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      For the ones who are lost.

      I see you.

      We see you.

      Keep fighting.
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        Thank you so much for reading and I cannot wait for you to join the Ashford Creek family!
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        Felicity

      

      

      

      “Happy birthday!”

      I grinned at my four friends who I’d dragged up to my small town from college. The crew not only knew how to plan an event, but they were also a fearsome foursome of joy, exuberance, and abundance.

      Lauren, Laura, Laurelin, and Laurel had been best friends since grade school. They’d all lived in the same suburb of Denver, gone to the same schools, lived within the same group of neighborhoods—even though they’d moved a couple of times throughout their lives—and went to Denver State University. They’d split dorm rooms, and when it had come to renting a house for their junior and senior years, they’d all lived together. And somehow, I had been enveloped in their L-named arms when I’d been on the hunt for an off-campus room.

      Sadly, as my parents had named me Felicity, and I didn’t quite fit in name-wise—or in many aspects otherwise—but I loved these girls. They treated me nicely and reminded me I wasn’t alone even though I was technically a small-town girl, complete with Journey’s musical lyrics.

      “Thank you!” I said as we each held up our shot glass of tequila, tapped it on the bar top, and slugged it back.

      The burn was like nothing else I’d had in my life. It felt as if a clawed hand scraped down my throat, set it on fire, and told me that trash was the most amazing and delicate taste that would send me over the edge.

      I choked, throat burning, before I bit into the lime that Laura handed me.

      “You were supposed to lick the salt first, silly,” Laurelin teased.

      Eyes watering, I blinked a few times and set the shot glass down on the bar top. The bartender with familiar eyes just raised a brow at me, and I ignored him.

      Of course, I was going to ignore him tonight.

      Rune would never let me hear the end of it. After all, he was my big brother. At least one of them. In a world of over-protectiveness, I had two big brothers. While Atlas was out on the road, playing for the Portland Gliders and kicking ass as a goalie in the NHL, Rune had stayed behind in our small town of Ashford Creek because he loved the place. Or so he said.

      And I stood here in Summit Grill, his bar and grill—the only true one in all of Ashford Creek—and nodded in thanks as he handed over a glass of water.

      “Oh, thank you,” Laurel purred as she fluttered her eyelashes at my big brother.

      I gagged again, but this time, it wasn’t over the drinks. “Hey, remember what I said. No hitting on my brother,” I said with a laugh and choked once again since the burn of tequila wouldn’t go away. “How do people drink this?” I asked before chugging half of my water.

      It was my twenty-first birthday tonight, and while I was going to drink to my heart’s content because that’s just what you did and I didn’t mind following some traditions, I wasn’t going to be an idiot and end up with alcohol poisoning. Hence why I knew exactly how many drinks I was going to have. I marked each shot or cocktail with a Sharpie on my arm and was required to have one glass of water per drink.

      The four Ls didn’t follow my mantra, but Rune wouldn’t serve me in his bar if I didn’t. And while he was grumpy, kind of mean, and way too overprotective, he was right.

      “Oh, I forgot he was your brother,” Laurel said with a soft laugh, still fluttering those eyelashes. She was probably going to blink out her contacts soon if she didn’t stop.

      “There’s my baby girl.”

      Head slightly spinning, chest warm, and throat finally hydrated, I looked over and held back a groan—even though a smile crept over my face.

      Gwen Carter, with all her gorgeous honey-blonde hair, threw herself at me and hugged me tightly. Jackson Carter followed behind and picked us both up as if we weighed nothing and as if the man wasn’t in his fifties.

      “Mom. Dad. You’re here!” I quickly glanced down at my arm, grateful I was only on drink two of the night. Dad set us both down and kissed the top of my head. I didn’t miss the look, that glance between the four Ls. Maybe they weren’t as close to their parents, but I was. I loved them. I wasn’t exactly embarrassed by them.

      “I didn’t know you guys were going to be here tonight,” I said, and didn’t miss the rough chuckle Rune gave from behind the bar.

      “Like these two would miss their baby girl out in the world, able to drink legally. When their son owns this bar? No. I don’t know why you’re surprised.”

      I barely resisted the temptation to flip him off. It didn’t matter that I was now twenty-one—my parents would kick my butt if I flipped him off or cursed at him. I may be an adult who was now two legal drinks into my night, but I was still the baby girl, and there were rules in Ashford Creek.

      I put on a bright smile, hoping the cracks didn’t show at the edges, and gestured to the four Ls. “Mom, Dad, this is Lauren, Laura, Laurelin, and Laura.”

      “It’s so nice to meet you,” my mom said as she leaned forward and hugged each and every one of them.

      They hugged her back, looking surprised, and yet each melted into my mother’s embrace. That was my mom—sweet, slightly terrifying if somebody hurt one of her cubs, and the mom’s mom. After all, I knew that each of my friends had their own mother issues, but I actually liked my parents.

      Shocking.

      “The next round is on us,” my dad said as he gestured towards Rune.

      “You don’t have to do that, Dad,” I said as I wrapped my arm around his waist.

      “Just one because I’m old, and I’m joining you guys.”

      “Every time you call yourself old, you’re calling me old, darling, as we’re the same age,” Mom teased.

      “No, no, you stopped aging at twenty-eight. I know the rules.”

      I smiled at their banter as they kept going, and Rune made a round of drinks for everyone. This time, not tequila.

      “And water for you,” Rune said as he gestured towards my second glass.

      “Of course. Thank you, everybody,” I said as we each clinked glasses and, this time, slowly sipped our drinks.

      The music blared a country tune that was easy to dance to, and by drink four, my parents were gone, Rune wasn’t behind the bar anymore, as he owned the place, so he didn’t always have to work there, and the four Ls and I were on the dance floor, trying to pick up the line-dancing moves.

      “How are you so good at this?” Lauren asked with a little annoyance in her tone.

      “I don’t know. I just follow what the person in front of me is doing,” I said, gesturing to the gorgeous redhead in front of me. I didn’t know her name, and that surprised me. Ashford Creek wasn’t exactly a tourist town. Yes, people came up here and stayed during the summer months, as well as stayed here if they wanted to ski at the resort a little bit away. We were cheaper than the major resort town next door, and that meant they could save money and only had to deal with a drive that, thankfully, the town had leaned into. We had a bus line, an entire community line of vehicles to get people to that tourist destination.

