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Men                                                                  
Aleksi de Leos, Prince of Rurikstan - married to Tia Morrison, cousin to the Wellingtons, runs Rurikstan [Bad Nerd Rising – Book 7]
Beau DuBois – cousin to Helena and Karis, musician and famous composer, engaged to Molly Wellington [Nerds in Harmony – Book 14]
Brett Bentwater – former special ops Marine, dating Ainsley Morrison and helping her with her coffee shop [Baking with Nerds – Book 13]
Bryce – bodyguard to Savannah, former Special Ops, the funny one
Clay Morrison – brother to Ainsley, engaged to Sarah, former Army Ranger, works with Cian and Greg in their own security business [The Trouble with Nerds - Book 11]
Cian Hunter – secret operative, dating/engaged to Verity Wellington, works with Greg and Clay in their own security business [The Nerd Who Spied Me – Book 12]
Emerson Rhodes – cousin to Aleksi and the Wellingtons, best friend to Aleksi and Maks, runs the Rurikstani Palace, married to Karis, Helena’s sister
Eric Monnette – retired Navy SEAL, bodyguard to Savannah, and her biological brother, brother to Keith
Greg Gilmore –  brother to KC, married to Dr. Janine Morris, a legendary former secret operative, works with Cian and Clay in their own security business [Shadows and Spice - Book 5 ]  
Keith Monnette – retired from the Army, new brother to Savannah, brother to Eric [Nerds in Force - Book 16]
Maks Wellington – elder brother to Vlad, Molly, and Verity, best friend and cousin to Aleksi, financial genius, manages Rurikstan’s finances
Mike – bodyguard to Savannah, former Special Ops
Tom – bodyguard to Savannah, former Special Ops
Trace Montgomery – Head of Security for Savannah, former Special Ops in the military [Nerds in Danger – Book 15]
Vance – bodyguard to Savannah, brilliant planner, former Special Ops
Vlad Wellington – brother to Maks, Molly, and Verity, cousin to Aleksi – Commander in Chief of Rurikstani Military, super-soldier, married to Helena [Bad Nerd Falling – Book 8]

Women
Ainsley Morrison – sister to Clay, dating Brett Bentwater, opened a coffee shop, chef and pastry chef [Baking with Nerds – Book 13]
Janine Morris Gilmore – sister, to Ben Morrison, married to Greg Gilmore, a surgeon, a former Corpsman, and a part of Greg’s secret operative team  [Shadows and Spice - Book 5 ]
Helena Dubrinsky Wellington – sister to Karis, cousin to Beau, scientist in The Pageant Lab, married to Vlad Wellington [Bad Nerd Falling - Book 8]
Karis Dubrinsky Rhodes – sister to Helena, cousin to Beau, nurse practitioner, married to Emerson
Molly Wellington – sister to Maks, Vlad, and Verity, cousin to Aleksi, musician who plays for Savannah, best friends with Savannah, engaged to Beau DuBois [Nerds in Harmony – Book 14]
Patricia Benson Swanson – Savannah and Eric’s mother, died while working for Horgate Industries
Riley D’Arpino - finishing her commitment to the Army, from Toliliel, friends with Verity
Savannah Swanson – pop star, musician, best friends to Molly Wellington, new sister to Eric and Keith, new daughter to Talia, very interested in Trace Montgomery [Nerds in Danger - Book 15]
Talia Monnette – mother to Keith and Eric, adopts Savannah immediately
Tia Morrison-de Leos, Princess of Rurikstan – married to Aleksi de Leos, PhD in Microbiology, heads The Pageant Lab, one of 800 Morrisons [Bad Nerd Rising - Book 7]
Vanessa “Van” Stevens – bodyguard to Savannah
Verity Wellington – sister to Maks, Vlad, and Molly, cousin to Aleksi, secret operative and computer hacker extraordinaire, dating/engaged to Cian Hunter [The Nerd Who Spied Me – Book 12]





Author's Note




I adore medical professionals and admire them, obviously, since many of my characters end up being members of the medical community. 
However, I am not a medical professional. This might become obvious throughout the story. :-D I did conduct plenty of research for Nerds on Fire, but there is always the potential for error.
This is a work of fiction. Everything in this book is purely a figment of my well exercised imagination. I’m a writer, therefore chances are quite good that I’ve tweaked events, skills, and reality to fit the story in my head. All I wish to do is provide you with a few hours of entertainment while feeling like a part of the family. I really hope you enjoy reading Nerds on Fire as much as I enjoyed writing it.

Thank you,
D.R. Grady




Dedication



To my dad, who we lost too soon.
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Chapter 1


