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      She’s locked her heart away but it’s all he wants for Christmas

      

      Mina Harper is the odd one out in the Harper dynasty. Unlike her siblings, she can’t carry a tune, she has no taste for fame, and she married her childhood sweetheart, convinced they were going to live happily ever after. Then he died and her world shattered. Since then, she’s wanted nothing more than to focus on her art and a quiet life in Cloud Bay. After all, true love doesn’t happen twice.

      

      Will Fraser fell in love with Mina the moment he saw her. Too bad for him she was madly in love with another man. And when her husband was killed by a drunk driver, Will knew the last man on earth she’d want would be one who owns a whiskey distillery. So he locked his feelings away. Until an accident brings Mina and Will together and he realizes this could finally be his chance. But while Mina might let down her grumpy guard enough for him to steal mistletoe kisses, he’s going to need some serious Christmas magic to convince her to take a chance that they could be something that lasts for more than just the season.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For my Nana, who made all kinds of art, and my Grandad, who loved a good Scotch.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Right this time of year, everybody’s warm

        Singing songs of merry, sheltered from the storm

        But oh this time of year, a ghost rides by my side

        And it sounds so much like you, love, still whispering goodbye

      

        

      
        From “This Time of Year”

        Track 7, Blacklights on the Christmas Tree, Blacklight

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Not to misquote Monty Python or anything, but that is an ex-tire.” Mina Harper stared at the back of her Jeep and fought the urge to kick the offending wheel. No point making it any flatter. It was already doing an annoyingly good imitation of a squished and melted doughnut as it was.

      From the rear seat, her yellow Lab, Stewie, whined, nose pressed against the window. Mina looked up and then straightened, gripping her flashlight tighter in her left hand. Stewie wasn’t happy about still being inside the car while she was outside. She wasn’t happy about being outside in the freezing weather.

      She pulled the collar of her coat tighter around her neck as a gust of wind flattened her bangs against her face with an icy touch. She’d only been out of the car a couple of minutes and she was already chilled. And getting damp. Raindrops were hitting the ground around her with increasing frequency, the sound of them pinging on the roof of the Jeep just audible over the wind. “You’re better off in there, dopey dog,” she said, pressing her hand briefly against the window to reassure Stewie.

      As if in agreement, thunder rumbled in the distance, setting Stewie off into a flurry of barking. Great. That was all she needed.

      She stared up at the sky, trying to gauge the weather. It was nearly midnight and the sky was a mess of gray, black, and stormy blue clouds, no stars to be seen. Not a sky she’d want to paint. The kind that made it hard to judge the distance of a storm.

      And not the kind of sky that Lansing Island usually got in early November. Sure it was fall, but the island was off the coast of California. Winters were cool, not freezing.

      The icy wind stinging her eyes was apparently unaware it was behaving unseasonally. Really, she should have known things weren’t going to go smoothly tonight when she’d turned on the car radio to discover that Lansing’s local station had decided to start with the Christmas music already. “Santa Got Run Over by a Reindeer” was going to be stuck in her head for days now. She’d turned the radio off when they’d started playing “This Time of Year,” an old Blacklight song. The holidays were hard enough without hearing her dead father sing about them.

      “This was meant to be an easy night, Stewie,” she muttered as she waited, eyes peeled for any signs of lightning. If she was going to be kneeling on wet ground next to a big metal thing and holding a tire iron, she really didn’t want to do it in a lightning storm.

      Flash-fried Mina was not going to be on the menu. If the storm got worse, she’d suck it up and call Nicolai who ran Cloud Bay’s biggest garage and operated the island’s only tow truck. He’d be cranky if she called him out to change a tire at midnight, but she’d rather deal with cranky Nicolai than massive bolts of electricity dropping from the sky onto her head.

