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      Zachary Hunter narrowed his dark eyes, glaring at the punching bag as he sauntered toward it. He stood in front of it, balling up his bare fists. After all the stress—that he’d kept to himself—this was the ideal release.

      He struck the bag. Even with the force of his pent-up frustration, he received little push-back.

      Zachary pummeled it again. And then again. The skin on his knuckles hurt. He didn’t care.

      With each impact, he thought about everything that had gone wrong in New York.

      The newspaper closing down. Punch, punch.

      Those high and mighty publishers who refused to even look at his book. Strike, strike.

      His agent, who hadn’t worked hard enough for him. Whomp, whomp.

      All the wasted time. Bash.

      The wasted money. Smash, smash.

      His failed relationship. Punch, punch, punch.

      Now living with his parents. Slam, slam.

      In his old bedroom. Whack, whack, whack.

      It was all too much. Not all of it was his fault, but it didn’t keep him from feeling like a massive failure.

      This was not where he pictured his life at the cusp of thirty. Bash. Bash.

      Jobless, without a book deal, recently dumped, and poor. Strike, strike, strike.

      Zachary closed his eyes and continued his attack on the bag until sweat ran down his face and he felt warm liquid on his hands. Opening his eyes, he saw the blood. Great. Now he’d have to clean off the punching bag.

      He glanced around the room, hoping no one in the gym was paying him any attention. He looked like a rookie, having forgotten to wrap his knuckles or put on gloves first. Luckily, everyone else was busy with their own workouts. There were no paper towels for cleaning the mess, so he would have to get some from the bathroom.

      Covering his knuckles, he crossed the gym and went to his brother, Brayden, who jogged on a treadmill while reading a magazine.

      “I gotta run out to the hall for a little bit,” Zachary said.

      Brayden wiped some sweat from his forehead with the towel resting on his shoulders. “Everything okay?”

      Zachary stuffed his stinging hands into the pockets of his shorts. “Yeah. I’m just going to see if they added anything new to the club while I was in New York.”

      “I heard they added a ballet program,” Brayden teased his younger brother.

      “Thanks,” Zachary muttered. He shook his head as he spun around and went into the hallway. He found the restrooms exactly where he remembered. He promptly washed the blood off his hands and then splashed cold water all over his face.

      He stared at his reflection, almost startled at what he saw. It hadn’t been so long ago that his features showed his once carefree spirit. Now he had a permanent frown, several days’ worth of stubble, and dark bands under his eyes. Even his brown eyes seemed darker.

      Zachary shook out his hands, trying to work out some of the pain. It had been a stupid idea to workout with his brother.

      Brayden was a cardiologist, and as a result, was in perfect shape since heart health was always on his mind. Zachary, on the other hand, hadn’t so much as looked at a gym in the last year. Probably longer. He sat at a desk writing all day, ignoring his muscles and added pounds.

      Now his body ached from his head to toe. But, at the same time, his muscles felt good just from a little use. Maybe he would take up Brayden’s offer to workout together a few times a week. He’d planned on backing out after this trial session. But it could be just what Zachary needed.

      He grabbed a stack of paper towels for cleaning the punching bag, and went out into the hallway. As soon as he did, he ran right into someone.

      “I’m sorry,” Zachary said. “I wasn’t looking.”

      “No, it was my fault.” A pretty girl with brownish-red hair turned around and smiled at him.

      He quickly hid his bruised hands behind his back. “Not at all.”

      Her bright eyes shone as her mouth continued to curve upward, as she held his gaze. “I wasn’t paying attention. I’m heading to class.”

      “Ballet?” Zachary asked, noting her leotard. The style reminded him of the one Sophia, his late sister, had worn when she took dance lessons.

      She nodded, pulling her long hair into a bun behind her head, securing it with a bright yellow band. “I’m teaching ballet to a bunch of silly girls.”

      A little girl in a tutu ran in between them, giggling.

