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        who's had to wait

        for an oblivious man

        to see what’s right

        in front of him.
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      Most people impulse buy shoes or a new purse. Not me. I bought an old farmstead on the opposite side of the country, sight unseen.

      At the time, an idyllic cottage in the mountains, where I could set up an animal shelter, had sounded ideal, but nothing could prepare me for the reality.

      That cottage? It’s in ruins. And I’m woefully unequipped to manage the horse-riding school that’s supposed to fund my shelter.

      Enter Cal Hughes, the local veterinarian. Where I’m a walking disaster, he’s the type who never has a hair out of place on his ridiculously handsome head. He’s my salvation. He’s calm, collected, and knows what he’s doing. If anyone can help me through this, it’s him.

      But in my usual style, I tumble head over heels for the guy who’s least likely to want my brand of chaos in his life. Cal likes everything ordered, and I don’t fit into his carefully structured existence… do I?

      
        
        Click or tap here to get your free copy of Everything I Dreamed Of!
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      SUMMER

      

      “Are you sure you want to do this?” Bailey asked as we wove between people, making our way to the makeshift dance floor at Drunken Destiny. Bodies writhed as our graduating class let loose, celebrating the end of our school career and the beginning of whatever came next.

      “I’m certain.” Despite the nerves that rioted in my gut. “I’ve waited long enough. It’s time.”

      I was officially no longer a high school student. I was old enough to vote, drink, and have sex. I was a woman now, not a girl, and it was about time Asher Heaton realized it.

      Bailey sipped her juice. “How are you going to ask him?”

      “I’m going to get straight to the point. I’ve been practicing in the mirror.”

      She rolled her eyes, her mouth curling in a smile. “Of course you have.”

      I drank a few mouthfuls of raspberry vodka, my eyes finding Asher in the semi-dark. After years of seeing him at nearly every family gathering, recognizing his profile was easy. He stood beside my older brother, Liam. 

      His best friend.

      I couldn’t see Asher’s face, but I knew it was gorgeous. Square, but with a pointed chin. Dark eyes and rich chocolatey colored hair. Then there were those broad shoulders. I’d spent so much time staring at his back that I could practically draw them blindfolded. 

      “So…are you going to do it?” Bailey asked, perhaps concerned by the fact I hadn’t moved an inch. “If you don’t want to, that’s fine. There’s no rush.”

      I brushed my hair away from my face. I’d left it loose because Bailey said it made me look older. 

      “I’m just preparing myself,” I said. 

      After all, it wasn’t easy to tell a man you’d loved him since the dawn of time. Or for the past few years, at least. Although I’d decided not to use the word “love”, in case that scared him off. But that didn’t make the prospect of spilling my guts to him any less intimidating.

      “You’ve got this.” Bailey hugged me. “You’re stunning. You’re smart. You’re kind. He’d be lucky to have you.”

      Aww.

      “I love you,” I told her. 

      “Love you too, beautiful. Go and get him.”

      I straightened my back and clasped the bottle more tightly. I took one step, and then another. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Sam from school ask Bailey to dance. She set her glass aside and took his arms as they began to move. 

      Another step. 

      I made my way slowly around the people watching the action. Neither Liam nor Asher were on the dance floor. In fact, they were hardly paying the dancers any attention at all. 

      A guy tripped in front of me, and I darted out of the way as he caught himself in a drunken stumble and managed not to fall. I waited for him to get out of the way before continuing. Finally, I stood before Liam and Asher, my heart beating a mile a minute. 

      “Um, hey.” I cleared my throat, and they both turned to me. 

      A smile creased Liam’s face. He was my third oldest brother, after the twins—Max and Nate—and he fell solidly in the midzone as far as brotherly protectiveness went. Nate and Connor were the most protective, while Max and Toby tended to think I could take care of myself. Liam sat somewhere in between.

      “Hey, Summer,” he said. “You’re officially done with school. How’s it feel?”

      “Pretty good,” I admitted. “Although I’m still going to be a student.”

      He shrugged. “It’s a bit different though, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah.” I glanced at Asher, and he sent me his charming, toothy smile. “Liam, can I talk to Ash alone for a minute?”

      “Sure.” Liam looked surprised but didn’t argue. 

      “Thanks.” Before Asher could protest or Liam could change his mind, I took his hand and pulled him toward the corner. Actually, this would probably be best done outside. There would be less risk of being interrupted or overheard.

      “Do you mind going outside with me?” I asked. 

      “That’s fine.” 

      He disentangled his fingers from mine but followed close behind. A shiver of awareness rippled up my spine. He was so much bigger than me. Wider through the shoulders, with strong arms I’d dreamed of having wrap around me. He always smelled of the woods, and I longed to bury my face in his chest and breathe him in.

      We left through the main entrance, and I slipped around the side of the pub, into an alley between Drunken Destiny and the neighboring building. I shivered again, this time with anticipation. 

      Asher shrugged off his jacket and offered it to me. “You’re cold.”

      I bit my lip. Of all the times I’d imagined myself wearing his clothes, it had never been out of practicality. More of a silly fantasy where he instructed me to walk around naked except for his T-shirt. 

      Still, this was romantic because it was real. Even if I wasn’t actually cold. I took the jacket and slipped my arms into the sleeves, inhaling his scent.

      “What’s up?” he asked, putting his hands in his pockets. 

      “I…’ I gathered all my courage and took a breath. “I like you.”

      His mouth quirked. “I’m glad to hear it.”

      I rolled my eyes. Men are so dense. “No, I mean I like you. I think you’re really handsome, and maybe we could date.”

      The last words ran together in a nearly incomprehensible stream.

      His eyebrows knitted together. “Summer—”

      “I’m eighteen now,” I blurted out, cutting him off. I couldn’t read his expression, and since he hadn’t swept me into his arms, I was scared of what he might say. “I’m not at school anymore. I’m an adult.”

      He winced and tugged his hand through his hair. “You know I care about you.”

      My stomach sank. Somehow, that didn’t sound good. “I do.”

