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            SOME RESIDENTS OF SWAN HARBOR

          

        

      

    

    
      Desiree Desmond Goodwin: She’s an investor in the Mountain View Lodge rejuvenation project and recently divorced from Maxwell Goodwin. Desiree has recently returned home to spend time with her best friends, Donna, Christy, and Marisa.

      Dawson Phillips: He is the manager at Siren’s Song. Dawson was once in the corporate world but left it to live a simpler life.

      Donna Lane – She is an attorney in Swan Harbor, married to Rick, and mother to Ryan and Chloe. Donna is best friends with Desiree, Christy, and Marisa.

      Christy Hopkins – She is the theater teacher at Swan Harbor High School, married to Jason, mother to Amanda, and grandmother to Ethan. Christy is best friends with Desiree, Donna, and Marisa.

      Marisa Gill – She is a surgeon at Swan Harbor General. Marisa is best friends with Desiree, Christy, and Donna.

      Maxwell Goodwin – He is Desiree’s ex-husband and a hotelier in California.

      Stephanie Holmes – She is the assistant manager at Siren’s Song.

      Lee Simpson – He is a Special Agent with the Agency, a shadowy government agency and partners with Gabe. His story is told in The Lessons 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.

      Jade Rodriguez – She is the Special Agent in Charge for the Agency. Her story is told in The Journey to Love

      Rachel Adams: She teaches music classes at Siren’s Song and is Tyler’s singing partner. She is best friends with Harper and Eden, mother to one-year-old, Riley, and recently engaged to Tyler.

      Tyler James: He is a professional singer and the owner of Siren’s Song, a music club located on Swan Harbor’s pier. He is the father to six-year-old, Bethany and is engaged to Rachel. His story is told in The Christmas Love Song.

      Finley Reade: Owns a real estate business in New York City and is investing in real estate in Swan Harbor. Married to Ava King-Reade and father of Liam and Killian. He is friends with Dawson. His story is told in Kisses, Family & Hope.

      Ava King: Philanthropist, businesswoman and mentor to Rachel. She’s married to Finley Reade and the mother of Emma Foster-Reade.

      Killian Reade: Investigator for the Swan Harbor Sheriff’s Department. He is married to Emma Foster.  Their story is told in Kittens, Puppies & Love.

      Emma Foster: The Veterinarian and owner of Swan Harbor Veterinary Hospital. She is married to Killian Reade.

      Rusty Langley: He is an investigator for the Swan Harbor Sheriff’s Department and the partner of Killian Reade. He is married to Rene Langley and father to Roland and Lizzy. Their story is told in The Power of Love.
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      QUICK NOTE: If you enjoy listening to music while reading, The Kiss of Love has a playlist. The Kiss of Love.

      With that, enjoy!

      
      

      
        
        The Lighthouse Inn

        January 26

        12:45 a.m.

      

      

      Desiree stumbled into the dark cottage and dropped her keys onto the table. She bypassed the bathroom and fell face-first onto the bed. After a power nap, she’d deal with the bedtime stuff.

      Slumber came fast and was deep. She dreamed of celebrating her birthday with her friends at Siren’s Song, drinking fruity cocktails and flirting with younger men. Barely an hour later, her phone rang, bursting her dream and bringing her back to reality. It took several rings before she remembered where her phone was … in the pocket of the woolen blazer she was still wearing.

      “‘Lo.”

      “Desiree?”

      The uneasiness in Maxwell’s voice cut through her sleep-induced fog … just barely.

      “What is it, Maxwell?” she mumbled. “Did you get tired of your latest bimbo?”

      “Desiree, listen!”

      “I’m done listening to you,” she cut him off. “We’re divorced, remember? Now, if that’s⁠—”

      “Wait!” Maxwell barked. “I need to talk to you.”

      “Then call back during daylight hours.” She disconnected without giving him a chance to respond. However, as she’d expected, the phone rang again before she’d even laid it on the nightstand. It was only her long-entrenched manners that pushed her to answer, “Can’t you take a hint?”

      “Desiree,” Maxwell tried again. “I know you’re pissed.”

      “Gee, you think?”

      “You’re in danger.”

      “Right,” Desiree retorted. “Try again.”

      “Des, listen to me. I’m serious. You’re in danger.”

      Desiree opened her mouth to tell him where to put his warning when something in his voice finally registered. It wasn’t his usual relaxed tone. There was an edge she’d never heard before—even when they were fighting.

      “What’s going on, Maxwell?”

      “I seemed to have pissed off someone.”

      “So, what’s new?” Desiree laughed. “Or do you mean someone other than me?”

      “Just listen,” Maxwell sighed. “They’re looking for you. You’re still in Swan Harbor, right?”

      “Why would they be looking for me?”

      “I can’t tell you that.”

      “Can’t or won’t?”

      “Can’t.”

      Her sixth sense was telling her not to trust everything he was saying. Why? She didn’t know.

      “Just watch yourself.”

      “You know I⁠—”

      “Don’t trust anyone. I’ll be in touch.”

      The phone went dead, leaving her feeling strangely unsettled. Her ex-husband might be an ass, but he wasn’t one to cry wolf. Except why would someone be after her? They were divorced and had been for months. One of the reasons she’d returned home to Swan Harbor and invested in the Mountain View Lodge rejuvenation project. Those thoughts, though, didn’t give her any answers.

      Desiree sat up and brushed her hair back. She was on her way to the bathroom when the air changed, and she heard the click of the front door. A chill raced up her spine, and Maxwell’s words, “They’re looking for you,” rushed past.

      Fear had her ducking behind the door and peering through the crack. There were two of them, and their size said they were males. When they walked past her hiding place, she pressed her lips together to keep from crying out.

      “Remember, he doesn’t want her hurt,” one of them whispered.

      Desiree’s thoughts raced with what to do. She’d been in business long enough to know how to stand up for herself—verbally, at least. Plus, while she was tall, especially in the boots she had on, she wasn’t stupid.

      Her flight reflex kicked in, and she took off toward the front door. She tugged it open and took one step when someone grabbed her from behind.

      “Let me go!”

