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      Hello Readers!

      If you’re a fan of my writing, you know the Secret Santa series is a little different from my “normal” work. But that’s what Christmas is all about, isn’t it? Believing in what isn’t seen?

      After Holly’s story was published in Secret Santa, I received numerous emails asking for Devon to get his happy ending. Well, let me know what you think!

      I love hearing from my readers. You can contact me through my website at Kay Lyons, Author or at kay@kaylyonsauthor.com.

      Enjoy Devon and Kelsey’s story!

      God bless,

      Kay
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      "Not again," Devon Sage muttered to himself when he heard a familiar whistle echo off the tunnel walls.

      Devon quickened his steps to head off the old man before he managed to get any deeper into the tunnel system leading to Yorkton, the secret underground city located beneath New York City.

      Like a scene from a Hollywood movie set, a Vegas casino, or super-secret government substation only the president and a select few cabinet members were aware of, Yorkton was state-of-the-art. The ceiling of the city held a computer-operated sun, moon, and stars, which changed on schedule. The air filtration system fed them fresher air than what could be found in the city above, and everyone walked or bicycled to their various jobs within the organization so pollution was kept to a minimum. Still, after living in Alaska most of his life, he wasn’t sure the move to Yorkton had been a wise one. A fake city, even with all of it’s fancied high-techness, was still fake, and he missed the wide-open space of the Alaskan bush.

      Devon rounded the curve and planted himself in the center of the underground passageway, hands on his hips, as he waited for the old guy to look up and see him.

      If the homeless man made it into the inner tunnels, from there, he could be a much larger problem because they used those systems to transport their goods out of Yorkton to a shipping warehouse.

      "Oh. Ah... hello there, young man."

      Devon couldn't help but shake his head. "Wally, how many times have I told you? You can't be down here."

      Wally lifted his hand and scratched his balding head through the knit cap he wore.

      "Oh, it's all right. I'm looking for something."

      "Uh huh. Come on. Turn around and go back."

      "But I have to find my dog."

      "You don't have a dog."

      "I do so have a dog. Name's Bronte. Have you seen her?"

      The man made a show of looking around Devon to the semi-lit tunnel behind him. He even whistled but then ruined the attempt to deceive by shooting a glance at Devon, as though to check whether or not Devon bought the act. He didn’t.

      Wally always had a story of some sort. But like all of the other reasons Wally gave for being down in the tunnels, Devon didn't believe "Bronte" existed. More troubling was the fact the man's visits had become more frequent. Each time, Wally managed to get a little deeper into the off-limits area before getting caught.

      It made sense that Wally sought protection away from the dangers outside the alley grates and subway lines, where the warmth of the underground drifted to where the transient sought shelter from the elements. Who wouldn't take advantage of what little heat there was to be found? Better yet, go underground where few dared to venture, since that in itself was a form of safety.

      Devon blocked Wally's way once again when the old man tried to continue by. "No, I haven't seen a dog. Now turn around and leave before you get hurt. I've told you, it isn't safe down here. There's a reason the tunnels are off-limits to the public."

      Wally rubbed his hands together and lifted them to his mouth to blow on them.

      "I haven't seen any danger. Not even one of those giant gators people say roam around down here. Kind of wish I would stumble upon one of them. Bet they'd make for some good eating."

      Devon barely caught himself before he smiled at the man's statement. The rumors about massive alligators, and rats, and even vampires had been started by the Lowlanders as a way of keeping the Highlanders from trespassing below ground. The stories worked for the most part, especially given the creepiness of the underground, but then there were always some--like Wally--who were determined to explore the tunnels no matter what.

      "I'm not doing any harm, son. Just trying to stay warm. Can't blame a man for that, can you?"

      Wally's statement hit home and Devon struggled to remember the rules of the Elder Council versus the empathy he felt for the old man. "I don't blame you for seeking shelter from the cold, but the fact remains that it can't be down here."