      “And that’s one of them. Hey, Emma—slow down!”

      “I will, Miss Jasmine!” the girl called. She spun around and crashed into another little girl in a tutu. Both girls fell to the floor and burst into tears as they landed.

      Jasmine shook her head, sighing. “I’d better get going. Sorry again for crashing into you.” She ran after the kids.

      “It was my fault,” Zachary called, but he doubted she’d heard him.

      He watched Jasmine as she helped up the crying girls and got them laughing in a matter of moments. She dusted one off and spoke animatedly, keeping them in giggles.

      Zachary admired her optimism. He’d once been like that. There was a time he would have wanted to have a girlfriend like her. But with his current state of mind, he would probably suck all her happiness away. Not that he even had time or the energy for another relationship. Especially after the way things had ended with Monica.

      He remembered the blood on the punching bag, so he went back to the gym and wiped it off before anyone else needed the equipment.

      Brayden walked his way, and Zachary threw the paper towels into the garbage, hoping his brother wouldn’t notice.

      “Are you done?” Zachary asked.

      “Yeah,” Brayden said. “I need to get to a meeting. So, did you decide? Want to make this a regular thing?”

      Zachary paused. Did he really want to commit?

      Brayden tilted his head, his eyes wide. “You know you want to.”

      “I was thinking about ballet,” Zachary teased. He smiled, remembering his run-in with Jasmine. If he came regularly, he might see her again. Even though he didn’t need distractions in his life, he couldn’t help hoping to see her again.

      Brayden gave him a playful hit on the arm. “Right. I can just see you in a leotard.”

      “You’d rock it more than me,” Zachary said, feeling a bit of his old self trying to come out.

      Brayden laughed. “Anyway, I’ll be back same time, same place in two days. Sound good?”

      Zachary pretended to think about it. “Yeah, sure. I suppose I can do that.” Maybe he could arrive a little early and see Jasmine again.

      Brayden adjusted his gym bag over his shoulder. “Maybe next time we can try to catch up some more. I want to hear all about New York.”

      Zachary withheld a groan. “I’d rather hear more about your clinic. And Lana.”

      Brayden’s face softened at the mention of his new fiancée. “Definitely. See you in a couple days.”

      “Sure. See you then,” Zachary said. He went over to the lockers, grabbed his bag, and slung it over his shoulder. He glanced at the punching bag again, making sure he hadn’t missed any blood. Once he was sure it was clean, he headed out to the hallway.

      Zachary peered in all the windows along the way, curious about what other classes were in the club. He hadn’t stepped foot in there since he was a teenager, competing with his friends to see who could lift the most weights. He turned down a corridor he didn’t think had been there before.

      In windows along the hallway, he could see all kinds of classes. Zumba, yoga, karate, kick-boxing, cross-training, swimming, and even tumbling toddlers. He couldn’t remember the building being so big. They had to have added on at some point over the years.

      He slowed down as he rounded a corner and found himself back near where he’d started. He passed more classes, but slowed at the last one. Jasmine was showing little girls how she spun on her toes.

      All the little girls gathered around her with wide eyes. Some jumped up and down, and a few pushed each other to get closer to the front.

      He kept walking, not wanting to be some creepy guy watching girls dance—not that it was the kids who held his interest. He slowed again, gazing back at Jasmine. She had stopped spinning, and now helped the young students get in their places.

      Jasmine spun her arm around in front of her, and several of the children twirled around. One little girl had a difficult time with her balance, and Jasmine bent down to her level, holding one arm and leg so the girl could spin.

      Zachary’s heart warmed watching her, and a soft smile crept across his face. Having grown up as one of six siblings, he could appreciate anyone who had such patience with kids.

      Footsteps sounded down the hall. Zachary straightened his back, readjusted the gym bag over his shoulder, and scrambled in the other direction.

      When he got outside, he blinked fast to get his eyes to adjust to the bright sunshine. Birds in a nearby tree sang as he breathed in the familiar ocean air. He had nowhere to be—since he was jobless and living with his parents—so he sat down on a bench not far from the building, soaking up the rays.