      But on a Wednesday night at my brother’s place, I wasn’t used to seeing strangers.

      Then again, I hadn’t been home in a while.

      I came for the holidays, of course, but it was few and far between because I still worked down in Denver. My parents and Rune came to visit often, as did Atlas when he wasn’t on the road. Hockey season was always weird to me because even when he wasn’t playing, he was still training and conditioning. My brother worked harder than anybody I knew, and I was sad that he couldn’t be here.

      Just then, Laurelin sucked in a breath, and the hairs on the back of my neck stood on end.

      I turned, and there he was.

      The man of my dreams. My hero.

      I held back a snort at that.

      Callum Ashford wasn’t my hero. Okay, maybe he was. He had been a teenager when I had been a little younger, as I was an ‘oops’ baby, and he’d saved me after I’d fallen off my bike.

      He’d put the Band-Aid on my knee, kissed the top of it, and told me I was going to be okay.

      All I had to do was smile and let others I could trust know I was hurting, and they would take care of it. But I wasn’t a little girl anymore, and Callum had grown into those wide shoulders of his.

      “Oh my God, you did not tell me that Ashford Creek made men like that,” Laura whispered.

      “They sure do,” I mumbled.

      “Between your brother and whoever that bearded man is, I am in love.”

      Jealousy zinged up my spine, but I told myself it was fine. I wasn’t going to act on it. Callum knew who I was, of course. Because I was Rune and Atlas’s little sister. Although I hadn’t truly seen him in years. He’d left town when he was seventeen and come back to town right when I had left for college. So I had known him when we’d both been kids, and now we were both adults, and he looked far better than any dream I had made up of him.

      “Ashford,” an old man called out, and Callum raised a brow.

      “Are you talking to me or one of the other Ashfords?” he asked dryly.

      “Wait, is his name the same as the town? Is his family royalty or something?” Laurelin whispered, slightly tipsy on her feet.

      I handed her my water, but she ignored it, going for her vodka Red Bull.

      Shrugging, I chugged the rest of my water and picked up my own vodka Red Bull. This was drink five. Or six. Had I labeled that on my arm? I was fine. Right? Oh no. Time for more water.

      “The Ashfords, years ago, developed this town, but it was like his great-great-grandpa or something. Or great-great-great. How many greats did I say?” I asked, blinking as the girls laughed.

      At the sound of our laughter, Callum looked over at us, and I froze like a deer in headlights. Bambi, scared in the meadow and unsure of what to do with wobbly legs. But then he lifted his chin, and I waved at him, smiling.

      Maybe I wasn’t Bambi. Maybe I was the skunk who could learn to flirt and wave. I just hoped I wasn’t the little rabbit, who spoke too much and slipped over their own feet. No, that sounded more like me.

      “You know him?” one of the Ls whispered. I couldn’t tell which one was which. That was probably an issue that I would deal with later.

      “Yes, I know everyone who grew up in Ashford Creek. We’re a small town. And he’s friends with Rune and Atlas.”

      “Oh,” two of them said at the same time, their voices breathy.

      I just shook my head and smiled as Callum walked over.

      “Here he comes. How do I look?” Laurelin asked, sliding her hands down her tiny, red dress.

      Jealousy bit at me, and I pushed away that irritation. No, I wasn’t going to let that have any hold over me. After all, the girls wouldn’t be back, most likely, and it wasn’t like Callum was for me.

      “Happy birthday, Felicity,” he whisper-growled, and my knees nearly went weak.

      “Thanks, Callum. Buy me a drink?” I asked, trying to act like an adult. Because I was one. Damn it. “Or I’ll buy you one.”

      He looked down at my nearly full drink and winked. “I’ll buy you a soda, little flower.”

      One of the girls sighed behind me, and I blushed. “How about another time then? It’s my twenty-first birthday, after all? I’m legal.”

      Something went over Callum’s eyes, but I couldn’t tell what it was. Instead, he nodded. “Another time. Though you’re in Denver now, right? Not up in Ashford Creek that often.”

      “You never know. I could come home. I love home.”

      He shook his head. “There’s so much more out there than Ashford Creek, little flower. You should go out and see it.” And with that, he lifted his chin at the other girls and made his way back to the bar and Rune.

      “I have so many questions,” Laura whispered, and I just grinned before draining the rest of my drink.

      “Brother’s best friend and all that,” I said with a shrug.

      “Well, he’s not my brother’s best friend, so maybe I have a chance,” Laurel slurred.

      “Didn’t you just try to hit on my brother?” I asked with a bite.

      “Maybe. But it’s Ashford Creek. There’s nobody else here. It’s a small town on a mountaintop. With nothing.”

      “Hey, it’s my small town.”

      “That’s right,” Laurelin said as she wrapped her arm around my shoulders. “Be nice.”

      “I’m mean when I drink, I’m sorry.”

      “Forgiven. But you owe me a drink.”

      “Like you’re paying for a single drink tonight,” Laura whispered, and the four of us laughed, walking back out on the dance floor.

      We danced for another hour, and I tried to keep up with my water, but I was dizzy. By the time I was back at my brother’s house, tucked into his guest room with all of my friends, I was nauseous, regretting that last drink, and ignoring the roll of Rune’s eyes.

      “You’re lucky I love you and you’re staying here. Mom and Dad might not have been too happy about you drinking as much as you did.”

      I smiled brightly, my head pounding only slightly. “I didn’t mean to. They were free.”

      “We’ll teach you how to take care of yourself better next time, okay?” He leaned forward and kissed my forehead before making his way out of the guest room. I blinked a couple of times, wondering if I saw another shadow beside him. But it was such a wide shadow. Was it Callum? No. It wouldn’t be Callum. He was just the man of my dreams.

      I let out a sad sigh, curling into my blankets. Rune had two double beds in his guest room, so the girls and I were sharing, with one of them on the floor on an air mattress.

      We could have stayed at my parents’ house, but Rune had known we would be out late, so we’d stayed here. My family was amazing.