      “We’re not going to hurt you,” the one holding her murmured. “Our boss just wants a little insurance.”

      “Let me go!” she repeated. “I’ll scream.”

      “We can’t have that, now can we?”He clamped his large hand over her mouth and nose.

      The inability to breathe upped the fear inside. It took over, stealing her thoughts and freezing her limbs. Then, a dirty rag was tied behind her head, and her thoughts swam. She needed an anchor. Something to push her toward safety.

      “You can make this easy … or not,” the man behind her growled. “Just stay still. Grab her legs,” he directed his partner.

      As soon as her feet were no longer touching the ground, Desiree’s ability to think grew stronger. Once upon a time, she’d taken a self-defense class. She could take care of herself, couldn’t she?

      Go for the eyes!

      Knee him in the balls!

      Pick up their leg!

      Jerk your head backward!

      Unbalance them!

      Multiple thoughts rushed through her head as her two captors started down the walkway. They’d said they wouldn’t hurt her. Yet, giving up wasn’t something in her DNA. If they were going to take her—she wasn’t going to make it easy.

      While she might be sixty, she was fit. Her adrenaline kicked in, and she used her long arms and legs to fight.

      “Keep her still,” the man holding her top half snapped.

      “I’m try⁠—”

      Desiree kicked out again, and with a grunt, the man holding her legs dropped them. The motion surprised the man holding her shoulders, who relaxed his grip. That move allowed her to strike back with her elbow, and then she was free.

      She ran toward the hotel’s lights. Every time she thought about screaming for help, Maxwell’s words, “Don’t trust anyone,” kept her quiet. But that didn’t mean she was without resources.

      Just before she reached the door, she took a last-second right and ran toward the back of the Inn. Desiree Desmond Goodwin had grown up in a hotel just up the mountain. Nooks and crannies were her specialty, especially the ones in Swan Harbor.

      “Stop!” one of the men called.

      His voice hadn’t even faded before she ran around a tree. There was a pop, and she felt a sting, but she barreled on. Her destination was just ahead, and if she could make it, something told her the men behind her wouldn’t follow.

      
      

      
        
        Siren’s Song

        January 26

        1:00 a.m.

      

      

      As the manager of Siren’s Song, a music club that anchored one end of Swan Harbor’s pier, Dawson didn’t have to be the last to leave every evening. There was an assistant manager, as well as Tyler, the owner, who could help. But with one being a new hire, and the other newly engaged, he didn’t mind. Mainly because he understood if he needed time off, one of them would be there for him. He turned off one set of lights and took a last look around.

      The tables were lined up just so, the stereo system was silent, the kitchen had been wiped down, and the floors mopped. It was impossible to tell that just an hour ago, the club had been crowded. Its air had smelled of sweat, a variety of foods, and booze. Plus, the decibel level of the music had been cranked up a little louder than usual.

      With everything in its place, Dawson flipped the last switch and was immediately pulled back to the club’s New Year’s Eve party.

      

      
        
        December 31

      

      

      Dawson wiped off the bar, then glanced over his shoulder to where Tyler was standing.

      “What is that look for?”

      “This look?” Tyler pointed at his face. “It’s just a look.”

      “Why are you back here?” Dawson reworded his question. 

      “Just checking on you.”

      “No,” Dawson corrected. “There’s more to it.”

      Tyler nodded toward the dining room. “What do you see?”

      “What do I see?”

      “Look,” Tyler pushed.

      Dawson leaned on the bar and glanced around the room. He’d known something was different when he’d come back downstairs. What though, he hadn’t been sure.

      “Rachel’s mother, Karen, is having a good time with several of her female friends,” Dawson noted. “That’s new.”

      “I’ll give you that one. It’s not what I’m after, though.”

      “That bleached blonde of tree decorating fame is much looser after a few drinks. She’s also here with several other females.”

      “And?” Tyler prodded.

      “The college kids aren’t here,” Dawson noted. “There must be a party on campus. That’s good. It keeps them off the roads.”

      “True.” Tyler arched his brows. “Are you purposefully being dense? Or do you really not see what’s so different?”

      Dawson shrugged. “I’m not sure where you’re going, Ty. Everyone appears to be having a good time.”

      “They do.”

      “Just spit it out, Tyler. I don’t have all night.”

      “Look at the women, Dawson.”

      Dawson was used to seeing more females than males around the clubs he managed. Especially when there was live music—and for the last three years, that had been Tyler James. However, now that he was engaged…

      “Where are the younger women?” He finally clued in. “These women are⁠—”

      “In your age bracket.” Tyler laughed. “And no, I didn’t realize it either. Rachel was the one who pointed it out.”

      “Did Rachel also tell you why they’re here?”

      “Why do you think?” Tyler gave him a pointed look. “It’s almost time for the clock to strike midnight. You can have your pick.”

      “My pick?”

      “Your pick of whom to kiss at midnight.” Tyler nodded toward the dining room. “You know Karen and Desiree, Linda, and Anita, or how about Becca? Also, that dark-headed woman in the tight jeans is Phoebe. She works at the University.”

      “Go on back out there with your fiancée, Rachel,” Dawson huffed. “I don’t need any help in that area.”

      He waited until ten minutes before midnight and took his stack of party hats and horns to spread around. On the way back to the kitchen, Rachel’s mother, Karen, stepped in front of him.

      “Any more of those hats? There are four of us.”

      “I have a secret stash.” He winked. “I’ll be right back.”

      She giggled like a schoolgirl, making Dawson grit his teeth to keep from racing upstairs as fast as possible. There was something about the sound that set his teeth on edge.

      With less than a minute left, Dawson handed Karen and her friends the hats. He’d just turned away when everyone shouted ‘1,’ and there was a chorus of Happy New Year.

      On his way back into the kitchen, the room was suddenly plunged into darkness. His thoughts scattered for the location of the light switch. Before he could move in any direction, someone cupped his face and placed her soft lips on his.

      The kiss paralyzed him. Instead of running toward the kitchen, he wanted to grab hold. Instead of pushing her away, he wanted to dive in. Instead of feeling awkward, it felt natural. Instead of wanting it to end, he wanted more. He reached to pull her closer, to take the kiss a little deeper.