Her heart beat far too fast. As a nurse practitioner Beatrix “Trixi” Duvall knew this could be a problem. In her defense, she had never encountered such masculinity before. Nothing in her life had prepared her for the perfection of Mark de Vosse. 
Dr. Mark de Vosse, the snide voice in her head added. 
“How are you, Miss Duvall?” He asked as he shook her hand at lunch. As per any unattainable man, his voice was deep, masculine, and enticing. Why, oh why, did she have a weakness for men like this? Like all the others, he doesn’t recognize you’re an eligible female... that knowing voice scoffed.
Katy Greene, her best friend, pointed out nice men to her all the time, but Trixi continued to hold out for something she couldn’t define. Until now.
Mark’s eyes were the same blue-green as his younger brother Leo’s. It was obvious the two men sprang from the same gene pool. Mark wasn’t as tall as Leo, who stood well over six feet, but he made up for this in width. Leo was wide as well, he had probably played football in high school and college and done very well, but Mark could have played the entire line himself. Her girly side sighed in perpetual wonder.
“I’m fine, and happy to finally meet you.” Trixi struggled to keep her professional smile intact. It was far harder than it should have been.
His dark hair was shorter and darker than Leo’s, whose hair always looked a little windblown. Leo ran his hands through his shaggier hair occasionally. If Mark did the same, it would slide right back into place.
His jaw, like Leo’s, was square and his lips were firm but kissable.
She all but groaned this time. Where had that stupid thought come from?
He’s a neurosurgeon. They don’t notice peons, she barked at her girly self who remained in an utter tizzy over this man. Of course, she was—he was gorgeous, successful, and that looked like warmth in his eyes.
They smiled at her now. “I feel like I already know you,” he murmured as he released her hand. She hadn’t noticed they held the handshake far longer than professionally appropriate.
“Leo talks about you a lot. It’s nice to finally meet you.” Her answer came out polite and smooth. One bonus from her uncomfortable, awkward early-adult years was those experiences had created a gracious polish that now carried her through even the most excruciating social situation.
“You might not think that once you get to know him,” Leo piped up as he clapped Mark on the back. She appreciated the affection and respect between the brothers.
Their sibling closeness somehow reassured her.
She turned to Leo. “You nagged him into coming here?” Here was The Central Derry Clinic, located in south central Pennsylvania, near Hershey. Theirs was a smaller hospital with a stellar reputation.
Leo tweaked her nose. “Of course.”
Beside them, Mark laughed, and like the rest of him, it was perfect. “He kept telling me how much nicer it is to be home.” Mark glanced around the cafeteria where they were gathered. He had started several weeks ago but her erratic schedule made them meeting before this difficult. She had yet to be placed somewhere permanent so had even worked with Leo recently, filling in until the paperwork for her dream job cleared.
“I’m right.” Leo dug into his sandwich.
“I reserve the right to decide for myself.” Mark’s counter was accompanied by a charming smile, directed at her. Her heart might have slid to the side.
“I’m right,” Leo repeated as he stole some carrots out of her salad. And ogled the chocolate she set at the ready.
“Stop eying my candy bar.” Her warning made Leo grin.
“You could share it, you know,” he cajoled.
She cocked an eyebrow at him. “I did, yesterday.”
“You know, Duvall, you’re a little scary sometimes.”
She choked on her swallow of tea. Mark leaned over to pat her on the back, with the perfect amount of pressure. He also eyed her chocolate bar.
“Not both of you.” Her mutter increased their smiles. She tucked dessert back into her lunch bag. While not big, this chocolate bar was necessary for the health of those working with her today.
The brothers shared a conspirator’s look.
“You could share it with both of us.” Leo’s wheedling did not move her.
She pointed to the boxes conveniently located by the cash registers. “They sell a nice selection right over there.”
Mark swallowed some iced tea. “It’s not as much fun that way.”
“I know. But I stand firm.” She wrinkled her nose at Leo.
He balled up his empty sandwich wrapper. “You’re tough, Duvall.”
“Yes I am.” She tweaked his nose this time and then brightened. “Did I tell you Katy is coming?”
“For good or to visit?”
“For good,” Trixi stated happily, as the de Vosse brothers exchanged another look. Judging by those twitching lips, she must have amused them, again.
It was okay to be amusing, but it would be much nicer to be so sexy she made men stop and stare. Or ensnared them with a mere look. 
Since neither was true of her unassuming person, she at least consoled herself that she didn’t qualify as invisible. So far. Trixi sighed and accepted amusing. Maybe she should wear some of her really high heels to work. A few women did. Then she winced at the thought of doing her active job with aching feet and nixed the idea.
Reluctantly, she also gave up on the idea of sexy.
“When is your friend coming?” Mark finished his sandwich and dumped his empty chip bag. Nothing but a few measly crumbs tumbled out. He stared at them glumly.
“Katy arrives once her fellowship ends. That means soon.”
“Does she have a place to stay?” Leo peered into his own empty chip bag. It was sad to see the two men still hungry and come up wanting.
She tugged out a different container and opened it. The brothers groaned when the enticing contents wafted toward them. Leo breathed deeply. “Oatmeal raisin cookies.” He helped himself and popped half the treat into his mouth.
Mark wasn’t far behind him. “With plenty of cinnamon and other spices.”
“I made them last evening, but I do not want these in the house.” She peered at them in distaste.
“You baked something you don’t like?” Leo dug two more treats out of the container.
“I like them.” Mark selected another one. It was big and he stared at it with satisfaction before he demolished the fragrant cookie.
“Of course, I like them. I thought I would put them out by the coffee pot.”
“Your dad probably likes these.” Leo held one up before he inhaled it.
“He does, but I already put some aside for him. I told him to hide the container so I can’t find it.”
Leo grinned. “That doesn’t work very well, does it?”
Trixi sent him a smoldering look. “With the chocolate variety, no. I can find those with no problem, no matter where he hides them. But it’s possible with these if he’s creative.”
She took one and bit into it. The cookie was soft, and the texture and spices blended perfectly. It melted in the mouth. After she swallowed, she scowled at Leo. “I cannot have these in the house.”
“We’ll take care of them for you.” Leo snapped the lid onto the container.
“I’ll hide them,” Mark decided.
“Then how am I supposed to get to them?”
Mark ignored the growl in Leo’s question. “If you hide them,” he pointed out, “certain individuals, who have access to your area, can therefore potentially find them. If I hide them, they’ll be safe.” He glanced at the treats. “At least from cute little brunettes. From me, not at all.”
His expression turned warmer, and she wanted to sink into it. These blasted cookies weren’t anywhere near the temptation this man posed. He ranked right up there with chocolate.
This was bad. Really bad. And yet she found herself falling headfirst anyway.
Wait—did he just call me cute?
[image: image-placeholder]Clutching the cookie container, Mark watched his brother and Trixi Duvall leave the cafeteria together. She laughed at something his brother said and her animated face lit up.
Mark liked her laughter. And her eyes. And the way she smelled. The cookies he carried were also amazing. Delicious, not over-baked, and one of the best cookies he’d ever eaten. That was saying something since the Morrison family bakers were professionals. Maybe Leo was right about him making the move from Boston. It was good to be home.
Even if he did have to live with Leo for a short while.
He needed to call the real estate agent again to book more appointments to see houses. He needed a place to live. Living with Leo was fine, but it wasn’t permanent. He craved permanent.
The Morrisons were a close family, but he wasn’t certain returning to the Morrison bosom was the smartest decision. Now he’d have nosy neighbors wherever he landed in town. And you couldn’t tell an aunt or cousin to mind their own business. It’d get back to Granddad and Grandmom and there would be serious problems.
He stored the cookies in his desk drawer and picked up the phone.
As he punched in the numbers, he wondered if Leo was attracted to Trixi.
Mark and his brother had never discussed women before. Both of them, in the usual de Vosse manner, had concentrated on their studies and ignored the opposite sex. But Leo was acting different now.
If he was interested in Trixi, Mark was all for it. He had liked her. She was friendly, warm, and sweet. Those were all attractive traits. Yet something else within her appealed to Mark personally.
Leo had to be attracted to her.
Maybe it was her fey eyes. Not quite blue, not quite silver, they were the most beautiful silvery blue he had ever seen. Combined with her petite figure, chestnut colored hair, smattering of freckles, and stunning smile, she was eye catching.
Leo has to be interested.
Mark snorted at himself. What smart man wouldn’t be?
“Hello, this is Derry Realty, how may I help you?”
He turned his attention toward finding himself a house, rather than sniffing around a woman his brother clearly was interested in.
He soon had several appointments to view available homes in the area. Mark now focused on the patients he was scheduled to see.
There was no surgery today, but he had a list of patients who required his services. Maybe he better concentrate on them. His predecessor had left him with a well-trained, very competent staff and Mark counted himself lucky to have slipped into this position so effortlessly.
It was his dream job. Coming home might or might not be wise but the job was perfect. Whether being this close to his family was a smart decision or not remained questionable. While he had lived in Boston, he missed his family. This was a test to determine if he could live amongst them again and still maintain his sanity.
The de Vosse side was scattered, but still fairly close. The Morrisons were not scattered and were even closer. Mark slid open the drawer with Trixi’s cookies and chose one as he opened the next patient chart.
These cookies somehow promised that coming home might have been his best idea yet.