      And considering what I knew the Ashfords had gone through, I was grateful for the home I grew up in. Part of me wondered if I would come back. If this would be my home. I ignored that part as dizziness took over, and I scrambled to the bathroom.

      It turned out that having my brother hold my hair as I emptied the contents of my stomach wasn’t the greatest way to celebrate my twenty-first birthday. Especially when I knew for a fact that it was Callum leaning against the doorway, holding my water glass.

      “Happy birthday,” I whispered to myself.

      “We’ll take care of you, little flower. Don’t worry.”

      And while I believed him, I couldn’t believe I was once again careless.

      With my night, with what I had drank, and with my feelings for him.
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        Callum

      

      

      

      “Seriously, is there a reason we’re at your house and not the Summit Grill?” Teagan asked as she leaned against my kitchen island.

      I rolled my eyes at my younger sister but couldn’t help the twitch of my lips. “Just because you have a crush on Rune doesn’t mean we should be spending all our time at his place.” Beer sprayed over the edge of the counter, and I glared. “Seriously? You’re an adult. In your thirties. Clean up after yourself.”

      My sister snarled. “Fuck you, I’m thirty. And what the hell? I do not have a crush on Rune.”

      “Wait, who has a crush on Rune?” Finnian asked as he strolled into the kitchen, his twin Sterling at his side.

      “Teagan,” I said as if it were true. It wasn’t, but I enjoyed fucking with my sister. If I could continue to keep the light on a fake crush when it came to my sister and my best friend, I could ignore the actual feelings going on deep inside me.

      Very deep. So deep, I was going to suppress them slightly more so I wouldn’t have to think about them again.

      See? Perfection. I wasn’t thinking about Rune’s little sister’s curvy body and the fact that she could fit against me perfectly. And the way that she giggled and pressed her finger to my chest, batting her eyelashes.

      That was little Felicity Carter. Yes, she was twenty-one now. Yes, the last time I had really hung out with her at any point, we had both been children, but I was still too damn old for her.

      I’d lived lifetimes since then, and I was an old bastard for even thinking about her that way.

      It hadn’t stopped me from fucking my soaked-up fist in the shower after I had come home from the bar that night, but that was my own problem. I was going to hell, but at least I could get myself off before I got there.

      “Excuse me,” Teagan said, snapping her fingers in front of me. “Listen to me.”

      “What?” I snapped. My lips still twitched, however, thinking of Rune and Teagan and the fact that there would be zero chance of anything happening between them.

      “I do not have a crush on Rune. And if you tell him I do, and he tries to give me a wedgie again like we’re kids, I’m going to kick your ass. You may be the Ashford Creek NFL legend, but I can still kick your ass.”

      My younger brothers just laughed, Finnian full-out body quaking, as Sterling just shook his head, his rough chuckle filling the kitchen.

      Bodhi finally walked in at that moment, looked at the group of us, and sighed before going to the fridge and pulling out a beer. “Do I want to know?”

      “Callum has something up his ass and is fucking with Teagan by saying she wants Rune,” Sterling explained.

      “What’s new?” Bodhi growled before he leaned against the counter. He folded his arms over his chest and glared.

      It was a nice glare compared to his normal death one, so I figured he was in a better mood than usual. The fact that he’d even shown up to family dinner was proof that maybe he wasn’t such a badger afraid to leave is den.

      Although maybe I was just like him.

      No, I wasn’t. I was worse. I was like the other one. The other man that I saw whenever I looked down at my hands. Because they weren’t my hands. They were my father’s hands.

      And maybe that was enough beer for me. Even though it was damn good beer.

      “I’m just fucking with you,” I said after a moment, having ignored the way that my siblings—minus Bodhi—snapped at each other good-naturedly.

      Teagan tilted her head as she studied my face as if trying to figure out why I kept fucking with her. I probably should be more careful since she always saw far too much. “I feel like I need to punch Rune in the stomach just in case.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Maybe. But I do know that you could take Rune.”

      “Damn straight.” Teagan beamed. “And with the way that Briar is being all mama bear, our baby sister could probably take him too.”

      That made me grin as the others tried to decide who could kick Rune’s ass. To be honest, none of us could. Well, maybe a few friends who were out of town and still playing in their professional sports. I was long since retired and couldn’t take a beating like I used to.

      Which was why it was probably a good thing that I was staying away from Felicity. Because Rune could kick my ass. He ran the bar and grill in town, the only place that stayed open until two o’clock these days. Every once in a while, another bar would open, but it wouldn’t last long against Rune’s clientele.

      Because it wasn’t as if he let any shadowy figures walk through the doors. No, he took care of his people, and that was why he was my best friend. But that also meant that Rune had to kick out anybody who fucked with him. Hence, the guy who probably had to walk sideways through the doorway.

      “How is Briar? All she does is text me back. Somebody’s too busy to answer an actual phone call,” Finnian said as he grinned.

      “Well, it’s because you keep bothering her.” Sterling stole a chip from the bowl in front of him, and I pushed it toward him.

      “Everybody start helping with dinner. We’re having fajitas, and I’ve sliced most of the veggies. Bodhi, you want to go check the grill?”

      “On it.” He looked over his shoulder before he walked out to the deck. “And I talked with Briar this morning. She, the husband, and the most precious baby girl out there are staying in Texas for a bit. We’ll get her to family dinner soon.”

      I met Teagan’s gaze, and she was the one who shook her head.

      “No, we’ll go down there. It would be easier than her coming up to Ashford Creek.”

      Bodhi nodded tightly, a knowing look on his face. Because Bodhi wouldn’t be leaving town. He either came to my place or hid up in his cabin in the woods. There were good reasons for that, and frankly, I didn’t blame him.

      But Briar wouldn’t be coming up to Ashford Creek anytime soon if she was staying and being super careful.

      She was not only a Grammy Award-winning songwriter; she was married to one of the hottest rock stars on the planet at the moment. They were new parents, newlyweds, and out on a world tour. They didn’t need to come back to a town full of shadows and secrets. Secrets I was going to fucking uncover if it was the last thing I did.

      Though the rest of my family didn’t need to know that.

      However, as soon as Briar stepped foot into Ashford Creek, not only would the town jump on her, wanting to know more about her life, about why she had run away from town, but the one person that I continually tried to protect her from would show up.

