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      The tiny hairs on the back of Naomi Martin’s neck pricked as she prepared to exit the Ford Escape she’d parked in the hospital lot where she worked. She and several other nightshift nurses had already brought a complaint to management about the lack of lighting, so she didn’t immediately switch her lights off. Clocking in at eleven at night meant it was dark outside when her shift started all year round, perfect cover for the secret admirer who’d been leaving ‘gifts’ on her car while she worked.

      Naomi glanced around, looking for any sign of movement; when she saw none, she turned off her headlights. Nothing ever prepared her for the moment she was plunged into the pitch-black darkness. She’d parked as close to the ER as humanly possible, and the parking lot was fairly full for a Tuesday night. At least the ER had the most activity going on. In the worst instance, there was a chance someone would hear her screams.

      Tonight, everything was quiet save for the wind as she exited and locked her vehicle.

      Crisp fall gusts whipped her hair around; the ends felt like needles against her skin. She tightened her grip on the top of her jacket. It hadn’t been cold enough for a full-on coat yet but the chill in the air said that was about change.

      Tucking her chin to her chest to stave off the chill, she marched toward the set of double glass doors in the distance, scanning the area while keen to pay attention to her peripheral vision. It would be so easy to surprise her from the side of one of the many vehicles. To give herself a chance at escape, she walked straight down the center line of the lane, so if someone jumped out at her, she would have a couple of seconds head start. Those few seconds might mean the difference between life and death. At least she was able to wear tennis shoes to work. She couldn’t imagine making this trek in a pair of heels. Although, it occurred to her a spiked heel could be used as a weapon.

      That feeling of eyes on her back stalked her all the way inside the building. She thought about the U.S. Marshal who’d been brought in last night. Maybe she could ask his opinion off the record? The man might be drop-dead gorgeous, but he was also a good resource. Once the glass doors swished closed, she exhaled. This was the second time this week she’d had that feeling. Campus security was stretched thin, or she would have at least considered calling for an escort. Then again Rod, the night guard, wasn’t exactly her favorite person. The last time she’d asked him to arrange for more lighting, he’d asked her why she needed it when cars now had timers on their headlights. She didn’t bother to point out that not everyone could afford new car payments. Some people had to drive older vehicles.

      Aggravation caused Naomi’s shoulders to tense. She shook it off. She was about to start a long shift and work would consume her soon enough, forcing out all other thoughts. Her mind briefly shifted to the U.S. Marshal on her floor as she moved toward the elevator bank. She pushed the button to floor number seven and wondered if he might have some helpful advice for her. She was drawing a blank on how seriously she should take the gifts and how panicked she should be. The whole ordeal might be nothing to worry about, and she might be overreacting as Rod had indicated. Or, maybe she should get the law involved.

      As the elevator doors closed, a male hand came out of seemingly nowhere, forcing them open again. She gasped, hating the fact that she’d been caught off guard by something that happened all the time.

      The doors sprang open and Theo walked in.

      “Hey, Theo,” Naomi said, trying to shake off the bout of nerves.

      The orderly from her floor was quiet as usual. He gave a slight nod while keeping his gaze locked onto the floor. Theo packed his lunch every day, although some guessed his mother or a caregiver did it for him, and it was presently attached to a crossbody strap. The rare times he’d actually spoken to Naomi, she realized he had a slight stutter and she thought he might be self-conscious about it. She always went out of her way to make him feel welcome on her floor.

      “Seven?” she asked, knowing it was his usual first stop.

      Theo gave another quick nod as he shoved his hands in his pockets. His toes were almost pointed toward each other as he stood there. But his small smile let her know he appreciated her kindness. The few times he’d spoken to her, she’d noticed a stutter and he seemed insecure about it.

      The seventh floor couldn’t get there fast enough for Naomi. She didn’t mind Theo, but she was ready to dig into work and forget about the creepiness from the parking lot. Thankfully, the ride ended up a straight shot with no interruptions. Naomi could count on one hand the number of times that had happened this month. Maybe this shift would turn around after all.

      The elevator’s chime broke into the awkward silence. Theo immediately shuffled out the instant the doors opened. He threw back a hand in an attempt at a wave.

      “Have a good shift,” she said to him, following with enough distance to give him space before splitting off in the opposite direction.

      The creepy eyes-on-her feeling still plagued her. It was the worst feeling and one she wished she could shed. Ever since a ‘secret admirer’ had left a dead rose on her windshield, she’d had that feeling. Not long after, a stuffed teddy bear holding a heart had shown up on her vehicle. Then, after another long night at work last week, a silk robe waited for her tucked underneath her windshield wiper. Her body involuntarily shivered at the memory.

