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The Morrison Family Index of Characters



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]





Chapter 1


“You belong to me.  He can’t have you.” His voice was sincere. So serious it sent her heart racing. His eyes didn’t show crazy, but his words were, adrenaline shot her temperature up while her nape hairs rose.
She had to run, preferably in the opposite direction.
Screaming as she tried to lunge away, her limbs were leaden and wouldn’t obey her instructions.
Doctor Katy Greene awoke with a gasp. Her heart beat far too fast and a clammy sweat stuck Leo’s pilfered t-shirt to her back. She took several deep breaths as the vestiges of the nightmare were replaced by reality.
Reality was definitely better. The phone beside her bed continued to blare and vibrate as the screen lit with a kaleidoscope of colors.
Snatching it up, she answered.
The call to work could not have come at a better time. With the insidious whispers of doom and gloom still taunting her from the fringes, she wouldn’t have been able to sleep again anyway. Instead, she shoved the covers away, to race into the shower to rinse off the nightmare-induced sweat.
It took her ten minutes to change clothes and climb into her vehicle, thankful she was heading to the hospital where she worked as a trauma surgeon. This way she would be far too busy to dwell on the awful nightmares that kept plaguing her. They were bad enough, she pondered telling one of her two best friends. Either nurse practitioner Trixi Duvall, who was her former roommate, sister, best friend, and someone she adored, or pediatrician Leo de Vosse who she had only recently met but who was a kindred spirit if there ever was one, and who she also adored. 
Yet she hesitated. Neither of her best friends would provide bad counsel. Both would offer plenty of advice.
Perhaps that was the very reason she kept silent. It wasn’t advice she was seeking. Once she figured out what she needed from them, then she’d say something.


Later that morning, she ran into Leo, and as usual, a little spurt of happiness zinged through her at first sight of him. Her senses always rushed forward and pointed straight at him, so finding him in a crowded room wasn’t difficult. He drew her into his orbit as though he was the other half of her magnet.
“You look terrible,” he stated as his blue-green Morrison eyes swept over her. His square jaw and tussled dark brown hair were so familiar that she relaxed, despite his statement.
“Thanks,” she said but didn’t mean. She did step into his personal space since she was feeling chilled. Leo always managed to suppress the chills. Above average in height, and lean, he sported wide shoulders and lean hips. And plenty of heat, thankfully.
He handed her his coffee as he wrapped his other arm around her. “How long have you been here?”
“Since about two-thirty.” She drank his coffee with relief.
“That pileup on 81?” 
“Yeah.” It wasn’t the traffic accident that had caused her weariness though. It was the blasted dream. She sucked down more of Leo’s coffee before handing it back. “I need more coffee than this. Infused with chocolate.”
He shook his head at her. “Trixi just mumbled something similar.”
Katy perked up. “You’ve seen Trixi?”
“Yeah, she and Mark found each other in about three seconds when they arrived today.”
“Her guest wing still isn’t finished?” Mark, Leo’s older brother, had been renting Trixi’s guest wing, but a fire swept through and destroyed part of it. Mark had since moved back in with Leo until Trixi’s overwhelming, but gorgeous, inherited estate underwent the necessary repairs. 
“No, but they think by the end of the week.”
“You’ll have your one working bathroom to yourself again soon?”
He brightened. “My cousin is planning to work on my bathroom situation this week.”
“Right.” She had heard this story before. He always had something else come up.
“I’m fairly certain Mark threatened him with a lobotomy if he didn’t fix at least one more bathroom.”
Mark was a neurosurgeon. “A good inducement.”
Leo cocked his head and stroked his chin. “I might have also mentioned that you’re a surgeon.”
“Have I met this man?”
“Of course.” Then he frowned. “Maybe not.”
Leo and Mark were Morrisons on their mother’s side. That meant they had eight hundred relatives, at least.
“It’s not nice to threaten people.” Her scold fell flat since she shared Leo’s unfortunate sense of humor.
“I alluded to you being really good with a scalpel.”
“You don’t know that for certain.”
“Janine said you’re good.”
Her friend’s praise sent warmth and happiness through her, because everyone knew Leo’s cousin, Janine Morris, was the real deal when it came to trauma surgery. She had two tours in a military hospital under her belt and a stint in Johannesburg. The woman knew what she was doing. If she said Katy was good... wow.
“Don’t you two have better things to do than stand around and talk?”
“Speak of the devil.” Leo gestured to Janine, who joined them.
“I’m on my way for coffee.” Katy’s stomach growled.
“Yes, and breakfast,” Janine decided. Janine was biracial with gorgeous amber eyes and brown skin. 
Leo squeezed Janine, then her, and sipped his coffee before he headed toward the elevators. Katy waved as she and Janine concentrated on obtaining food and liquid stimulant.
“Do we still have additional patients?”
Janine shook her head. “Not from the accident. This can all change though.”
