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        “One word frees us of all the weight and pain in life. That word is love.”
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      Cheyenne leaned against the hood of her baby-blue ’66 Ford Thunderbird convertible, her cell phone pressed against one ear and chest tight with anxiety. Two minutes into this conversation and she was already worried.

      “Your mother’s had a rough week,” Dr. Robbins said, a slight lilt to her soprano voice. “That’s not unexpected, but I am concerned she’s not fully committed to the program.”

      Less than twenty feet away, seagulls converged on a half-eaten hot dog that lay forgotten in the sand. When her cell phone rang five minutes ago, Cheyenne had pulled over into this mostly empty beach parking lot. There weren’t many tourists out at eleven in the morning on a Wednesday, but it was only the first week of May. Cheyenne’s best friend, Aspen, had promised that Sapphire Cove would be hopping soon enough.

      Cheyenne pinched the bridge of her nose, trying to think. “What do you mean she’s not fully committed?”

      “She seems closed off in therapy,” Dr. Robbins said. “Not just group sessions, but our individual ones, too.”

      Closed off. Cheyenne supposed that was one way to describe her mother. She’d been warm and loving when Cheyenne was a child, almost to the point of stifling. Practically embodied the word homemaker, at least outwardly. Mom had helped with every class party, chaperoned every field trip.

      But she’d also been what Dad called fragile—easily overwhelmed and constantly worried. From a young age, Cheyenne had been very aware of how her actions could affect Mom’s mood. She’d learned to bury her problems if it meant avoiding one of Mom’s panicked crying bouts, which sometimes left her in bed for days.

      Mom wasn’t the kind of person you went deep with. She didn’t deal well with big emotions—hers or her daughter’s.

      “It’s only been ten days,” Cheyenne said to Dr. Robbins. “Isn’t that pretty normal? No one likes pouring their heart out to strangers.”

      Convincing Mom to go to the Harbor Bay Drug Rehabilitation Center hadn’t been easy. But after that last overdose—Mom’s second in as many months—Cheyenne hadn’t known what else to do. The hospital psychiatrist had highly recommended the twelve-week inpatient program. It meant draining her meager savings for that instead of putting it toward opening her own garage, but there hadn’t been another choice. At least Mom had signed a privacy waiver when she entered the program that allowed Dr. Robbins to discuss all of her treatment with Cheyenne.

      “You should prepare yourself, Cheyenne.” Dr. Robbin’s voice grew softer with every word. “Your mother is here voluntarily, which means we can’t stop her from leaving if she chooses to do so.”

      Breathing became physically painful as memories of her mother’s unconscious body sprawled in the middle of the kitchen floor assaulted Cheyenne. She had rushed to Mom’s side, pills crunching beneath her only pair of heels with each step. Her black graduation robe bunched around her knees as she crouched beside Mom’s inert form. Was she even breathing? Cheyenne had pulled her hair to one side, the unfamiliar curls stiff with hair spray, and held her breath as she waited for an exhalation of air against her cheek.

      Mom was supposed to be ready and waiting so they could drive together to the graduation ceremony. Instead, they rode in the back of an ambulance to the closest hospital.

      During the rushed dash through the congested streets of Portland, all Cheyenne had thought about were the countless sacrifices Mom had made for her over the years. Once, in seventh grade, Cheyenne had mentioned that a car show she’d always dreamed of attending was happening in Salt Lake City that weekend. She’d come home from school to find the minivan packed and Mom bursting with excitement. They’d driven through the night, just the two of them since Dad was working a weekend shift, and slept for a few hours in the parking lot of a big box store before the show began. Mom must have been exhausted and bored out of her mind, but for twelve hours she’d smiled cheerfully while Cheyenne eagerly explored each and every car.

      “Is she talking of leaving?” Cheyenne asked Dr. Robbins.

      “Not in so many words, but she’s struggling with the program’s rigid structure. Facing your demons is never easy, and many patients aren’t prepared to do the work on their first go-around.”

      The first go-around? Cheyenne thought of her empty bank account and closed her eyes tightly against the bright Oregon sun. It had taken nearly every penny she’d saved just for the down payment on the program. She was already working two jobs to pay the remaining balance—one helping with the continental breakfast at Aspen’s family inn, and another at an auto shop running the front counter—but she wasn’t sure it would be enough. She still had to come up with half the rent each month on the small bungalow she shared with Aspen, along with expenses like food and gas, not to mention the payments on her student loans.

      Maybe she should have accepted the job offer to be an on-site mechanic at that classic car museum in Portland. The pay hadn’t been much better than what she was making now, but she could have lived at home to save on expenses and would have been doing what she loved.

      But no, she’d done the right thing by refusing the job. Right now, being even a few hours away from Mom wasn’t an option.

      Which meant she needed to figure out how to make more money in Sapphire Cove. Cheyenne mulled over the possibilities. She could start a mobile oil change business or maybe do car detailing—that might be a hit with tourists sick of crushed cereal and spilled juice cups after their cross-country treks. Neither option was as fun as restoring classic cars, but keeping Mom in rehab was the priority. Besides, Sapphire Cove—and her jobs here—was only temporary. She could suck it up for a few months.

      “So what should I do?” Cheyenne asked. “How do we make sure she stays there and does the work?” If Mom dropped out, Cheyenne would still be liable for the full cost of the program, and she couldn’t afford to pay for this more than once.

      These twelve weeks had to count.

      “It’s not something we can force,” Dr. Robbins said in that same maddeningly calm voice. “Like many addicts, she’s adamant that she doesn’t have a problem.”