      "Bah! It can't be that bad. You're down here. Besides, you know me. I'm not going to get into something I shouldn't. Can't you let an old man be, Devon?"

      Devon winced. He shouldn’t have told the man his real name. "Wally…."

      "It's winter, son. It’s so cold it makes a man's bones shake. Wouldn't hurt anything to let me stay. At least let me warm up. Don't throw me out into the snow."

      Devon frowned at the man's words, hating that he had to be the bad guy. Winter in New York was brutal, especially for a man Wally's age. And the arrival of sleet and snow made the cold that much worse. "Rules are rules. I'll lose my job if I let you stay."

      "Surely not. Tell me who you work for because I'll tell them--"

      "Wally, stop arguing for the sake of arguing."

      "Just stating facts. That a crime?"

      Devon fought his frustration and wished he could do more for the homeless man. Wally was harmless but the restrictions--the laws of the Elder Council-- were in place for a reason.

      "You know, you could give me a job and then I wouldn't be trespassing. Say, that's a right fine idea." Wally straightened a bit and made a show of smoothing the front of his dirty coat. "You can just hire me right now. I'll help you guard the tunnels. Where do we need to go next?"

      "You need to leave. Look, Wally, I'm sorry. I know it's warmer here than up above, but you've got to go. Find a shelter and get on a list before all the beds are taken."

      "I don't like those places. I've told you over and over that I don't."

      Devon didn't like the thought of sending the elderly man to a shelter where his age might make him a target of unsavory people, but it couldn't be helped. "I know you don't, but it's better than being cold, right? They can help you where I can’t. Now let's go."

      Devon waited for Wally to turn and retrace his steps. Wally muttered something under his breath; head hanging low as he reluctantly complied.

      Devon tried and failed to ignore the man's slumped shoulders and downtrodden body language, and reminded himself of the bigger picture.

      Yorkton had a large security patrol stationed throughout the outer rims to keep outsiders from getting too close to those tunnels used daily by the underground city. The homeless, runaways, stray animals—at some point they all sought shelter underground when the weather turned cold. “If I see Bronte I'll bring her to you."

      "What? Oh, oh, yeah. Yeah, you do that. She's a good dog."

      Devon smothered a laugh at the old man's response. If Wally had brought a dog into the tunnels, Devon would be highly surprised.

      Once they reached an area close to an entrance/exit point, Devon stopped. "Can you find your way out from here?"

      "Of course," Wally said, tugging on his cap so that it covered the top of his ears. "I'm old, not crazy."

      Despite the dim light, Devon noticed how red and chapped the man's hands were. He removed his gloves, holding them out to Wally. "Take these. You need them more than I do."

      Wally accepted the gloves but hesitated in putting them on.

      "Why... these look special. Almost…handmade?"

      Devon smiled at the man's observation and nodded. "They are." When it was obvious Wally wanted more information, Devon inhaled and sighed. "My mother made them."

      "She did a right fine job. But, son, I can't--"

      "You can. Don't worry. I have at least three more pair. They’ll keep you warm. Take these. I won't miss them."

      Wally stared down at the gloves, running his chapped fingertips over a finely sewn seam.

      "Seeing as that's the case, then..." Wally slipped on the gloves. "You’re right. I’m warmer already," the man murmured with a slight nod of his head. "Haven't seen anything made this special in a long, long time. You sure you want to give'em up? It's pretty chilly back in those tunnels. Nothing like being thrown out into the cold, of course," Wally added with a pointed stare, as though to shame Devon into acquiescing, "but cold all the same."

      Devon dug into his coat pocket and retrieved a couple of the protein bars he kept on hand for just such run-ins. Wally had lost quite a bit of weight in the short time Devon had known him and he now carried the snacks and water because he couldn’t stand the thought of the old man being hungry. "Here. Take these. "

      "Thank you, son. The other workers never offer anything."

      Because it was against the rules. Feed a stray and it would stay.

