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            SOME RESIDENTS OF SWAN HARBOR

          

        

      

    

    
      Shay O’Reilly – She’s the new oral and maxillofacial surgeon at Swan Harbor General. When she received the offer to move to Swan Harbor, she’d decided to turn it down, until she felt a ‘nudge.’

      Justin Simpson – He’s an orthopedic surgeon at Swan Harbor General and has a history with Shay – one of life and death. He’s the brother of Lee, Eric and Amy, and son of Patrick and Courtney. He’s the grandson of Chet and Cora.

      Lee Simpson - He’s a Special Agent with The Agency, a shadowy government agency, and partners with Gabe. Lee is ‘going steady’ with the town librarian, Amanda, whose son is Ethan. Their story is told in The Lessons of Love.

      Amanda Kane – She’s the head librarian at the Swan Harbor library, the mother to eight-year-old Ethan, and two-month-old Jamie.

      Eric Simpson – He’s a deputy at Swan Harbor Sheriff’s Department. His story will be told in Whispers of a Miracle.

      Amy Simpson - She is the day clerk at the Swan Harbor Sheriff’s Department. Her story will be told in Whispers of Love.

      Gabe Ricci: He is a Special Agent with The Agency, a shadowy government agency, and partners with Lee. His story is told in Whispers of Love.

      Hugh Simpson – He is the new football coach at Swan Harbor University. He is a cousin to Justin, Lee, Erica and Amy. His story is told in Whispers from the Past.

      Evan Simpson – He is a student at Swan Harbor University, and cousin to Justin, Lee, and Amy. His parents are Nathan and Lila, and brother to Piper.

      Giennie Flanagan – She is a realtor at Swan Harbor Realtors, married to Paddy, who owns Giennie’s Gym, and mother to Harrison.

      Deborah Star - She’s an OB/GYN at Swan Harbor General Hospital. She is married to Spencer and mother to four-month-old Deanna. Her story is told in Cygnets & Dreams.

      Spencer Abbott - He’s an anesthesiologist at Swan Harbor General Hospital and married to Deborah and father to four-month-old Deanna.

      Shannon O’Reilly - She is Shay’s sister and a medical school student. Her story begins in Cygnets & Dreams.

      Chet Simpson – He is an entrepreneur in Swan Harbor. Chet is married to Cora, father to Nathan and Patrick, and grandfather to Justin, Lee, Eric, and Amy.

      Cora Edwards Simpson – She is married to Chet and mother to Nathan and Patrick. Cora is the mother to Nathan and Patrick, and grandmother to Justin, Lee, Eric, Amy, Evan and Piper.

      Courtney Simpson – She is a neonatologist and works with newborns who are very sick. Courtney is married to Patrick, and the mother to Justin, Lee, Eric and Amy.

      Patrick Simpson – He is the owner of Simpson Sips – a coffee shop not far from Swan Harbor University. Patrick is married to Courtney, and the father to Justin, Lee, Eric, and Amy.
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      QUICK NOTE: If you enjoy listening to music while reading, Whispers of Luck has two playlists. They can be found as Whispers of Luck Music Inspiration.

      With that, enjoy!
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        Swan Harbor General

        February 13

        12:15 a.m.

      

      

      Orthopedic surgeon Justin Simpson left the O.R. behind and started toward the waiting room. While meeting with a patient’s family wasn’t his favorite part of being a physician, it was a necessary one. Especially when the patient was someone he’d known his entire life.

      He found the Shield’s in the waiting room, their expectant looks causing a little ache in the center of his chest.

      “Justin!” Billy’s mother jumped up and rushed toward him. “What’s going on? It’s been hours.”

      “Is it good news?” Billy’s father asked before he’d answered the first question.

      Justin took off his head covering and brushed his hand through his dark hair. His gaze bounced off Billy’s girlfriend before returning to the parents.

      “Billy’s still in the operating room,” Justin explained. “Doctors Patterson and Moretti are working on him. As you know, when he fell, he broke his lower right leg. With that repaired, he’ll be in a cast for a while, and then will need physical therapy.”

      “Can you tell us anything about his other injuries?”

      “One of the O.R. nurses should be out in the next few minutes to update you. I’ll check on him later.”

      “Thank you, Justin,” Billy’s parents murmured, even though his update had done nothing to remove any of their worry. “I’m sure Billy appreciates having the best work on him.”

      Justin nodded his head in acknowledgment, then left the room to shower. He tossed his head covering and gown in the dirty linen bin, and climbed into the stall.

      The hot water beat down on his tight neck and shoulders from one of the longest surgeries of his life. Not timewise, but life wise.

      His patient, Billy Shields, had been a high school friend. Not someone he saw daily, but someone he’d seen around school from preschool through their senior year. Their last names lined up in such a way, they were always seated beside each other.

      Since high school graduation, their lives had gone in separate directions, but in Swan Harbor, you never completely forgot anyone. It was why, when Billy was brought into the Emergency Room, he’d tried to push the surgery toward the other ortho doctor.

      “It’s Billy,” he told the ER doctor. “He’s my friend.”

      “I’m sorry, Justin,” Felix replied. “You’re the only one who can perform this surgery.”

      “Deacon?”

      “I’m sorry.”

      He’d performed the surgery, but for the first time in his career, he’d needed to fight memories. Ones that wanted to pull him back years and had him questioning his ability a time or two.

      With the surgery over, he could breathe a sigh of relief. His job had been relatively easy when compared to the other two surgeries. A brain that kept swelling and an internal bleed they couldn’t find.

      Justin climbed from the shower and made his way back to his office. While waiting to hear that Billy was on his way to recovery, he’d complete reports. If he was lucky, he’d be able to go home in a few hours.