      But she didn’t see any flashes, so after another watchful minute, breathing icy sea-scented air, she made her way around to the back of the Jeep and opened the rear door to dig out her jack. She knew how to change a tire. And she could do it in less time than it would take Nicolai to get to her. It was just going to be a thoroughly cold, wet, and annoying experience.

      She stretched briefly, trying to ease her shoulders—sore from a long day of painting—dragged out the tarp she carried for emergencies and dumped it onto the ground behind her, and then found the set of hazard lights she also kept stashed in the back.

      Her half-frozen fingers fumbled as she tried to extract the jack, but eventually she got it. Her back protested a little as she heaved the spare tire free, but she managed. Stewie whuffled nervously at her the entire time, straining his harness to look over the back seat to where she stood. “You stay in the warm, buddy,” she said. She didn’t want to have to wrangle an overly eager Labrador on top of everything else. Not to mention that she didn’t want to have to give Stewie the bath that would be inevitable if she let him out to splash around in the puddles rapidly forming around her feet. Stewie had never met a body of water—no matter how tiny—he didn’t like.

      She set the lights at the front and rear of the car, then carried the last one back to set by the flat tire. Lansing Island didn’t exactly have much traffic at midnight, but better safe than sorry.

      Right. She still had thirty minutes before she had to report for her shift. So she could do this. Would do this.

      She spread the tarp, which would at least keep her clothes clean if not dry, but as she twisted and leaned down to switch on the hazards, her foot slipped and she fell, flashlight flying out of her hand.

      “Fuck,” was about all she had time to think before her head hit the side of the car.
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        * * *

      

      Will Fraser frowned out the window of the office above the Salt Devil Distillery, trying to see through the rain starting to pour down. He’d seen a car pull up, leaving the headlights on, and then what he assumed was a flashlight bobbing around, and had been wondering if he should call Nicolai and tell him someone might be broken down half a mile down the road. But just now, the flashlight had moved weirdly. And now he could swear it was lying on the ground some distance from the car.

      The window fogged with his breath and he rubbed a patch clear with his flannel shirtsleeve, straining to peer through the rain and darkness. The flashlight wasn’t moving. Not a good sign.

      Looked like he’d be going out into the rain himself. Awesome. He’d thought that sitting down to do some paperwork for the bar had been the pits on a Saturday night. Now he was going to get soaked into the bargain.

      He moved quickly as he pulled on a coat and grabbed a beanie off the rack that stood near the office door. Lansing Island had a pretty mild climate—it was California after all—but so far the fall had been cooler than usual. Add in the rain, and the weather tonight was definitely not what you wanted to be out in for long.

      Five minutes later he pulled up facing the Jeep on the side of the road, his headlights illuminating Mina Harper lying beside it, not moving.

      “Fuck,” he breathed, heart suddenly hammering. Then he bolted out of his car, not caring about rain or wind or anything other than getting to Mina.

      He reached her side and dropped to his knees, ignoring the furious barks of her dog who was still inside the Jeep.

      His fingers found the pulse on the side of her neck. The steady beat made him feel suddenly weak with relief.

      Alive.

      Okay. Alive was good. In fact it was fantastic. And she hadn’t been lying there long, assuming she’d fallen when he’d seen the flashlight go flying. Less than ten minutes.

      His headlights gave him enough light to see by as he carefully felt his way down the arm she wasn’t lying on and then did the same with her legs. He and his brother Stefan kept their first aid training up to date in case anything ever happened in the bar attached to the distillery. This was the first time he’d ever had to put that training into action for anything more serious than a burn or a cut finger. He focused on breathing and continued his assessment. Nothing obviously broken.

      Just a limp, unconscious girl. Not good.

      Her rear tire was flat as a pancake and there was a tire iron on the tarp near it. Clearly she’d been about to change the flat. Might have been smarter to wait for help in this weather, but he could hardly go back in time and argue with her about that particular decision.

      Nope, he had to work out what to do right now.