      “I know you used to have a crush on me,” he said. 

      I fought the urge to bury my face in my hands as humiliation swamped me. He knew? 

      “I thought you’d gotten over it,” he continued. “I’m sorry, Summer, but I don’t see you that way.”

      I looked down. There was absolutely no way I could gaze into his eyes as he crushed my heart. To my mortification, tears welled in my eyes. I blinked rapidly, and tried to swallow but there was an enormous lump in my throat. 

      “Have you tried?” I asked quietly. “Maybe you’ve just never tried to look at me that way, but if you do, you’ll see how good we can be together.”

      He put his hand on my shoulder, and I immediately shook it off. “I’m really sorry, but it’s not going to happen. To me, you’re Liam’s little sister. That’s just the way it is.”

      Then, I couldn’t stop the tears. They streaked down my face, and I felt every inch a girl and not at all a woman. 

      He reached for me. “Don’t cry, Summer.”

      “Don’t touch me,” I sniffed, pulling away from him. 

      For five years, I’d had a crush on him.

      I always pictured us sharing a happily ever after in Destiny Falls once I was old enough. 

      What a joke.
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      SUMMER

      

      As I listened to my date, Ben, explain his job—something for an accountancy firm that wasn’t actually accounting—the door at the Destiny Peak Resort’s onsite restaurant swung inward and a pretty brunette stepped through. 

      I took a moment to appreciate her dress, which was a classy black number, and started to turn back to my date. But then the man behind the brunette caught my attention and my stomach flipped over. 

      Asher goddamn Heaton. 

      Could I not go on a first date without the object of my unrequited affection showing up to torment me? 

      I sighed. Suddenly, it didn’t matter that the restaurant was warm and cozy with lovely music playing in the background and the scent of gourmet food permeating the air. Nor did it matter that Ben was good-looking in a generic kind of way, and that he’d treated me with kindness and respect. 

      Because if Asher was here, our date wouldn’t go anywhere. I simply didn’t have it in me to focus on another man when he was present.

      I could at least try not to be rude though, so I aimed my face toward Ben and curved my lips, hoping to give the impression I was still interested. There was no reason to offend him just because I was hopelessly hung up on someone who didn’t want me. 

      I tuned in just in time to hear, “…and you?”

      Shit. What had he been saying? Something about his job. Perhaps he’d asked about mine. 

      “Do you like being a vet?” he repeated, and I thanked my lucky stars he hadn’t caught me out.

      “I love it,” I said truthfully. “I’ve always known what I wanted to do, and I never went through that phase some people have where they become disillusioned with their dream job. It has its downsides—I hate seeing animals in pain—but that just makes it more special when I’m able to help.”

      I glanced at Asher and his companion out of the corner of my eye. Was she his date? Were they seeing each other? I hadn’t heard anything about him dating, but he wasn’t one to gossip about the women in his life as much as my twin, Toby, did.

      Maybe she was just a fling. But she’d clearly gone to a lot of effort to look nice, which implied there was more to it than that.

      “Do you have any pets of your own?” Ben asked.

      “No. Living alone, and with my busy work schedule, it doesn’t seem practical. But hopefully when I settle down with someone, we can get one together.”

      He smiled, his eyes twinkling. “Cat or dog?”

      “No preference.”

      The server brought Asher and his maybe-date to the table beside ours. I made eye contact with Asher, careful not to cringe. This was awkward. Especially because now all I could think about was how Ben might be handsome, but his face wasn’t nearly as interesting as Asher’s, and he didn’t have any tattoos like Asher did.

      I loved those tattoos.

      “I like dogs best,” Ben said. 

      If he noticed my distraction, he was polite enough not to mention it.

      “Excuse me,” I heard Asher say to the server. “Could we sit somewhere else?”

      My cheeks heated, and I wished I could disappear in a puff of smoke. The awkwardness was one thing when we were ignoring it. Making a request like that would only bring everyone’s attention to the problem. 

      The server wrung her hands. “I’m afraid not. There aren’t any other available tables.”

      He gestured to one across the room. “What about over there?”

      “It’s reserved for a group who should be arriving in ten minutes.”

      “It’s fine,” I said. 

      Ben frowned and it took him a moment to realize I wasn’t addressing him. 

      “Honestly, sit down, Ash.” I forced myself to smile. “It isn’t a problem.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes.” I refused to meet his eyes. My gut rolled nauseatingly. I didn’t want to hear him flirting with another woman, but there was no other choice, and the longer he dragged it out, the more awkward this would become. 

      He pulled out a chair for his date, and then sat. I tried very hard not to listen as the server took their drink order.

      Ben leaned across the table toward me. “What was that about?”

      I grimaced. “He’s my brother’s best friend. We don’t get along very well.”

      “Oh.” He glanced around, and then said, “We could go somewhere else if you prefer. Or see if we can take our meals to go?”

      “It’s fine.” If I said it enough times, maybe it would become true. “Thank you, though. That was a kind offer.”

      He seemed like a good person, and he deserved better than a half-hearted date. Unfortunately, I felt nothing for him but gratitude and a general sense of liking. Nothing on the same level as the belly flips and heart flutters I experienced when Asher was around.

      I’d come to hate those intensely. 

      Our meals arrived nine minutes later. I knew this because every second that passed with Asher next to me, on a date with another woman, was downright excruciating. I plastered a smile on my face and told Ben about my big, chaotic family while he did his best to entertain me with stories from his accountancy firm, but my heart wasn’t in it.

      All I could think of was whether Asher intended to kiss his date after dinner…or take her home with him.

      When she reached across the table and touched his hand, my teeth gritted, and I nearly growled at her. I wanted to shout that Asher was mine and that if she had a problem with that, she could wrestle me. Winner takes all. Growing up with five brothers had honed my wrestling skills.

      But I wasn’t feral, so I settled for ignoring her.

      My chicken was perfectly cooked, as was Ben’s steak, but I barely noticed as I ate on autopilot. I managed to maintain a conversation about university, and another about my favorite places to hike—apparently, he was an indoor guy, so maybe he wasn’t perfect after all. 