      “Happy New Year.” She brushed her thumb across his bottom lip and disappeared.

      

      When the lights came back on, he looked for her. Every night since, he’d come to work expecting … hoping to find out who had kissed him. While he wanted to know why, he couldn’t stop thinking about doing it again. Couldn’t stop wondering if he’d imagined how it felt.

      Luck hadn’t been with him, though. He was no closer to finding the woman whose kiss he still dreamed about, whose kiss he could still feel.

      Dawson tucked the memory back into its little compartment and pushed his bicycle outside into the chilly night. He lived in an old Victorian home on the other side of Siren’s Cove and could have driven to work. Except he didn’t like to expose his little electric car to the elements. Especially if he wasn’t going very far.

      He was used to the strange looks he received when he rode his bike through town in the winter. While he’d been welcomed to Swan Harbor with open arms, the people thought he was a bit eccentric. Maybe not as strange as Captain Jack, the owner of the Spanish galleon on the other end of the pier, but a close second. That didn’t bother him, though, especially since he was from Key West, Florida, where it was expected.

      As soon as he turned onto his street, there was a hush in the air. It might have been because of the time or because of the new blanket of snow covering the ground. The quiet reminded him of nights at home when he would walk along the beach after dark. To him, it was soothing.

      Dawson left his bike on the large porch, unlocked his front door, and stepped inside. The house was quiet but peaceful. With the lights off, he climbed the stairs to his room and pulled his shirt over his head. He’d sleep for a while, then see what the day held.

      
      

      
        
        The Lighthouse Inn

        January 26

        1:15 a.m.

      

      

      A chance meeting with an old acquaintance had given Desiree a place to hide … temporarily, anyway. She’d ducked into a door that led directly into maintenance and, for the last ten minutes, had been pressed against the wall, waiting.

      She hoped her captors wouldn’t want to enter the hotel and risk being seen. Of course, that was assuming they weren’t guests. If they were, then her trouble had only just begun.

      When five more minutes passed, and no one appeared, Desiree let go of the breath she’d been holding. She needed a plan—one that didn’t involve going back to her cottage. The problem was Maxwell’s words, “Don’t trust anyone,” were still hanging out, making her wary.

      She could go to the front desk for help. But what if they were who Maxwell was warning her against?

      She could call the men from the Sheriff’s department, who’d questioned her about the skeletons found up on the mountain. But would they really be able to help?

      She could contact the mayor. But did she know the woman well enough to share her burdens?

      She could contact her friends. But if there was danger, did she risk bringing the danger their way?

      That meant she had to figure out where to turn and who could be trusted enough to help her. Plus, it all needed to be done without being seen. Unfortunately, when she pulled together all the parameters, there was really only one option. It was just one she didn’t relish—especially on a cold, dark night.

      Desiree glanced at the time and chanced a quick peek out the small window. The moon didn’t provide enough light to see much. However, from her vantage point, that was a positive thing. Especially since the lights leading up to the door were motion-controlled, if her captors were close, the lights would be on.

      She was cold and wet and really wanted to crawl into bed and sleep for a few days. To combat one of those hardships, Desiree helped herself to a pair of coveralls and work boots, then ducked into a small bathroom.

      The woman staring back at her looked nothing like she had earlier in the evening. She had pine needles in her hair, blood smeared across her left cheek, and she was ghost-like pale.

      Vanity had her working to remove the pine needles and washing the blood from her face. Then she pinched her cheeks to give them a little color and slipped into the coveralls and boots.

      As she exited the little room and approached the back door, she felt to her stomach. She was tempted just to rush outside and run. But she’d always been cautious, and this wasn’t the time to change.

      Desiree looked out the window and studied what she could see of the hotel grounds. The motion lights were still off, and there were numerous large pine trees. They created long shadows and could be considered both a blessing and a curse.

      If she ran from tree to tree, they would keep her hidden for a large portion of her trip. On the other hand, they would also keep her captors hidden until she was right on top of them. That wouldn’t be good … at all.

      Desiree opened the door, and cold air hit her in the face, sending her rushing back inside. She crammed a stocking cap on her head and slid her hands into too-big gloves. Then she stepped outside and took off toward the closest large tree.

      The quiet closed around her as she stood still, listening. A minute passed, then another. When only silence greeted her, Desiree ran toward the next tree.

      It took her a few times before she became really comfortable with what she was doing. She sprinted from one tree to the next, waiting for a few minutes to make sure she hadn’t been seen and then repeating the process. The journey was fairly simple until she reached the edge of the Inn’s property. From where she was standing to the rocks that protected the cave entrance, she’d be in the open and very vulnerable.

      Desiree pressed against the tree trunk long enough to catch her breath. Then she took off running, and couldn’t help but think It’s now or never.

      With the rocks just ahead, she started to tire and must have slowed slightly. That was when she heard someone say, “There she is. Get her!”

      She scrambled up the boulder and had just started to climb over when there was a pop, and shards of the rock hit her in the neck. Desiree covered the wound with her hand and dropped down onto the soft sand.

      Straight ahead was the cave entrance. It was pitch black, giving her pause just long enough to tug off a glove and turn on her phone light. She knew they weren’t far behind. Knew they’d shot at her twice. But she also knew if they’d wanted to hit her, they would have. While it didn’t completely allow her to relax, it did alleviate her agitation—slightly, anyway.

      The phone light wasn’t very bright, but it helped her see that jutting out from the back of the cave were other tunnels. Something had her running in circles, hoping to confuse those chasing her — assuming they followed her inside.

      With that done, Desiree tossed a glove down one tunnel and her hat down another. Then, just as she’d jumped into the third, there was a scrape on the rocks, and she knew they were close. As soon as she heard their voices, she inched forward, pressed against the wall, and tried to control her breathing.

      “Do you see her?” the one she thought had been holding her feet asked.

      “Don’t be stupid,” the other growled. “Of course, I can’t see her. Do you have the light?”

      “The light?”

      “Damn, man!” the headman snapped. “You had it. What did you do with it?”

