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Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      Gage swore under his breath as he stared down at the current weather alert on his phone. There was still plenty of time for the hurricane to shift and head back out to sea, but if the spaghetti models were correct, Carolina Cove was dead center of the path.

      He shoved the phone in his hip pocket, fought back his frustration that he’d have six dozen more things to handle, and yanked open the door to the rentals building.

      “You’re late,” Hudson groused from behind the checkout counter. “And you missed the grand opening. Finn’s going to murder you when he sees you.”

      At Hudson’s growl, several of their customers turned from where they took a look-see at what was available to eye him before going back to their perusal.

      Hud grabbed his backpack and charged toward the door with a deep scowl on his usually grinning face.

      He’d missed the bakery’s grand opening. Wasn’t that tomorrow? “I thought that was⁠—”

      The door shut behind Hudson as he booked it out of there to get to his class. Gage grimaced and wiped a hand over his face, rubbing hard.

      Next time he’d set more alarms. He’d set three to get to the building in time for Hud’s class but had still wound up losing track of time after getting derailed by problem after problem.

      Cole burst through the side door from the convenience store at a fast pace but paused as he caught sight of Gage.

      “You finally show up?”

      Hudson had apparently called Cole to come cover the counter. On his day off.

      Yeah, his day was about to get worse. He now had three brothers angry with him. “Yeah, sorry. The day got away from me.”

      The customers rented a set of chairs and an umbrella for the next day and left after they paid. Cole remained, and Gage figured there was a stronger lecture to come.

      “You know you’re going to have kiss Hud’s behind for a long while this time. You promised him you wouldn’t make him late anymore.”

      Yeah, it wasn’t the first—or third—time it had happened. “I know. I’ll make it up to him.”

      “Wolfe will have him eating asphalt for a week doing pushups and cleaning the rigs as punishment. Make it up to him by hiring help. You know you need it, so why are you sitting on your hands about it? And where were you this morning? You missed the grand opening of the bakery.”

      Gage swiped his palm over his face again and rubbed harder, wondering if he’d have any skin left by the end of the day with the flaying he’d get from his large family. But it was deserved. Curses filled his head that he’d screwed up the date.

      He should’ve been there.

      He’d meant to be there. “I tried hiring someone, remember? It’s easier to do it myself than it is to train someone only to have them quit two days later.”

      “Maybe don’t rage at them and they’ll stick around.” Cole stared at him. Hard.

      “He deleted the entire schedule. I had pissed-off clients coming out of my ears for weeks.”

      “You still have pissed-off customers coming at you because you don’t know your head from your tail these days and overbook everything like you can be in three places at once.”

      Cole moved toward the counter and braced his hands on top, hitting Gage with a glare he had no doubt perfected in the last year with his teenage stepson.

      “Forget it,” his brother added. “I’ll hire them. I’ll train them on my days here in the building. Because I’m getting someone else in here before you lose what’s left of your mind or one of us murders you.”

      Gage’s phone buzzed, and he looked at the name and number and groaned softly.

      “Let me guess. You forgot something else?” Cole asked with an aggrieved huff.

      Yeah, he pretty much hated himself too right now. “Can you, uh, stay and work?”

      “It’s my day off. The first one I’ve had in three weeks.”

      Gage stared at his brother. “Can you stay and work?”

      Cole jerked his thumb toward the door. “Get out of here before I call a family meeting to discuss how we’re going to tag team to kick your⁠—”

      “Yeah, this is Gage,” he said into the phone after a swipe of the screen. “Yes, sorry. I’m running late, but I’m on my way.”

      Gage headed toward the door, hearing and ignoring Cole’s mutter of, “Didn’t even get a thank you….”
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        * * *

      

      Too many hours later, Gage dragged his tired body into his truck, and headed for the rentals building. One more stop, and then he could go home—at the early hour of 12:30 a.m.

      He made his way to Blackwell Rentals and rolled into his usual spot, seeing a vehicle he didn’t recognize tucked behind the building where only someone really looking would see it.

      “Get a room,” he muttered to himself, the streetlights reflecting just enough off the glass to see the steamed windows indicating someone was inside. Or someones.

      Remembering his younger years when he and a girlfriend would find a quiet spot before he’d take her home, he decided to let them be until he came back out of the building.

      If they were still there, he’d run them off, but the odds were good that his arrival would be enough to spook them away.

