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Synopsis

Kellen Ryan has taken the survival skills she learned
on the streets and used them to create an elite search-and-rescue
operation, as well as the first home she’s known in forever—a
sanctuary in Haven, Colorado, high in the Rockies.

A small mountain town was the last place
Harvard-educated Dr. Dana Kingston expected to find herself. Still,
when she’s offered an opportunity to partner with Kellen’s
operation and develop a medical triage center, Dana follows her
heart.

Dana falls hard and fast for the enigmatic Kellen.
But she quickly realizes Kellen’s heart is as carefully guarded as
her past, and breaking through will take time. Except time is the
one thing they may not have, because a deadly threat has returned,
and this time he plans to finish what he started.
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Prologue

It had to be a dream.

A really bad dream.

There could be no other explanation, Kellen reasoned,
as the wind whipped around her and icy rain pelted her face. The
sharp stings nearly blinded her, soaked her. She blinked, struggled
to focus, and forced some even breaths, in and out, as she tried to
make sense of what was happening. But it was as if a fog had
enveloped her brain causing her thoughts to collide.

There’d been a call.

She distinctly remembered that much. A call coming in
about three climbers—one seriously injured—somewhere on the north
face of Devil’s Tower.

It was an area she knew well. Steeper than a lot of
the other climbs in the area, technically difficult, and most of
all, intimidating. The approach was both steep and exposed, made
more challenging by the ever-changing weather and a prevalence of
rockfall, with most of the pitches between 5.9 and 5.10 plus.

Extractions from Devil’s Tower were always difficult.
The terrain made any rescue operation dangerous and even a minor
accident could be potentially disastrous. And if the injured
climber had any internal bleeding, it could mean death within two
hours. So it was serendipity that Kellen had a SAR team in the
immediate vicinity. And just like that, a training exercise turned
into a real-life rescue mission.

While pilot and navigator worked on pinpointing the
injured climber’s location, Kellen recalled getting ready. Rigging
up and hooking to a winch cable in the back of the bright red
Sikorsky helicopter. She could feel the helicopter shudder—caught
in the changing air currents—and heard Annie tell Sam to pass
north. Turning her attention from the discussion continuing on her
headset, she concentrated on adjusting the harness and got ready to
be lowered down to the mountain ledge.

It was at that point that things stopped being quite
so clear and time took on an eerie, slow-motion feel.

She remembered dropping her deployment bag containing
everything she’d need to stabilize and prepare the injured climber
for transport. Remembered pivoting on the skid until she was facing
the inside of the helicopter and giving Annie and Ren, working the
winch, a thumbs-up, indicating she was ready. And she could clearly
recall vigorously pushing away from the skid to begin her
descent.

If she had wanted to, Kellen could have rappelled
from the helicopter with her eyes closed. Her actions were
ingrained, body memory reinforced through years of continuous,
repetitive training and real-life experience. She knew the drop
rate was supposed to be roughly eight feet per second, and as she
descended, she released the tension on the rope and moved her brake
hand out at a 45-degree angle to regulate her descent.

But in the next instant, she felt a burning pain,
high in her shoulder. Her arm became numb, her hand stopped
responding, and she could no longer maintain her hold on the brake.
She knew the consequences. But she could do nothing to prevent what
was happening.

She knew she was falling and there was nothing but
unforgiving rock directly below her to break her fall.

*

When Kellen opened her eyes again, she was sprawled
on her back on a cold slab of rock. The freezing rain was now mixed
with wet snow, and if possible, it had gotten colder.

There was a faint ringing in her ears, but beyond
that, nothing. She blinked in confusion and tried to move, but
immediately stopped and nearly screamed as pain shot through her.
Dazed, disoriented, unable to think clearly, she looked straight up
and watched what could only be the winch cable as it swayed in and
out of her vision.

So this was what real fear felt like.

She swallowed it back, exhaled slowly, and watched
the icy air frost her breath. She knew that on a dark night, and
especially in snow, perspectives became distorted so she tried
harder to concentrate. Tried to follow the cable up until it
disappeared in the fog and mist. Logic dictated it was still
attached to the helicopter. But as she stared, it seemed as if the
cable was connected to nothing more substantial than the thick gray
clouds.

This wasn’t happening. It was part of a dream.

It had to be.

But it wasn’t. She remembered falling.

How long have I been here?

She pushed the question aside, knowing it was only a
matter of time before the team would come for her. They were good.
The best. And they knew what to do.

Even as the thought occurred, she was certain she
could hear the cold air pulsing through the giant blades of the
rescue helicopter somewhere above her. But by now, her head was
hurting so badly it was hard to focus. Hard to think at all.