      Cheyenne squeezed her eyes shut. Mom hadn’t had a problem—not until almost four years ago, when Dad was killed in the line of duty.

      “My job is to help her accept that she does have a problem, and then to walk her through the steps to recovery,” Dr. Robbins continued. “Your job is to set boundaries and be supportive. Have you scheduled an appointment with that therapist I recommended?”

      Yeah right. Cheyenne wasn’t wasting a single precious penny on therapy for herself. Mom was the addict, not her.

      “It’s on my list,” Cheyenne lied. “I’m still getting settled in Sapphire Cove.”

      “You should move it to the very top of that list,” Dr. Robbins said. “Addiction is a whole-family disease, and you don’t have to suffer alone.”

      Cheyenne wasn’t about to get into that conversation—not now, not ever, if she could help it. “I appreciate the update, but I’m running late for work. Is there anything else we should talk about before I go?”

      “No, I just wanted to make you aware of your mother’s current challenges. I’ll continue to try and get her to open up during sessions.”

      “Thank you,” Cheyenne said, although the doctor’s words did little to ease the tension in her neck and shoulders. “When can I speak to her?”

      Phone calls were closely monitored in the beginning stages of the program. Cheyenne couldn’t call in, and Mom could only call out with the approval of Dr. Robbins.

      “Sometime next week, depending on how she progresses,” Dr. Robbins said. “Maybe the week after that. I’m sorry I don’t have a more firm timeline for you.”

      Cheyenne rubbed her chest, trying to take even breaths. When was the last time she’d gone this long without talking to her mother? She honestly couldn’t remember. “I understand. When she calls, how should I act?”

      “Positive and encouraging. I’ll let you know when she’s ready, and we can schedule a time for the call.”

      Cheyenne thanked Dr. Robbins, then hung up the phone. She pressed her lips together and covered her eyes with one hand, taking a deep breath.

      Positive and encouraging. Like it was so easy.

      Ten days ago, when she’d loaded up her convertible and left Portland in her rearview mirror, she’d felt hopeful for the first time in years. The Harbor Bay Drug Rehabilitation Center was one of the best in the country. She had envisioned spending a peaceful, if not exactly relaxing, summer in Sapphire Cove with Aspen, and then picking up a fully cured mother and heading back to Portland to focus once again on opening her garage.

      But Cheyenne’s hopes were already plummeting. What if the treatment program didn’t work? She was out of ideas on how to help her mom. Definitely out of money to try rehab again.

      Her phone buzzed with a text, and Cheyenne peered at it from underneath her hand. Aspen.

      Aspen: I told you not to eat dinner before coming tonight, right? We’ll eat at the pier.

      Cheyenne struggled to shift her focus from her mom to her evening plans. She honestly couldn’t remember what Aspen had told her that morning. She wasn’t excited to be the third wheel to Dan and Aspen’s nauseatingly adorable, newly engaged haze, but Aspen had insisted the summer opening at Sapphire Pier was a must-attend event and that they wanted Cheyenne to join them. Since it didn’t interfere with either of her jobs, she’d reluctantly agreed. It wasn’t like she knew anyone else in town.

      Cheyenne quickly texted her back.

      Cheyenne: Don’t eat. Got it.

      Three dots appeared, and a moment later Aspen’s text.

      Aspen: Oh, and some of the guys from Dan’s construction crew might meet us there.

      Cheyenne groaned aloud. So far, she’d managed to successfully dodge all of Aspen’s setup attempts, but she had a feeling her luck would soon run out.

      She was happy for Aspen—really, she was. But just because Aspen had found true love didn’t mean Cheyenne needed to. She didn’t have the time or energy to devote to a relationship right now. Just the thought of dating exhausted her.

      Cheyenne: It’s a free country. Dan’s crew can go wherever they want.

      Aspen sent a rolling eyes GIF, followed quickly by a text.

      Aspen: Don’t be difficult.

      Cheyenne: Pot, meet kettle.

      Aspen: I’m making it my mission in life to see you have some fun this summer.

      Cheyenne stared at the phone, frowning. Aspen acted like she was a hundred years old and about as entertaining as a box of rocks. But there was nothing wrong with focusing on her career, right? Sure, right now it was on hold, but that was temporary. In twelve weeks—ten and a half, actually—she’d be back in Portland, saving up again for her garage.

      Maybe she’d even be working in an auto shop where she was allowed to do more than count the money in the cash register.

      She gazed across the beach, watching the waves gently break against the sand. A man wrapped his arms around a slender woman’s waist, lifting her into the air as she squealed and laughed. He set her back on the ground, and she turned in his arms, kissing him.

      Yeah, relationships were always great—until they weren’t. Sure, that woman was happy right now. But if her man died tragically, would she find solace in a bottle of pills?

      Aspen could throw men at Cheyenne all summer long, but it wouldn’t work. She knew what lay at the other end of heartbreak, and it wasn’t pretty.

      Cheyenne: We’re meeting at the bungalow, right?

      Aspen: Yup, as soon as you get off work. I can’t wait! The pier is seriously one of my favorite parts of living in Sapphire Cove.

      Aspen’s hints that Cheyenne should stay in Sapphire Cove long-term were already growing less and less subtle. Which was fine—Cheyenne was enjoying her time in the small town, even if she couldn’t make concrete plans beyond the next three months.

      Cheyenne: See you then.

      The salty sea air and warm sun were beckoning, but she climbed into her convertible and slipped on her sunglasses. If she sat around any longer, she’d be late for her shift at the auto shop—not a good look after only a week on the job.

