
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Strength is infinite.

	 

	 

	Richie left his own personal hell behind when he ran away from his abusive boyfriend, or at least, he’d thought so. But even now that he’s back home, he’s afraid and can’t stop seeing his ex everywhere. He doesn’t know if he’s strong enough to dig Francis’s claws out of him, but he’s going to try.

	Meeting his mate wasn’t part of his plan.

	Gilbert’s best friend’s family has unofficially adopted him. He cares about all seven Long brothers, even Richie, whom he barely knows. Gilbert doesn’t understand why he wants to protect Richie and help him heal, but he does, and as long as Richie doesn’t push him away, he’ll continue.

	Richie has no idea how to deal with his mate. His last relationship was a disaster, and he doesn’t trust himself anymore. He has to deal with his fears if he wants to be happy, but can he? And as if that weren’t bad enough, what will happen when Francis decides to step back into his life?
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Richie stared at the house in front of him. If he’d arrived with his car, he’d have already turned around and left. Since he’d had to hitchhike, there was nowhere for him to go. The only place he could go was forward, which meant walking into the house and facing what was waiting for him.

	His family.

	He rubbed a hand on his face, instantly regretting it because of the pain. He shouldn’t be afraid of his family, and he wasn’t, not really. He was afraid of what they’d think of him and of what they’d try to do. They were going to be pissed, and there was nothing he could do about it. He couldn’t hide the bruises, unfortunately. He’d left everything behind, including the makeup foundation he used in these situations.

	He swallowed. He was always welcome home, but he didn’t want to tell anyone what had happened to him, what he’d allowed to happen to him. His brothers were strong men, much stronger than he ever could be. How would they look at him?

	And he wouldn’t be able to hide. They’d have questions, and he didn’t know if he could answer them.

	He turned away from the house, looking down the street. Even though he was on foot, he could still leave. The problem was that he didn’t have money, either. The only things he’d taken with him were his phone and wallet, and even that had been a gamble because Francis might be able to find him through them. He’d turned the phone off, and he didn’t know if he would ever turn it back on, but he might need to. He didn’t have credit cards to rely on, either.

	As a new start, the entire situation was a mess.

	It was made worse by the fact that at least some of his brothers were home with their parents. Richie had hoped he’d find his mom and dad alone, but he should have known better. Of seven brothers, he was the only one who didn’t live in town and didn’t see the rest of the family often. He was the only one who wasn’t close to them, and once again, he felt guilty about that.

	All of this was his fault. If only he’d been stronger, he wouldn’t be in this situation. Unfortunately, he’d been weak, and now he had to deal with the consequences—all of the consequences. That included facing his parents and his brothers, having them see he’d been beaten, and having them asking questions.

	There was no going back, no matter how much he wished there was.

	He sucked in a breath, then another, and, before he could change his mind, he strode to the door. He raised a hand and knocked, still half-hoping no one would be home. He shuffled his feet, looking down the street again. He still had time to run.

	But what would he do? Where would he go? He was alone in the world except for his family. Although he’d been without them for a while, he didn’t know what he’d do on his own. What he’d allowed to happen was proof he didn’t know how to take care of himself. He didn’t want his family to take care of him, but he might not have any choice.

	How was this any better than the situation left behind?

	The door swung open. Richie hadn’t known who to expect, but it wasn’t his younger brother, Laurie. Laurie tried not to spend too much time with their parents. He was only nineteen and fiercely independent, something Richie admired.

	Laurie’s eyes went wide. “Richie?”

	Richie tried to smile, but that hurt, too. He was pretty sure the smile ended up being more similar to a grimace than anything else. “Hey, baby brother.”

	There was a guy behind Laurie, but Richie didn’t recognize him. His brother usually dated women, so he was surprised, but maybe he shouldn’t be. He hadn’t talked to Laurie in a while, and his brother had grown up. He’d changed, and Richie hadn’t known.