      He had to grab a few things to be ready for a repair tomorrow and his tool bag was behind the counter. He’d left so fast earlier he’d forgotten to grab it.

      He exited the truck and kept a wary eye on the vehicle until he got inside. He relocked the door, grabbed what he needed, but he didn’t hear the sound of an engine starting and groaned aloud.

      He did not want to have to go confront some horny teenagers and get yelled at for ruining their magic moment.

      He locked up, tossed the tool bag inside his truck and carefully made his way down the side of the building after grabbing his mag light. “Hey. You can’t park there. Take off before I call the cops.”

      No one was in the front. More proof he was probably interrupting a rendezvous.

      He flashed the light into the back and saw wide eyes staring at him as a woman scrambled to sit up and slide to the far side of the seat away from him. He flashed the light to the seat beside her and frowned when he realized she was alone. “You okay in there?”

      The woman nodded and held up a hand to shield her eyes. He lowered the light so as not to blind her but kept it on to get a read on the situation. “Roll the window down.”

      She shook her head, and he heard a muffled no in response. “I just want to talk to you.”

      The woman had dark auburn hair, pale skin, and heavy freckles across her nose. All above full pillowy lips he had no business noticing.

      He couldn’t tell what color her eyes were, but she wore a black tank top and workout shorts, and had her hair up in a messy bun. And considering the heat of night indicating that hurricane was indeed on the way, she had to be miserable in there with the windows up. “Look, I’m not going to hurt you. But either roll the window down, or I call the cops and you can sort it out with them.”

      A frown pinched her features into a scowl and she slowly stretched into the front to the hit the Start button to crack the window a half inch or so.

      “Thanks,” he said, forcing himself to gentle his tone. “What are you doing here? Are you homeless?”

      A shrug was his answer.

      “You either are, or you aren’t. You want to elaborate?”

      “My roommate’s jerk of a boyfriend decided I came with the apartment when he stayed the night. She believed him when he said I came onto him and kicked me out instead.”

      He stared into her eyes, not seeing or smelling any signs of drugs or alcohol. “Why didn’t you go to a hotel?”

      “Have you priced hotels here?”

      Yeah, there was no such thing as a cheap hotel in a beach town.

      “I just needed to shut my eyes for a minute. I’ll leave,” she said in a low mutter. “Sorry to bother you.”

      “You have nowhere else to go? Parents? Friend’s house?”

      A slow shake of her head was his answer.

      “I…I just moved here. Don’t really know anyone.”

      He scraped a hand over his face and fought off his own fatigue and frustration, because as much as he wanted her to leave, he couldn’t be that guy.

      His kid sister wasn’t much younger than the woman in front of him, and he’d like to think someone would help her if she ever found herself in this type of mess—not that she ever would with all eight of her older brothers looking after her. But still… “Okay, here’s what you’re going to do. See that starfish painted on the back of the building?” He pointed the flashlight to the spot. “I want you to move your car over there.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I’m going to let you stay here for tonight—only tonight—and there are security cameras over there. I’ll get an alert if there’s any commotion or if someone bothers you. There will be at least one drunk who’ll roll by here at some point and probably see you. The cameras won’t pick up anything this far away.”

      She tucked a stray curl behind her ear and nodded. “Thanks.”

      “You got food? Water?”

      “I’m fine. Thanks for letting me stay. I’ll be gone first thing.”

      “You got a phone?”

      The woman nodded again, and he wished he could place her age. She looked to be in her mid-twenties, but with her hair up and the abundant freckles, she appeared younger.

      “Yeah.”

      “Okay, good. Keep it close. Call 911 if anyone bothers you. They’re just a couple of blocks away, so they’ll be here quickly.”

      “Okay.”

      He flashed the light around the shadows nearby. Man, he really hated leaving her here like this. “Or… you could follow me to a hotel.”

      “Not happening.”

      A low chuckle left him. “That’s not what I meant, sweetheart. I’d get you a room and leave you there. No strings. You’re not safe out here.”

      She shifted on the seat, and he saw the flash of her legs.

      “I’ll be fine for one night.”

      “Suit yourself,” he murmured. “One night. Tomorrow you find another roommate?”

      She nodded and leaned toward the door, bright green eyes flashing up at his as she rolled the window up.

      Gage headed back to his truck and got inside. He watched as she moved the vehicle to the spot he’d told her. She hadn’t gotten out, so she must have climbed over the seat to stay safely locked inside. Smart girl.