      Maybe tonight she could relax and have some fun. But for now, it was time to get to work.
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      Zach let out a curse as the engine of his ancient truck whined then sputtered and coughed. He quickly downshifted as the truck dropped below forty miles per hour, coasting along the winding scenic highway. Scraggly rocks rose in the distance, and the waves crashing against them echoed his current frustrations.

      Beside him, Sawyer had one arm out the open passenger window, his dark, shortly cropped hair barely moving in the wind.

      “Don’t say it,” Zach ground out, moving down to second gear and flipping on his hazard lights as the truck continued to slow. Sawyer and John, his two best friends and fellow sailors, had told Zach for years that it was time to buy a more reliable vehicle. But he wasn’t ready to give up this last tenuous connection to his parents.

      “I haven’t said a thing.” Sawyer stared pointedly out the window. “I’m just admiring the beautiful Oregon coastline. Wouldn’t even have noticed the truck wheezing like a chain-smoker with emphysema if you hadn’t pointed it out.”

      Zach grit his teeth, letting the truck coast to the side of the road as it coughed once more. There wasn’t much of a shoulder—thickly wooded forest framed one side of the road, and a cliff created a steep drop-off to the ocean on the other—but Zach made it work and urged the truck as far into the trees as he could manage. Thick branches scraped against the hood and passenger-side door, but Zach wasn’t concerned. The body of the truck was more rust than paint at this point.

      The truck gave another shudder, then the engine sputtered and finally died. Zach turned the key in the ignition.

      Nothing.

      He smacked the steering wheel, letting out a groan. “Stupid piece of junk. It couldn’t have waited another ten minutes?” They were almost to Sapphire Cove, their final destination.

      “Maybe it’s not as bad as you think,” Sawyer said.

      “It’s thirty years old and spends ten months a year sitting in a parking lot. That can’t be good on a vehicle.” Zach knew enough to disconnect the battery before each SEAL op so it wasn’t drained when he returned, and he tried to remember to check the fluid levels and get the oil changed regularly. He also could hot-wire it in a pinch, but anything more extensive was beyond him.

      An eighteen-wheeler with Georgia plates sped by, making the entire truck shake. Zach’s heart skipped a beat, his adrenaline spiking at the unexpected commotion.

      You’re fine, he told himself, trying to breathe evenly. Any sudden movements or loud noises tended to set him off.

      Sawyer rolled the hand-crank until the window was once again shut, looking unperturbed. Nothing bothered him. When they’d first enlisted, Zach and John had both struggled to adjust to military life. But not Sawyer. He seemed born to be a SEAL.

      “We’ll get her up and running again,” Sawyer said, waving a hand to encompass the truck. “And for once in our lives, we’re not in any rush.”

      “Yeah,” Zach muttered, staring gloomily at the cracked dashboard. This truck had been his dad’s pride and joy. As a child, Zach had loved watching him work on it, the smell of Mom’s homemade bread drifting in from the kitchen and making their stomachs growl.

      He pushed aside the memories. Just because his parents were gone didn’t mean he was without family. He, Sawyer, and John had formed their own tight-knit unit in the absence of biological relatives. That bond of brotherhood had only strengthened as they went through basic training together, then later BUD/S.

      Was John really not going to re-enlist? In four months, he’d be a married man. He’d already told the Navy he intended to leave when his current contract expired in a year and a half. The Navy wasn’t like other jobs, where two weeks’ notice sufficed to quit. For a SEAL, the Navy started the paperwork—to re-enlist or to be discharged—a minimum of a year before the end of the contract.

      Zach couldn’t fathom giving up the SEALs, after all the effort they’d expended to get there, for civilian life in Sapphire Cove. Craziest of all, John thought he could convince Zach and Sawyer to join him. Wanted them to open a scuba diving company together for the tourists. Even had a cheesy name for it—King Trident Scuba Diving.

      Well, John could ask all he wanted. Zach wasn’t about to turn in his fatigues and gun for a Hawaiian shirt and cargo shorts. Especially not now, when he was so close to achieving the promotion he’d worked tirelessly towards.

      He’d been shocked when Lieutenant Matthews called him in two days ago and suggested he apply for Officer Candidate School. Matthews was being promoted, and Zach was his recommendation to take over the junior lieutenant vacancy in the platoon. It was still very hush-hush, but having the direct recommendation of your commanding officer was practically a guarantee you’d advance ranks.

      “Me?” Zach had asked, caught completely off guard. He wasn’t the most senior member of their eight-man squad. Sawyer was a better marksman. John was a stronger diver. Zach? He was just grateful the Navy had given him a purpose after losing both parents.

      “You get people,” Lieutenant Matthews had said. “Your squad trusts you completely, which means you’re the best man for the job. Think about it while you’re on leave. I’ll need your answer as soon as you get back.”

      Three weeks to make the biggest decision of his life. Advancing in the SEALs was a dream come true, and a year ago—before John met his fiancée Meredith and their little trio morphed into a quad—Zach would’ve said yes without hesitation. He’d have already filled out and turned in the application. But continuing as a SEAL without John, and maybe without Sawyer too, felt like a nightmare.

      He wasn’t sure what would have happened to him after his parents’ unexpected deaths if John and Sawyer hadn’t kept him afloat. Zach knew for a fact that he wouldn’t have made it through basic training or BUD/S without them—he would’ve flunked out before the end of the first month. Could he be a sailor without his brothers in arms?