      And I’d be damned if that man ruined anything else in our lives.

      “Are the kids with Promise?” Sterling asked, taking a sip of his beer.

      Finnian nodded. “It’s her night,” he answered, speaking of his ex-girlfriend.

      Finnian and Promise had been high school sweethearts and ended up with twin daughters. They weren’t together anymore and were figuring out co-parenting better than I thought they could.

      I wasn’t sure how they had ended up being nearly best friends out of it all, but maybe when you loved somebody, that’s what you did. You found out that maybe you didn’t love somebody the right way, and you wanted to protect your kids.

      Both Promise and Finnian were finishing their college degrees, parenting the twins, and each living with family. Promise with her parents, and Finnian with me for now. There was no way that we’d ever let the twins near their grandfather. I suppressed a shudder at that.

      No, the world would do better if Matthew Ashford never stepped foot in Ashford Creek or in this world again. But he was the town drunk for a reason. And he would find a way to embarrass us all at any moment now.

      No wonder Briar never wanted to come back.

      Finnian pulled out his phone and, instead of helping cook, showed off the latest pictures he’d taken of the girls.

      I rolled my eyes and went back to chopping, knowing that I was damn lucky to have all of my kids under my roof.

      I might be their eldest brother, but I pretty much raised the twins and Briar. It wasn’t as if my father was doing it.

      After Mom had died, leaving seven kids behind, Teagan had stepped in, taking over that mothering role even though she had been far too young. It had killed me trying to help out, knowing that Teagan was putting her own feelings and future aside to make sure that the youngest could survive. I had put all of my effort into not only helping the younger kids but getting that scholarship. And when I’d gotten into college on a full-ride and ended up in the NFL—albeit a late-round draft pick, I had made enough money to buy the house we stood in, start my own business, and ensure that the rest of the family never had to go into debt to pay for school and could get out of Matthew Ashford’s home.

      “You know, I think this is the best IPA you’ve made,” Sterling said, and I nodded tightly.

      “I’m just glad that you’re old enough to drink it now,” I said dryly.

      “I prefer the Pilsner.” Teagan shrugged. “I’m not an IPA person, sorry. I don’t like to chew my beer.”

      “Please do not get her started on IPAs,” Finnian said with a dramatic sigh. “Do you know what your yearly special is going to be yet?”

      I did, but I wasn’t about to tell them. They wouldn’t mean to, but they would tell one person, and then they would tell another, and suddenly Ashford Brews would make not only the local paper but the next town over, and my secrets would be out.

      We were a decent business for the town, and my two years in the NFL had made sure that I at least had an entryway into this random life of mine. Maybe if I hadn’t gotten hurt, things would’ve been different, but I was home, making this work.

      I might surround myself with shadows and secrets in Ashford Creek, but I knew I was running away from them too.

      For a damn reason.

      But it wasn’t as if I was going to let my family deal with those problems. They dealt with enough as it was.

      “Here, I’ll finish up the guacamole,” Teagan said as she rubbed her shoulder against my upper arm.

      “I forgot how short you were,” I said, trying to push the darkness from my mind.

      She rolled her eyes. “I’m taller than Briar.”

      “Well, she’s not here, is she?” Teagan’s eyes filled, and I cursed. “What? What did I say?”

      “Just thinking about who else isn’t here.” She looked across my open-concept kitchen into the dining room, and I sighed.

      Malcolm. That’s who wasn’t here.

      Bodhi’s twin brother, the rock star of the family, literally. A drummer prodigy who had made us all so fucking proud. I still couldn’t quite believe that it had been over three years now. Three years since Malcolm had died in a bus crash while he was on tour. A bus crash that had nearly taken Briar out along the way.

      Briar had come back to Ashford Creek to heal and had ended up needing her future husband more than she needed us, and I understood that.

      We Ashfords knew how to remind others of their own darkness.

      “I love you, Teagan,” I said as I wrapped my arm around her shoulders.

      “Love you too, you oaf.”

      “Why am I an oaf?”

      “Because I don’t have a crush on Rune.”

      “The more you say it, the more I feel like it’s real,” Finnian teased.

      “I’m going to throw this avocado seed at you.”

      “If you do, then you have to clean up the mess,” Sterling said as he took the plate of lettuce and tomatoes from me. “Go sit. We’ll handle this.”

      I sighed. “Okay, but don’t you dare get out the yellow cheese. You know the rules. No yellow cheese when we make Tex-Mex in this house.”

      We grumbled about it, but I just laughed, taking a seat at the long table that I had pried out of Bodhi’s hands when he had finished making it.

      “I do like family dinners,” Finnian said after a while. My belly was full, and I had another beer in my hand. I’d only had two, but I wasn’t planning on anymore. I did not need to get drunk tonight, not when I knew one of Dad’s old friends had spotted him in town. Somebody needed to be alert.

      “You only like it because you didn’t have to pay for it.” Teagan shook her head, a smile playing on her face.

      Finnian gave a mock gasp. “Hey, I’m a single father of two. I need to save money.”

      Teagan rolled her eyes and I sat back and watched the show. “You say that as if Promise isn’t the best ex-girlfriend in the world who co-parents with you in an organized way to the point that it scares me.”

      My brother shrugged before digging into his food. “True, I love Promise, and I’m so glad she’s my daughters’ mother. But I’m also relieved that we figured out this whole co-parenting thing after a rough patch.”

      “Is she going to open that bed and breakfast when she gets through college?” Teagan asked.

      Finnian nodded. “That’s the plan. There used to be one up Heritage Street, and I know she’s is+ looking at the deeds now along with her family’s help.”

      “That would be a great place for it. And you’d help her fix it up, right?” Teagan asked as she played with the rest of her food.

      There was something going on in my little sister’s head, and I would figure it out. I would figure it out with all of them. I just hated the fact that I couldn’t fix everything for them.

      “That’s the plan. Once I finish this program, I have to go through an apprenticeship. But I’m going to end up with all of my certifications. The town needs my special hands,” he said as he wiggled his fingers.

      “More like spirit fingers,” Sterling teased under his breath, and I growled as Finnian lifted a chip to throw it across the table.

      “We are not children, no food fights in my fucking house.”

