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​​Welcome to Ashby Lake

​

​NESTLED IN THE HEART of Ontario, just two hours outside Toronto, Ashby Lake is a small town with a big heart. With a population of about ten thousand, it's a place where neighbours wave from their porches, local shops know your name, and community traditions run deep. 

​Visitors are drawn to the sparkling waters of Ashby Lake itself, summer days spent fishing, boating, or swimming, and winter mornings skating across the frozen shoreline. Weekends bustle with out-of-towners mingling at the farmers market, where stalls overflow with fresh produce, handmade goods, and the kind of conversations that turn strangers into friends. 

​You'll find locals lingering over coffee at The Perch, picking up groceries and gossip at Greene's, and shopping for everything from school clothes to Christmas gifts at Bentley's Department Store. Families flock to the Ashby Lake Racetrack, while the smell of fresh bread from Joy Bakery drifts down Main Street. 

​Evenings might mean a romantic dinner at Luigi's Italian Bistro, or laughter spilling out the door of Squirrels, the local pub. Add in Ward Wines, the cheerful Haven Goats goat farm, and you've got no shortage of local flavor. Life here is stitched together with community spirit. 

​Every fall, the Pumpkin Festival lights up the town with hayrides, crafts, and pies. Kids love the whimsical Frog Adventures, while steady hands at Cheryl's Bookkeeping Services keep small businesses thriving. Pets are cared for at the vet clinic, and neighbours always seem to show up when you need them most. Ashby Lake is a place of homecomings and second chances, of cozy traditions and fresh starts. 

​Whether you're visiting for a weekend by the water, or settling in for a lifetime, Ashby Lake will always make room for you at the table.
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​​Prologue
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​The Date

​

​Adrian leaned one hip against the kitchen counter, still holding the dish towel Erin had tossed at him for sneaking a taste of dessert. His smile lingered, eyes not leaving her face as she tried to busy herself rinsing plates.

​

​"Luigi's," he said thoughtfully, like he was tasting the name on his tongue. "Sounds suspiciously like a place that would offer both carbs and candlelight."

​

​Her glance over her shoulder was casual. Too casual. "I heard they make a decent risotto."

​

​"And here I thought you were a meat and potatoes girl."

​

​"I am," she said, lips twitching. "But I think I would like a little romance with my calories."

​

​That stopped him cold—in the best way. Erin Kelly, asking for a date. Wanting candlelight. And saying it out loud.

​He crossed the room in two strides, taking the plate from her hands and setting it gently in the sink.

​

​"Saturday. Eight o'clock," he murmured, brushing a wet curl behind her ear. "I'll pick you up. Wear something that makes you feel dangerous."

​

​She looked up at him, a little breathless. "I don't own anything dangerous. Most of my wardrobe smells like antiseptic and cow."

​

​Adrian laughed, low and delighted. "Then wear whatever you like. I'll bring the danger."

​

​By the next morning, he was on the phone with Luigi himself.

​

​"No, I don't need a private room. Just a good table. Corner booth, preferably. Something with a view, or at least not next to the bathroom." He paused, listening. "Yes, it's a date. And yes, she's very important."

​

​He hung up with the reservation secured and a small smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. He could already picture her walking in, cheeks pink from the evening air, dressed in whatever passed for 'trying' in her gloriously unbothered world. Boots, probably. Something black. Maybe that deep green sweater he liked.

​

​He didn't need the candlelight. But he wanted the moment. He wanted her to feel... chosen.
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​​Chapter One: The Best-Laid Plans (and the Warmest Spoons)
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​

​Erin made it. Barely. Calving season was finally behind her—two relentless weeks of emergency calls, split shifts, shoulder strain, and the kind of bone-deep fatigue that turned coffee into a lifeline. Her boots were crusted with substances she preferred not to identify, her hands still smelled faintly of antiseptic, and her entire body ached in places she hadn't even known had nerve endings.

​

​But she'd survived.

​

​And tonight, she had a date.

​A real one. With wine. With eye contact. With maybe—just maybe—a dessert that hadn't been stored in her glove compartment since January.