      His body ached after the hours he’d put in, and he craved his bed, but he now had one more stop to make.

      A few blocks away, he pulled into the police station and climbed out again after sending a text to Ky, the convenience store night manager he and his brothers employed, to inform them of their guest.

      That done, he headed inside. He could’ve called the nonemergency number, but he was right there so⁠—

      “Hey, Gage. What brings you in this time of night? You got trouble?”

      Officer Bruce Holloway stared up at Gage from behind the front desk. “I hope not. I do have a favor to ask though. There’s a woman sleeping in her car behind the rentals building.”

      “Ah. No worries. We’ll go run her out and give her info on the shelters,” the man said.

      “Actually, I told her she could stay tonight. One night only. But I hoped you’d keep an eye on her with a few drive-bys. I didn’t like leaving her there by herself.”

      “She on something?”

      He thought of her big, clear eyes and adorable freckled face. “Not to look at her. She seemed clearheaded and clean. Said her roommate kicked her out after the roommate’s boyfriend came onto her, and she didn’t have anywhere else to go tonight.”

      “Always something,” the man muttered with a shake of his gray head. “Yeah, I’ll spread the word and let you know if we see anything unusual. Your cameras working?”

      “Yeah. She was parked over in the shadows, but I made her move so we can keep an eye out for her.”

      The cop nodded. “You’re a good man, Gage.”

      He rubbed a hand over his neck and squeezed to relieve the tension. “Not sure about that, but I am a tired one.”

      “You look it. Go home and get some rest. We’ll watch out for her.”

      Gage tapped the desk twice and then turned. “Thanks for the help, Bruce.”

      Gage left the station and headed for home. On the way, he passed Hudson’s truck parked outside the fire station.

      He shook his head, not understanding why Hudson would have bothered with getting a business degree only to chuck it all away to train to be a firefighter and EMT.

      His kid brother had always been his right hand whenever he needed extra help, but with Hud in training, Gage scrambled to know his hand from his foot on a good day.

      He made it home and stripped as he headed to the bathroom. He tossed his shirt toward the hamper only to see it miss and fall to the floor. Figures. Par for the course these days.

      He kept going, wanting only to brush his teeth and crawl into bed.

      Minutes later, his head hit the pillow, and he opened his phone to pull up the video feed of the building. She was still there, parked in the spot with a perfect camera view.

      He upped the motion sensor settings and then upped the volume just in case so the alert would definitely wake him.

      Then he closed his eyes with a groan, drifting off to sleep with the memory of big eyes and pretty freckles.
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      Sloane Harrington hadn’t intended to sleep in her car again, but there she was: uncomfortable, sweaty, and groaning from stiffness as she shifted on the rocklike backseat of the old Chevy.

      She’d traded her last vehicle for this one and gotten screwed over in the process because the guy had obviously sensed her desperation. Still, she wondered if maybe the next time she should try to get a minivan. An air mattress in the cargo space had to feel better than this. Because right now?

      Everything hurt.

      From the tightness in her shoulders and neck, down her back, to the way she’d had to sleep with her legs curled due to not having space to stretch out, she hurt, and it made her moan to think of the days when a ninety-minute massage at a local spa with school friends was a regular thing.

      Giving up on the pretense of sleep, she looked at her regular old watch and moaned again. She wasn’t sure what time the guy would be back, but she needed to get out of there before the sun rose and revealed her to curious eyes.

      The cops had driven by several times last night, but they hadn’t paused or told her to leave. Which made her wonder if this space was regularly taken by a vehicle and the norm—which was why the guy from last night had told her to park there instead?

      She needed a bathroom.

      Correct that.

      She needed a shower after sleeping in a sweat box all night. It might be early November, but humidity was still a thing in North Carolina.

      Sloane pulled out her phone and did a quick search only to see the gym chain where she had a membership wasn’t anywhere close. Not that she could use it. Knowing her family, they’d be on the lookout for any signs of life. Her membership code would likely ping her location as easily as credit card use.

      “This’ll be cold,” she muttered with a soft groan. But a dip in the Atlantic would have to do for now. Unless she found one of those public sand showers nearby? Didn’t all beach towns have those? It wouldn’t have hot water, but at least then her shower wouldn’t be salty.

