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      Atlas Carter has it all.

      One of the best careers in the NHL as a star goalie.

      A family that sacrificed everything to get him where he is.

      And a small town that praises him as their golden boy.

      What he doesn’t have is the girl he left behind.

      But when Atlas gets hurt and is forced to spend his recovery in Ashford Creek, he finally has a second chance.

      Elizabeth loves her life—her small town, her family, and her job.

      Only she knows she can’t love Atlas Carter.

      They parted ways for a reason, and those who judge her from her town don’t need to know the truth. She knows what it feels like to have the town’s eyes on her when it comes to Atlas Carter. So when she finally gives in, she’s prepared for the heat.

      At least that’s what they both tell themselves. Because the season is almost here and choices will have to be made.

      Only they aren’t the only two forced to make a choice. Somebody doesn’t want Atlas to return…and small towns keep their secrets for a reason.

      **Westward is right person, wrong time, hockey hero, small town romance in the Ashford Creek series featuring Atlas and Elizabeth. Each book can be read as a complete standalone. A HEA is guaranteed!**
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          ATLAS

        

      

    

    
      “Are you planning on coming home anytime soon?” my younger sister asked, and I rolled my eyes, even though I wanted to come home. It was in the plans. After all, I got a couple of months at the end of each season for myself. I could travel the world, I could train—and I would—or I could go back to Ashford Creek. And considering that’s where the rest of my family lived, it sounded like a good bet.

      “Yes, I’ll be there, pipsqueak.”

      “You don’t need to call me that. It’s quite rude.” She fluttered her eyelashes, and I noticed how happy she looked. She had a job she loved, even though I knew she missed her old boss, who’d passed away recently. She was near the family again, no longer a couple of hours away, and was dating one of my friends.

      I scowled at that, still a little annoyed just for the show of it. I liked Callum. He was a good guy and seemed to care about Felicity. I trusted him with my life, so I might as well trust him with my sister.

      “You’re still my little sister, so I can call you what I want.”

      “You know I can beat your ass, right?” a deep voice said from behind my sister.

      I snorted. “Listening in on private conversations, old man?”

      Felicity just rolled her eyes. “Stop calling him an old man. You’re not that much younger.”

      “Ouch,” Callum said with a laugh.

      I joined him in his laughter, but it took me a few moments to recover. My body hurt.

      Our season had ended, but not exactly how I’d wanted it to go. We’d made it all the way to the third round, and I hadn’t been good enough.

      One too many pucks had gotten through our D-line, and then soon, to the net. I hadn’t been fast enough, flexible enough, or just good at my job. I knew we were a team effort, but I was the last line of defense. Literally.

      I was still as strong as I ever was. Hell, I was stronger than I had been when I’d been drafted. But I was thirty-one now. Ancient in terms of the NHL. And the Portland Gliders still liked me, but I only had one more year on my contract. I wasn’t sure if I would be picked up and re-signed or traded. It could be time for the scary word no one mentioned.

      Retirement.

      My hands hurt, my neck hurt, my lower back, my hips, my knees. Everything.

      I had a damn massage therapist on call and worked with PT often. I wasn’t even stupid anymore, like when I thought I could just handle it on my own. I would do everything in my power in order to play better and improve my worth. I made millions just by blocking.

      And I had failed.

      I fucking sucked.

      “I’ll be there, Felicity. I’m just dealing with a couple of extra meetings with my agent and the team, and I want to get in a good workout with the guys. Plus, it’s Benny’s birthday in two days, and we’re throwing a huge bash. Twenty-one is a big age.” I rolled my eyes at that, wondering when I’d started feeling like the granddad of the group.

      “Tell Benny I said hi. He was nice the last time I was there.”

      “How nice?” Callum asked as he came forward so I could see him on the screen.

      My lips twitched, feeling slightly lighter than I had in a while. “Overprotective much? Don’t worry, she’d break Benny. He’s far too much of a young pup.”