“Of course. Why were you here during the night? You were supposed to be off.”
Janine rolled her beautiful amber eyes. “I had just finished my last surgery and was getting ready to go home when this pileup happened.”
“I thought Dr. Ferguson was supposed to be on duty last night.” Katy selected a coffee cup and filled it. She doctored it before they headed to the food. 
“He was supposed to be, but apparently he was in said pileup.”
“Oh no.” Alarm sliced through her. “Is he okay?”
Janine’s mouth firmed. “After a stint on my operating table, I think he’ll live, but he’s in no shape to work.”
Katy nearly dropped her coffee cup. “We’re one surgeon short now.”
“At least until he recovers.”
“There is hope he’ll pull through?” Katy paid for her breakfast and followed Janine to a table.
“He’ll be fine, but he’s going to need a few weeks to heal.”
The thought of his empty position caused Katy’s nape hairs to stand on end again as her stomach offered a protesting roll.




Chapter 2



“What’s going on with Katy?” Trixi asked the moment Leo set his tray down at lunch.
He started. “What?”
She used her brown-red head to indicate Katy, who was still selecting lunch. Trixi’s silvery-blue eyes reflected worry.
Leo sat before he focused on Katy. Her yellow curls gleamed in the overhead lights as she smiled at the cashier. Then she hefted her tray and eyes alert, homed in on him.
Watching her closely, he admitted she didn’t seem as upbeat as usual. 
“She’s been here since two-thirty this morning.”
Even though Trixi nodded, she didn’t seem convinced. Leo very much wanted to know Trixi’s specific concerns about Katy.
“That doesn’t account for whatever is bothering her.”
Katy selected the seat closest to him as Trixi’s eyes flashed at him in warning. Katy went through all the motions of eating, but her heart wasn’t in it. Then to add fuel to Trixi’s fire, Katy also didn’t help herself to anything from his tray.
Now that Trixi had pointed out something was wrong, he frowned.
Leo leaned over to mention something when his brother set his tray on the table and leaned down to subtly kiss Trixi. That fast, they lost Trixi and Mark. The pair had begun dating a few weeks ago and their relationship was going well.
Katy watched them with hooded eyes. “I’d say they’re both disgusting, but it’s not true.”
“What are they then?” He was more interested in his sandwich.
“Sweet.” She took a sip of tea.
Then knocked back a quarter of the bottle.
“Careful there, purple eyes.”
She took a swipe at him but he avoided her with ease, laughing.
Her expression turned droll. Leo was heartened to see Katy in there, instead of the automaton or whoever had taken over.
“So, Kates, how are you?”
“I’m fine.” Then she grimaced. “Why do you ask?”
“Because you’re acting weird,” Trixi answered, after she finished whatever she was doing with Mark.
It appeared both Trixi and Mark were interested in Katy’s response. Leo knew he was.
They all turned to her. She exhaled loudly. “What constitutes weird?”
She was avoiding the question. He scowled. Katy didn’t avoid anything. She usually took it head on, impulsively ignoring the consequences.
“Your behavior today.” Mark flattened her evasive tactics. Kind of hard to get around a neurosurgeon. They were a sneaky lot, at least his brother was.
Mark flashed a triumphant grin at Katy, who wasn’t in the least bit impressed.
“You just saw me three seconds ago for the first time today.”
“I saw you first thing this morning.” Leo finished his sandwich.
“Me too.” Trixi paused in opening her salad container to fix her pointed gaze on Katy. Since Leo had been on the receiving end of that concentrated stare before, he understood the insect-stuck-on-a-pin feeling.
It must have washed right off Katy though since she continued picking at her turkey on wheat. Maybe living with Trixi all those years had built up her immunity. “I’m fine. Just a little tired from a busy night, on top of a nasty nightmare. Fortunately, I got called into work.”
He opened his mouth to question her about this nightmare, but Katy and Mark were both paged over the intercom. She handed the rest of her sandwich to him before she hurried off. Her cookie, which she didn’t share, was half gone by the time she reached the doors, Mark on her heels. He had heaved himself to his feet, still eating his sandwich when the page came.
After the doors swung shut behind them, Leo and Trixi converged on each other.
“Something is wrong,” she said before he opened his mouth.
Leo glared at the spot where Katy had disappeared.
“What are we going to do?”
“Watch her until she tells us what’s happening.” Trixi tapped the table. “It’s not like Katy to keep secrets.”
“No, it isn’t.” And that meant this one had to be a doozy.
[image: image-placeholder]After Katy finished up with the patient whose needs called her out of lunch, Janine caught up with her and kept pace. “There’s a meeting after this scheduled one, about temporarily filling Tom Ferguson’s position.”
“So soon?” She’d been certain they would hold off hiring a new person for at least a week.
Janine’s mouth tightened. “I decided I don’t want to be on-call every night until Tom is well again.”
Her chest tightened. “Right. I agree.”