​Adrian had been a damn miracle. Through every cancelled dinner, every late-night text, every frantic call during a cuddle, he'd shown up. Like clockwork. Coffee in one hand, protein bars in the other, patience in every quiet glance.

​

​He didn't complain. Not once.

​She wasn't used to that.

​To being looked after.

​

​It was starting to undo her. Not in the dangerous, dramatic way she'd always feared, but in the kind of way that crept under her skin like spring thaw—slow, soft, impossible to ignore.

​

​Not that she'd ever tell him that.

​

​Erin grinned as she stepped inside her house, peeling off layers, unwrapping herself from the week—jacket, sweater, jeans, bra—all left behind in a gleeful trail across the floor. She made it to the bathroom, barely, and stepped into a scalding shower, letting the hot water hammer into her sore shoulders until her knees started to go a little wobbly.

​Wrapped in a towel and steam-drowsy, she padded back to the bedroom to dry her hair.

​That was the mistake.

​The bed was warm. Her limbs were lead. She told herself she'd just lean back for a moment, just rest her eyes for a second—

​When she opened them again, the room was dark.

​And someone was breathing behind her.

​She was cocooned under her comforter, one strong arm draped securely around her waist. Her hair was still damp. Her towel had been replaced with a soft T-shirt. Her phone glowed faintly on the nightstand.

​

​2:07 a.m.

​

​Erin blinked. Adjusted slightly.

​Adrian stirred behind her but didn't wake fully. Instead, he pulled her closer, like some part of him already knew she'd try to slip away and wasn't having it.

​She stared at the ceiling, her throat tight, heart too full to hold.

​He had come over. Found her asleep. Undressed her towel-damp self, dried her off, pulled her into bed—just to be there. Just to make sure she was warm. Safe. Not alone.

​Something opened in her chest. Quietly. Completely.

​"Hey," she whispered.

​He mumbled something sleep-thick against her shoulder, then pressed a kiss to the back of her neck.

​"I missed our date," she murmured, twisting just enough to glimpse his sleepy face.

​He opened one eye and smiled, lazy and sweet.

​"Best date I never had."

​She snorted. "You didn't even get to see me in real clothes."

​"You smell like ginger shampoo and exhaustion," he said, brushing his thumb along her hip. "I'll take it."

​Her eyes burned.

​"You changed my shirt."

​"You were cold." A pause. "And got to see you naked."

​"Don't get cocky," she muttered, even as she tucked herself closer.

​"Too late."

​◆◆◆

​Adrian had never known a more anxious two weeks in his life.

​And that included corporate takeovers, impossibly scheduled breeding windows at the estate, and that one surreal board meeting in Prague when a million-dollar vote hinged on a single espresso order.

​

​This was worse.

​

​This was waking up every day hoping for a single text back. This was hearing about 2 a.m. emergency calls and wondering if her shoulder would finally give out. This was watching Erin—his Erin—be slowly hollowed out by responsibility.

​She didn't complain. She just kept going. Call after call. Always showing up for someone, somewhere, somehow.

​

​It was like watching a hero disappear in real time.

​

​Her cheekbones sharpened. The shadows under her eyes deepened. Her jokes turned into tired half-smiles.

​When he saw her, it was in quick bursts—ten stolen minutes at most. Enough to refill her travel mug, slip a protein bar into her hand, and whisper something useless like "Remember to breathe."

​And she'd smile at him—worn thin, grateful, determined—and kiss his jaw like he was her favourite habit.

​

​Adrian missed her. Fiercely.

​But more than that, he admired her.

​

​Erin Kelly could joke with a busted shoulder and blood on her boots. She could cradle newborn calves and wrestle a prolapsed uterus into submission. She was stubborn and sharp and, somehow, she'd started letting him in.

​So when she finally texted on Friday, "Let's go on that date," he nearly launched his phone into the stratosphere from sheer joy.

​He'd wanted to go big. Flowers, jewellery, Toronto skyline. A prix fixe menu with too many syllables.

​But that wasn't Erin.

​Erin was not fancy. Erin was Luigi's in Ashby Lake. She was gnocchi and sarcasm and slow eye-rolls over cheap wine.