      Zach had never truly been alone, and the thought of it was unsettling. He and Sawyer had to convince John to re-enlist.

      “Sapphire Cove is only three miles from here,” Sawyer said, interrupting Zach’s thoughts. He had his phone out, looking at the GPS map. “There’s got to be at least one mechanic there who can get the truck up and running again.”

      “Unlikely. How many options can there be in a town of three thousand people? Might have to get it towed to somewhere bigger.”

      Sawyer lifted his shoulders in a characteristic shrug. “You never know. Meredith said it’s triple that size in the summer months.”

      Zach climbed out of the truck with a sigh, and Sawyer followed suit. Another vehicle cruised past, this one a sleek tour bus wrapped in an image of an ocean sunset. Zach’s entire body tensed at the sound, and he took three deep even breaths.

      “We haven’t done our cardio yet today,” Sawyer said.

      Zach peered over his friend’s shoulder at the map. The most direct route to Sapphire Cove was through the forest, and a footpath for just that purpose was only a quarter of a mile ahead.

      “Seems like a good time for a run, then.” That would be quicker than waiting for a tow truck, and cell service on this highway was spotty at best.

      “Through the forest?”

      “Yeah,” Zach agreed.

      They both checked that their concealed carries were still secure at the small of their backs, then grabbed their duffel bags from the bed of the truck and slung them crossways over their shoulders and chests.

      “Let’s go,” Sawyer said.

      They fell into a steady rhythm, ducking under tree branches that canopied the overgrown dirt path. Dried pine needles crunched underneath Zach’s feet with each step, but he barely noticed. Running through a forest with Sawyer was easy and familiar. Just another day on the job.

      “What does John see in this place, anyway?” Zach asked, the words bursting from him.

      Sawyer gave Zach a pointed glance, maintaining their steady pace. “Pretty sure it’s not Sapphire Cove that John is interested in.”

      Zach thought of the way John lit up whenever speaking about Meredith. How he carried a picture of her with him at all times—a black-and-white self-portrait she’d taken facing a mirror, her face mostly obscured by the Nikon camera. “You know what I mean. Why does he have to change who he is for Meredith? She never asked him to leave the SEALs.”

      Sawyer pursed his lips, the furrow between his brows telegraphing his displeasure. Birds chirped in the treetops, the only witnesses to their conversation. “I thought you liked Mer.”

      Zach did like Meredith. She was independent, strong, and funny, but most of all, she made John happy. Zach’s objections to the relationship had only appeared last week, when John dropped the bombshell that he was leaving the SEALs in eighteen months.

      “This isn’t about her and you know it,” Zach said.

      Sawyer grunted, his face still pulled into a scowl. “You’re mad that John’s breaking up our trio.”

      “Aren’t you?” Zach asked, disbelief coloring his words. “His whole plan is ridiculous. A scuba shop? That isn’t us. He’ll be bored in a week.”

      They hopped over a fallen log without breaking pace, its branches long gone and trunk green with moss.

      “I get why he’s doing it,” Sawyer said finally.

      “Well, that makes one of us.”

      “He loves Meredith.”

      “He loves the SEALs, too.” Zach skirted around a large rock in the pathway, reining in his emotions. “This isn’t an either-or situation. He can have a family and still be a SEAL. Why does getting married mean he has to change careers?”

      “He loves Meredith,” Sawyer repeated.

      “She knew what she was getting into when she started dating a SEAL.”

      “Yes, and John knows that the divorce rate among SEALs is higher than ninety percent,” Sawyer snapped back, his frustration finally leaking through. “You know as well as I do that he’d be naive not to consider the possibility that their marriage can’t survive his job.”

      Zach had no comeback for that. Sometimes love alone wasn’t enough—he’d seen the evidence of that in his squad. It wasn’t easy to keep a marriage together when SEALs were often deployed ten months a year and regularly put in fourteen-hour days when they were home.

      Which was exactly why Zach had never bothered with relationships. Sure, he might take a pretty girl to dinner while on leave, but he’d never let things get serious. Neither had Sawyer, or John for that matter, until he fell head over heels for Meredith.

      Women. They ruined everything.

      “Maybe they’d be in the five percent,” Zach said stubbornly. “Meredith seems pretty tough.”

      They ducked under a low-hanging branch, sending a pair of birds fluttering away.

      “Bottom line?” Sawyer said, a bitter edge to his voice. “I think John loves her more than he loves the SEALs. And that’s why he wants to leave.”

      Which was hard to argue with. Zach hated that.

      “I know we promised we’d give Sapphire Cove a chance,” Zach said. “But just like we’ve agreed to see his side of things, he’s got to see ours.”

      “Couldn’t agree more,” Sawyer said. “They’ll be here in a few days. Let’s talk to him then.”

      Zach nodded. They’d dropped Meredith and John off in Portland—something about cake tastings and bridesmaid dresses that Zach hadn’t paid much attention to—before continuing to Sapphire Cove without them. Zach and Sawyer weren’t interested in the wedding stuff, and it would give them a chance to explore the town without John’s opinions suffocating them.

      The forest trail dropped them off at the edge of a park, right in the heart of Sapphire Cove. Kids hung from monkey bars while moms in sunglasses and yoga pants watched from benches. Zach and Sawyer veered onto the walking path, slowing their run to a jog as they passed by an older gentleman walking an energetic border collie.

      “Welcome to small town America,” Zach muttered.

      Sawyer’s only response was a grunt.