“If we don’t replace him, temporarily, then we’ll all have to fill in. Our resident surgeons don’t sleep enough as it is so we can’t further rely on them.”
Katy nodded. She remembered those days well. “Yes, we can’t ask more from them.” Biting her lip, she stopped in front of the elevator doors. “I don’t have any desire to go back to those days. I have a life now.” Mostly. If one discounted a few creepy things she refused to think about.
“Exactly. I need to see my husband and family.”
“Right. Besides, things are heating up with Dad and Nina, and I’d like to be there to witness it.”
Janine’s Morrison Family Radar must have pinged. “Your dad is dating Nina McCormick?”
“They’re going hot and heavy from the sound of it.”
“Do you hear wedding bells?”
Katy grinned. “That’s our hope.”
“It’s a nice hope.” Janine nodded. “Except if we don’t get help, we’ll never leave this place.”
“Ugh. We need help.”
“That’s why we have the meeting today at three.”
“I’ll be there, hopefully.” The elevator doors opened to disgorge a number of people before she and Janine climbed aboard. They both knew not to make definite plans as emergencies happened. Crises were the life of a trauma surgeon.
Janine pressed the floor button. “We need to go through the applications we have.”
“What’s the possibility that whoever we hire will expect this to become a permanent position?”
“Ninety-eight percent,” Janine answered dryly. She’d obviously thought about this. “It won’t hurt to add another trauma surgeon to our staff. We always seem to be one person short.”
A tiny niggle sent Katy on high alert. “Does this mean you’re planning to push hard for us to hire this person permanently?”
“Yes. The more surgeons we have on staff, the more free time we get. Since you’re practically a part of my family you know how often we get together.” Janine eyed Katy as though she needed another cup of coffee before the car stopped and the doors whisked open. Janine exited but Katy stood there, temporarily paralyzed by shock.
“How am I part of her family?” The shutting doors didn’t answer.
She leapt between them to hurry after her colleague who was fast and had already disappeared through the doorway to their meeting.
Speeding after her, Katy worked to sort through the nuances of Janine’s easy statement. There was barely time for a cup of coffee before the meeting started so she couldn’t ask. She sat through the boring spiel on some new hospital policy someone else would change in three months’ time.
How was she practically a part of the family?
The Morrisons were a prolific lot who were close and got together frequently. Katy was definitely not a Morrison.
After the meeting, she cornered Janine.
Janine searched her face for a long moment before she must have silently reached a conclusion.
“Are you or are you not best friends with Leo?”
“Are.” She blushed before hastening to correct her poor grammar. “I mean I am.”
“Right. Leo is a Morrison, correct?”
“Correct.”
“Since you and Leo are tight, you’ll be coming to family functions as well. You can’t join in the fun if you’re here all the time.” Janine gestured to the door. “Let’s go.”
Katy took the last sip of coffee and tossed the disposable cup into the nearest trashcan before they left the room.
“We have time to hit the rest room and maybe find something to eat before the next meeting.” Janine blanked her phone screen and stowed it in her pocket.
“Are you related to Leo?” Katy danced nimbly out of Janine’s swat zone, laughing.
“Lunch was hours ago.”
“It was two hours ago.”
“Like I said, hours ago.” They entered the lady’s room. Each selected a stall. “I didn’t get to finish mine. That’s probably why I’m still hungry.”
“Why didn’t you get to finish lunch? I got called into surgery, but were you operating as well?” Katy asked as they reconvened at the sinks to wash their hands.
“No. Dr. Marshall wanted to go through all the applicants we’ll be discussing at our next meeting.” Dr. Marshall was head of the department. He had been working here since the hospital was built, and they all suspected the man had to be approaching eighty. He was a premier trauma surgeon and showed no sign of slowing down.
The fact that he tapped Janine as his helper was no surprise. She was likely the only surgeon on staff who could match his skill. Janine probably exceeded his due to her military training.
Tugging a towel from the dispenser, Katy grinned when Janine’s stomach let out a lengthy growl.
“You need food.”
Janine led the way into the cafeteria. She selected her second lunch with no haste. Katy kept her meal to a bar of chocolate, since she had finished most of her lunch. Leo ended up with part of it, but that wasn’t uncommon.
She tore into the bar and enjoyed every bite. “Look at that, I didn’t have to share any of it,” she gloated as she licked the last of the chocolate off her fingers.
“That’s why I bought my own.” Janine finished her iced tea before starting on her chocolate.
“So, do you have some good candidates for this new position?”
“Yes, actually there are several good ones. One man has over twenty years of experience and is from this area. He wants to return.” Janine popped another piece of the treat into her mouth.
Katy’s hackles rose.
It was coincidence. No need for alarm. Yet her common sense shrieked at her.
The spuming unease followed her out of the cafeteria and all the way to the elevators. What if her troubles from Maryland had followed her here?