      He pulled out several patient’s charts from earlier in the day, and had just started on the last note when his phone chirped.

      One glance had him running out the door and taking the stairs two at a time. He rushed onto the third floor and ran into Doctor Spencer Abbott, the anesthesiologist he often worked with.

      “You don’t want to go in there,” Spence warned him. “It’s best you stay out here and remember Billy when he was alive.”

      “Why?”

      Spence pinched the bridge of his nose. “Because there’s nothing you can do. Besides, you don’t want your last memory of Billy to be right after death.”

      Justin sagged against the wall. He could hear the gentle hum of Doctors Patterson and Moretti speaking to the family. Could hear the sobs from Billy’s parents and girlfriend.

      “What happened?”

      “He made it to recovery,” Spence explained. “But his blood pressure bottomed out. They tried to revive him, but it was too late.”

      “Do they know what happened?”

      “Suspected heart attack,” Spence reported. “But that’s in the hands of the medical examiner now.”

      Again, Justin glanced down the hallway, where he could still hear the Shields questioning the doctors. A part of him felt obligated to speak with Billy’s parents. However, the other side not now, but  later.

      “I think I’ll talk to his parents some other time. It doesn’t feel right to do it now.”

      Spencer nodded his agreement and started toward the locker room, while Justin went back to his office. He turned on music and opened the next report. When his phone chirped with another message, he ignored it. Right then, he didn’t want to deal with anyone … especially her.
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        Swan Harbor

        February 13

        1:45 a.m.

      

      

      Doctor Shay O’Reilly turned off I-295 onto the Cove Highway, leading to her new hometown. It had been a long journey from Miami, Florida to Swan Harbor, Maine, and she was tired. So tired, she’d almost stopped in Boston for the night. Except that feeling pushing her toward the little town had come out in full force. It refused to let her rest.

      She’d never been a fanciful person until she’d interviewed for the position at Swan Harbor General. Once she’d accepted the position, there’s been a persistent nudge to hurry. It reminded her of a cat wanting to be pet. It hadn’t let up, though. Would it now that she’d arrived?

      Her GPS took her around town, past the hospital where she would start work in two days. Then along the base of the mountains to a home she’d purchased sight unseen.

      Her aunt, Giennie Flanagan, Swan Harbor’s realtor, had chosen the house, and let the movers in when her furniture arrived. That all she had to do was carry in her personal items took away the stress of moving. It allowed her to make a few stops on her way north and not have to worry about the tedious stuff.

      Had she made the right decision? For the past three years, she’d worked at the Miami Children’s Hospital. While she’d hated seeing the little one’s broken bodies, she’d appreciated how quickly they healed. Enjoyed basking in their smiles when stopping by to see them. It was comfortable, but working with pediatrics had never been her dream.

      Since that night long ago, she’d wanted to be a doctor. After years of school, internships, and residency rotations, she was an oral and maxillofacial surgeon. Now that her dreams were becoming a reality, she was both terrified and excited.

      Cove Highway turned back east, and she could see the covered bridge not far ahead. Just as her aunt had promised, her turn came up quickly.

      Thankfully, the dark entrance into the neighborhood gave way to well-lit streets. The quaint lamps lining the road cast golden shadows on the homes.

      Her house was at the end of a block. With a neighbor on one side, she had a lawn, multiple large trees, and a view of a scenic lake.

      Shay left her car in the driveway and let herself inside. She had a faint vision of wood and windows, but rather than enjoying it, she went to unpack.

      Since she’d shipped all but a few things, it didn’t take long to move everything inside. But unpacking would have to wait, and after leaving them in the front room, she trudged upstairs to the master bedroom.

      Thankfully, Giennie took the time to make the bed and set up her bathroom. She was tired and wanted to sleep, yet she couldn’t settle. It felt like she’d forgotten to do something and couldn’t rest until she remembered.

      Shay left her suitcase in the middle of the bed and went looking for food. She found one of Giennie’s goodie baskets and a note on the kitchen counter.

      
        
        Shay,

        I wasn’t sure what time you’d make it, but wanted you to have a few things for breakfast and lunch. Call me once you get settled.

        Giennie

        P.S. You’ll want to visit Calliope’s this weekend to buy warmer clothing. You’ll need it.

      

      

      The large basket had coffee, creamer, and muffins from Paula’s pastries snuggled next to cans of chicken, chili, and soup. A loaf of bread, a box of crackers, and a large bar of dark chocolate completed the food groups. In the fridge, she found milk, eggs, butter, sandwich meat, cheese and apples, assuring her she’d wouldn’t have to buy groceries for a few days.

      Shay grabbed an apple and started upstairs. When she did, an item in the center of the table caught her attention.

      From a distance, it resembled a rolled newspaper. Once she was closer, a better description came to mind. It looked like the scrolls she’d seen in several movies. The ends were wooden, with parchment paper wound between them.

      Another note from Giennie?

      Shay pushed the sides apart to find eight cryptic words.

      
        
        You are Fire. Will you follow the path?

      

      

      She’d been told more than one story about Swan Harbor and her idiosyncrasies. It was why the nudges pushing her toward the town hadn’t completely freaked her out. Was that what the scroll was—another one of the town’s unique traits?

      If so, she wouldn’t get any answers right then. She’d ask her aunt tomorrow. If Giennie didn’t know, chances were she knew someone who would.
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        Swan Harbor, Maine

        February 13

        3:30 a.m.

      

      

      Justin glanced at the time. He should be home in bed, but he was almost too tired to make the trip. His house would be too silent, and he would be alone, leaving too many opportunities for memories to appear. Yet he had no desire to be at the hospital either. At least at home, he could sleep in his bed.