      Main Street looked like it belonged on a postcard, which annoyed Zach for reasons he didn’t want to explore. Flower baskets hung from lampposts, and the single-story buildings looked picturesque with their brightly painted shutters and colorful shop signs. The town was a far cry from the deserts of the Middle East, where most of their deployments took them. How on earth did John plan to fit into this frilly utopia?

      They finally found a mechanic on Third Street, the dented sign hanging from a metal pole in the parking lot identifying it as Doug’s Auto Shop. New tires sat in a stack outside one door, and a hand-written sign proclaimed 30% off, this week only!

      “Think they have a tow truck?” Zach asked doubtfully.

      Sawyer shrugged, opening the front door. “Maybe.”

      Inside the shop, Zach stood still, letting his eyes adjust to the dim interior after being out in the bright afternoon sun. Loud music with a heavy bass beat filtered in from the garage, where he heard what sounded like two men laughing as they worked. There was a large water stain on the ceiling, and Zach could see a few places where the faded linoleum flooring had worn through to the concrete. A rickety table held a nearly empty coffeepot, and two plastic chairs sat beside a water dispenser.

      “Hi,” a soft, feminine voice said, startling Zach. “How can I help you?”

      A woman stared at him from behind the front counter, her big blue eyes framed by dark lashes. Her equally dark hair hung in a loose braid over one shoulder with a red bandanna folded into a thick ribbon and tied around her head. She was young, perhaps twenty-three or twenty-four, with nicely bronzed skin that said she spent a lot of time outdoors. A denim button-up shirt was tied at her waist, revealing a white tank top underneath. Her full lips turned up in a friendly smile, making her already pretty face even more beautiful.

      Zach blinked, trying to clear his head. When they’d gone hunting for a mechanic shop, he hadn’t expected to run into such a beautiful woman.

      “Um, hi,” Zach said, walking up to the counter. “I’m hoping you have a tow truck here or can tell me where to find one. My truck broke down about three miles outside of town. I’m not sure what the problem is.”

      “Bummer. Yeah, we can give you a tow. We just require that you leave behind a photo ID and one form of payment.” She flashed him another smile. “Store policy. You understand.”

      “No problem.” Zach pulled out his wallet and slapped his driver’s license and a credit card on the counter.

      The woman picked up both and gave them a cursory examination, sending him a furtive glance beneath thick eyelashes that had his heart flipping. She pulled out a box beneath the counter and dropped his cards in. “Southern California, huh? That’s a long drive.”

      “Yeah,” he said, unable to come up with something more creative. She’d short-circuited his brain, which was ridiculous. He’d talked to beautiful women before and still formed coherent replies.

      “When can we go?” Sawyer asked, bringing Zach back to earth.

      The truck. Right.

      “Now should be fine,” the woman said. “Let me check with Doug… Oh, here he comes.”

      The door behind the counter swung open, and Queen’s We Are the Champions grew momentarily louder. A middle-aged man in coveralls wiped his hands on a greasy rag, barely glancing at Zach and Sawyer.

      “Doug, these men need a tow,” the woman said. “Want me to do it?”

      Zach blinked in surprise. He’d thought someone else would go with them. Not that a woman couldn’t tow a truck, but he’d assumed from her lack of coveralls that she only worked the front desk.

      Doug eyed Zach and Sawyer, his mouth twisting into something like a grimace. A toothpick hovered between his lips, almost hidden by his full beard. “Maybe I should send Mike out on this one. He’ll be done with that oil change in another twenty minutes or so.”

      “No, I can do it.” The woman opened a metal lockbox on the wall behind the counter. Rows of hooks held keys, and she grabbed one of the pairs. “His ID and credit card are under the counter.”

      “If you’re sure.” Doug folded his arms in what Zach assumed was supposed to be an imposing manner. “You’ve got your cell phone with the location turned on?”

      “Yup.” The woman pulled a phone from her back pocket, holding it up. “Three miles outside of town, right?”

      Was this Doug the woman’s father, or just a concerned boss? Sometimes Zach forgot that he and his friends looked like they could bench press grown men, which tended to intimidate civilians.

      He ran a hand through his sandy-blond hair, trying to look harmless. Sawyer kept his hair military short whenever possible, but Zach took advantage of the allowances given to special ops teams and kept his longer to help blend in.

      “Yeah, about three miles,” Zach said.

      Doug looked back and forth between Zach and Sawyer. “And you walked here?”

      “We didn’t have cell service.” The white lie fell effortlessly off Zach’s tongue, like a million others he’d given while keeping his profession quiet. It wasn’t that they couldn’t tell people they were SEALs—they just chose to keep that information need-to-know. Revealing their profession tended to inspire either fear or hero worship in others, and Zach didn’t much like either reaction. Besides, they never knew where their next op would take them—or who it would put them in contact with. Some things were better kept to themselves.

      “Yeah, cell service can be spotty around here, depending on your provider.” The woman motioned behind the counter. “You can leave your bags here if you’d like. It’ll be a tight fit in the tow truck with all three of us.”

      Sawyer looked ready to protest, but Zach raised one eyebrow. Leaving their luggage behind would help this woman and Doug feel even safer.

      “That would be great,” Zach said, pulling off his duffel bag and setting it on the counter.

      Sawyer did the same. “Thanks.”

      Doug’s posture relaxed, and he nodded at the woman. “Shouldn’t take you more than ninety minutes to get back here then. Me and Mike will keep an eye on the front while you’re gone.”

      The woman nodded, and Doug went back into the garage. She grabbed their bags, setting them behind the counter before rounding it, revealing long legs clad in denim shorts. “I’m Cheyenne, by the way.”