Chapter 2


When Trixi got home from work, it was to discover her father was already there. Her welcoming smile died when Chrissy, her dad’s girlfriend, who he had only known a few months, stopped in front of her. The diamond on her ring finger nearly blinded Trixi. She didn’t recognize the gem. Her father must have bought this sparkler. Thankfully. This woman wouldn’t appreciate the family jewels. 
Her sire, Rylan Duvall, took Chrissy’s left hand. “Trixi, Chrissy has consented to be my wife.”
Heart dropping, she summoned a dying smile. “That’s wonderful news.” Except that her response was far from the truth. She couldn’t believe her father was enamored with this gold digger.
She kissed and hugged him then air kissed Chrissy. Trixi couldn’t pretend to hug her. If this woman made her father happy then she vowed to learn to like her. It was difficult to show excitement when she was certain this could only end in heartache. At least for him.
With a tremulous smile at her father, she brushed true tears from her eyes, hoping he thought they were tears of happiness for him. Her father was a wonderful man. Maybe she was biased, but Trixi (and Katy, who Rylan had informally adopted) saw him as a great catch. He was charming, kind, and handsome.
Her heart broke for him.
Chrissy’s eyes were alight with what looked like avarice. Her soon-to-be-stepmother’s smile looked brittle around the edges while her lips formed a femme fatale moue. Trixi wondered if maybe she should try to learn something from Chrissy. Maybe she could win herself a wonderful man...
On second thought, she had no intention of learning anything from this woman. As Trixi thought this, Chrissy sent a speculative glance out of the corner of her eyes. The sly look might have something to do with her, but she wasn’t certain why. Instead, Trixi smiled vaguely again, and escaped. Supper still needed some work. She took the few steps into the kitchen. Her father and his new fiancée disappeared into the family room and Trixi was grateful, as she needed the time to catch her breath.
She stroked her new range, a cast iron behemoth that was her pride and joy. Trixi checked on the pot roast she had tucked into the simmering oven before she left for work. It smelled delicious and sliced easily. Taking plates from the cupboard, she slid them into the warming oven.
She dug dessert out of the freezer.
Her stomach growled but her appetite had fled. The unsettled feeling continued as she finished preparing the meal. Once she set the table, she called her father and Chrissy to supper.
Chrissy darted a quick look at Rylan. “You don’t have a housekeeper and maid?”
Trixi answered her question. “We have a neighbor who comes in twice a week to tackle the cleaning, but we manage our own meals, laundry, and errands.”
She set the pot roast on the table, then the veggies. “This looks amazing, Trix,” her dad enthused, and she smiled.
“Thanks, Daddy.” She caught Chrissy’s ugly look before her plastic features smoothed into kind tolerance.
Trixi wasn’t certain how old Chrissy was, but guessed she was in her late thirties. The woman looked good, no matter what her age. In low light, she could easily pass for being in her early-to-mid-twenties. Her figure was better than most teens. She was slender but with curves in all the right places.
In the back of her mind, Trixi wondered if her catty thoughts were due to jealousy. There was no way she would ever look as good as Chrissy. A woman who had at least seven years on her. 
Trixi doubted she’d ever sport a sparkler like her father had given Chrissy either. She didn’t care about the ring, but she did want a man who wanted her as much as she wanted him. One who was happy to see her. The tiny voice in the back of her mind piped up, a man who would see what a great wife I’d make.
Men tended to be amused by her but never asked her out—therefore she had a lot of pent-up love to give. She also came with plenty of patience, and a nice sense of humor, if Katy was to be believed. It seemed like those were all a person needed in order to succeed in a relationship. At least based on her research, as she had spent years watching others in relationships and saw what worked and what didn’t.
“How was your day, honey?” her father asked, as though he realized they hadn’t been paying her much attention.
She smiled as he devoured the last of the pile of pot roast on his plate. “I was told this evening after work that I am to report to neonatal permanently. The paperwork finally came through.”
“Congratulations, Trix. This is exactly what you wanted.”
Her father’s pride in her helped ease the tension arcing through her. “Thank you, Daddy.”
“What do you do?” Chrissy asked although she didn’t seem interested. She only ate the carrots, celery, broccoli, and green beans. The minute amount of pot roast and potatoes she had taken remained on her plate.
Trixi glanced at the meat and potatoes accompanying the veggies on her own plate and ate with gusto. Her job was demanding so she could eat whatever she wanted as long as she kept the baked goods in check. Sweets were her downfall.
Before she could answer Chrissy’s question, her father chimed in. “Trixi is a nurse practitioner. She sees patients.”
“Like a doctor?”
Trixi nodded. “Yes, although my patients are newborns, often in need of acute care.”
“I see,” Chrissy commented, although Trixi doubted it. She suspected this woman only saw what interested her and ignored everything else.
They ate in the breakfast room just off the kitchen. Chrissy’s eyes, and attention, kept bouncing to the valuables in the room. If taking an inventory, there were plenty of treasures.
This house had sheltered so many of her ancestors Trixi no longer noticed the expensive items left behind by previous generations. They were a part of her life. Looking at them through the eyes of a newcomer, especially one who was interested in their monetary value, she now saw what Chrissy found attractive in her father.
It was a shame because Rylan could offer much more than these treasures. He was a warm, smart, funny, and attractive man. There was more to him than the valuables found in this house and the one he would inherit someday.
That reminded her. She turned to her father. “Have you introduced Chrissy to Gran yet?”
Her father paused. “No, I thought we could go over there this evening. She’s entertaining Aunt Miriam and Uncle Johnny.”
“Oh, I didn’t know that,” Trixi exclaimed. 
“I told you, Beatrix.”
She made a face at his usage of her full name. “You couldn’t have, because I didn’t know.”
“I’m certain I told you.”
“Can I call and invite us?” Trixi tucked a bobby pin back into her bun. “I’ll take the cake I set out for dessert.” She lunged for her phone, then rose from the table to call her Granny.
When she returned, her dad was expertly stacking dishes in the dishwasher, with Chrissy, a useless beauty queen, hovering nearby. Her father was tolerant, but Trixi wondered how long the woman thought she could get away with not pulling her weight. Perhaps if you were beautiful and sexy you didn’t need to.
Trixi had no idea.
“It’s all set. We’re going over there for dessert. Gran is happy.”
Thinking of that undauntable older lady always lifted her spirits. A bundle of verve and feistiness, mixed with practicality, elegance, and dignity, Trixi very much hoped to be like her Gran someday.
She packed up the cake, humming as she bustled around her kitchen; one of the many rooms she loved in this house. Aware of her father’s indulgent glances, and Chrissy’s speculative ones.
Her father finished the dishes while Trixi put away the few leftovers. There was enough here for her lunch tomorrow. 
They left soon after. After entering the garage, they all piled into her father’s luxury sedan. He was a businessman, a very successful one and it was apparent if you were looking for it.
Chrissy, who was, took shotgun. Trixi piled into the back. She held the cake, and observed all the happy looks her father sent his fiancée. Chrissy didn’t appear to notice as she seemed lost in her thoughts. Perhaps she was busy deciding which car she wanted Trixi’s dad to buy for her.
When her thoughts turned sour like this, Trixi immediately shut them down. It was beneath her to be this spiteful. Just because she didn’t like Chrissy didn’t mean the woman wouldn’t make her father happy.
Her stomach still twisted at the thought. How Chrissy could make him happy, Trixi did not know. She doubted very much the woman knew how to make anyone other than herself happy. With a quiet sigh, Trixi redirected her thoughts to the relatives they were about to visit. Among her favorites, Aunt Miriam was elegant, yet casual, laid back even, and great fun. Uncle Johnny, Miriam’s husband, was actually a well-known cardiologist.
For some reason her thoughts slid to Mark de Vosse. Who she had studiously avoided thinking about this evening. If there was ever a man she wanted to think about but shouldn’t, it was him.
Like all the other men she found interesting, she wondered if he even noticed her beyond someone from work. The only men who noticed her eligibility tended to be those she had no interest in. Case in point, Warren Wychert at the drugstore near her house. He followed her around his family’s store from the moment she entered until she finally left, frustrated and usually without what she needed.
Instead, she was forced to shop near work, but that wasn’t practical if it was the weekend. It helped if she took her father or brother, or one of her other relatives. Usually, they distracted Warren long enough for her to grab what she needed. Still, it was sad she dreaded going there. It was also sad that Warren was one of the few men on the planet who noticed her.
With her spirits already ebbing, Trixi heaved a huge sigh, and was grateful when they finally turned into her grandmother’s back driveway. In the twilight, much of the magnificent home remained hidden, especially as they approached from an angle and at the back. It was a house even better than where they lived, but Chrissy, who was exhibiting signs of nervousness, must not have noticed.
Her father, after recognizing Chrissy’s distress, immediately set out to soothe her. It was sweet, but unnecessary. Chrissy wouldn’t fool Aunt Miriam or Gran any better than she had Trixi.
Or so Trixi hoped.