She fought off a wave of dizziness as bitter cold
seeped into her bones, and slowly began testing her limbs, knowing
the team would need to know how she was. Slowly, she tested her
arms, fingers—

Her right arm was no longer numb. There was a burning
sensation high in her shoulder, but it was manageable. But as she
continued testing her limbs, she choked back a scream when she
tried to move her left hand. A mistake. Nausea and darkness closed
in. She could feel excruciating pain in her left wrist and knew it
was broken. A mixture of adrenaline and shock made her shiver, but
she pushed through it. Tried to stay above the pain as she gingerly
tested her legs.

And felt nothing.

She tried not to panic as a cold fear passed through
her. She wanted to scream. Wanted to weep and rail against the
unfairness of it all until she was wrung dry and the fear left her.
But she couldn’t. Wouldn’t.

The snow was falling more heavily now, but she could
still hear the beat of the helicopter. And then she heard her name
over her com link.

“Kellen?”

Annie? Her vision faded, her teeth chattered,
and her world narrowed to that one sound. The knowledge that Annie
was near stemmed the tide of pain and fear flowing through her, but
it was a struggle to get any words out. Her breathing was coming in
shallow gulps, her voice labored and weak.

Then Annie was there. Others were there as well, but
she kept her focus fixed on Annie, who had dropped to her knees
beside her and was gently brushing snow and her hair out of her
eyes.

“I’m here, Kel. We’ve got you. Now try to hold still,
sweetie. We’re going to get you out of here as quickly as possible.
In the meantime, I need you to focus, okay? Can you tell me what
hurts the most?”

She felt Annie’s hand clamp on her shoulder,
anchoring her in time and place, and Kellen focused on that with
everything she had. She tried to do as Annie asked, but it was
getting harder to breathe. She shivered violently and felt someone
palpating her neck.

What was the question? What hurt the most?

She tried to formulate a response and struggled to
get the words out. “My head hurts…really bad…there’s something
wrong with my shoulder…I’m pretty sure my wrist is broken and maybe
a couple of ribs.” She swallowed painfully and forced herself to
continue. Forced herself to say the words she didn’t want to think,
let alone say. “Annie. Oh God, Annie, I can’t feel my legs—”

She heard Annie saying something and became aware of
a penlight flashing in her eyes. Felt someone put a neck brace on
her, and the prick of an IV needle. Someone was speaking, but the
words simply flowed around her, meaningless and disjointed.

“…head injury…shoulder bleeding…legs…”

“Annie?”

“I’m here.”

“Promise me…the girls…you’ll look after them…”

She couldn’t say anything else as a cold numbness
filled her. Embraced her. But it didn’t really matter. She’d done
all she could.

One last time, she tried to focus, tried to keep
breathing. But it was a losing battle. Her vision blurred and
narrowed.

Became a dot of light.

Got ever smaller.

And then blackness.


Chapter One

Sitting on the side of a snow-covered mountain road
with a blown front tire and no cell service, Dana Kingston was put
in mind of T.S. Eliot’s thoughts on the end of the world. And she
would have laughed if she could have managed it. But at the moment,
the most she could manage was a small, strangled sound—a sound
remarkably resembling a whimper.

What am I doing?

She’d been asking herself the same question for over
two thousand miles. Since leaving New York on a cold and gray early
January morning.

It really was a rhetorical question, because she
already knew the answer.

At the end of her journey was a small town called
Haven, Colorado. A recreation-friendly alpine community, population
6,200, although the town reportedly got its fair share of the
millions of tourists that visited the Rocky Mountains each year,
with skiing being the main winter attraction.

Located high in the Colorado Rockies among some of
the state’s highest peaks, Haven boasted more than five thousand
acres of skiable terrain, along with acres of biking and hiking
trails, apparently all within walking distance of downtown. Add an
abundance of lakes, streams, and rivers, and it also became a
fisherman’s paradise.

And there, in a former mining town born during the
Colorado silver boom, an opportunity awaited her that sounded
frighteningly ideal. Almost as if it had been created with her
specifically in mind.

Even better, if everything worked according to plan,
she would settle into a life that would be as far removed from the
life she’d known as she could get and still be on the same
planet—or the same solar system for that matter. Far removed from
everything and everyone she’d known. Making it everything she
wanted.

Releasing a strained laugh, Dana shivered and watched
the snow rapidly accumulating around her.