      Once we’d finished the meal, I excused myself to the bathroom and returned just in time to hear Asher’s date let out a peal of laughter as pretty as she was. 

      “Can we go?” I asked Ben quietly. “I don’t feel well.”

      “Sure.” 

      We paid the bill fifty-fifty and I donned my coat before we exited the building. It was June, and we were coming into winter, so the sky was dark, and a chill had already descended over the mountainside. We walked to Ben’s car, and he opened the passenger door for me like a gentleman. 

      I felt nothing other than guilt.

      “Could we have a do-over?” I asked when he settled into the driver’s seat. “Perhaps in Queenstown?”

      That was where he lived, and we were far less likely to run into anyone I knew there, than here.

      He glanced at me as he started the engine. “I don’t think there’s any point seeing each other again when you’re clearly not emotionally available.”

      My shoulders slumped and the guilt sunk its teeth in harder. “I’m so sorry.”

      If he’d picked up on it, I must have been obvious. How mortifying. 

      He smiled, and to my surprise, it was gentle rather than annoyed. “I know how it feels. I’ve been there. But there’s still no point wasting each other’s time.”

      “I know,” I whispered, staring out the window so he wouldn’t see the tears trying to come to the surface. Why did he have to be so understanding? And why did my heart insist on beating for Asher and no one else? I wished I could be something other than a mess who ruined any chance of having a real relationship. 

      We didn’t talk much while Ben drove me home, but the silence wasn’t awkward. It was resigned. We’d both accepted that nothing else would happen between us, and fortunately, neither of us was too hurt by that. 

      He took the mountain road slowly and drove to my cottage on the far side of Destiny Falls. I thanked him, said goodnight, and made my way to the front door. My heart ached with how much I wished there was someone inside, waiting for me to come home. 

      Nights like tonight, loneliness pressed in on me, and I could no longer pretend not to feel it. 

      I entered, locked the door behind myself, and checked my phone. There was a message from Asher. I opened it. 

      Asher: Are you okay?

      “Far from it,” I muttered, and plugged the phone into the charger without replying. 

      Of course he would be thoughtful via text. Any time I saw him in real life these days, all we did was snap at each other or say the wrong thing. But perhaps that was for the best. After all, the last time he’d been nice to me, he’d been drunk off his ass.

      He’d hit on me at a party, and I’d been ecstatic for a few seconds, until I realized that he’d never go anywhere near me sober, and that if anything were to happen between us while he was drunk, he’d regret it. I’d let him down gently, hoping he’d come back in the morning and tell me he’d meant every word.

      Of course, he never did. Because Asher Heaton didn’t really want me. He’d made that painfully clear.
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      ASHER

      

      I surreptitiously took my phone from my pocket beneath the table and glanced at the screen. Still no reply from Summer. 

      Worry knitted in my gut. Was she okay? She’d seemed upset when they left, and as much as I enjoy winding her up on occasion, this was different. I’d never want to see her truly hurt. 

      “What’s wrong?” Kylie asked. 

      “Nothing.” I returned my phone to my pocket. I obviously needed to work on my stealth skills.

      Kylie sipped from her glass of wine, set it down, and cocked her head. “So, who was the girl?”

      I frowned. “Huh?”

      She arched her eyebrow, looking at me as if I was an idiot. “The one who was sitting beside us earlier. You could hardly take your eyes off her.”

      Ugh. Awkward. 

      “It’s not what you think,” I said weakly. 

      She popped the last piece of fish into her mouth and held my gaze while she chewed and swallowed. “And what do I think?”

      Yeah, no way in hell was I stupid enough to try to answer that. No man could ever know exactly what a woman was thinking. 

      “She’s my best friend’s little sister,” I explained. “She used to have a bit of a crush on me, and I was worried she might be upset by seeing me on a date.”

      “Hmm.” She narrowed her eyes. “I believe you.”

      I had no idea why that was such a relief. I’d told her the truth, after all. 

      “I don’t think she’s the only one who was bothered by someone else’s date though,” she added.

      I stiffened. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      That was a big fat lie. 

      Kylie pushed her plate away and positioned her wine glass in front of herself. “Are you sure you don’t feel something for her too?”

      Damn. She had to go and say it. 

      “It’s not like that.” Another lie. Or, at least, a partial one.

      When Summer had returned from university, properly grown up, she’d blindsided me. I honestly hadn’t expected to ever see her as anything other than Liam’s baby sister, but I’d barely run into her at all for years because her avoidance game was top notch, so by the time I did, she’d transitioned from a pretty girl into a knockout woman. 

      Not that I’d ever been able to tell her as much. I’d tried once, and she’d sassed and snarked until I gave up and snarked right back. Now, that was pretty much all we did with each other.

      “Whatever you say,” Kylie replied, then muttered something about men that I couldn’t quite hear. 

      Fortunately, she didn’t want to stay for dessert, because I was in no mood to linger. I’d liked Kylie when I’d met her during a callout to the adventure company where she worked, but something about having Summer nearby had put a dampener on any potential chemistry between us. 

      We headed to our cars. We’d driven separately, since we’d come from different directions. As we emerged into the cool night air, the stars sparkling overhead, Kylie turned to me.

      “Can I give you some advice?” she asked.

      I bit my tongue so I wouldn’t say no. I owed her enough to listen after a dud of a night.

      “Ask your friend’s sister on a date before you take another girl out. Work through whatever you need to work through. It’s not fair to future partners if you have that kind of emotional connection with someone else.”

      I pursed my lips. “It isn’t that simple.”

      There were years of history between Summer and me. I’d been like a brother to her when we were growing up, and if I got involved with her and messed it up, I’d lose my oldest and most important friendship.

      Liam had made no bones about the kind of man he thought Summer needed. Someone stable, well-balanced, and uncomplicated. That wasn’t me. Not only was my work-life balance practically non-existent, but my job was unpredictable and occasionally dangerous. She deserved better.

