is it really dirty?”

“Not really,” he says, avoiding my gaze.

“Hunter, I won’t be offended by what happens in a dream.”

He gives me a long look. “Okay. So in one dream, you’re Little Red Riding Hood, and I’m a wolf out on a run when I see you go into a cabin in the woods.”

I blink, surprised. “I thought dirty dreams started with sex and well… ended with the sex.”

My heat sex dreams did. I would have expected a guy's dirty dream to be full of sex from start to finish.

He rubs a hand over his face. “Yeah, well, apparently my subconscious likes a bit of story before we get to the sexy part.”

Is he blushing?

Grinning, I get comfortable. “Then what do I do?”

“Just turn up with a basket of pies and go inside the cabin.”

“And you?”

“I’m a hungry wolf, and you’re Little Red, so I go up to the cabin and peer through the window.”

“And?”

He turns to look at me. “Are you sure you don’t want to⁠—”

“Nope.” Whatever it is, I’m not interested. I have to know how this dream ends.

“Fine. I’m looking in through the window as you take off your hooded cape.” He exhales unsteadily. From the bulge in his shorts, he must like what he sees. “You’re hot. Really fucking hot. Hair down, tits incredible in this tiny white tank top. Red lipstick that makes your lips look even bigger. And you’re in the shorts. You reach up to put the pies on a tall shelf while I stare at your ass.”

I frown. “Why would I be putting pies on a tall shelf?”

His cheeks flush red. “I don’t know, okay? It’s just what happens in the dream.”

I almost laugh at his embarrassed frustration. “Then?”

“I realize I’m not a wolf anymore.”

“So… you’re naked?”

He gives me a considering look. “Do you want me to be naked?”

“Of course not,” I blurt out. “I’m just interested in what happens in the dream.”

I’m lying. This dream sounds interesting as hell and kind of sexy, and I like the thought of being in this fairytale-style cabin while Hunter is watching me from the window, staring at my ass and getting increasingly turned on.

“Right,” Hunter says with a knowing smile. “Anyway, I’m mostly human and⁠—"

I lift my hand. “Hold up. Mostly?”

“I still have my tail and fur on my chest.”

I consider whether I find this disturbing or hot. If things are about to get sexy in this dream, I’d better figure it out soon. “How’d you know you have a tail?”

“I look. Even in my dreams, I’m curious.”

That’s kind of cute.

I smile. “Then what happens?”

“I must make a noise because you spin around and look right at me. I hide just in time so you don’t see me, but I’m still watching you.” He glances at me. “Oh, your tank top is wet by the way. Totally transparent. I can see literally everything. It’s hot as hell.”

I don’t ask why. Logic doesn’t belong in dreams. “What are you doing as you watch me?”

His voice turns husky. “Stroking my cock. From the moment you stripped out of your cape, I started fucking my fist and wishing I was inside you.”

Shit.

I shift about a bit. “Then?” I ask breathlessly.

“You have a pie on this round table in the kitchen. Cherry. You stick your finger in it, and you suck it clean real slow.”

I stare at him, incredulous. “I stick my finger in it?”

Does he know how much work goes into making a pie? Especially one with a lattice crust? I know this is a dream and there is no logic in dreams, but the willful destruction of a pie crosses a line I didn’t know I had until now.

He covers his red face, his voice muffled as he continues, “Don’t, Maisie. Just know that I’m so turned on by this point that I’m barely holding myself together. Like… my need for you is intense.”

Suppressing my smile and struggling to hide how turned on I am by all this, I ask, “What happens next?”

“Then…” He moans. “Oh God, I can’t believe I’m about to say this out loud.”

“Go on.” I poke him on the arm.

He takes a breath, clamps his hand over his eyes, and says quietly, as if terrified someone other than me will hear him, “You call out, ‘I know you’re watching me, Mr. Wolf. I feel your big eyes on me. I want your big teeth in the back of my shoulder when you pin me down. And I want your big’—uh, that’s it.”

He sits up.

I drag him back down. “Uh oh. You are not stopping there. Tell me the rest.”

He turns to look at me. “You say, ‘I want your big teeth in my shoulder when you pin me down. And I want your big cock inside me, filling me with your cum when you fuck me over this table.’” He clears his throat. “Then I climb through your window, knock the pie on the floor, yank your shorts down, and fuck you on the table. Several times. And, uh, on the floor. And over the windowsill.” He lifts one hand as if to ward off a question he suspects is coming. “Don’t ask about the windowsill. It made sense at the time. Also, there’s lots of growling, which you seem to like a lot.”

I stare at him, breathing hard with my mouth wide open.

I close it.

“Yeah,” he says unnecessarily. “Just so you know, I would never knock one of your pies to the floor like that. I know how hard you work on getting them perfect.”

I forgot to be outraged at the willful destruction of pie.

My mind is on other things. Urgent things. Things that make it difficult not to shift around, uncomfortable.

Turning away from Hunter, I stare up at the ceiling. My nipples are hard, and my panties are drenched.

“Hunter?” I say, my voice faint.

He tenses beside me. “Yeah?”

“I need you to fuck me. I need you to fuck me exactly like in your dream.”

He snaps his head toward me. “What!”

I look at him. “I’m being serious.”

He laughs. “No.” He looks almost hopeful, then shakes his head. “You’re joking.”

As I get up from the bed, he bolts upright, panicked. “Maisie! It was just a—wait. Why are you going into my bathroom?”

“I’ll be back.” I walk into his bathroom, pulling my tank top over my head. Once I’ve gotten it nice and damp in the sink, I squeeze out the water and struggle to get it back over my head. Then I walk back into the bedroom.

Hunter hasn’t moved from the bed. He looks like he’s struggling to believe what he’s seeing when his eyes land on my see-through tank top.

His eyes shoot to my face when I clear my throat.

“I’d get one of my pies from downstairs, but I’m not putting my pie up high on a shelf and getting cobwebs on it. I know it was in your dream, but this is real life with real pie, and I’m not ruining my hard work like that. If I have to stick my finger in anything, I could do it in a jar of grape jelly. And I’ll put something else up on a shelf while you stare at my ass. Just not pie.”

As I finish speaking, he gets up from the bed, smiling as he approaches me.

He pins me against the doorframe with both hands on my hips and lowers his head to mine. “I love you,” he says, a soft smile in his eyes.

I was expecting him to laugh in my face, not say something that makes me want to cry. “Because I want to live out one of your dirty dreams?”

“Because you’re you. No other woman could turn me on, make me laugh, and make me want to hug them all at the same time. Just you.”

He kisses me, then takes his hands off my hips and backs up. “Arms up, baby.”

I raise my eyebrow. “My arms?”

“Yes, your arms,” he says, giving nothing away.

Figuring this must be a part of the dream he didn’t tell me before, I raise my arms over my head.

He stares at my breasts and swallows hard. Then he grips the bottom of my wet tank top and peels it off me, his eyes returning to my bare breasts with a hunger that makes me press my thighs together.

“Hunter?”

He tears his gaze away. “Wait there.”

He disappears into the bathroom with my shirt and returns seconds later with a large, soft-looking blue towel, dropping to his knees in front of me. He’s taller than I am, nearly six-three to my five-three, so being on his knees puts him a little below boob level.

When he starts drying my damp chest, it's efficient rather than sensual. “You in a wet shirt turns me on like nothing else.”

“But?”

He dries my back and sets the towel down to look at me. His expression is surprisingly concerned. “I don’t want you to get a cold wearing a wet t-shirt, baby. This is real life and not a dirty dream, which means you—not sex—will always be my priority.”

That’s sweet.

When I cup his face, his eyes drift closed and he leans into my touch. “Thank you for being patient with me while I got over my insecurities and for not just loving me, but being my friend as well. I love you, too.”

Smiling with his eyes closed, he turns his face toward my hand and kisses the inside of my wrist. “You’re worth waiting for, and I will always be your friend.” He opens his eyes and his gaze flicks to my chest. “I’m gonna to be real honest with you, Maisie. Standing topless in front of me like this is killing off brain cells. I am shocked I got through this conversation without convincing you that I’m an idiot.”

“Sorry.” I yank my hand from his face and spin around.

His muffled groan suggests turning my back hasn’t improved the situation. It might have even made things worse. I’ve put my ass practically in his face, and I’m wearing the shorts that inspired his dirty dreams. I’m flashing him my boobs if I turn around or my ass if I stay as I am.

“Um, I didn’t think things through before I did that,” I tell him, face hot. “I’d pick up the towel but that would involve bending over. Should I turn to my side or run into the bathroom?”

His bark of laughter draws a smile to my lips.

“There’s no need for that,” he says, chuckling.

My breath hitches as he wraps his arm around my middle, tucking my back against his chest and walking us backward. I gasp when he throws himself back on the bed and kisses the back of my shoulder.

I shiver, my eyes fluttering shut. “Maybe you shouldn’t kiss me there,” I suggest breathlessly, my mind full of images from his dirty dream I’m desperate to live out.