      He wasn't supposed to give Highlanders food, shelter, or anything else that might draw unwanted attention to his presence or who he worked for. Usually, Devon stuck to the rule, but...  there was just something about Wally. Something that wouldn't allow Devon to turn the old man completely away.

      Devon couldn't imagine being homeless at Wally's age, much less alone, hungry, and cold. But that was the very reason to so vigilantly protect the community hidden beneath the city's streets. To keep Yorkton from being discovered so that men like Wally would be cared for--via the proper channels.

      This time last year Holly Klaas had broken the rules to save a pilot who'd crashed into the Alaskan bush during a sudden snowstorm.

      He'd given her an extremely hard time then about bringing the man into their secret compound—Alaska’s version of Yorkton—but here he was a year later, going against the rules to feed an old man and help keep him warm. He'd be a hypocrite not to acknowledge the fact that he’d broken the same rule Holly had.

      He owed Holly an apology but to give it now would mean swallowing his pride and he wasn't quite sure he was ready to do that just yet. So maybe instead, a kind gesture to honor Holly's decision would have to do.

      Devon clapped Wally on the back to urge him on his way. "Keep your head down and stay safe. And if you won't go to the shelter," he said, lowering his voice in case his voice echoed off the tunnel walls to those near the tunnel’s exit, "stick close outside and stay put. That’s better than nothing."

      "I'd be a might warmer if you'd let me stay back there." Wally tilted his head to the darkness from which they'd come.

      Devon shook his head and lowered his voice even more. "I could lose my job if my bosses find out I've helped you at all. Now go. I've got to get back to my patrol."

      "Patrol? Is that what you are? A cop?"

      Caught by his choice of words, Devon hesitated. "Security."

      "For who?"

      "Not important. Now stop stalling."

      The old man must have sensed Devon had reached the end of his patience because Wally nodded and slowly ambled off, opening one of the protein bars with a rattle of the packaging.

      Devon watched, waiting until Wally shuffled his way toward the grate leading to one of New York's many alleys. The faint hint of streetlights fell on Wally's grizzled features and Devon stared, struck by the difference in the old man just in the last few months since finding him the first time.

      Devon made a mental note to see what programs were available to aid the old man. Wally might not want to go, but surely if the red tape was done for him, he'd accept the help for the winter months, if nothing else?

      Devon pondered the question and watched to make sure Wally exited the passage and that he didn't sneak back inside.

      He'd turned to go when he heard muffled voices outside the grate. Devon winced, guessing Wally had been spotted. It was going to be a long night if the pattern repeated itself and others tried to gain access through the grate.

      Devon quietly made his way closer to the exit to head off any potential curiosity. That’s when he heard curses and grunts and the sounds of a scuffle.

      "Give it up, old man."

      "I told you...” Wally wheezed, trying to catch his breath. “I don't have. Anything."

      Devon fisted his hands, forbidden to leave the underground or interfere. But when a punch left Wally doubled over and crying out in pain, Devon reacted. He didn’t allow himself to think of the consequences as he pushed open the grate as quietly as possible and slipped through unnoticed, thanks to the attackers' distraction.

      "Yeah, well we know you do. Man, I told you," the thug said to his partner. "We done hit the lottery."

      Every rule and warning ever issued to the security teams responsible for safety flashed through Devon's brain at the speed of light, but he still found himself above-ground for the first time since joining Yorkton’s guard after leaving Alaska. The smell of garbage assaulted him along with the noise of the nearby busy street. "Let him go."

      Both men turned to stare at Devon but neither of the thugs turned loose of the old man.

      "Ah, man, what?" one of the men said, surprise sharpening his tone. "What's you and Mr. Moneybags doing in there, eh?" The thug looked at Devon with a sneer. "How much he pay you? Cause old man's gonna pay us now. Oh, yeah, he is."

      The smaller of the thugs laughed as he held a sagging Wally upright with his arms trapped behind his back. Devon lunged toward the larger of the men, a lightning strike of fear-laced adrenaline surging through him when the thug pulled a gun just as Devon took him to the icy ground.
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      JT Wallingford: From Billionaire to Homeless?

