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      Triple whammy tonight,” Sally said with a mutter.

      Zoey Barnes continued her approach to the nurses’ desk with a nod and traded one file for another once she’d entered the locked area.

      The rest of the hospital used tablets to keep track of patient care, but on this floor, they were a safety hazard. Old-fashioned note-taking was deemed less dangerous than walking around with something that could be grabbed, broken, and used for self-harm or as a weapon. “King tide, full moon, and the weekend.”

      “Lord help us all,” the desk nurse added with a shake of her curly head and a pleading glance upward.

      Zoey noted the woman typed at warp speed, no doubt transcribing all the notes from the day in an attempt to stay on top of things. “How long have you been here, Sally?”

      “Since before Mercie called off.

      She must’ve watched the news before coming in,” the woman muttered dryly. “So I’m doing a double and then going home to sleep until the cows come home, and if my neighbor pulls out the power tools before I’m through, I just might be in here as a patient. Him, too.”

      Finished with whatever she logged, Sally lifted her head and stared at Zoey over the top of her glasses.

      “You look like crap.”

      “Wow. Okay,” Zoey said with laugh. Sally was as plainspoken as they came, but she was typically more circumspect when it came to doling out observations.

      “Said with love, baby girl. You look like you could use a vacation.”

      “Who needs a vacation when you live at the beach?”

      Wilmington, North Carolina, had easy access to multiple beaches and still more beaches within a short drive. People came here to vacation from all over the world.

      “Uh-huh. And when was the last time you took a day and actually went to the beach?”

      Zoey opened her mouth to answer but couldn’t. When had she gone last?

      “Exactly,” Sally said knowingly. “You need to go—but not tonight.”

      Feeling the weight of Sally’s warning, Zoey sighed. “That doesn’t sound good. What’s up?”

      “You’ve got one bed open and three downstairs waiting for consults.”

      One bed and three potential patients? Great.

      Zoey lifted her hand and rubbed at her throbbing temple. “Okay. Well, everyone’s tucked in and I think it’s fairly quiet up here for the moment, so I’ll head downstairs now. You know where to find me.”

      “Yup.”

      Zoey emptied her hands and swiped her badge before punching in her key code to let herself out of the locked station. She made her way to the secured doors, nodding to the guard there. She repeated her actions and used her badge and code to clear the door and kept going, through another set of locked doors to the elevator beyond.

      When working with psychiatric patients, multiple systems were needed to ensure not only their protection but that of the other hospital patients, visitors, and staff. It also made it more difficult for family and friends to get access to the patients needing a break from everyone, especially those closest to them whose well-meaning intentions tended to do more harm than good at times.

      The elevator shifted beneath her, and Zoey leaned her head and shoulders back against the wall, closing her eyes and embracing the momentary silence.

      Sally’s comment about how she looked hadn’t told Zoey anything new. One glance in the mirror in her apartment had revealed the fact her eyes would have to pay extra baggage fees if traveling. The dark circles and puffiness at the corners did nothing to help the lack of color in her face, and when you lived in the south, having some tan was a given. Unless, of course, you spent every waking moment locked in the psych ward, trying to help people so they didn’t hurt themselves.

      She sighed, her entire body aching. Her patients’ problems and difficulties ran the gamut, and she wondered how things could be so unfair. Why did life have to be so complicated for some? Problematic? When had people become so cruel toward others? The words they used, the lack of feeling and empathy toward their fellow man? When had everyone become so cold? Why?

      She opened gritty eyes and stared at the numbers flashing as the elevator descended to the first level. After a full day of her regular patients, she’d grabbed a quick snack and headed to the psych ward for rounds. She and several other doctors managed the patients on the floor, with everyone working an extra night or so a week for on-call consults. Her problem was that on the nights she didn’t have rounds, she wound up catching up on her patient files or the daily chores she neglected far too often, which meant she rarely made it to bed before midnight. If then.

      All too soon, the elevator dinged, and the parting of the doors brought with it the sounds of a busy Wilmington Friday night.

      With the bonus of the moon, tides, and chaos that came with the end of a long week on the Carolina coast, it looked to be a doozy of a night. It wasn’t even ten o’clock and she wanted to find a corner to curl up in.

      Weekends were the worst. Far too many people numbed themselves to escape their problems. They considered the weekends “free” days, and yet it amplified the stress, pain, and the need for oblivion they tried so hard to escape. Toss in the warm summer weather of June and the influx of tourists and traffic and general chaos, and it was the perfect storm.

      “Hey, you.”

      Logan’s deep voice drew her attention to him, and she glanced over her shoulder to find her pseudo cousin and longtime friend somewhat hidden behind a beam.

      He smiled when she met his gaze, but she also noted his frown as he took in her appearance. As tired as she felt, she knew she probably looked worse. Yay her. “Don’t you have better things to do than stand around for the nurses to ogle?”

      Dr. Logan Devoncourt had retired from the military late last summer but still wore his hair high and tight to match the hard hewn body that looked fresh from the exercises of boot camp.

      His dark brown hair held a hint of gray along the short sides, and his deep blue eyes were steady and intense as they raked over her. The only non-military thing about him was the scruff on his jawline and chin, but even that he kept neat and trimmed in that fashionable way so popular in magazines.

      When he’d first arrived at the hospital, all of the female staff and some of the male scrambled for the chance to work beside him, hoping to catch the eye of “Dr. Hottie.” Once they realized Logan wasn’t just a pretty face and didn’t hesitate to call them out to level up with their work, only the sharpest and most determined continued to try. She’d be curious to see who’d win him in the end.

      “Don’t you have better things to do on a Friday night than to work nonstop?”

      Zoey felt a rush of color rising into her cheeks. Ever since Logan had asked her out and she’d turned him down, things between them had been… different.

      Had she read the invitation all wrong? Had he actually asked her out on a date—or simply as a friend? To chat and talk about hiring at the hospital?

      She should’ve asked, should’ve clarified the reason for his request before making an excuse and turning him down. That way they could’ve avoided this awkwardness and tension that seemed to appear whenever they were in the same vicinity. Maybe she made too much of it, but she definitely picked up on a tension inside him that wasn’t there before. Something she couldn’t put her finger on. Had he taken her refusal personally? She had to think the man was used to getting whatever he wanted.

      Logan shoved away from the wall and moved toward her, not stopping until his six-feet-two-inch frame towered above her four feet and eleven inches of lousy height.

      “You feeling okay, Shortstack?”

      Irritation bombarded her at the childhood nickname, and she watched as he searched her face. Was she all right? No. People kept trying to hurt themselves.