      “I don’t know if I should take that as a compliment or hit you through the phone,” my sister said dryly.

      I shrugged. “You love me.”

      “I do. Although you should probably start plucking your eyebrows a bit. I know you’re not going gray, yet… but they are looking a bit bushy. What will your Instagram followers think when their favorite eyebrow account starts posting those?” She stuck her tongue in her cheek, and I flipped her off.

      “Excuse me. I have beautiful eyebrows.”

      Callum and Felicity laughed as we continued to talk about the comings and goings of Ashford Creek. My eyebrows were damn amazing. Yes, I had a scar on the right one thanks to a skate that had gotten a little too high, but they were perfection in the eyes of many. Hence, a fan-run Instagram account that haunted me. I didn’t actually go on there. People loved it, and it had even gotten me a skincare campaign. My friends could go pose in their underwear like I used to for billboards, but I had three products to nourish my skin. Because apparently getting wrinkles when you were thirty-one wasn’t a good thing. Mine were usually laugh lines, though I hadn’t really been laughing lately. No, I wasn’t going to think about that.

      “So you’ll be here? You’d better tell Mom and Dad too, so they can plan your welcome-home dinner.”

      “You know, we’ll need to find a fatted calf,” Callum said deadpan.

      I flipped them off.

      “I hate you both. But yes, I’ll be there. I’m sure there’s some summer festival that I need to be a part of.” Having grown up in a small town, I was used to festivals. There was one every month. They brought in tourism and kept the town’s morale high. Though the underbelly of the town was always where I tended to reside.

      Because my friends were the Ashfords. And that came with its own notoriety.

      “Anyway, send me your details, and I can come down and pick you up from the airport if you want.”

      “I think I can handle it, hotshot. NHL money’s a little bit better than decade-old NFL money,” I said to the former tight end.

      He flipped me off because he loved me, and we said our goodbyes.

      As I hung up the phone, my shoulders dropped, and I finally relaxed.

      It had taken all within me not to ask about her.

      After over a decade, I would’ve thought I would be able to breathe without chest pain when it came to thinking of her. But she was the one who decided to stay home. She was the one who loved Ashford Creek so much that she had never left.

      And I had hightailed it out of there for my dreams, to bleed and sweat and break down on the ice. I’d made something of myself.

      And I wouldn’t feel shame and anger over what I left behind.

      “Hey, Atlas, are you planning on coming to Toppers tonight?” my left wing, Thomas, asked as he moved forward and looked around in his locker.

      Toppers was our local bar that many of the players went to. The owner was a former Glider himself, and Toppers was named because he had once hopped over somebody in the Olympics and scored the gold-medal-winning goal.

      That meant that he protected our sanity and our privacy. We could go in without getting mobbed by fans—unless that’s something we wanted—and we had time by ourselves. Of course, there was always a puck bunny to pick up on the way out, though I didn’t indulge in that.

      Oh, if you looked at any tabloid or influencer feed, you would think that I was with a different woman every night. But I wasn’t the playboy they thought I was. Well, not anymore.

      I shook my head, ignoring the lies within my own mind.

      “Atlas. You good?”

      I nodded. “I need to see Coach later, but I’ll be at Toppers. I want to get in a few stretches while the trainers are still on call.”

      “You’re way more disciplined than any of us, and I like it.” Thomas came forward and put his hand on my shoulder. He was my height, considering I was well over six feet, that was saying something. Then again, most hockey players were mountains.

      “It wasn’t your fault, you know. None of it. We got to the seventh game, and we all worked our asses off. It wasn’t our year. Stop blaming yourself.”

      “Thomas, buddy. You’ve been in this as long as I have. We both know that’s not happening.”

      My friend sighed before squeezing my shoulder and grabbing his bag.

      “Be safe. I’ll see you tonight. And maybe I’ll come with you to Ashford Creek just to annoy that sister of yours.”