“Why? Having inappropriate thoughts about me with a tail?” he whispers, smiling as he kisses my neck. All the while, his right hand goes on a slow and lazy exploration of my chest.

Torn between giggling and moaning, I make a soft sound of pleasure instead.

“Because—” I let out a moan as he cups my right breast, tweaks the nipple, and repeats the action with my left.

“Because?” he prompts, pressing a lingering kiss on my pulse.

“Because… oh!” His hand slips beneath the waistband of my shorts, and I whimper, widening my thighs for his fingers to reach more of my pussy. “Oh God!”

“Feel good?” he murmurs, his breath warm in the shell of my ear.

“Yeah,” I moan, shifting my body on top of his, unable to keep still.

He strums my clit and inserts a single thick digit inside me. “How about taking these shorts off, baby? And spreading those gorgeous thighs for me.”

“Okay.” I don’t even hesitate before reaching for the waistband of my shorts.

As he pulls his hand from inside my panties, I sit up and move to the bottom of the bed to push my shorts down my legs. Fabric rustles, and Hunter shifts around behind me. I glance back, and the breath sticks in my throat. Hunter said nothing about undressing.

I stare as Hunter’s cock springs free from his briefs. He tosses the thin cotton on the floor, and I do the same with my shorts, but at no point do I stop staring between his thighs.

He’s long and thick, a lighter tan than the rest of his body with a small dusting of dark blond hair. As I watch, he grows harder and thicker. Veins appear, and as his cock swells, it curves as a tiny dot of pre-cum forms at the tip.

“Not. Helping. Beautiful,” he says gruffly.

My eyes fly to his face, and he lifts his hand, rubbing his thumb across my lower lip. “Lie back down on top of me.”

I start to turn around, but he shakes his head. “Your back to my front. I want to play with you a little more.”

I stretch back on top of him, and we both groan when we’re skin to skin for the first time. Everywhere. His cock nudges my lower back, and it’s so hard and long that I get breathless thinking about him sliding into me.

Hooking his feet around my ankles, he spreads my legs further apart and his cock settles between the cheeks of my ass.

“Your mouth,” he whispers against my throat.

I twist my face toward him, and he claims my lips in a hungry kiss.

His hand returns between my thighs, his thick fingers playing with my pussy. Hugging the arm he wraps around me, I moan, rolling my hips and grinding myself against him. He slides two thick fingers inside me, pumping them in and out of me as I writhe and buck.

The pressure between my legs builds and builds. Hunter’s thumb finds my clit, and his mouth sucks on my tongue. My climax starts at my toes and travels up my legs. My stomach tightens, my thighs shake, and my back bows.

I break the kiss. “Hunter!”

My body is still rippling with aftershocks as Hunter pulls his fingers from inside me and rolls me onto my front. I go where he puts me, boneless and sated.

His breath is hot on the back of my shoulder, and I moan as he slides his cock into my pussy from behind.

“It was like this,” he whispers into my ear. “I had you stretched out on the table, and my teeth were in your shoulder when I fucked you raw.”

My pussy muscles ripple with excitement. I feel Hunter’s smile stretch across my skin, and he starts thrusting. Deep driving motions that bury him from base to tip, threatening to shatter my mind completely.

I keen and I wail, gripping the pillow and holding on.

I feel his teeth at the back of my shoulder, holding me down and keeping me there. The submissive part of me gets hotter at his dominance.

“Harder,” I beg. “Fuck me harder.”

His hands tighten on my hips as he pounds into me. My body opens up around him, going slick and inviting him deeper. My moans are rising to a fever pitch. He’s growling as our skin slaps together.

Without warning, he takes his teeth from my shoulder, pulls out, and rolls me to my back before sliding into me in one toe-curlingly perfect thrust.

“Want your eyes when I fall, baby,” he pants, his eyes filled with lust. “Need to see you come.”

He retreats and slams into me. I wrap my legs around his hips, my nails in his back as I stare up into his face. I want to close my eyes, but I force them to stay open. He never hides his pleasure from me, and I don’t want to hide mine from him.

We’re looking right at each other as I scream, climaxing around him. His face contorts in pleasure, and he growls out my name, straining inside me and holding himself deep.

His cock swells, my toes curl, and my back arches as another violent orgasm rips through me.

I don’t remember falling asleep.

Not too much time could have passed because Hunter is still lodged inside me, his knot a firm pressure locking us together. We’re on our sides, the sheets pulled over us, and we share the same pillow as Hunter runs his fingers up and down my back.

“Okay, baby?” he asks.

I nod, and our mouths find each other in a long, lazy, lingering kiss.

I break the kiss with a yawn. “Sorry. For the yawn and before. I don’t remember falling asleep.”

“Passed out,” he gently corrects me. “I felt you coming, and then you passed out. I worried I’d hurt you.”

“You could never hurt me, Hunter.”

He pulls me against his chest, pressing a kiss against my temple as I wrap my arm around his waist. “I shouldn’t have been so rough.”

“I liked it,” I insist, looking up at him. “I have these super intense sex dreams around my heat. Lots of bites and hard fucking. I wake up with wet panties, and sometimes I’m touching myself.”

He closes his eyes with a groan. “You can’t tell a guy things like that without a warning first, baby. His poor brain can’t take it.”

I grin. “Have I told you I love you yet?” I tease.

His eyes pop open, and his lips tilt up in a smile. “Not sure you have.”

I poke his chest, and he grins at me. “Liar.” Then I kiss him. “I love you, Hunter Bailey. You make me laugh as easily as you make me feel loved and wanted.”

“I love you too, baby.” He hugs me. “Now tell me about where you were going with these dreams.”

“As much as I loved the idea of these rough sex dreams, part of me was always a little scared of what it would be like in real life. Would I feel trapped and scared? Would it make me think of Derek?”

“And do they?”

I shake my head. “Because you’re not Derek. I feel safe with you, and I know that no matter how lost you are in the moment, you would stop in a heartbeat if I was scared or uncomfortable.”

“And that, beautiful,” he says, giving me a gentle squeeze, “is exactly the way it should be and the way it always will be.”

Minutes later, feeling his mounting tension, I smile against his chest. “You want me to tell you about my dirty dreams, don’t you?”

“Desperately,” he bursts out.

I laugh. “There’s no story,” I lift my head to warn him. “It’s just biting and fucking from start to finish. Yours was more interesting.”

“Don’t you worry about that, baby.” He draws me against his chest and he’s smiling when he presses a kiss on my temple. “I’ll get through it just fine without the story parts.”

Grinning, I snuggle against him. “Okay, one I have a lot is…”


Chapter 24


Maisie



“This afternoon?”

Behind me, the kitchen is silent.

I peer over my shoulder to find exactly what I expected. Four alphas have abandoned their breakfast of blueberry pie, pancakes, bacon, and eggs at the dining table to focus on me, and none of them looks the least bit pleased.

Lina just asked me to cover a busy lunch shift for her, which they all overheard. With all my alphas at work and me no longer having a deputy parked outside to watch the house, I have no one to take me and no way to get into town on my own. Derek torched my car, and even if I’d wanted to buy another one, I can’t afford to yet.

“Give me five minutes, Lina,” I say down the phone. “I’ll call you back.”

No sooner have I ended the call than Wyatt says, “It’s a bad idea.”

I set my phone down on the counter and join them at the table.

The last few days have been bliss. If I were ever this happy, I have no memory of it.

Knox surprised me with a new cell phone, smiling as he said, “This isn’t because you drained my battery on your last call with Missy. You need one of your own, and I should have thought to get you one before now.”

He said I should be able to speak to her whenever I wanted and not be reliant on him or anyone else being around so I could use their cell phone.

It’s only through speaking to my sister for an hour almost every night that I realize how much Derek isolated me. Having a phone that no one is going to go through my calls and text messages the way Derek used to has been liberating. It isn’t just a way to keep in touch with my sister and my niece and nephew, who have been telling me they are literally counting down the days until they come and visit. It’s reopening my world when before it was so small. Some cages you see; others you never notice until you step out of them.

Fear kept me with Derek and kept me away from the people he would have hurt if I had left him. People I love so much I’d have lived the rest of my life alone, shuffling from filthy motel rooms to hourly paid jobs if it kept them safe. My world isn’t just bigger; I’m no longer making myself smaller to fit the prison Derek made of my life. And it’s all because of the four men at this table who aren’t even trying to hide their concern from me.

“I can drive, and I promise if you let me borrow your car, I won’t crash it,” I say.

“It’s not about you crashing, Maisie.” Knox frowns as he nudges his half-finished breakfast aside. “It’s about us not being around if you need us.”

They’ve worried about my safety for longer than I knew.

We’ve talked a lot these last several days. About our future, about making Rios home, our businesses, eventually starting a family, and about how they quietly watched over me when they saw my bruises and made a promise that I would never be afraid again.