​So he packed her favourite tea bags in his coat (just in case), asked the local market lady for a boutonnière that wouldn't get him mocked ("No flowers. She's a vet. She'll roll her eyes into another dimension"), and let himself into her house right on time.

​

​And stopped cold.

​

​The lights were low. Her jacket lay by the door. A trail of clothes—jeans, T-shirt, bra—led to the bathroom.

​"Erin?" he called softly.

​No answer.

​He followed the clues to the bedroom, heart hitching with equal parts worry and affection.

​

​There she was.

​Fast asleep. Hair damp. Face mashed into her pillow. Wrapped in nothing but a towel.

​Adrian froze.

​

​Then he smiled. Not the grin of a man presented with a half-naked woman—but something slower. Sadder. Sweeter.

​She trusted him. Even now. Even asleep.

​Quietly, reverently, he pulled out one of her worn T-shirts—the one with the cartoon cow that said Moody Heifer—and knelt beside her. He dried her hair as best he could. Changed her clothes with hands that never lingered.

​Tucked her in like something precious.

​And then, because he couldn't not, he undressed quietly, slid into bed, and wrapped his arm around her waist.

​She melted into him in her sleep.

​He rested his forehead against her shoulder and whispered, "It's okay. You made it. I've got you now."
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​​Chapter Two: Breakdowns and Other Beautiful Things
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​

​Erin woke again to the sound of her own breath catching.

​She wasn't sure what had roused her—maybe the solid heat of Adrian's chest against her back, maybe the still hush of the apartment, or maybe just the quiet, unrelenting truth blooming heavy in her chest.

​

​He was here.

​

​Somewhere between shampoo and sleep, she'd missed everything she'd planned. She'd meant to get dressed. Meant to meet him at the door for their date at Luigi's, maybe with lip gloss and real clothes for once. She hadn't even made it to moisturizer.

​Now it was... what?

​Her cheek was damp. The pillow cool beneath it. The digital glow from her phone showed nothing but 4:07 a.m.

​

​And then it hit her.
Like a quiet avalanche.
​

​The fatigue. The soreness radiating down her shoulder. The two-week blur of dawn calls and mud-slicked roads, of births and losses and soft-spoken goodbyes in cold barns.

​

​The calf that didn't make it.

​The client who cried in her arms.

​The gnawing worry that she wasn't enough.

​

​And Adrian—Adrian who had come anyway. Adrian who had found her passed out in a towel and hadn't walked away. Who had dressed her. Tucked her in. Stayed.

​

​And said nothing.

​That broke her.

​

​The first tear slipped down without permission. Then another. And another. Until her whole body shook, shoulders hitching with sobs that started silent, then cracked sharp and ragged like something splintering free from her chest.


​She didn't speak.

​There was nothing to say.

​No explanation that wouldn't come out cracked and bleeding.


​

​Adrian stirred the instant she moved.

​He didn't panic. Didn't ask questions.

​

​He simply wrapped himself around her with a soft, instinctive motion—one arm around her waist, one hand at her hip, his mouth finding the nape of her neck with a kiss that wasn't sexual, wasn't performative. Just there. Steady. Anchoring.

​He held her like he already knew what she was grieving, even if she hadn't said it aloud.

​

​And Erin sobbed.

​

​She cried for the things she couldn't save. For the guilt she never said out loud. For the exhausted little girl who still lived somewhere inside her, the one who thought love had to be earned with competence and silence.

​She cried for missing their date. For letting herself fall asleep. For daring to need someone.

​She cried because he was still here.

​Ugly, unfiltered, unstoppable.

​

​Adrian's hand never left her side. His voice never rose. Just a slow, gentle whisper against her skin.

​"You're okay," he said. "I've got you."

​When the tears finally slowed—when her body had spent itself and her breathing evened out—he kissed the top of her head.

​"You didn't miss our date," he murmured. "You just moved it to here."

​A sound halfway between a laugh and a sob escaped her.

​"Sorry," she whispered, throat raw.

​"Don't be." His voice was steady, certain. "You don't have to carry all of it alone, Erin."