      He shut down his computer and reached for his bag. When he did, his phone chirped, reminding him he had a message. One he’d read but didn’t want to hear. It was only the years of friendship that had him pushing replay.

      “It’s Sasha. I know you’ve told me we shouldn’t see each other anymore. That what you feel for me is friendship, and that I should find someone who loves me. But Justin, I heard about Billy. I know he was your friend. He was my friend too. Can’t we comfort each other? Please?”

      Her voice cracked toward the end, making him feel worse than he had before listening. He knew how she felt. Hell, he felt the same way—only worse because he’d been there.

      Justin grabbed his overcoat and trudged through the snow to his car. He started the engine, then brushed the light covering off his windshield.

      Instead of taking the quickest route home, he drove through town. Main Street was essentially shut down. However, a few stores signs were still lit. The brightest was the one hanging above Sally’s Diner. For as long as he could remember, the sign had been a beacon, welcoming friends and strangers alike. For Justin, it was part of his family’s history.

      He took a right at the Town Square Park roundabout and drove past the road that led to Sasha’s home.

      Please.

      The memory of that one word had him making a U-turn and turning onto her street. A low light came from within, telling him she was probably waiting for him. Once he’d pulled into her driveway, though, he couldn’t make himself open the car door. It had been over two months since he’d ‘officially’ broken up with his on again/off again high school girlfriend. Was it fair to offer her comfort, knowing she hoped it would lead to more?

      Since he could answer that question with a resounding no, Justin backed out of her driveway and resumed his trip.

      He crossed the covered bridge and took the next left. At one time, the McFadden family owned the land where his neighborhood was built. While the homes were roughly twenty years old, most of the surrounding area was even older. It was also on the opposite side of town from the hospital. Something many of his friends and family questioned. To him, there hadn’t been a choice. His house, part of the Covered Bridge Crossing neighborhood, had chosen him.

      When he turned into his driveway, his headlights bounced off the house next door. He wasn’t sure what he thought about having neighbors. They could be noisy and in his business. Something he certainly didn’t need.

      He pulled into his garage, turned off the car, and leaned back against the headrest. If he had his choice, he’d prefer to go back and redo the last twelve hours. While it might not change the outcome, he could have been better prepared. Except, would it have made a difference? That was a question he couldn’t answer.

      Justin climbed from the car and trudged inside. He left his shoes next to the door, his duffel on the washing machine, and poured a stiff drink.

      The rum hit the back of his throat and landed like fire in his gut. When the glass was empty, he poured another, and then another. Just enough to numb the memory of the past few hours. To take the edge off so his sleep would be dreamless.

      Is that even possible, Simpson?

      Justin filled the glass once again and took the stairs to his bedroom two at a time. He exchanged his scrubs for a pair of sleep pants, and with glass in hand, leaned his forearm on the window, staring into the dark night.

      Pieces of memories filtered through his mind, but he refused to focus on just one. When another appeared, it didn’t capture his attention. That was on the vision outside.

      There was something ethereal about the woman, almost as if he’d conjured her from his imagination. She had black hair, porcelain skin and wore a white shirt that billowed behind her. It was cotton, the material so thin, he could see her. Pert breasts with pebbled nipples that would fill his hand. A trim waist, flat stomach and below…

      When his body hardened, Justin ran his fingertips along his length, causing it to throb, begging for him to give in. If he did, he might forget temporarily, but it wouldn’t take away the pain.

      The vision bent to pick up something. Yet, he could see nothing in her hand.

      What was she doing? What was she seeing? Could she be sleepwalking? Should he check on her, if only to make sure she didn’t freeze to death?

      Face it, Simpson. You want to check on her for your needs, not hers.

      He blew out a breath. At one time, that statement might have been true. Lately though, Spencer’s words were on replay.

      So, next comes love?

      Why couldn’t he have the luck of his brother Lee? He’d come to town on a case, run into the woman he’d not been able to forget, and less than a year later, they were engaged. To the wife-to-be package, there was her son Ethan from a previous marriage, and most recently, a new son, Jamie Lee. Was that what he wanted?

      From the corner of his eye, the woman moved, and again, it appeared as if she were following something only she could see.

      Justin left his glass on his dresser and ran downstairs. He was a man, and she was lovely. Right then, though, he was worried about her. The temperature was below freezing, she had on minimal clothing and was barefoot. Her health was all that concerned him.

      He grabbed a throw from the sofa and stalked to the backdoor. When he opened it, she was there, almost as if she were waiting for him.

      Her eyes flared, and her mouth formed a perfect O.

      “It’s you,” she whispered. “It’s you.”
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        Justin’s Home

        February 13

        3:45 a.m.

      

      

      Almost in a dream-like state, he took her hand and led her inside. He touched a button, and an Elvis song surrounded them. With the room lit only by the stairway light, and the soft music, he’d set the scene for seduction. She sensed it hadn’t been planned, but had happened naturally. Almost as if she were destined to be right where she was at that time.

      A word typically not used by her scientific mind. Except it felt right. Strange … but there it was.

      “Come here.”

      His whispered words sent a thrill through her, and the thought she should leave crossed her mind. She knew him—not intimately like they’d once been lovers, but on that cold dark night he’d rescued her and called for help.

      Her pain had been so great, she’d been in and out of consciousness. It was only later she’d learned he’d stayed with her the entire time. Then at the hospital, they said he would be her surgeon, and she was lucky to have him. They’d explained he was one of a few who knew how to perform an ORIF—or an open reduction internal fixation where they would use titanium rods to fix her right femur.