      “Oh, right,” the footman sighed. “I dropped it when we were running.”

      The head man let go of a string of curses, surprising Desiree they didn’t wake the guests at the Inn.

      “Go find it.”

      “Go find it?” the footman grumbled. “Why me?”

      “Because you lost it,” was pointed out.

      “And what are you going to do?”

      “I’m going to wait right here,” the head man replied, “where it’s warm.”

      Desiree held her breath for a few seconds and tried to stay still. It was a fight. Then, finally, there were footsteps, and somehow, she knew that she was alone—at least for the next few minutes. She didn’t wait for them to return but took a step toward the middle of the tunnel. With her hand on the wall, she walked deeper into the tunnels, feeling her way until the wall angled away from the opening. With her phone light guiding her, she headed in the direction of help.
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        Dawson’s Home

        January 26

        4:00 a.m.

      

      

      Dawson woke suddenly  from a deep sleep. He glanced around the room and, seeing nothing, assumed he’d been dreaming. With only the quiet surrounding him, he rolled over and closed his eyes. Except he couldn’t settle.

      The feeling continued to churn inside, until eventually, it grew so uncomfortable, he climbed from the bed and padded downstairs. He flipped on the porch light and peeked out the windows. When he couldn’t see anything out of place, he looked through the peephole. What he saw had him quickly opening the door.

      Before he’d even bent closer, he knew who it was. It was Desiree, the woman he’d seen at the club earlier in the evening. She’d been having a good time with her friends. But that didn’t tell him why she was lying on his front porch at 4:00 a.m.

      “Desiree.” Dawson brushed her hair off her face, and when his fingers came away bloody, taking care of her was all that mattered. “Wake up, Desiree. Let’s get you inside.”

      She moaned, but otherwise didn’t behave as if she’d heard him.

      Dawson stepped out onto the porch, and the cold tore through him. He lifted her and was immediately chilled, pushing him to rush inside.

      “I’ve got you,” he murmured, hoping to soothe her. “You’re safe.”

      There were only a handful of steps left for him to reach his sofa when she stirred. At first, her movements were slow—subtle. One second, she pressed her face against his chest and practically purred. Then the next, she became a being in constant motion, forcing him to let go of her legs, lest he drop her.

      Her frightened eyes met his. It was obvious by the glazed look that she wasn’t seeing him. Just then, anyway.

      “You’re safe,” Dawson murmured. “Let me help.”

      A heartbeat later, Desiree’s eyes flared, and she screamed, “You’re not Donna!”

      “What was your first clue?” Dawson  grinned. “Was it my voice or my scruff?”

      “It was, it was,” Desiree waved her hand toward him, “that.”

      Dawson glanced down. He was wearing pajama pants that hung low on his hips, and his chest was bare except for a little of whatever was on her coveralls. “The dirt?”

      “Just stop.” She put her hand on her head. “Don’t try that with me.”

      “Tell me what I’m doing, and I’ll do my best not to.” Dawson hesitated. “But you’re the one who landed at my door … quite literally, in fact.”

      Several expressions crossed her face he couldn’t interpret. Gone were her perfectly arranged hair and her flawless makeup. The woman standing in front of him had numerous smears across her face. There was blood on her neck that disappeared into her coveralls. Plus, one eye was almost swollen shut.

      “What happened?” Dawson took a step closer to her. His gaze drifted around her face, then down. Each wound woke that caretaker part of him a little more. “Who did this to you?”

      Desiree shook her head and stepped backward, farther away from him. She wobbled a few times and had to grab onto the back of a chair to keep from falling. It reminded him of one of those punching toys that popped back up when it was hit.

      “Desiree?”

      “How did…?” Then it was as if she gave herself a mental shake. “I’ll just go,” and she started toward the door. She’d only taken a handful of steps before her knees gave out.

      Dawson caught her just before she slithered to the ground. “Let me help you,” he whispered, using the voice he’d use if he’d happened upon a wounded animal. “You’re hurt.”

      “I’m fine.” Desiree twisted away from him. “I can take care of myself.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes!” she snapped, showing some of the fire he’d suspected lay just beneath the surface. “Now, leave me alone.”

      He pressed his lips together, knowing there was plenty he could say that he shouldn’t. Instead, he gave her a crooked grin, “Aren’t you quite the ball of sunshine this early in the morning?”

      “Stop trying to be cute.”

      “You think I’m cute?”

      Desiree ignored him and started toward the door. She made it to the entry area, then once again wobbled and only grabbing hold of the banister kept her upright.

      He’d seen her a few times, all at Siren’s Song. The first time there’d been something about her that was stiff and awkward. It had him telling Tyler that she had a stick up her ass. Other than that, she’d been with her friends. When she had several drinks, she seemed to relax. Seemed to let go of the stiff behavior she carried around like a badge of honor.

      She brushed off her face, and just like his had, her hand came away with both mud and blood on it. When she looked down, her expression showed surprise.

      “Can I,” Desiree hesitated for several seconds, “can I use your…?”

      Her legs gave out and before she landed on the floor, Dawson caught her. When he swung her into his arms, she didn’t fight as she had earlier.

      “You’re hurting,” he stated the obvious. “You have multiple injuries and possibly a fever. What happened?”

      “I’m cuh-cuh-cold,” she stuttered. “So cold.”

      “I know. Let me help you take off these wet clothes.”

      Dawson placed her on the sofa and had the zipper of her coveralls halfway down before she stirred.

      “What do you think you’re doing?”

      She seemed determined that he knew how independent she was—even if it wasn’t in her own best interest. It reminded him of other times in his life.

      “I’m trying to help,” he explained. “You need to get out of these wet clothes.”

      “I can do it,” she retorted stubbornly.

      Their eyes clashed for several seconds. He was unable to interpret the multiple emotions rushing through hers. There was one that shone through loud and clear, though, and that was pride. Something he’d had plenty experience with.

      Dawson took a step back, yet never looked away. “If I go get you some dry clothes, do you think you can remove your wet ones?”

      “Of course, I can do it.”

      He gave her a look that said, ‘if you say so,’ and tossed her an afghan from one of the chairs. “I’ll be right back.”