	Richie took a step forward to walk into the house. His foot caught on the welcome rug, and he stumbled. Laurie reached for him to keep him on his feet. He grabbed Richie’s arm, his hand landing on one of the bruises hidden under Richie’s clothes. Richie hissed, but he couldn’t do this on his own, so he leaned against his brother, almost crying in relief that someone had him.

	Laurie didn’t say anything. Instead, he helped Richie into the house. Richie felt like an old man, with all of his body hurting. He wanted nothing more than to go to his childhood bedroom, bury himself under the blankets, and sleep for a week. Maybe by the time he woke up, he’d be able to forget.

	“What happened to you?” Laurie asked as he helped Richie sit on a chair in the entrance.

	Richie was grateful Laurie wasn’t pulling him deeper inside the house for now. The guy was still hovering behind him, reinforcing what Richie thought about him being Laurie’s boyfriend. He wished he could distract himself with that, but Laurie wouldn’t let it go.

	He crouched in front of Richie. “Do I need to get you to a doctor?”

	That was the last thing Richie wanted. It was bad enough that his family would find out about everything. He didn’t want a stranger to know, too.

	He shook his head. “I’ll be fine. It’s not the first time this has happened.” The words were out before he could think better of it. He wanted to suck them back in, but he couldn’t.

	Laurie frowned. “Who did that to you?”

	He was angry, and it soothed something inside Richie. He might not want his brothers to know what had happened, but it felt good to have someone who wanted to protect him and stand up for him. Still, he forced himself to grin. “What will you do if I tell you? Will you go after him and hit him?” If it had been any of Richie’s other brothers, Richie would have believed they’d do exactly that. Laurie, though? He didn’t talk with his fists.

	Laurie leaned back. “No. I can’t afford to do that, not with a daughter waiting for me at home. I can send Jack and Andy, though. I’m pretty sure they wouldn’t mind doing it for me.”

	Richie gaped at his brother’s words. He’d heard that wrong, hadn’t he? There was no way Laurie had just said he had a daughter.

	But when Richie looked at the other people stepping into the entrance, his gaze caught on a little girl in Manuel’s arms. He recognized Manuel, his brother’s mate, but not the baby. Before he could ask who she was, his mother rushed him. She started hugging him, but quickly seemed to think better of it, and instead, she gently touched his shoulders.

	“Who’s that?” Richie asked, still looking at the baby.

	“My daughter, Melissa,” Laurie answered. “Are you going to tell us who did this to you?”

	Richie shook his head. If he had things his way, he was never telling anyone what Francis had done to him. “I promise I’m okay.”

	“You’re not okay,” his mom snapped. “That much is obvious, and you’re going to tell us what happened.”

	Richie had heard that tone so many times during his childhood that it almost made him smile. He was home, and no matter how hard the next few weeks would be, how impossible they felt right now, he wasn’t alone. He had to remember that. “There’s no need for that. I’m moving back home permanently, and that’s all you have to know.”

	Richie had no doubt that eventually his family would find out what happened. Until then, he’d do his best to hide everything from them. He didn’t want them to look at him with pity—or worse, disgust—because he hadn’t been able to defend himself.

	“When did you move away?” Laurie asked.

	Richie had never told his family he was moving out of town. Francis hadn’t given him time, and since Richie barely saw his parents and his brothers anyway, he hadn’t wanted to make waves. “I should have told you,” he said to no one in particular. “I left town a few months ago, and it was the worst thing I could have done. That’s over, though.” He was never going back. He couldn’t.

	“Does it have to do with Francis?” Jack asked.

	Richie glared at his brother. He’d tried keeping his relationship from his family, but with six brothers, it was never easy.

	“Who’s this Francis?” Manuel asked.

	“Richie’s boyfriend. Was he the one who hit you?”

	Damn Jack. He’d always seen too much, even though usually he behaved like he didn’t have a care in the world.