      She shifted her gaze so he couldn’t see just how exhausted she felt. Such a simple question asked in a caring tone brought the sting of tears to her eyes… “I’m fine. Here for consults. What do we have?”

      Several seconds passed with Logan simply staring her down, but since she refused to let him see more than she wanted, he seemed to catch on to the fact she wasn’t going to puddle at his feet or cling to his chest.

      She refused to be made to feel less than. She worked the same demanding schedule as multiple other doctors, and she didn’t hear anyone questioning their status.

      “Right. Okay, there are two typical. One is a definite admit but the second I’ll leave up to you.”

      “Sounds good.”

      “And… I don’t want you seeing the third one alone.”

      “Excuse me?” He hadn’t just gone all he-man protective on her, had he? Seriously?

      “Humor me,” he said, though it came out more like an order from a man used to giving them.

      Apparently you could take the man out of the military, but you couldn’t take the military out of the man. Who did he think he was? “I’m a big girl, Logan. I’ve got a degree on the wall and everything.”

      Her words came out sassy and pointed and removed any hint of the vulnerability she’d felt seconds earlier. But something about the way Logan looked at her, like he really could see that insecure girl inside of her, left her squirming in her not-so-beautiful flats.

      Zoey shifted her gaze and glanced at the tablet she now held, pressing a series of buttons to pull up the requested consults.

      She scanned the notes of each one, noting histories of admittance, blood test results, and the like.

      One name she didn’t recognize. One she sadly did. And the other… “Extensive psychiatric issues,” she murmured in regard to patient number three.

      “And arrests for assault, which is exactly why I don’t want you in there alone.”

      She pointed to a highlighted note. “Says here he’s sedated and calm.”

      “Zoey.”

      “Logan, don’t be ridiculous. I’ll be fine.”

      Zoey glared up at her friend before a nurse walked by and she caught the woman eyeing Logan like the walking man meat he was. Logan didn’t seem to notice the woman, but Zoey found it hard to believe he couldn’t have noticed.

      Were the rumors true? Had he really never taken any of the offers shot his way over the last year?

      Oh, she knew it was smart not to date where you worked, but she’d even heard the Boardwalk Babes discussing Logan’s lack of love life.

      During the summers of ’58 and ’59, four of the prominent Carolina Cove neighbors and friends had given birth to baby girls.

      The proud mamas had taken the five girls for daily strolls in their prams—and the locals had nicknamed the group the Boardwalk Babes—a name used to this day by the sixty-somethings determined to know every aspect of their children’s lives.

      The five Babes now had twelve children between them, with the twin Babes, Rayna Jo and Adeline, each having a set of twins of their own. Logan and his identical twin, Michael, were Adeline’s sons.

      “Humor me,” Logan said.

      The words were an order and a growl that left her narrowing her gaze on him and fighting off anger that burst from deep in the pit of her belly.

      She’d worked in this hospital longer than Logan, and while she might not have his brawn or the five years of extra experience his age and the military provided, she was just as qualified. “Do you doubt my abilities? Because if so, we need to come to an understanding right now. I won’t have you undermining my work or having my colleagues believe I can’t handle my job.”

      Logan looked surprised and then exasperated by her statement.

      “No, I don’t doubt your capabilities, Zoey. But I know danger when I see it, and the guy in that room…”

      “Is a patient, like any other. Thank you for your concern but I’ll be fine.”

      Logan seemed to sense she’d go to battle and this was a fight he wouldn’t win.

      His lips tightened into a hard line, and he straightened to his full height before giving her a curt nod.

      “Keep your guard up.”

      Anger—or maybe it was disappointment that he didn’t see her as capable—made her lift her chin. “I always do.”

      She waited, watching as he muttered something under his breath and behind the fist he rubbed over his mouth at the same time before he headed off toward the far end of the ER.

      A breath expanded her lungs but gave her no peace.

      Great. The last thing she wanted was to fight with Logan, but she couldn’t help but be sensitive after working so hard. Far too many people—men, especially—looked at her and found her lacking. They saw a woman under five feet tall and considered her a child due to her stature.

      They didn’t see the intense studying to pass her exams just like everyone else or the extra time and effort she had to put into everything to be taken seriously by colleagues and patients alike. It wasn’t fair, but it was her life, and the chip on her shoulder grew with every comment.

      Zoey rolled her shoulders in a poor attempt to release some of the tension making her feel like a puppet on strings. She might have overreacted to Logan’s statement due to her fatigue or the tides and the craziness of the weekend, but until she had time to stop and process, she refused to feel guilty about her defense. She’d rallied to her tiptoes and dug in her heels to stand up for herself, and she didn’t regret it.

      She stretched her shoulders and neck again before she headed down the hallway toward patient one, tapping her fingers against her thigh as she went.

      A triple whammy plus a fight with Logan. What was next?
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      Zoey chose to go into the youngest patient’s room first and greeted the girl she’d met twice before.

      Aya was twelve and had a history of depression, anxiety, and self-harm. She’d cut her wrists. Again.

      Zoey checked over the slashes, noting they were not deep enough to do any damage or require stitches, nor did they run wrist to elbow along the vein. The red, painful-looking lines were another cry for help in a world where children were screaming unheard.

      Aya stared at the far wall, away from her and the other woman in the room with them. Zoey exchanged a glance with Aya’s exhausted-looking grandmother, wondering how close the woman was herself to giving up hope things would change.

      “She takes her meds. I give them to her every day and make sure she swallows them.”

      Zoey nodded at the news and gave the woman a small smile. Taking the meds and leaving them inside long enough to be impactful were different things. And Aya had admitted to bulimia in the past.

      It broke Zoey’s heart that the girl couldn’t see the effect her behavior had on her grandmother. The devastation and weight of her worry were written on her heavily lined face. Grandma was worried—so was Zoey.

      Aya couldn’t see beyond the moment. Couldn’t see the future that awaited her if she’d only hold on and fight through the darkness tormenting her. Every day was a struggle—every minute of every hour as she battled the fears and thoughts that turned the child’s brain into a horror movie on replay.

      “Fran,” Zoey said to Aya’s grandmother, “why don’t you take a break? Go get some coffee or fresh air?”

      The woman knew the drill when it came to assessments and got to her feet. Aya was much more likely to be open about her state of mind and thoughts without her grandmother in the room listening.

      Later, Zoey would talk with Fran to get her take on things, but for now, Aya was her concern.

      Fran gathered her purse and shuffled her way to the bed, giving Aya a kiss on the head that the girl didn’t acknowledge. Once Fran left the room, Zoey moved closer.