When she’d checked out of the small roadside motel
that morning, the sky had been a perfect blue and the roads had
been clear. Just over three hours into the drive, the clouds had
moved in and a light snow had begun falling. But despite the
lowering clouds, Dana had been enjoying her first foray into
Colorado, awed by the spectacular displays of light and shadow.
White snow and misty lakes. Dark green ponderosa pine, blue-tinted
Douglas firs, and snowcapped mountains.

By the time the famed radio voice of the Rockies
began issuing heavy snow warnings for higher elevations, Dana
hadn’t been at all surprised. At most, she’d felt a mild concern.
But she hadn’t felt any real cause for worry. Not even when the
road became narrower and began twisting and turning back on itself
and the surface grew slick with snow and ice. Or when the gusting
winds increased and swirling snow further reduced visibility. She’d
simply downshifted while her wipers worked furiously.

She’d grown up on the East Coast, after all. During
her student days, she’d driven through some of the worst winters
New England could offer, and though admittedly some time had passed
since those days, it was like riding a bicycle. Wasn’t
it?

She never managed to answer her own question, because
that was when the left front tire on her BMW blew and it all went
to hell.

It sounded like a gunshot. Dana flinched and the
acrid taste of fear rose in her throat as the car began to spin.
Slowly. So slowly. In the curious way time has, it suddenly seemed
to move forward in the most infinitesimal increments as she fought
to regain control. The car slid through yet another blind curve
before she was able to bring it to a lopsided halt at the edge of
the road.

In the process, she stalled the engine and scattered
her belongings. But she didn’t care. She was simply grateful the
car had opted to grab on to the deeper snow on the shoulder of the
road. The alternative would have been to disappear down the steep
drop-off she could just make out a few feet ahead, and she didn’t
want to begin considering what the consequences of that option
might have been.

Releasing a shaky laugh, she leaned her head back,
closed her eyes, and tried to gather her scattered wits. Then she
began to shiver.

In the shadow of the mountain, the wind gusts had a
cold edge, like a knife. Razor cold. But she knew her reaction had
nothing to do with the chill in the air.

She shivered again.

I am so screwed was Dana’s next cogent thought
when she opened her eyes and considered the bright blue cast
covering her right hand. The hand she’d broken three weeks earlier
during what turned out to be her last shift in the emergency
room.

Her mother had called immediately, having somehow
heard what had happened through a mysterious grapevine that kept
her informed at all times of all things Dana.

If you’d come back where you belong—in
Boston, working for your father—this would never have
happened. You know I’m right, Dana.

Her argument was an old one, but it was one her
mother brought out without fail at every opportune moment.

Dana knew her parents had always wanted the best for
her. Of that she was certain. And she had been raised to do what
was expected of her without argument. Over the years, that had
meant Harvard—her father’s alma mater—for undergrad, medical
school, and residency.

It had taken until the end of her residency before
she realized she’d been so busy living the life her parents wanted
for her, she’d forgotten to ask herself what she wanted. And though
she still wasn’t certain what that might be, she did know one thing
for certain. She had no interest in going to work for her
father.

In that moment, Dana had decided it was time to
reclaim her life.

Finding herself at a crossroads, she’d left Boston
and accepted a position at a hospital whose claim to fame was
having the busiest emergency department and level one trauma center
in New York City.

A very tough place by anyone’s standards. But she had
learned and thrived in that chaotic environment where no one cared
she was Davis Kingston’s daughter. It had also afforded her the
time to learn more about herself and to decide what path she wanted
to follow. And the path she’d chosen had led her here.

She allowed herself only another minute or two to
dwell on the past before the pragmatic side of her nature took
over, stilling her riotous emotions. Releasing a sigh of
resignation, she reached for her cell phone. If nothing else,
common courtesy dictated she call the woman she was scheduled to
meet in Haven, where she would start her new life.

Annie Parker.

She’d met Annie three months earlier—a meeting
arranged by a neighbor who also happened to be a headhunter. Annie
had arranged to fly into New York and, over coffee, had told Dana
about the position she was looking to fill.

What she offered was exciting—a chance to be part of
setting up a combination medical clinic and emergency triage center
from the ground up. The center would be part of a mountain
search-and-rescue training center, high in the Colorado Rockies. It
would also provide basic health care and medical services to the
people living in the region. As the medical team lead, she would
have final say on staffing the center. And if everything worked
out, the offer included an opportunity after six months to become a
partner.

Coffee had stretched into lunch. And then into
dinner.

Search and rescue alone doesn’t pay the bills,
Annie had said. That’s where the idea for the school originally
came from.

She went on to explain that since its inception, the
school had grown beyond their original vision, becoming one of the
highest ranked search-and-rescue training centers in North America.
The plan to add the triage center had been fully endorsed by the
communities the SAR operation served and would only enhance their
success rate.