      “Yes, Daddy,” Finnian said with a roll of his eyes.

      How the nicest and yet most sarcastic one of us ended up a father of two, I would never know. Because the man was one of the best fathers I’d ever seen. He didn’t have a blueprint for it, though, considering our father, so I was just damn happy that Finnian was figuring it out.

      “So, did you see who’s back in town for the week?” Finnian asked again, and I tried not to look too alert. After all, my brother was talking to Sterling and Bodhi, not me.

      “I cannot believe that Felicity’s already twenty-one. Wasn’t she just in braces?”

      “You say that as if you aren’t only eighteen months or so older than her,” Teagan said dryly.

      “And those eighteen months count. We’ve seen worlds since then.” Finnian rolled his shoulders back, looking like the pompous jackass he sometimes pretended to be.

      “She’s almost done with college. What do you think she’s going to do after that?” Teagan asked.

      Finnian took a big bite of his food and thankfully swallowed before answering. “No clue. Though with Rune here, and her parents, she might want to come back.”

      “Why would she come back to Ashford Creek?” I asked, my voice low. “There’s nothing for her here.”

      Bodhi gave me a look that I couldn’t read, or rather, I didn’t want to read, so I ignored him.

      “There’s plenty in Ashford Creek and we’re growing yearly,” Sterling said with a shrug.

      “We might not be the center family anymore, with the town mayor in our pocket or growing the town’s population and lines, but the town itself is cleaning up and getting a good reputation. Your brewery’s helping with that. With the addition of the bar and grill room put in, and maybe this bed and breakfast, we’re kicking ass.” Teagan shrugged as if she hadn’t tried to cement our family into this town once again.

      “Not to mention your gift shop,” Finnian said with a grin.

      “It’s not my gift shop. I only manage it,” Teagan said as she continued not to eat her food. What the hell was going on with her?

      “I’m thinking about maybe coming back to town after I finish culinary school,” Sterling blurted.

      I blinked and set my fork down. “What? Why?”

      “The town could use a higher-end restaurant. You know, for the tourists that don’t want to stay in the resort town. Summit Grill is great, as are the diner and bakery...”

      “The bakery’s shit, and we all know it,” Bodhi grumbled but didn’t elaborate.

      Nobody needed to. Not with the owner and the way she constantly annoyed the fuck out of everybody in town. And frankly, her baked goods didn’t rise to the occasion. I could not believe I just said that own pun in my head, and I was grateful I hadn’t said it aloud. Finnian would never let me live it down.

      I leaned forward, focusing on my brother’s words. “Restaurants are hard to maintain. It’s not just knowing how to cook.”

      Sterling nodded, and I was grateful that he had taken my words at face value and not heard any underlining rudeness. Because I believed in all of my siblings. The fact that any of us had lofty dreams to begin with surprised me, considering how we had grown up.

      “I have plans. I promise. I’m not going to throw all of my savings into a restaurant and bail right out the gate. I’m going to learn along the way and then come back to town after school and get it done. The town needs it.”

      “Well, I run more than two businesses at this point, so I don’t mind helping with whatever you need,” Teagan said with a grin.

      I nodded. “You run part of my brewery, Bodhi’s business, and you pretty much do everything for the fucking gift shop, even though the owners treat you like shit. And I know that you help Rune out sometimes.”

      “While you’re crushing on him,” Finnian teased and ducked when Teagan threw her chip.

      “Seriously?” I snapped.

      Teagan glared at each of us. “I’ll clean it up.”

      Wincing, I squeezed her shoulder. “No, I’ll clean it up. I started the Rune thing. I’m sorry.”

      Teagan raised a brow, and I probably shouldn’t have offered to help clean that up. Because that meant she would wonder why I had pushed the whole Rune thing.

      I was going to hell.

      Again.

      “Either way, if you come up with a business plan, we’ll look at it.”

      I still had a shit ton of money because I had friends who knew how to invest, and I wanted my siblings to succeed. Even if I knew they wouldn’t take my money at face value. No, they’d fight to pay me back. And that’s why I was so damn glad I had raised my kids better than my dad had tried to raise us all.

      By the time we were finished cleaning up, my phone buzzed, and I looked down at the readout.

      Rune: Can you go and check Felicity? She had a hangover all day, despite how much water she had. I need to head to Summit Grill, and I don’t like the fact that she’s alone.

      My dick perked up at the idea of seeing Felicity, and I needed to tone it down.

      What the hell was wrong with me? I was over a decade older than her. I was a lecher. A crude old man.

      Not really. But enough.

      Me: Sure. Anything for the kiddo.

      Rune: I can’t believe she’s twenty-one now. She’s an old lady.

      Me: Don’t let her hear you calling her old.

      Rune: Truth.

      “Everything okay?” Teagan asked, a frown on her face. “We were going to make dessert and play video games until we decide that we’ve kicked your ass long enough.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I need to check something out for Rune real quick, but I’ll be right back.”

      “Leave a love letter from Teagan!” Finnian called out, and I threw my head back and laughed as Teagan ran out of the room and jumped on Finnian’s back. They wrestled to the ground, and Sterling threw his elbows in, protecting his twin and his sister at the same time.

      My family was full of menaces.

      “What’s really going on?” Bodhi asked, his voice low.

      I swallowed hard, not wanting to worry my brother for no reason. “Felicity was hungover from her birthday, and Rune wants me to make sure that she’s doing fine. He doesn’t like leaving her alone, and her parents are out of town.”

      “She’s staying with Rune, then? Interesting.” Bodhi took another sip of an Ashford brew, and I shook my head.

      “Rune’s my best friend.”

      “Yes. He is.”

      And with that subtle remark, Bodhi turned on his heel and went to end the play-fight in the living room.

      I grabbed my keys and phone and told myself that I was doing this because my best friend needed help.

      Not that I wanted to make sure that Felicity was okay.

      I was a damn idiot.

      By the time I got to Rune’s house, I told myself I would be five minutes and then go home. There was no reason to stay.

      I needed to stop thinking about Felicity as a woman. She just needed to be a blob. A blur, if you will. Because my dick got hard whenever I thought of her, and that was fucking ridiculous.

      I knocked on the door, confusing myself since I usually just walked right in. But now Felicity was here, and that felt wrong somehow.