And even though I still worry about Derek, who no one has seen, I refuse to live my life in the cage Derek put me in. He’s ruined my life for long enough; I refuse to let him do it anymore.

Only Hunter is not looking desperately worried. “How many hours?”

Knox, Wyatt, and Elias snap their heads toward him, scowling.

Hunter keeps his eyes on me. “Maisie really wants to do this, and she needs to live her life again. Not stay cooped up in this house, afraid something will happen to her if she goes into town on her own.”

I flash him a grateful smile, relieved he gets it. “I’ll just be covering for Lina for a couple of hours while she takes her son for a checkup. She wouldn’t have asked at all if they weren’t so desperate. Lina and Nico have done so much for me, and I want to help out.”

Wyatt glances at Elias. “The sheriff said there’s been no sightings of Derek.”

Elias scratches his jaw. “It could mean he’s gotten the message that there’s no getting to Maisie without going through us.”

“Or it could mean that he’s waiting for a chance to get her alone,” Knox says quietly, his concern so tangible I can feel it. “And we’d be giving him a big one while we’re all at work.”

“I could call in,” Elias offers.

I shake my head. “This is the last week of the condo build. You all have to be there.”

Lawrence, one of Sheriff Watson’s deputies, has watched over me whenever my alphas had to all go into work. For the last two days, when it was just me at the house, it was lonely, and I was more than a little worried. With the security system, a new cell phone, and clear instructions on where to hide if Derek showed up, I felt prepared for anything.

My alphas checked up on me, but the longer nothing happened, the more convinced I was that nothing would. I relaxed and focused on making pies. It’s why I’m even agreeing to this shift at the diner. For the first time in so long, I feel safe. Wherever Derek is, he’s staying away from the farmhouse and from me.

They glance at each other.

“I still don’t like it,” Wyatt says.

“I’ll be inside the diner the whole time,” I tell him. “Just working the tables like usual. Nico will keep an eye on me, and Winston will be in the kitchen. I’ll be safe.”

“She can borrow my car,” Hunter says.

“I’ll call the sheriff and double-check there hasn’t been a new sighting,” Elias adds.

“And I’m good as long as Maisie confirms when she gets into work okay,” Knox says.

“I’ll check in right before I leave the house and when I get to the diner,” I promise.

Wyatt’s chair creaks when he sits back in his seat. He doesn’t say a word. Just looks at me. In his tawny brown gaze, I see the memory of the apartment fire Derek set. If he hadn’t gone for a drive that night, I’d have died.

I’ve won Hunter, Elias, and Knox over. Only Wyatt is the holdout, and in the time I’ve known him, I’ve learned how stubborn he can be. When he lets out a sigh, I know he’s getting ready to refuse.

I put my hands on the edge of the table and move to stand up. “I’ll call Lina back and tell her I can’t do it.”

“You’ll do no such thing,” Wyatt says.

“What?”

“I worry about you. Maybe more than I need to, but Hunter is right. Life is for living, not existing in fear.” As he gets to his feet, his expression is impossible to read. “We were going to wait for the weekend to do this, but this is as good a time as any.”

I frown. “To do what?”

“Come on.” He takes my hand and leads the way out of the kitchen and toward the front of the house. On his way out, he pulls something from the drawer of the side table beside the front door.

When I glance back, Hunter, Elias, and Knox are following, their expressions equally blank. Wyatt pushes the door open, and I spot a dark gray Honda parked at the side of the house. I’ve never seen it before.

I turn to Wyatt. “Whose car is that?”

He opens his right hand, revealing a set of car keys. “Yours.”

I look from the keys he’s holding out to me and back to him. Then I look at the car again, just to make sure I’m not imagining all this.

Smiling, he takes my hand, places the keys in the center, and wraps his around mine, closing my palm around them. “The car is yours. After what happened to yours, we’ve been keeping an eye out for a car for you. It’s not new. We can’t afford brand new. But—oof!”

He grunts, rocking back when I throw myself at him with an excited squeal.

I wrap my arms and legs around him, and he hikes me higher up his chest, tightening his grip so I won’t fall when he spins me.

Wyatt laughs. “You nearly knocked me flat on my back, sweetheart.”

Laughing, I keep a tight grip on my car keys as I whirl, getting brief glimpses of Hunter, Elias, and Knox grinning as they watch me.

“You all did this for me?” I ask when Wyatt sets me down on my feet.

“Life is for living,” Knox says, hugging me back when I move to him next. “And you needed something with a big trunk to scale up the one-woman pie operation that’s going to go multinational.”

“No, it won’t,” I laugh.

But he means it. He truly has that much belief in me. They all do.

He kisses me. “It absolutely will. A delivery truck is in your future, baby. Better believe it.”

“We want you safe,” Hunter says, hugging me. “But we don’t want you to feel trapped. Not having a car makes you too reliant on us, and that isn’t fair to you. You should come and go wherever you want, whenever you want to go.”

I’m nearly crying when I hug Elias.

He grunts loudly in response.

“I didn’t squeeze that hard,” I say, laughing. “Thank you for my car, and I love you even more for it.”

Grinning, he lifts me off my feet, pressing a lingering kiss on my neck. “I love you, beautiful.”

“Go check out your car,” Knox suggests, tugging me out of Elias’s arms and nudging me toward it. “We were going to do this on the weekend so you could take it on a longer drive, but a spin around the house will have to do for now.”

“Okay.”

I head for my new car and climb in, adjusting the seat so my feet can actually reach the pedals. One of my alphas was definitely the one driving it last; the seat is way back to account for their much longer legs.

Even though I’m only driving around the house, Wyatt shouts, “Seatbelt!”

I roll my eyes at him, but I do it with a smile and snap my seatbelt on. The gas gauge shows a full tank, and the Honda starts up first time. On my quick spin around the house, it feels smooth and comfortable to drive. It’s a used car, but knowing my alphas, they took it in for a full service at an auto repair shop before considering letting me drive it.

My alphas are waiting for me near the front porch when I cut the engine and get out.

Wyatt has his arms crossed. “How’d we do, darlin’?”

With a grin, I slam the door shut and pocket the keys. “Runs like a dream. I love it.”

He holds his arms wide, and I step into them.

Hunter clears his throat and points at the watch on his wrist. “Go call Lina and let her know you’ll be going in later. We can finish breakfast together, but we’re going to be late to work.”

“Then let's go,” I say.
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The drive into town is uneventful. A lot less fun with just me in the car, but I listen to the radio and enjoy being behind the wheel again.

Before my alphas went to work this morning, I promised to call before I left and again when I arrived. Knox had already shown me how to use the security system.

I park a few feet from the diner, cut the engine, and call Knox to let him know I arrived safely. I lucked out by even getting a parking spot, since it’s nearly lunchtime and there weren’t many left. This will be the first lunch shift my alphas won’t be coming in for. None of the construction workers will be. With this being the last week, the only breaks they’ll get will be too short to leave work.

After giving the street a quick scan, my shoulders relax, and I climb out of the car. There’s no sign of Derek, and it’s been weeks since my apartment fire. Wherever he is, it can’t be in Rios.

I push open the diner doors, and the room explodes in applause, scaring the shit out of me. Everyone is grinning at me as they clap, but I’m not interested in being the center of attention at the best of times. If I’d known I would be walking into a roomful of applause, I’d have reconsidered pulling on a pair of scruffy sweatpants and an oversized t-shirt in anticipation of changing into a spare uniform in the employee bathroom before my shift starts. Face hot, I turn around to leave.

“Not so fast.” Nico snags my arm, grinning as he steers me back inside. “Everyone wanted to celebrate your coming back to work.”

I place my palms on my hot cheeks, embarrassed. “But I didn’t do anything.”

Nico says, "Everyone worried about you, and when they heard you'd be covering for Lina, they wanted to show they missed you and that you're an important part of this community."

Patrick, a regular sitting at the counter, lifts his coffee and calls out, “And we appreciate the pie.”

A round of groans rings out, and I glance around, confused. “What’s with the groans?”

“He’s always in first asking about your pies, and everyone thinks we need to ration him,” Nico explains.

“But…” My eyes slide to the glass pie cabinet.

It’s empty. It’s barely midday, and there is not a sliver of pie to be found inside it.

I shake my head. “Wow, Knox told me the pies were selling out, but I wasn’t sure I truly believed him.”

Nico steers me away from the front and to a booth. “We need to talk about that.”

I slide into the leather booth opposite Nico and eye him warily. “What is it?”

He must have seen to all the customers already because no one seems surprised. When the bell in the kitchen rings, signaling an order is ready, Winston takes it to the table himself, flashing me a grin on his way that I return.

“I’m firing you,” Nico says.

I lose my grin as the contents of my stomach curdle. “What! But I⁠—”

Nico lifts one hand in a calming motion. “Not for the reason you think. You’re a great waitress, but I want to go into business with you.”

“What?”