By the time they’d finished talking, Dana and Annie
had both known she’d be moving to Colorado as soon as her contract
with the hospital ended.

Now she would have to apologize to Annie and tell her
she’d be arriving a little later than planned. She’d explain what
the problem was. And then she would beg, if necessary, in the hope
Annie could find someone to come to her aid.

Not the most auspicious of beginnings. But it
couldn’t be helped. It was an accident, a temporary setback, and
nothing more.

That was when she discovered she had no cell signal.
She’d no doubt lost it sometime back, when she left the interstate
and headed farther up into the mountains. No doubt there was a
rational explanation like the snow-laden trees were too tall or the
surrounding mountains too steep. Or maybe the storm had defeated
local service. It didn’t really matter.

Staring once again at the cast covering her hand, she
quietly released a string of words that were half expletive, half
prayer. She knew it would be all but impossible for her to manage
to change a tire. The best she could do was hope someone would come
along before too long—not that she’d passed anyone in the last
couple of hours on this lonely stretch of road.

On the plus side, she had a near-full tank of gas, a
couple of apples, some trail mix, and a box of crackers in her
backpack. She’d be able to keep warm and wouldn’t go hungry. On the
downside, she could already feel the onset of a headache from
caffeine withdrawal. Where was a Starbucks when you needed one?

Dana restarted the car and turned on both the
headlights and emergency flashers in case someone came along the
narrow road. Hopefully they’d see her in spite of the snow. For the
moment, there was nothing else she could do, so she settled her
head back, allowing her thoughts to drift while the radio provided
a blur of background noise.

Maybe if she counted to ten she wouldn’t be here
anymore, in a snowstorm in the middle of nowhere with a flat tire.
Right. Or maybe if she clicked her heels three times, she’d
open her eyes and find she was really in Oz with the Tin Man and
the Scarecrow. Or maybe she’d find—

A sharp tapping on the car window drew her attention,
startling her. Disoriented for a moment, she had no idea if she’d
just been musing the time away or had actually fallen asleep.

“Are you all right? Do you need help?”

The low smoke-edged voice had her turning her head to
look, but she couldn’t make out her rescuer through the frost- and
snow-covered glass. Almost giddy with relief, she lowered her
window and immediately got a face full of brutally cold, wet
snow.

A wry groan escaped Dana as she attempted to clear
the snow from her face. She was also fairly certain the next sound
she heard—coming from the direction of her would-be rescuer—was low
and amused.

Aware she was the source of this stranger’s
amusement, Dana found herself even more curious to identify who had
come to her rescue. She blinked several times, bringing a blurred
image into focus, only to get lost in the vision looming above
her.

A vision with windblown hair the color of a moonless
night sky, Ray-Ban aviator sunglasses, and a snow-dampened face.
Make that an exquisite snow-dampened face. Lean and sharp
angled, with a slight teasing smile on a mouth that invited trouble
and just a hint of a dimple showing on one cheek.

Dana stared. She couldn’t help herself. And then she
shivered as snow unexpectedly slipped inside the collar of her
sweater. But the shock of it, cold and wet against her skin, at
least assured her she wasn’t dreaming.

“Do you need help?” the vision repeated, her low
voice wrapped around a laugh, her breath frosty in the air. “Are
you stuck?”

Nice smile, seeming sincerity. Somewhere between one
heartbeat and the next, Dana found her voice. “Stuck? I’m afraid
it’s worse than that. I’m supposed to meet someone in Haven, my
front tire’s blown, and as you can see”—she waggled her cast—“I’m
at a bit of a disadvantage.”

*

“Yes, I can see that.” Kellen barely contained a
smile. “Other than that cast, did you hurt yourself in any way? Did
you bang your head or twist anything?”

“No. I promise. Nothing at all. A caffeine withdrawal
headache is about the worst of it.”

Kellen chewed on her lower lip and tried not to
laugh. “Sorry to hear that, but first things first. Do you have a
spare? And by chance, is it a real tire, or is it one of those
wretched space savers?”

Her words drew the woman closer to the window,
allowing Kellen to see her more clearly. Fair hair pulled back in a
simple ponytail emphasized the structure of her face, feminine and
flawless. She had slashing cheekbones, a dusting of freckles, and a
distractingly nice smile. And her eyes—a warm, espresso
brown—sparked with humor.

“Yes, I’ve a spare in the trunk. And it happens to be
a real tire. I made sure of that before I hit the road.”