      “She’s taken, you know,” I said dryly.

      “By a football player. Come on.” He rolled his eyes and headed out, leaving me alone in the locker room. I was usually the first one there, last one out.

      I would settle my affairs and head to Ashford Creek for maybe a week. Maybe less. I knew my parents wanted to see me more. Hell, I loved them, but there were reasons I didn’t stay for long. Then again, after next year, I wasn’t sure what would happen. Because my joints knew the truth. Despite the fact I could have another decade in this league, my heart wasn’t in it. And my body had taken one too many beatings.

      This had to be my last year.

      With that lovely thought, I headed towards the back room, ready to meet up with my trainer. I walked past the showers, noticed one of them was on, and frowned. “Anybody there?” I asked.

      With a shrug, I went and turned off the water, annoyed that one of my teammates would’ve left it on. Probably a rookie. Though since the season was over, they weren’t rookies anymore.

      That made me smile, and I turned, ready to head out. The blow came out of nowhere, and all I saw was a shadow. As something slammed into my knee, I called out, hit the tile floor, water splashing, and as I reached out, trying to figure out what the hell was happening, something connected with the side of my head, and there was nothing.
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          ELIZABETH

        

      

    

    
      It was truly my favorite time of year. Perhaps I should say one of my favorite times of the year. Because here I was, with some of my favorite people in the world, watching them practically shake with a sugar high, their eyes expressive, filled with delight and anticipation, as the clock ticked slowly. With each passing second, I knew we were one moment closer to our salvation. Or perhaps just our relative freedom.

      “Ms. Ellis, are you teaching summer school this year?” Hannah, one of my students, asked, her smile bright, her pen tapping to a rhythm only she could hear against the desk.

      “Not this year,” I answered, an odd sense of relief flowing. I loved teaching. I had been teaching at Ashford Creek High School since graduating from college and returning to my hometown to be with my family and friends. Ashford Creek might be a small town in the middle of the Rocky Mountains outside of Denver, one that didn’t easily flow off the lips of strangers, but it was my small town. It was my home, filled with memories.

      I’d gone to high school in a different part of the building as my classroom was in the newer section, but part of the halls still held the same feelings as they had when I’d been younger. Ashford Creek and the surrounding areas had grown in size and population over time, and now, while it was still a small town, I didn’t recognize every single person at the town hall.

      “Like you would ever be in summer school,” Clayton sneered.

      “Clayton. You do realize we still have detention available today, correct?” I asked with a single brow raised. It took all within me not to smirk or react in any other way. Clayton wasn’t a bad kid, but sometimes he forgot to watch what he said in front of other adults. Of course, if he spoke like that to Hannah alone, I would hope someone else would stand up for her as well. The class booed, and I kept my face expressionless.

      Clayton just winked at me before lifting his chin. “I graduate this weekend. My mom would literally kill me if I got detention the day before.”

      “Then maybe don’t be an ass,” Alecks added.

      Everybody made oohs and aahs, and I held back a sigh. The last day of high school for my lovely teenagers was already turning into a very long day. I would never give any of them detention, but keeping them on track so we could enjoy our afternoon and make sure we were ready for the summer wasn’t easy.

      All exams were through, their GPAs sorted. Nearly every student here had an acceptance to their college of choice—whether it was a community college or a university in-state or out. Some were set for trade schools, and others were taking a gap year to spend with their families. There were many ways to begin adulthood, and none of them needed to be one set perfect path.

      I couldn’t help but remember the start of my own path so many years ago.

      One where I went through the unexpected, surprising even myself. Then I had taken perhaps a path less traveled, one that had put me on the outskirts of a town I thought had respected me. I had been the one left behind, after all. It didn’t matter that I had faced it head-on, making my own decisions. A small town that I loved with every ounce of my being had judged me from the start, and I would always be the girl left behind.