      She had a vague recollection of being rolled into the operating room, and just before they’d given her anesthesia, he’d spoken to her in his smooth voice.

      “Hello, Shay. I’ll be performing your surgery tonight. Do you have any questions?”

      “Will I walk again?” she whispered, not sure she wanted to hear the answer.

      “I promise to give it my all. Will you trust me?”

      Her throat had been too thick to respond verbally, but she’d nodded. While the sound of his voice in her dreams wasn’t as clear as it had been that night eleven years ago, she remembered thinking how sexy he sounded. She’d grown sleepy, and with music softly playing in the background, she’d drifted into nothingness.

      “Come.”

      He wrapped his arms around her, cocooning her in a warmth unlike anything she’d known. Shay closed her eyes and pressed against his bare chest. She wanted to relax against him. To allow him to fill those lonely places inside she rarely thought about.

      It was difficult, though. Her heart was racing, and her knees were trembling. But was that because she was cold, or was it just nerves?

      He was holding her gently, letting her know she could step away if she wanted. Yet, something told her if she did, it would be one of the biggest mistakes she would ever make.

      She could admit there was some truth to that, but did she go with what her mind was saying? Or did she listen to her heart?

      A saying she’d heard more than once from her aunt. Giennie was married to Padriac, Paddy, her mother’s brother. They had one son, Harrison.

      Giennie had been a big help the past summer when Shay’s sister, Shannon, was in trouble. Once everything returned to normal, emails began arriving. One’s that discussed the goings on in Swan Harbor and news about the hospital. When the oral and maxillofacial surgeon position opened, she was determined for Shay to take the job.

      Shay had asked why. Yet, Giennie’s answer made no sense. “I’m just listening to my heart.”

      That memory had her returning to her situation. What was pushing her toward the man holding her? Was it her heart speaking or her libido?

      Justin hummed, his sexy bass waking her nerve endings. He fisted her long hair, then carded his fingers through it.

      “Silk,” he murmured. “Your hair feels just like silk.”

      Shay was quiet, hesitant to say anything that might shatter the spell. Right then, the feelings inside were too big … too magical … too right.

      “Where have you been all my life?” he went on. “When I saw you outside my window, you instantly mesmerized me.”

      Justin nuzzled her temple, and she couldn’t breathe. He pressed a kiss to her forehead, and she froze.

      “Oh, fís. You take my breath away.”

      A shiver raced up her spine at the Gaelic word. It meant vision, but said in his husky voice caused feelings she couldn’t explain.

      “Hold me,” he whispered. “The way you feel in my arms is indescribable. Can you feel it too?”

      When she didn’t answer right away, Justin took a step back and tipped up her chin until they were eye to eye.

      “Do you feel it?” he pressed. “Do you feel the magic between us?”

      “I do,” Shay murmured. “I really do.”

      “Good.”

      The song changed, this one a little slower. It was a song about a man asking if he was ready to fall for one woman. Was that who Justin Simpson was? A man who skipped from one woman to another? Had he been waiting for her?

      A foreign thought for someone who, even though she was thirty-three, really knew little about male and female dynamics. She’d gone to an all-girls’ school, and then threw herself into her studies. Her accident had occurred during her senior year of college. It pushed her studies back, making her need to work much harder for the next step.

      While living in Miami, she’d gone out a few times. But in each relationship, something was missing. Until Justin took her into his arms, she hadn’t known what that was.

      “Magic,” Justin murmured. “There’s magic between us.”

      Shay let her eyes drift shut and stepped closer to his warmth. She could smell the alcohol on his breath, but his actions weren’t hesitant. Justin Simpson was in full control of his faculties, and they were potent. The longer he held her, the more she wanted to stay.
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      Justin couldn’t decide if he was dreaming or not. If he was, it was the best damn dream he’d ever had. He was holding a vision whose lithe body fit against him perfectly. She wrapped around him, stealing his thoughts, making him feel almost normal.

      “You’re beautiful.”

      He stroked his hands up her back, then down. With each pass, her white shirt lifted a little higher. Dare he move his hand lower? Low enough to feel her bare skin.

      It wasn’t hard to imagine how she’d feel. Her skin would be soft, smooth, and nearly blow his mind. He’d quickly lose control, and the feelings surrounding them would be over. Too fast. Too soon.

      While he wasn’t ready for anything to be over, that didn’t mean he wasn’t eager to move to the next level.

      Slowly, as not to startle, Justin kissed her temple. He nuzzled her ear, then tracked kisses from one side to the other. When her breath hitched, and she angled her head, he couldn’t step back. There was a connection between them he didn’t understand.

      He nipped her neck and laved away the goosebumps. Trailed kisses from her ear down to her shoulder, and brushed away the collar of her shirt to get closer. When she shivered, he repeated the process on the other side. She tilted her chin, and that hollow at the base of her neck called to him.

      A part of him knew she was watching him. He wanted to know her thoughts. Wanted to know if she was just as comfortable in their bubble as he?

      She was the balm he’d needed to soothe away the pain of losing a patient. To soothe away the pain of losing a friend.

      “It’s Billy. I can’t do this.”

      “You have to. There’s no one else who can do this surgery.”

      He pressed his eyes tightly shut and crushed his fís against his chest. The longer he held her, the quieter the memories. With her, nothing could touch them.

      Justin leaned back slightly. He tucked her hair behind her ears and cupped her jaw. When she opened her eyes and their gazes clashed, his heart expanded.

      She drew him, and the longer they were together, the tighter that bond. But there was more to it. He felt like he knew her. Like they had met in the past, and she’d made a lasting impression on him.

      On one hand, he wanted to talk to her. Wanted to get to know why their connection was so deep. But his body seemed to have other ideas. That side wanted to sweep her into his arms, and love her.