      Maybe she’d slipped and banged her head. It seemed the most likely scenario as he thought about the small arc of light flying through the air that had caught his attention. A slip, then her letting go of the flashlight as she stumbled and hit her head. That would explain how she might have passed out. In an ideal world he’d stabilize her neck, but he didn’t have anything to do that with and, as lightning suddenly flashed in the not-really-so-distant distance, he decided he didn’t want to wait for the paramedics to arrive.

      If she’d just slipped, it was doubtful she could have hurt her neck in a major way. A lightning strike would do more damage to both of them than him moving her could.

      Okay. So that was the plan. Move her. Take her to the clinic in Cloud Bay. He climbed to his feet, jogged to his car, and opened the passenger door. Then he went back for Mina.

      He had no doubt he could lift her. Mina was all fine lines and big eyes. Tallish but slender. Too slender lately. She’d gained back a bit of the weight she’d lost after her husband had died, but she was still thinner than she should be. He doubted she weighed more than an empty whiskey barrel, and he spent enough time lugging those around. Plus, she was a lot easier to get his arms around than a barrel. He knelt again, maneuvered his arms around her gently. She groaned, a small muffled noise, as he lifted her awkwardly and rose to his feet.

      Sound was a good sign, right? Meant she was coming around. But her eyes were still closed and now that he could see all her face, he could also see that there was quite a bit of blood on it. He clamped down on the urge to do something about it. Head wounds always bled like stuck pigs. Better to get her to the doc than fuss too much with the blood. He had a small first aid kit in the car; he could find some gauze once she was safely out of the weather.

      By the time he reached his car, Mina’s eyelids were fluttering. He slid her into position in the passenger seat and strapped the seat belt around her. As he straightened, her eyes flew open and she started to turn her head.

      “What—” She stopped, put a cautious hand to her head. “Owwww.”

      “It’s okay. Stay still,” he said.

      “Will?” She sounded confused, tugged at the strap of the seat belt. “What?”

      “I think you fell. I found you lying on the road. You were out cold. I’m taking you to the doc.”

      She blinked. Her eyes—dark in this light but a storm-tossed shade of green gray she shared with her half brother and half sister by day—looked huge in her face. She was too pale beneath the blood stains. Then she shivered.

      Cold. Right. He needed to get her out of here.

      “Stay still,” he repeated, and came around the car to turn the heater up. Then he shut the door and went to the trunk to find his first aid kit. The blast of warm air when he got back to the passenger door was welcome. His face and hands were starting to feel numb in the wind, and despite his coat and hat, the cold was seeping into his bones.

      Mina’s eyes were closed again.

      “You still with me, Mina?” he asked and she opened them, a little slower than he liked. Concussion, maybe. That meant he was supposed to keep her awake. He took a gauze pad out of the kit, unpeeled it from its wrapping, and pressed it gently to her forehead.

      “Hold that in place.” Giving her something to focus on should help keep her awake. “The doc will clean you up but that will help stop the bleeding. Don’t nod,” he added. “I’m guessing your head feels like crap. Just hold that gauze there and I’ll have you at the clinic in no time at all.”

      Despite his warning, she shook her head. Carefully, but definitely. “Stewie,” she said.

      That damn dog. He’d forgotten all about him. A glance at the Jeep revealed Stewie had twisted around in the back seat and was glaring through the rear windscreen, barking wildly. Not happy about being parted from his mistress.

      Will had never seen Stewie look anything but good-natured before. Mina hardly ever went anywhere without the big yellow Lab, and he seemed to be one of those dogs who loved everybody. Hopefully he didn’t think that Will was hurting Mina and decide to show a more protective side. Because Mina was right. It wasn’t fair—or safe—to leave the dog in her Jeep alone.

      “Is the car unlocked or do you have the keys?”

      “Pocket,” she managed. “Jacket.”

      He hoped she meant an outer pocket. Because, God help him, he really didn’t want to put his hands under her clothes and pat her down to find the keys. But as luck would have it, the keys were in the first pocket he tried.