“Good thinking, because quite frankly, trying to
drive on anything less in these conditions would be quite
dangerous, and you don’t look particularly crazy.”

“I’m not. At least I don’t think so.”

“Good to know.” Kellen knew from experience the storm
would get worse before it was done and, with little time to spare,
she quickly cobbled a plan together. “Okay, here’s what I’d like to
suggest. Let’s get you out of your car and into my Jeep. That way,
you can stay warm and dry while I deal with your tire. In spite of
the conditions, it shouldn’t take me all that long and I can have
you on your way before you know it.”

The smile faded, which was really too bad, in
Kellen’s opinion. In its place, she saw an expression she couldn’t
quite read. But she could hazard a guess. “I’m not a maniac,” she
assured the woman mildly even though, to the best of her
recollection, no one had ever viewed her as strictly harmless.

“Oh, it’s not that,” was the quick response. “Okay,
maybe it’s a little that. But it’s also…can’t I just stay here and
try to help you? I may not be able to do much, not physically, but
the least I can do is keep you company. It seems only fair since
it’s my tire that’s flat.”

Snowflakes scattered as Kellen shook her head. “I
appreciate the thought.” She added a smile for emphasis. “But it’s
really not necessary and there’s no point in both of us being cold
and wet. So why don’t you grab your coat and let’s get you settled
in my Jeep. I promise I’ll change your tire as quickly as I can.
And if you need an added incentive, I’ve got a thermos of really
good coffee in the Jeep.”

The brief change in her expression indicated the
woman was still prepared to argue, but at that moment a shiver
visibly ran through her. In the next instant, she shrugged into her
jacket, opened the door, and denim-covered legs came into view as
she stepped out of her car.

That they were nearly the same height came as no
surprise. Kellen had already noted legs that went on forever and
filled the faded denim to perfection. What did come as a surprise
was the fact that she’d noticed.

What the hell was that?

The direction her thoughts had just taken—well, it
had been a long time, a very long time, since she’d noticed
much of anything.

Annie would be thrilled, she mused, assuming she told
her about this. Annie had all but given up on her. Had told her on
a number of occasions to stop brooding and get back into the
game—only more bluntly.

The bastard that hurt you didn’t kill you, but
you’ve withdrawn so much he might as well have.

Kellen didn’t take offense at the harsh-sounding
words. That was simply Annie’s approach. Blunt and direct if she
felt it was called for.

As with most things in life, Kellen knew it would
happen when it happened. Without any pushing and prodding from
others, no matter how well-intentioned or caring the friend might
be. But who knew her first sign of interest in anything beyond work
in over a year would come on a snow-covered road in the middle of
nowhere? Let alone with a complete stranger.

When the woman slipped and almost went down on one
knee, Kellen quickly reached for her. “Keep this up and I’m going
to think you’re accident-prone.”

“And I’ll think you’re the proverbial Good Samaritan.
The white knight going from place to place rescuing damsels in
distress.” She smiled, possibly trying to ease any sting in her
words. “Chances are we’d both be wrong.”

“Not entirely,” Kellen said softly, surprising
herself with her candor. “But that’s a discussion best left for
another place and time. Right now there are more pressing concerns,
like getting your tire changed before the weather gets any worse.
More to the point, I’m quite used to this weather, these
conditions, while at a guess you’re a little out of your element.
So please. Let me do what needs to be done.”

Their gazes locked as they studied each other. An
intense, prolonged stare with neither seemingly prepared to give
way. But then surprisingly, Kellen saw acquiescence.

“I’d argue with you, but I don’t think it would do
any good. More to the point, it would be foolish, since all you’re
doing is trying to help me.”

There was no further argument. Just simple acceptance
of the arm Kellen had offered.

Kellen felt her arm gripped by a strong hand. She
nodded and a half-smile fleetingly touched her mouth as they began
to move, with only the snow and ice crunching under their feet to
mark their progress.

Just before they reached the bright green Jeep,
Kellen hesitated. “I guess I should have asked before now…um, you
don’t have any problem with dogs, do you? Are you afraid or
allergic or anything?”

“Dogs?” The smile was back, albeit a bit confused.
“No. I like dogs just fine and they usually like me. No allergies.
No childhood trauma, or at least none that I can recall.”

“Good to know,” Kellen said. “That means you should
have no problem with the troublemaker you’ll find in the backseat.
He’s a fair size and may look fierce, but trust me, it’s all an
act. He’s really quite friendly. He’s just a little put out because
I got to go out in the snow—which he happens to love—and I left him
behind.”