      Neither option appealed, but she’d do whatever she needed to because she knew better than to sleep in her car with the windows down. Even cracked was a danger because there were some sick and twisted people in the world. She’d learned that the hard way in Charlotte when a guy demanding she let him inside got mad at being rejected. She’d just climbed into the front to go find a new spot when he’d thrown a lit cigarette through the cracked window into a box of her belongings. While he’d drunkenly tried to break the window and force his way in, she’d had to put out the fire and then get away. Lesson learned. She’d rather be hot.

      She threw on a loose sundress, grabbed a sweater for the undoubtedly cold trek back and left the safety of her car after looking around. Carolina Cove seemed to be a sleepy little island town, but that didn’t mean there weren’t still dangers. The drunks and miscreants were one thing, but she could’ve sworn she saw a coyote last night. A big one, too.

      A few car motors broke the silence as she walked between buildings and headed toward the sound of crashing waves. On the way, she spotted a utility truck and saw a man unlocking a building with a sign for public restrooms.

      She shifted uncomfortably and bounced on her toes as she waited for him to move on. Then she made quick use of a stall before deciding to take her chances with a hurried sponge bath since the restroom was otherwise empty due to the early hour.

      She stripped to her sports bra and shorts, knowing they covered more than a bathing suit, and did her best to rid herself of the layer of sweat coating her skin from the humidity of the car. The act cleared the last of the cobwebs from her brain and left her shivering in her flip-flops as she went back into a stall to finish her bath and dress.

      She didn’t linger and headed out again, feeling much better. On her way toward the pier house, she saw a shower along the bridge leading over the dunes and made note of it. Though she was sure it didn’t have hot water like the ladies’ restroom. That had been an unexpected delight.

      There were fishermen on the pier and a few early morning walkers and runners already up and out. Dressed and wrapped in her sweater, damp feet squeaking with every step, she made her way back to her vehicle.

      She needed to find a Laundromat and wash the few clothes she had. It paid to travel light. Fewer things meant less expense, and she’d found a surprising amount of name brands in thrift stores to make up her limited yet decent wardrobe. She never stayed in one place for very long, but maybe she could find a waitressing or housekeeping job that would pay cash for a few weeks.

      Her stomach growled, and she decided food topped the to-do list.

      After another phone search, she got moving. The laundry wasn’t open yet, which meant she needed to find a place to park so she wouldn’t get towed. Preferably one that wouldn’t charge her a fortune.

      Her last job ended abruptly without her getting paid, and her meager savings dwindled fast between gas and food. But was this the place she wanted to stay?

      The quiet streets of the coastal town held a lot of appeal. But it was the offseason, which meant jobs might be scarce.

      After taming her crazy natural curls, she climbed behind the wheel and buckled her belt. Twisting the key didn’t get the results she wanted though. The interior lights brightened then dimmed and she heard a clicking. “Come on,” she breathed. “You can’t do this now.”

      She tried again. And again. Nothing.

      She slammed her head against the rest behind her twice in frustration. She’d need a jump. And who knew what that might cost her unless she found some good Samaritan to help her—preferably before the guy from last night returned.

      She wouldn’t find help hiding behind the building, though. But on the way back to the car, she’d noted the gas station and convenience store next door. Maybe she could find someone with jumper cables as well as a cheap breakfast?

      Sloane retraced her steps to the street. There was a bakery across the road, but while the scent of yumminess filled the air, she didn’t think it within her budget, given the fancy look of the showcase window. She needed substance and protein to tide her over. Not yumminess and empty carbs.

      Sloane trudged into the convenience store and headed to the premade sandwiches and then grabbed a drink before moving toward the counter. That’s when she saw a Help Wanted sign and paused.

      “You interested?”

      She turned her head and realized the dark-haired guy at the counter watched her taking it in. “The job? Maybe.”

      “You any good with customer service?”

      “I can handle people. What’s it pay?”

      He gave her a starting wage that wasn’t great. “That’s during the training period. You pass the training and prove you’ll stick around, and the pay gets better. We take care of our employees.”

      She put her sandwich and drink on the counter. “When do I start?”

      A smile split the guy’s handsome face. The ring on his left hand meant off-limits though. Not that she was looking. She didn’t have the luxury of a relationship, and personal ties could be dangerous—for them both.

      “You have references?”

      She thought about her last job and wrinkled her nose. “Not really. I did a great job, but my boss decided he wanted extra benefits and fired me when I didn’t agree to his plans. I doubt he’d give me a good reference, you know?”

      “Was that your only job?”