      “I know you.” Those weren’t the words he’d intended, but once they were out, he knew them to be true.

      “And?”

      “An fís thú?”

      She smiled. “Am I a vision? What do you think?”

      “I think you are the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen. But are you real, or am I dreaming?”

      He wasn’t sure what he expected, but her nails brushing across his chest wasn’t it. His breath caught and held, and goosebumps skated along his skin.

      “Have you decided? Am I real?”

      Once more, Justin got lost in her eyes. While he couldn’t be sure in the dark room, something told him they were a deep blue. She was a fís after all.

      He brushed his thumb over her bottom lip several times until she opened for him. Before she’d done so he’d avoided the call. But once the call came, he couldn’t deny what they both wanted.

      Justin slowly bent toward her until their mouths were just a whisper apart. He tightened his arms, and her softness pressed into him, tempting him to explore. Tempting him to discover what might be.

      His eyes slid shut, and he drifted. One song slid into another, and the friction between their bodies grew into a full-fledged frottage. Since he was bare beneath his sleep pants, he knew she could feel what she was doing to him. But rather than push him away, she seemed to have burrowed against him even more.

      It grew so hot between them he brushed his hands up her side, and her nipples grew harder. They pressed against his bare chest, feeling like twin match tips set to ignite a fire that could very well burn out of control. Was that what he wanted?

      Was that what she wanted? She could walk away anytime.

      Again, their gazes locked. When she didn’t look away, Justin lowered his head, slowly, methodically, waiting for the right moment. Waiting for that first touch he so desperately needed.

      Rather than stepping back, she lifted her chin, meeting him halfway. He leaned closer until her lips parted, and the temptation was too great. He kissed her, keeping it brief. However, once wasn’t enough, and like two magnets, their lips were pulled back together.

      Instead of uncontrolled lust, the kiss was slow and deliberate. Each movement he made, she countered in such a way he felt as if he’d kissed her thousands of times.

      She opened wider, allowing him to sweep his tongue inside to tangle with hers. It was a slow, lazy mating dance, and he wanted it to go on and on.

      Justin grabbed her ass cheeks and angled them, pulling her closer. One of them groaned, then the other, and their sighs of pleasure echoed around the room.

      His body heated, and their kisses slowed, becoming gentle, almost sweet. Yet just beneath the surface, a volcano simmered. It was hot, and somehow he knew it was only a matter of time before it erupted.
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      Shay pressed her palms against his chest where she could feel the steady beat of his heart. Could feel his smooth skin covered by a light layer of silky hair. Could smell a hint of cologne, shampoo, rum, and hospital issued soap.

      His dark eyes mesmerized her. They were dark, so dark it was a struggle not to get lost looking into them. The tiny lines at the corners told her he smiled, and often. But what she saw looking back wasn’t laughter, but pain and confusion.

      That fit, though, as there had been desperation in his kiss. Something happened earlier in the day. Whatever it was cut deep. Should she ask? Would he tell her? If she did so, and he walked away, how would she handle that?

      Destiny

      There was that word again. One she’d never considered before. You were what you were because of what you’d done, right?

      But was your accident your destiny?

      Was it his destiny to be right there to save your life? To be the only one who knew how to perform the needed surgery?

      If he hadn’t, she might not be standing in his arms. She could have died. Could have ended up in a wheelchair or worse—losing a leg.

      “What are you thinking?” he whispered.

      “What happened? What do I see in your eyes?”

      Justin ducked his head and took a handful of deep breaths. When he looked back up, he’d banked his sadness, hiding it behind not desperation but wariness.

      Shay kissed his left pec, and repeated the process on the right one. She tugged his head down and kissed him again, this time adding a little heat of her own. When she relaxed, he was breathing a little harder. His hands clung tight to her waist, and if she’d given any hints, he would have carried her upstairs.

      “Justin,” she whispered. “Please talk to me. Let me share your sorrows.”

      He sighed. “You can’t. I wish you could.”

      “Try me. Let me help you, just like you once helped me.”

      Justin lifted a brow, almost in a way that said she’d answered a question. Had he remembered who she was?

      “Come.” Then she did the same thing to him, as he’d done to her. Except leading him into a dance, she led him to the sofa, and pushed slightly. He didn’t fall right away, but steadied himself and looked at her, wearing a puzzled expression.

      “Fís. I don’t want to put out your light.”

      “My light?”

      His gaze moved to the top of her head, causing it to tingle. From there, it drifted down, briefly touching her stomach, her thighs and beyond. Every time he stopped longer than he had the time before, that place burned, and she wanted nothing more than to press his face against her chest.

      “Your light,” Justin continued. “It surrounded you outside and called to me. I don’t want that to fade.”

      “I promise it isn’t going anywhere. But you can’t bottle up your feelings.”

      With everything she said, she rubbed circles on his temples, or on his chest just above his heart.

      “When we bottle up our sadness, hurt, or anger, it becomes a ticking bomb.”

      “I won’t explode.”

      “And I want to make sure that’s true.”

      Just when she was ready to give up, he stretched his arm along the back of the sofa. Then he surprised her by encouraging her forward to rest her head against his chest, enclosing her with his arms.

      “I lost a patient,” he began in a soft voice. “Logically, I know he wasn’t the first and probably won’t be the last, but this time, he was a friend.”

      Shay hissed and sat up a little straighter, turning his face so she could watch his eyes.

      “You shouldn’t have operated on a friend.”

      “I know, but I was the only one who knew the procedure.” Justin shrugged. “It’s over now.”

      “Did he die in surgery?”

      “No. Afterward.”