Chapter 3



Finishing the last of his paperwork, Leo finally shut down his computer. He spun his chair to grab his jacket. The rest of his staff had already cleared out, with the exception of his head nurse, Velma. She was finishing up. He helped her.
“Thanks, Leo.” She sounded relieved.
“You’re welcome.”
“Have any plans for tonight?” Velma fished.
“I don’t think so.” He turned on his phone to glance at the calendar. “Doesn’t look like it. Katy’s been here since the middle of the night. I expect I’ll have to feed her and then put her to bed.”
“She’s not one to get cranky, is she?” She waited until he locked up their suite.
“Not as long as there’s chocolate and coffee available.”
Velma chuckled as they took the ramp to the hospital. At the door, they parted ways, her to the staff parking lot and him to see if he could locate Katy. His buddy emerged from the surgical wing, Janine beside her.
“You two look like you had a run in with a truck. And lost.”
“Funny.” Katy’s lips pulled down as he wrapped an arm around her and hauled her close. She leaned on him.
“What happened?” He hugged Janine with his other arm.
“It’s been a long day.” She brushed her hand over her face.
“Call your husband and tell him he’s cooking dinner tonight.”
Janine laughed wearily. “He already told me it’s ready.”
“A good man, your husband.”
“Yes.” Janine’s face glowed with happiness, but it didn’t dispel the weariness. He released her.
Katy peered up at him. “You’re cooking tonight.”
“I figured that.” He tightened his grip on her and steered her across the lobby and into the parking lot. “I’ll be right behind you,” he warned after he escorted her to her car.
She nodded before they said goodnight to Janine. Katy stashed her things then slid behind the wheel.
He crawled into his vehicle. On the way, he ordered their supper. Katy wasn’t in any shape to do it.
Pulling into her garage, she parked then trailed wearily into the house. He followed her through the garage, making certain all the doors were locked.
“You need a shower and food.” He directed Katy toward the stairs.
He ambled into the kitchen to set the table and find drinks. The doorbell rang. He collected their meal and carried it to the table.
Due to her profession, Katy could move fast when she needed to. By the time he had unpacked the food, she trailed downstairs in fuzzy pajamas. She sat at the table with an eager expression. He tapped her nose in lazy affection as feelings of contentment welled.
After they started eating, she asked about his day. He told her all the funny bits, something she liked.
“You enjoy your job.” Her eyes sparkled at him across the table.
“Yes.” He grinned as he thought of the funny moments again. Part of the joy was the experience, but he also enjoyed telling Katy all about it later.
Her giggles and chuckles were intoxicating.
Intoxicating? Where did that come from?
As the laughter died, he was grateful when she dropped her napkin and had to lean down to pick it up. It gave him time to recoup. He didn’t think of Katy in terms of intoxicating.
Next, he’d add gorgeous and sexy to the list.
Except she was both of those things. He was a man, and she was an amazing woman.
But she’s your best friend, a wise voice in the back of his mind cautioned.
The fastest way to destroy this precious relationship was to allow sex to cloud his vision. He’d never had trouble with this in the past, but lately... he was experiencing more of these unsettled thoughts.
Katy grabbed her napkin, used it, and set it back in her lap. She finished her egg roll, but there was still some chicken and stir-fried rice left. After she shoved the plate away, signaling she was full, he polished off her meal.
“Why don’t you gain weight?”
“What?” He swallowed the last bite.
“You always eat the remainder of my meals. Why don’t you gain weight?”
“I have.” It was practically a miracle.
“You have?”
“Yeah, I’m up ten pounds.” He drank his tea while leaning back in his chair. “Do you have any idea how hard it is for me to gain weight?”
Disgust crossed her face. “Don’t talk to me about weight gain.”
Not able to help himself, he swept a gaze over her that was mostly masculine appreciation. “You do not have to worry about your weight.”
“Yes, I do. I eat way too much chocolate.” Her eyebrows snapped together. “But I’m not giving it up.”
“You don’t have to,” he consoled, amused.
“You struggle to gain weight?”
He nodded as he gathered their dishes and carried them to the sink. “Yeah, always have.”
“Why didn’t I know this?”
“It’s not a secret, but I’ve probably never mentioned it.”
“Have you needed to buy a new wardrobe?”
“No, everything still fits. It’s fortunately come on as muscle.”
She spun to gawk at him from her position by the table. “Do you have any idea how rare that is?”
“Yes, I am a doctor. But I also know I have to exercise, so I’ve put on the weight in the form of muscle.”
Lips pursed, Katy said something, but whatever she said never entered his brain. Her lips spiraled him out of reality. He suddenly wanted to tug her to him and kiss those lips.
What in the world?
Crazy thoughts like this had to stop. He’d ruin their friendship and Leo knew he couldn’t live without Katy now. She was the piece of his life that had been missing. Losing her wasn’t an option.
Still, the urge was nearly overwhelming. He loaded their dishes into the dishwasher, grappling with this strange new desire. It wasn’t new, since there had been little niggles here and there, he’d managed to shove away.