He motions to the empty glass cabinet next to the counter. “I have never had anything I cook or bake be so popular that it flies out of the door. What you put into your pies is magic, and people can’t get enough of it. A waitress is easy to find. What you do is irreplaceable. I think your pies are good enough to be sold in grocery stores everywhere, and I want to help you make that happen.”

“Really?”

He nods. “I don’t want you to think I’m taking advantage of you, so take your time thinking it over. I’d like you to keep making pies for the diner in addition to growing your business, and I’ll keep paying you more for it. And I’d like to invest in your future. You could have your own bakeshop in town if you wanted to.”

Knox said a delivery truck was in my future. I assumed ten years away if I was lucky. Not potentially within the next year. Looks like Missy wasn’t crazy after all to get me thinking about and planning packaging for Maisie’s, the name for my pie business.

“You really think I’m that good?”

“The first time I turned up at the diner one morning, and people were waiting outside, I thought something was wrong. They were here for your pies, and they didn’t care how long they had to wait for them.”

I sit back in my seat, stunned. “Wow.”

He smiles. “Take the time to think about what you want. I’m in no rush for a decision, but you’ll always have a job here regardless of what you want to do.”

“Thanks, Nico.”

He nods and gets to his feet. “Now let's get to work before the lunch rush hits.”


Chapter 25


Hunter



Murphy, an alpha we’ve been working with over the last several months, sets down his bottle of water and wipes the sweat from his brow with the back of his arm. “What’s this I hear about you guys starting a construction company?”

I shoot Wyatt, busy chatting with a supervisor, a surprised glance.

He has his arms crossed and his hard hat firmly on his head when he looks my way and raises an eyebrow as if asking me what I want.

I gesture vaguely toward Murphy and raise my eyebrow at him, secretly asking him what I’m supposed to tell him about our new business.

He shrugs and looks away.

Shaking my head, I assume his non-answer means it’s okay for me to tell Murph more than what Wyatt must have already let slip.

“We’re still in the early days. We don’t even have a name yet, but we’re definitely doing it,” I say. All we’re certain about right now is that we’re starting a construction company in Rios, and at least for now, we’re sticking with what we know: condos, apartments, and family homes. “Same stuff we do now. Why, you want in?”

“The idea of staying in Rios appeals,” Murph says. “Are you going to bid for out-of-town work?”

I shake my head. “Nope. We’re keeping this business local.”

We’ve saved a lot over the years, but our future will involve bidding for jobs and hoping our reputation for delivering good work over the last several years is enough to get us in the door. To afford a downtown office, we’ll need to speak with the bank about a loan, and that meeting is unlikely to go well until we have at least one successful bid for a job in our pocket. We could work from home, but that isn’t feasible. There’s no way we can set up shop in a farmhouse thirty minutes out of town, and none of us wants to.

The farmhouse is home for all of us, and if we do eventually take on staff, I’d rather not have guys walking into the kitchen and seeing Maisie bent over in her shorts or sexy thigh-skimming floral dresses. I’m selfish and possessive enough to want to keep that sight all to myself.

When we talked about the business on the couch last Sunday night, none of us had expected Maisie to volunteer to do the admin work. She was a clerk for years, so she has experience, and baking isn’t something she wants to do all day. I don’t know why I didn’t expect her offer. Maisie is as determined to help our business succeed as we are to help hers.

For the longest time, it was a “maybe one day” thing we’d talk about when we had a couple of drinks on a Friday night and none of us were ready to settle. Our maybe one day is here, and it comes with a beautiful mate none of us were expecting and a town none of us wants to leave.

Knox wanders over as I finish filling Murph in on projects we’re interested in and the buildings that might work when we eventually set up a downtown office.

“What are you two whispering sweet nothings about?” Knox asks, bouncing his gaze between Murph and me.

I roll my eyes at him, and Elias drops into the chair beside me, laughing.

The break room is tiny. Literally a trailer on site where we’ve grabbed hot coffee, snacks, and fought over the five chairs over the last few months. We stagger our breaks so everyone has at least one chance to sit down, but even that’s not enough. This trailer is claustrophobic. The lack of space was the driving force behind the short walk to Nico’s to grab a proper coffee and slice of pie in a place where we could stick our arms out without worrying about hitting someone.

“Murph was asking about the company we’re setting up,” I tell Knox and Elias.

Elias’s gaze sharpens on Murph. “I thought you’d signed up for the Florida job.”

Most of the twenty guys have. I thought we were the only ones who’d turned it down.

Murph snorts. “I like sun as much as the next person, but Florida has a little too much of it for my liking.”

“Too much sun?” Knox says dryly. “Not a complaint I ever thought I’d hear you say.” He points his chin at Murph’s tanned arms.

“Sun is fine for hitting the beach or sitting out on the porch with a beer or two. But working in it for two years?” He shakes his head. “No, thanks. I figure maybe if I stick around, you might bring more subs like the one you were too greedy to share.”

He’d hungrily eyed my sandwich as he ate his peanut butter and jelly, and had asked if I wanted to share the six-inch sub with roast beef, horseradish mayo, and sweet red peppers. I told him to go to hell. Maisie made it for me. No way was I sharing a sandwich this good.

“Not gonna happen,” I say.

“You need to find a woman who loves you the way Maisie loves us,” Knox adds with a smug smile.

Maisie refused to let us leave without packing up something for our lunch, knowing we wouldn’t have a chance to get to the diner today. We told her she didn’t have to do it, but she was determined, so we all took our sandwiches, slices of homemade cherry pie, and ice-cold bottles of water with a grateful smile and a kiss.

Every day, we’re practically trampling over people to get home to Maisie. When the guys saw the sandwiches Maisie had made for us and salivated over her homemade pies, they’d have trampled over us to get to a woman like Maisie if they had one waiting for them at home.

She’s sent us to work with pies for the guys more than she ever needed to, and she’s won them over. She’s one of a kind. Sweet and kind and so generous, with the most intensely violent streak when she’s fighting off zombies on the couch in the evenings with Elias.

Leaning back in my chair, I rub the back of my neck, the usual place I’m most sunburned from working outside. Rios isn’t too hot. Texas was terrible. Florida would be even worse. I can’t help but think we dodged a bullet in turning down the Florida job.

“If you’re ever looking for workers, let me know when you get that company started,” Murph says.

I tilt my head. “You don’t have a job lined up?” He should. Murph’s one of the most experienced workers on site, hardworking, and I know he’d have been one of the first guys management went looking to hire for more work.

He rakes a hand through his dark hair. “I’ve been on the road for a long time. Thought it might be nice to settle for a bit.”

“In Rios?” I ask, surprised. He hasn’t shown any sign that he wanted to stay.

He balls up his trash and tosses it, green eyes avoiding my gaze. “It’s as good as any place I’ve worked so far. I’m making a quick trip to see family and then heading back here.”

I share a curious glance with Knox, who shrugs.

In the distance, someone yells something I can’t make out, a bell rings, and we get back to our feet with tired sighs.

We have a couple more hours of work ahead of us, then all that’s left is for the management to do an inspection before we clock out. In a couple of days, if all is well, our bosses will host a party at a local bar. It’s not much. Just a couple of free drinks and pizzas. Once we’ve celebrated the completion of the condo, the rest of the guys will move on to their next job, and we’ll make a quick trip to Malibu and spend a few days sitting on the beach, sipping cocktails, and I can teach Maisie how to surf. Then we’ll come back to Rios and start looking for a permanent base for our new company.

I glance at the clock as we leave the trailer.

After work, we’ll swing over to the diner, check that Maisie is okay, and head home together for dinner, a movie, and maybe another long talk on the couch about our future.
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“Maisie is missing,” are Elias’s words the second I step out of the condo.

One of the guys said Elias was looking for me but couldn’t find me. I was not expecting to walk into this news.

“What?” Frowning, I pull off my hard hat and set it down on a folding table, following him away from the condo entrance, where loud banging and drilling make it impossible to talk without needing to shout.

“Nico called,” Elias explains. “He said she offered to take the trash out to the dumpster when Winston was too busy to go, and she didn’t come back.”

I curse. “They said she wouldn’t go out.”

“She went to dump trash in the dumpster literally inches from the back door. No one thought anyone would be waiting for her there, and clearly someone was.”

“Could she have gone home, maybe?” It’s wishful thinking to ask, but I’m trying not to jump to the one place I’m hoping she’s not.

He shakes his head. “Her car is outside, and her purse is in the staff room. She was in her work uniform and apron. That’s it.”

I glance toward the condo, desperate to rush over to the diner now, though not without at least letting Wyatt and Knox know all this first. They love her as much as I do. They need to be part of this. “Where are the others?”

Before Elias can explain, Wyatt and Knox burst out of the condo, shove their hard hats on the same table I left mine on, and jog toward us. Both look as worried as I feel.

“August said you were looking for us. Something about Maisie,” Wyatt says.

“She’s missing,” I say.

His face contorts with rage. “Derek.”