      
      

      
        
        Dawson’s Home

        January 26

        4:30 a.m.

      

      

      As soon as he was out of sight, Desiree tried to stand up. Her destination had been Donna Lane’s house, her friend and attorney. Whether she’d taken a wrong turn, or walked up to the wrong home, she wasn’t sure. But before he returned, she was determined to be gone.

      She got halfway up before her legs gave out, and with a sigh, she dropped back onto the sofa. Tears brewed just beneath the surface, but those were only for extreme circumstances.

      “Going somewhere?” that mocking voice returned.

      “Stuff it.”

      He tilted his head to study her, and their eyes locked. It gave her a few seconds to take in the man she’d seen but hadn’t paid any attention to—or at least that’s what she was willing to admit—right then, anyway.

      “You’re the manager of Siren’s Song.”

      “Dawson Phillips.” He gave her a half bow. “I’m at your service.”

      His words had her heart kicking up a few notches and caused her breath to catch. “Why?” She frowned. “Why are you being so nice to me?”

      “I’m a nice guy,” Dawson quipped.

      Desiree raised a brow and waited for him to give her more. Finally, he offered her a crooked smile. “I would help anyone in need.”

      “What do you want?”

      Her question sent Dawson’s brows up in surprise. “Nothing. Why would you ask that?”

      “Who does things for free?” Desiree scoffed. “No one I know.”

      “Then you must not know the right people.” His soft reply should have warmed her. Should have assured her she was safe with him. Instead, it had her dropping her chin, worried about what he was going to see in her expression.

      “Why don’t you get changed?” Dawson encouraged. “I’m going to get something to clean your cuts.”

      “Have anything for a headache?” she found herself asking.

      He stepped closer and lifted his hand. “Steady. I’m just checking for a fever.”

      When he laid his warm hand on her forehead, it was like a million tiny nerve endings jumped up at the same time. Where he’d touched her skin tingled, making her long for things she didn’t understand.

      “You’re warm,” he murmured. “How are you feeling?”

      When the thought, and getting warmer by the second, raced through her head, Desiree tore her gaze away. He might be nice—okay, more than nice—to look at, but that was all she could do. Look.

      He had dark hair that was just long enough to appear mussed. Lean cheeks covered with a slight scruff that didn’t hide his dimpled chin. And a morning-rough voice she refused to give too much attention.

      “Tired.”

      It wasn’t until she’d said the word that she realized just how tired. With every passing minute, it was a little more difficult for her to keep her eyes open.

      “I’ll be right back.” Dawson nodded toward the sweatpants he’d brought down. “Take off your wet clothes, but just wrap that afghan around you until I clean your wounds.”

      A part of her bristled at the directive, almost as if he didn’t feel like she had enough smarts to know to do so. Of course, she ignored the fact that she’d had plenty of opportunity to do so earlier … and hadn’t.

      “I will. Thank you,” Desiree forced out.

      “I’ll be right back.”

      This time, instead of running upstairs, he disappeared toward the back of his house. While he was gone, Desiree unzipped her coveralls and pushed them off. She pulled on his sweatpants and wrapped the afghan around her top half.

      When Dawson returned, a part of her waited for a smirk or a mocking comment. Somehow, that was what she expected from his type. Instead, his expression didn’t change.

      He settled next to her and spread several items on the trunk he used for a table. “I’m sorry.”

      “What are you sorry for?” Desiree asked with a frown.

      “This might hurt.”

      Dawson took a cloth and dipped it into the water. When he brushed it over her cheek, it was warm and forced her to fight not to lean into it. Forced her to fight to keep her eyes open.

      The longer she stayed still, the more she became aware of the aches and pains she’d developed.

      Her feet hurt from wearing work boots that were too big for her. Her hands and face were chapped from the cold air. Her eye and head hurt from where she’d run into the tunnel wall when her phone light had died. And everything between ached. She wanted to sink into the large pillows and just sleep, knowing she’d be safe—for a while, anyway.

      When Dawson dabbed the cotton cloth over the wound on her neck, it stung, causing Desiree to hiss and back away.

      “Careful, Sunshine.” He slipped his left hand into hers. “Squeeze my fingers if it hurts. I need you to stay still.”

      For the next few minutes, she sat as still as possible with her head tilted to the right, while Dawson gently dabbed at the wound on her neck. He was so close that every time he breathed out, the warm air brushed across her skin. So close that his heat surrounded her. So close that if she would have turned her head toward his, their noses might have touched.

      “What happened?” Dawson whispered. “This isn’t an ordinary wound.”

      Desiree knew that, as she’d heard the sounds. But what could she say without giving more information than she was comfortable?

      “When I ran around a tree,” she replied, “I was hit with flying debris.”

      Dawson leaned back a few inches and, once more, their eyes engaged in a silent duel. “I might be able to help.”

      There was a part of her that wanted to believe that. She’d never been told she was in danger before. Nor had she been told not to trust anyone. Which, even though the look on Dawson’s face said he was sincere, those words were still hanging out in the back of her mind. Words that had been given to her by a man she’d been married to for over half her life. That while he might not love her, she still thought he had her best interests in mind.

      “I don’t need any help.”

      Dawson finished taping off the bandage on her neck and then sat back. “Would you like some coffee? Tea? Soup?”

      They all sounded good, but Desiree had hit that wall where she couldn’t fight any longer.

      “I’m tired.”

      “Let’s put this on first.” Dawson helped her slip the sweatshirt over her head. “Sleep,” he murmured. “I’ll be here when you wake.”

      Her resources gave out, and she felt herself falling. Before her head reached the pillow, she was asleep.
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      After Desiree had fallen asleep, and he’d put away the first aid supplies, Dawson had tried to go back to bed. But every time he closed his eyes, he kept seeing his visitor’s face.

      He didn’t know much about her, except that she was part of the Mountain View Lodge restoration project. He’d heard that from several people. In the 1950s, it had been her father and uncle who’d built the lodge, and her family had been part of it until it burned in 1995. Then she’d left town, only returning a few months previous.