Katy padded up behind him, pressing against him as she leaned in to place her drinking glass in the top rack. He enjoyed her warmth and feminine scent for the moment it took her to load the glass. There wasn’t much about Katy he didn’t enjoy. That’s probably why they were such good friends. Like true friends, they didn’t worry about personal space.
He added detergent, shut the dishwasher door, and started the machine. Katy bent over the table as she wiped the far end. Once she finished, she tossed the sponge to him. He caught it with ease and set it on the sink lip.
Then she yawned. The jaw cracking kind. He took her hand and dragged her down the hall to the stairs. “Up,” he commanded. She yawned again but obeyed.
Leo followed her up the stairs and into her room. He noticed her eying the bed warily. She trailed into the bathroom where he heard her brushing her teeth and doing all those little things women did before bed.
He peeked in the bathroom. “Hurry.”
“Why?” She was cutely belligerent.
“You’re about to fall asleep on your feet.”
Belatedly he remembered her bad dream from this morning. It probably explained why she didn’t want to go to sleep. “I’ll stay with you for a little while.” His offer was rewarded with a sunny smile.
“Really?” She sounded hopeful.
“Yes, but you have to get into bed.” He thought he personified patience, but from the scowl she sent him, maybe not.
Katy climbed into the bed though and snuggled into the covers. He removed his shoes, belt, and outer shirt, leaving his pants and t-shirt before he climbed into the bed after her.
It was completely natural to tuck his body around hers. She cuddled him with a happy sigh and that fast, was asleep. Leaning back, he peered at her, then grinned.
They lay on their sides, with him spooning her from behind. He wrapped his arm around her and enjoyed her warmth. Then studiously avoided thinking about his earlier thoughts of wanting to kiss her.
He lay there and distracted himself from these weird thoughts about Katy, thought about work, about his house, about his family. Anything but the gorgeous woman sleeping so contentedly in his arms. Her feminine, sweet scent encased him, wrapping him totally up in her.
His heart beat a little unsteadily as he peeked into that cauldron of desire for Katy. With a concentrated effort, he slammed the lid on temptation. It would utterly destroy their friendship. They could not pursue the physical side of this relationship. Katy might not even be feeling like this—it might be his sole problem. Which stank if so, but it was a definite possibility.
Leo might not know much about women, but he knew if Katy ceased to be his friend there would be no recovery for him.
He squelched all hints of desire for the warm woman in his arms.




Chapter 4


“I had an interesting conversation with my daughter.” Rylan Duvall gazed at Nina McCormick, the woman he wanted above all others. They were seated in her home, at the table. 
“Which daughter? Trixi or Katy?”
“Trixi.” Although he said it in a clipped manner, she didn’t appear alarmed.
“What did you talk about?” Nina’s question was calm and gentle.
Her composure helped to soothe him. He and Trixi had talked about the possibility of him asking Nina to marry him, but he was aware of Nina’s wariness of his wealth.
“She mentioned during our conversation how you haven’t been forthcoming about your finances.”
Nina’s head snapped up as her blue eyes met his. He read wariness there now.
“My finances?” Her inquiry held a thread of tightness.
“Yes. Apparently, my girlfriend has plenty of money of her own. Therefore, she shouldn’t be so worried about mine.”
Blinking, far more beautiful than any woman should be, Nina gaped at him. “Your wealth comes with the Wintermyer Estate, and all the trappings of money. You earned yours by starting and successfully running your own business. My money is inherited. It’s not important.” She gestured toward her modest home interior. “I’m not scared of your wealth but of your wealthy lifestyle. I lead an ordinary life and don’t know if I’ll fit in. Not that you’ve asked me to share your life, but . . .”
When she floundered, he stepped in. “That’s what Trixi and I were talking about. She and Katy have both given enthusiastic affirmatives to our marrying. But I knew you were hesitant to take on a man with my assets.” He drew in a deep breath. “Then I find out from Trix that you have plenty of your own assets.”
“I don’t need your money, Rylan.”
Her quiet statement made him pause. “Do you need me?” The words were ripped out of him. He wanted this woman for life. But if she didn’t want him... he swallowed, hard.
Nina shoved dark hair behind her ear as she dashed around the table. She dropped into his lap and her arms circled his neck. “I need you.”
A fraction of his tension leaked away. He tightened his arms around her. “That’s what I needed to know.”
When she made to rise, he kept her right where she was. “Can you get used to Wintermyer?” He wasn’t worried about his lifestyle. It was much like hers, but his home was vastly different.
The estate was old and massive and had been in his family all of its existence, and he was finally the owner. His mother had moved in with Trixi, and now that he had taken over, he didn’t want to leave the family estate.
Everything hinged on her answer.
Nina sighed. It was long and loud. “I just hate to think of what people will say.”
“What will they say?”
“They’ll gossip about how I married you for your money.”