Chapter 3


Trixi, Rylan, and Chrissy piled out of the car and into the modest black and white marble tiled back foyer. This house was magnificent, but before Chrissy could begin net worth calculations, they were ushered into the more intimate sitting room. This one was far more sedate than the massive one used for social gatherings. 
The room was impressive, but Chrissy might miss this because of its smaller size. Chrissy wouldn’t fail to notice the lack of antiques, or the lack of noticeable antiques, because every single piece in this room was coveted by collectors everywhere. The settee where her Gran resided was worth the taxes on the place alone.
“Welcome, loves,” Gran greeted as she rose to hug and kiss Trixi and her son.
When she turned to Chrissy, Trixi noted Gran’s careful reaction. It took that lady five seconds to reach the same conclusion Trixi had. Satisfied her instincts were dead on, Trixi moved to her Aunt Miriam and hugged her with exuberance. Then on to Uncle Johnny who squeezed her tight, ruffled her hair, and complimented her like always.
That she adored this couple was no small wonder. They had propped up her flagging self-confidence for years, were fun and interesting, and she loved spending time with them. Miriam was her father’s first cousin, but Gran had raised Miriam when her own parents were killed in a car accident when she was a toddler. Gran called Miriam her daughter.
Raised as siblings, there was no doubt this was how Rylan and Miriam viewed each other. They might even be closer than siblings since they were probably best friends. He vetted every woman he dated through Miriam. It worried her Chrissy had slipped through the usual process.
Trixi noted Miriam’s response to Chrissy. Her aunt’s expression shuttered as she gazed at Chrissy with masked dismay.
Not by any means stupid, her father had to notice their reactions. On the other hand, perhaps this was wishful thinking on Trixi’s part.
She couldn’t imagine her father married to this woman.
Upon introduction to Johnny, Chrissy immediately went on high alert and flirted with him, with innocence and seduction blended expertly together. There was nothing wrong with her behavior. Not exactly. This was simply a woman who kept all of her options open.
Johnny was excellent husband material. Like her dad, he was wealthy, successful, and perched at the very top of his profession. Plus, he was handsome, perhaps even more than her father. The fact he was happily married seemed of little consequence to Chrissy.
She made certain Miriam and Gran noticed her flashy ring and cooed over Gran, but it sounded forced. Trixi’s dislike flared to full life again.
Miriam’s heavy stare caused Trixi to glance in her direction where she saw her same despair in those beloved blue eyes. As though tugged there, she glided into her aunt’s embrace. It was a familiar place. After Trixi’s mother died, Aunt Miriam and Gran held them together, with Johnny helping when he could. His long hours kept him away from them often, but he remained there, in the background, helping.
Trixi had only been a teenager, and the blow devastated her. Without these two women, she wouldn’t have come through such a terrible time with her sanity intact.
She couldn’t imagine life without the people in this room. Johnny had been offered a position as head of the Cardiology Department in a prestigious hospital in Delaware. They moved there about five years ago. Now, after a new appointment here at the same facility where she worked, they just recently moved back home again.
Gran interrupted her thoughts by declaring it was time for dessert.
Once everyone settled, Trixi picked up the cake and noticed tea, coffee, plates, forks, and a cake server at the ready. She carried the confection to the buffet where she quickly sliced it. Then set the slices on the plates and added a fork before she served the moist chocolate fudge cake.
It smelled wonderful, and she knew from previous tastings, it would not disappoint. Even Chrissy had a small piece. Trixi took orders for tea and coffee and once everyone was content, carried the remaining cake and beverage pots to the coffee table where everyone could help themselves.
“Trixi, I need this recipe.” Miriam moaned as she forked up another bite.
“You say that every time she makes this cake then leave without it,” Johnny groused, but he sent a playful wink to Trixi.
She grinned, savoring the chocolate cake melting in her mouth.
“She ‘forgets’ it because she knows she’ll gain weight if she actually owns this recipe,” Gran enlightened Johnny. Her affection was apparent in the glances she sent Miriam’s husband.
“Yes, Mom is right.” Miriam’s bright eyes twinkled at her husband. He leaned forward to kiss her.
“I’d eat the entire cake, so you wouldn’t have to worry.” His assurance came with a lazy perusal of her happy face.
Miriam laughed, and the sound tinkled merrily through the room. Trixi grinned as she watched the pair. You’d think they were newlyweds, the way they acted.
“How long have you been married?” Chrissy appeared to be recalculating in her mind.
“Nearly twenty years.” Johnny’s fork lay forgotten on his plate as he gazed at his wife. His adoration was apparent and as usual, Trixi fought down tiny pangs of envy. Her parents had enjoyed this same kind of love, as had her Gran and Granpy.
Chrissy’s plastic face prevented too startled an expression, but her face did reflect her astonishment. “Oh, I figured you were newly married.”
Chuckling, Rylan shook his head. “Everyone does, but no, they’ve been together for years.”
“And have been happier than most couples I know.” Gran put an end to the conversation. She passed her plate to Trixi for more cake, and Trixi again reflected on how she wanted to be like Gran when she grew up.
Nearly thirty wasn’t super young, but compared to her grandmother’s age, she felt childlike. Maybe she was. Still, she lived in a house she loved, held a job she could see herself working in until retirement, and... had no prospects for a husband.