As soon as Kellen opened the passenger door to her
Jeep, a large dark head emerged from the dim interior and the
German shepherd’s big body wiggled with delight at her return. But
then, almost immediately, a low warning growl began humming deep in
the dog’s throat.

“Bogart, no.” Kellen spoke firmly. “Friend.”

“Dana,” the woman said. When Kellen turned toward
her, she continued. “It’s my name. Dana. Just thought it might make
the introductions easier.”

“Sorry, Dana. I seem to have forgotten my manners.
I’m Kellen and this is Bogart.” Turning back to the dog, she spoke
softly once again. “Bogart, this is Dana. She’s a friend.”

Bogart’s intelligent eyes looked at Kellen. Quivering
like an overstrung bow and watching her avidly, he drew his head
closer and tentatively nudged Dana’s palm with his nose as he
sniffed her hand.

“Bogart—”

The dog promptly offered a massive paw to a clearly
delighted Dana. “Hello, Bogart. I’ve never seen a long-haired
shepherd before. Lord, you’re just beautiful, aren’t you?” Dana’s
comment was accompanied by a still-cautious head scratch.

Bogart’s tail twitched enthusiastically.

“Now you’ve done it.”

Dana froze in the process of stroking Bogart and
looked up nervously. “What? What did I do?”

“Sorry, it’s just that Bogart’s a great dog and he
generally loves everyone.” Laughter threaded Kellen’s voice. “But
he’s also got an ego the size of these mountains and you just told
him he was beautiful. So you’ve probably just made a friend for
life.”

“Oh. Is that all?” Dana visibly relaxed and resumed
rubbing Bogart’s ear. “I think I can live with that.”

Although she trusted Bogart implicitly, he was still
young and Kellen knew he could be overenthusiastic and bowl over
the unwary at times. So she remained close, standing by while Dana
got into the front passenger seat, and making sure she was truly
comfortable with the dog, who had thrust his head between the two
front seats and was awaiting another rub.

Kellen grinned, lightning fast. “The coffee I
promised is in that thermos,” she said. “Help yourself. Cream and
sugar’s in the glove box. And if for any reason you want me—”

“I’ll just whistle…” Color immediately washed Dana’s
cheeks as she no doubt realized what she’d said. “Oh God.”

Kellen grinned. “Don’t worry about it. It’s
okay—”

“No, it’s not. I can’t believe I just said that to a
near-perfect stranger, let alone the woman who’s been kind enough
to save me from spending the rest of the day stuck on the side of a
mountain.”

“Wow, you think I’m near perfect?” Kellen teased Dana
gently and brushed off her apology with an easy laugh. “Don’t worry
about it. And it just so happens, Bogart and I really like Bacall,”
she added, before closing the door and heading back through the
deepening snow to the BMW.


Chapter Two

The Jeep, insulated by the blanket of snow that was
still falling, cocooned Dana in a warm embrace, shutting out
everything except the faint sound of the wind. She blew warm air on
her hands and made herself comfortable, then reached for the large
thermos Kellen had indicated and gratefully poured a cup. The aroma
of fresh-brewed coffee that immediately filled the passenger
compartment was mouthwatering.

Cradling the cup, watching wisps of steam curl
upward, Dana inhaled the fragrant scent one more time before taking
a sip. Her eyes closed in sheer delight as she savored the taste—a
delicious mocha laced with dark chocolate. Sheer heaven, she
thought, and sat back to enjoy every last drop.

True to her word, it didn’t take Kellen long to
change the flat tire. Even so, Dana felt a profound rush of relief
when a chill blast of wind announced Kellen’s return. Her gaze
rested on Kellen’s face, flushed from the cold, while dark hair
fell across her forehead, wet and tangled and untamed. “Damn, you
look half-frozen.”

“Not really. Actually, I don’t mind this weather.”
Kellen paused, removed her sunglasses, and slipped out of her wet
sweater, leaving her in a navy long-sleeved T-shirt. “I feel better
already.”

Blue. Her eyes were a brilliant blue.

Dana felt an unexpected shot of lust whisper along
her nerves as she absorbed all the details—the dark flecks swimming
in a sea of blue, the thick dark lashes—and found herself
captivated by the tiny laugh lines before the sunglasses slipped
back into place. Damn, she really was stunning.

She reigned in a libido she’d thought had gone
permanently dormant, cleared her throat, and forced herself to
speak. “Can I do anything to help? Maybe pour you some coffee?”

“Actually, I’m good. All I need is a minute or two so
I can get some feeling back in my fingers, then I’ll pull up as
close to your car as I can get. Once you’re ready to go, just
signal and I’ll head out in front of you. Bogart and I know these
roads like the back of my hand, so you just need to stay close and
follow my lead. And if you get nervous or have any problems, all
you have to do is flash your lights. I’ll pull over immediately.
Okay?”