      Talking to Rod in security had been absolutely no help. He’d laughed at her concerns before telling her the gestures were nothing more than a sign someone probably had a crush on her and she should stop being so uptight. That was the moment she realized hospital security was probably not going to be any help and there was no chance Rod was losing his keycard to the ‘good ole boys’ club anytime soon.

      At the moment, Naomi wasn’t seriously dating anyone and hadn’t been on a promising date in longer than she cared to admit. She was even more embarrassed by the fact that she’d let Rita, her co-worker, talk her into signing up for one of those dating sites so Naomi could move on.

      After a third—not just bad but horrific—date, Naomi had pulled her profile down and changed her status on social media to in a relationship to kill anyone’s expectation they might get a follow-up date. The lie seemed harmless enough and she had no plans of dating for the foreseeable future.

      Now that her thirtieth birthday had come and gone unceremoniously, she had no plans to date anyone. If dating in her twenties had been complicated, the next decade wasn’t off to a real good start either.

      The gifts on her vehicle probably shouldn’t have freaked her out as much as they had, but it just didn’t sit well with her. Was it the secrecy? Yes, of course, that was part of it. The dead rose was creepy. Rod had explained people used to iron them and keep them inside books. His aunt had shown him several that she used as bookmarks over the years. He’d rolled his eyes and issued a sharp sigh before picking up a file on his desk, essentially dismissing her. Again, she wondered if the Marshal would see the situation in the same light.

      And yet, what purpose did the gifts serve if she had no idea who’d left them? A dead flower. A teddy bear. A silk robe. They followed a normal dating progression in a sense, becoming more intimate each time. But also creepy considering the secrecy. If someone was trying to impress her, wouldn’t they leave a card with a name instead of slinking around in the dark? Especially since this location away from the hustle and bustle of Austin wasn’t exactly easy to get to.

      This hospital might be named Austin General but it was on the outskirts of town. She’d chosen this place to work so that she didn’t have to wrestle with the city’s traffic, which was a nightmare. There was no rush ‘hour’ in Austin; every hour was rush hour. Working and living in the outskirts had its pluses. However, there was still a good ole boy network that got by too easily, too unnoticed. No one called them out, including hospital administration. No one took it seriously, which was a problem. It was considered harmless, which was infuriating. Rod needed to take her concerns about the parking lot seriously before someone got hurt. Instead, he’d promised to figure out a way to get more lighting at the edges of the lot, giving a vague timeline.

      Naomi logged in and located fellow nurse Rita, whose shift would end now that Naomi had arrived.

      “How’d it go today?” Naomi asked, suppressing the urge to dive right in and ask about the Marshal who’d come in yesterday. He’d caused quite a stir on the floor when the famous Texas cattle ranching family had filed in. Naomi had never seen so many calendar-worthy men under one roof. Most were married, some with kids, but that didn’t stop half the female staff from needing to wipe drool off their chins as the men passed by. Naomi had even heard several male staff members comment on the Quinn’s good looks. The whole group was tall, muscled, and had what could only be described as charisma and sex appeal in buckets.

      After talking to several, she also realized they were some of the most down-to-earth people on the planet. There should be more Quinns. Clearly, none of these men had been on a dating site. Or, if they had, they’d been swiped right off the market in a manner of seconds. Seeing them had reminded her just how pitiful her recent dates had been. It was probably good to know there were men like the Quinns out there. Somewhere. Even if the supply was dwindling.

      “Good,” Rita said. “Our golden boy woke up. He’s strong as an ox and my money is on him making a fast recovery and an even speedier exit.”

      “Why does that make you frown?” Naomi asked, and then the reason dawned on her. “Never mind. Forget I asked that question. You want him to stick around.”

      “He’s gorgeous and single,” Rita said before making eyes at Naomi. “We don’t exactly see much of that around here with men like him.”

      “What? Someone who works in law enforcement?” Naomi asked. A man with a dangerous job wasn’t someone she could allow herself to get attached to.

      “Doesn’t bother me,” Rita commented before seeming to realize the faux pax. It wouldn’t either. She hadn’t lost her first real love to the military and her father to his job as supervisor at Austin PD. One Naomi’d lost by age fifteen and the other had died a year ago while serving his country. The two of them had had big plans for their future after his service. All of which had gone up in smoke when she’d lost the love of her life. They’d been high school sweethearts who’d gone separate ways before reuniting two years ago on social media. Life could be insanely cruel when it wanted to be. It had given her back her first love and then almost immediately taken him away again. And it was probably the anniversary of his death that had her feeling so off balance and melancholy, not to mention the timing of the so-called gifts.

      Naomi might want to pick the Marshal’s brain about safety measures for the parking lot, but she would leave the dating aspect up to her co-workers.

      “Health-wise, he’s recovering, though?” Naomi decided it was best to steer the conversation back on track. “No red flags to watch out for?”