      But I shoved those thoughts from my mind, as I needed to focus on the students in front of me.

      I let my gaze drift towards Will, one of my quieter students. He had his head down, his attention focused on his notebook. Will was one of the best artists in his graduating class—of a student body of less than three hundred—but I knew he would rather saw his own arm off than have anyone tell him he was good at drawing. He didn’t join in on our board games or other ways to pass the time; instead, focusing on his own paper and ignoring the rest.

      Getting him to graduate had been one of the hardest endeavors of my teaching career, and not because he wasn’t brilliant. No, it was because sometimes the world couldn’t quite forgive where you were born, or the decisions of others.

      He had passed and would graduate this weekend. Of course, I would be there shouting for him and the rest of his peers. Everybody had worked so hard to get where they were, and as a teacher, I was proud of them beyond all measure.

      I might not have been blessed with children of my own, but each student that walked through these halls was like a small part of me escaping into the future, clinging to what could be.

      As the final bell rang, my students stood up and cheered, and I couldn’t help but clap. Yes, it was ridiculous, embarrassing, and sentimental, but I didn’t care. I held up my arms for the ones who wanted to hug me, and they took out their phones, with selfies being taken to memorialize the moment. My little babies were now adults, walking out into the real world, and I waved at them, knowing that I would have to do this all over again next year.

      I got them when they were in ninth grade and watched them walk into their forevers at eighteen.

      Will was the last to leave, and as he dragged his feet towards the door, I frowned.

      “Are you ready for tomorrow?” I asked, trying to keep the worry out of my voice. I didn’t want to say that he wasn’t my problem anymore, because I would never believe that, but he wasn’t a student in my classroom any longer, and he had never been one for asking for help or talking about his feelings.

      He shrugged. “I don’t know if I can go.”

      Worry edged into the tiredness of the day and the end of another long year. “Do you need a ride? I can pick you up.” It wouldn’t be out of the question for a teacher to drive a student to and from school. Not in Ashford Creek. Most of the teachers had kids in our school or were best friends with the parents of those kids. It was hard to set some boundaries when you were neighbors with most of your classroom.

      The graduation would be held in the same place that most events were held in our small town—the town hall and barn. Every festival dance, homecoming, reunion, and other major event was held underneath that roof. Our town hall decorators and committee members put their all into making every event individual and pure Ashford Creek.

      The outdoor seating area was large enough to fit at least twenty people per graduate, with enough room for everyone to be comfortable and to celebrate our new adults.

      I also knew that Will could probably walk to the event easily, but he rarely did anything in town.

      “I have to work.”

      “You didn’t ask Rune for a day off?” I asked.

      Rune was a friend, and I had known him since I was a child. He owned Summit Grill, where I knew Will was a busboy. Now that he was eighteen, he had been shifted and was training to be a waiter. Rune paid well and treated his staff well.

      He was also my ex’s big brother, and while I enjoyed going to eat with my friends there, I tried my best to avoid him. He never gave me the pitying looks that the rest of the town gave me for being Atlas Carter’s ex-girlfriend. But he looked so much like Atlas sometimes that it was hard to want to be near him often.

      “I said I would work because the rest of the staff needs to be at the graduation. I don’t mind. It’s not like I have any family going. They don’t even give you your diploma. You get the cover, which they can mail to me. I don’t really care, Ms. Ellis. Not that you aren’t great or anything. You and the other teachers are nice and all, but I don’t really need a party or an event to tell me that I’m out of high school and not going to college. I see that every time I look in the mirror.”

      My heart ached for Will. I had known him since he was a good little kid, and he had always been a bright light, smiling and laughing. Great at sports, art, and just a good person. His parents had died in a snowmobile accident when he was in middle school. The event had shaped so much of his life and had been a town tragedy. Just a few years prior, another man had lost his children and wife in a car accident on an icy bridge, and that had broken some of the town’s spirit. But we had all clawed together, doing our best to care for those we could.