      Besides, it was jumping the gun to even assume she returned my interest. Given how she’d shot me down a while ago, there was every chance she’d moved on from her teenage crush.

      It was for the best, but I still couldn’t help feeling disappointed.

      “It doesn’t have to be complicated,” Kylie said, dragging me back to the present. “You’re the one making it like that.”

      “I’ll consider what you’ve said.” I wouldn’t really, but I could hardly be rude to her after that shitshow of a date. 

      “Good.” She patted my arm and backed away. “Maybe I’ll see you around.”

      Frustration simmered in my gut as I got into my car and drove home. As soon as I was inside, I shed my clothes, pulled on a pair of cycle shorts, and headed for my exercise bike. I put my earbuds in, turned on a rock soundtrack, and cycled until sweat coated my skin and my breath came in harsh pants. 

      My thighs burned, but I pushed harder. Cycling like this—whether inside or on one of the many mountain bike trails that cut through the forest around Destiny Falls—was the only thing that could quiet my thoughts. 

      Meditation didn’t work. My mind whirred too quickly for that. Nor did journaling or tai chi or fucking yoga. I’d tried them all. Drinking might take the edge off, but I’d never given it a real go. I didn’t need another problem. At least working out my restlessness on a bike was a reasonably healthy coping mechanism.

      Eventually, Cookie decided I’d had enough. She parked her fluffy bum on the ground in front of the cycle and meowed over and over until I dismounted on shaky legs and scooped her into my arms.

      “You are such a little demon,” I told her, burying my face against her belly and nuzzling her. 

      She grabbed my head playfully, without digging her sharp claws in. I carried her to the kitchen and set her on the floor. She immediately ran to her food bowl, her tail swishing. 

      “Fine.” I grabbed her treats from the cupboard and poured a few into the bowl. 

      My phone vibrated on the kitchen counter. I checked, hoping it was Summer, but found a message from Liam instead. 

      Liam: How was your date?

      Sighing, I dragged my hand down my face. I could hardly tell him that I was too distracted by his gorgeous sister and my impossible feelings for her to make a real connection with Kylie.

      Asher: There was no chemistry.

      I tamped down a flare of guilt and put the phone aside while I showered. As I dried, I stretched my legs, realizing that I should have done it sooner. Summer was messing with my mind. 

      By the time I checked my phone again, I’d received another two messages from Liam.

      Liam: Too bad. Sorry, man.

      Liam: Off to bed. Talk tomorrow.

      I sent him a quick goodnight, hoping it wouldn’t wake him, and went to my own bed. Cookie must have finished her treats because she was curled on the spare pillow. I climbed in and switched off the light.

      As soon as I lay on my back, she crawled onto my chest and started purring. If I wasn’t used to it, the pressure and noise would probably keep me awake, but this had become our routine ever since I’d adopted her two years ago. 

      I stroked her and closed my eyes. An image of Summer flashed through my mind. Not as she’d been tonight, wholesomely pretty in dark jeans and a blouse, but as she’d been the night of her graduation. The evening I’d done my best to let her down gently but firmly. 

      In the end, it hadn’t mattered how gentle I’d been. She’d looked devastated, with unshed tears in her eyes and her mouth twisted with the effort not to cry. 

      If only I’d known how much I’d come to regret my words to her that day.
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      SUMMER

      

      I parked outside my parents’ house and groaned at the sight of Asher’s silver sedan pulling up on the opposite side of the road. 

      After my disastrous date last night, I wanted to avoid him for as long as possible, so I threw open the car door and hurried around the car to grab the platter of cheeses, crackers, and dried fruit that I’d brought for brunch. 

      The cold air nipped at my skin as I shut the door, clicked the button on my key fob to lock it, and made a beeline for the house. 

      Too slow. Asher cut me off part way there. 

      “Hey,” he said, his expression serious. “Are you okay—”

      “Fine,” I interrupted, relief thrumming through my veins as Liam and Kennedy’s vehicle turned onto the street and parked beside Asher’s. I raced toward their car, knowing he wouldn’t mention anything where Liam could overhear. 

      I opened one of the back doors and Daisy spilled out. The golden labrador mix-breed bounced around me excitedly, and I balanced the platter on one hand so I could give her some love. 

      “Hey, Summer,” Kennedy said as she got out of the passenger side. 

      “Hi, Kenz.” I circled around and hugged her, then dared to glance at Asher, who was watching me with an eyebrow raised. 

      Liam got out and locked the car. He had a container tucked under his arm. My best guess was that Kennedy had made brownies. Baking wasn’t her forte, but she could manage brownies and a few other staples safely enough. 

      “Good date last night?” Kennedy asked, a little too loudly. 

      I shot her a look. “Not great. Details later.” 

      Liam seemed to be having the same conversation with Asher, so I took advantage of the opportunity to slip past them both and into the house. Inside, I made my way to the kitchen, where I set my platter down on the island. My mother, Heather, stood in front of the stove, scrambling eggs, frying bacon, and sautéing mushrooms. 

      “Good morning!” I greeted her and went over to kiss her cheek. 

      She hugged me with one arm and tended to the eggs with the other hand. “Morning, honey.”

      “Do you need help with anything?” I asked. 

      “There are fresh rolls in the oven that need to be checked,” she said. “And we should start laying out the cold food. Yogurt, cereal, juice—you know the drill.”

      “I’m on it.” I washed my hands and got busy, grateful that Asher wasn’t the sort of person to offer assistance in the kitchen. If there was a grill outside, he’d be eager to help, but from what I understood, he was a terrible cook otherwise.

      I carried everything out to the long table in the living room. During the warmer months, we ate outside, but it was too cold for that in winter. Mum finished cooking and dished the eggs, mushrooms, and bacon onto separate plates. We were preparing to take them to the table when Bailey breezed into the kitchen.

      “Good morning, Heather,” she said, her perfectly straight teeth flashing between bright red lips. “Hey, Summer.”

      “Hi, beautiful,” I replied.

      She held a glass bowl of salad in her hands. “Superfood salad. Are we about to eat?”

      Mum nodded. “Grab the salad tongs. You know where they are.”