      The name fit her perfectly.

      Sawyer bumped him in the shoulder, and Zach realized he’d taken too long to respond.

      “I’m Zach, and this is my buddy Sawyer,” he said.

      “Tourists?” she guessed.

      “Something like that,” Zach agreed.

      A small furrow appeared between Cheyenne’s brows, as though the vagueness of his response surprised her. But her face quickly relaxed, and she nodded. “Well, let’s see if we can’t get your truck operational soon. Let’s go.”
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      Cheyenne twisted the key ring around her index finger, trying not to stare at the two hulking men walking beside her. Late afternoon sunlight filtered through the dense canopy of trees, sending sunbeams arcing across the spider-webbed cracks of the parking lot. Birds chirped somewhere overhead, and she could taste the humidity of an approaching storm.

      “The tow truck is back here in the employee lot,” Cheyenne said, trying to sound confident. Doug had only taught her how to operate it two days ago, but she wanted to prove herself capable. Maybe then he’d let her do more than spend eight hours a day manning the cash register and counting inventory, with an occasional oil change or tire rotation thrown in if she was lucky. She knew working at Doug’s Auto Shop was temporary, but she was going out of her mind with boredom. Besides, her skills might decline over the summer if she didn’t put them to the test, at least occasionally.

      “We really appreciate this,” Zach said from where he walked beside her. There was a subtle drawl to his voice that brought to her mind the feeling of drinking sweet tea and watching fireflies on warm summer nights. It went perfectly with his All-American good looks. Cheyenne had definitely done a double take when he walked into the store.

      “Of course,” Cheyenne said. “Happy to help.” Especially if it convinced Doug to let her get her hands dirty. She longed to be beneath the hood again, a socket wrench in her hand and an ache in her back as she worked on a faulty engine.

      “We weren’t sure Sapphire Cove would have a mechanic shop,” Zach said.

      Cheyenne hadn’t been sure what to expect when she’d first arrived in town, either. Aspen had promised her a job at the inn, but she’d known that wouldn’t be enough for her pocketbook or her soul. It hadn’t taken long to find Doug’s Auto Shop or to convince him to hire her for the busy summer season.

      “It’s a small town, but not that small,” she said.

      Zach grunted. It made the hairs on the back of her neck stand at attention. If Cheyenne was being honest with herself, both men were gorgeous. They knew how to fill out a pair of jeans, and their muscles were evident beneath their tight T-shirts. Sawyer had a harder edge, with shortly cropped dark hair, unsmiling eyes, and a five o’clock shadow. Zach was more boy-next-door with dark-blond hair that stood on end in a way that suited him. His eyes were a piercing, light-green color that reminded her of the ocean, and something about his smile made her knees tremble.

      Which was perfectly fine. Just because she wasn’t interested in a relationship didn’t mean she couldn’t appreciate the view.

      “Is it true that the town triples in size during the summer months?” Sawyer asked. His voice was gruff, which Cheyenne expected given his appearance, but it was also soft, which surprised her every time he spoke.

      “I’m not sure. I just got here a week and a half ago myself.” Cheyenne motioned to the rusting blue tow truck, appraising the men. “Yeah, it’ll definitely be a tight squeeze in the cab, but I think all three of us can fit. I hope neither of you is claustrophobic. Good thing you left your bags inside.”

      “We’ve been in tighter places than that,” Zach said easily.

      What did that mean? A clarifying question was on the tip of her tongue, but she waited a beat too long to ask it and the moment passed.

      The doors were already unlocked, and Cheyenne heaved herself up into the truck—a stretch for her short frame. Soon the three of them were crammed shoulder-to-shoulder inside the cab. Zach was sandwiched in the middle, his tanned arm brushing against hers as he shifted positions. The truck smelled of spilled coffee and stale cigarettes, but she also caught a whiff of Zach’s aftershave—something crisp and clean that had her stomach fluttering.

      We’ve been in tighter places than that. Right now, she couldn’t imagine Zach and Sawyer folding their hulking frames into a smaller space than this one. Body heat radiating off of Zach, warming her entire right side and making her face flush. Had he and Sawyer once tried to ride in a clown car or something?

      She shoved the key in the ignition, trying to collect her scattered thoughts, and the engine turned over with a satisfying roar.

      “Which way?” Cheyenne asked.

      “Left.” Zach’s arm brushed hers again as he pointed. “Out on the scenic highway.”

      That surprised her—she’d learned pretty quickly that most visitors took the freeway into town. She waited until there was a break in traffic then obediently turned left.

      “So, what brought you to Sapphire Cove?” Zach asked. His tone was neutral, with the polite interest of a stranger making small talk.

      “Tourist season, same as everyone else.” Cheyenne cranked down the window, needing the salty sea air to help clear her senses. Did Zach bathe in pheromones or something? “I needed a summer job, and my best friend talked me into coming home with her for a few months.”

      Really, it had been the proximity to Mom that had convinced Cheyenne to make the move. But she wasn’t about to get into that with strangers.

      “Is your friend from Sapphire Cove, then?” Zach asked.

      Cheyenne nodded. “Born and raised. She just got engaged and moved back to be near her fiancé. Both of them have family businesses in town they’re planning to take over.”

      Of course, that hadn’t always been the plan. Until two months ago, Cheyenne and Aspen had planned on continuing to live together in Portland post-graduation while they both started their careers. Then spring break happened. Aspen reluctantly came home to help with renovations on the family inn and reconnected with her high school boyfriend in the process. Now she and Dan were engaged, Mom was in rehab, and all of Cheyenne’s plans had changed in a flash.