“Maybe not. There could be another explanation for it,” Elias hedges, though the look on his face says he doesn’t believe it. “We have to go. I spoke to the supervisor when I got Nico’s call about Maisie. He said to grab you and go. Don’t worry about the condo.”

It’s times like these I appreciate not having a dick for a boss.

“Car?” Wyatt asks, reaching for his truck keys.

“Might be faster to walk,” Knox suggests. “It’s going to be a pain in the ass finding parking in town now.”

It always is around lunchtime. It’s why we’d walk to the diner for lunch instead of driving.

“Good point.” Wyatt pockets his keys, and we make what is usually a five-to-ten-minute walk to the diner in a couple of minutes at a flat-out sprint.

As Knox predicted, there’s no parking on Rios’s busiest street, where the bulk of the stores are. Three patrol cars occupy the few spaces that other vehicles haven’t taken up. Looks like the sheriff and both his deputies are here.

On the other side of the road, I spy a familiar group of guys all wearing navy t-shirts. The firefighters. Noah, the blond-haired fire station chief, is in a deep conversation with Lawrence, a deputy cop. As if he feels my attention, he glances our way and lifts his hand in a wave. I return it as the fear I’d swallowed when Elias told me that Maisie was missing rises.

The firefighters being here isn’t a good sign. If they’re here talking to Lawrence, then they’re here to help look for her. If that’s the case, then the sheriff knows or is at least pretty certain that someone took her, and he’s called all hands to sweep the streets.

The moment she stepped into the alley beside the diner, someone ambushed her. They could only have succeeded if they were in the diner or close by, watching and waiting to get her alone.

It sounds exactly like something Derek, her ex, who's stalked her for months, would do.

I peer into the diner as we pass it to get to the alley. It’s emptier than I’ve seen it before, especially now when people like to stop in to grab a snack or a quick meal on their way home from work. The few people inside are visibly worried as they nurse their coffee.

Through the glass, I spot Winston, the short-order cook, usually singing or laughing, standing in the kitchen doorway with his arms folded over his stained white apron, frowning as he peers out of the window.

The sheriff is chatting with Gary, his other deputy, halfway down the alley, behind yellow tape that blocks anyone from venturing farther. He spots us and motions us back as he heads toward us. “Wait there. I’ll come to you. Could be evidence down here.”

The fear that I’ll step on important evidence he might need to find Maisie is the only reason I listen. I’m guessing it’s the same reason Elias, Wyatt, and Knox don’t charge down the alley either.

“Have you found anything, Sheriff?” Wyatt asks Sheriff Watson after he’s ducked under the police tape.

I stop breathing as I wait for his response.

Please don’t tell us there was blood down that alley or that Maisie could be lying somewhere dead or dying.

The sheriff rests his hands on his hips. “Nothing that can tell us where she is.” He holds one hand up before we can all jump down his throat from the way we all surge toward him. “That doesn’t mean we won’t find her,” he continues, lowering his hand when we let him talk. “We know she wouldn’t have walked away without telling someone where she was going, and her car is still out front.”

We passed it on our way.

“So?” I prompt, impatient to get information we don’t already know.

The sheriff focuses on me. “So that means the person who took her⁠—”

“Her ex, Derek,” Knox cuts in, scowling.

“Derek,” the sheriff repeats, not arguing. It couldn’t be anyone else, because no one in town had a vendetta against Maisie. “Derek had to have been watching the diner, waiting for an opportunity to act.” He points across the road. “I’ve had the deputy check for any suspicious activity over there. The guys at the fire station are offering some much-needed support.”

“And?” Wyatt prompts, frustration bleeding out of him.

“Nothing yet,” the sheriff says. “They’re going door to door. Derek couldn’t have taken her far without someone seeing something.”

“And if he drove her out of town?” I can’t be the only one thinking it. Derek could have shoved her into his car and be speeding far, far away from Rios as we speak.

The sheriff claps me on the arm. “We keep looking, and we don’t lose hope. We will find her. It’s only a matter of time.”

“What can we do?” Elias asks.

“Start going door to door,” the sheriff says. “Folk from the diner emptied out to help look for her. The more people we have out there, the faster we’ll find her.”


Chapter 26


Maisie



Hard fingers dig painfully into the skin on my upper arm.

I hiss, wiggling to get free. “You’re hurting me.”

He leans into my face. “And I will keep hurting you if you don’t shut your stupid mouth.”

I cower.

One sentence, and it’s as if all the weeks I’ve spent smiling and loving life melt away. I feel myself shriveling into myself in a way I never thought I would again.

Idiot. Stupid. Pathetic.

Familiar words tunnel into my head—and my heart—and I’m right back to being Derek’s punching bag.

His hard stare bores into the top of my head, and for three long seconds, all I hear is the sound of his breathing.

Tensing, I brace for a punch. Maybe he’ll kick me in my belly when I’m down on the ground. It wouldn’t be the first time he’s done it.

The soft murmur of male voices draws his attention away, and I’m tempted to scream, “I’m here. Please save me!”

Screaming would open me up to a world of pain, so I keep my stupid mouth shut and wait for the first opportunity to run.

No one would think to look for us in the apartment where I would have died if Wyatt hadn’t gone for a late-night drive.

Two pieces of plywood sealed up the door that Wyatt had kicked open to save me.

Everything had happened in reverse. Derek kicked the bottom right corner of the plywood, and when it opened, he shoved me into the apartment, climbed in after me, and wrestled the wood back into place so it looked untouched. I’m certain he brought me here to kill me.

I stand with my back against the wall between the living room and kitchen as Derek stalks away from me. He’s light on his feet as he crosses my apartment, away from the destroyed stove and blackened walls, to one of the few windows that survived being smashed by the smoke or the firefighters.

Male voices just outside linger for a few seconds longer. It almost sounds like Knox, but maybe it’s wishful thinking?

Derek keeps out of sight, peering carefully down at the street with his body and most of his head tucked against the wall beside the window.

The only reason I don’t take advantage of his distraction to run is the thing he’s holding in his right hand, down low beside his blue jean-clad leg.

A gun.

He never had one before, which means he bought one especially for this.

For me.

I’ve tried to avoid looking at it, remembering how the cold metal felt pressed against the back of my neck. I shudder, wrapping my arms around myself, but it does nothing to warm my goose-prickled skin.

I have never been so terrified in my life. Not even when I walked into my Nevada motel room after work, and Derek had been waiting for me.

I’d just emptied Winston’s nearly overflowing trash in the dumpster, and I’d been whistling as I hurried to get back inside to wash my hands and return to waiting tables.

Cold metal against my skin. My heart froze and then pounded. I knew instantly and without turning around that it was Derek with a gun, and he was in Rios to kill me.

“Move,” Derek had ordered, fingers digging into my left arm as he pulled me away from the back door of the diner and out to the street.

When I glanced at him, he had a hoodie on. Dark blue. The hood concealed his face.

He hooked his left arm around my right. Then he pressed the gun against my side and kept it there. A tangible reminder of what he would do if I even thought about screaming.

He had been about to turn left when a group of college-age girls walked out of the diner. They’d been laughing as they chatted with each other, but a couple had glanced toward us, and so Derek dragged me right instead of left, hissing, “Where’s your car?”

I’d shaken my head. No. My whole body had shaken as I pointed to my gray Honda. “There. But I don’t have my car keys. They’re inside.”

It was an ordinary mid-afternoon day in Rios as he marched me down the street. Everyone was busy going about their day, blind to Derek walking down the road with a gun bruising my ribs.

Outside, male voices move away from my old apartment, and Derek turns around to look at me.

His rage stretches across the room toward me, my skin prickling and my heart racing. I want to cower, but cowering never stopped a punch or a kick.

“You’re going to pay for what you did to me,” he hisses.

My eyes drift to the gun in his hand. If I were in any doubt about what he brought me here to do, I would know it now. Maybe he had planned to take me to his car—he’d been dragging me left before the people leaving the diner made him go right—and I’d be dead already.

Derek will kill me, and he will get away with hurting me the way he always has. The certainty that nothing I do can change my fate makes it easier to lift my chin and ask, “How did you find me?”

“Put a tracker on your car in Nevada,” he says. “And it was easy enough to track you there when you used my credit card at the gas station to fill up. From Nevada to here, all I had to do was follow a little dot on my phone’s GPS. It led me right to you.” His smile is so smug, I itch to throw something at him.

It was our card, but he always saw everything as his, never ours.

I feel sick about the tracker, but I’m not surprised. Nevada had been a mistake, and so had using the credit card. But I’d spent the last of my money paying for a motel on the way to Nevada and thought I was far enough away from Oregon that he would never know where I was headed. It was stupid, and he was determined. I would have been better off letting my car break down on the side of the road.

“Why have you spent so many years hating me, Derek?”

A muscle pops in his jaw. His hand tightens around his gun, and the breath stops in my throat as he stalks toward me. His eyes, once I’d believed were the most beautiful jade green in the world, glitter with hatred.