      He sighed, enjoying the moment of relaxation. He hadn’t taken any time for himself in a long time, and it felt even better after having worked out a little in the gym. The warm California sun massaged his sore muscles.

      After a few minutes, he pulled out his Kindle from his bag and started reading. He loved the no-glare screen that allowed him to read anywhere. It was like having a book without having to lug his entire library around. He found the thriller he was reading—studying, actually—and opened it.

      Despite his agent telling him how good his own manuscript was, Zachary couldn’t help feeling like something was wrong with it. He had taken to purchasing every thriller novel he could find to compare to his own.

      If it was so good, like his agent had told him countless times, then why wouldn’t any of the publishers take a look at it? Big or small, none would touch it.

      His stomach grew tight, so he rested his Kindle against his knee and groaned. Why couldn’t he just focus on reading? No matter what he tried to focus on, his mind wandered back to the publishers and their refusal to even look at his work.

      The agent had said it was one of the best she’d read in a long time. But she probably said that to all of her clients, or she was just a liar. Or maybe she just hadn’t read many thrillers. Who knew? Certainly not him.

      Sighing, Zachary went back to the novel he was reading and tried to figure out how it could get published when his couldn’t. Zachary’s dialog was better, and the action in this book sucked. Not that Zachary thought his debut novel was award-worthy, but it was definitely a good read. It was at least as good as half the ones out there.

      He ran his fingers through his hair. There had to be a way he could convince someone influential to read it. Then it would get published for sure. The problem was finding someone while he was stuck in the small touristy town of Kittle Falls, all the way across the country from the big New York publishing houses.
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      Jasmine Blackwell put the broom away after sweeping the dance floor. Even though she didn’t allow food in her classroom, crumbs always found their way onto her floor. She glanced over the room to make sure it was pristine for the next class. Everything seemed better than it had when she had come in. Not even a stray hair remained on the floor.

      She walked over to the window to get her dance bag and her purse, but stopped when she saw who sat outside.

      On a bench rested the hot guy who had bumped into her earlier in the hall. He was reading a tablet, but his face scrunched up like he didn’t enjoy it. It was time to leave so she could punch her time card, but she wanted to keep watching him. There was something dark and mysterious about him.

      Jasmine had hardly been able to look away from him after they had bumped into each other. He was gorgeous, despite being all sweaty. Maybe the sweat made him even more attractive, but either way, he was far better looking than anyone she’d seen in a long time. Even just sitting on the bench, unhappy, he was handsome.

      Part of her wanted to go out there and strike up a conversation, but she had to get going. She was supposed to meet her roommate for dinner before hitting the nightly concert on the beach.

      If she chose to chat up the hot guy, though, Kate would surely understand.

      “Still here?” came a voice from behind.

      Jasmine turned around, cheeks heating up. “I, uh, yeah. Just grabbing my stuff. How’s it going, Olivia?”

      “Oh, you know. Spent all day at the beach. I swear, this is the best internship ever.”

      Jasmine grabbed her bag and purse. “Yeah. I wasn’t sold at first, but I have to say I love the town. See you at the concert tonight.” She headed out the door, waving to the other dance instructor.

      Jasmine went to the employee lounge and clocked her time card before leaving the building. Deciding to strike up a conversation with the alluring stranger, she took the long way around the building to where he’d been reading.

      Disappointment ran through her when she saw some middle-aged guy sitting at the bench. He glanced up from his newspaper. “Into dance?” he asked.

      “What?” Jasmine asked. If that was a strange pickup line, she didn’t want to stick around and find out. She hurried away, hoping she’d see that cute guy again.

      Well, it was a small town. She was likely to run into him again, especially if he made a habit of going there to work out. She’d just have to make a special effort to keep a lookout for him—and find an excuse to get his number.