Yet women like Chrissy probably had them lining up. Trixi wasn’t upset with her looks. She didn’t mind what she saw in the mirror each day. It would be nice though, if an eligible man actually saw what the majority of the people in this room claimed to see.
Gran turned the conversation to her and Johnny’s work at the hospital.
Trixi told of her new, permanent position in neonatal. Her family was thrilled for her. 
“I’ve heard about a young doctor who is making strides in pediatrics,” Johnny said around a mouthful of cake.
“Who is that?”
“Dr. Leo de Vosse.”
“Yes, Leo is a friend of mine.”
Johnny frowned. “Doesn’t he work with sick kids?”
“No, that’s Dr. Sam Welby. His patients all have cancer. I’m not certain I could handle cancer-stricken kids like he does. Leo works with normal kids.”
Johnny sent her a knowing look. “You like the babies better?”
Trixi nodded, having just taken another bite of cake.
“Of course, she does.” Her father held Chrissy’s hand.
They chatted a little longer before getting up to leave. Trixi tried to talk her Gran into keeping some of the cake, but that lady told her to share it with her friends.
Remembering they were supposed to meet for lunch, Trixi figured Leo and Mark would enjoy the confection.
After much hugging, her dad ushered her and Chrissy out of the house. It was completely dark now and a little chilly in the night air. They wasted no time hopping into the car to avoid the brisk wind blustering through the trees.
Her dad dropped her off before he took Chrissy home. As soon as the headlights disappeared and Trixi was alone in the house, she tucked the cake into a more portable container then dialed her grandmother and aunt.
“What did you think of Chrissy?” she asked the moment Gran picked up.
“Just a second, honey. I’ll put this on speakerphone so your aunt can listen in.”
“It’s just us. Johnny had some paperwork to catch up on. He’s in the study working.” Miriam spoke clearly.
“Oh good. It’s always better if our menfolk don’t know how catty women can be.” Trixi checked that her dad hadn’t arrived home yet.
“Honey, you’re not being nasty. That woman is not at all right for your father,” Gran said staunchly.
“No, she’s a gold digger.”
“Why would he fall for a woman like her?” Miriam ventured. It sounded like she was biting her lip.
“Stop biting your lip.” Gran sounded distracted.
“I’m guessing she’s capable of hiding her intentions from men.”
“Yes, they notice her face and figure, but never look beyond those.” Miriam’s matter-of-fact tone resonated.
“The thing is, Dad has recognized other women like her. I’m surprised he got taken by Chrissy.” She tucked breakfast into her range before venturing upstairs to her bedroom where she set out her scrubs for the morning.
“Your dad is smart, baby. I think he’ll see through her shenanigans before they marry.” Gran sounded confident. She hoped her grandmother was correct because even the thought of Chrissy as her stepmother was scary.
“I hope so, Gran. I really hope so.” The despair in her heart threatened to overwhelm her but she shoved it away to bask in the combined love of her aunt and grandmother.
“I think we need a little faith here.”
Trixi paused at Gran’s statement. Gran wasn’t born yesterday, and the lady had more common sense than most. She probably knew what she was talking about.
This calmed Trixi enough that when she heard her father come in, she was able to kiss him goodnight with her usual aplomb.
He was bubbling over with happiness. She would not rain on his parade.
No matter what.
Although if he asked her outright what she thought of Chrissy, she was also going to be tactful, but honest.
Hopefully tactful.
[image: image-placeholder]The next morning at work, Trixi called out when she caught sight of her best friend strolling across the hall. Katy, who must have recognized her voice, spun, searching for her. They met halfway, there might have been squealing...
After hugging her friend tight, she looked Katy up and down. “You weren’t supposed to arrive until tomorrow.”
“I know, but I was eager to get here. I have paperwork to complete and a few meetings.”
“I thought I was starting in neonatal today, but I also have to go through paperwork and meetings, despite my years here.” Trixi perked up. “I’m so happy you’re early. We can endure this together then.”
Katy’s usual smile lit her face. “I have really missed you.” After another squeeze, Katy held her at arm’s length to peer at Trixi.
Trixi returned her perusal. Despite the bright smile, she looked a little weary around the edges.
“This must be Katy.” Leo spoke from behind them.
Trixi quickly introduced them. “Yes, Leo de Vosse, this is Katy Greene.”
Leo took in her best friend’s blonde curls and bright violet eyes and an instant friendship flared between the pair. They were two kindred spirits meeting and recognizing each other.
Mark approached them. “Shouldn’t you two be at work?”
He directed the question to both her and Leo.
“This is my best friend and sister, Katy Greene. She’s a trauma surgeon. Katy this is Leo’s brother Mark.”
Mark shook her hand. “Nice to meet you.”
“Same for you, Mark.” Katy charmed him as well as Leo in seconds. “Are you also a doctor?”
“He’s a neurosurgeon,” Leo answered, busy with his phone. He handed it to Katy who handed hers to him at the exact same time.
Trixi glanced at Mark, who contemplated the pair with as much interest as her.
“What happened?” he whispered.
“They met and became instant best friends.”
He nodded.
Katy and Leo must have finished inputting their information into the other’s phones because they handed them back and were already making plans to get together, perhaps for dinner? Trixi couldn’t hear the entire conversation because Mark got paged.
“Tough day?” She attempted to radiate sympathy.
“Yeah, most of my team hasn’t shown yet.” He shoved a hand through his hair.
“What’s going to...” She never finished her question because another page with an emergency code blared from the intercom for Mark.
He took off. It left her speaking to empty air.