      Mum took the eggs and mushrooms out of the room, leaving me and Bailey alone. 

      “How was the date?” she asked quietly, her eyes darting around to check that no one could overhear us. 

      Years of being around my brothers had taught her the importance of secrecy when it came to dating. If they learned anything, they’d either tease me mercilessly or get insanely overprotective. There didn’t seem to be any middle ground. It didn’t even matter to them that I was a grown woman now. I was still their baby sister.

      I grimaced. “Asher was there.” 

      I quickly explained what had happened. 

      “Ugh, I’m sorry.” She put the bowl of salad down and hugged me. 

      I buried my face in her silky black hair and breathed in the familiar scent of her favorite herbal shampoo. 

      “It’s fine,” I said, pulling back. “Ben wasn’t the right guy for me anyway.”

      “He’s out there somewhere,” she said with forced cheer. 

      We both knew the only man I wanted was Asher. Just like the only man she wanted was Max, who always treated her kindly but still seemed to think she was twelve years old. 

      Mutual pining wasn’t the only thing that bonded us, but it certainly helped.

      We took the bacon and salad out to the table, where the rest of the family were already seated. Since we’d been expanding, we’d had to get a second table, which was positioned end-to-end with the other to fit us all. 

      Mum and Dad sat at the end closest to the glass sliding doors that opened onto the deck. Nate, his daughter Tess, and Grace were nearby. Grace’s hands rested on her swollen belly. She looked about ready to pop, but there were still a few weeks before the baby was due. 

      Kennedy and Liam were beside them, with Asher, Toby, Connor, and Max on the other table. Two seats remained free for us. While neither Asher nor Bailey were technically members of the family, they came almost every time my parents hosted a brunch, so Mum made sure there was always room for them. 

      With a sigh, I sat on the chair closest to Asher, with only Connor between us, allowing Bailey to take the seat beside Max. She beamed and bounced over, practically giddy at the prospect of being close to him. 

      While I resented my feelings for Asher because he’d rejected me, Bailey had never made a move on Max and seemed reasonably content to enjoy his nearness however she could—although sometimes I caught her watching him wistfully. 

      As soon as we were seated, people began to reach for the food. I helped myself to some of Grace’s homemade granola, along with a dollop of yogurt and a little honey. I wasn’t much for heavy breakfasts. 

      “How was your date?” Toby asked Asher across the table. 

      I stared down at my meal, determined not to look at him. I wouldn’t give away how interested I was in his answer. 

      “Disappointing,” he said.

      My heart lightened, even though I’d deny it until my dying breath. 

      “Bummer.” Toby pulled a face. “What didn’t you like about her?”

      I crammed granola in my mouth, torn between listening and distracting myself.

      “There was just no connection.” 

      I felt Asher’s gaze on the side of my head and continued to ignore him. 

      “How was your date, Summer?” he asked. 

      Damn the man. 

      Slowly, I turned to face him. “He was nice.”

      “Nice?” Asher winced. “Ouch. Poor guy.”

      Toby snickered. “The kiss of death, right?”

      I glared at them both. “Like Asher said, there was no connection, but he was a good guy.”

      I was hardly going to admit that I’d been willing to try again but he’d turned me down. After all, it wasn’t like I was upset about it, and I’d never hear the end of it from Toby if he found out I’d been rejected by a guy I’d called “nice.”

      “Sometimes it’s like that,” Max said sympathetically. 

      “What would you know about it?” Toby teased. “Have you even dated this millennium?”

      “Leave him alone.” I could see Bailey’s cheeks growing red. If anyone picked on Max too much, she’d have a meltdown, and surely then even my most oblivious brother would see what had been right under his nose for years.

      “You’ll find someone when you’re ready.” Liam said, smiling down the table at me. “You’re still young. There’s no rush.”

      “At least you’ve grown up enough to start dating the “nice” ones,” Nate muttered, not looking up from his plate. “Some of the guys you’ve brought around…”

      I scowled and narrowed my eyes. Okay, so perhaps I’d intentionally brought home a couple of guys I knew were losers purely to wind up my brothers. It wasn’t like I’d been serious about them. I’d just wanted my family to realize how bad it could be, so they’d stop giving me a hard time when I brought home men I really did see the possibility of a future with.

      My plan had backfired. They’d just seen it as more proof that I wasn’t capable of making good decisions on my own.

      “So, who’s ready for the ski season to begin?” Toby asked, thankfully changing the subject. I shot him a grateful look.

      “I’m looking forward to it,” Max said, serving himself some of Bailey’s superfood salad. My friend met my eyes, her smile adoring. 

      “Calm down,” I mouthed when no one else was looking. 

      How the hell Max hadn’t noticed her infatuation was beyond me.

      “I’m excited to be on the slopes again,” Toby continued, his gaze becoming distant. “Nothing but me, snow, and pretty girls.”

      “Pig,” I muttered. 

      He pretended not to hear me. “I’ve got a good feeling about this year. I think I’ll find The One.”

      We all exchanged looks. Toby had met ‘The One’ several times over the course of his seasonal career as a ski instructor at Destiny Peak Ski Field. Year after year, he fell madly in love with tourists only for them to up and leave at the end of the season. He took it well every time, but I had to believe he’d eventually tire of the cycle.

      “Of course you will,” Bailey assured him with a gentle smile. 

      Connor changed the subject to when we could expect our first snowfall, and we finished brunch with lighthearted chatter. When we were done, I helped Mom, Kennedy, and Liam clear the dirty dishes away. Tess and Nate had gone outside and were playing fetch with Daisy and their dog, Duke. 

      A hand landed on my arm as I passed Asher at one point, but I shook it off. 

      “Summer,” he said softly. 

      I chose not to hear him.

      Instead, I looped my arm through Bailey’s and made a point to ask her loudly about a hike we had planned for the afternoon. When he followed, I decided it was time to leave.
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      My muscles burned as I pushed the barbell above my head and slowly lowered it back to my shoulders. I repeated the motion, grunting with the effort. Technically, paramedics didn’t have to keep in shape the same way firefighters did, but what else was I supposed to do between callouts?

