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Sometimes the hardest person to put first is yourself.
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EDDIE’S LIFE IN GREEN Hill is simple—he has good friends, a good job he enjoys, and no complications. That is, until a buffalo shifter walks into his favorite coffee shop and turns his world upside down with a single look. The connection is instant, making Eddie wonder if this might be it, but Matthias is just passing through.

Matthias has spent his entire life being the one his family calls when things fall apart, the one who drops everything to solve everyone else’s problems. He’s learned to put himself last, but when he meets Eddie and realizes the human is his mate, Matthias faces an impossible choice—his family’s endless needs, or the future he’s always wanted.

Every time Matthias makes plans to finally be with Eddie, his family dumps another crisis into his lap. Eddie wants to believe Matthias will choose him, but how many times can he listen to his mate promise it’ll only take a few more days when they’ve barely had a few hours together since they met?

When Matthias finally makes his choice, will it be too late? Or can a man who’s spent his whole life saying yes to everyone else finally learn to say no to them and yes to himself?
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THE LINE AT GROUNDED was always ridiculous on Monday mornings, even though Green Hill was far from a big town, but Eddie had lost the coin toss, so here he was with Valentine and the new guy, waiting to order what felt like a hundred coffees for the crew.

“I’m telling you, it’s rigged,” Valentine said, leaning against the counter with his arms crossed. “That’s the third time this month you’ve lost.”

“It’s called probability,” Eddie said, pulling out his phone to check the list again. God only knew what would happen if he got something wrong. He’d have to listen to hours of whining. “And bad luck.”

“It’s called Les has a weighted coin,” Marcus chimed in. He’d only been working with them for two weeks, but he’d already figured out their boss’s tricks. “I saw him practicing flips in his truck last Friday.”

Eddie snorted. “Of course he does.” It would be just like Les, honestly. 

He scrolled through the group text, counting orders. “Okay, so that’s four large black coffees, three with cream and sugar, two cappuccinos, one of those weird oat milk things Derek likes—”

“It’s not weird,” Valentine interrupted. “It’s lactose intolerance.”

“As I said, one oat milk latte,” Eddie continued, “two espressos, Niall’s ridiculous coconut milk salted caramel concoction, and whatever you two want.”

Valentine whistled. “No wonder Jenna looks like she wants to murder someone.” He nodded toward the barista behind the counter, who looked like she wished the earth would swallow her up as she tried to manage the morning rush. “We should’ve called this in.”

“We did call it in,” Marcus said. “That’s why we’re standing here waiting instead of ordering.”

The three of them shuffled forward as the line moved. Eddie glanced at his watch. They had maybe fifteen minutes before Les started calling to ask where the hell they were. Their current job site was a twenty-minute drive outside Green Hill, and they hadn’t even gotten the coffee yet. Thankfully, Les was a good boss, so he wouldn’t hold it against them, especially once he had his coffee.

“So, Marcus,” Valentine said. “You settling in okay? Green Hill treating you right?”

Marcus shrugged. “Yeah, it’s good. Quieter than I’m used to, but that’s kind of why I moved here.”

If he wanted quiet, he was going to have plenty of it in Green Hill. “Where are you from?” Eddie asked, inching forward in the queue.

“Chicago. Got tired of the noise and everything.” Marcus ran a hand through his dark hair. “My sister lives about an hour from here. She kept telling me I should get out of the city, so here I am. It’s kind of weird, but I don’t hate it.”

“Well, you picked a good place to move,” Valentine said. “And a good company to work for. Les is fair, and the crew’s solid.”

“Everyone’s been pretty cool,” Marcus agreed. “Except maybe Derek. That guy never stops talking about his truck.”

Eddie laughed. “Yeah, just nod and smile. He’ll run out of steam eventually.”

“Does he ever actually drive the thing? It’s too clean to be a work truck.”

“That’s because it’s not a work truck,” Valentine said. “It’s his baby. He drives that beat-up Ford for actual work.”

They were almost to the front of the line now. Eddie could see Jenna moving between the espresso machine and the register as she rushed to keep up with orders. Poor girl. 

The bell above the door chimed, and Eddie glanced over out of habit. 

That was when he saw him.

The guy who walked in wasn’t local. Eddie had lived in Green Hill his entire life, and he knew pretty much everyone, at least by sight, even the new people. This man was a stranger. Tall, broad-shouldered, with dark hair and biceps that Eddie kind of wanted to take a bite of. He was wearing jeans and a flannel shirt, nothing fancy, but something about him made Eddie’s brain stop working.