      He pulled them out, shaking them in front of her face to get her attention. “Okay. Stay awake, I’ll get your beast,” he said.

      The rain was pounding now and he had a fleeting image of what wet and dirty Labrador feet were going to do to the leather of his back seat. But he’d restored his Mustang once. He could do it again if he had to.

      Stewie was still barking his head off as Will opened the front door of the Jeep. He’d rolled up the tarp, the tire iron, and the jack into a bundle and stuffed it onto the floor in front of the passenger seat. The flashlight he’d stuck into his jacket pocket.

      “Calm down, dog,” Will grumbled at Stewie, keeping his voice friendly, hoping Stewie would relax a little. The barks subsided so maybe he’d found the right tone.

      Mina’s purse was on the passenger seat so he grabbed that and turned off the headlights before he moved to the back to get Stewie. The dog was so pleased to see him, wriggling and dancing in place on the seat, it took longer than it should have to get him free of his harness and out of the car. Mina had left his lead attached which made things a little easier, but Stewie still leapt and barked and tried to lick Will’s face off as Will locked the Jeep.

      By the time they got back to his car and Will had harnessed Stewie in the back seat, he was worried that Mina had fallen asleep.

      But as Stewie barked at her, she opened her eyes and said “Quiet” in a voice that wasn’t much more than a whisper.

      To Will’s surprise, Stewie obeyed, settling back down to lie on the seat though he kept his head turned toward Mina, a soft whine escaping him.

      Will settled into the driver’s seat and started the car. He pulled out his phone and called the clinic to let Callie, the doc there, know they were coming, and then pulled out on to the road. Mina’s eyes were drifting closed again.

      He needed to keep her talking. “Where were you going at this time of night in the rain?” he asked because it was the first thing he could think of.

      “Work. Had a shift at search and rescue,” Mina said. Her voice was still too soft, and he pushed the Mustang a little, going as fast as he dared on the wet road as they head toward Cloud Bay, the island’s only town.

      “Midnight shift? What are you, a glutton for punishment?” Working marine search and rescue was a weird enough thing to want to do in Will’s book—he’d never liked boats or the ocean much—but working the midnight shift seemed even worse. Particularly when you considered that Mina’s dad had been Grey Harper, lead singer of Blacklight—one of the biggest bands in the world in their time. He was fairly certain Mina Harper never needed to work a day in her life if she didn’t want to. He liked that she chose to work anyway. It was one of the many things he liked about her.

      “I don’t mind. Night owl,” she said.

      Her voice was a little soft but she was making sense, and that was a good sign.

      “Do I need to call them for you? Let them know you’re not going to be in?”

      “I’ll be okay.”

      “Mina, you’ve banged your head up pretty good there. You were knocked out. There’s no way the doc is going to let you go to work tonight.”

      Her expression turned mulish.

      Okay, perhaps a different subject. Thing was, he didn’t really know what to talk about. He knew who she was. All too well. But she seemed mostly oblivious to his existence. And they’d never exactly had a heart-to-heart.

      Their paths crossed occasionally but it was Mina’s older sister, Faith, who Will knew best of the three Harper siblings.

      Faith at least came into Salt Devil occasionally, these days mostly with her guy, Caleb White in tow.

      But Mina had never set foot in the bar since her husband had died. Not that she’d come often before then. Which was understandable. Grey Harper had been an alcoholic, even if he’d managed to be mostly sober in his later years.

      Will could see why that might put you off drinking.

      But he took it as a sign that the universe had a pretty evil sense of humor. Because he, Will Fraser—whiskey distiller, bar owner, and descendant of a whole bunch of hardheaded Scotsmen who’d never said no to a dram—had had a full-blown hopeless thing for Mina Harper since he’d first laid eyes on her, nearly six years ago.