      Kelsey Richards stared at the tabloid headline and the picture of her grandfather dressed in rags and looking like he'd slept in a dumpster.

      But it was him, no doubt about it.

      "Well? Please tell me my eyes are deceiving me," Kelsey's bookstore assistant manager said, a note of trepidation in her voice. "Kels, is it him?"

      Kelsey blinked, unable to take her eyes off the photo as she nodded. "I'm...yeah. It's him."

      "Oh, wow. I'm so sorry. I know you said he's been acting a little strange lately but I had no idea..."

      Neither did Kelsey.

      "The article says money certainly isn't the issue. So nice of them to check into his financials before printing," Amanda added with disgust. "So why does he do it? Better yet, what are you going to do?"

      Kelsey tore her gaze away from the photo and lowered the tabloid to the counter in front of her. "I'm not sure." What was JT thinking? Why on earth would he do such a thing? A man his age and in his state of health. He'd survived pneumonia and bronchitis and still had breathing issues for which he received regular medical care. Why on earth would he go out in the bitter cold of night to rummage around dank alleys and dumpsters, pretending to be homeless?

      "Well, you're going to have to do something," Amanda said. "I mean, seriously, Kels, he's old and filthy rich. He can't go out walking the streets alone. And after that article, every idiot in New York City will be looking for him just hoping to score some cash or to kidnap him. You know how crazy people can be."

      Kelsey wanted to scoff at the thought of someone going as far as to kidnap her grandfather but the world had gone crazy and, truth be told, kidnapping was a legitimate possibility. People did unimaginable things where money was concerned. And, by publishing the article, the tabloid had painted a big, red target with a dollar sign on her grandfather's very wealthy back.

      Over the next few minutes, Kelsey rushed her employees through the closing routine and locked up her indie bookstore, with no time to take in the beauty of the historic building, with its grand wooden bookshelves and ornate, hand-carved staircase leading to the upper level. Instead of a sanctuary from the world, the much loved bookstore was a problem that had to be dealt with before she could go tackle the other, bigger, problem of confronting JT. "Amanda, are you finished?"

      "Yeah, everything is ready for tomorrow. We're good to go for the night."

      The last of the employees to leave the building, Amanda led the way to the exit, drawing Bronte's attention. Kelsey's standard-size Labradoodle opened her sleepy eyes and regarded them from the giant dog bed. Bronte rolled to her feet when she spotted Amanda with her purse, a sure sign it was time to go home. After a yawn, stretch, and shake of her wild curls, the poodle mix quickly moved to Kelsey’s side for some love. "Hey, girlie. Are you ready to go home?"

      Home was literally above her head and a short elevator ride away through the many floors being renovated, but first she had to lock up and set the alarm once Amanda left the building.

      Kelsey waved goodbye to her assistant manager before she hit the security system and lights, and made her way to the back of the store. Bronte's nails clicked rapidly on the wood floors beside of Kelsey and the sweet Doodle must have sensed Kelsey's urgency because the dog didn't pause to sniff out the many scents carried in by their customers off New York's streets.

      Please be home, JT. Be home. You seriously can't be doing this. Really?

      Swiping her keycard and punching the private elevator button did nothing to ease her anxiety, but the rapid jabbing gave her something to focus on other than fear. Finally the doors opened and she entered the extra security code that would take her to the penthouse.

      The thirty-two second ascent seemed to take a thousand times longer than it normally did and Kelsey squeezed through the elevator doors the moment they opened. "JT? Hello? JT, are you home?"

      A rapid, thorough check of the apartment made it clear JT was nowhere to be found. Again.

      Kelsey rushed back to the purse she'd tossed aside at the entry and found her phone. Unlike her own aversion to technology, JT seemed to favor the latest gadgets and always had his cell near him.