“Nina, we’re near the same age, have grown children, responsible jobs, we get along better than most people, and we’re dating. Why would anyone believe you’re after my money?” He rubbed his chin. “Besides, from what I hear from your work, since both of my daughters work there, you’re popular among the male population.”
Her cheeks flushed with the peachy glow he loved so much.
He smiled as he hugged her. “I love you and I want you to be my wife.”
When she yanked back to stare at him, his heart dropped. “Oh, Rylan.” She leaned forward to kiss him.
Rylan kissed her back with all the passion and love inside him. He wanted this woman more than he wanted his next breath.
“If you can’t live in Wintermyer, we’ll move into your place.” The decision coalesced and he was fine with it. While he loved his house—it had been in his family for a long time—he loved Nina more.
“You know I would never ask that of you.”
“Why not? Love is sacrifice sometimes.”
“I love you, too. And I know how much Wintermyer means to you. I just don’t see myself as the lady of the manor.”
It was terribly ironic that his former fiancée had wanted his estate but not necessarily him, while his current girlfriend wanted him but not his estate.
“You’ll make the most gorgeous, amazing lady of the manor the house has ever seen.” He traced a path across her delicate cheek, enthralled by her soft skin, and more so by the soft glow of love.
“You don’t know for certain.”
“But I do. I want you for my wife. I would prefer to live at Wintermyer, but you’re the most important part of this equation. We’ll live wherever you would be most comfortable.”
She traced his lips as her blue eyes met his. The combination of those eyes, dark hair, and white skin was stunning. The woman herself was stunning. Far more than Chrissy’s, his former fiancée, plastic perfection. Chrissy might have been younger, but there had never been such love in her eyes.
“Are you proposing to me, Rylan Duvall?” Nina eyed him suspiciously.
“No, not yet. Your proposal needs to be in a far more romantic setting than this. Not that I don’t adore sitting at your table, but a woman deserves a better proposal.” How had he managed to bungle this? A man in his fifties should possess more sophistication, but apparently, you could still feel like a novice when something mattered this much.
“I want you.” Her promise was sincere, and the love shone so bright he blinked in the gloriousness.
“You will marry me?” His voice cracked.
She turned feminine and sultry. “Just so you know, when you do propose, chances are really good I’ll say yes.”
Deciding to play along with her game, he cajoled, “Only really good?”
Nina chortled and squeezed him tight. “Okay, probably better than really good.”
Giddiness and happiness exploded through him. “I promise to make it romantic.”
She leaned back, her face sobering as she cupped his cheek. “I don’t care if it’s romantic or not.”
It was his turn to swallow as he kissed her palm. “You deserve romantic.”
“As do you.”
“Can you live at Wintermyer?”
She sighed. “You’ll be living there, right?”
“I’ll be living wherever you are.” His tone was firm and assured.
Nina nodded. “That’s how I feel. I’m not eager to take on Wintermyer, but I am eager to join our lives together.” Tears filled her eyes. Real ones, as she swallowed. “I love you so much.”
He kissed her again. They had both lost their spouses and ended up raising their children alone. Both of them had weathered those years and now both had a chance at happiness again. He and Nina likely valued this precious gift far more now than they had in their youth.
“I love you more each day.”
“We’re so lucky, Rylan.”
“That’s exactly what I was thinking.” Then he sealed their lips together in a kiss that told him everything he needed to know.
Rylan began plotting her very important proposal.
[image: image-placeholder]When she awoke the next morning, Katy realized with a little jab of disappointment that Leo wasn’t with her. Still, she sat up, savoring the feeling of well-being. At least she had slept well, and no one called during the night. The night shift must have been fairly quiet. With one surgeon down, it was plausible she would have been called.
Except Dr. Marshall had put himself back on the on-call list. It had probably been years since he’d been on-call, but he insisted. That way she and Janine could sleep. Actually, it was hospital policy for them to spend a certain number of successive hours off the clock.
She rolled out of bed to pad into the bathroom. Her morning routine wasn’t routine yet, but she muddled through. It was almost heady to be well rested.
“You look better this morning.” Leo was the first to greet her when she arrived at the hospital.
“I slept last night. It was nice.”
“Good. You looked raw yesterday.” He used his doctor voice. Trixi would have said it the same way.
“Right. Long day yesterday.”
“What about today?”
“Who knows?” It was the sorry truth. She was still worried about that opening and who they chose for it. Since she wasn’t part of the hiring committee, Katy fretted about the candidate.
Even if it was temporary, the new surgeon could cause a multitude of problems. This knowledge came from a hard-won lesson—one she didn’t need to relearn.
She and Leo walked as far together as they could before they had to part ways. He continued on to his office while she headed toward the surgical wing.
The path she chose took her right past where Nina worked, and since she still had a little time, it seemed like a great idea to pop in on her.
“Hello, Nina.” Katy plowed into the reception area.
That good lady, in the process of booting up her computer, smiled. “What do you want?” Although she probably knew all too well.