      “Absolutely none,” Rita said. “He’s doing so well, in fact, I was about to ask if he wanted me to bring in margaritas for a nightcap when I get off work.”

      Naomi cracked a smile.

      “Oh yeah, I’m sure Gwen would love that,” Naomi said. The floor supervisor was well known for not putting up with any shenanigans.

      Rita’s gaze widened as she popped her chin and looked directly at something or someone over Naomi’s shoulder.

      “She’s standing right behind me, isn’t she?” Naomi asked, praying it wasn’t true but fearing the worst. Why was it the worst always seemed to be the guarantee?

      “Not right behind you but she is heading this way,” Rita said.

      Naomi breathed a sigh of relief as she reached up and absently fingered the familiar dog tags that hung on a chain around her neck.

      “And she just turned,” Rita said with an exhale. “We’re safe.”

      “Who else came in today? Anyone I need to focus on or be concerned about?” Naomi asked, redirecting the conversation back to patients and her comfort zone.

      “It was quiet aside from gorgeous in there. Since he arrived, it seems like every single nurse in the building has come up with an excuse to be on our floor,” Rita said as she rolled her eyes. Her gaze dipped to the dog tags around Naomi’s neck. Her work friend had tried to convince Naomi to stop wearing them, but it was all she had left of Gavin Rosemont. The second date she’d gone on from the app had commented on them too. He was history the minute he made a face after hearing who they belonged to. She’d left out the part about her and Gavin planning to get married, saying only that they were her high school sweetheart’s.

      Thinking about it, wearing her late fiancé’s dog tags probably did make her seem hung up on the past. Was she? The short answer was yes.

      The tingly feeling returned. Naomi glanced around as she half-listened to Rita’s plans for her day off tomorrow.

      “You should know the Marshal is the hospital’s favorite patient,” Rita continued after clearing her throat. She must have realized Naomi had zoned out.

      “Why is that?” she asked. Hospital administration wouldn’t care about his looks.

      “I’m only saying it because you should probably stop in his room first,” Rita said on a shrug. “I guess the family hands a lot of money out for charity and hospitals are at the top of their list.”

      “Good to know,” Naomi said, figuring this patient’s stay just became political for administration. “What about the family and visitation? Anything else I should know? Have they worked anything out that should be on my radar?”

      “They have special permission to stay round the clock and the family members seem to have worked out shifts,” Rita explained. “As a matter of fact, here comes one now.”

      A seriously good-looking man stepped into the hallway, gave a quick glance, and then headed toward the elevator bank.

      “I should probably duck into the room while the patient is alone for a few seconds then,” Naomi said as she smiled at the visitor.

      “Good idea,” Rita agreed.

      Naomi hoped so. She’d thought about the patient in room 724 more than she cared to admit today.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      If Harding Quinn had to sit in this bed much longer, he’d go stir crazy.

      “Good evening. I’ll be your nurse tonight.” A tall auburn-haired beauty walked into the room and almost straight to the chalkboard opposite the bed. “My name is Naomi.” She erased Rita’s name and wrote hers. “I heard you had a good day.”

      When Naomi turned around to face him, his heart skipped a couple of beats. He blamed it on the painkillers and lack of exercise because heaven knew he was long out of high school. His suddenly sweaty palms begged to differ, so he cleared his throat in an attempt to regain his bearings and shake off this unexpected attraction to the night nurse.

      “Did anyone mention when I might be released?” he asked.

      “That’s up to your doctor,” Naomi said. She had the voice of one of his favorite country and western singers. It was the kind that seemed to settle on him and around him, giving him chills every time. Hot was too simple a word to describe Naomi’s looks. She was the total package; long, lean legs that looked like they belonged to a professional dancer along with eyes that were as haunting as they were beautiful. Even from this distance he could see pain registered deep inside a slightly broken soul. The urge to put a smile on those full pink lips was a physical ache, which made no sense considering the two were strangers and he’d never felt this way before toward anyone.

      “How soon will he or she stop by?” he continued, shaking off his initial reaction.

      “I can check for you,” she said, immediately turning toward the door.

      “No. That’s okay. I’m sure they’ll be in when they make rounds,” he said. Despite being a Quinn, he’d never been comfortable with special treatment and there was the simple fact he wanted her to stay. Harding had been brought up by the ‘other’ brother. The one who’d gone into law enforcement instead of cattle ranching. It was Harding’s Uncle T.J. who had made the family a fortune. He’d split the mineral rights between all the boys, his seven sons and five nephews. Mineral rights were where the real money was despite his uncle starting and growing a successful cattle ranching business. All of Harding’s cousins were home now, taking their rightful place on the ranch. Whereas, on Harding’s side of the family, most worked in law enforcement. “The last time a doctor was here, I was out cold so I didn’t get a chance to ask questions. My family filled me in as much as possible but they forgot to ask when I could get out of here.”