      Except... if he did have it on him, why wasn't he answering? Voicemail had never been more frustrating. "JT, it's me. I'm worried. Where are you? Call me as soon as you get this. I mean it. Please, call me. It’s urgent."

      For the past several weeks JT had been acting odder than usual, distracted and focused on something, and he was unwilling to share. He'd been coming in late or not coming home until the following morning, usually meeting Kelsey somewhere along the way as she made her way downstairs to open the bookstore.

      Since JT had spent most of his life as a workaholic she hadn't given much thought to his whereabouts, knowing full well most business deals were conducted over boring dinners and in private club libraries over aged brandy and cigars. She'd also considered the fact JT might have a lady friend. Grandma, or Gram as Kelsey called her, had passed away ten years ago so a companion wasn't entirely out of the question.

      But dressing up as a homeless man? "JT, where are you? What are you doing besides making it impossible for me to not worry?"

      Perhaps he'd been approached by a theater company, yet again, to take a part in a play? JT was well known for his boisterous voice and big character. A year ago, he'd been asked by a friend of a friend of an off-Broadway production to play the part of Santa Claus. JT had been too busy at the time, but he'd made it clear he'd considered the asking to be quite the honor.

      Could that be what he's doing? Was he practicing for a part?

      Of what? A homeless Santa? Get real, Kels.

      No, he would've told her. There was no reason to keep that a secret from her.

      Kelsey paced the floor of the penthouse apartment, her stomach growling from hunger but her appetite iffy. After following Kelsey the first few laps across the glossy floor, Bronte hopped up onto the couch, stared at Kelsey and yawned.

      "Yeah, well, I'm tired too," Kelsey grumbled, watching Bronte lower her head atop her front paws and blink slowly. Bronte tipped the adorability scale, looking like one of those soft, furry stuffies from the children's section on the second floor of the bookstore. "I guess one of us should sleep. Might as well be you since I know it won't be me."

      Bronte yawned again and Kelsey did the only thing she could do—pace and pray.

      Five minutes later, Kelsey had changed into comfortable leggings and an oversized sweater and prepared herself to wait for JT's return. She glanced at her fitness watch and noted the massive number of steps she'd taken during the day. But after a twelve-hour shift at the bookstore, plus the hours before and after working, her body ached to curl up with Bronte and relax, not wear a path on the apartment floor from fret and worry about JT.

      Especially when he was fine. He hadn't been kidnapped. How silly was that? He was just out. With a friend.

      At a meeting.

      That was running late.

      Too busy to answer his phone.

      She was not worried. Not at all.

      Her stomach growled noisily.

      Unable to deny her hunger, she veered from her pacing to go to the kitchen. Thankfully, Rita had been in today and the fridge was stocked with two different soups, a casserole, and several other dishes, plus a pan of lasagna, all ready to heat and eat. Rita was the only reason Kelsey didn't have delivery on a nightly basis.

      Kelsey grabbed the lasagna and quickly warmed a piece, wolfing it down in her anxiousness while mindlessly pacing the kitchen. She washed her plate and fork, wiped down the sink, and back to pacing she went, stopping only to look out at the skyline.

      It was getting late. Really late for an old man who was usually in bed before she closed at ten.

      Should she call the police? But what could they do? It wasn't like JT was actually missing... was he?

      JT, where are you? What are you doing out there? Come home!

      Kelsey called JT's cell phone again but hung up when it went straight to voicemail. When JT checked his phone he would see all her missed calls.

      She moved back to the entry table where she'd dropped her bag and pulled out the tabloid once more, studying the photo. Maybe if she could figure out where the photo had been taken... or maybe she should call the paper and find out from the reporter?

      It’s pushing midnight.

      A loud ring pierced the air and startled Kelsey. Her pulse pounded in her throat and she dropped the paper and ignored its messy slide across the floor from the breeze she created rushing to answer her phone. "JT? H-hello? JT?"

      "Ms. Richards?"

      She pressed her trembling fingers to her aching forehead and rubbed hard. "Yes. This is Kelsey Richards. Who is this?"