Outside, the distant scream of a siren wails as it heads away from the center of town—and me. Below me, a floorboard softly creaks. The flower shop was closed, its lights off, when Derek dragged me through the door beside it. There is no one around to save me.

“I deserved better than you,” he sneers. “I was going to go to college, then go pro, and leave you behind. You were just a stepping stone to something better. My parents didn’t care what I did once I started dating you. They never knew about the girls I fucked and the parties I went to because they always thought I was with you.”

I’d braced myself for a punch. A kick. A slap to the face. We’re not in Oregon anymore, and I don’t have to hide my bruised face from his parents or people from church.

I hadn’t braced myself for this. I wish he’d punched me in the face instead.

A tear slides down my cheek. “You loved me.”

He snorts. “Get over yourself, Maisie. I could always do better. The only one who never saw it was you.”

He turns away from me as if I don’t matter. As if I never mattered. He glances at the watch on his wrist and walks back to the same window to peer out of it.

I slide down the wall, wrap my arms around my legs, and stare straight ahead.

My entire life with Derek was a lie. All of it, right from the start. The love, the happy future I thought we’d have if he just got over his work stress. I was a shield he used to hide the real life he wanted. He wasn’t working late. Why else was his dad always complaining that he was behind on his work? He didn’t go away with the guys on weekends for fishing.

He was out fucking whoever he wanted, drinking, doing things he really wanted to be doing with people he wanted more than me.

As I process my feelings, he's peering out the window again.

“If you hated me so much, why didn’t you pull the trigger outside the diner?” I ask, wiping the tears from my face. “Why didn’t you kill me before you set my apartment on fire?”

As if startled by my voice, he looks at me as if in the time it took him to cross over to the window, he forgot I existed. “You humiliated me. Divorcing me made people wonder why you ran out of town without coming to my trial.” He shakes his head, eyes hardening. “No. You’re going to pay for that in a way that won’t land me in jail.”

“You won’t get me away from here without someone seeing you.”

“I got you here, didn’t I?” he chuckles. “All I have to do is wait until it’s dark. No one will notice a couple walking down the street together.”

He’d been steering me right when the group of college-age girls walked out of the diner, forcing us away from where he must have parked his car. That’s why he’d asked about my car, and that’s why he was pissed when I told him I didn’t have my keys on me. Now we’re stuck here, waiting for it to get dark so we can leave town.

“I’m not going anywhere,” I say firmly.

He walks over to me, his face a blank slate.

I lean away from him, my head against the wall as he drops into a crouch in front of me.

He gets in my face. His eyes are cold and hard. “When it’s dark out, you’re going to get into my car, and you’re going to sit quiet and docile-like in the passenger seat. Then you’re going to write whatever I tell you to write so the people in this nosy, boring town stop looking for you.”

“And then you’re going to kill me?”

He doesn’t respond.

I shake my head. “I won’t do it. Kill me now, but I won’t write anything, and I won’t go anywhere with you. You’ll have to carry me out of here. You made my life hell. I won’t make it easy for you.”

“So because those men fucked you, you think they’ll save you?” he sneers.

I startle.

He laughs, the sound hard and bitter. “I heard all about you shacking up with four construction workers, and I saw you outside the diner. If you think you’re nothing but a quick fuck before they move on, you’re deluded.”

When I was too afraid to even look them in the eye, those four alphas watched out for me. For a month, they stopped in at the diner, telling me a bit about themselves, making me feel safe. They were kind, sweet, and endlessly patient.

They are still those things now.

“They love me. Just because you saw me as worthless doesn’t mean they do. They won’t stop looking for me until they find me, and they will kill you if you hurt me,” I say, looking him right in the eye.

I know what I am to Hunter, Elias, Knox, and Wyatt. They love me as much as I love them. Whatever happens to me, they will never stop looking for me.

Derek’s fist flies toward me. I try to dodge the blow before it lands.

Too late.

I cry out. My head rings, and everything goes black.
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The apartment is darker when I blink my eyes open.

My head pounds as it rests on the smoky-smelling floor, and Derek is back to standing at the window, peering out.

I spot the gun tucked into his waistband. It’s not in his hand, which means I have a chance to run.

He glances toward me, and I slam my eyes shut, pretending to be out cold.

For ninety seconds, and I count slowly, I focus on pretending to be unconscious as I feel the weight of his stare on my face.

When I risk cracking my eyes open a sliver, Derek is standing in front of the coffee table with his cell phone in his hand, frowning at the screen.

I wait.

At a raised voice outside, he lowers his phone and rushes over to the window.

Something is happening out there, but what? Did they find his car? Have they tracked us here? Whatever it is has Derek worried. If he panics, he will lash out at me.

Go. Now.

With terror fueling me and a pounding head, I scramble to my feet, ignoring his yell as I sprint to the front door.

He shouts again, sprinting after me.

Pop.

I squeal, ducking as plaster rains over my right shoulder from the wall inches beside my head.

The stairs are right there. All I have to do is get to them. Who cares about a broken neck when someone is shooting at you?

The staircase is not empty.

Knox is there. He nudges me to one side and runs right at Derek, uncaring that Derek is pointing a gun right at him.

Pop.

Derek buries another bullet into the wall.

They slam together. Both grunt in pain. The gun flies out of Derek’s hand and skitters across the floor.

I’d see a whole lot more if Wyatt wasn’t wrapping his arm around me and urging me down the stairs to Elias and Hunter.

Seconds later, I’m rushing out onto the street, illuminated by bright streetlights. The two pieces of plywood that had blocked the door are leaning against the wall beside it. Whoever removed it did it so quietly that Derek didn’t hear a thing.

The sheriff is huffing and puffing as he races down the street. One of the deputies, not Lawrence, this one is older with reddish hair, overtakes him.

A crash rings out.

Everyone—me included—snaps their heads upward in time to watch a body fly through the boarded-up window above the flower shop.

My heart stops.

Knox.

Oh god oh god oh god.

THUD.

My gaze settles on a familiar face.

It isn’t Knox.

Derek.

My eyes slide from the unmoving body on the street and up to Knox, hunched over and breathing hard. Blood streams down the side of his face.

His relieved eyes find mine, and he shouts, “You okay, baby?”

“Fine.” A second later, my knees give out.


Chapter 27


Maisie



The investigation into how my ex-husband wound up dead on the street in the middle of Rios was short.

Hunter, Wyatt, Elias, and Knox never stopped looking for me after I went missing. They went door to door. Everyone did. I had nearly the whole of Rios out looking for me.

Then someone called the sheriff to report having seen a strawberry-blonde woman in a pink diner uniform with a man wearing a navy hoodie. Both were walking away from the diner. She was on her way to the grocery store and had been looking around while stopped at a traffic light. She didn’t know where the couple had gone, but it was shortly after Nico had reported me missing.

It raised everyone’s hopes that I was still in Rios and Derek hadn’t shoved me into a car and sped away from town with me in his trunk. By the evening, they’d accounted for all the vehicles parked on the street. One car stood out. A black Toyota.

Since Rios has more than its fair share of tourists passing through, the rental parked near the diner didn’t immediately attract attention. But as the tourists in town left to get to their motels, hotels, or left town altogether, that car was still there. Untouched.

We found out later that Derek had rented the car under another name, using a stolen driver’s license, so no one could connect him to the vehicle. The sheriff had a feeling the car was important. And it was.

If a group of college-aged girls hadn’t stepped out of the diner as Derek was about to lead me to that car, forcing us to turn away, I’d be dead. I have no doubt that.

Wyatt spotted that the board covering my apartment door was ever so slightly tilted after they’d walked up and down the street three times and missed it, along with everyone else who’d passed by. I was sure Derek had secured it after he’d pushed me in through the gap he’d made in the right corner, but a gust of wind must have worked its magic, or Derek didn’t do a good enough job of securing the plywood after he climbed in.

Wyatt and Elias carefully removed both pieces of plywood covering the doorway, not wanting to alert Derek that they were breaking in. They didn’t wait for the sheriff and his deputies, creeping up the stairs just in time to save my life.

Derek would have shot me, or I’d have broken my neck falling headfirst down the stairs trying to escape him. It was stupid and reckless, but I was desperate. I knew Derek would kill me, or try to, and I wasn’t going to make it easy for him.

The official story is that after a brief tussle in my apartment, Knox charged Derek, and the gun went flying. Both went for the gun. Knox got to it, then stepped aside when Derek ran at him, and Derek went flying out of the window.

No one in Rios was cut up about Derek’s death, least of all me. When his parents turned up and tried to make a scene, the sheriff was ready with more than enough evidence that would have put him away for the rest of his life if he’d survived.

There were fingerprints linking him to arson and my attempted murder after he set a fire with me in the building.

The sheriff had contacted the badly beaten motel worker in Nevada, who was able to identify Derek from a picture the sheriff sent to the local police department. He’d worried about me and was relieved I was still alive. Because Derek had died, the motel worker contacted an attorney and intended to sue Derek’s estate for attempted murder.