      “What happened?”

      “Billy fell off his roof. He grabbed for the flagpole, but it broke. When it did, his foot caught in the string still attached to the pole, then he landed on cement.”

      “Head injury?”

      “Head injury, open tib-fib fracture, and internal bleeding. I repaired the fracture and stepped out, leaving behind Danny, Doctor Patterson, our head neurologist, dealing with Billy’s brain swelling. While Doctor Moretti, a general surgeon, worked on the internal injuries.”

      Once the surgery was complete, Billy was taken to recovery. Two hours later, his blood pressure bottomed out, and they rushed him back to the O.R. But…”

      “It was too late?”

      Justin nodded. “Heart attack, and his body was too weak.”

      “How did you know him?”

      “I grew up with him.”

      Shay winced and pressed a little closer. “I’m so sorry. It’s difficult when you lose someone.”

      “Very much so,” Justin whispered in a voice so soft, she felt the words more than heard them. “I conjured you to help me forget.”

      Shay chuckled softly. “How much have you had to drink?”

      “Not that much. Not that much at all.”

      When he pulled her onto his lap and kissed her, Shay kissed him back. She didn’t know what the future held, but if she could help him for a few more hours, she would do so.

      Shay! This is so not you!

      Maybe not, but he needed her, and that was something she understood.

      “Come with me, fís.”

      Justin scooped her into his arms and carried her upstairs. She barely had time to register the king size bed before he laid her on top of the cover and followed her down. Their mouths met in a heated kiss she could feel from the top of her head to the bottom of her feet.

      He rolled them onto their sides and pushed a leg between hers. His hands roamed, and she held on. It wasn’t until he pushed his hips a little closer that she dipped her hand beneath the sleep pants.

      Her breath slowed as carefully Shay slid her hand over his firm behind. Should she explore more?
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        Justin’s Home

        February 13

        6:00 a.m.

      

      

      Justin’s dreams were full of creamy skin, long dark hair, and bright blue eyes rimmed by thick black lashes. Every time he looked into them, his heart leaped, and he wanted more. He didn’t know who she was, or where she’d come from. Just knew he hadn’t slept so peacefully in years.

      He’d roused several times in the last hour and reached for her. Yet, each time, his hand came away empty. Had he imagined her? The perfect woman to soothe his soul and take away his dreams. But if she wasn’t real, then why could he remember her eye color? Remember the feel of her smooth skin, and the taste of her lips.

      His thoughts traveled back to earlier in the morning. The sadness of Billy’s death hit him, pushing him to back up even more.

      “Incoming trauma,” the intercom blared. “Male, age 38. Neurology and orthopedics standby.”

      Justin raced to the Emergency Department. He arrived just as the paramedics rushed through the doors with the patient.

      One ran to the front to update the Emergency Doctor, Felix Goodwin. Another grabbed Neuro, and Liam Reade, the Chief Paramedic, handed him a page of notes.

      Justin glanced at the name on the paper and froze.

      “It’s Billy. I can’t…”

      Felix gave him a sympathetic look. “You have to, Simpson. You’re the only one here.”

      Justin stretched his arm to the far side of the bed. When it came away cold, he shoved aside the memory and stopped fighting wakefulness.

      Even though he’d given up forcing his eyes to stay shut, they wouldn’t open. Then he heard a noise, and a cold breeze blew around him, leaving behind goosebumps.

      It’s time. The first step awaits.

      The words reverberated in Justin’s head, pushing him to roll over and open his eyes. He was alone, wearing sleep pants and nothing else. On the far side of his room, he could see the scrub shirt he’d worn home and tossed aside. His glass of rum was on the dresser, basically untouched.

      Excitement returned when he heard another sound from downstairs. Had she woken early with plans to make breakfast? Had he left the door open?

      “Get up and find out,” he mumbled. Yet a part of him wanted to stay exactly where he was. If he did, then…

      Justin laid there a little longer before climbing from bed and padding downstairs. As far as he could see, everything was as it had been when he’d gotten home the night before.

      His shoes were by the door. His duffel was on the washing machine, and he’d locked the back door. There was no music, but the light to the system was on. Could he have turned it on and just didn’t remember?

      “How much did you have to drink?”

      Justin didn’t imbibe often. He never knew when he might be called to the hospital. A beer here or there, but hard liquor … that wasn’t him. Last night had been different. A friend died, and it had been his way of paying his respect.

      Really?

      More likely, it was meant to cover the thoughts of mortality he had when someone close to his age didn’t survive. Billy left behind parents and a girlfriend. They would remember.

      Those thoughts brought back his jealousy over his brother’s life. A fiancée, yes. But children and a family? That was something in the distance.

      He opened the backdoor and looked around. Just like inside, there was no sign anyone had been out there earlier in the morning. Had he drunk more than he remembered?

      It’s time. Your first step awaits.

      Justin locked the door and started the coffee. That’s when he noticed a scroll with wooden ends propped against a book on his table.

      He opened it, as if he were stretching an accordion, to find three words.

      
        
        You are Luck.

      

      

      Since he’d grown up in Swan Harbor where strange events often occurred, Justin took a step back and tried to connect the words with his dreams.

      Luck referred to things happening brought on by chance.

      Which could have explained his memory of seeing a woman just outside his window. Of holding her in his arms. Of dancing with her in the living room.

      “Where have you been all my life?” he went on. “When I saw you outside my window, you instantly mesmerized me.”

      He nuzzled her temple and pressed a kiss to her forehead.

      “Oh, fís. You take my breath away.”

      Justin looked out the back door again, searching for any sign the woman had been real. He pressed his forehead against the cold glass. If she was real, he would find her again. Of that, he had no doubt.
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        Swan Harbor Main Street

        February 13

        11:00 a.m.