      “Pretty much.” Because the job before that? And the one before that? And the one before that? Yeah, not going there either. “I move around a lot, so I’m just looking for something to see me through. I have some college training. Didn’t graduate, though.”

      The man studied her for a long moment, and she forced herself to hold eye contact. She got the feeling he was sizing her up, and she wanted to make the cut.

      “Come back in thirty minutes. I’ll introduce you to Cole, and he can interview you to see if you’re a fit. He just put the sign up, and you’d be training with him, but I’m not sure he’s looking for someone temporary. Still, he might give you some work and help you out.”

      She smiled and shoved her items across the counter. “Sounds great. I’ll be back in thirty.”
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        * * *

      

      Sloane ate her breakfast while sitting on a boardwalk swing facing the water. Once she’d finished, she went back to the public restroom and washed her hands and brushed her teeth before adding a little mascara and gloss. She still had quite a bit of tan remaining from the summer she’d spent further up the coast, which meant freckles galore across her nose and cheeks and chest. But love them or hate them, they gave her some color.

      She stared down at her clothes. She really needed to do laundry, but her dress was clean and would work for the interview.

      Her nerves kicked up more than a little as she walked back to the gas station and went inside. There was a man standing near the counter, opposite from the clerk she’d talked to earlier, and being on the receiving end of both their intense stares left her stomach fluttering.

      Both were tall and dark haired, both handsome and very similar in looks. Related? “Hi,” she said to the man she’d talked to earlier.

      “Right on time,” he said. “Cole, your first interviewee.”

      She managed a smile. Hopefully first and last, she mused. “Hi, I’m Sloane. Sloane Walker,” she said, the lie rolling off her tongue with ease. Every town required a new name, and she’d practiced this one the last few days.

      “Cole Blackwell.”

      “I’m his brother, Alec,” the other guy said.

      That explained the resemblance.

      A younger man came out of a door toward the rear of the store carrying a large box. “New shipment just got here.”

      “Thanks, Ky. I’ll give you a hand. And get out of your way and leave you to it,” Alec said to his brother.

      She glanced up at Cole and found him assessing her. Her nerves kicked up another few notches because there was a…hardness there that reminded her of her father. This was a man who’d seen some things.

      “Follow me,” Cole said, leading the way toward a door at the opposite end of the building. He used a key to unlock it and then waited for her to walk through in front of him.

      Her stomach knotted up like a noose. “I thought I’d work in there.” She jerked a thumb toward the convenience store.

      “No. That’s a separate business. If you get the job, you’d be working in here, answering phones, taking appointments and bookings, as well as eventually handling payments. Did you park nearby?”

      “Uh, yeah,” she said quickly. “Actually, I’m right outside in the alley in back. I hope that’s okay.”

      “It’s fine. That’ll be your space if you’re hired so the front doesn’t get too crowded for the customers.”

      She really needed this job but— “So I’d be working for you?”

      “Yeah. We offer a wide variety of rental options from golf carts and black car service to skim boards and beach chairs. We also offer loading and unloading for tourists, seasonal things like putting up Christmas lights and checking on homes for out-of-town owners, in addition to small repairs like changing AC filters and basic maintenance every beach house needs as corrosion takes its toll. All of which requires a schedule so everything gets done and nothing is missed.”

      “That’s a really wide range of options.”

      Cole Blackwell scraped a palm over his face like he thought it was a few too many options but, other than a slight grimace, didn’t comment on her observation.

      “Tip of the iceberg. And like I said, it means creating and keeping the schedule up to date, which would be your main job. Alec said you don’t have references?”

      Annnd here we go. “No. But I’m really good at organization and know my way around a computer.”

      “Name a weakness of yours.”

      She blinked. “I’m sorry?”

      “Most interviewers ask about a person’s strengths. I want to know your weakness.”

      Sloane’s pulse picked up speed. “Uh, okay. I guess it would be that I’m…sort of a loner.”

      “No team spirit, huh?”

      She shrugged and fought the urge to shift as he pierced her with a searching stare. “Teams are fine, but I also work well alone. I don’t require motivating and like working independently…so I tend to keep to myself.”

      “Being a loner is one thing, but if you need help, I want you to be smart enough to ask for it so we don’t lose customers.”

      “I can do that,” she said firmly.

      “Can you pass a background check?”

      Her stomach sank. “I can but— Is that really necessary?”

      “It is when you’d eventually be handling the cash register.”

      Defeat sank into her bones. “Then…no.”

      “You can’t pass one?”