After that, Derek’s parents were afraid there were more victims that might come forward, especially since Derek had served time for killing someone with his car, and they settled a wrongful death lawsuit for hundreds of thousands of dollars from the dead man’s family. They went back to Oregon with Derek’s body and to deal with a lawsuit from the motel worker who nearly died defending me.

I hope the motel worker gets a big payout. He deserves much more than money after Derek put him in intensive care for three days, leaving him with medical bills he was struggling to pay.

The unofficial story is that I don’t think the sheriff looked all that hard for proof that Knox might have thrown Derek out of the window.

“Some people will destroy themselves trying to destroy another person,” the sheriff said after Hunter had caught me when my knees turned to jelly outside the apartment. “You go on home, Maisie. I’ll swing by to take a statement from you tomorrow around midday. Sleep easy knowing he can’t hurt you anymore.”

“And Knox?” I’d asked the sheriff, worried he’d wind up in jail for saving my life.

The sheriff had nodded, his expression unchanging. “Looks like a pretty clear case of accidental death to me, which means no criminal charges for anyone. Get out of here and have that cheek looked at. You look exhausted.”

It’s been two weeks since my nightmare ended.

Two weeks of laughing with my alphas, of making love with them, of walking down Rios’s Main Street without looking over my shoulder. Of making plans for my sister and her family to come stay with us for a week, and I can’t wait for it.

My life was at a standstill for years, and I never believed I’d ever escape Derek. But he’s gone, and he’s never coming back to hurt me.

[image: ]


Three days later…

Wyatt has me stretched out on his workshop table.

I have my hands wrapped around the clamps when he nudges my thighs open and thrusts inside me.

My breath rushes out in a keening whimper.

If my body weren’t going up in flames and my pussy aching for his knot, he’d have given me the slow and gentle he thinks I deserve. But heat makes monsters of us, and monsters have voracious appetites.

I pant and writhe under him. “More. Knot me!”

My heat finally hit when I was laughing in Wyatt’s workshop with Hunter. We wanted to surprise Wyatt with a shelf to store all his finished sculptures.

One moment, I was holding a shelf for Hunter and laughing at something he’d said; the next, my skin was on fire. I have no memory of anyone taking my clothes off. Just begging.

I was naked and on my knees when Hunter slid into me. He buried his teeth in the back of my shoulder, and he’d been as desperate to fuck as I was to fuck him. My scent was driving him crazy. His pace was relentless as he thrust into me over and over until I spasmed around him.

It wasn’t enough.

I don’t know when Wyatt arrived, but when Hunter slid his cock out of me once his knot released me, Wyatt was naked as he lay me out on his table, spreading my thighs and sliding deep.

Wyatt pounds into me. His teeth graze the marks Elias left on my breasts a few days ago, but I still want more.

Sweat dribbles down the side of his face as a fire ignites inside me. My muscles squeeze around his cock, my climax washing over me in an almost constant wave that drags desperate groans from deep in Wyatt’s chest.

He bites, and I whimper and beg. One firm lick soothes the burn, and as he pounds into me, he covers my body with stinging bites and soothing licks.

Squeezing my eyes shut, I whimper and wrap my thighs around his hips. His fingers tighten on my hips as he drives into me, grunting as his cock jerks inside me, flooding me with cum.

He collapses on top of me, panting. “Fuck, that was incredible.”

For one blissful, perfect moment, my body is no longer on fire.

“We need to get her out of here.” Hunter’s voice comes from the floor.

As I steady my breathing, I crack my eyelids open and turn my head to the side. Hunter is flat on his back, one arm flung over his face, and his chest covered with sweat.

Our clothes are everywhere.

“Hunter, why are you on the floor?” I pant.

He moves his arm from his face and catches my eye. “Because you killed me, beautiful. You kept coming and coming around my cock, and my knees won’t work, neither will my legs, so I rolled my ass onto the floor, and I’m done. That’s why.”

Wyatt’s body shakes with his laughter as he pins me down on his table.

I blush as Hunter laughs.

“But seriously.” Hunter loses his smile. “This isn’t the place for this. And it isn’t close to being over.”

“Yeah,” Wyatt agrees, kissing me and pulling me into his arms. “Let’s get out of here, darlin’.”

It’s a good thing we live so far out of town with no close neighbors.

Hunter gathers up all the clothes on Wyatt’s workshop floor. I wrap my arms and legs around Wyatt, who carries me into the house. He staggers, his knees weak. Hunter keeps a hand on his arm to keep him on his feet.

Looks like Hunter wasn’t joking about coming so hard it killed his ability to walk.

Elias and Knox were in the living room playing a game this afternoon. No sooner than the back door slams shut behind us when we walk into the house than the TV cuts off. Footsteps hurry toward us. Elias and Knox stop in the doorway and stare, their nostrils flaring and lust in their eyes.

“When?” Knox growls.

“In the workshop.” The heat in their eyes is making my body burn again. I add breathlessly, “not sure when.”

Elias strips the clothes from his body, dropping them on the floor on his way toward me. “You need to be somewhere soft, beautiful.”

I feel my pussy ripple around Wyatt’s cock, and he groans and sways in response. His knot is still lodged inside me, the only reason I’m not begging for sex. For now, I’m okay. The moment his cock slides out of my body, I’ll want another hard fuck to control the stomach cramps I feel waiting to start up again.

I’m opening my mouth to suggest my bed, but Wyatt is already striding up the stairs, Knox and Elias following behind Wyatt and me. We pass our bedrooms and enter the spare room. My eyes widen at the two mattresses on a big rug covered with bedding.

“How?” I whisper.

Knox shifts the bedding around and gets onto his knees on the mattress. “You were getting restless and craving sex more. We knew your heat was coming. We didn’t know when, but it made sense to prepare.”

I groan and cover my face. “Like a feral cat.”

Wyatt presses a kiss on my temple. “Not like a feral cat, like an omega who needs her alphas to give her what she requires.”

He settles me down on my back, and Hunter stretches out beside me, claiming my lips in a hungry kiss. He caresses my right breast, and I groan into his mouth as he starts stroking his cock with his other hand.

Wyatt pulls his cock out of me, and I whimper, but Elias is already there, sliding himself home.

I sigh in relief, my eyes drifting closed, splayed out for him as he slams into me over and over. He gives me the hard fuck my body needs to keep the pain at bay until my back arches and I climax around him. He groans, shuddering as he holds himself deep.

Hunter stops kissing me and moves away.

Elias rolls me until I’m lying on top of him. With his cock locked inside me, I feel full of heat and his cum.

Hands skim my back, a cock nudges my ass, and my eyes flutter open.

“I want your ass, baby,” Knox croons from behind me, “you think you can take me with Elias inside you?”

No one has ever claimed my ass, but Knox won’t hurt me, and if it’s too much, he’ll stop. “I don’t know, but I want to try.”

Knox slides his fingers into my hair and turns my head to meet his heated gaze. He grins. “That’s my girl.”

Wyatt is on his back, feet away, watching. His cock isn’t as hard as when he had it in me minutes before, but the longer he watches, the harder he gets.

Elias lies still beneath me, kissing my chest and sucking my nipples. Knox slicks up his cock and slides one finger in my ass, getting me ready for him.

With a moan, I dig my nails into Elias’s shoulder, struggling to breathe around the thick digit burrowing into me. The pressure is intense—a sharp pleasure that’s almost pain. I’m not sure how much I can take, but I’m not ready for it to stop yet.

One finger stretches me as Hunter approaches, stands over Elias’s head, and combs his fingers through my hair.

Hunter raises his brow in question.

I take one look at the cock inches from my mouth, and I do the only thing a girl can when a beautiful cock is within licking distance. I lick. Knox slowly finger-fucks my ass until I’m squirming around Elias’s knot lodged in my pussy.

“Open,” Hunter softly orders.

Wanting to make him feel good, I open my mouth for him.

“That’s it, baby,” Hunter praises as he slides his cock in and out of my mouth. “Let me do the work, and you let Knox fuck your ass.”

My pussy spasms around Elias, and he grips my hips as he lifts his, groaning in response to me clenching around him.

Knox pulls one finger from my ass, and I nearly choke on Hunter’s cock when Knox slides two fingers into me. My body struggles to accept him, but with slow but firm pressure, my muscles relax enough to let him in.

Wyatt makes a soft sound, drawing my gaze.

He lazily strokes himself as he continues to watch. I try to imagine how we must look to him. Elias lies beneath me, his cock lodged deep in my pussy as I straddle him. Knox is on his knees behind me, working two fingers into my ass while Hunter groans as he slides his cock in and out of my open mouth.

It’s too good.

Elias cups my breasts, pinches the nipples, and then leans up and bites.

I moan around Hunter’s cock as my body moves restlessly, needing more of something but not knowing what. Knox must have been waiting for it. He pulls his fingers from my ass and kisses the back of my neck.