      “Aya? What’s going on?”

      A shrug was the girl’s response. But at least it was a response. More than anything, Zoey hated it when a patient—especially a young one—withdrew so far into themselves that they simply didn’t care enough about anything to respond.

      “Aya,” she said a little more firmly, “come on. What happened? What made you hurt yourself again?”

      Tears flooded the girl’s eyes with shocking quickness given Aya’s silent and stoic demeanor, and Zoey steeled herself against the pain now ravaging Aya’s sweet face.

      Some patients were easier to assess than others. Some kept their emotions locked down, and Zoey didn’t instantly connect with them.

      But girls—whomever—like Aya? Zoey felt herself get sucked in and swallowed up, and she prayed that, in doing so, she managed to make a difference and ease that burden.

      Some people might label her an empath or say that she had a big heart. All she knew was that there were some patients that radiated so much pain and heartbreak that she sometimes felt as though she absorbed it through her skin because of the weight she felt after meeting with them.

      “It’s stupid,” Aya said.

      “Nothing is stupid if it makes you want to hurt yourself.”

      “I— I hate him.”

      “Who? What happened, Aya?”

      The girl’s face turned bright red and more tears fell.

      “He— We— You know.”

      “Ah.” Twelve and sexually active. Not a good sign.

      “But when it was over, he laughed. He said I was s-so pathetic he knew I’d be easy.”

      Zoey twisted her fingers together in her lap until she felt them turn numb.

      “He said… He said he just wanted to do it. And that I was bad. He laughed and laughed.”

      “Oh, Aya…” So many thoughts ran through Zoey’s head. The legalities of coercive sex with a minor and then the long and arduous process of proving it. Were there pictures? Videos? “How old was this boy?”

      “I dunno. Older than me. I can’t believe he told everyone,” she said in a low voice.

      Stupid, stupid, stupid boy, Zoey thought. “Aya, you know that he’s the one in the wrong here, right? That things like that are personal and not meant to be shared?”

      Aya sobbed, her shoulders shaking, tears rolling, but no sound emerged from her. Like the hurt went too deep for it to even have sound.

      “I don’t want to be here anymore,” the girl said in a raw voice. “I just want to stop hurting.”

      The words tore out of the girl’s throat, and she curled in on herself, arms folded protectively over her knees as if to make herself as small as she possibly could. To disappear or to hold in the pain to keep from shattering from it.

      Zoey tried to focus on the fact that if Aya wanted to be dead, the girl unfortunately knew how to make it happen. It was a sad fact that such knowledge was as simple as a Google search or even from Aya’s past stays in the children’s psych ward. The patients talked about such things even though they were asked not to and monitored. Whispered conversations happened no matter how diligent the staff tried to be, and stories of how were shared. It was sad how many ways one could harm oneself if they really wanted to. Sadder still how creative some people could be trying to make it happen.

      Zoey focused on the fact that Aya hadn’t done any of those many other things and instead did what she’d done to get her grandmother’s attention—which had brought her here, where Aya knew she’d be kept safe from herself.

      Zoey talked to Aya for a while longer, letting the girl talk as much as she wanted to about the events leading up to this moment. The twelve years of Aya’s life had been fraught with pain and loss, physical abuse, and being taken from her mother’s care. When would it get easier?

      Once the girl ran out of words, Zoey informed Aya that she was going to be admitted. Aya would be able to safely rest and get counseling while they would try new meds to help her better cope with her depression as well as counseling to deal with the aftermath of what had happened.

      Zoey didn’t say anything the girl hadn’t heard before, but Zoey went over it all according to protocol before calling a nurse to order an anxiety med to calm the girl down while they got her moved upstairs.

      Because of her fragile state, Aya would require an aide to stay in the room with her at all times whether or not her grandmother was present. It was the only way to ensure Aya’s complete safety.

      Zoey finished her notes in the room while the nurse administered the medication. Aya’s tears slowed and eventually stopped as the med kicked in. Fran returned, and after Zoey filled her in on the plan, the woman reached down and grabbed a bag and placed it on Aya’s bed at her feet.

      “I keep it laundered and packed now,” the woman whispered, eyes red from tears. “So it’s always ready when she has to come.”

      The reality that the twelve-year-old girl had a psych ward go-bag was not a pleasant one, but it was one far too many parents faced. Clothing had to be ward appropriate. No strings or ties, no belts, no shoelaces. Zoey quickly checked the contents even though it would be checked again upstairs and nodded. “She’ll like having her own clothes instead of a hospital gown.”

      “Dr. Barnes, I don’t… I don’t know what to do anymore. I don’t know how to help her or make her stop.”

      Zoey swallowed hard at the brokenness in Fran’s tone and words and hugged the older woman. When the aide arrived, Zoey turned with Fran and walked the older woman out of Aya’s room to make the trip home alone.

      The first seventy-two hours, no one was allowed to see Aya. It gave the girl time to calm down and for the med changeover to begin to take effect. It also gave the girl some distance from what had brought her there and the counseling to cope with the aftermath and the future situations she might face.

      Fran would return and visit when allowed, but until then, she’d have to use a patient code to check on Aya via phone.

      Zoey finished up her notes and inhaled, closing her eyes briefly. She forced herself to clear her mind so she could focus on the next patient. Then the next.

      This young woman was twenty-one. The cops had brought her in after she caused a disturbance at a bar and assaulted another person. She’d then threatened to kill herself. Cassie had several cuts that needed stitched up on her cheek, but after talking with Cassie, Zoey realized the woman wasn’t suicidal at all but thought a stay in the ward meant she wouldn’t go to jail. Cassie begged Zoey to keep her there at the hospital, but Zoey couldn’t sign off on that request, not with every bed full and more cases to assess as the night—the weekend—wore on.

      Once Cassie was cleaned up and her minor injuries seen to, the young woman would be taken and processed by the police.

      An hour or so after her conversation with Logan, Zoey came to the third patient in C-11. She rapped softly on the door before pushing it open, and the man’s gaze fastened on Zoey the moment she stepped into the room. A chill ran down her spine when she stared into his seemingly black gaze.

      Shakespeare said the eyes were the window to the soul, and a glance into this man’s eyes revealed a darkness that could only be described as severely ill.

      Logan’s warning came to mind, but she reminded herself of the man’s sedated condition. He was awake but under control. EMS had given him enough of a dose to make sure of that.

      She forced a smile and braced herself for whatever the next assessment would bring.

      She’d heard it all. Very little could shock her at this point. But it didn’t make the listening any easier. “Hi, there. I’m Dr. Barnes.”

