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      Vanessa stepped out into the cool February night, carrying her medical bag in one hand and a dozen roses in the other. The balance was precarious as she tried to hug the heavy, rose-laden vase close to her body, while at the same time not get impaled by the gazillion tiny thorns along the stems of the beautiful flowers.

      Where in her minuscule house was she going to put this ostentatious, gargantuan bouquet?

      She slipped the straps of her medical bag up high on her forearm and freed one hand in order to open the door of her electric blue Ford Fiesta. She carefully positioned the vase in the passenger seat, cushioning it with her medical bag so it wouldn’t fall forward.

      After closing the door, she walked around the front of the car and sank into the driver’s seat. Outside, the sun had nearly set, and the clinic parking lot sat vacant. A single floodlight lit the small brick building.

      Just as she pushed the START button on her car, the door behind her opened. The car jolted as someone landed in the back seat—before slamming the door shut behind them.

      “Drive!” a male voice commanded.

      Jumping in her seat, Vanessa looked into the rearview mirror to find a bearded man in a sweatsuit half-sitting, half-slouching in the back seat.

      “Get out of my car!” she screamed, heart rate spiking with fear.

      A loud crack coincided with the shattering of her back window.

      She ducked lower in her seat. “Is someone shooting at you?”

      “Drive!” the intruder barked again.

      This time, Vanessa slammed her car into drive and peeled out of the parking lot. She sped north on the highway, the engine of her small car whining in protest.

      She glanced in the rearview mirror to see a pickup truck tailing them. Gripping the wheel tightly as adrenaline surged through her body, she embraced her flight mode.

      “What the hell is going on?” she demanded.

      “Those men work for Julio Oquiñena. He’s a Mexican drug dealer.”

      "And you are?"

      “My name is Seth Dellosa. I’m an undercover DEA agent." Seth winced as she swerved to avoid a pothole.

      "I’m supposed to believe you?”

      “I’m hoping the truth will motivate you to help me.”

      “If they're shooting at you, I’d guess you’re not so undercover anymore." Her voice was harsh with the strain of keeping her composure during the car chase.

      Seth snorted. “Yeah, I was undercover."

      “Are you armed?”

      "No."

      Vanessa couldn't decide if this stranger being unarmed gave her more comfort or less. She glanced in the rearview mirror. "They're still following us.”

      “Can you lose them?"

      Her heart thumped wildly against her rib cage as she navigated the back roads at a terrifying velocity. Fortunately, part of her family medicine practice involved making house calls, so she knew these roads as well as she knew every organ in the human body.

      When she looked down at Seth through the rearview mirror, she noticed streaks of blood on her tan, partial leather seat.

      :You’re injured.”

      “Very astute of you, Dr. Watson.”

      A chill spread through Vanessa—one that competed with the heat from the fear coursing through her. “How do you know who I am?”

      She’d just walked out of her own clinic and this was small town Texas—yet something about him knowing her name and identity spooked her. Had he been waiting in the parking lot for her, specifically? For Dr. Vanessa Watson?

      “Right now, that’s not important,” the DEA agent insisted. “What's important is that you get us away from Julio’s men.”

      She slammed on the brakes and made a sharp right turn onto a narrow road. The roses and vase tumbled onto the passenger side floor of the car.

      In the backseat, Seth groaned.

      She navigated the road with its many potholes expertly. She could tell by the erratic headlights behind her that the pickup truck was hitting most of those potholes with the ferocity of a game of Whack-a-Mole. Since their pursuers couldn’t maintain their high speeds and navigate the numerous road hazards, the distance between the two vehicles started to lengthen.

      Fifty feet before the road morphed into a wider, two-lane highway, she cut off her headlights. She made a sharp turn left and accelerated.

      After several twists and turns on the dark road, she clicked on her headlights again. She couldn’t continue to drive in the dark and risk hitting a deer or a bobcat. Still, she no longer saw headlights behind them.

      Taking slow, steady breaths, she tried to ease her body out of flight mode. She’d never been shot at before, and her tight grip had likely made imprints on her steering wheel. She’d never been in a high-speed car chase before, either—and she’d certainly never had a man claiming to be a DEA agent bleeding in the backseat of her car.

      Vanessa thought about where she was on these rural Texas back roads and began calculating their proximity to the nearest hospital—which wasn’t quite so near. “I’ll take you to Corpus Christi Hospital.”

      “No,” Seth barked.

      “I don’t know the extent of your injuries,” Vanessa shot back, “but at first glance it looks like you’re bleeding, pale, and dehydrated. You need a hospital.”

      “I came to you for help precisely because it’s not safe for me to go to a hospital. Julio would be able to find me in a hospital.”

      Vanessa clenched her jaw. It wasn’t safe for her to do anything other than take him to a hospital. If she delivered this injured agent to a qualified medical facility, he could at least receive police protection—if he truly was the DEA agent he claimed to be.

      Seth’s words echoed in her mind. I came to you for help. The tone of his voice and the sincerity of that statement had been partially pleading.