      Jasmine’s phone buzzed, letting her know she had a text. She glanced at it, knowing it was probably her roommate. Sure enough, Kate was already at the restaurant wondering where she was.

      Jasmine sent her a quick message. Almost there.

      She picked up her pace and jogged down the walkway until she reached the cute diner they’d agreed on. It was a bit early for dinner, but at least they’d beat the rush. Once five o’clock hit, every restaurant in town filled up.

      Kate and Jasmine had a full kitchen in their rental condo, but it was so much easier to just eat out. It didn’t involve cooking or cleaning up. It made their internship feel more like a vacation than work.

      She hadn’t been excited at first. Not by a long shot. Kittle Falls had actually been her last choice of places to intern. Her eyes had been set on a couple large dance companies in Portland, but they had filled up quickly.

      With Kittle Falls being a touristy beach town, the classes she taught changed kids nearly every week as families came and went. In Portland, she would have been able to teach the same kids all summer, watching them learn, grow, and blossom as young dancers. Now she had to start fresh every week most of the time.

      Sometimes kids stayed around for a couple weeks. There were actually a few staying the whole summer, and even one girl who lived in town, but Jasmine had to start from scratch every Monday because of all the new dancers in her class each week.

      If nothing else, Jasmine would become great at dealing with new kids. She still got some practice with the few who remained every week, so she at least got some experience helping them become experienced dancers.

      “What took you so long?” Kate asked when Jasmine sat down at the table. She was already eating an appetizer.

      Jasmine stole a jalapeno popper from the basket. “Took me a little longer to clean up today,” she fibbed, not wanting to admit to being distracted by a cute guy.

      “Someone pee on the floor again?” Kate asked.

      “Please. We’re eating.”

      “I’m eating. You’re late.” Kate stuck a fried cheese stick in her mouth.

      “You’re sharing.” Jasmine took an onion ring and ate that. “And I’m starving.”

      “Did you see the dancing pigs at the beach earlier?” Kate asked, rolling her eyes.

      “Must have missed that.” Jasmine was glad she’d spent her time watching the mystery man rather than dancing swine.

      “They have the craziest stuff around here,” Kate said. “I can’t believe you wanted to stick around Portland. Boring.”

      “And I can’t believe this was your first choice,” Jasmine said. “Where’s the challenge?”

      Kate’s eyes widened. “Beach. Town.”

      “Sorry. Guess I was more concerned with my career.”

      “It’s an internship,” Kate said, “and it’s not like we studied dance at Julliard.”

      “Still, I’m serious about my career.” Jasmine took a sip of water.

      Kate raised an eyebrow. “And that’s why you’re eating out all summer? To keep your figure for the job?”

      “I eat healthy breakfasts and lunches.”

      Kate didn’t look convinced. “That’s true, I guess. You’ve filled our fridge with fruits and veggies. Does that counteract all this grease?”

      “Seems to work.” Jasmine shrugged.

      The waitress came over, and they gave her the order for dinner.

      “We need to meet some guys,” Kate said. “No offense. I like hanging out with you and everything, but we’re acting like old ladies, eating by ourselves all the time.”

      “Aside from the concerts, I don’t have much time,” Jasmine said. “I’ve got the classes, and when they’re not in session, I’m busy with the lesson plans.”

      “Seriously?” Kate asked. “We get new kids every week. Just do the same one over and over. It’s not like the kids know the difference. Easy-peasy.”

      “The kids who come every week don’t want to do the same routine all the time,” Jasmine said.

      “Yeah, but there’s only one or two. They don’t care.”

      “Sure they do,” Jasmine insisted. “They’ll get bored. Even if they don’t say anything.”

      Kate stuffed some fries in her mouth.

      Jasmine shook her head.

      Kate smiled. “I haven’t had any complaints.”

      “I want the returning girls to walk away with real skills,” Jasmine said. “I want to make a difference.”

      “It’s dancing, not the Peace Corps.”