      Every time he’d seen her at the club, she was with three women. He’d not seen her with anyone else, which made it even more curious about her wounds. The injury on her neck had been caused by a bullet. Of that, he was 100% positive, as he’d seen that type of wound before. But who had shot at her? And why hadn’t she called the police?

      Those were questions he couldn’t answer, and so far, she’d been unwilling to provide him with any information. He hoped when she woke up that she’d have a change of heart. That she’d tell him who’d hurt her. Who’d caused her to run from her warm bed in the middle of the night and end up at his place?

      By 10:00 a.m., when she still wasn’t awake, Dawson couldn’t wait any longer. He knelt next to the sofa and brushed his hand across her forehead. She was very warm, making him worry about an infection.

      A quick trip into the kitchen netted him ibuprofen, some water, crackers, and a cool cloth.

      “Desiree,” he whispered. “You need to wake up and take some medicine.”

      “Go away. I’m tired.”

      “You can go back to sleep as soon as you take these pills,” Dawson promised.

      He slowly brushed the cool cloth across her forehead, then down her cheek. She moaned several times, but otherwise didn’t open her eyes. It had him wondering if he needed to get her some medical attention.

      “Do you want me to take you to see a doctor?” Dawson whispered. “Maybe you need more than I can give you.”

      “Just sleep,” she murmured.

      “I’ll leave you alone,” he promised, “if you’ll open your eyes and take these, that is.”

      It was longer than a minute before she slowly lifted her eyelids. Her blue-eyed gaze was hazy and unfocused.

      “Come on now, Sunshine,” Dawson murmured again. “Take these for me.”

      Desiree blinked a few times. She wrapped her fingers around his wrist, halting his movements, and tried to sit up.

      “Drink slowly.” He handed her the glass of water. Once she’d taken a few sips, he gave her the ibuprofen and waited until she’d swallowed them. “You need to eat something so those pills don’t make you sick.”

      “Don’t want to.”

      “I knew you’d say that.” Dawson grinned. “How about a saltine?”

      Desiree gave a long-suffering sigh, but took the cracker and nibbled on it. When it was gone, he handed her the glass again. After a few dutiful drinks, she returned it to him and lay down.

      He knew her type. Had known her type in his previous life. Knew that she didn’t feel well, or there was no way she would have allowed her vulnerability to show. Especially around someone she didn’t know.

      Except that thought worried him. He wanted to help, but how did you help someone who wouldn’t share their problems?

      With no answers forthcoming, Dawson left Desiree sleeping on his sofa and returned to the kitchen. He ate a quick breakfast, then took a second cup of tea into his study and began his daily ritual.

      The stocks and a few newspapers were looked at. Then, after a quick peek at his patient, he ran upstairs to shower. Just before he jumped in, an idea zipped through his head. If he was right, it might give him some insight into Desiree’s issues.

      Dawson wrapped a towel around his waist and ran back downstairs. He pulled up the Swan Harbor News and began looking for an incident that might have occurred the night before. When he’d read through the entire paper, he repeated the process. However, there was nothing there that might explain why she’d ended up on his porch at 4:00 a.m.

      He tossed the paper aside, and rushed into the other room when he heard, “No! Stop!”

      “Desiree.” Dawson brushed back her hair, and while she was still warm, he didn’t think any more so than earlier. “Desiree,” he whispered again.

      She groaned and thrashed around. Did he wake her? Did he let her sleep through the nightmare?

      “No!” she cried again. “No, I won’t!”

      She won’t what? But wondering what the answers were didn’t do him any good. Especially since she was asleep.

      It hadn’t always been the case, but Dawson had learned to be patient, even more so in the last three years. Swan Harbor’s motto, of things happening when they’re meant to happen, reminded him that the little town was the one in charge.

      With those thoughts running through his head, he ran back upstairs and jumped in and out of the shower. He’d just slipped on a pair of sweats and an old Florida State University sweatshirt when his phone rang.

      “Vivi,” he greeted the woman who was ten years his senior, and his stepmother. “Is everything alright? You usually don’t call this early.”

      “Everything is fine, Dawson,” Vivi assured him. “I have some news I wanted to share.”

      There was an excitement in Vivi’s voice he’d not heard for a while. “About dad?”

      “In a way,” she hedged.

      “Vivi,” Dawson humphed. “You can’t call, say you have news, and play coy.”

      Vivi chuckled. “Yes, I can.” She hesitated. “In this case, though, I won’t.”

      “Keep going.”

      “I asked your father about us coming to visit you.”

      “And?”

      “He agreed,” she exclaimed happily. “Said he wanted to see the place that was keeping his boy away from home.”

      Dawson laughed at hearing Vivi refer to him as a boy. He was in his middle fifties, after all.

      “Don’t keep me in suspense, Vivi,” Dawson exclaimed. “When can you come?”
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      “You’re in danger,” Maxwell jumped in to say.

      “Right,” Desiree retorted. “Try again.”

      “Des, listen to me,” he chastised. “I’m serious. You’re in danger.”

      
      Desiree squeezed her eyes a little tighter and pressed her face deeper into the pillow. She was so hot, she fought to push off the blanket. For some reason, though, her arms didn’t seem to work.

      
      “Let me go!” she snapped.

      “We’re not going to hurt you,” the one holding her murmured. “Our boss just wants a little insurance.”

      “Let me go!” she repeated. “I’ll scream.”

      “We can’t have that, now can we?” A large hand clamped over her mouth and nose.

      
      Her legs felt heavy, but if she moved them, then she would be free. Except every time she tried, her entire body ached.

      She kicked out, then a soft voice penetrated her sleep.

      “Shh,” he whispered. “You’re safe.”

      Something cool brushed across her forehead, then her cheeks and over her mouth.

      “Just relax,” the voice murmured. “You’re running a fever.”

      Desiree fought to get her eyes open. Had the men found her? Had they captured her again? Or was she stuck in a dream—a very bad dream?

      Gingerly, she tried to roll away from the gentle voice. The aches in her body assured her that she’d not dreamed the entire thing. That she really had run through the cold, then the tunnels on her way to Donna’s. Except…

      She forced her eyes open and found herself staring into blue ones that were kind. For some reason, though, that didn’t make her feel any better. That scared her in a different way. One that she refused to acknowledge—yet anyway.