      Nobody had come for Will and offered to raise him. He had been such a cute little kid and had ended up a hollow-eyed little boy who needed family. Part of me had wanted to reach out to say I could help, but I had been in my early twenties. A single woman on a teacher’s salary. I was an only child with elderly parents, and in the eyes of so many in town and the legal system, hadn’t had any prospects.

      I wasn’t the right person to adopt a child to keep him in town. Instead, he had gone to a few different foster families and had ended up with one on the far east side of town. From what I could tell, his foster mother had run off a couple of years ago, and his foster father had gotten his last check once Will had turned eighteen.

      I knew he still was living underneath that roof, at least that’s what he had told everyone, but I didn’t have any right to know anything else. My friends in the system did their best, but they were overworked, and the fact that Will had even been able to stay in Ashford Creek with his friends and familiar moments had been a miracle.

      And now he was eighteen, and he wouldn’t have anyone for him at graduation.

      “If you decide to go, I’ll be cheering your name.”

      “Just like you always do with everyone else, Ms. E. You’re a good person, you know that?”

      I blushed, shaking my head. “I do my best. You should go if you want to, but even if you don’t, I know that you’ll still have people who will be thinking of you.”

      He just shrugged, not looking like he believed me.

      “Maybe. I got to go, Ms. E. I’ll tell Rune you say hi though, right?” He winked as he said it, and if I weren’t a proper teacher, I probably would’ve flipped him off. Oh, he was an adult now, but I saw that little attitude on his face.

      Just like everyone else, he knew that I was the ex-girlfriend of NHL star goalie Atlas Carter. The high school sweetheart, prom queen to his prom king. And there was no denying it.

      For fuck’s sake, there was even a memorialized shrine to Atlas down the hall from my classroom. Complete with our prom photo.

      There also happened to be a similar shrine to my friend Callum because the man had ended up in the NFL, and Gray, another hockey star. Ashford Creek might be small, but we sure knew how to make sports stars, apparently.

      Will smiled as he left, and I figured that my slight humiliation might be worth giving him a laugh, so I quickly packed up my things.

      My classroom was empty, things pulled from the walls, and I knew the custodial staff would scrub it clean before I came back in the fall. Maybe they’d even add a fresh coat of paint, but I didn’t think it was likely. There wasn’t any money for things like that.

      I made my way out to my car, waving and speaking to a few of my fellow teachers, as my phone rang. I answered with a bright smile on my face.

      “Elizabeth,” my mom said, her voice a little hoarse.

      Warmth spread through my chest at the sound of her voice. I loved my parents something fierce, though we didn’t do much but hang out at the house these days. “Mom. I was just heading towards the bakery to pick up our pie.”

      “Did someone say pie?” my dad asked from from the other line as they were on their landline phones, and I laughed as my mom scolded him.

      When Atlas had gone to college on a full-ride hockey scholarship, I had joined. I had been in love with him and grateful for my own partial scholarship toward my degree. The town might’ve thought I had followed him because I had nothing else, but we had chosen that college together. It wasn’t just Atlas who had decided for us. He had always made sure I made my own decisions and was cared for. Even when we had broken up, he had been that man. He still was, which was something I tried not to think about.

      Atlas’s parents, sister, and brother were still here, thriving in Ashford Creek. And my family was as well. Though my family was a good thirty-five years older than Atlas’s parents.

      I had been a very late baby—one who had shown up when my mom thought she was hitting menopause. Now, my parents were the same age as some of my friends’ grandparents and needed me. They had needed me when I had moved back after college, and there hadn’t been another choice for me. I loved Ashford Creek. I loved that small-town feel and knowing where I belonged.

      I hadn’t needed the limelight or the life of someone living in Portland as the significant other of the top goalie in the entire NHL.

      I was just fine where I was.

      And my parents needed me.

      “We don’t need pie,” my mom complained.