​

​That almost broke her all over again.

​

​Instead, she turned in his arms and pressed her cheek to his chest, heart pounding.

​"You're too good," she mumbled, voice muffled by cotton and confession.

​"No." He kissed her hair again. "I'm just yours."

​

​◆◆◆

​

​The room was still again.

​Just the hum of the fridge in the next room. The occasional creak of old pipes. The steady rhythm of Adrian's heartbeat under her cheek.

​

​Erin felt wrung out.

​

​Not hollow. Not numb. Just... emptied. Like her body had finally stopped fighting. Like she'd exhaled something she hadn't realized she'd been holding for weeks.

​Still, she couldn't help herself.

​She pulled back a little and peered up at him, eyes puffy and voice still scratchy.

​"Did you ever think," she croaked, "that you'd see me like this?"

​It was classic Erin: deflection wrapped in dry wit and self-deprecation. Sarcasm as shield.

​But Adrian didn't take the out.

​He didn't laugh. Didn't tease.

​He looked right at her with those devastatingly sincere eyes.

​

​"I hoped I would," he said softly.

​

​She stilled.

​Not from fear. From knowing.

​Because it wasn't about tears or messiness. It was about trust. About being seen—really seen—and not pushed away.

​He wasn't running. He was rooting himself.

​

​Her throat clenched again, a rush of emotion too sharp to be anything but love.

​She wanted to deflect. Wanted to joke. But instead, she tucked her face against his chest and let herself be held.

​

​Fully. Quietly.

​

​Adrian said nothing more.

​He didn't have to.

​His hand slid into her hair. His other splayed low on her back. Like he'd known—weeks ago—that this moment would come. And he'd been patiently waiting to be the one she turned to when it did.

​Minutes passed. Or hours. Time had long since stopped mattering.

​Eventually, her voice came low and unsure.

​

​"I'm not good at this."

​Adrian kissed the top of her head.

​"You're better than you think."

​She huffed. Not quite disagreement. Not quite belief.

​More like... surrender.

​The quiet, terrifying kind that meant maybe—for once—she didn't have to be everything.

​

​◆◆◆

​

​"Just sleep," Adrian whispered. "I've got you."

​She made a faint sound of protest, more instinct than intention. But her body had already given in. Her muscles were soft. Her weight melted into him.

​She believed him.

​And then she was gone.

​Asleep. Fully.

​

​Adrian didn't move.

​Didn't want to move.

​He simply watched her.

​Not with the wide-eyed awe he'd felt back when they first started this strange, tender thing between them—though that still flared, sometimes.

​No. This was something deeper.

​Awe tempered by reverence.

​

​He'd never really thought they'd reach this place. He'd hoped. But Erin was steel and edges, carefully measured vulnerability and razor wit.

​Not cold. Never cold.

​

​Just... forged.

​

​Honed by past pain, betrayal, the kind of loneliness that didn't always feel like loneliness until it stopped.

​Her ex-husband had tried to mould her into something easier to love. The teachers had told her she was too much—too pretty, too passionate, too loud.

​Every time she let someone close, they either misunderstood her or tried to change her.

​So she'd wrapped herself in independence like armour.

​And now—here—she was asleep in his arms.

​

​Soft. Unfiltered. Sacred.

​

​Even Oscar and Dante—who had held pieces of her heart for longer than Adrian had known her—might not have seen this exact version.

​This wasn't just exhaustion.

​This was safety.

​He felt humbled.

​Humbled to be here. 

​To be trusted with this version of her that didn't exist in the daylight.

​

​He didn't breathe too loudly for fear of breaking the spell.

​So he stayed. Still. Steady. A shield around her while she slept.

​"I've got you," he whispered again, voice thick with everything he wasn't quite ready to say out loud.

​

​And he meant it.

​With everything he had.
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​​Chapter Three: Love Is a Dead Leg (and Other Mornings You Don't Expect)
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​

​Erin woke to the unmistakable fizz of pins and needles crawling up her left leg like a thousand tiny fire ants.