“You ready for my cock, beautiful?” he whispers, his breath hot against my skin.

I shiver, my nails digging into Elias’s shoulder.

Hunter pulls his cock from my mouth, his eyes sliding past me to settle on Knox.

Knox is waiting for me to decide what I want, and nothing will happen until I say yes or no. Just like always, what I want and need always comes first.

And I want this.

I nod.

“Good girl,” Knox whispers, “bend over a little. I’m going to spread you, and you’re going to feel so damn good stretched tight around me.”

My heart races and I shiver with excitement.

The blunt head of Knox’s cock touches my ass opening as he leans me over slightly and spreads my cheeks. His cock feels slippery. I don’t know what he used, but when he starts pushing in, my body resists, the tight hole struggling to accept his thick shaft.

My heart is thundering in my head as I stare up at Hunter. He strokes my hair back reassuringly when I whimper.

Knox pauses.

I shake my head frantically. “Don’t stop,” I moan. “I need you inside me.”

With a firm push, Knox slides in, and I cry out, my body moving independently of my mind. I don’t know if I need him to fuck me hard or slow. My skin is burning, my core is aching, and the skin between my ass and my pussy feels stretched paper-thin.

Hunter’s cock bumps my lips. I automatically open my mouth, and he slips back in.

Out of the corner of my eye, Wyatt’s face is taut, his hand fisting the base of his cock. His eyes burn as he watches Knox give my ass slow, firm thrusts until he’s buried every inch of himself inside me.

There’s no space left in me. My ass. My pussy. My mouth. All are full of cock.

As Elias’s knot holds me in place, Knox and Hunter work together to fuck me in tandem.

The pressure is insane.

The pleasure is too much.

My nails are cutting into Elias’s shoulder; I keep forgetting to breathe as Hunter fucks my open mouth.

Knox’s groans rise in volume, his hands tightening almost painfully on my hips as he thrusts deeper into me.

He’s coming soon, and from the way my toes are curling, so am I.

Hunter grunts. A splash of cum hits my tongue, and he pulls his cock from my mouth, pumping himself hard and fast, stumbling away and dropping heavily to his knees, climaxing with a pained groan.

Knox is pounding into my ass, his grunts loud and desperate. He slams into me, and I explode, bucking on Elias, setting him off as Knox fills my ass with his cum.

My memory of the next five days is hazy after that.

My alphas fuck me, cover my body with their bites, claim me with their teeth and their cocks. They make me mine in every way I always dreamed of. Hard and desperate, but sometimes slow and self-indulgent.

And when the sun rises one morning, I’m lying in a pile of naked sleeping alphas. My alphas. A human nest that draws a wide smile to my lips.

My heat is over, and it was perfect.


Epilogue
Maisie


One Year Later…

Ihold a forkful of pie to Wyatt’s mouth. “It’s a new flavor combination. Pineapple and peach with a coconut and brown sugar crumb. What do you think?”

He takes a bite of my pie, and I watch his face closely as he chews.

“Well?” I ask, impatient.

He takes the fork from my hand, picks up the pie from the counter, and walks away with the whole damn thing.

It’s not the first time he’s done this.

“You can’t keep doing that, Wyatt!” I yell after him as he walks out of the kitchen. “That’s a tasting pie, not a grab-the-whole-thing-and-disappear-into-your-workshop-with-it pie. I need opinions on taste and texture.”

“No need.” He waves his fork at me without turning. “This is perfect.”

I look for help from the three alphas eating breakfast at the dining table.

Knox shakes his head. “It’s not worth fighting to pry it out of his hand. He nearly took my eye out last time.”

“He’ll lock his workshop door again,” Hunter adds. “And that lock is secure. I kicked it twice, and he just laughed.”

I look to Elias.

“Sorry, beautiful,” he says with a sympathetic smile. “Man is crazy possessive over your pies. That’s not a fight anyone can win.”

With a sigh, I slunk over to the dining table and take a seat.

Or I try to.

My seven-month pregnant belly always gets in the way.

Elias saves me from toppling off my chair by sliding his arm around my waist and hauling me into his lap.

I don’t even fight him

In fact, I sigh, then I moan when he gives my lower back a firm massage that feels like nirvana.

“That’s it,” I moan. “I’m never moving again.”

“Then we will live on this dining chair forever.” He presses his smiling lips against my forehead. “There are worse fates than my beautiful mate stopping me from getting up.”

Finding out I was pregnant was one of the happiest days of my life. My alphas were happier than I was and started planning a nursery for our baby before I’d called my sister to tell her the news.

Oh, and we bought the farmhouse.

Given how settled we were here, the landlord knew the old farmhouse he had loved too much to let go of would become a new family home we would love as much as he and his wife had.

“Are you sure you feel up to today, darlin’?” An unexpected voice comes from the kitchen doorway.

I crack my eyelids open, sliding my gaze to Wyatt leaning against the doorframe with a fork in hand and a truly scary lack of pie in the pie pan. “You were gone for less than a minute. How?!”

He happily licks his fork. “It’s good pie.”

Knox eyes the pie, starts to get up, and immediately sinks back into his seat when Wyatt clenches his fingers around the fork and glares at him.

Knox shoots me a knowing look. “See? Dangerous. He’d stab me in the ass if I try for the pie.”

Yeah, I do see.

I lean my head against Elias’s shoulder, my lips twitching as I desperately hold my laughter in. “You mean again?” My voice cracks on the last word.

I clap a hand over my mouth, my body shaking.

Hunter’s chuckle starts off a chain reaction, and we laugh over the raspberry and dark chocolate pie with a hint of sea salt that started a war in our kitchen five months ago.

Wyatt was like Gollum with the ring. I had to run to the bathroom before I wet myself laughing. I came back, wiping tears from my eyes, to all the chairs on the floor and Wyatt standing triumphant on the dining table with said pie, holding everyone back with a fork he hadn’t been shy about using on Knox’s ass.

Months later, I still have vivid flashbacks to Knox’s half-yelp, half-scream, and I just start laughing.

I should’ve known from Wyatt’s possessiveness over the pie that it was one of my best ones. Knox was right that eventually locals would start making the thirty-minute drive from town to demand pie directly from me. That was the pie that did it.

It was also the pie that sold out in five minutes, made Nico’s Diner go viral when tourists passing through Rios had a slice and blogged about it, has had a constant stream of orders from locals for months, and is the first pie that I’m having stocked nationwide in a grocery store chain. ‘The Chocolate’ put Maisie’s on the map, and my business hasn’t stopped growing ever since.

No one is prouder of me than my biggest cheerleaders, the four men in this room. They are the reason I have a dream life I never imagined, and no one in the world loves me more than they do. And I couldn’t be prouder of them for everything they’ve achieved.

When our laughter dies down, I hold my hand out to Knox, who takes it.

I move onto his lap, wrap my arms around his shoulders, and kiss him. “Sorry I laughed when you got stabbed in the ass with a fork.”

He smiles against my lips. “Laugh as many times as you want, beautiful, if it means I get more kisses like this.”

I start to get up. “We’re going to be late.”

Knox keeps a firm hold of me. “You sure you’re up to this, baby?”

“This is a big deal for you. I wouldn’t miss today for the world,” I say.

I feel all of them watching me, quietly concerned.

“This is a big deal,” I reassure them with a smile. “And I’ll be mostly sitting down anyway.”

For the last few months, I've spent my mornings manning the front desk of their new construction company’s downtown office. They just won a massive contract, so we’re throwing a party to celebrate, and Nico is catering it for free despite us telling him we’d pay.

My business has slowly grown, but theirs exploded.

They spent years building connections and gaining a reputation for fast, high-quality work. Now that they've settled, they have more job offers than they can accept. And with them hiring more staff, I only manage their front desk for a couple of hours in the morning, then I come home and bake until it’s time to meet them at Nico’s for lunch. We always sit at table five, and I swear no table in that diner laughs as much as we do.

“Anyway, I’m the one who should be asking you if you’re up for this,” I say to Knox as Hunter and Elias continue eating their breakfast, chatting among themselves while Wyatt eats more pie standing in the kitchen doorway.

Knox is learning architecture remotely. He doesn’t just want to build houses, condos, and apartments; he wants to design them.

“I’m good,” Knox says with a sweet smile.

And because I knew Wyatt eventually would, he shares the rest of the test pie. Then we grab our bags and coats and head to their big party to celebrate what we all hope will be the first of many million-dollar contracts.

The last year has been full of so much love and healing. We’ve met each other’s families, we’ve started two successful businesses, and we’re growing our family in Rios, a place we fell as deeply in love with as we did with each other.

Our happily ever after was never in doubt.

THE END
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Thank you!


I hope you loved Knot in Doubt as much as I loved writing it.

For news on my upcoming releases, sign up for my mailing list here:

https://dashboard.mailerlite.com/forms/268234/75314520083399774/share
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