      

      

      Shay parked in a lot not far from the Town Square. She climbed from the car and took a deep breath. Her aunt had been right. The sky was blue, and not the gray she’d expected. While it wasn’t 80° like when she left Miami, it wasn’t so cold she wanted to stay under the covers.

      “It’s your home now, O’Reilly,” she muttered. “You need to get used to it.”

      Shay zipped the borrowed coat, pulled on gloves, and started walking. She circle the town square and veered up Main Street. After she bought warmer clothing, she’d stop by Paula’s for hot chocolate and a sweet treat. The muffins had given her a small taste, and she wanted more.

      Twenty minutes later, Shay stopped in front of Calliope’s Dress Shoppe. She pushed open the door and stepped into a world of color. Yellows, reds, blues and greens that were slightly overwhelming.

      “May I help you?”

      Shay glanced up to meet the sparkling brown eyes of a woman who seemed to glide. Her movements were fluid, almost like her feet weren’t touching the floor. She was tall, very thin, and her blonde hair was pulled into a messy bun, held in place by a pencil or two.

      “You must be Shay,” the woman grinned. “I’ve been expecting you.”

      “You have?”

      “I’m Calliope Hathaway, and you’re here for a warm coat and boots, right?”

      “I am. Did you hear that from my aunt?”

      “Giennie?” Calliope’s dark eyes flashed with humor. “No. I just knew.”

      “Small town?” Shay tried again.

      Calliope laughed. “That helps. However, there are things that I just … know.” She shrugged. “Stick around, and you’ll get used to me.”

      “I’m here for a while.”

      “You’re a doctor, right? An oral and maxillofacial surgeon, and you bought one of the McFadden homes out by the old, covered bridge.”

      She must have seen something on Shay’s face because it wasn’t long before Calliope added, “I’m sorry. I forget that not everyone is used to the speed of Swan Harbor’s gossip.”

      “That fast, huh?”

      “Oh, honey, you’ve seen nothing yet.” While she talked, Calliope led her to a rack of coats. “You’ll want one of these. They’re long enough to cover your tushy, have a liner that fits snug around your neck, and the hood is removable. What do you think of this one?”

      “You think I should buy a white one?”

      Calliope hummed. “You know, you’re right. I think this bright blue one would look better. It matches your eyes.”

      Before Shay could agree or disagree, Calliope helped her remove the borrowed coat and put on the new one.

      “There’s the mirror. I’ll get you some boots.”

      Shay set her bag on the floor and pulled the coat snug around her waist. But when she turned around to see how the coat fit in the back, instead of her reflection, she saw a painting. One that felt alive. She checked the wall opposite the mirror, but the wall was blank. Once more, Shay faced the mirror. When she did, the image appeared, its beauty taking her breath.

      “Shay? Shay?” Calliope called her name several times before coming back with, “What do you see?”

      “What did you say?”

      “What do you see?” Calliope tipped her head toward the mirrors. “You saw something, didn’t you?”

      “I did, but how…?”

      “It’s your destiny,” Calliope murmured.

      “Destiny?” Shay laughed. “I’m a scientist. I don’t believe in destiny.”

      “You don’t?” Calliope raised a brow. “Are you sure about that? Are you sure something hasn’t happened recently that’s brought your life full circle?”

      A memory of the early morning hours threatened to sidetrack her thoughts, and only her discipline kept it at bay.

      “I’m not sure what you mean.”

      Calliope’s secretive smile made her nervous, worried about what else the other woman just knew.

      “Tell me what you saw,” Calliope repeated. “Please.”

      Shay’s focus returned to the mirror. “A canyon,” she whispered. “It’s surrounded by pine trees, and in the center of it all is a hot spring with steam rising above. Next to the water is a box—small, old, and made of wood.”

      “Is there anything else?”

      “A rainbow—with powerful colors that lead directly to the box.”

      “While you’ve been staring at the image, has it changed in any way?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I can’t see the picture,” Calliope explained. “You can, so I ask. Since the first time you noticed the image, has it changed?”

      Shay wanted to say no … mainly because if she said yes, that felt odd. After all, how could one person see something right in front of her, yet the person next to her couldn’t see it? Then she noticed the changes in the image were no longer subtle … but blatant, and described what she saw.

      “The trees and grass are no longer green, but yellow. There’s still steam in the air, but it’s not thick, leaving only wisps that shield a spring no longer full of water.”

      The differences between what she’d seen the first time versus the second, caused a funny feeling inside. Just like when she had a patient that needed her help, so did that picture. But that made no sense. It wasn’t her⁠—

      “—Destiny,” Calliope repeated the word she’d been thinking. “It is your destiny to be here at this moment.”

      Shay frowned. “You’re trying to tell me I’ve been guided…” Her voice faded when she realized that was up there with feeling a nudge, pushing her toward town. Yet another example of a phenomenon she couldn’t explain.

      “Your destiny is in Swan Harbor,” Calliope murmured. “Maybe, just maybe, fate brought you here to bring balance back to the Mystical Waters Canyon.”

      Shay’s brows rose. “Mystical Waters Canyon? What is that?”

      Calliope grinned. “According to my grandmother, it used to be a place where you could hear your true love’s name. But toward the end of the last century, something evil touched the Canyon and destroyed its balance.”

      Shay wanted to say that made no sense. However, according to her aunt, that was true for many occurrences in Swan Harbor.

      “Very few people can see the painting in the mirror,” Calliope went on. “I know of only one other.”

      “What happened to her?”