Maybe it was the way he moved, or the slight furrow in his brow, or maybe it was just that Eddie hadn’t seen anyone that attractive walk into Grounded in, well, ever.

The man’s gaze moved around the coffee shop, taking in the crowd, and their eyes met.

Eddie froze.

It wasn’t just eye contact. It was eye contact. The stranger’s gaze locked on Eddie’s, and for a second, neither of them looked away. Eddie couldn’t have even if he’d tried. There was something intense in the man’s expression that Eddie almost recognized, but he’d never seen this man before. He’d remember.

The moment stretched. Eddie’s heart did something weird in his chest. The man’s lips parted slightly, like he was about to say something, and Eddie felt an inexplicable urge to walk over there and—

“Eddie.”

Valentine’s voice snapped him back to reality. Eddie blinked and turned, finding Valentine grinning at him like he’d just won the lottery. That didn’t bode well.

“What?” Eddie asked.

“You’re staring.”

“I’m not.” Marcus was grinning too, and yeah, okay, Eddie had definitely been staring. “I was just looking.”

“You definitely were.” Valentine’s smile widened. “At that guy who just walked in.”

Eddie’s face felt warm. “Shut up.”

“No, no, I saw that,” Valentine said, turning to get a better look at the stranger, who’d moved to stand near the door, maybe waiting for the line to die down. “He’s cute. And he was definitely looking back at you.”

“He was not,” Eddie muttered, but he glanced back toward the man anyway. The stranger was looking at his phone now, but there was a tension in his shoulders that suggested that he was aware of Eddie’s attention. Great. Now Eddie was being creepy.

“He was absolutely looking back,” Marcus confirmed. “I saw it, too.”

“Both of you need to mind your business,” Eddie said, but he knew they wouldn’t. 

What the hell was wrong with him? He didn’t get like this. He’d dated plenty of people, and none of them had ever made him feel like this just from eye contact. Maybe he’d eaten something weird last night.

Valentine leaned closer. “You should go talk to him.”

“What? No.”

“Why not?”

“Because we’re here to get coffee for the crew, not hit on random strangers.”

“We’re waiting anyway,” Valentine pointed out. “Order’s not ready yet. You’ve got time.”

“We’re technically working already.”

“Eddie.” Valentine put a hand on Eddie’s shoulder, his expression turning serious. “When was the last time you went on a date?”

Eddie scowled. “I don’t know. A couple months ago?”

“Try six,” Valentine said. “And that guy looked at you like you were the only person in this coffee shop.”

“He’s probably just passing through,” Eddie said, even though the thought made something in his chest tighten uncomfortably. 

“So? It doesn’t mean you can’t say hi.” Valentine gave him a little push. “Go. We’ll wait for the coffee.”

“I hate you,” Eddie muttered.

“You love me,” Valentine shot back. “Now go before I do it for you.”

Eddie shot him a glare, but his feet were already moving before his brain could catch up. It was stupid. It was so stupid. The guy was probably straight, or taken, or not interested, or all of the above. Eddie was going to walk over there, make a fool of himself, and then have to come back and face Valentine’s disappointment. Why should Valentine be disappointed anyway? It was none of his business.

But Eddie was already halfway across the coffee shop, and the stranger was looking up from his phone, and their eyes met again, and, yeah, okay. Eddie was doing this.

He stopped close enough to talk, but not so close that it was weird. Up close, the man was even more attractive. His dark eyes looked warm in the light from the windows, and his mouth quirked up slightly at one corner like he was fighting a smile. Maybe he was laughing at Eddie. Eddie definitely would if he weren’t freaking out.

“Hi,” he said, and wow, his voice sounded way more confident than he felt. He’d expected a squeak. “I, uh, I’m Eddie.”

The stranger blinked, and for a second, Eddie thought he was going to brush him off. But then his expression softened, and he smiled, and Eddie’s heart did that skip-thump thing again.

“Matthias,” the man said. His voice was deep and a little rough, like he hadn’t used it in a while. “Everyone calls me Matt.”

“Nice to meet you, Matt.” Eddie shifted his weight from foot to foot, suddenly aware of how awkward he had to look just standing there. “Are you new to Green Hill? I haven’t seen you around.”

“Just passing through,” Matt said. “Needed to stop for coffee before I keep driving.”