      Patients like the young ladies she’d treated were one thing. They were troubled or emotionally immature or attempted to work the system to their advantage.

      But others…

      Exhaustion filled her and dragged at her very soul. Every so often, she came to a person so lost inside their mind that they wore their evil thoughts on their faces, and she sometimes feared getting sucked into the void because the darkness was so strong. “Mr. Smith, do you know where you are?”

      “Hospital…”

      “That’s right,” she said softly, nodding. “Can you tell me what happened that brought you here?”

      “Sister.”

      He made the word sound sinister with the utterly bitter way he spat it. “Your sister?”

      “She thinks I’m crazy.”

      Zoey broke eye contact and stared down at the tablet she held. “It says here your first name is Kevin. May I call you Kevin?”

      He nodded, his beady black eyes following her every move until Zoey glanced down yet again to regather her thoughts.

      “Well, Kevin, I’m here to help sort this out, okay? Will you tell me what happened?”

      Zoey moved to the rolling stool provided in every room and made herself as comfortable as she could get under the circumstances. “How was your day? Did you have breakfast? Remember what you had for lunch?”

      The questions weren’t so much about his nutrition, though that was definitely a factor, but about positioning him in the day and then letting it play out. To see where or how or what had changed to make a man require EMS to sedate him in order to control.

      “I want to leave.”

      “I know. But I’m afraid you can’t go home just yet. Not until we figure out what’s going on that scared your sister so badly she called for help. Do you remember what happened?”

      Zoey reread the notes taken by EMS and the ER nurse who’d logged him in and gotten his vitals. Kevin lived with his sister. Seemed to be hallucinating. Talking to imaginary people. Was not violent at that point but “talking crazy.” EMS sedated to help calm.

      “You think I’m crazy, too.”

      She looked up and forced herself to meet Kevin’s dark gaze. “I don’t like that word, Kevin,” she murmured, settling back on the stool. “I think during the bad times in our lives, we need help, and sometimes we don’t know how to ask for it, so people—friends and family—have to do it for us. It’s as simple as that.”

      “I want to leave.”

      “Kevin, I know you’re upset with the situation. I don’t blame you. No one does. But we have to deal with what’s happened. Who were you talking to when your sister called 911?”

      His nostrils flared and he stared in her direction. Not at her but just beyond. Zoey fought the urge to look over her shoulder because she knew no one was there. Kevin saw someone, however. That much was apparent.

      “No.”

      “The sooner you talk to me the sooner we can work on getting you out of here.”

      He glanced back at her, then his gaze shifted up once more. Zoey watched as he shook his head and a deep flush took over his face and neck. “What did she do?”

      The voice behind the question was so ominous she knew he said it to whomever he saw, either about her or the sister who had sent him here. Zoey’s stomach pinched and she uncrossed her legs to stand. “Kevin, I’m sorry. I just remembered something I was supposed to do for a previous patient, and I need to run to the nurses’ station. You rest for a bit and I’ll be right back,” she said. “We’ll continue the assessment in just a minute.”

      Zoey rose to her feet, and as she did so a blur caught her by surprise. She couldn’t believe the man moved so fast. She’d just straightened from the stool when he sprang off the bed, blanket and all, and grabbed the tablet out of her hold, swinging it and clipping her in the face above her temple.

      She fell sideways over the rolling stool and down with a jarring thud. Pain shot up her arm when she automatically tried to catch herself, and her head banged against the floor from the momentum. Stars sparked in front of her eyes in a flash of white and the haze of red.

      The stool crashed into something, bounced off and back into her legs, and she flinched and ducked down even more when something struck her again.

      She blinked but couldn’t see anything due to her eyes burning and the tears that flooded them from the sting.

      Seconds passed. Long seconds of shock and horror and that immediate replay of images in her mind trying to process how she’d come to be on the floor. In pain. Bleeding?

      She heard swearing and then⁠—

      “Zoey.”
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      She recognized Logan’s voice but the blood scorching her eyes completely blinded her. She blinked and kept blinking, squeezing her eyes shut and then reopening them, but nothing worked to clear her vision.

      Her mind spun, the room whirling like a carnival ride. Strong arms wrapped around her and swept her up, the move making her mind spin even more.

      The scent of Logan’s cologne teased her senses, but it also made her feel sick as nausea rolled over her.

      People shouted. Someone screamed.

      She pressed her head against Logan’s shoulder to try to still the bombardment to her senses as he carried her somewhere. She wasn’t sure where. She thought he took her out of the room but⁠—

      “He’s got a knife!”

      “Security!”

      Logan cursed under his breath and picked up speed as an alarm sounded and she forced herself to focus on the words.

      Code Silver. Armed and combative patient.

      Zoey felt herself getting squeezed between Logan and a door as he shoved it open, felt the whoosh of air on her bloody-wet skin as he carried her inside and whirled around to make sure it shut behind them. She was pretty sure she heard the loud click as the hospital went on lockdown.

      “Don’t move,” he ordered.

      Logan sat her down on the floor. Still blinded, she felt for the hem of her shirt and shakily raised it to try to wipe some of the blood away. Every beat of her heart was a pulsating pain in her head.

      “Here. Let me.”

      Logan’s large hand gently grasped her chin before sliding along her jawline to tilt her head back.

      She flinched when something wet touched her forehead, the moisture running down her nose and off the tip. After a few more swipes and wipes, Logan grasped her hand in one of his to press her fingers to her head.

      “Hold that tight. Can you see now?”

      She blinked a few times. The sting was still there though not as bad as before. Her eyes watered like a faucet on full blast, but she nodded, able to take in Logan’s blurry masculine visage a scant inch from her own.

      “You’d better believe I’m going to say I told you so,” he growled.

      She grimaced at the warning, his tone, and even though she knew she owed him an apology, she wasn’t quite ready to admit defeat at the moment. So she said nothing, the hand holding the bandage to her head growing heavy. “Pick a better day if you do,” she muttered. “Today is not the day.”

      Logan inhaled and sighed deeply, his minty breath hitting her face. “Thank God for sarcasm. And lucky for you, it’s not too bad a cut,” he said in his best doctor voice. “Head wounds always bleed excessively, but I think a stitch or two along your hairline should take care of it. Keep pressure on it and keep those eyes open.”

      She nodded once but instantly regretted the action when the movement made the pain worsen. The adrenaline faded as shock began to take hold.

      She leaned her head back against the wall behind her, grateful for the support since it was the only thing keeping her upright at the moment.