      An alarm sounded through the intercom, and Captain Parks’s voice instructed all ambulance and engine personnel to report to their vehicles. Apparently there had been a car accident on the road up Destiny Peak. 

      I quickly wiped the sweat off my face, grabbed my go bag, and headed for the ambulance. My partner, Maia, met me there. I got behind the wheel and she took the passenger seat and plugged the coordinates into our GPS system. She glanced at me, her dark eyes bright despite the early hour. 

      “What do you think? One car or two?” she asked. 

      “Could be either. My money is on two though.” The mountain road was dangerous, but most people could navigate it safely unless something happened to mess with them.

      The garage door rolled up and we took off, sirens wailing. It wasn’t even 8 a.m. yet, so Destiny Falls was quiet and sleepy as we sped down Centennial Street and onto the highway out of town. We turned onto the mountain road, and I checked the mirror to make sure the engine was still behind us. 

      “Black ice,” Maia exclaimed, pointing at a shimmer where the headlights fell on the road up ahead.

      I swerved around the icy patch and checked for more. 

      “Want to bet that’s what caused the crash?” I asked. 

      She snorted. “I’m not taking you up on that one.”

      I kept my foot on the accelerator, flying up the mountain as fast as I safely could. We weren’t far from the scene of the accident now. Maybe a kilometer or so. 

      We rounded a bend, and then another. Finally, I spotted them. One car had rolled off the road and was upside down on the side of the slope. We’d have to be careful, or it might slip further. A woman lay on the ground, part way through the shattered windscreen. A man was still in the car, suspended from the seat by his seatbelt. 

      My stomach dropped as I pulled to the side of the road and parked. The fact the woman wasn’t moving gave me a bad feeling. 

      The second vehicle had been sideswiped, and the driver’s side was crumpled in. The driver was conscious, but he seemed to be stuck, and his shirt was crimson with blood. 

      “I’ve got the one that’s gone off-road,” I told Maia.

      “I’m on the other one then.”

      I threw the door open, grabbed a medical kit, and carefully picked my way down the hillside to the overturned car. I’d like to move faster, but if I rushed, I could end up causing more problems than I solved.

      When I reached them, I knelt beside the woman, but even before I touched her neck to check her pulse, I knew she was gone. A pane of glass had impaled her, and her face and upper torso were dotted with dozens of thin red cuts. Blood was pooled around her, no longer flowing. Her eyes were glassy, and her skin was already cooling off. 

      This crash must have happened well before the call came in, or her temperature wouldn’t have changed yet. Perhaps all involved had been unconscious and unable to call for help until recently. 

      I checked inside the cab. The man was dangling, blood dried on his face, and his eyes were closed. His chest rose and fell on ragged gasps. He probably had a broken nose from the airbag deploying, and perhaps a couple of broken ribs from the impact. We’d just have to hope none of them had pierced anything vital. 

      Voices sounded behind me, and I turned as Liam and Zane edged down the slope toward me. 

      “You need to get him out of here,” I said. 

      I stood back as they scanned our surroundings for hazards and then levered the door open. Darcy joined us a moment later, bringing a stretcher, and between the three of them, they maneuvered the guy out of the car and onto the stretcher. 

      He stirred, shaking his head and opening blurry eyes. I bent over him and began to examine him for injuries. His breathing was still shallow, and it rattled in and out, but as long as it was steady, I wasn’t too concerned. 

      He murmured something. 

      “What’s that buddy?” I asked, shining a light in his eyes to see if his pupils would react. They didn’t. 

      Likely concussion. 

      Broken nose. 

      Possible fractured ribs. 

      Possible spinal injury. 

      “Save Susan,” he croaked. 

      I exchanged a glance with Liam. “Susan?”

      “My wife.” He tried to sit up, growing agitated. “She’s hurt. Help her.”

      “Whoa.” I pressed him back against the stretcher. “Don’t move. We don’t know how badly you’re injured yet.”

      “I don’t care.” His eyes were wild, and he began to buck. Clearly his back wasn’t broken, although from the way he cried out with pain, something else might be.

      “Susan!” he yelled hoarsely. “Susan! Where are you?”

      “Was Susan with you?” I asked, sick in the pit of my gut as I recalled the battered body of the woman through the windshield. I hated having to break bad news. 

      “Yes,” he panted, his face white. 

      I sighed as I skimmed my hands up his sides, cataloging any damage. “I’m really sorry, but Susan is gone. It was too late to save her.”

      His entire body stiffened. “No. She can’t be.”

      “I’m sorry,” I repeated. 

      “No.” He knocked my hands aside and tried to push me, but then wheezed and curled in on himself. “You can save her. Even when people are dead, you can bring them back. Do CPR. Use the electric paddle things. Do fucking something!”

      “She’s past that.” God, I wished I didn’t have to do this. 

      “Save her,” he growled, struggling to get to his feet. 

      When I tried to stop him, he kicked me—thankfully not hard enough to do any damage. He didn’t stop there though. He threw a punch at Darcy, catching him off guard, and a spray of scarlet erupted from his nose. Then the guy tried to lunge past Liam to get to his wife. 

      “Maia!” I shouted. “I could use some help!”

      Between the four of us, we managed to pin him down. 

      “You’re going to injure yourself,” I told him, but I couldn’t help feeling sorry for him. 

      He was hurting, and he’d lost someone he’d clearly loved—while he’d been driving. I doubted his brain was even able to process everything yet. He was acting purely on instinct. 

      Maia appeared in front of me, her dark ponytail swinging as she tapped a syringe and carefully inserted it into the man’s thigh. 

      A moment later, the fight drained out of him, but guilt weighed heavily on my shoulders. 

      I’m sorry. It’s for the best.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      SUMMER

      

      Warm air greeted me as I pushed open the door to Drunken Destiny and stepped inside. My eyes immediately went to the table where Asher sat with his colleagues, but I forced myself to focus on the bar instead. Bailey was working tonight, and we’d agreed to meet since it was usually one of her quieter midweek shifts. 