      Of course, the fact that he’d been smitten by Mina—who’d been only eighteen not to mention already engaged—when Will and Stefan had moved to Lansing was sign enough that the universe sucked.

      “Why do you bring Stewie to work?” he asked, not wanting to think about his oh-so-dumb-crush. He’d spent six years trying not to think about it, so he had plenty of practice. And right now there were more important things to focus on. Like getting them both safely into town through the crazy weather.

      “Mostly because I can,” Mina said. She shifted the position of the gauze on her head with a wince. Will risked a glance. The white cotton was stained red.

      “Keep that where it is,” he ordered. Then, when Mina winced again as she pressed the gauze back in place, “I guess if I had a workplace where I could bring my dog, I would too.”

      “Do you have a dog?” Mina said.

      “No. Maybe one day. Not much room in my apartment for a pooch, and I work some crazy hours.” Starting up a distillery was a lot of work. Not to mention that he and his brother Stefan had opened a bar on the property as well to bring in some cash while their first batch of whiskey aged. Bars, it turned out, were a lot of work too. Stefan handled the kitchen and Will tended bar, and they had a couple of waitresses and waiters who helped out on weekends or during summer but it was still a lot of work. They opened at five and didn’t close until midnight unless things were dead. Add on prep time and clean-up and the work of the distillery and all the admin that went with running two businesses, and his work week tended to be long.

      “Dogs are good,” Mina said, sounding a little out of it.

      “Yes,” he agreed. “How’s your head feeling?” Dumb question, but he needed to keep her talking.

      Mina grimaced. “Like I whacked it on something. And my shoulder hurts.”

      “Do you remember what happened?”

      “Not really. I was changing the tire. I guess I slipped. Then you were there.” She turned her head slowly. “Why were you there?”

      “We can see that strip of road from the office upstairs at the bar,” he said. “I saw the car stop. Was going to call Nicolai to go check it out if it didn’t start again in a few minutes. Then I saw your flashlight go flying and thought I’d better come down and see if whoever it was needed help.” He gestured at the rain beating down on the windshield, coming almost faster than the wipers could deal with it. “Not a good night to be caught outdoors.”

      “That was nice of you,” she said.

      “That’s me. Will Fraser, doer of good deeds.” He tried to relax his hands where they were gripping the wheel too tightly.

      They were nearly at the outer edge of Cloud Bay now. The town wasn’t very large. The cluster of stores and restaurants and businesses in its center took up a couple of streets, and then there was a mix of houses and the odd small apartment building and a few other businesses that needed more space than the main streets could offer. The clinic—which wasn’t big enough to be called a hospital but did offer an ER service—was a couple of streets behind Main Street.

      As they pulled up in front of the clinic, the door opened and Callie Walsh, one of the two doctors in town, appeared holding a large umbrella. She dashed across to his car and knocked on the window. He wound it down.

      “Can she walk? Do we need a wheelchair?” Callie asked.

      “I can carry her,” Will said. “Faster than a chair.”

      “I can walk,” Mina muttered.

      “You don’t know that,” Will retorted. “Now stay still and let the doc take care of you.”
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      Mina had to admit that she’d probably been wrong about the walking thing. Her head swam when Will lifted her carefully out of the car, and she had to close her eyes and swallow hard for a minute, not entirely sure she wasn’t going to barf all over him. Which would be kind of mortifying.

      To her relief, she didn’t. “What about Stewie?” she asked as they started for the clinic.

      “Mina, we can’t have a dog in the clinic,” Callie said. She was about five foot three, topped with red hair that curled wildly and bright blue eyes. Hardly a daunting figure, but her tone made it clear there’d be no arguments. “He’s not a guide dog or a service dog, so the rules say no.”

      The rules were dumb. “But⁠—”

      “He’ll be fine in Will’s car for a little while. Let me take a look at you. Then we can figure out if we need a longer-term solution for Stewie tonight.”

      Her head really hurt too much to keep arguing. The clinic was very bright, and she closed her eyes against the glare and the stabs of pain it caused.