      “Tell me what happened,” he said. Ordered. But she understood the urgency and upset in his tone, especially after the warning he’d issued before she’d gone in for the consults.

      Zoey forced her lashes up and watched as he searched the boxes and bins along the shelves of the supply closet, using the time to recall the incident that had gotten them here. “One minute he was on the bed, and the next, he wasn’t.”

      Logan knelt in front of her once more and, ascertaining the bleeding was over, opened a suturing kit.

      The alarms continued to sound the code silver, echoing the painful throbbing skewering her skull.

      Logan murmured something under his breath. “I can’t find numbing cream.”

      “It’s fine.”

      “This is going to hurt, Zoey.”

      “It already does. Just do it. I can handle two stitches.”

      “If you say so.”

      Her breath hissed out of her at the flash of pain when the antiseptic hit the open wound.

      “You dizzy? Double vision?”

      She opened her eyes and blinked at him. “Yeah. Just get it over with, please.”

      While she held her breath and gritted her teeth—which did not help her head—he quickly stitched the cut at her hairline. He bandaged it next before he pulled a penlight from his coat pocket.

      She groaned when he flashed it in her eyes. “Seriously?”

      “You have a concussion. How many fingers?”

      She glared at him despite the pain it caused. “Forty-five.”

      “Zo.”

      She ignored his bad mood. “Two?”

      “You asking or telling me?”

      “Both?”

      He made a frustrated sound.

      “Keep those eyes open.”

      With the cut taken care of, he buried his big hands in her hair and gently felt her head for lumps. She closed her eyes again because it felt so good when he tenderly massaged a few tension-tight spots, but she gasped when he hit a painful bump. “Ow.”

      He leaned forward to check it out and then pressed a swift kiss to her forehead.

      “Sorry.”

      The low rumble of his voice and the sweet sentiment jarred her eyelids up, and his gaze was right in front of her. He blurred before sliding back into focus, but in that brief second, she thought she saw something in his gaze. A flash of… something more?

      Long seconds passed with them just looking at one another until he cleared his throat.

      “Zoey, you have to stay awake. Talk to me. Tell me exactly what happened,” Logan ordered.

      She focused on the incident, forcing herself to concentrate. “I-I… I knew I’d have to find him a room and shuffle someone around upstairs. He was in the bed. I stood up to leave and suddenly he wasn’t in the bed anymore. He moved so fast. Then he grabbed the tablet out of my hands and hit me with it,” she said, lifting her fingers to the bandage. “Then I fell. I fell over the stool. I think that’s when I hit my head.”

      Logan’s expression darkened even more. He stretched out a hand and pulled her fingers away from the bandage, holding on to them after he’d lowered her hand to her lap.

      “Did he touch you again?”

      “No. I… I don’t think so. It happened so fast. He threw or dropped the tablet on me and ran out of the room, I think? I couldn’t see because of the blood.”

      He’d paused in his examination as though needing a moment to calm himself at the words, but he continued soon after.

      His hands slid from her head, down her neck, and then over her shoulders, pressing gently as he checked for injuries.

      She sucked in a sharp breath when Logan made it to her arm and he stopped his exam once more.

      “You going to take it off or am I going to cut the sleeve?”

      Color rushed into her face even though she wasn’t sure why. He’d seen her in a bathing suit all of her life whenever their families got together on the beach. This was a medical emergency.

      So why did the thought of the two of them alone and her wearing just her bra feel so weird now? Especially since it covered more than most bathing suits. “Just cut it. My shirt is ruined anyway.”

      He grabbed hold of her sleeve and ripped the cotton peasant blouse with one yank.

      He whistled softly at the darkening bruises along her elbow and gently moved her right arm through various motions, checking its flexibility.

      “You’re going to be colorful for a while. Undoubtedly sprained. I don’t think it’s broken, but you’re definitely going to feel that over the next week or so. We’ll have to get a couple of scans to be sure, but if everything checks out, you should be fine with a sling for a few days until the worst of it is over.”

      “It’s fine. I don’t need tests.”

      “We’ll need to check your head, too, Zo. Might as well get the complete picture.”

      “It’s just a cut. I’m fine. You’re freaking out over nothing.”

      “You’re concussed. And if you could see yourself right now, you’d know why I’m a bit freaked out.”

      “But—”

      “Stop arguing. You know what the hospital is going to say about checking you out after a patient incident. Resign yourself to it now, because you’re going to get a thorough physical before you’re allowed to leave the premises.”

      She groaned, not wanting the fuss but knowing there was no way around it due to hospital protocols. But she was fine. Really.

      “Any pain? Discomfort anywhere else?”

      “No, just bruises, I think, where I fell. My hip is aching and, no, I’m not going to show you. It’s from where I landed.”

      His big hands gently wrapped around her hips, fingers pressing to check for worse things than bruises. “I think you’re right, but the scans will let us know for certain. Are you still light-headed?”

      She reluctantly nodded. She hated to admit just how badly her head spun from the blow.

      “Stay put,” he ordered, getting to his feet once more.
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      Logan moved toward the door, but seeing as how it didn’t have a window, he could do nothing but press his ear near the panel and listen.

      “Anything?” she asked after a moment.

      “No. All quiet.”

      Zoey lifted her hand to her sore and rapidly stiffening neck and dreaded the next twenty-four to forty-eight hours, knowing they’d be the worst as far as pain went. Her elbow throbbed in rhythm with her aching head, and the overhead lights in the room left her squeezing her eyes closed to block it out.

      “I’ll try to find you some blankets. Make you a bed.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “You’re not. I appreciate you trying to pretend but it’s useless, Zoey.”

      She used her left hand and managed to roll onto her knees, then shoved herself up using a hand along the wall, her head whirling and body screaming.

      “What are you doing?” he asked as he rushed to her side to steady her when she immediately started tilting sideways.

      “I’m okay.”

      “Sit down. You shouldn’t be moving around until we get you checked out. You know the drill.”

      She shook her head and moved her feet toward the door, aware of the fact Logan was the one keeping her upright. “I’m fine. And I can’t stay in here. I have patients and⁠—”

      “You’re kidding me, right?”

      “I need to get out of here, Logan. See if I can help calm Kevin down so he isn’t hurt.”

      “You’re not going anywhere,” he said, gently holding her upper arms and turning her back to where she’d sat leaning against the wall. “This is beyond your job description at the moment. It’s not safe so let security do their job. It shouldn’t take long.”

      She pulled at her blood-coated blouse and winced when her hand came away red. That was a lot of blood. “I really liked this shirt.”

      A huff left him. “We’ll find you another one.”