Chapter 4


When Mark entered the cafeteria, he selected a large sandwich, larger coffee, and some fruit. He circled the tables until he found Trixi. She was already eating. A container nearly touched her elbow while she ate from a different one. He set his meal down. 
“Hello,” he greeted.
“Hello,” she returned and by then Katy, followed by Leo, settled in beside them.
“Katy is getting transferred to my department,” Mark announced.
“What? When did that happen?” Trixi’s fork hovered over her container. “That’s what your emergency meeting was about right before lunch?”
“Yes, since I know nothing about neurosurgery, they decided I would be perfect to fill in there, starting this afternoon.” Katy eyed Trixi’s tea. She handed it over. Katy tossed back a belt before stealing a bite of roast beef.
“I’ve got three staff members out as of this morning.” Mark reflected on the nightmare he’d encountered upon entering work. The morning disintegrated from there.
“Three down?” Trixi’s eyes rounded. “That’s a major blow.”
“Yes. One has the flu, one was in a really bad car accident last evening, and the other is out on immediate maternity bed rest.” He stared at his sandwich, and wondered if he had the energy to eat it. 
Leo dove into the first thing he picked up. Mark turned back to his own tray and finally picked up the coffee. He took several long draws.
“You’re drinking coffee at lunch?” Leo’s eyebrows met over his nose.
“It’s necessary.” Mark took another swallow before he picked up his sandwich.
Katy opened the tea on her tray. She pried the lid off her salad then stared at it like she didn’t know what to do next.
He could commiserate as he finally managed to tear the wrapper off his sandwich. Leo helped Katy and soon she made inroads into her salad.
After she finished eating, Trixi tugged the lid off the container at her elbow and Katy’s head turned so fast, she might suffer from whiplash pains later. “Your famous chocolate fudge cake.”
“We had some last evening.”
Even Leo stopped shoveling food in to stare in awe at the double-layered cake oozing rich chocolate frosting. It was covered with a thicker chocolate on the top and sides. Before Mark took full inventory, he was drooling.
Katy snapped her salad lid in front of Trixi. “Load her up.”
He liked how she thought. Mark set his own plate in front of Trixi after she settled a huge piece on Katy’s lid. Leo sampled Katy’s before shoving his plate close. By the time Trixi served him, Katy was busy moaning. Mark understood because this cake was unreal.
“You could make a fortune selling these.” Mark paused only long enough to say this before he dove back in.
“Then they wouldn’t be fun anymore.”
Mark paused, his next bite hovering between his mouth and plate. Katy eyed it with avarice while Leo stole some of her cake since his was gone already. She turned a censorious gaze on him. With a contented smile, Leo leaned back in his chair and sent Katy a cheerful wink in return.
Her lips twitched.
By this time, Mark regained his faculties since his cake was gone. “You bake these for fun?”
“Of course. She loves to cook and bake. Trixi excels at both.” Katy shoved her empty lid close to Trixi again. Trixi took a moment to add another slice. Interested, Leo copied her motions and received a second serving as his reward. He dove right in, before Trixi could change her mind.
This was not the time to be shy. Mark presented his plate again. He received the remaining slice.
“Where did you get purple eyes from?” Leo asked Katy randomly. It was a great question as he’d been wondering the same thing.
Katy paused in demolishing her second helping of cake. “They run in my family. Usually someone has them.”
Trixi swallowed a dainty bite of her first piece of cake. “Really? Why didn’t I know that?”
Katy grinned. “Because I was too busy nagging you to make this cake to talk about my family genetics.”
“I’ve met both of your aunts and neither has your eyes.”
“No, my paternal grandmother had them. They must run through her side of the family. From what the aunts tell me, my grandmother was thrilled when I ended up with her eyes.”
“Where’d the yellow hair come from?” Mark polished off his second slice of cake and downed more coffee.
Katy wrinkled her nose. “My mother. From what I learned from my aunts, all the women on her side end up with this hair color.”
“Isn’t it normally called blonde?” Trixi asked delicately. A smile flirted with her mouth, and he liked the affection between the two women.
“Yes, but her hair isn’t blonde. It’s yellow.” Mark used his chin to point at Katy.
Beside him, Leo also stared at Katy’s amazing hair. “It’s definitely yellow.”
Katy and Trixi’s eyes met. “Maybe they’re both color blind,” Katy ventured with a mischievous glint.
“Maybe.” Trixi’s smile was so sweet it rivaled the delicious cake. The woman was gorgeous.
Her expression shuttered when she turned to Katy. “Dad is engaged.”
Katy choked on her iced tea. “What?”
“Yeah, I was surprised too.”
“To what’s-her-name? Chrissy?”
Trixi’s sigh was heartfelt. “Yes.” She snapped the lid back onto the empty cake container.
With a napkin she swiped from Leo, Katy wiped her mouth, purple eyes wide. “I can’t imagine him married to her.”
“I know. She was checking everything out in the house; mentally assessing items and determining their value.”
“I wouldn’t put it past her to sell the house out from under you.” Katy’s mouth turned wry.