      “I can but—” The search would pinpoint her location, and that wasn’t something she could risk. “Look, forget it. I’m sorry to waste your time.”

      She turned to go and had almost made it to the door when Cole called her name.

      “Stop. Just—give me a sec to think.”

      She turned, hands fisted at her sides while getting blasted with the full force of his unwavering stare.

      “Why can’t you pass a check— I mean,” he corrected the moment she opened her mouth, “why do you not want a check run on you? Are you hiding something or from someone?”

      Given the military cut of his hair, she figured that was where he got that look in his gaze. And the sixth sense he used now to pinpoint her hesitation. “You could say that. Someone,” she clarified, struggling to hold his gaze when his narrowed at her words.

      “And you won’t go into more detail?”

      “It’s personal, not professional,” she said. That response straddled a fine line but was true all the same. She’d never done anything illegal. But it didn’t mean she didn’t know illegal things had been done.

      Cole Blackwell inhaled a slow, deep breath and shifted his hands to his lean hips as he studied her.

      “The thing about hiring is that a good employer wants to hire someone who actually wants to work and get paid. Not goof off.”

      “I qualify then,” she said without hesitation.

      “You ever steal from your employers?”

      “Never.” She held his gaze with ease now as the truth rang in her tone.

      “Hurt someone?”

      “No.” She was the one who’d been hurt. Threatened.

      Cole took another deep breath and ran a hand over his short hair.

      “I’ll give you a few days probationary period. See how you do. No promises on it being part time or permanent though.”

      “That works for me. I move around a lot so temporary is good. Just some cash to see me to my next adventure.” She wished “adventure” was the appropriate word, but even though it wasn’t, mindset mattered, didn’t it?

      Cole motioned to indicate she should move to the counter and pointed to one of the two chairs behind it.

      “Have a seat. We’ve got a ton of stuff to go over.”

      “Um… There’s one more thing.”

      Cole stilled and studied her. “What’s that?”

      “I…meant what I said about earning cash. I don’t have a bank here or anything. And since it’s temporary, like you said, paying me in cash would…make things easier for me.”

      Silence filled the air between them, and she wondered if she’d pushed too far too soon. Maybe she should’ve waited until pay day and then brought up the specific payment request.

      Instead, she was on the receiving end of another soul-searching look that seized her lungs and left her all sorts of uneasy. This was a man who could read people, and she got the feeling he read every sidestepped answer she gave.

      “I’ll see what we can do.”
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        * * *

      

      It was three hours past closing time when Gage unlocked the front door to the rentals building and let himself inside. He felt like a walking zombie from lack of sleep, but he needed to check the schedule to see what was expected of him tomorrow.

      After the last employee deleted the computerized version and screwed up the system so badly, he’d never been able to get things to sync properly to his phone. That meant stopping in at the end of each day and seeing what had been changed or added, or pulling over somewhere to call for an update Cole was too cranky to give. That was the thing about being in business with his family. It meant a lot of time together to get on each other’s nerves.

      He frowned when he moved behind the counter and caught the hint of vanilla and raspberry. Maybe Ana had been in to visit today? Cole’s wife didn’t stop in often, but it was known to happen. Still the perfume lingering in the air didn’t match Ana’s fancy boutique-store style and left him curious.

      “Hey, glad I caught you,” Cole said as he entered the side door from the convenience store.

      Gage swung round to face his brother. “What are you still doing here?”

      “I had a limo booking—and I wanted to check in with Brooks and see how the new girl’s repair went.”

      Gage froze with his hand in midair. “What new girl? You already hired someone?”

      “I told you we weren’t messing around.” Cole gave him a pointed glare. “So, yeah, I did. She started training this morning and worked all day.”

      Gage looked around the counter and the business area of things, his gaze searching.

      “What are you looking for?”

      “Did she break anything? Screw up the computer? Tell someone off on the phone? Disappear at lunch and not come back?” There had to be something. There always was. The ineptness of today’s hires shocked him sometimes. His brothers said he was being too picky, but—he wasn’t. He really wasn’t.

      Cole crossed his bulging arms over his chest and shook his head.

      “She’s attentive and picked up on stuff really fast. First day went extremely well until she tried to go home, and her car wouldn’t start from a dead battery.”

      Gage raked his fingers through his hair, his gaze lowering onto a colorful sheet of paper he’d missed during his first perusal. “What’s this?”