      “Okay, but I still can’t stay here. I need to change before I check on my other patients. They’ll freak out if they see all the blood.”

      “Right now the most important thing is keeping you and everyone else safe. Come on. Let’s sit you down, and then I’ll see if I can find a gown or scrub top for you to change into. There’s got to be something in here.”

      “Logan?”

      “What?”

      “I can’t… I have to… I can’t breathe.”

      At her words, Logan immediately forced her down to the floor. Once down, his fingers found her pulse.

      “What’s going on? Talk to me, Zoey.”

      “I can’t…” Every inhalation required an insane amount of force. Her head throbbed, her elbow and arm and hip ached like nothing had for a very long time, but now her chest felt like something squeezed her in a vice. “I feel like I’m dying,” she whispered, using her injured arm to clutch at her chest and throat.

      “Zo? Hey, sweetheart. Focus on me,” he said. “I think you’re having a panic attack. Have you had them before?”

      A panic attack? Seriously? She was a counselor, for pity’s sake. A doctor. This wasn’t funny. “No. I don’t think so.” But the symptoms matched, and she was definitely getting a taste of what so many of her patients suffered.

      “Listen to me, okay? Listen to the sound of my voice. Focus on it and slow your breathing. Breathe in for five counts, hold for two,” he said. “Now out for seven counts. Good. You’re okay. You hear me? I’m right here and I won’t let anything happen to you. Breathe in, five counts…”

      A shrill sound made her scrunch her face up from the pain it caused, and it took several seconds to realize it had come from her.

      “Zoey.”

      She heard more than a bit of stress in his voice. “What’s happening to me?”

      “Adrenaline and shock. Breathe. Come on, sweetheart, focus on my voice. Breathe in. Hold. Release. Now do it again. Take a breath.”

      She used her good hand and clawed at his arm, trying to use him for support to get up only to be gathered up into his arms. Cradled against him so tightly she wasn’t sure if that was the reason she couldn’t breathe.

      “I’ve got you. Sweetheart, look at me.”

      She sucked for air like a fish out of water, her good hand clutching his arm like a lifeline. She breathed in, held, out. Over and over again.

      Logan palmed her cheek, lifting until he forced her to look at him. He ran his thumb over her cheekbone, back and forth, timing his breathing to match hers. His face blurred for a moment and went fuzzy, but whether it was due to blood or tears or panic, she wasn’t sure.

      His fingers found her pulse again. “You’re doing great. Keep going. That’s it.”

      Logan kept talking. Encouraging her and softly stroking her face whenever he wasn’t monitoring her pulse. The weighted pressure of his arms securely around her helped as well, and she told herself she needed to have more of her patients using weighted blankets as part of their routine.

      Adrenaline had taken over, taking her post-incident reaction to a whole other level of shaking, but thankfully it felt like the vise around her chest had started to ease. Almost as though Logan absorbed it into himself.

      “That’s right. Slow and easy. I’m here. I’ve got you. Okay? I’ve got you. Listen to my voice. Focus on being right here, right now.”

      She unclenched her fist from his shirt and placed it over his wrist, holding on to the strength and warmth and grounding he offered.

      “Slow and easy,” he said again, his lips brushing her forehead. “That’s good. Match my breaths.”

      Several minutes passed with them frozen like that, his lips to her forehead, her good hand gripping his wrist so tightly she felt his pulse, or hers, both, beating in rhythm together.

      After another moment, Logan kissed her hair.

      “Hey, do you remember when we were teens and we went jet skiing? That time Jack spotted all of those girls partying on an island and went to talk to them only to realize they were three times his age?”

      She smiled at the memory of her then twenty-year-old older brother thinking he’d hit the jackpot of hot young things to flirt with. Instead he’d found a moms’ weekend of empty-nesting mothers and grandmothers.

      A huff of a laugh left her, and she couldn’t help but feel the tenderness of Logan’s calloused thumbs brushing over her cheek, gently whisking away the tears left behind from her earlier episode. “He was so embarrassed.”

      Logan’s chuckle warmed her insides, his dark blue gaze holding hers. “They thought he was their prize, though. They barely let him leave.”

      She giggled, remembering the way they’d catcalled her brother and teased him. Which then made all of the cousins rib him until Jack had finally said enough and taken a swim to get away from everyone.

      “What about when we went to the south end and got stuck? How Jack came to rescue us but then got stuck trying to pull us out.”

      “And then the tow truck got stuck.” She smiled but also groaned. “We were grounded for weeks.”

      “Grounded but together so we still had fun.”

      She nodded. They had. When she thought of her childhood compared to that of her clients, she recognized just how blessed and terrific it was. She hadn’t been abused nor neglected. And she had a built-in friend system that had protected her back all through school, which meant bullying was never a problem. Not once everyone realized the group of pseudo cousins ran as a pack.

      The fond memories and Logan’s hold took her breathing down to normal, but she still had the overwhelming need to get out of there. To rush upstairs to check on her patients and make sure they were okay.

      Lockdowns were scary. The sirens and noise, the inevitable controlled chaos of staff rushing to get into position.

      Zoey squeezed Logan’s wrist tighter and forced herself to open her eyes. “Shouldn’t they have caught him by now?”

      “You know the drill, Zoey. They have to make sure everything is secure. We’ll be free as soon as the alarm stops.”

      “But what if he went into Aya’s room? She’s only twelve.” The moment the thought registered, Zoey let go of him and attempted to scramble to her feet once more. Logan stopped her, his muscled arms wrapping around her in a gentle but unbreakable hold.

      “They’d already taken her upstairs. I saw her being transported.”

      “Really? I should go⁠—”

      “Stop.”

      “But what if⁠—”

      “You’re hurt, you’re not thinking straight, and from the feel of you, you’re pulled tighter than a drum and in shock. The hospital has protocols in place, and right now we’re going to follow them. You are going to sit here and let me take care of you. So shut up and let me.”

      She felt his lips brush over her head, taking the sting out of his order, and felt him gently running his hand up and down her upper arm, careful not to hit her injury but holding her in place all the same.

      The hand on her uninjured hip didn’t move, and he kept a firm grip as though ready to stop any further attempt she might take to make a run for it.

      The alarm continued to sound, every shrill shriek grating on her last nerve. An hour or more passed. Maybe less. Maybe more?

      She lost track of how long they were stuck in the room, but she leaned against Logan’s hard body while hers throbbed with pain. The faster her adrenaline faded, the more sore and stiff and exhausted she felt, like her body locked up and all the moisture had been sucked from her interior, leaving her brittle and tired and worn. Fight-or-flight response. She knew what it was, but until now, she hadn’t really experienced anything so intense. Yet another thing that would help her with her patients’ care.