Katy leaned against the counter and focused all her energies on the attractive woman across from her. “Has Dad popped the question yet?”
She kept her question low to as not to rouse Nina’s colleague’s suspicions. Nina still shushed her, in her gentle, blushing way.
Grinning, Katy leaned toward her. “He did?”
“No, not yet, but we have discussed it.”
“You’re afraid of living in Wintermyer.”
Nina fixed her with an upraised eyebrow. “It’s a daunting manor house.”
“Sure, it is. But Gran moved there when she was a young, newly married woman and she did fine.”
Lips pursed, Nina nodded. “True. Maybe it’s daunting now because I’m not young and silly.”
“Maybe it’s daunting because you’re a wimp,” Katy quipped.
Nina’s lips twisted. “Don’t you have to work today?”
“Of course.” Katy grinned. “But I allowed for time to talk to you.”
“Harass me, more like.”
Yet Nina wasn’t fooling her. The woman shimmered with happiness. “You’re saying that before Dad proposes, you have to figure out whether you want to live in Wintermyer. Or not?” Katy paused. “If you don’t want to live there, where will you live?”
“Your dad mentioned we could live in my house.” A third of Nina’s happiness dimmed.
“But you know he adores living in Wintermyer.”
“Yes.” Nina’s short answer spoke louder than she ever would.
“The thing is, Nina, you’re used to running a house. And Wintermyer is likely to be easier than your current residence.”
“How so?”
“You won’t have to do any of the cleaning or cooking if you don’t want to.”
Nina paused. “You know, I hadn’t considered those options.”
“Personally, if I could get someone else to do the cleaning, I’d be all for it.”
“You have a point. We can well afford to pay someone else to do those things.”
“Imagine not having to worry about whether the toilets are clean, or the beds are made.”
“You’ve given me some things to think about.”
A terrifying thought popped into her brain. “You want Dad, right?”
The joy in Nina could be seen from across the street. “Yes, I definitely want him. He’s wonderful.”
“Yes, he is. And you both deserve someone who makes you happy.”
“At our age you’d think we wouldn’t be acting this giddy.”
“What does age have to do with it?” Katy asked bluntly. People were people and most sought out love. It was instinctual.
“What do you mean?”
“Why should your age make you exempt from love?”
“I don’t know. We seem like we should be old enough to know better or something.”
“Nonsense. You’re two healthy individuals in the prime of your life who have found someone who takes away the loneliness. Nina, do you have any idea how lucky you and Dad are?”
Nina’s smile was sweet. “Thank you. Sometimes we should stop and take time to be thankful for all we have.”
“Being grateful is always a good idea.”




Chapter 5


When she arrived at the cluttered office area she shared with her fellow surgeons, Katy ran into Janine. “You’re here early.” 
Janine shoved a hand through her hair. She already looked harassed.
“We have three candidates we’re planning to interview to replace Tom Ferguson.”
“When are you interviewing?”
“We’re still figuring the logistics out.”
Katy’s heart pounded in her ears as Janine’s phone rang and she took the call. Janine’s back was turned, thankfully. Katy breathed deeply in order to calm herself. She didn’t know if the man in her nightmare actually still wanted her. While she had completed her contract, he had played a miserable role in her life with his twisted, scary interest.
But he was in the past, right? She had left him and her crazy life behind when her training in Maryland ended. By now he had surely lost interest in her.
There was no way of knowing whether he had moved on or not. Yet this position opened up the possibility for him to follow her here. If he did so, didn’t that constitute stalking?
There. She said it. Stalking. Her stomach muscles clenched.
Stalking her. Maybe. There was no proof. Nothing to substantiate these vague fears.
Yet finally admitting the possibility to herself somehow lessened the creepiness factor. Her heart still thumped in her ears. Speculation was fine but until she had the actual evidence to back up these suspicions . . . it wouldn’t do to cry wolf. Even if the only two she mentioned this to were Leo and Trixi.
Leo would likely flip. She wanted to keep him out of this until she absolutely had to. Trixi probably wouldn’t flip, but she would tell Mark who would immediately tell Leo who would immediately confront her, and she’d be in trouble for not saying anything. She did not want to deal with this right now.
In the back of her mind, Katy knew Leo would do whatever he had to in order to keep her safe, whether he knew of the threat or not. She had worried about him tearing the man apart who tried to torch Trixi’s house while they were still in it. [Nerds on Fire - Book 9 - The Morrison Family Series]
Still, she didn’t know if there was a stalker, but if Leo thought there was—she’d be locked down in protection mode faster than it took to slice open a trauma patient.
Telling him of her suspicions was therefore a bad idea. This is why she kept hesitating to tell him or Trixi. Not because she didn’t know what to say. Not exactly.
Yet as she grappled with wanting someone to know, she couldn’t think of who she could tell who would help her without raising the alarm. If this was the result of an overactive imagination, the teasing would never end.