      “Sounds like a similar story to our friend,” Zach said. Thank heavens he seemed oblivious to her inner turmoil. “His fiancée is a Sapphire Cove native, too.” In her peripheral vision, Cheyenne caught Zach flexing his hand where it rested on his knee. “He’s thinking about moving here after the wedding.”

      He, not they? She seriously hoped this friend’s fiancée had a say in this decision, otherwise, someone needed to tell that girl to run. But Cheyenne was probably misinterpreting things.

      “Maybe your friend’s fiancée knows Aspen and Dan,” Cheyenne said. “They might have gone to school together. What are their names? I’ll ask Aspen.”

      “Meredith and John,” Sawyer said. He was crouched forward, his shoulders hunched in front of Zach in an attempt to give them all more space. “But John’s not from around here, so I doubt they’ve ever met.”

      A tour bus flew by on one of the hairpin curves, making the tow truck’s windows rattle. Beside her, Zach tensed, his arm and leg muscles hard as steel where they pressed against her side.

      “Sorry,” she said, gripping the steering wheel more tightly. “The highway can be a little scary at times. Beautiful though.”

      Beside her, Zach said nothing. It was difficult to hear over the roar of the engine, but she thought maybe his breathing had picked up speed. Zach didn’t strike her as the anxious type, but what did she know? She slowed down, taking the next curve more cautiously for his sake.

      “Do you know Meredith?” Sawyer asked.

      Cheyenne got the impression he was trying to deflect her attention from Zach. Was he scared of driving? Heights? All of the above?

      “I don’t think so. I haven’t met many people yet.” Cheyenne made her tone joking, eager to play along with Sawyer and put Zach at ease. “Does she work at Doug’s Auto Shop? That’s where I spend most of my time.”

      Sawyer chuckled. “No, Mer is a photographer. She’s really in demand—the tourists love having family pictures taken on the beach.”

      “I’ll bet.” Cheyenne’s family had taken photos faithfully each fall until her dad passed, complete with coordinated outfits picked out weeks in advance by her mother. Usually, Mom would have some big meltdown the morning of the shoot, and Dad would pull Cheyenne aside and remind her to be on her best behavior that day. “You said your friend isn’t from around here. Does he live in California too, then?”

      “Yeah,” Zach said.

      An awkward silence stretched as neither man volunteered more information, and Cheyenne scrambled for something to fill it.

      “Well, Aspen loves living in Sapphire Cove,” she said. “And so far, I’m enjoying it, too. It seems like a great place to settle down.”

      Not that she had any plans to make this her permanent home. Being out of contact with Mom had been hard—like taking a full breath after a long bout of pneumonia. Cleansing. Exhilarating. But also, somehow wrong. This was an extended vacation of sorts, not a permanent move, and Cheyenne wasn’t about to get too comfortable. Whether or not Mom finished the program, once she moved back to Portland, Cheyenne would need to keep an eye on her.

      Besides, she could find a much higher-paying job in the city—one where she was allowed to do more than count the till before close each night. If she ever wanted to open her garage, she needed a fat paycheck to help rebuild her savings account.

      “So, does your friend’s family own the mechanic shop?” Zach asked.

      She supposed it was a logical assumption, but it irked Cheyenne—like the only way she could get a job there was through nepotism. “No, the Sapphire Inn. I’m working there this summer, too.”

      “Wow, two jobs? You’re a busy woman.” Zach seemed less tense beside her, his tone friendlier. Maybe he hadn’t picked up on her annoyance.

      “Isn’t the Sapphire Inn where Meredith made us reservations?” Sawyer asked.

      Zach nodded. “Yeah, I think it is.”

      Interesting—Cheyenne would’ve pegged them as the kind of tourists who stayed in chain hotels. The Sapphire Inn catered to couples on romantic getaways and seemed too picturesque for these burly men. Maybe Sawyer and Zach were together?

      No, that didn’t fit. She’d seen them both check her out back at the store—not in a gross way, but a woman knew when she was being admired.

      “Mer said it’s the nicest hotel in town,” Sawyer said.

      “It’s a bed-and-breakfast, not a hotel, but it is nice,” Cheyenne said. “Aspen’s fiancé, Dan, just finished remodeling the whole thing. It’s basically brand new.”

      “Lucky us,” Zach said with a grin.

      Cheyenne quickly focused on the road again. If he kept throwing her those hundred-watt smiles, she was going to crash.

      Zach pointed, distracting her once more. “My truck is around this next bend and about fifteen yards down the road. We pulled as far into the trees as we could.”

      “Great,” Cheyenne said. “Let’s go rescue it.”

      And maybe, if she was lucky, she’d find out more about Zach while she worked.
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      Cheyenne rounded the curve and saw Zach’s truck immediately, its rust-splattered tailgate peeking out of the trees. Huh. She’d expected something more along the lines of a shiny Ford 4x4 with a lift when Zach had mentioned a truck, but this Chevy C/K 3500 was definitely a work vehicle.

      She drove past it, flipping on the tow truck’s hazard lights as she came to a stop. Her nose nearly pressed against Zach’s shoulder as she slowly reversed, edging her back bumper toward the stranded vehicle. Cheyenne bit her lip, trying to focus on aligning the two trucks and not the crisp, clean scent of his aftershave. She managed to do it in one shot and killed the engine, eager to put some distance between her and Zach.