      “Put her down here,” Callie said. Will lowered her onto something soft. She opened her eyes again. She was lying on a hospital bed. Or an examination table. Something that looked like it was straight out of Grey’s Anatomy. The back of it was raised, so she didn’t have to lie flat. The room was warmer than Will’s car but she still felt cold. Mostly, she realized, because her clothes were wet, the soggy fabric chilling her skin where the rain had soaked her jeans and trickled under the neck of her jacket.

      “I’m pretty wet,” Mina said.

      “We can cope with that,” Callie said. “Water is hardly the worst thing that gets on the sheets around here. We’ll warm you up but I need to check you out first.” She came around to Mina’s side, studying her for a minute. Then she started poking and prodding her with ruthless efficiency. Limbs and neck checked. Pulse and blood pressure taken, questions asked about who was president and what day it was. In between questions, Mina tried to focus on Will to take her mind off the pain. He stood near the bed, worry clear in his hazel eyes.

      Nice eyes, she thought vaguely. Why hadn’t she noticed his eyes before? But before she had time to think anything more about Will, Callie started to peel the gauze away from the wound on Mina’s head, which brought all her attention back to the present with an “Ouch!” of protest.

      In reply, Callie made an unintelligible little noise. From which Mina guessed it didn’t look pretty.

      “Okay. Good.” Callie found another dressing and pressed it into place gently. “I’ll take care of that in a minute. First, I want to do a CT.”

      “You can do that here?” Will asked.

      Callie nodded. “We’re pretty well set up. Thanks to the Harpers.” She nodded at Mina with a smile. Mina fought the urge to close her eyes. People on the island tended to love her dad. He’d been generous to the community, no one could deny that. But that didn’t mean he’d always been a great guy. Or a great Dad. But since he’d died, there were a lot of people who seemed to be forgetting the not-so-good parts. It was weird to see someone you had known and loved and despaired of sometimes being turned into a myth.

      “Mina’s dad made some substantial donations over the years, so we have good toys to play with. Enough so that we can start figuring out what’s wrong while the choppers are getting here from the mainland if they’re needed. We don’t have an MRI—we’d need a bigger building for that—but X-ray and CT we can do.”

      “I’ve only come here for checkups or shots,” Will said.

      “And let’s hope it stays that way,” Callie said. “I like it when my patients have nice normal medical issues.” She smiled again at Mina. “Not that you have something abnormal but I just want to make sure. Now, before I get you into a gown and take you next door for the scan, does anywhere else hurt? Other than your head?”

      “My shoulder,” Mina said. She’d been focused mostly on her headache but the shoulder was making a play to be noticed as well, aching and throbbing in concert with her head.

      Callie frowned. “Right or left?”

      “Right.”

      “She was lying on that side when I found her,” Will said.

      “Okay.” Callie pressed her fingers gently into Mina’s shoulder. The resultant jab of pain made her gasp, but Callie just frowned and continued feeling her way around the joint. Finally she stepped back. “It’s not dislocated. Hopefully just bruised. We’ll check it out in the CT scan too. Anything else?”

      “No.”

      “All right. So let’s get you out of these wet clothes. Will can wait in the waiting room. There’s a coffee machine there, Will. And a vending machine. Maybe you can take Stewie a cookie.”

      Will looked like he wanted to argue, but Callie gave him another of her “I’m the doctor here and I make the rules” looks and he just nodded.

      “I’ll call the S and R station for you,” Will said. “Anyone else you want me to call?”

      Mina shook her head. “No.”

      “No? What about Faith?”

      “She and Caleb are off-island. Spending a week in New York.” Which was a good thing. Faith had been glowingly happy since she’d met Caleb White in July, happier than Mina could remember seeing her since … well, probably since before Grey died.

      That earned her a frown from both Callie and Will.

      “Well then, how about Lou?” Will asked.