Passing through. Of course he was. 

Just Eddie’s luck.

* * * *
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MATTHIAS HAD BEEN STARING at his phone, pretending to read a text he’d already memorized, when he’d felt someone watching him.

He’d been right.

The man from the counter—Eddie, Matthias now knew—had been watching him. Matthias’s first instinct when Eddie said hi was to check behind himself to make sure Eddie wasn’t talking to someone else, but no. His dark eyes were locked on Matthias. What did he want? Matthias didn’t know, and he wasn’t sure he cared.

“Well, you picked the best coffee shop in town.” Eddie’s smile had faltered at Matt’s words, which didn’t make sense, but it returned. “Only coffee shop in town, actually, but still the best.”

Matthias huffed out a laugh. “Good to know.”

There was a pause, and Matthias tried to think of something to say. He wasn’t good at small talk with strangers, flirting, or whatever this was. He spent most of his time either working or dealing with his family’s endless crises. He didn’t have time for casual conversations with attractive men in coffee shops.

But he wanted to, especially this time. He wanted to keep talking to Eddie.

“Where are you headed?” Eddie asked, and Matthias was grateful for the lifeline.

“Picking up my sister,” he said. The thought of Jenna made his jaw clench, but he tried to keep his expression neutral. “She’s a few hours east of here. Got herself into a situation, so I’m playing rescue mission.”

“That’s nice of you,” Eddie said. “The rescue mission part, I mean. Not the situation.”

Matthias felt his lips curl into a smile despite himself. “Yeah, well. She’s my sister. What else am I gonna do?”

It was the truth, even if it sometimes felt like a burden. Jenna called, and Matthias dropped everything. That’s how it had always been. That’s how it would always be, and that went for everyone in Matt’s family.

“I get that,” Eddie said. “Family’s important.”

“Yeah.” Matthias let his gaze linger on Eddie’s face, taking in the lines around his eyes, the shadow of stubble on his jaw, and the way his hair was slightly messy like he’d rushed out the door this morning. He wanted to remember Eddie, standing here in this coffee shop, looking at Matthias like he mattered. It didn’t make sense, but Matt had learned to enjoy these little moments of happiness when he could. They didn’t happen often. “You from here?”

“Yep,” Eddie said. “Lived here my whole life. It’s a good town. Quiet, but good.”

“Seems nice,” Matthias said, even though he hadn’t seen much beyond the road he’d gotten in from and this coffee shop. He hadn’t stopped thinking about Jenna and how he was going to handle whatever mess she’d gotten herself into this time.

Eddie shifted his weight again, and Matthias realized he was running out of time. Eddie’s friends were still watching from the counter, and Matthias needed to order his coffee and get back on the road. 

He didn’t want to. He wanted to stay here, talking to a stranger who made him feel like maybe the world wasn’t just an endless string of obligations. He wanted to ignore Jenna and the rest of his family and their demands.

“I should let you get back to your friends,” Matthias said, nodding toward the two men by the counter. “They’re staring.”

Eddie glanced over his shoulder, and Matthias watched his expression change. One of the men gave a thumbs-up, and Eddie’s cheeks flushed darker. It made Matthias smile. It was obvious that Eddie was close to his people in a way Matthias wasn’t close to anyone, not even his family.

Especially not them.

“Yeah, sorry about them,” Eddie said, turning back. “We’re just here picking up coffee for work. Construction crew. Big order.”

“Construction?” Matthias didn’t want the conversation to end yet. “What kind?”

“Residential, mostly. Houses, additions, renovations, that kind of thing.”

Matthias nodded. “Sounds nice.”

“It is.” Eddie hesitated, then added, “You do any kind of work like that?”

“Kinda,” Matthias said. “I’ve done a little bit of everything, honestly. Right now, I’m mostly doing freelance handyman stuff. Whatever pays.” Whatever gave him the freedom to be available when his family called. He’d tried doing different things, but he’d been let go from his last job when his mother had come looking for him and made a scene.

Eddie’s expression softened. “That’s cool,” Eddie said. “If you ever need work in the area, we’re always looking for good people.”

The offer caught Matthias off guard. It was casual, probably just Eddie being polite, but it felt like more...almost like Eddie wanted him to have a reason to come back. “I’ll keep that in mind,” Matthias said, meaning it more than he probably should. He knew it wouldn’t happen, not with the family he had, but it was a nice thought.