      She opened the door quickly, her eyes bright. She didn’t look like she had a hangover. No, she didn’t look sick at all.

      Instead, she looked like my worst nightmare.

      Tiny shorts that barely covered her ass, and I was pretty sure I could nearly see her pussy. An even tinier T-shirt that showed every inch of her boobs, as well as her hard nipples since she wasn’t wearing a bra, and pink toenail polish.

      That’s all she wore.

      Dear God, this was my test. This was my battlefield. My testament.

      And I was going to fail it all.

      “Callum! I didn’t know you were coming over. I was just getting in the shower, and I’m grateful that I heard you knock on the door before I did.”

      Felicity. In the shower. Soapy.

      There was no way I was going to be able to hide my hard-on for much longer.

      I cleared my throat. “Rune wanted me to check on you. Make sure you weren’t hungover.”

      Felicity rolled her eyes. “I’m fine. The four Ls left, and I think he wants to just make sure that the house didn’t get completely destroyed when he was gone. But you can tell Mr. All-High-and-Mighty that I cleaned up after them, and the house is spotless. I’m going to shower, make some soup, and go to bed early. Yes, I had a headache this morning, but I’m fine. He kept me properly hydrated. And oh, you’re still standing on the porch. You should come in.”

      There was no way in hell I was going inside if she was going to shower. No way in hell.

      “No, it’s fine. I was just checking since he asked. I got to go back to the house. The family’s there.”

      “You drove all the way out here on family dinner night just to check on me?” The confusion etched on her face would’ve been cute if I wasn’t so careless with everything that I did these days.

      “Rune asked. He’s my best friend.” If I kept repeating that, it would help me remember. Why were her shorts so tiny?

      She blinked at me and smiled. “Yeah, he is. Well, I’m going to bed early, and the four Ls are at the hotel now. They wanted a bit of mountain city life before they headed back to school. But we have dinner plans tomorrow if you want to come by and visit.”

      “I have work. Lock the door behind me. And don’t open doors for random men anymore.” The growl in my voice bit, and when Felicity’s face paled, I could have kicked myself. But if I made her not like me, it would make this whole thing easier. Instead, I turned on my heels and went back to my truck, grateful when I saw her close the door behind me.

      I was just like my father. Careless. Cruel. Careless with my feelings, careless with whatever the hell was going on with my dick and its reaction to Felicity.

      And if I didn’t rein it in, I was careless with my anger too.

      I wasn’t going to become my father.

      And that meant I had to try harder to stay away from Felicity.
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      What had just happened? Seriously. What the hell had just happened?

      Why had Callum Ashford been at my door after dinner just to check on me? He could have called. Could have texted. Could have done anything. Instead, he showed up.

      I frowned, tapping my foot against the carpet. Maybe he had only done it because, once again, he needed to take care of Rune’s baby sister. But I wasn’t a baby. Though, with the way that Rune treated me, maybe everybody was always going to think that.

      I pulled my hair out of its bun and made my way to the shower. I hadn’t been lying. I was going to shower and then cuddle up into a blanket with a book. There wasn’t much out there that could compete with how amazing that idea was.

      My phone buzzed, and I looked down at it, a bright smile on my face.

      I answered, the video call coming in brightly, and the background sounds a little obnoxious. My brother’s smiling face, including a lovely black eye and a cut on his chin, filled the screen.

      “Atlas! What the hell happened? Are you okay?”

      In answer, my brother glared. “What the hell are you wearing? Are you out in public in that? Go put some clothes on.”

      “If you’re really going to talk about what I’m wearing, let’s talk about the girl that was sitting on your lap in that photo that just hit the internet. Huh? What was she wearing? And frankly, I’m glad she was wearing that. Because she’s allowed to wear whatever the fuck she wants. She’s an adult. At least, I hope to hell she was over eighteen. So if she’s an adult, she could do whatever she wants, and you can’t judge. I’m not going to judge her. So step off.”

      Atlas merely blinked at me. “The circular reasoning of that, in which how I’m suddenly a bad guy and creeper, confuses me. And I don’t know who that girl was.”

      I rolled my eyes as he flipped me off. Yay for big brothers. “You have so many women on your lap that you don’t even know who she was?”

      “No. She just showed up at the restaurant we were at. It wasn’t even a dive bar or anything. She showed up and ended up on my lap. I tried to shove her off and then realized shoving off somebody so they hit the floor was probably not the best idea, so I put my hand around her waist to help her stand up. She giggled, said it was for a dare, then kissed my cheek. That was it.”

      “Oh, brother of mine. What are we going to do with you?”

      “She didn’t find out, did she?” he asked, his voice low.

      I winced, knowing show she was. It seemed that whenever anybody tried to leave Ashford Creek, you couldn’t truly do so. The past was always there to bite you in the ass. Or at least haunt you when you weren’t expecting it.

      “Probably. She does have a phone with social media on it. And knowing the town busybody baker, it’s probably going to be in the town bulletin.”

      “Fuck. I’m not an asshole.”

      “I know you aren’t. You’re my favorite big brother who happens to play hockey.”

      “I’m your only big brother who happens to play hockey. And seriously, what are you wearing?”

      “I’m wearing random clothes that I left here last time I was staying at Rune’s because I was just cleaning up after the four Ls.”

      Atlas cringed. “Are they still there?”

      “You don’t need to keep the disgust in your voice when you talk about my friends from college.”

      “I do when they treat you like shit.”

      “They don’t,” I argued for what felt like the twentieth time.

      “They use you.”

      “What could they possibly use me for? It’s not like they’re using me to get to you or Rune. You guys wouldn’t touch my friends like that.” Atlas’s jaw tightened, and I gasped. “Which one?”

      “None of them. But each of them has come onto me. It was awkward as hell. And I didn’t like it. Despite what the press says, I don’t like it when women constantly fawn over me. I’m not a lecher.”

      “I’m going to write that on your tombstone,” I grumbled. Of course, the four Ls had hit on Atlas. They were doing so with Rune and Callum the night before. I hadn’t missed it when Laurel had sidled up to Rune and rubbed her body all over him. Then Laura had tried to do the same to Callum. It had taken all within me not to pull them by their hair and scream about how Ashford Creek was mine.