      Calliope grinned. “She married her true love, but not before they overcame a few problems. Her name is Suzie Goodwin-Singleton. If you see her, you should compare canyon notes.”

      The possibility of seeing the Canyon again pulled Shay back to the mirror. Everything about the scene felt real. Not only felt real, but smelled real.

      When she closed her eyes, she could smell the grass, trees, and a hint of sulphur. She could feel the soft breeze on her skin. Could feel her heart bursting with happiness, and then she opened her eyes … and it was all in her head.

      “I’m not saying I believe you,” Shay began. “However, if my being here has anything to do with the canyon, how is that done?”

      “Only Swan Harbor knows for sure,” Calliope stated. “But if there’s the possibility of hearing your true love’s name, wouldn’t you want to try?”

      “Right.” Shay laughed. “Like that’s a thing.”

      “You don’t mess with Swan Harbor’s legends,” Calliope warned. “She can be pushy.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        Sonny’s Skate & Bowl

        February 13

        2:00 p.m.

      

      

      Two evenings a week plus Saturday afternoons, from October through March, Sonny’s Skate & Bowl hosted a hockey league. Mostly, it was a chance to keep up your skating skills and catch up with friends. Justin and his family were no exception.

      He, his brothers Lee and Eric, Lee’s partner, Gabe, their younger cousin Evan, and their cousin Hugh, Swan Harbor University’s new football coach, were the Hockey Heros. They played six on six.

      Most of them weren’t very competitive. His cousin, Hugh, however…

      “Didn’t you get any sleep, Justin,” Hugh grumbled. “You’re slower than an old lady out there.”

      Justin let his finger do the talking and skated to his spot. He lined up against Gray Hunter, and as soon as Sonny dropped the puck, swung. It was a free for all, lasting only five minutes, and the bell rang.

      He had to agree with Hugh. His head wasn’t on the task at hand. It was trying to piece together his dream fragments, hoping to get a better picture of the woman. Except every time he thought he’d captured it, she faded.

      Justin dropped onto a bleacher and pulled off his gloves. He spat out his mouth guard and took a drink. It wasn’t long before Hugh joined him.

      “I was sorry to hear about Billy. Had he changed much since high school?”

      “To be honest, I’m not sure. I rarely saw him around town.”

      “But he’s the reason for your mood, right?” Hugh paused. “Or is it someone else?”

      Justin side-eyed his cousin. They were born in Swan Harbor, six hours apart, went to high school together, and shared secrets.

      However, Hugh topped him by 4” and was the jock in the family—although, as he got older, he winced every time someone used the title. After a stint in the NFL, he coached for a few years at smaller colleges, and then came home. Most of the time, it was nice to have his cousin back in town. But he wasn’t the same man who’d left. There was a haunted look in his eyes that hadn’t been there before.

      “So?” Hugh pushed, his voice a deeper bass than Justin’s. “Were you with Sasha last night?”

      “No.”

      Hugh’s brows arched, and a surprised expression appeared. “No? I could have sworn…”

      “What?”

      “Gossip line,” Hugh admitted.

      Justin laughed. “You’re telling me you listen to the gossip line?”

      “No, nothing like that. Mom asked.”

      “There’s really no keeping a secret in this town, is there?”

      Hugh laughed. “Not really. Why did we move back here again?”

      “Gluttons.”

      For the next few minutes, they were each lost in their own thoughts. Justin’s were on the scroll and whether or not he should say something. It felt like one of those damned if you do, damned if you don’t moments. Which had him searching for a new topic.

      “Are you still dating Tia?”

      Hugh shrugged. “Periodically, but it’s nothing serious.”

      “Do you ever feel envious of your married sibling? Ever wish you had what they have?”

      Justin laughed at the speed Hugh turned his head.

      “Did you just say what I thought you said?”

      “Probably. So, do you?”

      Hugh frowned. “Not really. I wonder if my expectations are too high.”

      “You’re looking for the perfect woman?”

      “Aren’t you?” Hugh tossed right back.

      How did he say, ‘I thought I’d found her last night? After holding her in my arms, I’m not sure if anyone else would satisfy me.’

      “Don’t laugh,” Justin prefaced his question. “But have you ever had a dream that seemed so real when you woke up, it felt like you were in an alternate world?”

      Hugh’s eyes widened before his expression returned to neutral.

      “Are you referring to one of those wet dreams?”

      “No!” Justin barked out a laugh. “It’s just like I said. You have a dream that feels real, only to wake up to find you’re alone.”

      “What happened?”

      “I saw a woman early this morning,” Justin admitted. “Or at least I think she was real. She was in the yard, and when I opened the door, she came inside.”

      “Do I want to hear the rest of this?” Hugh quipped.

      “Not that kind of scene,” Justin grumbled. “Or at least, not then.”

      “And now you’re not sure if it was real?”

      “That about sums it up.”

      Justin held up his hand. “I can almost see her hand in mine. Can almost taste her kiss.” He swiped his hand through his hair, leaving it sticking up in all directions. “No, I didn’t drink too much. And no, I don’t know who she is. Although…”

      “What?”

      “Nothing.” Justin sighed. “But if she wasn’t real, I’m in trouble. I need to be in the ‘here and now’ to operate.”

      “I’m sorry, cuz,” Hugh clucked sympathetically. “I don’t know what to tell you, except to say, I’m glad I’m not the only one going through a dry spell.”

      “I broke up with Sasha,” Justin reminded Hugh. “What’s your excuse?”

      Hugh shook his head, indicating the topic was dead.

      “You have to let someone in eventually, Hugh,” he murmured.

      Hugh’s green eyes locked with his. “Right back at you, Justin. For your sake, I hope you find your mystery woman. You deserve
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