      She was busy serving drinks, so I scanned the patrons, noting the usual locals, tourists, and then in the corner nearest the bar were the guys from the fire station. Asher, Liam, Darcy, Igor, and Zane. Asher’s partner, Maia, was nowhere to be seen, but she’d probably opted to go home to her husband and daughter rather than join the men. 

      Liam glanced over, and I lifted my hand to acknowledge him. He tipped his head, but I couldn’t help noticing that there was no spark in his eyes. They looked dull. He must have had a tough call today.

      I made my way to the bar, where Bailey had finished serving a cluster of twenty-something backpackers—more than one of whom couldn’t take their eyes off her. 

      “How’s your night?” I asked, sitting my bum on a bar stool. She poured me a glass of the house white wine and passed it to me. “Thanks.”

      “It’s been steady, but the mood isn’t great,” she said. “How was work?”

      “Good. I de-balled a couple of farm dogs, delivered a litter of kittens, and treated Mrs. Hawkins’s bichon again.”

      She laughed. “What was it this time?”

      “Supposedly, a rash, but I couldn’t see anything. I gave her a steroid that should help if there’s really anything there.”

       “Poor Dolores,” Bailey said. 

      I chuckled. “Doomed from birth.”

      Mrs. Hawkins was not only a hypochondriac, but also obsessed with Harry Potter. She’d named her beloved pet after the evil Dolores Umbridge. 

      “I recorded another gymnastics tutorial today,” Bailey said, changing the subject. “I’m surprised by how popular those are, but as long as they keep getting views, I’ll keep posting them.”

      I grinned. “Of course they’re doing well. You’re amazing.”

      Bailey had started a health and beauty blog years ago, which had escalated into a multi-platform, influencing mini-empire where she also shared gymnastics tips and advice for girls who were interested in experiencing the great outdoors but weren’t stereotypically “outdoorsy.”

      “Thanks, babe.” She blew me a kiss, then smiled at someone over my shoulder. 

      I turned. Asher was hovering behind me, an empty glass clasped in each hand. 

      “God, you look like crap.” I clapped my hand to my mouth, horrified. Based on the somber mood at their table, it had been a hard day, and I had to go and let that pop out?

      It was true. He did look terrible, but it wasn’t as if he needed to hear it. 

      He put the glasses on the bar. “Don’t start, Summer. Not tonight. Refills all around please, Bailey.”

      “Sure thing, Ash.” Her sweet smile didn’t budge as she got to work, and for once, I wished I was a little more like her. Perhaps then I wouldn’t put my foot in my mouth so often. Maybe my family were right to worry about my impulsiveness getting the better of me. 

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      He sighed and rubbed his temples. “We lost someone today.”

      My heart dropped. “I’m so sorry.”

      Perhaps in big cities, the emergency crew would be used to losing people, but fatal accidents—or any fatalities—were rare out here. I couldn’t begin to imagine how it felt. I was shattered enough when I was unable to save someone’s pet. For it to be a human…

      Yeah, rough. 

      I resisted the urge to hug him. He wouldn’t appreciate the gesture. “Want to talk about it?” 

      He shrugged. “Not much to talk about. It was a car accident.”

      I waited, hoping he might go on. Eventually, he did. 

      “Fuck, it was awful. The guy kept yelling at us to save his wife, but she was long gone.” He shook his head. “There was no way… We couldn’t do anything, but he was desperate. I felt so bad for him.”

      My stomach clenched. This time, I didn’t hesitate to put my hand on his arm. “I’m sorry. That must have been horrible.”

      “Yeah.” His expression was bleak. “We had to sedate him so we could transport him to the hospital safely. Once he woke up, he just kept crying, and there was nothing we could do to help.”

      Emotion clogged my throat. “I can’t even imagine how difficult that was for you.” 

      Or for that poor man. Having his wife stolen from him so suddenly and cruelly. He would never be the same. 

      “Not as hard as it was for him,” he said, as if he’d heard my thoughts. Something dark tainted his voice, and I studied him closely. What was that flicker in his eyes? Guilt, or something else?

      I bit my lip, praying that I wasn’t about to overstep. “I hope you know it wasn’t your fault. If she was already dead before you got there, then you couldn’t save her, right?”

      He nodded, but his face was twisted. Conflicted. “Logically, I know that, but it’s hard to remember sometimes. Especially when people are hurting so badly.”

      Bailey finished pouring his table’s drinks and loaded them onto a metal tray. 

      Asher slid the tray off the bar. “Have a good night, Summer.”

      He walked away, his footsteps dragging and his dark head hanging low. He reminded me of a kicked puppy, and I wanted to hold him and tell him it would all be okay. But after the day he’d had, nothing I could say would take away his pain. 

      “He won’t sleep well tonight,” Bailey murmured. 

      “I know.” 

      We probably weren’t supposed to be aware of Asher’s issues with insomnia when he got stressed, but my brothers could be dreadful gossips. 

      “Do you think there’s anything I can do to help them?” I asked, glancing over at the table. “They’re all miserable.”
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      I placed the tray of beers on the center of the table and grabbed the darkest one for myself. The others each reached for theirs and we all drank. Some days just called for fucking beer. 

      “What was up with Summer?” Darcy asked as he licked his lips and hummed in appreciation. 

      I pinched the bridge of my nose. “She wanted to make sure I knew how shit I looked.”

      Although I didn’t really think she’d meant to say it. She’d looked horrified when she’d realized what had come out of her mouth. But it was a nice shitty cherry on top of my shitty day. 

      Yeah, she was definitely over her crush on me.

      Across the table, Liam winced. “Sorry, man.”

      “Not your fault.” No. It was mine for hurting her all those years ago, so now her default was to spout snark like a prickly little hedgehog, as if she needed to defend herself against me when, in reality, the opposite was true. Our situation had somehow reversed itself. 

      “It looked like more than that,” Darcy said. “You were talking for a while.”