​Her eyes blinked open to the pale morning light bleeding through the slats of her bedroom blinds, dust motes dancing in the air like lazy fairies.

​She felt... off. Disoriented. Like she'd been pulled from deep underwater, lungs full of fog and muscles too heavy to move. Her mouth was dry. Her eyes crusty. Her skin puffy in that telltale post-crying, post-collapse, post-everything way.

​

​Her first coherent thought was: What time is it?

​Her second: Why is my leg dead?

​Her third—and most disarming of all—was: Adrian.

​

​He was still there.

​

​Still holding her as if she was something worth staying for.

​His arm was draped around her waist, his chest warm and solid at her back. The rhythm of his breathing was steady, grounding. He hadn't left. He hadn't shifted away.

​Heat rose in her cheeks.

​Not because of the proximity. Not because of the way his skin pressed against hers or the way her leg was tangled awkwardly between his.

​

​Because of what she'd let him see.

​

​The night before, she'd unravelled. Entirely. Ugly sobs. Shaking shoulders. No banter. No snark. No armour.

​And he'd held her.

​Without flinching. Without trying to fix it. Without running.

​God, she hated being seen like that.

​But not once had she felt judged.

​And for the first time in a long, long time, she hadn't felt alone.

​Her throat tightened. She blinked, her cheek still pressed to the heat of his chest.

​

​His eyes were open. Watching her.

​And when he smiled, it wasn't smug. It wasn't flirty.

​It was soft.

​Unfiltered.

​Full of a kind of quiet love that had nothing to prove.

​

​Her usual instincts kicked in—the desperate urge to make a joke, deflect, reclaim control of the moment with sarcasm and sass. She could comment on his bed head. Or the unfortunate dead leg situation. Or make a quip about sobbing all over his chest.

​But instead...

​She let him see it.

​All of it.

​The exhaustion. The ache. The fear of being not enough.

​And then, with a courage she didn't even know she had, she leaned in and kissed the side of his neck.

​

​Slow. Reverent.

​"Thank you," she whispered.

​"Anytime," he murmured.

​Like it wasn't even a question.

​She felt as if she could break a thousand more times and he'd still show up with tissues and coffee and that maddening, blessed steadiness that never wavered.

​

​She sniffed, blinking against the light. "I have to get up. My leg's asleep."

​He chuckled, low and rough. Then kissed her forehead like it was the most natural thing in the world.

​"I'll make coffee," he said. "But mine. Not yours. It's Saturday."

​With that, he rose from the bed in one smooth, unfair motion.

​And—oh.

​Sleeping shorts. No shirt. Barefoot.

​His hair was a rumpled mess. His shoulders were ridiculous. And the casual confidence in his stride as he padded toward her kitchen was wholly, infuriatingly domestic.

​

​Erin blinked again.

​Then sighed.

​Because of course he could ruin her entire dating history and make excellent coffee in one motion.

​

​She sat up slowly, dragging the covers with her, her body still heavy with sleep and feelings and—damn it—love.

​Real, inconvenient, utterly unstoppable love.

​

​◆◆◆

​

​She moved through the motions slowly, limbs stiff and heart even stiffer.

​The bathroom mirror was merciless.

​Her hair was flattened in some spots, frizzed in others, a testament to the evils of sleeping with wet hair. Her eyes were puffy and red-rimmed. Her lips were dry. Her skin sallow.

​

​Oscar would be appalled.

​If he were here, he'd gasp theatrically and order her into bed immediately—with a robe, a face mask, and a silver tray of chocolate croissants.

​Dante would arrive five minutes later with electrolyte packets and a single raised brow, declaring her a "delicate flower of chaos" while pulling a weighted blanket over her shoulders.

​She smiled, heart aching in a good way.

​They'd always known how to care for her.

​And now—maybe—Adrian did too.

​

​Her throat tightened again, but she forced herself through the basics: teeth brushed, hair wrestled into something human, face washed.

​She pulled on joggers and a soft T-shirt, both well-worn and stained with something that might have once been coffee or a bovine bodily fluid—hard to say.

​And padded into the kitchen.

​

​Where she froze.