      I wasn’t too territorial about my brother because, hello, he was an adult who could do what he wanted with his dick. And frankly, I shouldn’t be territorial at all when it came to Callum.

      He wasn’t mine.

      “Did they really hit on you?”

      “It doesn’t matter. They’re your friends, and I’ll be better about them. I’m sorry that I’m an asshole. I’m just tired. We lost.”

      The dejection in his voice slapped me, and I cursed once again.

      “I wasn’t checking the scores. I was too busy cleaning up all the vomit, and well, I’m sorry, big brother. I’m sure you kicked ass.”

      He snorted, though the humor had long since fled his expression. “I let two in during the last period, so not too great. Coach wants to kick my ass.”

      “Are you in trouble?”

      “No, maybe. We have a young D-line, and they’re having issues, so I’m having to step up. It’s just, well…it’s work. I’m one of the old men on this team, and it takes me longer to recover.” He pointed at his black eye. “This was from an elbow in the locker room.”

      I burst out laughing, even though I hated seeing Atlas hurt. “Are you serious?”

      “Yes, because I’m an idiot. Or these young kids are idiots. I didn’t realize how young they were. A couple are younger than you. Infants.”

      I scrunched up my nose. “I really would appreciate it if everybody would stop calling me young and infantile. I’m an adult. A woman. About to graduate college and get a full-time job. Maybe even get my own place.”

      “Why would you need your own place? You could live with Rune or Mom and Dad. Hell, live in my empty house that I have up there, and I only stay at when I’m in town.”

      I resisted the urge to roll my eyes because he was just never going to get it. That I was an adult. With fully functional feelings that sometimes needed space. It wasn’t like I was going to go out and buy a place of my own and go into crippling debt without thinking about it, but it would be nice to think that maybe they would assume I wouldn’t be alone. Or I would want to step out on my own.

      But I didn’t say any of that. It would just be talking to empty space at this point, when I knew everybody had their own words.

      “Enough about me. Are you really okay? Did you put ice on that?”

      “I did. Don’t worry. I’m taking care of myself. I just wanted to see how you were after that lovely twenty-first birthday. How much of that puke was yours?”

      “I made it into the toilet and only did so because of the sugar. But I’m fine because I drank water. That’s what happens when you have a brother who owns a bar and grill, and his best friend owns a brewery. They make sure you’re fully hydrated. I had to pee like one hundred times, but I digress.”

      “Too much information, little sister.” He paused. “Wait. The four Ls made you clean up after them?”

      “They were guests.”

      “So were you. And they’re fucking adults too. I don’t understand kids these days.”

      I truly didn’t want to think of the four Ls at the moment. Not that we weren’t friends, but because Atlas always got grumpy. “And on that note. I need to go shower. I feel gross, and I just want to go to bed.”

      His brows rose. “It’s six thirty in the evening. I guess when you said you were an old lady, you meant it.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Have fun. Don’t end up on the front page of the gossip column when I’m not looking.”

      “You know I will. I can’t help it.” He let out a sigh.

      Poor guy. “I love you.”

      “You too, kiddo.”

      I said my goodbyes and went to take a shower. I was a little tired from cleaning up after the girls. They had cleaned up most of the things on their own. But any vomit that had been in the bathroom had made them feel queasy. I hadn’t minded cleaning up after a hard night. After all, a job was a job. I’d worked in offices and retail all during college, and the four Ls hadn’t. My parents had a steady income and had been able to send me to a nice college, but I still needed to work for room and board.

      I didn’t mind that I was a different socioeconomic level than my friends. I only minded that they dared put their hands on Callum. No, I wasn’t going to think about that. No, no, no, no.

      I was just stepping into the shower when my phone buzzed again.

      Thankfully, it wasn’t a video call, so I answered.

      “Hey, Lauren. Everything okay?”

      “Everything’s great!” she practically squealed, the sound of music blaring through speakers likely behind her.

      “It sounds like you guys are having fun,” I teased as I shook my head. I put my face under the spray, careful not to get my hair wet, as I quickly began to wash.

      “What’s up?” I asked, wondering why she was calling me tonight.

      “Go get that little black dress on and come meet us.”

      “I told you that I’m staying in tonight.”

      “No, you aren’t. I’ve got you a date.”

      I sputtered, practically drowning myself in the shower. I quickly turned it off, ignoring the soap underneath my arms. “What?” I snapped as I put the phone to my ear. “I have a date?”

      “Yes. We’re going on a cinco date. I don’t know if that’s a thing because I don’t know how to say double date or triple date. That makes no sense. But there are five guys and only four of us. And while Laurel wouldn’t mind taking two home with her, the other guy wasn’t feeling it. However, we showed him photos of you, and he’s super excited to meet you.”

      I groaned. “Are you serious right now? I can’t believe you just set me up with a random stranger.”

      “It’s a blind date. And all of his friends vouched for him.” Friends that they had literally just met. “And everyone seems like nice guys. Don’t worry, we’re all going to be together and have dinner. You don’t even have to drink since I know you’re going to have to drive home tonight. Just have fun. You deserve to have fun. This is your whole birthday weekend. We have to go back to school and finals and all that horrible stuff later. But Bradley’s here now.”

      Bradley. Well, I wasn’t going to let his name give me pause. Just because he had a douchey name, according to my brothers, didn’t mean he was going to be a douche. After all, between my brothers and the Ashfords, we had ridiculous names. I was used to names that weren’t exactly of the social club set.

      “Where are we going, and what time do I need to be there?”

      I listened as she explained everything, knowing I was going with the punches and doing what they wanted yet again. However, maybe spending the night after my twenty-first birthday at my brother’s home alone while reading a book wasn’t exactly the way to spend it. I was in college. I was supposed to have fun. And I would.

      I’d be sober tonight because I was driving, and I wasn’t an idiot. And I’d go dancing. Or whatever this cinco date was.