      No, no, no.

      Helping this man outside of a controlled medical environment was not a good idea.

      Vanessa gripped the wheel tighter to steel her resolve. “Look—I’m really not into getting shot at,or whatever other maiming those men have in mind. If they did that to you, I’m sure they’ll have no compunction about killing me. We’re going to a hospital.”

      Seth didn’t reply.

      She turned and looked in the backseat, where the bleeding DEA agent lay. He was unconscious, but his chest rose and fell, and she could see the soft pulsation of his carotid artery.

      Vanessa swore. She couldn’t let him die in the backseat of her car on the way to the hospital. She needed to give him emergency medical care right now.
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        * * *

      

      Seth’s leg throbbed as the car came to a stop with the sound of crunching gravel. The door opened, and Vanessa Watson tugged him upright. Her long red hair fell in loose ringlets over her shoulders. So close to her, he noticed a small cluster of freckles trailing across her nose.

      “Looks like a gunshot wound to your leg. Do you have any other major injuries?”

      “Where are we?” Seth asked.

      “La casa del doctora,” Rico told him. “She didn’t take you to el hospital. I told you—you can trust her.”

      “Um. Safehouse,” Vanessa replied.

      “Ella vive sola?” Seth asked Rico. Vanessa wouldn’t be able to hear Rico Valez’s response. Rico was a ghost—and very few people could hear or see ghosts.

      “Sí,” Rico replied.

      Vanessa helped Seth to his feet. “You should know my Spanish is a work in progress … if you’re going to insist on going back and forth between English and Spanish.”

      “Es este lugar seguro?” Seth asked Rico.

      “Sí. Solamente un perro.”

      “Great. You’re delirious.” Vanessa sighed.

      Seth’s former partner, Rico, hovered beside him—a translucent shadow of his former self. Rico followed as the doctor assisted Seth, moving him toward her house and helping him keep most of his weight on his right—uninjured—leg. With every excruciating step, Seth felt like someone was driving a knife into his thigh.

      Vanessa’s house was a small, ancient-looking wood cabin with a tiny, rickety porch. In the dim evening light, Seth could make out trees along the boundary of what appeared to be about ten acres or so of ungrazed pastureland. Seth eyed the black Labrador standing on the porch, greeting them with a robustly wagging tail.

      “Don’t worry about Crick, he’s friendly,” Vanessa promised.

      Seth struggled up the steps, taking them one at a time while simultaneously trying not to crush Vanessa with his weight, or pass out from the pain. Fresh, hot blood oozed from his leg as a cold sweat trickled down his neck.

      As if sensing his escalating duress, Vanessa situated herself closer to support him. Seth’s nostrils flared as they filled with the scent of her—a combination of roses and honey laced with vanilla. He recalled the roses she’d carried out from her clinic and put in her car. Immediately following that moment, he’d made the decision to climb into her vehicle, dragging her into the danger in his life.

      Vanessa managed to unlock the front door while still supporting him. As they entered, she flicked on the light switch. The couch caught his eye, enticing him to lie down and close his eyes.

      “Oh no, you don’t.” She steered him toward her kitchen.

      “The kitchen?”

      “Oh, we’re back to English now?” She helped him onto the counter, where she made Seth lay flat and stretch out his leg.

      The hard, uncomfortable surface was the least part of his discomfort. She placed a pillow from the sofa under his head. He felt consciousness slipping away from him.

      Then, he felt her gloved hands on him—cutting clothes and inspecting his injuries. She spoke as she worked, explaining her every move in a soothing voice.

      Seth’s eyes grew heavy until they closed altogether.

      

      Vanessa worked quickly, flashing back to her year of emergency medicine training. She’d left that career path behind her, but with Seth’s injuries before her, she was instantly reminded of the intense pressure and rush of working under a ticking clock on a trauma patient.

      She opened her physician bag and lined up her equipment: forceps, bandages, lidocaine and syringe, disinfectant, and suture thread with needle. She cut off Seth’s sweatshirt and placed a wristband and electrodes on his exposed skin. The electrodes transmitted wirelessly to the wristband, displaying his electrocardiogram rhythm. The wristband tracked his heart rate and oxygen levels. So far, his vital signs didn’t indicate hemorrhagic shock.

      With the man’s pants now converted to shorts, she applied a pressure dressing to his leg. She’d have to come back to that wound, which had dark venous blood emerging from it—not the bright, brisk arterial blood.

      With a handheld ultrasound, she checked his vital organs for damage. There were no collapsed lungs, no blood around his heart, and no hemorrhage in his abdomen. When she finished her assessment, Vanessa inventoried his injuries: a gunshot wound to the leg, which appeared to be through and through the muscle, plus a laceration to his right forearm needing stitches, and a host of superficial bruising. Seth had taken a beating before or after taking the bullet.