“You don’t have to, but I really do appreciate
it.”

A few minutes later, Dana was once again ensconced in
her BMW, following the taillights on Kellen’s Jeep. Somehow it made
the remainder of the trip much more reassuring, the blowing snow
and the winding road less terrifying, and the time flew by.

Perhaps that was why it came as a surprise when
Kellen signaled and pulled over as they crested yet another hill.
Curious, Dana watched her let Bogart out of the Jeep and figured
she probably wanted to let the dog stretch his legs and burn some
of his boundless energy after being confined in the Jeep for so
long. But as she slowly looked around, she realized what was
happening. Kellen was simply giving her time to absorb the
view.

It was an impressive sight. Releasing a sigh of
gratitude and appreciation for her continued thoughtfulness, Dana
leaned back in her seat and tried to take it all in.

Haven lay before her in the gathering gloom. It was a
postcard-perfect scene, the town blanketed by the now softly
falling snow and framed by towering snow-draped pines and the dark
looming mountains.

Could I live here?

The scent of a wood fire hung in the air, mingling
with the sharp, clean scent of snow and pines, and Dana could see
golden welcoming lights spilling from windows as she rolled the
idea around in her head. The thought held even more appeal now that
she could see the town more clearly.

She asked again. Could I live here?

Definitely. There was no question.

She sensed rather than saw Kellen approaching, with
Bogart dancing excitedly at her heels. Dana lowered her window and
waited until Kellen drew up beside her.

“So what do you think?”

Dana sighed contentedly. “It’s perfect.”

“Glad you think so. As you’ve probably surmised,
that’s Haven straight ahead. You’ll find it’s a town that likes to
stay up late and wake up early. People will tell you it’s
especially so during ski season, but really, it’s like that all
year around.”

“It doesn’t sound all that different from New York,
so it shouldn’t be a hard adjustment for me to make.” The irony
amused her.

“I think you might find a few differences.” Kellen
laughed. “For example, Main Street is the only street in town
that’s end-to-end shops, bars, restaurants, art galleries, and
spas. But the good news is if you want or need something and can’t
find it on Main Street, someone will be happy to order it in for
you. It’s that kind of town.”

“I think I love it already.”

“I’d like to see you still feel that way a couple of
days from now.”

Dana grinned. “I’m open to suggestion.”

“Well, you said you’ve come from New York, and maybe
you already know this, but we’re pretty high up in the Rockies.
Actually, we’re among some of the state’s highest peaks. So, I’d
like to suggest you try to take it easy for a day or so.” She
paused and pushed up her sunglasses. “The altitude can affect
people differently, so you should try to stay hydrated, eat carbs,
and let your body get used to being at this elevation.”

“I will. And thank you.” Dana’s breath caught as she
stared up into Kellen’s eyes. She licked her lips. “Not just for
the advice, but for everything you’ve done. Introducing me to
Bogart, changing my flat tire, providing incredible coffee, then
leading me here and making sure I made it in one piece. I really
can’t thank you enough.”

“Not a problem. Bogart and I enjoyed meeting you and
helping you out.”

“I enjoyed meeting you both as well.”
Uncharacteristically at a loss for words, Dana looked down at her
hands before meeting Kellen’s gaze once again. “Um, so I was
wondering. I—I plan on being around for a while. Possibly even for
good. So maybe I could buy you a drink sometime, as a way to say
thanks. Or even dinner?”

Kellen silently studied her before giving a slow nod.
“Sounds nice,” she said and started to ease away.

“Wait. Kellen? I don’t know how to get in touch with
you.”

“That’s a problem with an easy resolution.” As Kellen
spoke, a ghost of a smile appeared. “Do you have your cell phone
handy?”

Dana passed Kellen her cell phone and watched her
input a number. “That’s not going to connect me to the local pizza
place, is it?”

Kellen’s laugh was soft and low. Sexy. “Not to
say Up the Creek doesn’t make some of the best pizza in town, but
that would be mean. I believe a woman should be honest if she’s
interested. Besides, Haven is a small town and you’ll discover
pretty quickly I’m easy to find.”

Dana watched Kellen’s retreat as her long strides
took her back to her Jeep. She saw her hold the door open letting
Bogart scamper in, then slip into the driver’s seat. A moment
later, the Jeep eased back onto the road, heading for Haven.