      Jasmine sighed. It was pointless to argue with Kate. The two of them were polar opposites, but somehow that made their friendship stronger. Kate helped Jasmine to be a bit more spontaneous, and Jasmine helped to keep Kate focused.

      “So, where do you plan on finding a guy?” Jasmine asked.

      Kate’s eyes lit up. “I thought about the beach, but it seems like everyone’s always either paired off or otherwise busy.”

      “Jump in on a game of volleyball or something,” Jasmine said.

      “And break a nail?” Kate asked. “No thanks.”

      “You know what I mean. Something. You’re athletic.”

      “There is this one guy at the club.” Kate grinned, looking deep in thought.

      Jasmine’s heart raced. She hoped it wasn’t the same guy she’d been staring at through the window. “Oh?” she asked weakly.

      “Yeah, he’s from England or somewhere. I could listen to him talk all day, even if it was about politics. You should hear him speak—you’d melt into a puddle. Oh, that accent.” Kate sighed dramatically.

      Relief swept through Jasmine. “Why don’t you ask him out?”

      “I should, huh?” Kate asked, sitting taller.

      The waitress brought their food, and they dug in.

      “Salad?” Kate asked. “Really? I thought dinner was for grease.”

      “Didn’t you hear me order?” Jasmine asked.

      Kate shrugged, dipping a fry into her shake and then sticking it in her mouth.

      “I need to break the habit.” The summer was winding down, and she didn’t want to be used to fast food every night when she returned to Oregon.

      “Maybe I should eat better, too.” Kate sighed. “I wouldn’t have to workout so hard to burn calories.”

      “Precisely.” Jasmine bit into a piece of kale covered in almonds, cranberries, and a light sauce.

      “Don't you get hungry all the time?” Kate asked, not appearing convinced.

      “No. Just snack on healthy stuff throughout the day. Oh, and drink plenty of water.”

      Kate’s eyes glazed over. “Did you watch Dance America last night?” she asked, obviously changing the subject. “They eliminated Luciano. I about died—I thought for sure he would win.”

      “I was already in bed.” Between the internship and nightly beach concerts, Jasmine couldn’t stay awake for television.

      “Of course,” Kate said. She went on about how much she adored Luciano and what a talented dancer he was.

      “Maybe he needs a girlfriend,” Jasmine said.

      Kate snorted. “Yeah, right. I think I’ll stick to some guys in the area who I actually have a shot with.”

      They made light conversation and finished their meal, leaving just as the restaurant filled up with the nightly crowd. They had to squeeze past a group of people standing near the door, waiting to be seated.

      “The concert doesn’t start for another hour and a half,” Jasmine said. “What do you want to do?”

      “Go back to the condo and change.” Kate stared at her.

      Jasmine looked down. “Oh, I totally forgot to put on my regular clothes.”

      Kate laughed. “Yeah, you’ve been in your leotard this whole time.”

      Jasmine’s face flushed with heat. She’d been so distracted by watching that guy she’d forgotten to change.

      Kate gave her a funny expression, but didn’t say anything.

      Jasmine was grateful because she didn’t want to talk about the mystery man. For all she knew, he already had a girlfriend or maybe she’d never see him again. With so many people coming and going through town, that was real possibility.

      They made their way to the condo, Kate still talking about Luciano being cut from the reality show. When they got inside, Jasmine ran to the bathroom to get cleaned up and change her clothes. Her mind kept wandering back to the cute guy. It wasn’t like her to obsess over a man, but there was something about him that she just couldn’t shake.

      She was conflicted. On one hand, she wanted to get to know him. On the other, she needed to spend the rest of her summer focusing on the internship. If she received a stellar recommendation, that would help her get the job of her dreams. She hadn’t managed to intern at either of the studios she wanted, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t work at one once she had the proper training.

      Jasmine decided to push him out of her mind and leave it up to chance. If she saw him again, then it would be her sign to at least talk with him. If she didn’t, then it wasn’t meant to be.