      Did he know that Lou wasn’t actually her mom? He’d only moved to the island a few years ago. After Grey had died. She didn’t think he could have ever met Emmy. But Lou had raised her, and that was what counted. She was the one that Mina would have turned to if not for one small problem. “She’s gone too. Danny’s in LA and she went to see him play. I think she gets back tomorrow.”

      She couldn’t quite remember through the headache. She resisted the urge to rub her forehead. She’d already discovered that didn’t help. “It’s fine. It’s just a bump on the head. Tell the station. And Stewie might need to—you know.” She bit her lip. It was weird to be asking Will, who she didn’t really know, to take care of her dog.

      Will nodded, suddenly looking determined to get out of there. She couldn’t blame him. His Mustang was gorgeous. She knew from Faith he’d restored it himself. If she loved a car like Will loved that Mustang, then she wouldn’t be keen on the idea of a dog peeing in it either.

      As Will left, she forced herself to relax, carefully lowering her head back against the pillow. Callie produced a towel and then a gown and helped Mina change, which was a slow process. But at least a hospital gown—as hideous as they were—was easy to slide up her arm so her shoulder didn’t have to move too far. Between it and the headache, she was starting to look forward to the part where she got the good drugs. Was she allowed to have the good stuff? She couldn’t remember what you were supposed to do for a concussion. Given that she had regular first aid training as part of her search and rescue work, that couldn’t be a good sign. But trying to remember just made her head feel worse, so she gave up and let Callie ease her back onto the bed and pile warmed blankets over her.

      Whoever had invented blanket warmers should be given a medal. The warmth surrounded her, driving the chill from her bones. If it hadn’t been for the aching head and the throbbing shoulder, she might have even relaxed.

      “I’ll be back in one sec,” Callie said. “Let me get Rafe to help me wheel you next door.”

      Mina wasn’t exactly in a hurry to go anywhere. Not while the evil little gremlins who were currently tap dancing in spiked boots over her head were still there. Before long Callie came back with Rafe, one of the nurses who worked at the clinic.

      “Hey, Mina,” he said, brown eyes smiling as the two of them started to wheel her out of the room. He was about a foot taller than Callie, all long brown limbs. “How’s that big dog of yours?”

      “He’s good.” Rafe and his boyfriend, Kent, had acquired their cocker spaniel puppy at the same time Mina had bought Stewie. They’d done puppy training together. Though Rafe’s Loki tended to live up to his namesake and be the naughtiest dog in the class, he and Stewie had always been friendly. They were always happy to see each other when their paths crossed on one of the dog beaches.

      They reached their destination and Rafe and Callie helped her onto the narrow table of the CT machine. It jolted a little. She winced.

      Rafe leaned over her, adjusting the position of her head. His smile was sympathetic. “Just a little longer. Then Callie will be able to give you something for the pain.”

      Painkillers. That sounded like an awesome plan. Best damn plan she’d heard anyone mention all day in fact.
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        * * *

      

      Will blew on his hands as he walked back through the clinic doors into the waiting room. It had been nearly an hour since Callie had shooed him out and he’d been alternating sitting out in his car with Stewie and hanging around the waiting room watching ESPN, which was about the only thing he could find on the TV that was bearable at this time of night. Though replays of old baseball games were not exactly a distraction from the fact that he was tired and nervous about how badly Mina was hurt. Which was kind of stupid.

      She wasn’t any business of his.

      At least, not after tonight.

      Despite Will’s best efforts to keep him company, Stewie had managed to chew up the back seat of the Mustang pretty well in the stretches of time he’d been left alone. He apparently didn’t like being kept away from Mina either.

      Will couldn’t blame him for that. And he was too tired to be too annoyed about the seat. It could be replaced. He just hoped Stewie hadn’t actually swallowed much of it—though from what he could see the leather was mostly shredded rather than eaten—because he didn’t want to have to find a vet in the middle of the night if the damn fool dog had made himself sick.