      I only had fifteen minutes to get ready, and thankfully, my hair was already done. I’d put it back up in a bun when I’d gotten in the shower, so now I let the long dark blonde strands fall down my back in somewhat curls. I plugged in the curling iron, set it to as high as it could go, and quickly redid my makeup. It took me eight minutes to do my makeup, lotion up, and reshave my legs, not because I was planning on getting some tonight. No thank you very much. But because I was going to wear that little black dress. Instead of the strappy high heels, I went with wedges because I didn’t know exactly where we would end up, but I was going to have fun. The four Ls would all be there, so it wasn’t like I was going to be alone with some guy. And I needed to get over whatever crush I had on Callum. He was never going to see me as anything but little Felicity. And I needed to get over him.

      With two minutes to spare, I got into my car and headed out to the park near the resort less than an hour away. There was a little restaurant there that had music and dancing, and I was excited now. I had left a note for Rune, and I wasn’t going to be a little old lady.

      I turned up the music, sang along, and finally felt as if maybe this birthday weekend wasn’t so fuddy-duddy, as Atlas would say.

      I pulled into the parking lot and was grateful I’d found a spot since this place seemed to be the center of attention for the night.

      “You’re here!” Laurelin said as she threw up her hands. Then she practically jumped on top of me, and I was grateful that I could catch her without breaking an ankle.

      “Hey there. Have you had any water?”

      “I’m making sure she drinks water,” a tall man with a deep voice said behind her. “I’m Chad.”

      “I’m Hansen,” another man said.

      They all introduced themselves, and I knew I was never going to be able to figure out who was who. Each of them had the exact same color hair, haircut, and country club set. One of them had a dimple in his chin, and the other had darker eyes, but frankly, they all looked as if they could just step off an influencer’s photograph page and call it a day.

      “Felicity, this is Bradley,” Laura said as she fluttered her eyelashes.

      “Bradley’s about to go to law school, and he’s a Pisces.”

      “Gemini, actually,” Bradley said with a laugh. He looked at me then, his blue eyes bright, and blond hair that curled right at the edges since it looked like it was a little too long.

      I swallowed hard and tried not to feel too awkward, though I knew it was most likely a lost cause. “It’s nice to meet you too. I am sorry if you guys were waiting on me.”

      “No, we were just having fun. Let’s go dancing.” Laura winked at me and gave me a hug. “I’m sober. I’m making sure that the girls aren’t having too much fun. But we’re glad you’re here. It’s your birthday weekend.”

      “I’m glad I’m here too.” I squeezed her hand and then let Bradley lead me to the dance floor.

      The music buzzed through my system, as did the Red Bull that I drank. I was grateful that nobody was pushing alcohol on me because I just wanted to have fun tonight. Bradley was nice, a good dancer, and when I needed water, he led me to the station. I wasn’t about to let him give me an open container. My parents and brothers had taught me better than that.

      He leaned down, his breath warm on my neck, and I shifted away slightly, needing space. “So, what are you going to school for?”

      “Business and accounting. Honestly, I’m really good with numbers, and I’ve been working with the town bookkeeper and accountant whenever I come to visit my hometown. I like it.”

      “That’s all you want to do?”

      I did not like his tone, but maybe some people didn’t get it. Not everybody needed to be an astronaut or doctor or lawyer. “I like it. And some months will be harder than others, but it has weekends off. Meaning I can have a life outside of work.”

      “Well, that’s a good ambition, then. I don’t know if my dad ever found that balance with being a lawyer and all. But I enjoy school so far. I’m excited for law school in the fall.”

      “I almost looked into law school, but I think I like my path more for me. I don’t think I have it in me.”

      “Not everybody does.”

      I gritted my teeth and told myself that he didn’t mean that as a push at me. I was just oversensitive.

      When the couples began to break from each other, taking walks near the small lake, Bradley lifted his chin and gestured towards the path.

      “You want to take a walk? It’s lit. You’ll be safe.”

      I blinked at him, taking a look around to confirm what he’d said. “Okay. Since the others will be around too. I am a little warm.”

      “Then don’t worry, I’ve got you, Felicity.”

      We walked down the path some more, and when he took my hand, I didn’t pull away. After a couple of those false steps and conversation, he asked genuine questions and seemed to like hearing about Ashford Creek. I didn’t mention my brother’s name since he had said he was a hockey fan, but when I mentioned the town, his eyes widened.

      “Wait, I know that name. Isn’t Callum Ashford from there? The tight end that only made it two years before some dumb ass broke his femur? That break was so bad it still makes the rounds when the talk about shit injuries.”

      I winced. “Yes, he’s from there. A family friend, actually.”

      “No shit? He was amazing. Probably could have made more than a few bucks if he stayed in. But bad break and all. Literally.”

      “He’s doing good for himself now, though.”

      “Yeah. But whatever he does now probably pales in comparison to being an NFL star. Just imagine it.”

      I wasn’t sure I wanted to. Or could. That part of Callum’s life seemed so far off in the past, it didn’t even seem like the same Callum I knew.

      When we made our way to a bench underneath a large tree, he gestured towards it. “Want to take a seat? Get to know one another?”

      My hair stood on the back of my neck, and I shook my head. “Maybe we should be getting back. We’re a little far.”

      “Oh, Felicity. Just take a seat. You’ll be safe.”

      He kept saying that, but I felt anything but safe.

      So when he tugged on my wrist, I pulled back. “No. I want to go back.”

      “Just a small town girl, after all? What the fuck, Felicity? You’re walking out with me all alone and aren’t going to let me touch you? Stupid bitch.”

      And then he pushed towards me, gripping the end of my skirt. I punched out, my fist connecting with his nose.

      “Bitch!”

      I turned to run, and he tugged on my hair. When he pulled me back to him, I stomped on his inset with my shoes, and he grunted before I elbowed him in the gut. Between my brothers and Miss Congeniality, I’d learned a few things. And yet, as my pulse raced and bile filled my throat, it didn’t feel like enough.

      I ran then, my heels digging into the dirt. And then I left them behind, knowing I could run faster barefoot.

      “Felicity!” he screamed.

      But I kept going, except I had no idea where I was. This path didn’t look familiar, and I couldn’t see the others. Pulse racing, I ran off the path, through a copse of trees, and sat behind a bush, pulling out my phone.

      I couldn’t think, couldn’t breathe, I could barely press my thumb against the screen, trying to dial.

      And as soon as he answered, I let out a choking sob.

      “Callum. I need you.”
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