      In the meantime, she had to keep her head clear, and he wasn’t helping, whatever his name was.

      When she got out of the bathroom, Kate was ready to go. She had on cutoff shorts over a brightly-colored one piece swimsuit. Jasmine felt overdressed for the beach in a skirt and short-sleeved shirt, but she wasn’t about to change.

      “Ready?” asked Kate.

      “Let’s go.” Jasmine grabbed her purse and they headed back to the beach. Music reached them long before they hit the sand.

      “I hear the band—they’re already warming up,” Kate squealed. “They sound good, don’t you think?”

      “Definitely.” Jasmine glanced over to where people were already crowded around the stage.

      Kate ran ahead of her, and Jasmine was forced to run also, or she would lose Kate and never find her again—not during the concert anyway.

      A headache started to form. It was going to be a long night, and she didn’t feel much like being smashed up against a bunch of strangers.
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      Zachary rolled over in bed, every movement hurting more than the last. Muscles he didn’t know existed ached. He groaned, not wanting to get up. Next time, he would remember to warm up. That’s what he got for going more than a year without working out.

      His mom called his name from the other side of his door.

      “I’ll get up,” he called, rubbing his right arm. Not that getting out of bed mattered. He had no plans for the day, so his parents would be the only ones who knew or cared if he did nothing.

      “When?” asked his mom, her voice muffled through the door.

      “Soon!” He stretched his legs. His right leg throbbed with intense pain as he got a charley horse.

      “Breakfast is ready,” she called.

      Zachary bit his lip, stretching his leg to work out the muscle spasm.

      “Did you hear me?”

      He picked up a book from his nightstand and threw it at his door. That should answer the question.

      “I’ll take that as yes.” The floor in the hall creaked as she walked away. He could hear her complaining about her moodiest son.

      Zachary grabbed his leg and rubbed the pained muscle. Next time he would definitely stretch more before working out.

      Finally, after what felt like forever, the pain subsided and he was able to breathe normally again. He rolled over again and sat up, ignoring each and every muscle that screamed in protest.

      This was going to be a long day, and he hoped his parents would spend most of it at the Hunter Family Store. With the summer winding down, they were likely to be extra busy before everything calmed down for the rest of the year.

      Zachary stood, his legs hurting all the more. He reached down to pick up a shirt from the floor and nearly pulled a muscle in his chest. He stopped and stood back up, taking deep breaths.

      That was better. His family could live with seeing him shirt-free. It wasn’t worth the struggle.

      He walked into the hall, moving like a robot. He went into the bathroom. The mirror showed the start of a beard, but he didn’t care. He had no desire to shave today. Or do anything other than take a long, hot shower to hopefully soothe his muscles.

      Someone knocked on the door. “Your mom made breakfast,” said his dad.

      “I need a shower first.”

      “She made your favorite, and if it gets cold, you’ll hurt her feelings.”

      Zachary groaned. Some things never changed, and he knew better than to let the meal chill.

      “Be right there.” He splashed cold water on his face and ran a comb through his hair. He made his way to the kitchen, taking ten times longer than it should have due to his aching muscles.

      His parents sat with Cruz, eating omelets and bacon. Cruz wore a shirt with the sleeves ripped off, showing off his numerous tattoos.

      “Look who’s up,” Cruz said. “You gonna help me out at the shop today, yo?”

      “Not today,” Zachary said. He grimaced at a sore muscle.

      “Why?” asked Cruz. “Got important plans?”

      “Please put a shirt on,” his mom said. “My kitchen, my rules. You need to wear clothes at the table.”

      “I am wearing clothes.”

      She looked him over, looking concerned. “What’s wrong?” She stared at his beaten-up hands.

      He stuffed them in his shorts pocket. “Just a little sore today, that’s all. It’s no big deal.”

      “Oh, did you finally work out with Brayden?” asked his dad.

      “Yeah,” Zachary said. “It’s been a while, and now I’m feeling it.”