      “It is my end-of-school pie, something we have done since my kindergarten year. I’m getting us pie. And Sweet & Tart makes the best pie.”

      “Better than that Ashy Buns place,” my dad teased.

      I laughed, listening to them as my phone went to Bluetooth, and I drove down the small town roads towards Sweet & Tart.

      The bakery had once been owned by another woman—a woman who had hated me with the fire of a thousand suns because I had been Atlas’s girl. And then had dumped our breakup in my face until she found someone of her own and had finally left town. Our friend Bronwyn had ended up buying the place and changed the name to Sweet & Tart. And Bronwyn knew how to make her pies.

      “We’ll be here waiting for pie, and I’ll put on the tea,” Dad said. I could practically hear him smacking his lips in anticipation.

      I laughed and said my goodbyes before parking in front of the bakery. Frankly, I was surprised I found a spot because everybody was out in the beautiful sunlight with the perfect temperature, picking up desserts and presents for the graduation and festivals coming up. Tourists filled the area, and the locals just looked happy that it was no longer snowing.

      I had an entire summer off to do what I wanted, maybe to travel, to organize my house, and to paint a few walls. I was planning to hike and enjoy myself.

      School wasn’t in session, and it wasn’t hockey season. It had always been my favorite time growing up.

      And I hated the fact that I had even thought about hockey season. Why Atlas was continuously on my mind these days, I would never know. No, I knew exactly why. Because my friend Felicity—Atlas’s little sister—had found love, and others in my life were starting to find love as well. People were growing, figuring out what they wanted, and I did my best to tell myself I wasn’t being left behind.

      Just because I was now thirty-one and single didn’t mean I had always been.

      And it wasn’t like I compared every man in my life to Atlas. That would be wrong.

      Because if anybody looked up photos of Atlas, you knew that he wasn’t comparing me to anyone. He might not have gotten married either, but he sure as hell hadn’t been celibate.

      I ground my teeth together, telling myself I was an idiot.

      No need to be thinking about him.

      Even if it was off-season, and there’s a high probability he would be back in town. Like always.

      I walked into the bakery as everybody chatted amongst themselves, either snacking or waiting for their order. I waved at Bronwyn, who pointed to the back, and I knew she would go and get my pie.

      I talked to a few people about the upcoming graduation, and everybody was so good about not talking about the fact that the Portland Gliders had been knocked out in the third round of the playoffs. No Stanley Cup for them. It had broken my heart for Atlas, because I’d never hated him—contrary to popular belief. But I didn’t really want to talk about it with everyone else.

      As Bronwyn handed over the pie, a news bulletin filled the room, and I turned as everyone quieted.

      “Portland Gliders hockey star Atlas Carter was released from the hospital earlier this week after an attack at the arena. No word as to who was responsible, or the motivations, but he was found in the team shower, unconscious, and the fact that they were able to keep it under wraps for so long is sparking rumors of rivalries.”

      Reporters continued to speak, speculating about who had attacked him and the injuries he would have. After all, an injured goalie meant they didn’t know what would happen to his career. He was thirty-one—still young and not even the oldest on the ice, but nearing it in some eyes.

      And with an up-and-coming goalie on the bench, what would this mean for Atlas Carter’s career?

      “Oh my God, did you hear?” someone began, and then I blinked as I realized that every eye in the bakery was on me. The looks of confusion, anger, worry, and pity covered their faces, and I tried not to throw up.

      They had looked at me like this when I had come home without him, and then again the first time he had walked down the street arm-in-arm with someone who wasn’t me.

      Bile covered my tongue, but it had nothing to do with their looks, because Atlas had been hurt.

      And nobody had told me.

      Suddenly, a hand touched my arm, and the pie fell from my hands, splattering onto the floor, leaving pastry and cherry sprawled over the tile, as if a murder scene had been left behind.

      Had Atlas bled? Is this what it had looked like in the shower when he’d lain prone and unheard? Why hadn’t anyone told me?