	Richie didn’t want to have this conversation, so he tried getting to his feet. He should have known his mother wouldn’t allow that to happen. She pushed him back into the chair, and he glared at her, too. Since there was no way he was talking back at her, he turned his attention to Jack.

	“Don’t stick your nose into this. Whatever happened with Francis is over. He’s never going to touch me again, and I want you to leave him alone.”

	Because the last thing Richie wanted was for his family to get hurt because of him, which was what would happen if they contacted Francis. No, it was better for all of them to stay away from Francis. Hopefully, he wouldn’t come looking for Richie.

	But Richie wasn’t betting on that.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Gilbert had peeked into the entrance when everyone had rushed there, but he’d quickly retreated when he’d seen what was happening.

	He knew Richie, although not personally. Laurie always talked about his brothers, but Richie was the one he mentioned least often. Apparently, Richie had always kept to himself, which Gilbert could understand. Having six brothers couldn’t be easy. There seemed to have been something more behind it, but it was none of Gilbert’s business. It wasn’t his place to stick his nose in this situation, so he’d retreated to the kitchen.

	He’d started cleaning up, unable to stop thinking about what was happening in the entrance. He’d known Laurie for a few years, and Laurie was his best friend. Gilbert had been surprised to get so close to him, but he loved him. He also loved Laurie’s family, and he was closer to them than he was to his own father. He knew all the brothers except for Richie.

	Gilbert frowned. He really should have met Richie before, since he’d been coming around for a few years. Why hadn’t he? He couldn’t remember ever seeing Richie before except in passing, and as far as he could remember, Richie had never come to a family dinner. Gilbert tried to be there every time he could, even though the Longs weren’t his family.

	He had so many questions, but he wouldn’t get answers to any of them. He had to stay away from the family for now, and he didn’t mind cleaning up. That way, Marie would be able to focus on her son.

	Gilbert had heard enough of the conversation to realize something was very wrong. The brothers had looked like they were ready to leave the house and find whoever had hurt their brother, and even though Gilbert was an only child, he understood the feeling. He’d hurt anyone who dared to beat Laurie the way Richie had been beaten.

	Gilbert winced when he thought about the wounds. They were the things he’d noticed right away. How could he not? Richie’s lower lip was split open, and while there was no blood to be seen, it had to be painful. That wasn’t the worst of it, though. Richie’s left eye was so swollen it would be a miracle if he could see anything through it. A large bruise covered part of his jaw, disappearing into the collar of his shirt, a sure sign there were more of them hidden under there. The way Richie moved also confirmed that. Gilbert suspected that every movement hurt him, and he was surprised to realize he wanted to go to Richie, get him into bed, and take care of him.

	Someone had beaten Richie up, and from what little Gilbert had heard before leaving the room, everyone knew who that someone was.

	“What are you doing?” Marie asked as she walked into the kitchen. Her eyes were red, but she wasn’t crying.

	“I’m cleaning up. I figured you had better things to focus on.”

	She grabbed one of the plates Gilbert had already rinsed and rinsed it again. “I can do that. You should go to the others.”

	“I’m sure they’d rather have some family time.”

	“You’re family, and you belong with us.”

	It wasn’t the first time Marie said something like that, but Gilbert suspected that he should stay away in this situation. Still, he was worried. “How’s Richie?”

	Marie put down the plate she was still holding. “I don’t know. Have you seen him?”

	“I have.” That was why Gilbert was asking.

	Marie’s expression crumpled, and Gilbert wondered if she was going to cry. She rubbed her eyes, her shoulders slumping. “He won’t tell us what happened to him, but I think Jack knows something. I wanted to ask him, but not in front of Richie. He’s already been hurt enough.”

	And if Richie didn’t want his mother to know what happened to him, he should be allowed to keep it to himself. Gilbert doubted he would. The family didn’t have secrets, at least not secrets that lasted. They always found out if something happened to one of theirs.