      “Well, your mom’s right. Put on a shirt.”

      “He just wants to show off how ripped he is,” Cruz joked.

      “Shut up,” Zachary muttered, glaring at his younger brother.

      “Dude, I was just messin’ with you. You don’t even look like you stopped working out.”

      “Whatever.” Zachary turned around and started the slow trek back to his room.

      Halfway down the hall, Cruz joined him. “Are you really that sore, man? Lemme just get your shirt for you. Stay there.” Cruz ran to Zachary’s room and came out a minute later with a dark blue shirt Zachary didn’t recognize. “It was all I could find. Sorry.”

      He tossed it at him. Zachary held it up and saw that it was an old t-shirt from high school—and even worse, it had the Superman logo across the chest. It was hardly the only shirt Cruz could have found. He’d had to have dug to the back of Zachary’s closet to find this relic.

      Sighing, Zachary slid it on. It clung to him so tightly that it was no better than being shirtless.

      When he walked into the kitchen, his brother burst out laughing. “I wish I hadn’t left my phone at the shop last night. Someone has to get a picture.”

      “No. Someone better not.” Zachary glared at Cruz.

      Their mom shook her head at the two of them. “Do boys ever grow up?”

      Zachary was too sore to think up a funny comeback. He robot-walked to the table and picked up a piece of bacon, shoving it into his mouth. It melted on his tongue.

      Cruz burst out laughing.

      “What’s so funny?” asked Zachary.

      “I just love your shirt, Zach. You should wear that to the beach today, Superman.”

      “It’s Zachary. Not Zach—and certainly not Superman.”

      “You should get to the shop, Cruz,” said their dad. “It’s almost opening time.”

      Cruz wiped a tear from his eye. “Calvin’s got it this morning. He can hold the fort until I get there. Can you at least leave the shirt on until I get back for lunch?” He grinned at Zachary.

      “If you like Superman so much, you should get a tattoo,” Zachary said.

      Cruz laughed. “I thought you were going to tell me to marry him.”

      “That, too.”

      Their dad shook his head, but it was obvious he was trying not to laugh.

      Zachary ignored his family and dug into the omelet. His parents discussed the family business until Cruz finally left for work.

      His mom turned to Zachary. “When are you going to get a job?” asked his mom.

      “I just got back. I need to figure some things out first.”

      “It’s been almost three weeks,” his dad said. “And you spent a week on the road driving from New York to California.”

      “My agent thinks I need to write another book,” Zachary said, “and if I do that, I can’t have a job tying me down.”

      His dad poured some orange juice. “You managed to work at the paper when you were in New York.”

      Zachary took a deep breath and counted to ten silently. “I wasn’t writing a novel then. My agent already had it, and she chased every publishing company, no matter how big or small, while I chased stories for the column.”

      “Well, you need to do something. Lying around in your room all day isn’t getting you anywhere.”

      “I’ll start outlining my next novel today. Does that work?” Zachary asked.

      “What’s wrong with the first book?” asked his mom. “You said the agent liked it.”

      “Yeah, she does, but it doesn’t do any good if no one will look at it. She thinks I need something with a little romance. Right now that’s what they’re looking for in their thrillers.” He shrugged. “Doesn’t make sense to me, but that’s what they demand.”

      “Can’t you just add some into the story you already wrote?” asked his dad.

      Zachary shook his head. “No. It would be too contrived. I’ll wait until they’re ready for this one. In the next year or two, they won’t want romance in thrillers anymore.”

      “Maybe you should get a girlfriend,” his mom said. “That might inspire you to think romantically.”

      Zachary stood up, pushing his chair back. “I have plenty of things to draw from, thank you.” He tried storming out of the kitchen, but his muscles wouldn’t cooperate, and he moved with the grace of a giant marshmallow. He could hear his parents chuckling.

      Maybe a job wasn’t such a bad idea. Then he could get his parents off his back. Of course he didn’t want to be a freeloader, but he did need a little time to get back on his feet.