      “Come with me,” Teagan said.

      “I’ve got the mess,” Bronwyn said, and I had a feeling she didn’t just mean the pie on the ground.

      And suddenly, Teagan was pulling me into her car, and I was trying to catch my breath.

      “Is he?” I asked, but I couldn’t finish the sentence. They hadn’t told us what was wrong with him, or exactly what had happened. I couldn’t breathe, and my chest tightened.

      “He’s fine,” Teagan said with a sigh. “But you know how this town is.”

      “You’re lying,” I said. “And why are you driving me? My car was right there.”

      “We’ll have someone get your car. I just saw you in there and figured you’d need an escape. You do know this town,” she repeated.

      I looked down at my hands, and I let out a breath.

      “Do you know what happened?”

      “Felicity just texted me. He didn’t even tell them. The news just broke, and I have a feeling that the family group chat is going wild.”

      Atlas had kept his attack secret from his family. Had it really been that bad? Or maybe everybody was just blowing things out of proportion.

      Yet my spine tingled, and I couldn’t help but come up with disastrous situation after disastrous situation.

      “Felicity said that he was going to let everybody know what happened, but I’m not sure.” Teagan, my friend since we were children, gave me a cautious look, and I tried to put on my brave face.

      “I’m sure if it were a real issue, he would’ve told his parents right away. Atlas doesn’t keep secrets like that.” I said the words with such conviction that I hoped Teagan would believe me. And I wasn’t lying.

      The problem with having an ex-boyfriend the world thought they knew was that they thought they knew you as well.

      Atlas was a good person. And that was why it was so hard to hate him—even though I didn’t want to even try.

      “I’m just going to drop you off at home, because I sort of panicked when I saw you in there, and everybody was staring. I hate when this town stares at you.”

      As Teagan Ashford had grown up the daughter of the town drunk and recluse, and had seen more loss than I could ever deal with, I knew she understood. She had secrets of her own and had dealt with a town that wanted to do right by her but couldn’t help but look down on her for who she was and where she had come from.

      I loved her and called her a friend. But I knew there were only so many things that we could be for one another, and we each had our own histories to overcome.

      “I appreciate it.” And I did. Because I wasn’t sure how I would’ve been able to get out of that situation. Because as soon as one person said a pitying remark or asked a question, everyone else would pile on. Because, of course, I was supposed to know everything about Atlas. And again, these are the same people who also thought that I had no right to him because I was no longer with him. I was the rejected girlfriend.

      When Teagan dropped me off in front of my house, I let out a breath. “In case I don’t get added to any group chats because they’re worried about my feelings, will you let me know if you hear from them?” I asked, doing my best to sound strong.

      Teagan gave me a soft smile and squeezed my hand. “Of course. And I know they’re just trying to respect your boundaries.”

      I snorted. “I know. But that doesn’t mean I want harm to come to Atlas. Despite what some in this town may think.”

      “Some people in this town need to have an enema or four,” she said dryly.

      I burst out laughing, grateful for my friend, and headed inside. It took all within me not to look to the right, to the side of my house, at the property next door.

      Because while my tiny home was part of my heart, I shared a boundary line with the other part of my heart.

      Atlas’s home stood there under the trees in the distance, behind the privacy fence that kept onlookers out, and stayed empty for the majority of the year. In fact, when he visited, he rarely stayed under that roof. I still never knew why he had bought the house or the land, and I had never asked.

      I was afraid of the answer.

      I stood in my house, the door locked behind me, and shot a quick text to my parents that I would be late. I would have to get another pie and figure out what to do. They wouldn’t be watching the news, so they wouldn’t be worrying about their daughter like they always were. I needed to find my sense of normal once again.

      My phone buzzed, and I glanced at the screen, expecting it to be my parents. Instead, my heart leaped into my throat, and I looked down at the familiar name.
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