“Yeah, unfortunately for her, I doubt she’s aware that can’t happen.”
For a moment there, Mark thought Trixi’s eyes turned hard, but the emotion was gone so quickly he was uncertain.
“Gold digger?” He swirled the remaining coffee in his disposable cup.
“Yeah, his current girlfriend is a nasty piece of work. She’s beautiful with a gorgeous body and money signs in her eyes,” Katy said.
Leo stirred. “How do you know this?”
“I keep in touch.” She tried to poke Leo.
Trixi nodded in agreement. “Katy has tolerated their relationship with me.”
“It’s been painful to watch. He fell hard and fast. Meanwhile she’s calculating how to squeeze the most out of him she possibly can.”
He nodded. “I’ve seen her type before.”
“Dad has as well. He’s always been able to see through their guises in the past.” Trixi’s lower lip jutted out as her forehead crinkled. “I don’t get it.”
“I can’t imagine Dad falling into her trap in the first place. Now that he has, why don’t we ask them to wait a little while? Try to stall the wedding somehow until he comes to his senses.” Katy tapped the table.
“That’s a good idea. We can probably stall them for a little while.”
“What do Gran and Miriam think?”
More names he had never heard before. They must be Trixi’s family, but it was interesting Katy seemed to know them well.
“They recognized what she was the instant they met her last night, obviously.”
Katy sat up straight in her chair. “Wait, why hasn’t Dad taken Chrissy to meet them before this?”
“I don’t know.” Trixi’s mouth flattened. “That’s why I didn’t think it was serious. Plus, they’ve only been together a few months.”
“But he told you they were engaged?”
“She kept flashing a massive diamond on her finger when they told me last night.”
“A cap on an already stressful day?” Katy sent a sympathetic look at Trixi, who nodded.
“Why do you think I needed to thaw this cake?”
“Right. You needed a double infusion of chocolate. Sounds like a necessity.” Katy rubbed Trixi’s arm. Trixi leaned into her.
“How long have you two known each other?” he asked abruptly.
His question startled both women. “I don’t know.” Katy frowned.
“Since our second year of college when we decided to become roommates.”
“We found a cheap efficiency apartment.”
“Why did you share an efficiency apartment?” Leo finished off his tea.
“Mostly because it was affordable and bigger than a dorm room, which we both lived in during freshman year, and hated.” Katy shrugged as she gathered the remains of her lunch in preparation to leave the cafeteria.
“Both of us were eager to move off campus.”
“We met when we went to look at the apartment. The building manager made a mistake and gave us the same time to view the place. We decided living together would be fun.” Katy shared a smile with Trixi.
Trixi nodded. “We became sisters.”
“How long did you live there?” Mark asked, fascinated by the conversation. Beside him, Leo’s body language also read interested.
Again, Trixi and Katy looked at each other. “All through college. Then after graduation Katy got accepted into a nearby medical school so we stayed. I wasn’t certain about continuing my education. I took a nursing job.”
Katy shook her head. “You know you wanted to keep going, but we couldn’t both afford to stay in school.” She turned to them. “Trixi got a job and supported us while I went to school. She worked any extra shifts she could to pay our bills.”
“It was only for a year. You can do anything for a short amount of time.” Trixi made this sound like it was no big deal.
“What happened after that?”
Katy toyed with a saltshaker. “My inheritance for medical school kicked in finally, since I started college a year earlier than my grandparents expected. I also graduated a year early, as did Trixi.”
“Once we had her inheritance, she demanded I go back to school.” Trixi smiled. “By then I knew I wanted neonatal, but I only had one of the required two years. I waited another year before applying to become a nurse practitioner.”
“How long ago was this?” Mark couldn’t get the math to add up.
“The thing is, I liked my job, since getting one at a hospital like this is difficult. I knew I might not land another if I left. Therfore, I kept working while I went to school.”
“Nothing I said convinced her to give it up,” Katy said dryly. “But I paid for our expenses so Trixi could save every penny she made. I knew she’d need the money eventually.”
“By keeping my job, it took me longer to finish my schooling, but I finally did a couple months ago. I had to give up a bunch of hours to complete my rotations for a short time, but the Human Resources Department assured me I would have a job when I finished.”
“And now she’s a permanent nurse practitioner in neonatal.” Katy beamed.
“Speaking of, I’ve got more paperwork and a couple of meetings. I better hurry.” Trixi glanced at the clock.
He and Katy had a brain tumor to remove at one.
“Glad it’s working out for you,” Leo told Trixi laconically.
“Thanks. Although I’m itching to actually get to the neonatal unit now.” Her reply came with a quicksilver grin Mark wanted to see more of. In fact, he wanted a copious amount of time with her.
The question was how to make it happen? He hadn’t been interested in the fair sex before because of all of his schooling. Yet this lack of knowledge put him at a disadvantage. How did a man ask out a woman he wanted a relationship with?
For the first time in ages, he had no idea what to do.