      I grunted. I didn’t care to repeat our entire conversation for his entertainment. Especially not when it felt oddly private. 

      Liam shook his head. “I don’t know what it is with her. She never used to be so hard on you.”

      No, because she’d been infatuated with me. But it was best not to say that to my closest friend. She was his baby sister, after all. 

      I did sometimes wonder if I’d done her a disservice to dismiss her feelings back then as a teenage crush. The fact she kept me at a distance year after year spoke of a deeper wound. Or perhaps I only wanted to believe that because it might mean there was a chance she still cared for me.

      Not that I could ever do anything about it. Days like today only emphasized how quickly things could change. Even if Summer still wanted me and her family were willing to overlook the fact I wasn’t good enough for her, my job was dangerous. It could all too easily be me bleeding out on the ground one day, leaving my partner to cry alone.

      I wouldn’t do that to her.

      “I heard she’s been dating again,” Darcy said, looking livelier than he had all evening. “Do you know if it’s true?”

      “She’s been on a couple of dates,” Liam confirmed. 

      I fought the urge to cringe even thinking of that excruciating evening when we’d ended up beside each other, both on dates. How unlikely was that? But it was just my luck.

      “Do you think she’d give me a chance?” Darcy asked.

      Zane stopped drawing in the condensation on the side of his glass and looked at him. “Are you interested in her?”

      Darcy rolled his eyes. “Who wouldn’t be? She’s gorgeous, smart, and she owns half a freaking business. She’s a total boss babe.” He glanced at Liam. “No disrespect intended.”

      Liam grimaced. “Not words I ever thought I’d hear you say about my sister.”

      He shrugged. “What? She is. So, do you think she’d go for me?”

      “Keep me out of this.” Liam crossed his arms. “If you want to date her, then ask her out, but I don’t want to hear any of the drama if it goes wrong.”

      “Got you.” Darcy straightened. “Should I do it now?”

      “Go,” Zane urged. “You’ve got this.”

      I could already see the hearts in Zane’s eyes. God, he was such a hopeless romantic. 

      But Darcy hesitated. “What’s her type, Liam?”

      Liam looked like he’d rather be anywhere else. “I have no idea. As far as I can tell based on the guys she’s brought around, ‘asshole’ is her type.”

      I huffed. I was pretty sure she wasn’t actually interested in any of the douchebags she’d flaunted in front of Liam and me. She just wanted to make me squirm. 

      She’d succeeded.

      “I can be an asshole,” Darcy said eagerly. “Hang on. Is that actually what I want? Or should I be my usual self and hope all the assholes mean that the bar is set low?”

      “Just be yourself,” Igor said, breaking his sullen silence for the first time. “But stop talking and do it already. You’re giving me a headache.”

      Darcy started to stand. 

      “Don’t.” The words left my mouth before I could think them through. Everyone turned to stare at me. I hunched inward. “You’re too young for her.”

      It was the only thing I could think of, but it should be blatantly obvious. Darcy was an exuberant golden retriever, and some people liked that, but Summer had her shit together and she deserved a guy who was the same.

      Darcy frowned. “I’m only a few years younger than her, and age is just a number anyway.”

      “It’s too much,” I insisted. “You’re…what? Twenty-one?”

      “Twenty-two,” he said firmly. 

      “Well, Summer is twenty-seven and, as you pointed out, a business owner. She needs someone older. Someone stable and reliable.” Just as Liam often said. Why wasn’t he speaking up now?

      Darcy crossed his arms and pouted. “I can be reliable. Why are you being weird about this?”

      My heart skipped as I realized he didn’t seem to be the only one looking at me strangely. “I’m not. I’m just saying what I’ve heard from her family. Summer deserves someone who’ll be there for her when they say they will, and with our jobs, we can’t make that promise.”

      Darcy looked hurt. “Maybe not, but I’d treat her well in other ways.”

      I groaned. This was getting out of hand. “Sorry, Darce. If you want to ask her out, then do it.”

      If she accepted—which she might do just to piss me off—I’d find a way to live with it. Even if I really didn’t want to see them together. Honestly, I didn’t want to see her with anyone who wasn’t me, but I also wasn’t prepared to pursue her myself, which put me in a difficult position.

      “You might need something stronger than beer. You’re clearly in a mood,” Darcy said, but he stopped pouting and relaxed a little. Still, he didn’t approach Summer, so I must have put him off. I should feel worse about that than I actually did. 

      After we finished the round, we all walked home. I had a faint buzz going, but I was far from drunk. I hadn’t had nearly enough alcohol to quiet my mind.

      As Liam and I parted, he leaned close and murmured, “Don’t worry. Summer would never be interested in him anyway.”

      Ah. So that’s why he hadn’t said anything to put Darcy off. He didn’t think it was necessary.

      “If you say so,” I muttered back. I was less certain than him. Summer liked to be contrary.

      I let myself into my house, stooping to greet Cookie at the door. I patted the top of her fluffy head and watched her tail swish as she trotted along ahead of me into the kitchen. 

      I fed her, then changed into shorts and a tank top and racked up ten kilometers on the indoor cycle. I showered and got into bed, but even Cookie’s familiar weight on my chest didn’t comfort me. 

      Every time I closed my eyes, Susan’s broken body appeared on the inside of my eyelids, and Robert’s pleas echoed in my ears. 

      You couldn’t save her, I reminded myself. 

      It didn’t stop the haunting memories though. Instead, a highlight reel began to play in the dark recesses of my mind. 

      A pale old man, dead from a heart attack. 

      A ten year old girl who’d been hit by a drunk driver, her vacant eyes begging for help that would arrive too late.

      A pensioner who’d fallen and cracked her head against the hearth. 

      And on and on they went. All the faces of the people I hadn’t been able to save. 

      Eventually, my eyes gritty and my pulse pounding way too fast, I lifted Cookie off my chest and got out of bed. I dressed in the dark, put my headphones on, and climbed back onto the cycle, turning up my music to drown out the endless chorus of the dead. 

      If I couldn’t sleep, the only thing left to do was try to outrun them.
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