      He tried to stop himself yawning as he sat back in the chair with the best view of the TV. The coffee machine’s little red light winked temptation at him. He resisted. He’d already had one cup. If he had another he’d probably be awake all night.

      Before he could decide if death by caffeine was the way to go, Callie came through the door. His heart started to pound. “Is Mina okay?”

      Callie nodded, her smile reassuring, though that didn’t calm his pulse down any. “Yes. You can come on back.”

      He followed her as she turned on her heel and headed back the way she’d come.

      “She had a mild concussion,” Callie said. They reached the door of the examination room and he held it open for her. “Which is what I want to talk to you about.”

      Mina was lying on the same bed, covered by pale green cotton hospital blankets. Her head wound had been properly dressed and her face cleaned up. She turned her head slowly as they came into the room. She still looked too pale but not as bad as she had when they’d arrived, her short dark hair not quite so stark a contrast to her skin.

      “Okay,” Callie said. “So here’s the deal. Like I said, Mina has a mild concussion. There’s no fracture in her shoulder and no tear that I can see—we send the scans off-island to get a specialist to look at them too for confirmation—so I’m chalking that one up as bad bruising or a sprain for now. She could go home, but she needs someone to be with her. I need someone to check on her during the night a couple of times. If not, I’ll keep her here overnight.”

      “I want to go home,” Mina said.

      “I could stay with her,”  Will said without thinking.

      Mina frowned. “No, I’ve caused you enough trouble. Ivy or Leah will come if we call them.”

      “Why wake them up?” he said. “I’m already here and in the time it would take one of them to get organized and come get you, I could already have you—and Stewie—back home.”

      “But—”

      “I know you and I don’t know each other very well, but you know that Faith and Caleb hang out with me, right? I’m sure they’d vouch I’m not a serial killer. And, unlike Leah or Ivy, I can catch up on my sleep during the day because I don’t have to open the bar until five. You said Lou would be back tomorrow—” He checked his watch. It was nearly one thirty. “Well, later today. She can take over then.”

      Callie was nodding encouragingly. “That sounds like a sensible plan to me,” she said. “You’ll sleep better if you’re home and not worrying about Stewie. I’m just a phone call away.”

      “I—”

      “Just give in,” Will said. “There’s no reason to refuse.” He watched her for a minute, wondering if she really had something against him or whether she was just trying to be polite. He didn’t know. But either way, he wanted to help. Hell, if he was honest, he was happy just to spend some time with her. Which was lame and pathetic. He knew that. But it didn’t change the fact she needed help and he was happy to give it, just as he would for anyone who wound up in her position.

      “Okay,” Mina said. She closed her eyes briefly. “Thank you.”
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        * * *

      

      “Great,” Callie said, smiling at Will. She looked down at the chart in her hand briefly. “She’s had some Tylenol. Next dose in three hours or so. Can’t give her anything stronger than that for the first few days until we’re sure there’s nothing worse going on with her head. So her shoulder might still hurt. She can ice it, if that helps. Ice for the first few days then heat. She needs to come back in tomorrow afternoon so I can check on her. She should rest, keep things quiet for a few days. No exercise. No lifting anything heavy.” She reeled off a list of other things Mina could or couldn’t do. “I’ll print you the list so Lou knows too.”

      Will nodded. “Stefan had a concussion a few years ago. He came off his surfboard and it whacked him on the head. So I know the drill.”

      Mina was quiet all the way home, other than answering the questions he asked her at intervals to make sure she was staying awake. She spent most of the journey with her eyes closed. Which was fine. If she kept them closed, she hopefully wouldn’t notice the holes that Stewie had chewed in his back seat. Holes he had no intention of bringing to her attention.

      “Not long now,” he said and got a nod in reply.

      He knew his way to her house, given it was on the same property as her sister’s. He’d jogged past the lighthouse and the cottage that hugged
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