      She looked at the sleeping stranger. His beard extended longer than the dark, sweaty hair plastered to his head. She’d cut off his shirt and most of his sweatpants. His toned body boasted defined musculature, but wasn’t bulky. He had no track marks and good dentition, so while it remained to be seen whether he was friend or foe, he wasn’t a junkie. That would make him easier to sedate. Considering the work she still needed to do—not to mention the pain it would induce—Vanessa didn’t want a startled, disoriented patient waking and lashing out at her.

      She started an IV and hung a bag of saline. Then, she roused Seth and helped him take oral narcotics to keep him comfortable. When he lay back once again, he closed his eyes. She watched his vital signs as she disinfected, anesthetized tissue, sutured, and bandaged.

      Crick, who’d been quietly lying on his rug watching her, whined.

      “Right, food. Sorry, boy.” Vanessa broke away from doctoring to feed the hungry Lab.

      After she took care of Crick, Vanessa removed Seth’s cowboy boots.  She took his wallet from his back pocket, opened it, and stared at the driver’s license within.

      “Jorge Hernandez, huh?”

      She looked again at the dozing, half-naked man on her kitchen counter. Despite the paleness of his skin from the blood loss, Seth had a clearly dark complexion—suggesting potentially Hispanic origins. His Spanish sounded beautifully melodic, too—yet his English had been crisp, without a Spanish accent.

      Vanessa needed to get Seth—or Jorge, or whoever this man was—off her countertop. She had a bed or a couch to offer, but the couch was too short for him.

      With the liter of fluid almost out, she removed his IV. She hadn’t given Seth a comatose level of narcotics, so he should be able to help her move himself.

      Here goes nothing.

      Vanessa slid an arm underneath him and began to pull the big man upright. “Seth, I need you to wake up and help me move you.”

      When he stirred and sat up, she helped him swing his legs off the edge of the countertop. Because he didn’t grimace, she suspected the combination of local anesthetic and systemic narcotics had sufficiently blunted the pain of his gunshot wound. Fortunately, the bullet hadn’t lodged in his leg, so she’d only had to patch him up and not dig around for a foreign object.

      “Rico, donde estoy?”

      “Oh, I know that one. You want to know where you are. You’re at my house. I don’t know who Rico is, though. I’m Dr. Watson.”

      Seth’s green eyes focused on her. He reached out his hands and cupped her face. “You are so beautiful.”

      She gave a nervous chuckle as she dodged his gaze. She positioned herself beside him to help Seth down off the counter.

      “That’s the drugs talking. I may have been a little generous with the meds as a precaution, for my own safety. You know, I once had a patient tell me he’d give me his gizzard while he was under the influence of benzodiazepines and narcotics. Being a city girl, I had to look up what the heck a gizzard was.”

      Seth smiled at her, maintaining his intense gaze. “Your hair is amazing. Like a rippling sunset.”

      “Well, it’s winter. You should see this red mane in the Texas heat and humidity. I look like an alpaca. They really should put a warning label on this state for people with long hair thinking of moving here.”

      He chuckled and seemed unfazed about continuing to stare at Vanessa as if she was a movie star.

      “Down you go. Watch the weight on your left leg. You’re all patched up, but don’t strain anything. I hope your tetanus shot is up to date.” She kept those in her office, not at her home.

      Vanessa helped Seth through her living room and into her bedroom. When she tried to ease him onto her bed, his weight was too much for her and she was pulled down with him. She drew up her leg, trying not to bump his wound but ended up just straddling him on the bed.

      His hands slid along her waist. Her breath hitched at the smooth sensuality of his touch. His calloused palms felt both tantalizing and tender.

      “Vanessa.” He pulled her closer and pressed his lips to her neck.

      The feel of his bare chest, hard body, and hot breath sent heated desire through Vanessa’s body.

      Impossible.

      Logical thought prevailed over hormones as she pushed herself up and off of him. For heaven’s sake—she didn’t even know this man!

      But Seth smiled knowingly, as though aware she’d pushed away despite the sparks flying between them. Seeing that he knew the effect he’d had on her, even if only for a moment, hardened Vanessa’s resolve. She began to move further away, but hesitated when Seth’s dark green eyes looked at her with something like adoration. Then, she saw his constricted pupils, reminding her that he was buzzing under the influence of the narcotics she’d given him.

      “You felt amazing,” Seth said in a husky rasp.

      “Yes, well—you’re already expressing yourself without words.” She avoided looking at the part of him that seemed to want her the most. Getting shot and drugged didn’t seem to impact his ability to become noticeably aroused.

      “Thank you for helping me.”

      Vanessa looked down at the floor and rubbed the sole of her shoe along a zigzag design on the gray carpet. “Get some rest.”

      “What about you?”

      “I’ll be in the other room if you need anything.”

      He nodded. “I’m sorry for the trouble.”

      Vanessa wanted desperately to ask him how bad the trouble was. What danger had she exposed herself to in helping this handsome stranger? But she’d save those questions for when they were both better rested.

      “Vanessa?”

      “Yes.”

      “What day is it?”

      “February fourteenth. Valentine’s Day.” Vanessa pulled the door to her bedroom shut as she left.
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