Matthias’s chest tightened. This was dangerous. He couldn’t afford to get attached to someone he’d just met and who lived hours away from where Matthias needed to be. He had Jenna to pick up and a dozen other responsibilities waiting for him.

“So, uh...” Eddie started before pausing. He seemed to be trying to build himself up. “If you ever drive through again, you should stop by. The coffee really is good.”

It was a weak excuse, and they both knew it. But Matthias found himself nodding anyway. “Yeah. Maybe I will.”

He heard the way the words didn’t quite land as a promise. Matthias saw the way Eddie’s expression flickered as he lost hope. Eddie moved, just a half-step closer, and it happened.

His scent hit Matthias like a punch to the nose.

It wasn’t strong, hidden under the smell of coffee and the perfume of one particular lady, but it was there, curling into Matthias’s nose and lighting up every nerve ending in his body.

Mate.

The word slammed through Matthias’s mind. His buffalo surged forward, desperate and possessive, demanding that Matthias move closer to Eddie and do something. His hands clenched into fists at his sides, and it took every ounce of control he had not to reach out and pull Eddie closer so he could bury his face against Eddie’s neck and breathe in more of his scent.

This couldn’t be happening, not when Matthias was on his way to pick up Jenna and had a hundred other things demanding his attention. He couldn’t afford to complicate his life any further, and meeting his mate would definitely do that.

But their bond didn’t care about any of that. It was there, pulling at Matthias. Eddie was his mate, and that was that. Eddie was the person Matthias’s buffalo—and Matthias—had been waiting for their entire life.

Matthias’s mind raced. Eddie couldn’t know because he’d have reacted differently. He smelled human to Matthias, although there were hints that he was in close contact with shifters. 

Matthias opened his mouth, not sure what he was going to say, when Eddie’s friend called from the counter.

“Eddie! Order’s up!”

Eddie winced, and Matthias felt his buffalo get angry at the interruption. Eddie took a step back, and it took everything Matthias had not to follow.

“That’s my cue,” Eddie said, and there was genuine regret in his voice. “It was really nice to meet you, Matt.”

“You, too,” Matthias managed, and his voice came out rougher than he intended.

Eddie lingered for a moment, like he was waiting for something, but Matthias’s brain was still frozen from the mate bond revelation, and he didn’t know what to say.

Eddie turned to walk back to his friends. Matthias couldn’t let him just walk away. 

Eddie reached his friends at the counter. They were loading up with coffee carriers, laughing about something. Eddie grabbed one of the carriers, then paused. He said something to his friends, and the tall one laughed. The other one shook his head but was grinning.

Eddie pulled out his phone, typed something quickly, then waved his friends toward the door.

Matthias’s heart stuttered. What was happening?

The two men gathered up the mountain of coffee cups and carriers between them. One of them said something that made Eddie roll his eyes, then both men headed for the exit, juggling their massive order. The same man glanced back once, catching Matthias’s eye, and his expression was knowing and amused.

The door swung shut behind them, but Eddie was still there.

He turned around, and their gazes met across the coffee shop.

* * * *
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EDDIE WAS GOING TO be teased endlessly, but for some reason, he was willing to deal with that if it meant spending more time with Matthias. He wasn’t sure what it was about the man, but this was the most interested Eddie had been in anyone in a long while, and he wasn’t ready to leave.

Which was why he’d texted his boss to tell him he had something to take care of and would be late for work.

Les wouldn’t mind, especially after Valentine told him why. They’d probably both be waiting for Eddie to get to work later, eager to ask him how things had gone. He hoped he wouldn’t have to tell them he’d made a mess of things.

He wasn’t sure what to do now. Maybe doing this would make him seem a little too eager. Maybe Matthias would find it annoying or weird. Even if that was what happened, Eddie didn’t have anything to lose, did he? At worst, Matthias would leave, and Eddie would never see him again. At best, well...

Eddie was sure something was happening between them. He didn’t know if Matthias was human, shifter, or something else, but he wanted to find out. He didn’t want to let himself think about the possibilities if Matthias wasn’t human. It was too soon and too random, but he’d learned to listen to his instincts a long time ago, even though he was only human. No matter how things ended, sticking around had been the right thing to do.

He just hoped it would end well, even though he didn’t know what well meant in this case.

He sucked in a breath and slid his phone into his pocket. He was still watching Matt, and Matt was watching him. Eddie
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