Not that she had ever been accused of any sort of imagination before, but one never knew.
Maybe she needed more sleep.
Maybe she needed a psychiatric evaluation.
Regardless, she did need to complete the paperwork she had neglected all week. Usually it wasn’t like her, but they had been busy, and she hadn’t had any energy left for it. They didn’t have patients, therefore she had time.
Katy trailed over to her desk and sat down. She opened the program she needed. Then became immersed in her task.
Janine sat beside her, also catching up on paperwork. They discussed their shared cases and entered the information accordingly, in order to not repeat the information. Katy powered through. She was still working on establishing a private patient practice and had some patients lined up for this afternoon.
“Janine, do you see private patients?”
Janine spun around on her chair. “I’ve just started seeing them, yes.”
“I’m surprised you haven’t been seeing your own patients all along.”
“With my Navy background, I’ve never had to garner patients. I had to make the transition. You make a lot more money this way.”
“Right, that’s what I figured. And the hours are better,” Katy said wryly.
“Another reason why I’ve begun transitioning into it.”
“You’d give up hospital work?”
“Oh no.” Janine’s response was quick. “This is where my heart is. But if I can balance my own patients and the hospital stuff, maybe I can lead a more fulfilling private life.”
“Your husband hasn’t been happy not seeing you for days.”
“That conversation has come up.”
Katy didn’t want to go without seeing those she loved for extended periods. This hospital didn’t do mandatory twenty-four shifts as others did, for which she was grateful. It was also one of the most flexible in the nation. But the hours could still be long. Obviously. She knew there would be days when she wouldn’t get much sleep. That was common, and something she was used to, thanks to her residency.
“I’m seeing patients this afternoon.”
“Me too,” Janine admitted.
“Where is your office?” Since she was new here, Katy was still scoping out more permanent space for her practice. She wasn’t having much success though.
Janine contemplated at her for a moment. “I’m not impressed with where I am.”
“I was hoping you would have an idea of where I can go.”
“I do. Only we’d have to buy the building, which I’m hesitant to do.” Janine swung around to her desk again and opened the browser. She pulled up pictures of a building.
Katy recognized it. “This is one of the most beautiful professional buildings in the area.”
“Yes. But the owner is the contractor, and he wants to sell it, not rent out spaces.”
Taking control of the mouse, Katy checked out the price of the building. “If a few of us went in together, we would not only have great professional space, but we could also generate income.”
“I overheard Sam saying they’ve outgrown their current location.”
“Sam?” Katy asked.
“You’ve met him. Sam Welby. He’s married to Shelby, Admiral O’Riley and General Emma’s daughter.”
The image of a huge bald man who looked as if he could take care of himself and everyone else in the vicinity rose up in her mind. “Oh yes, I remember him.”
“He’s a pediatric oncologist.”
“Right.” Katy tapped a finger as she thought.
“I know Mark mentioned the other day that he needs consultation space as well.”
“If you and I go in with him and Sam, we might be able to swing buying this place.” Katy gazed at the screen. “Can we go see it?”
Janine nodded. “If we go at lunchtime, it’s possible.” She picked up the phone to call the listed real estate agent while Katy called Mark. She caught him right before he went in for surgery.
“You and Janine are thinking of buying a building for consultation rooms?”
“Yes, we’re going to look at it during lunch.”
“Count me in. Provided I finish here.”
“How likely are you to run over?” Katy knew his schedule since she had assisted him when she first arrived. It had been a crash course in neurosurgery, and she now knew she never wanted to go into his specialty.
“This is a routine tumor removal.”
When Janine met her gaze after hanging up her phone, Katy said, “Mark said he has a routine brain tumor removal. He wants to come with us.”
“Right, all brain tumors are routine,” Janine said dryly but loud enough he could hear.
“You two are wasting my time. Wait for me before you go.”
“We will.” They established a time, Janine called Sam, who also was very interested.
A call came through for them then, a bad car accident involving a family. Janine took one parent; Dr. Marshall treated the other. Katy got one of the severely injured kids.
She forgot everything as she battled the grim reaper for the little life, determined to win.
[image: image-placeholder]“Where is everyone?” Leo asked Trixi as he set his tray down. He was late so he figured Katy and Mark would be here by now.
“They’re looking at a building to buy.”
Fortunately, he wasn’t drinking or eating. Otherwise, he would have choked.
“Say that again.”
“Katy and Mark both need a place to see patients. You remember them both talking about it, right?”
“Yeah.”
“Supposedly Janine is planning to do the same and she knew of a building for sale they hope is perfect. She mentioned it to Katy and Katy mentioned it to Mark, and Janine remembered Sam Welby is also outgrowing his practice space.”
“I heard him say he’d like to be closer to the hospital.”
Sandwich at her mouth, Trixi cocked her head. “Define closer.”
“Within walking distance.”
She nodded. “Makes sense. Half his time is probably spent here.”
“Yes.”
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