      “Your schedule for tomorrow. She’s working on getting the calendars to sync like before, but that last guy really screwed something up with the system. She made an appointment to talk with the tech company to get it fixed tomorrow.”

      “I already tried that.”

      “You got pissed off and hung up on him. She’s going to try again.”

      He stared down at the paper with a frown.

      “She printed that off because I told her you come in every night to check the calendar.”

      “And it’s all here?” Gage asked, highly suspect that something wasn’t missing. That was another thing with the guy he’d hired last. For everything on the list, three had been accidentally left off out of carelessness or disorganization.

      “Said all you needed was the sheet.”

      Whoever she was, she’d highlighted and color coded the items. Blue was maintenance. Red meant calls that needed to be returned ASAP. Orange tagged bookings for loading and unloading bags and crap for tourists who overpacked and knew they couldn’t carry it all inside their rented vacation homes. Gray marked the black car service, listing the client, destination and estimated time frame so he’d always know where Cole would be. There were several more colors, but the time frames were generous enough and didn’t overlap. “She did all of this? Without the computer?”

      His normal schedule was chaotic and overbooked, but that was his own fault. Still, thanks to the different colors, a quick glance told him what he needed for each job and where he was supposed to be.

      “Yeah, so don’t be a jerk and give her a chance. She seems nice. Ana’s waiting, so I gotta go. See you tomorrow,” Cole said on his way back out the door.

      Gage was still looking over the schedule and lifted a hand in goodbye. When he didn’t see anything unusual, his brain finally kicked back in. “Wait, what’s her name?”

      But Cole was already gone.
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      There was nothing like a creeper pecking at your window while you were trying to sleep.

      Sloane knew better than to uncover her head because, as yet, the guy hadn’t seen her face. She could be a man hiding beneath the blanket for all he knew. But it was stifling under the blanket, and if he didn’t go away soon, she was going to have to climb over the seat and find a new spot to park.

      Thankfully, her new boss had barely blinked at the fact her car wouldn’t start, and since yet another brother ran a towing service out of the convenience store, getting a jump had been easy. But the icing on the cake?

      Cole had paid her the day’s wages in cash, so she’d been able to keep her savings and still get gas as well as dinner, which she ate inside the Laundromat while washing her clothes. It felt good to have that done. And to have her stomach full, even if it wasn’t the healthiest of food.

      She’d thrown all her clothes into one huge load to save money and then driven down to Ft. Fisher where one of the ladies at the laundry said parking was still free.

      There, she’d stayed as late as she was allowed. Reading, walking. Just enjoying the view and fresh air and the fact her clean clothes were now folded neatly in stacks and smelled good again.

      As she sat on the rocks and watched the waves, she realized there was something innately peaceful about this place, forgiving, with each roll of the water as it came to shore. This town gave her a sense of tranquility she hadn’t felt for a while. Maybe ever.

      Granted, it was the off-season, but Carolina Cove had that friendly vibe larger, more manic and overgrown beach towns didn’t. With luck she’d be able to stay a while before having to move on.

      Once the parking area closed for the night, she’d been forced back into Charlotte the Chevy, where she’d crawled along the side streets of Carolina Cove looking for a discreet place to park and spend the night.

      She really didn’t want to leave the island unless she had to and risk being late trying to make it back to work. She liked the job, Cole seemed easy going enough and was totally smitten with his Ana. And for the first time in a long time she didn’t feel like a piece of meat or pawn to a boss wanting side benefits from someone he held at a disadvantage.

      Sloane drove like an old man on a Sunday drive along the side streets. After passing by a quiet neighborhood a few times and noting the lack of activity, she’d made one more loop before sliding in to park behind a large SUV. A huge tree at the end of the street  hid her unless someone physically walked her way.

      After about thirty minutes spent making sure she wasn’t going to be noticed and asked to leave, she even risked cracking a front window. Just a bit. She felt safer doing so here since it was a residential neighborhood and not an alley, and the salt-air breeze felt fantastic as she’d climbed into the back.

      The pecking sounded again, more insistent. Sloane stiffened on the bench seat and tried to decide whether they were a danger or merely the curious neighborhood-watch type.

      She hadn’t seen any signs for that, but it didn’t mean there wasn’t one. Please don’t call the cops.

      A louder tap sounded at the window, and she groaned, hopes dashed that they might just move on and leave her be. She should’ve known better. When it came to luck, hers was in the toilet and had been for quite some time.