*

By the time Dana restarted her engine and slipped
back into gear, Kellen was gone. She’d somehow managed to disappear
in a small town with one main street and what appeared to be a
warren of side streets. Driving slowly through town, Dana briefly
admired the old-fashioned light posts before turning her attention
to each side street that she passed. But she saw only historic
buildings, quaint low-rise hotels, and high-end condos.

There were plenty of SUVs and four-wheel-drive
vehicles in sight. Plenty of people carrying skis or shopping bags,
strolling in and out of the shops and restaurants. But there was no
sign of Kellen or her bright green Jeep.

Shrugging off a sense of disappointment, Dana pulled
over and found herself staring at her phone. On impulse, she
reached for it and, with her heart beating faster, dialed the
number Kellen had entered.

“Were you testing to make sure the number I gave you
was real?” Amusement laced Kellen’s voice.

Dana felt her face grow hot and she released a
resigned breath. “I’m sorry. I just—I don’t know what I was
thinking. How did you know it was me?”

“Call it instinct. Or caller ID.” Kellen laughed
softly, warm and amused. “It’s all right, Dana. You don’t know me
well enough yet to know you can believe what I say.”

Dana wasn’t sure what else was said. But by the time
she hung up, she was feeling better and able to focus on following
the simple directions Annie had given her, determined to make it to
her destination.

Drive straight through town…you’ll come to a Y…left
takes you higher up into the mountains. You want to stay right, and
when you can’t go any farther, you’ll be here.

Annie had been correct. The road ended at a driveway
and a sign that read: Alpine Search-and-Rescue.

Parking her car near the front door by a sign that
identified the main office, Dana took a deep, satisfied breath and
looked up with pleasure at what would be her home for the
foreseeable future. The rustic construction—natural woodwork,
stone, and glass—made the buildings seem as if they had sprung from
the hillside fully formed.

Like the mountains surrounding them, the buildings
were a fitting part of the whole. When she stepped inside, she
found the same sense of rightness and, more surprisingly, felt a
sense of belonging.

The large front office featured beamed ceilings and
smooth plank floors, and was filled with obviously handcrafted
furniture. One wall promised incredible vistas from
floor-to-ceiling windows, while in another a fire burned in a large
stone fireplace, filling the office with a welcoming warmth.

The girl at the desk, tall and in her late teens or
early twenties with dark blue eyes and nearly black hair, looked up
as Dana approached. “Dr. Kingston?”

“That’s me, but I’d prefer to be called Dana, if
that’s all right.”

The girl smiled shyly and for an instant an image of
Kellen flashed in Dana’s mind. A sister?

“Dana works. I’m Cody. Annie asked me to let her know
as soon as you got here. I think she was starting to get worried,
but we told her you’d probably just been delayed by the weather. If
you leave me your car keys, I’ll bring your bags to your cabin and
make sure you’ve got enough firewood.”

My cabin? Dana handed her keys to Cody. An
instant later she was gone, disappearing through a doorway with
only the echo of footsteps to mark her passing.

For a moment, Dana stared at where the girl had been.
But with no idea how long she might have to wait, she shrugged and
walked over to the windows, using whatever time she’d been granted
to acquaint herself with her surroundings.

Much as she expected, the building housing the front
office indeed provided spectacular views of both the town and the
towering mountains. The snow had all but stopped, and she suddenly
understood why Annie had said she would quickly fall in love with
this place. With her eyes fixed on a distant mountain peak, Dana
couldn’t imagine a more incredible sight.

The landscape spread out before her—fields of endless
white, forests of snow-draped trees with their branches hanging low
to the ground, and the dark, jagged peaks of the mountains,
outlined against the pewter sky.

It was perfect. Tranquil. And exactly what she needed
to counter the chaos her life had been for the last few years. She
sighed contentedly and, almost of their own accord, the knotted
muscles in the back of her neck began to relax.

As she stared at the panorama, she tried to recall
what Annie had said about housing. Somehow Dana had imagined it
would end up being a tiny apartment in town, and after sharing a
small flat in New York with two other doctors, just having a space
to call her own would have been fine. But having a cabin to
herself? That sounded unbelievable.

“Dana?”

She turned to find Annie standing directly behind
her. Her dark hair was pulled up in a loose knot, there was a warm
smile on her face, and she was casually dressed in jeans and a
bright red sweatshirt that read: The difficult we do
immediately. The impossible takes a little longer.

Dana liked the sentiment. She grinned widely, and as
she moved toward her, she extended her hand. Annie took it, then
drew her into a welcoming hug.

“I’m so glad you’re finally here. I’ve spent the
better part of the day trying to picture the little girl I hired
from the East Coast driving through these mountains
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