      Dawson gave her a crooked smile. “Are you ready to tell me what happened to you?”

      Desiree frowned. “Why would I tell you that? It’s not your problem.”

      “You landed on my porch,” he reminded her. “That makes it my problem.”

      “Don’t worry about it.” She gritted her teeth and scooted around on the sofa. “I’ll just get out of your hair.”

      “You’re way too weak to leave my home,” Dawson replied.

      “I’ve been taking care of myself for a lot of years.”

      “Oh?”

      There was a tone in his voice that set her teeth on edge. She turned her back on him and tried to stand. Mere seconds later, her legs gave out, and she dropped back onto the sofa. However, that reminded her she needed to go to the bathroom.

      “Can I use…?”

      “Let me help.”

      Desiree gave him a disgruntled look but allowed him to hold on to her as she scooted toward the powder room.

      “Do you need help?”

      Instead of shooting him down, she shook her head and shut the door in his face. She knew she was being rude. Was it because she didn’t like needing help? Or did it have something to do with Dawson Phillips … the man?

      While she took care of her business and washed up as best as she could, Desiree pondered her questions. She wasn’t used to being the one who was offered help. Usually, she was the one instructing others what to do for her.

      However, since that didn’t completely answer her question, it had her moving on. What was it about Dawson that had her fighting to remain distant? He certainly didn’t remind her of Maxwell. One wore Brooks Brothers, and the other—well, didn’t.

      “Desiree,” Dawson knocked, “is everything okay?”

      She pushed the door open. “I’m fine,” then the words, “just sore,” fell from her mouth.

      Dawson chuckled. “I would imagine. Let me help you back to the sofa.”

      He took her arm, and where they touched, a spark zipped along her skin. The longer he held on to her, the hotter the point of contact. She tried to hurry, but in her haste, she almost tripped.

      “Watch it.” Dawson wrapped an arm around her waist and pressed her against his side.

      “I’m okay.” Desiree took a step away from his heat. “I just wasn’t paying attention.”

      “Uh huh,” he murmured.

      It took every ounce of her willpower not to repeat her statement. Not to say the words, ‘I’m okay’, out loud—again. She side-eyed him and the little smile on his face had her pressing her lips together and settling back on the sofa, slightly disgusted with herself. If she couldn’t get back and forth to the bathroom alone, how was she going to make it to Donna’s?

      You could ask him to take you.

      Which was a definite possibility. However, if she did that, would he do it? Something told her he’d come up with an excuse not to. The question was, why?

      “It’s time for you to take more of the ibuprofen,” Dawson noted. “Are you hungry?”

      “Not really.”

      “I’m going to make you some soup.” He disappeared without waiting to see if she wanted soup or not. “Would you like tea?”

      “Just water, please.”

      “Coming right up.”

      While he was gone, Desiree took a few minutes to glance around. The furniture was dark and comfortable. There were pops of color here and there, but they weren’t overwhelming. What completely captured her attention was the back of the room.

      It was built, so you looked out over the blue ocean. A view she’d never tire of, but one that didn’t come cheap. Which had her wondering. How was it that the manager of a music club could afford such a home? Yet one more surprise about the man whose porch she’d ended up on.

      From there, her focus was pulled to an object just beyond the window. The artist’s easel with a partial painting resting on its shelf was not something she’d expected. It took her thoughts about Dawson Phillips and sent them flying, as nothing about him made sense.

      “You paint?” Desiree whispered when she saw that he’d set a tray in front of her.

      Dawson glanced toward the easel, then gave a casual shrug. “I dabble.”

      She couldn’t help but wish she was stronger. There was something about the half-finished painting that had her wanting to move closer. Had her wanting to examine the artwork. Something that had her thinking perhaps the man who was standing next to her was more complex than she’d expected.

      But that thought didn’t necessarily make her feel any better. Instead, it reinforced her need to get out and away from him. Complex wasn’t what she needed in her life … right then, anyway.

      
      

      When Desiree didn’t immediately pick up the spoon but stared at the bowl in front of her, Dawson second-guessed his decision.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t even think about asking you if you had a preference in soups,” he murmured. “I hope you like chicken noodle.”

      She glanced up, and there was a little frown between her brows that told him she was trying to figure out something. “What did you say?”

      “The soup.” Dawson nodded toward the bowl. “I hope you like chicken noodle.”

      “Oh!” Desiree picked up her spoon and helped herself to a small sip. Her expression changed from one of confusion to one of enjoyment. “This is delicious,” she hummed in appreciation. “Be sure and tell your cook.”

      Dawson snickered. “My cook?”

      “Yes,” Desiree murmured. “Did I say something wrong?”

      “Only in terms of my having a cook,” he clarified.

      “Wait.” She glanced from him to the bowl and back. “So, you don’t have a cook?”

      “No.”

      “Did you pick it up from Sally’s?”

      “No.”

      “Bring it home from the club?”

      “No,” Dawson denied. “It’s an old family recipe.”

      “Wait.” At his comment, she dropped the spoon into the bowl. “You’re not telling me that you made this, are you?”

      Their gazes locked for several moments, and Dawson tried to ignore the little buzz of pleasure that zipped around inside. It was rare for him to cook for someone, and even more so when nice things were said about his meal.

      “I made that,” he repeated quietly.

      “Wow.”

      “Thank you.”

      She barely spared him a glance, but because she continued shoveling the food into her mouth, he just watched her. Instead, while she was finishing the bowl, he organized the first aid supplies. It was time to change the bandage on her neck.

      “Do you want more?” Dawson asked once she’d pushed the empty bowl away.

      “No, thank you.” Desiree fell against the cushions as if eating had taken all her strength. “I’ll, I’ll just rest a little longer, then get out of your hair.”

      “Let me check the bandage on your neck,” he replied, not acknowledging her comment. “I don’t want it to get infected.”

      Desiree laid her hand over the wound, almost self-consciously. The same frown he’d seen a few times returned, making him think she was trying to piece together information.