      She pried open an eye and tried to get a look at the window tapper from beneath her hiding place, but all she could make out was a shadowy figure due to the start of sunrise at his back. He was big, though. Something that made her nervous.

      “Merida, wake up.”

      Merida? The name was all wrong, but she definitely recognized that voice. It was him again. Seriously?

      She shoved herself upright and waited for the cobwebs to break up a bit more before moving toward that side of the car. Yup, it was him. The starfish guy. “Before you ask, I’m not following you or something weird,” she grumbled in a sleep-rough voice. “It was just a quiet neighborhood.”

      “I know. It’s why I moved here,” he muttered. “You said you’d get a new roommate.”

      “Good roommates are hard to find,” she shot back, taking in his shorts and sleeveless shirt and phone strapped to his bulging arm, earbuds in his ears. “Sorry to crash your neighborhood. I’ll get going.”

      It was almost time for her alarm to go off anyway. That way, she could freshen up in a bathroom and get ready for work.

      “You’re not safe sleeping in your car, Merida.”

      She shook her head and grimaced. “What’s with the Merida? That’s not my name.”

      “My nieces like the movie Brave. You remind me of Merida with all that hair and the freckles, so until you give me a name…”

      “Sloane.” It just came out. She hadn’t actually meant to give him her name. Especially not her real one.

      “Sloane. Well, Sloane, I hate to say it, but you’d better move on before someone reports you.”

      She nodded. “Yeah, I will.”

      He didn’t walk away. And she didn’t budge.

      “Is there something else?”

      “There are shelters, you know. Cots, hot meals.”

      The look he gave her tugged at her heartstrings because he seemed so sincere. Like he was trying to help and worried about her. Were there still good guys in the world? “Thanks, but I’m okay. I’m saving up for my own place. And some of those shelters aren’t as safe as my backseat.”

      The man rested his palms on his lean hips and gave her an unwavering stare.

      “Look, you seem like a nice woman. If you get really desperate for a place to park, go back to the building and park in front of the starfish. I’ll allow you to stay a few more nights, but then you really do have to move on before the city gets after both of us.”

      She blinked at his words, only then noticing the fact he had the same dark hair, similar build and seemed to be the about the same height as her new boss and the two brothers she’d encountered.

      And the building where she’d first met him? It was located right next door to the gas station and convenience store—which was attached to the rental building.

      She’d been so happy about the job and Cole stating that she’d be working for him that she’d blown off the fact a stranger had said she could park behind the building overnight. Of course they were related.

      Sloane barely held in a pained groan. He was one of them. A Blackwell brother. He had to be. But did she speak up and confess? Wait and see if she managed to hold onto her job during the brief trial period? Which brother was he?

      Cole had indicated one of the brothers bordered on insane due to his many side hustles. That he was the one with the scheduling issues she’d spent all day sorting out yesterday. Apparently, he was an overachieving workaholic who burned the candle at both ends and then threw fireworks into the flames for giggles.

      But Cole had said she wouldn’t see that brother much at all, especially if she didn’t plan to stick around.

      So, was this the brother? Or just one of the many? There were eight of them in all, so it was possible. But if he wasn’t the brother and co-owner, it wouldn’t matter. Unless he told her boss—bosses—she was homeless?

      What should she do?

      She ran through worst-case scenarios in her mind. Cole had said there were eight brothers and a sister. He’d listed their names, but she’d barely caught a handful of them at most, more surprised and empathetic for the sister because she couldn’t imagine having eight older brothers. That poor girl.

      She only had two brothers, and they made her life a living hell.

      But if this guy was one of the Blackwells—and the resemblance was uncanny, indicating he was—should she cut her losses now? Had she blown her chance after one day because of choosing the wrong parking spot—twice?

      “Stay safe, Sloane. Remember what I said.”

      “Yeah, I will. Thanks.” She nodded dazedly as she slid a leg over the seat and climbed into the front. “Not necessary though. I— I’ll find a place today,” she lied, because realistically? What she’d find was another spot to park. Maybe the far side of the island held fewer Blackwells?

      He stepped back when she started up the vehicle and shoved it into gear. She gave him a breezy wave of her fingers before heading down the street, spying him in her rearview.

      Arms crossed over his broad chest and muscles bulging. Eyes locked on her as though he could see her in the mirror rather than watching her drive away.

      She pressed her head against the seat rest and groaned. Of all the guys and all the jobs on the island…

      Why did she keep running into him?
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