      Way to think positive, her muddled mind mused.

      Finally the alarm stopped and the silence was so abrupt it was deafening. Then she felt Logan’s gaze on her and they exchanged a look.

      “Don’t move.”

      “You give way too many orders,” she muttered.

      “Only when they’re needed.”

      Logan extracted himself from beneath her and set her on the floor as though she were made of glass. He got up and went to the door, testing to see if it was unlocked. It was and he yanked it open and took a look outside before returning and swooping her up in his arms.

      “Logan, no. I can walk!”

      “Hush. Stop being so stubborn.”

      Stubborn? He was calling her stubborn?

      He carried her out and set her in the first available bed, calling orders for tests and scans despite her protests. She saw several wide-eyed nurses taking in her bloody blouse before they went into action. When one of their own was hurt, the hive swarmed.

      No one would heed her protests, and she was whisked away, with Logan walking quickly beside the gurney as she was taken to Imaging. The only time Logan left her was during the tests, and even then, he was in the next room with the technician, watching and waiting for the results.

      Once the tests were finally completed, the hospital administrator appeared in the doorway along with a policeman, both of them asking questions and getting her statement for official reports.

      Logan was right in that her arm wasn’t broken but severely sprained. It was now wrapped and placed in a sling, and the painkillers they’d given her had taken effect and lessened the throbbing, leaving her pleasantly drowsy.

      “Good thing you have a hard head,” Logan murmured, staring at the images on the portable screen even though the neurologist had already cleared her.

      “I have to agree. But you still get the next week off,” the administrator said, giving her a stern look.

      “What? No,” she argued. “I’ll be fine in a few days. I’m sure I’ll be back to work by Monday at the latest.”

      “A week,” the man said again. “I don’t want to see you here for any reason, got it?”

      “But my patients⁠—”

      “They’ll be covered,” the older man ordered. “Same as they would be on your days off. You rest and heal and come back fresh.”

      “We have your number if we have any more questions,” the police officer said. “But we should be good to go. You got lucky tonight, miss. This could’ve been a lot worse with his history of assault.”

      She didn’t want to acknowledge the truth of the statement, especially with Logan standing there as one too-tall I-told-you-so. “I realize that. Thank you. But that doesn’t mean I need a week off.”

      “Enjoy the vacation and do not let me find out you didn’t follow orders,” the administrator said in a no-nonsense tone. “Do you have a ride home?”

      “She does,” Logan said before she could answer.

      “I can drive.”

      “Not concussed,” Logan said, arms crossed over his chest as he stared her down.

      She huffed in aggravation, and Logan and the other man exchanged a look before the man shook his head.

      “Good luck.”

      The administrator and policeman left, and Logan moved toward her with determined steps.

      “You don’t have to see me home, you know. Your shift is over, and I know you don’t want to wait around until the release paperwork is done. I’ll be fine.”

      He ignored her.

      “Fine, I won’t drive. I’ll get an Uber.”

      He leaned over the bed and braced his arms on either side of her. “Listen to me very carefully. You? Aren’t getting out of my sight.”
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      Logan hadn’t planned a trip to the mountains with Zoey. Though now that he had driven them across the state, he wasn’t sorry.

      His only intention had been to take her home and stay with her to check on her concussed state, but once they were in his truck, a thought had occurred and wouldn’t let go. Hours later, they’d almost made it to his cabin.

      Logan glanced over to where Zoey sat in the passenger seat and resisted the urge to take her hand in his. The last thing he wanted was to wake her up before they got there. So long as she slept, she wouldn’t realize they were no longer in Wilmington—or that he hadn’t taken her home to Carolina Cove.

      After a dose of pain relievers and something to help calm her nerves, he’d escorted her out of the hospital and lifted her into his truck, leaning her seat back a bit for comfort and fastening her in tight.

      He’d started for home and the apartment she shared with her sister, Lily. Lily was a travel nurse currently working in California, so she wasn’t there to keep an eye on Zoey, but after a few red lights and some pondering, he’d found himself coming to a decision and purposefully driving slowly. This gave plenty of time for the exhaustion of the night to kick in along with the meds.

      With luck, Zoey would sleep the whole way there. If not, he’d have to come up with a quick plan B.

      The powerful engine and music from the radio added to the peacefulness of the ride.

      It took a solid five to six hours to get to the mountains from the coast, and he really didn’t want to have to argue with her if she came to and decided to protest. Because he wasn’t driving them back. Not even if it meant bungee-cording her to her seat until they arrived.

      If that’s what it took… maybe he had a plan B after all.

      Logan glanced over at her again, taking in Zoey’s delicate beauty. She had the girl-next-door look about her, which probably helped when it came to her patients opening up to her. It was also something he’d always found himself drawn to.

      A million freckles dotted her nose, cheeks, and forehead, and her brown hair floated around her shoulders in soft, curly waves.

      She hated being short. Hated being called cute because of her height-challenged frame. But he loved her snack-size body, and he had to watch himself when they were all together on the beach and she was in a bathing suit because it was so hard to take his eyes off of her.

      His Zoey loved action films and was a total James Bond fan, loved the color teal and the oatmeal chocolate chip cookies his mom made. If only she wouldn’t take on so much of her patients’ problems. He could see it in the strain on her face, the dark circles under her eyes. The way her short but stacked framed had slimmed from missing more than a few meals.

      Zoey’s panic attack in the supply closet had confirmed his suspicions. Maybe it had been brought on by the attack, but he couldn’t help but think it exacerbated a problem that was already there.

      His girl burned the candle at both ends and had for a long time, since before he’d returned to Carolina Cove and begun working at the same hospital. As much as she took care of other people, she needed someone to take care of her. And while he knew she’d never see him as more than a friend, he intended to do whatever it took to help her get back on track.

      Another hour and a half passed, but thankfully he’d filled up the gas tank before work yesterday and didn’t have to stop along the way.

      Logan focused on the road in front of him, seeing the night sky beginning to lighten as dawn approached.

      By the time she’d been released, it was the wee hours of the morning, but thankfully that had worked to his advantage. Between her injuries, fatigue, and emotionally exhausted state, the meds had given him the time he needed to whisk her away. The only problem would be her lack of clothing and personal items. He was sure to hear about that, but considering it was just the two of them, she’d be fine wearing some of the T-shirts and shorts he left at the cabin for spur-of-the-moment trips.