      “I’ll try to be gentle.” Dawson pried off the tape and peeled back the bandage. The wound was still oozing, and he would have liked to have given it a little air. But that could wait until later. Her body needed sleep to heal. “I’m going to put some ointment on this, then re-bandage it.”

      “Do what you need to do,” she murmured.

      He was quiet while he worked, but he knew she was watching him carefully. Several things zipped through his mind regarding how she’d gotten her injury. Except she wasn’t ready to tell him anything. That would come—or at least he assumed it would. Until then, he would be patient.

      Once he was done, he sat back, not surprised to find her still watching him. “Is there anything else you need?”

      “Don’t you have to get to the club?”

      “Are you trying to get rid of me?” Dawson teased.

      “No, I…

      “The club’s closed on Mondays during the winter,” he offered. “You’re stuck with me for a while longer.”

      Desiree sighed, and the sound affected him in a way he didn’t quite understand. He couldn’t decide if he wanted to stay close to see if he could figure out what it meant, or if he wanted to put space between them.

      “I think I’ll sleep a little more,” she murmured.

      “Are you comfortable enough on the sofa?” Dawson found himself asking. “Or would you like to move to a bed?”

      “A bed?”

      “You know. One of those things you stretch out⁠—”

      “I know what a bed is,” Desiree snapped.

      Dawson chuckled at her acerbic tone. When his laughter caused her to press her lips together, he wanted to laugh louder. He didn’t, however, want her to think he was making fun of her.

      “The question is still out there,” he replied, choosing to ignore her abruptness.

      Desiree glanced toward the stairs, and if he hadn’t been watching her closely, he would have missed the slight wince that raced across her face.

      “I don’t want to put you out,” she finally responded.

      So, that’s where her thoughts had gone. And while he could have easily teased her a little more, he decided against it.

      “You wouldn’t be putting me out,” Dawson hurried to assure her. “There is an extra room upstairs. But I was thinking you might want to use the guest room down here.”

      She turned in his direction. Somehow, he could tell that she was still trying to figure him out. It really had him wondering about the people who were part of her life on a regular basis.

      “I…” When Desiree’s voice broke, he swallowed and tried again. “If you’re sure I wouldn’t be putting you out, I’d appreciate that. I can pay⁠—”

      “Stop!” Dawson shut her down. “You don’t owe me anything.”

      “But…”

      “But nothing,” he cut in. “Let’s get you comfortable.”

      “Thank you.”

      Dawson supported her as she stood, and they walked down the short hallway. “The bed isn’t huge, but bigger than the sofa. You’ll just have to yell if you need help.”

      He didn’t ask, but folded down the comforter and fluffed the pillows. “Is there anything else you need?”

      Desiree sat gingerly on the bed and looked up. When their eyes met, hers were swimming with many things. Confusion and pain being the most prominent.

      “No, this is very nice. Thank you.”

      “Sleep, Desiree,” Dawson murmured. “I’m not going to shut the door in case you need me, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      “I’ll check on you in a few hours.”

      She didn’t immediately respond, but he hadn’t gotten far when he heard her quiet voice saying thanks. A part of him wanted to be satisfied that at least she wasn’t fighting him. It didn’t, however, alleviate his frustration over the situation. It wasn’t that she’d landed on his porch and needed help that annoyed him. That had to do with the fact that someone out there had shot at her, and she was being too stubborn for her own good. If she didn’t watch out, someone would get hurt—and he didn’t want it to be her.
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      Desiree worked to open her eyes, but they were too heavy. Every time she lifted them halfway, they’d slowly slide shut again. She finally gave up and tried to go back to sleep.

      Except it was too hot, and she couldn’t get comfortable. When sticking one foot out didn’t cool her enough, she completely kicked off the blanket. Then she pushed down the sweatpants and dropped them over the side of the bed.

      The sheets were finally cool against her bare legs. But her shirt kept twisting around her, trapping the heat in. It felt like she was wearing a furnace, and the longer she kept it on, the warmer it became.

      It took more effort to remove the shirt than it had the sweatpants. However, once it was off, Desiree fell back onto the sheets and lay still. The room was cool against her hot skin, and the air seemed to shift around her.

      It took several heartbeats before she was comfortable enough to relax against the pillows. Then another few heartbeats for her to drift back to sleep.
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      “Have a drink, Des.” Marisa held up her glass. “I don’t want to drink alone.”

      “You’re not drinking alone,” Desiree reminded her. “Donna and Christy are here.”

      Marisa rolled her eyes. “You know what I mean.”

      Desiree exchanged looks with Christy and Donna. Both were watching Marisa with concern, but they just shrugged, neither seeming to know what was going on with their friend.

      “What’s going on, ‘Isa?”

      Marisa took the cherry out of her glass and sucked it between her lips. While she was chewing it, she stirred the orange-red drink slowly, before taking a larger drink.

      “That bartender,” she sighed, “he sure knows what it takes to make a good Sex on the Beach.” Marisa’s green eyes twinkled, and a teasing smile played along her lips. “I wonder who taught him.”

      Donna laughed. “Did you ask?”

      “Maybe.”

      “She did,” murmured Desiree and Christy simultaneously.

      Desiree bit her tongue to keep from asking how he’d answered. Thankfully, she didn’t have to wait long to find out.

      “What did he say?” Christy asked.

      “Said he didn’t kiss and tell,” Marisa pouted. “Then he winked at me.”

      “I can attest to that,” Donna nodded. “And here he comes now.”

      “Ladies.” He set a drink in front of Marisa. “One Sex on the Beach for you.” Another drink was set on the table in front of Christy. “Here’s your Buttery Nipple Shot. And a Pink Bikini Martini for the lady lawyer. What about you?” He turned his attention to Desiree. “What will you have?”

      Desiree glanced up and her eyes locked with one of the most handsome men she’d ever seen. Except, he wasn’t good looking in a traditional way. He was too…

      “I’ll have a run and coke,” Desiree ordered.

      “Come on, Desiree,” Marisa pushed. “You can do better than that.”

      Desiree glanced around the table. The way her friends were
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