	“I’m sure he’ll tell you when he feels ready,” Gilbert murmured.

	Marie nodded and smiled, but it was tremulous. “We should give him time.”

	Gilbert wrapped his arms around Marie and pulled her into a hug. She wasn’t his mother, but she’d welcomed him with open arms, and he would never forget that. It was thanks to her and the rest of her family that he would always have a safe place. “I’m sure he’ll be fine.”

	She gently pushed him away. “Of course he will. He has us, and he’s home. Why don’t you go to the others? I’ll finish cleaning up.”

	Gilbert wanted to say no, but how could he? Maybe he’d manage to sneak away without anyone noticing. He suspected they were all too focused on Richie anyway.

	But when he went to the living room to grab his things, he found Laurie pacing the floor, Melissa in his arms. Richard and Alexis had moved to the living room, too, as had Richie, who was sitting on the edge of the couch, looking like he wanted to run away. Jack was leaning against the wall, a scowl on his face.

	Richie probably did want to run. As much as Gilbert loved this family, they could be a lot. Not everyone was here today, which was a relief, but he had no doubt they’d be informed about what had happened soon. He’s give it half an hour before all the brothers and their mates were home to talk to Richie.

	“Why won’t you tell us what happened?” Laurie asked. He squeezed Melissa, who giggled and grabbed a lock of his hair. Laurie reached up and untangled her fingers.

	“Because it’s none of your business,” Richie said.

	He sounded wary and tired, like he wanted nothing more than to get into bed. That was probably the case, but Gilbert didn’t suggest he do it.

	Laurie stopped in front of his brother. “How can you say that? Have you looked at yourself in the mirror today?”

	“Laurie,” Laurie’s father warned.

	He was always the voice of reason in the family, one of the calmer elements. From what Gilbert had seen, the only son who’d taken after him when it came to that was Hugh, who was usually quiet. The rest of his brothers, not so much. Gilbert didn’t know how Richie was, but for now, he wasn’t a talker.

	“What?” Laurie asked. “How can you be so calm?”

	“It’s Richie’s decision if he doesn’t want to tell us what happened to him or who did this,” Richard slowly said. His eyes were blazing, though, which told Gilbert he wasn’t as calm as he was trying to act.

	Gilbert wondered if he should just sneak out and come back for his cell phone later. He would have done just that if his car keys hadn’t been with it. As it was, he had no way to go home, which meant he was stuck, even though it made him uncomfortable.

	“At least tell us where Francis is,” Jack said.

	“I’m not going to do that,” Richie said.

	“Why not?”

	“Because I’m not an idiot. You’d go find him, and I don’t want that to happen.”

	“He hurt you,” Jack said. His voice was softer now but no gentler. He sounded like if he got his hands on Francis, Francis wouldn’t see tomorrow.

	Gilbert tended to agree with that. The problem was that no one here knew if Francis actually was responsible for this. Richie had hinted at it, but he hadn’t been open, and Gilbert understood. He might not have brothers, but he’d been spending enough time with Laurie’s to know what they’d do if they knew where this Francis guy was. They’d hunt him down and make sure he could never hurt Richie again. That was why Richie wasn’t telling them where he was, and it was smart.

	Gilbert might not know what had happened, but even he could tell that having the brothers find Francis and beat him up would only make things worse.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Richie had no intention of telling anyone where Francis was. He could too easily imagine what his brothers would do, and while he didn’t care what happened to Francis, Francis wouldn’t take whatever Richie’s brothers rained upon him nicely. If he couldn’t hurt them, he’d try to hurt Richie, and he’d already done enough of that. Richie didn’t want to go through it again.

	Besides, he wanted to forget Francis had ever existed. He didn’t want to think about him ever again, and telling his family what had happened meant he’d have to talk about him.

	He swallowed and looked around. Since he didn’t want to talk about Francis, it was better
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