      The nurse nodded before walking over to his bedside and he was suddenly aware of how few clothes he had on. He almost laughed out loud at the thought he was worried about what he was wearing in a hospital. But, hey, these gowns left little to the imagination from behind and the opening in back wasn’t a good look on anyone. Well, it might have looked good on her—but he stopped himself before his imagination could get carried away.

      “Only the doctor can answer your question. Do you need anything else while I’m here? Anything to make you more comfortable?” she asked while checking the machines next to his bed.

      “To be honest, this is all overkill,” he said and then thought better of his word choice when she froze. “What I mean to say is that all these machines aren’t necessary. I was barely grazed by a bullet and my family is already making too big a fuss over what happened.”

      “Just to be clear, ‘what happened’ was that you were shot in the line of duty. Is that correct?” she asked, her gaze lingering on him for a second longer than normal. The way she bit down on her bottom lip before turning back toward the sounds of the beeps had him wondering what question she’d wanted to ask.

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said, feeling a sudden chill in the air. “And now I need to get out of here, so I can rest at home.”

      “Where is that?” she asked after rolling her shoulders a couple of times. The movement was a sure sign she was stressed and he couldn’t help but wonder what had happened. She couldn’t be upset with him. They didn’t know each other well enough for him to get under her skin this fast.

      “Austin,” he stated and caught the fact she bristled. “You don’t like Austin?”

      “Not particularly. There’s way too much traffic for me,” she said as she stared at his IV drip.

      “I couldn’t agree more there,” he said. She made a good point. Traffic was a huge downside of living in the city.

      A noise sounded in the hallway and Naomi practically jumped out of her skin. Her reaction was over the top, and made him wonder what had her on edge.

      “Too much coffee?” he asked, his gaze settling on her hands—hands that were trembling.

      “What? No,” she said quickly. Too quickly.

      “Then, do you mind if I ask what’s going on?” he asked, figuring she might not tell him but at least he’d done his part to find out so he could offer assistance. Call it a job hazard but he had a difficult time ignoring someone when the person seemed like they were in trouble. Her body language indicated she was stressed. Could be work-related but his gut instincts honed by years of experience said this was personal.

      “Someone I went on a date with recently seems to have developed feelings for me that I don’t reciprocate,” she said on a sharp sigh, surprising him with her honesty. As she turned to face him, the full force of her violet eyes on him caused the unfamiliar ache in his chest to return. Well, now he was becoming one of those ‘poor me’ country songs where an attraction was unrequited. This deep-in-the-chest feeling certainly couldn’t be love after knowing Naomi for all of five minutes.

      “Pardon the question, but have you told him straight out that he needs to move on? Some folks need a direct approach,” he said, wondering how much more there was to the story.

      “I would be happy to, if I knew who he was,” she immediately countered. She seemed to hear how that sounded and he probably gave her quite the confused look because she added, “My co-worker talked me into signing up on one of those app things for dating.” She absently fingered a set of dog tags on a chain around her neck. Did she realize she was doing it? “And I went on a few dates just to get it out of the way.”

      She flashed eyes at him as he quirked a brow.

      “I probably sound like a terrible person right now,” she said, and her cheeks turned five shades of red.

      “There’s nothing wrong with dating or those apps,” he said, hoping the reassurance could make her feel a little better. She’d done the same thing millions of others had. Dating apps were nothing new and quite a few people found the loves of their lives on one. The part where she’d described dating as getting it out of the way caused questions to form in his mind.

      “Really? Which one are you on?” she asked. There was more than a hint of curiosity in her eyes.

      “Me?” he asked with complete shock in his voice. “None. But that doesn’t mean I haven’t considered it, with my strange hours and line of work. Most of the people I meet on the job end up in handcuffs.” He hoped the joke would lighten the mood and help her feel less embarrassed.

      Naomi’s face broke into a smile. Mission accomplished. Though, he didn’t want to think too hard about how much her smile warmed him.

      “I guess being in law enforcement makes it hard to meet people,” she said.

      “Meeting people isn’t the problem. Going on a date when you’d have to pick them up after they made bail is rough,” he continued, laughing at his own joke. He winced. The pain was real and he’d refused to take much more than prescription-strength ibuprofen.

      “Laughing is probably a bad idea when you have stitches above a bruised rib,” she said with compassion in those violet hues.

      “Just bruised?” he said on another laugh. “It should be broken with this much pain. Of course, that would take longer to heal so I don’t wish that on myself.”

      “I’m sure the doctor will fill you in and I’m pretty sure I saw your brother
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