Chapter 5


When she got home that evening, Trixi was more than ready to be. After a boring day of filling out forms and listening to spiels about benefits and perks she was already enjoying, there was something soothing about arriving at this place of refuge. It felt more like hers now. 
Her car lights blinked after she locked it and let herself into the kitchen. And nearly crashed into Chrissy. Rearing back, Trixi gawked at her. “What are you doing here?”
Chrissy’s eyebrow rose. “I am engaged to your father. I have a right to be here.”
“How did you get in?” Surely, her father wouldn’t have given this woman a key to their home.
“The cleaning lady was here. I wanted to make certain to direct her in her duties. After all, once I marry your father, I’ll be the mistress of this house.”
Opening her mouth to refute this hilarious notion, Trixi paused when Chrissy turned toward Trixi’s beautiful range. “As soon as the honeymoon is over, that thing is going. It’s an eyesore.” She sniffed. “It looks like it was built back in the eighteen hundreds. I want a stainless-steel commercial model.”
“Can you cook?” Trixi heard the doubt in her own voice.
“No. But we can easily hire a decent chef.”
Hmm, someone has her entire life mapped out.
Trixi leaned against the warm range Chrissy had already discarded in her mind. “Do you have any idea how much this cost?”
Chrissy cast a disparaging look at it. “I doubt if it was much.”
Just to see the idiot’s reaction, Trixi quoted what they paid. It was what a person could expect to pay for a used car.
Her future stepmother’s eyes widened as her mouth dropped open. The surprised expression didn’t detract at all from her good looks. “What?”
Trixi stroked the enameled front and nodded. “Yes. It will set you back the price of a decent used car. They’re handmade in England and are top-of-the-line in ranges. You can’t buy much better than these.”
Chrissy displayed as much shock as her face allowed. This expression also did not detract from her beauty. Trixi let out a silent sigh. She bet when the woman cried, she did that prettily, too.
With a breezy wave, as if none of this was important, Chrissy moved on. “You can take it with you.”
“I’m not going anywhere.” Trixi stroked one of the gleaming handles. This range made the kitchen in her opinion. It warmed the space and added a cheerful ambiance she especially liked.
At her reply, Chrissy’s expression hardened. “Oh, but you are. You understand there can’t be two mistresses of this house. Once your father and I are wed, you’ll have to move out.”
Trixi was already shaking her head. “My father will be moving out, not me. Since you’re marrying him, you’ll never move in.”
“That’s not how it works. He’s going to give you this house?” Chrissy sounded scandalized.
“He cannot give me what isn’t his.”
The rumble of garage door opening halted the discussion. Chrissy hurtled across the space to await Rylan. As soon as he entered the kitchen, she flung herself into his arms to kiss him in a very private manner. Trixi grimaced and wandered over to the fridge.
She had spotted a frozen pizza in the freezer this morning. After removing the plastic, she slid the pie onto the bottom of the roasting oven. By the time she shut the door and straightened, Chrissy was speaking low and fast to Rylan.
Trixi wished her well, but the gold digger wasn’t getting this house. Rylan would explain it all to her. She hoped.
He said something to Chrissy before taking a set of keys from the rack hanging behind a framed portrait. “Hi, sweetheart. I’m taking Chrissy to see our new house. Do you want to go out for dinner?”
“Hi, Daddy. No, I just slid a pizza in the oven. I’ll make a salad to go with it. If you two have plans, don’t alter them on my account.”
“We’ll discuss it on the way.” He gazed at the woman seething at his side. Her eyes kept darting with belligerence around the spacious kitchen, as though she couldn’t believe this house didn’t come with the man.
They exited out the guest wing door and without
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