      Her boots made squelching noises in the patchy, moss-covered mud as she took in his truck, assessing. She’d been right to assume it was a workhorse, the two bench seats in the cab clearly intended for function, not comfort. The truck’s white paint had faded to a dingy gray pockmarked with rust. She’d guess it was thirty years old, maybe thirty-five, based on the style—technically old enough to be a classic, but the make and model wasn’t anything unique. Considering the state of the body, she had little hope for what condition she’d find things in under the hood. Still, with a little elbow grease, it could be beautiful.

      “I know she’s not much to look at,” Zach’s drawled, “but I’m hoping this wasn’t her last ride.”

      She tried not to shiver as his breath skittered across the side of her neck. “With enough time and money, almost any vehicle is salvageable. Mind if I take a look?”

      He held out his arm in a be my guest gesture.

      Anticipation raced through Cheyenne, and she couldn’t help but grin as she popped the hood with a screech of metal. Doug probably wouldn’t be thrilled she’d done an assessment, but Cheyenne was a certified mechanic, and staring at the engine block wouldn’t somehow make the problem worse.

      The smell of burnt oil hit her first—a clear sign there was a leak somewhere. She squinted as her eyes tried to adjust to the dim lighting, taking in the clear signs of neglect. Green liquid tinged with white covered a good portion of the visible surfaces, for starters.

      “How does she look?” Zach asked.

      Cheyenne forced a smile. “She’s leaking oil and antifreeze, and the timing belt needs to be replaced. Doug will do a full assessment back at the shop and let you know what the bigger problems are. What kind of issues was she giving you?”

      “She was making weird sounds, kind of revving and then slowing down,” Zach said. “And then the engine just died. We managed to coast into the trees before she quit entirely.”

      Add engine problems to the possible cracked radiator and worn-out pistons and cylinders, not to mention all the other issues she’d already cataloged. Cheyenne had a feeling it was going to cost more than this truck was worth to get it operational again. Too bad. She hated seeing formerly good vehicles turned into scrap metal.

      “How long has she been giving you issues?” Cheyenne asked.

      “I’m not sure. I don’t drive her much.”

      And yet he’d decided to take an unreliable vehicle up the coast? How did he get around if he didn’t drive the truck—city buses? Seemed like a weird choice when he had access to his own wheels.

      “We’ll get her back to the shop and up on blocks,” Cheyenne said. “It’s hard to diagnose out here, with poor lighting and no tools. We’ll know more then.”

      She shut the hood, turning to find Zach closer than she’d realized. Her breath hitched as he took a step back. His folded arms drew attention to his expansive chest, and she couldn’t help but notice his biceps. Holy crap. Did he bench press minivans for fun? Sawyer stood beside him, looking equally muscled but with an unreadable expression.

      “You seem to know a lot about cars,” Zach said. Sawyer remained silent, but Cheyenne thought the corner of his mouth twitched upward for half a second.

      For her part, she tried not to sigh as she began unrolling the tow cable. “Most mechanics do.”

      “You’re a mechanic?” Zach asked, and Sawyer quickly covered his mouth with one hand.

      Men. They were all the same. She’d thought—okay, hoped—that maybe Zach was different.

      “Let me guess—you thought I was just eye candy for the front desk.” Cheyenne bit out the words. “The token female employee so they can claim their business doesn’t discriminate.”

      Sawyer hooted, any attempts to hide his mirth gone. Zach rubbed the back of his neck, face flushing red. His obvious embarrassment was doing things to Cheyenne’s body temperature.

      “I didn’t mean—” Zach began. “Obviously, women can be mechanics. I was just saying⁠—”

      Sawyer’s hand landed on his friend’s shoulder with an audible thump. “Quit while you’re ahead, man.”

      Cheyenne’s lips twitched upward in a reluctant grin. Maybe she was being too hard on Zach. He and Sawyer had both been perfect gentlemen and weren’t responsible for the years of misogyny she’d been subjected to as a woman in a male-dominated field. She’d give them the benefit of the doubt—this time, at least.

      “You were just saying you’ve never met a female mechanic,” Cheyenne said.

      “Not true,” Zach shot back. “I mean, I’m sure I have.”

      Cheyenne bent down under the pretense of checking something so they wouldn’t see her roll her eyes. “But you can’t think of any right now.”

      “No, I guess not,” Zach said, and Sawyer hooted.

      “Of course not,” Cheyenne muttered. She pulled the winch toward the end of the flatbed, trying to ignore the two very distracting men and remember the exact steps Doug had shown her two days before.

      Zach took a step forward. “Here, let me help with that.”

      “You’re not helping your case.” Cheyenne pushed the button to lower the ramp. “I’ve got it. This will only take a few minutes.”

      At least, that’s what she hoped. Doug had walked her through the process three times before letting her attempt it herself, and it had been simple enough. The lift’s hydraulics did most of the work.

      “We don’t mind,” Zach said.

      “I do,” Cheyenne countered, making sure she’d lined the ramp up correctly with the wheels of Zach’s truck. Perfect. She tossed the chain between the wheels, then crouched down to grab it. She found the holes in the frame and hooked in the chain on the first side. “You guys can wait in the cab of the tow truck if you want.”

      The men didn’t get in the truck, but they stayed quiet after that, letting her work. That surprised Cheyenne—in a good way. She’d expected the two big, burly men to be incapable of letting a woman do a man’s job solo. But here they were, watching her work without further commentary. She could feel Zach’s eyes tracking her every movement, but it didn’t feel judgmental. More curious.
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