      He glanced over at her once again, and his gaze landed on the adorable tilt of her freckled nose. He wanted to kiss that nose. And every single freckle.

      The thought made him remember how he’d held her in the supply closet, the scent of her shampoo in his nose, the feel of her skin against his lips when he’d kissed her forehead. She probably thought he was being brotherly, but knowing he couldn’t cross the line was the only thing keeping his lips on her forehead and not on her mouth considering the scare she’d given him.

      He didn’t remember a time when he didn’t love Zoey in some way. As a little sister, a friend. Then more than a friend. Sometime during his teenage years and then during his career in the military, he’d found himself corresponding with Zoey more than his other “boardwalk cousins.” Maybe it was just her nature. The way she sensed his loneliness in being away from home for so long, like she sought to keep him up to date as though he was present and wouldn’t be left in the dark and out of the loop about the goings-on when he did finally make it back to Carolina Cove.

      With every letter, she’d revealed herself. Her softness and heart. Her passion and beautiful mind. Their letters had never gotten explicitly personal, never gotten intimate in the sexting type of way. But her letters had meant more to him than she would ever know. They’d carried him through times when he’d felt the never-ending groans of a world where war and pain and injuries occurred far too often and in very dark ways. When he was tired and questioning his life choices.

      But since working at the hospital, he’d noticed the same heaviness in Zoey. How her expression remained tense and furrowed whenever he spotted her. It was another reason he felt that he had to take care of her the way she had taken care of him.

      One look told him she teetered on the edge of the cliff. He knew it, recognized it. And he wasn’t going to let her fall.

      By the end of the five-hour-plus drive, fatigue pulled at his senses. The turn up the mountain left her stirring, and he winced, resisting the urge to floor it in an attempt to get them there and parked before she woke up enough to begin the battle he knew he faced.

      Instead, he slowed a bit so the truck wouldn’t bounce so much as lightly rock when it hit dips and bumps and drove the twisting, curving mountain road with care.

      Another turn left him facing the gate that blocked access to his property, and he pressed the remote button for it to open, slowing so that he wouldn’t have to stop and start again and chance jarring her.

      He’d contacted his neighbor, Will, before they’d made it out of Wilmington last night and asked the man for a huge favor. Like him, Will was retired military, and when Logan had bought the place a year or so ago, he’d learned Will’s brother actually owned the security company where Zoey’s brother, Jack, worked. It had made for one of those small-world moments that had linked them as neighbors on yet another level beyond the fact they’d both served.

      He and Will weren’t best buds by any means since Will tended to keep to himself, but whenever Logan visited, he made a point to invite Will over for a steak and a few beers out by the fire.

      Logan drove slowly to make sure the gate closed properly behind the truck and then continued on up to the cabin a couple of miles away from the entrance.

      He exhaled as he rolled to a stop, relief pouring through him after a long stretch of work, the adrenaline rush of Zoey’s close call and injuries, and then the drive. He was dead tired, but he didn’t dare close his eyes when she would undoubtedly wake up soon.

      Logan pressed the button to lower the windows and made sure the cool mountain breeze would be enough to keep Zoey from overheating as the sun rose.

      With one last look at her sleeping form, he opened the truck door and got out, careful not to slam it so that maybe, hopefully, he could get things opened up and aired out before she woke.

      There was no sign of anyone at the cabin, but when he unlocked the door and went inside, he saw bananas and bread and nonperishables on the counter. Despite the early hour, Will had already come and gone.

      Logan walked over to the fridge and opened the door, nodding to himself. He owed his buddy for doing this.

      Per request, Will had picked up several days’ worth of food so that Logan wouldn’t have to leave the mountain or Zoey. Until she settled in and realized he wasn’t going to budge on her taking the administrative-ordered injury leave, he didn’t want to risk her being alone or taking her with him into town only for her to attempt to get a ride or flight back to Wilmington.

      Speaking of which… He hurried back to the truck and carefully grabbed the purse next to her on the seat, carrying it with him to hide for the time being. He turned off her phone so it wouldn’t make a noise or vibrate and then tucked it back into the folds.

      The cabin’s mantel had a secret hinged top and made for the perfect hiding place to store valuables. It would also be overlooked if Zoey tried to find her purse to make her escape.

      That done, Logan grabbed eggs and bacon from the fridge, a fresh tomato, and toast and set out to have breakfast ready for when she woke up.

      He’d just finished plating the eggs when he heard a frustrated-sounding shriek quickly followed by a low groan of pain.

      Rolling his eyes upward, he said, “Help me out here, Big Guy, okay?”

      “Logan? Logan!”

      He’d purposely left the front door of the cabin open and heard her footfalls as she made her way up the steps. Her shadow blocked the sunlight from filtering into the living area, and he popped a bit of bacon in his mouth before setting her plate on the countertop. “Good timing, sunshine. Breakfast is served. Have a seat.”

      “Are you kidding me?”

      The blaze in her pained gaze revealed the firecracker ready to blow, no matter the damage it would do to her hurting body. “What would you like to drink? I have coffee, juice, some sodas.”

      “Where are we?”

      “My place,” he said, staring into the fridge at the items available. “I think juice would be best.”

      “Oh, really? You know what you can do with your juice?”

      He grinned as he faced her with the container in hand. “Now, now. You’ve got to be hungry. Have a seat.”

      The glare she sent him left him fighting back another smile. She was beautiful on a normal day. Mad? She was flat-out adorable in a sexy, angry fairy or elf kind of way. Apparently he had a thing for that. Who knew?

      The thought made him grin yet again, but he was quick to hide it with a hand and a cough when he caught her glaring at him.

      “Seriously? That’s it? Breakfast and juice? That’s all you have to say?”

      “It’s going to get cold.”

      “What are we doing here?” She lifted her uninjured arm and waved a hand toward the door.

      “There are mountains outside, and the last time I checked there are no mountains in Carolina Cove!”

      “Hmm.” He leaned down as though to peer out the open window. “You’re right.”

      “Logan.”

      “Zoey.”

      “Give me the keys. I’m going home.”

      She marched up to him and stood toe-to-toe, his size thirteens looking ridiculous compared to her fairy-sized feet. “I’m afraid I can’t do that.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because you are in no condition to drive and we are staying here.”

      “What— For how long?”

      He lifted his hand and gently chucked it under her chin, tilting her face and checking her pupils. He was well able to see the pain in her eyes from the concussion headache she tried to ignore as she blustered at him. “You have a week off, so…a week.”

      “A week?”

      “That’s what I said.”

      “Well, you can unsay it, because we are going home. Right now. Got it?”
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