      As soon as he reached the bathroom, he gladly pulled off the old shirt. He got into the shower, getting the water as hot as his skin would allow. His muscles relaxed, and hopefully enough so that he would be able to move around like a human again before long.

      When the water went cold, he got out and went to his room to find clothes that actually fit. After getting dressed, he went through his closet and drawers, taking out all the clothes from his childhood. No more tight-fitting, goofy superhero shirts for him.

      He went out to the garage and found some empty plastic boxes and brought them into his room, packing away old memories. He stopped when he got to a shirt that Sophia, his sister, had given him before she’d gotten sick. He couldn’t bring himself to put it away, so he folded it and put it in the back of his shirt drawer. He probably wouldn’t wear again—he didn’t want to risk anything happening to it—but he also didn’t want to pack it up.

      A lump formed in his throat thinking about her. That seemed to happen a lot still. It had been a few years, but he still felt as raw over losing his baby sister as when it happened. He tried to not to think about it—her passing—but usually tried to focus on her life. She’d had such a bright, beautiful smile and could always cheer anyone up.

      He could sure use some of her enthusiasm now. Zachary could almost hear her telling him to keep trying. She’d always believed that he would one day get the publishing deal of his dreams. He sat on the bed, not feeling any better after the imaginary pep talk.

      Being a creative type, Zachary was prone to a lot of different moods. It wasn’t unusual for something others considered small to set him off, either angering him or hurting his feelings, but he rarely admitted to the latter. Sometimes he would fall into a mild depression and not even know why.

      Growing up, his brothers had teased him, saying he was as emotional as any girl. He knew it wasn’t true, and especially after hanging out with other creatives, he knew it was just the territory of being imaginative.

      Sophia had always seemed to understand that, being a bit of a creative herself. Though she didn’t usually do much with it, she was a fantastic artist. She claimed that it bored her, but she’d been the one who understood him more than any of the other Hunters.

      Zachary held up the shirt again, thinking of something else he could do with it besides stuff it in a drawer. He’d seen frames for shirts—perhaps he could get one of those. Or maybe he could do something even more creative like have it made into a pillow or something like that. Sophia would have liked that.

      He blinked back some tears, cleared his throat, and finished boxing up the rest of his old stuff. Sure, this was his childhood room, but that didn’t mean it had to stay that way. He had everything from his tiny apartment that he could fit into his car, and he could make this room every bit as cool as his old place had been.

      Zachary bent over to pick up one of the boxes and quickly remembered how sore he was. This was not going to hold him back anymore today. He needed some painkillers—why hadn’t he thought of that sooner? It could have spared him the humiliation of wearing that too-tight shirt. Thankfully, Cruz hadn’t had his phone to snap a picture.

      He went out to the bathroom to search through the medicine cabinet. There was a bottle of aspirin that he swore had been there since he was in school. Checking the date, he saw he wasn’t far off.

      Zachary threw the bottle in the trash and kept looking until he found some ibuprofen that was only a couple years expired. He made a mental note to buy something new the next time he went to the shop. Didn’t anyone else have aches and pains around here?

      His mom walked by and peeked in. “What happened here?” she asked, looking at the counter now filled with the contents of the cabinet.

      “I don’t think anyone has gone through here in years. I threw out a bottle of medicine that was ten years old.”

      “Really? Thanks for doing that, Zach. I hate throwing anything away that belongs to any of you kids.”

      “None of us are kids anymore.”

      She sighed. “Don’t remind me.”

      “Just think,” he said, “soon enough, kids will be running around again.”

      Her face lit up. “I’m so excited about Jake and Tiffany’s baby. Who would’ve ever thought he’d be the first of you boys to become a dad?”

      “That just sounds weird. I can’t imagine him a parent.”

      “You’ll be an uncle. Uncle Zach. It has a nice ring to it.”

      “Yes, Uncle Zachary sure does.”
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