​

​Adrian was there. Shirtless. Barefoot. Mug in hand. Moving around her kitchen like he'd done it a thousand times.

​He turned at just the right moment.

​"Perfect timing," he said, handing her a steaming mug—just the way she liked it.

​Erin took it, cautious. Searching his face for disappointment. Resentment. Passive-aggressive regret.

​But there was none.

​No judgement. No awkward tension.

​

​Just Adrian.

​Clear-eyed. Steady. Entirely present there.

​She sipped the coffee slowly, letting the warmth settle in her chest.

​"What do you want for breakfast?" he asked. "Or... wanna go to the Perch? Let someone else deal with dishes?"

​Erin blinked. Then exhaled.

​That was it. That was the offer. No strings. No conditions. Just kindness.

​"That would be great," she said. Then added, "I can order two plates of bacon and not have to share."

​Adrian grinned. "I would never dream of asking for your bacon."

​"That's how I know it's real," she teased.

​"Only the truest love would keep me from touching your crispy pork treasures."

​

​She snorted into her mug.

​Yeah. This was it.

​Not a redo. Not a grand apology.

​Just coffee, comfort, and someone who stayed.

​

​◆◆◆

​

​They sat together on the couch, coffee mugs balanced in hand, the morning quiet around them.

​Adrian slid an arm around her shoulders—not possessive, not heavy. Just there.

​And Erin... leaned in.

​Not with drama. Not with declarations. Just a soft surrender.

​"I missed you this week," he said.

​

​Her stomach clenched.

​Ahh, here it comes, she thought again. The guilt. The disappointment. The unspoken you forgot me.

​She stiffened.

​"I know," she said quietly. "I'm sorry. There's only so much of me to go around."

​Her voice was sharp around the edges. Reflexive. Defensive.

​

​Adrian didn't flinch.

​"I was just saying I missed you," he said gently. "That's all."

​Her breath hitched.

​"You don't have to be everything to everyone all the time, Erin," he continued, his voice low and certain. "I'll still be here. Even when you're tired. Even when you have nothing to give. Even when it swallows you whole."

​Then, without hesitation, he kissed the top of her head.

​And something inside her unclenched.

​Like maybe... just maybe... she didn't have to keep bracing.

​She didn't have to be perfect to be loved.

​"Stop being so wonderful," she whispered.

​Adrian chuckled softly. "Not even close," he said. "But I am stubborn enough to keep showing up."

​She laughed. Wetly.

​And let herself fall into the safety of him.

​Not because she was broken.

​

​But because she didn't have to fix everything first.
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​​Chapter Four: Food First
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​

​"If I wasn't so hungry," Erin drawled, voice low and laced with that familiar dangerous grin, "I'd be dragging you back to bed."

​Adrian—already halfway to polite and caffeinated—froze with his coffee mug halfway to his lips.

​Then, slowly, like a man reconsidering his life choices, he turned to face her, one eyebrow lifting in mock betrayal. "Not fair."

​Before she could smirk wider or claim victory, he leaned forward and kissed her—slow and deliberate. One hand slid behind her neck, the other settling at her waist with the kind of casual certainty that suggested he'd mapped every inch of her body in his sleep and was simply rechecking the terrain.

​It wasn't a kiss meant to tease. It was a kiss that promised.

​And oh, Erin felt the promise.

​Her knees went soft.

​She was seconds from abandoning every brunch plan on the table.

​But Adrian—ever the frustrating, beautiful contradiction—pulled back with a devil's smirk and a maddening glint in his eyes.

​"Food first," he murmured, his voice a low hum against her lips. "You're going to need energy for what I've got planned later."

​Erin's mouth dropped open in disbelief as he tugged her gently to her feet.

​"Rude," she muttered, cheeks flushed.

​"You love it," he replied, already halfway down the hall like the bedroom wasn't currently on fire from sexual tension.

​

​They dressed in companionable quiet, each pulling on clothes with the easy rhythm of people who'd crossed some invisible threshold and decided not to tiptoe back.

​Adrian let his gaze drift—just once—as she tugged her flannel into place. A glance, he told himself. Simple appreciation.

​But it hit like a punch to the chest.

​Erin had always been beautiful. That hadn't changed. But now that the adrenaline had faded, the toll was easier to see.

​

​She was thinner than he remembered. Her collarbones more pronounced. A dark bruise bloomed along her hipbone. Her shoulder still carried that deep, sickly purple from the injury she hadn't stopped long enough to treat properly. Faint echoes of older bruises painted her shin and elbow.

​She was strong. Fierce. Unyielding.

​But there was fragility in the spaces between—something that twisted inside him, sharp and protective.

​

​He looked away.

​Not because he didn't want to see her. But because he did—and because she deserved to be seen as whole, not worn down.

​

​◆◆◆

​

​The February morning sun was crisp against their faces as they stepped into the quiet streets of Ashby Lake.

​Erin wore her favourite soft flannel and a ponytail that had given up on perfection somewhere around 2019. Adrian, ever the overachiever, looked irritatingly composed in a blue button-down and jeans, his jaw maddeningly clean-shaven.

​The scent of cinnamon sugar and fresh bread rolled out from The Perch before they'd even reached the door.

​Lara greeted them behind the host stand with a knowing smirk and a plaid shirt that matched the twinkle in her eye.

​"Well, well," she said, clearly amused. "You two look like you've survived something."

​Erin arched a brow. "We did. It was called calving season. I have the emotional scars and hay in my boots to prove it."

​Adrian laughed and slipped an arm around her waist, easy and unbothered. Possessive, maybe. But only in the warm, anchoring way that said I see you. I'm here.

​Lara's brow lifted slightly, but she said nothing. She simply led them to a booth in the back—cozy, private, blessedly removed from the town's gossip-prone retirees.

​Erin sank into the seat with a groan, her eyes already scanning the menu even though she knew damn well what she was ordering.

​Adrian slid in across from her, leaning forward with that slow-burn smile still dancing at the corner of his lips.

​And in that moment—flushed cheeks, aching muscles, messy ponytail and all—Erin felt like herself again.

​Bruised. But back.

​

​◆◆◆

​

​She rattled off her breakfast order like a woman possessed: two plates of bacon, scrambled eggs, pancakes, hash browns, toast with butter and jam. It was not a cry for help. It was a war cry.

​The server raised a brow.

​Adrian smiled, handed over his menu. "Just coffee and the regular, please."

​"You're not going to match her?"

​"She's fuelling up," he replied. "I'm just here for the show."

​Erin kicked him lightly under the table, cheeks twitching as she tried—and failed—not to grin.

​Before they could settle into a rhythm, a familiar voice chimed in.

​

​"Well, well."

​Chris Kelly.

​Erin's cousin. Resident salt-of-the-earth Ashby Lake local. And a man with absolutely zero regard for timing.

​"Adrian. Erin," he said, grinning as he slid into the seat beside Adrian like he owned the place. Which, technically, his wife kind of did.

​Erin blinked. Adrian smiled.

​

​Chris leaned back, clearly enjoying himself. "So. I'm guessing this thing between you has become official?"

​"Hey, Chris," Erin replied dryly.

​"I mean, the Sayers were saying Adrian helped with that emergency calving last week. Said he was calm under pressure and you were, quote, 'all business and beautiful fury.' That's farmer code for 'madly in love.'"

​Before Erin could deny or deflect, Lara arrived with their coffees and a well-timed eye roll.

​"Oh, stop pestering them," she said to her husband, expertly placing mugs. "Can't you see they're in love? Let them eat in peace. Don't you remember what it was like when we started dating?"

​Chris turned to her, entirely unbothered. "I remember you chasing me down with a pie and a smile sharp enough to slice rebar."

​"And you standing there like a stunned cow with a crush," she fired back sweetly.

​

​Adrian chuckled into his mug. Erin, meanwhile, sat frozen—her brain still buffering the phrase they're in love.

​She looked across the table.

​Adrian met her eyes. Calm. Warm. Already knowing.

​"It's not official," she muttered into her coffee.

​"Not unofficial, either," he said, quiet and steady.

​Chris grinned. "Well, if you ever need
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