      "My name is Nurse Borjeski from Central Hospital. I'm calling about your grandfather.... I'm afraid I have bad news."
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      Kelsey rushed out the door to the hospital, desperate to get to her grandfather, praying all the while that he was all right.

      The nurse who had called hadn't known the details of JT's condition, only that he had been injured in a mugging and required medical assistance. Thankfully his emergency contact information had been stored in his phone.

      The taxi's tires squealed to a stop outside of the emergency room entrance and Kelsey shoved several bunched bills through the slot, thanking the man for his speedy delivery, with a rushed murmur and the promised generous tip.

      She fought her impatience and barely managed to keep from barreling over the couple in front of her, who seemed bent on slowing her down as they argued over who had to call Aunt Vee and tell her Jimmy had OD'd again.

      A tired looking woman on a phone call was at the admittance desk and held up a hand to still Kelsey's inquiry before it spilled out. Kelsey looked around for someone else to help her, but the area was devoid of staff and overflowing with potential patients and their companions. Most of these people looked irritated that she might slow their progression through the tangle of red tape.

      Finally, the thirty-something tired looking woman ended the call and typed painfully slow into the computer in front of her before making eye contact with Kelsey.

      "Can I help you?"

      "Yes, my grandfather. Someone called and said he'd been injured during a mugging."

      "Patient's name?"

      Kelsey lowered her voice. "JT Wallingford."

      That got the woman's attention. She immediately stood.

      "I'm so sorry for the delay. We've been waiting for you to arrive."

      If she wasn't in such a hurry to find JT and learn of his injuries, Kelsey would've laughed at the woman's about-face. Obviously the hospital's higher-ups had informed the staff to be on the lookout for Kelsey, and the sudden change in attitude showed the power of JT's name. That was because there was a wing in nearly every hospital in the city with the Wallingford name attached to it. This one was no exception. "Where is he?"

      "This way. I'll show you. A room is being prepared for him but he's still in the ER for now."

      Kelsey followed the woman down the hall past curtained rooms and beeping monitors. Low murmurs could be heard coming from the other side of the curtains and more than one of the visitors who waited in a bedside chair made eye contact with Kelsey as she walked by.

      She couldn't help but wonder if she wore the same tired, stressed expression as they did. How could she not? "He has to be admitted? He was hurt that badly?"

      "Yes, I'm afraid so. The doctor will explain."

      The woman's words did nothing to reassure Kelsey of her grandfather's condition so the knot in her stomach grew. JT was her only living relative and she absolutely couldn't bear the thought of losing him. Especially not to something as senseless as a mugging.

      She had to get through to him and convince him to stop whatever drove him to behave in such a manner.

      The woman from the front desk finally paused at the end of the ER cubicles and knocked discreetly on the divider between the rooms before pushing back the curtain. Kelsey only had eyes for JT, who lay in the bed looking older than his seventy-eight years and much too fragile.

      His lower lip was swollen to twice its normal size. The darkness of a still-forming bruise shadowed his mouth before it disappeared into his silvery-white beard. He had a small cut on his left cheek under his eye, and blood stains on his hands. But most worrisome was his expression, strained with pain and weariness and…defeat? "Poppy?"

      She rarely called her grandfather anything other than his initials, but looking at him now...

      JT's lashes fluttered open and he managed a smile, though the effort caused a wince that ripped her insides in half.

      "Don't look so frightened, my girl. I'm fine. I told them not to call you but obviously someone didn't listen. I should be going home shortly. You shouldn't have bothered with me."

      Kelsey rushed to his side and carefully hugged him before she straightened and grasped one of his hands in hers. Where had all of the blood come from? She searched what she could see of his face, arms, and hands, and saw a few scrapes but nothing to warrant the amount of blood staining his skin. "You're not a bother. And you're not going anywhere. Not until you've been checked over thoroughly and I know you're okay."

      "I'm fine, my dear."

      "You're not fine," she said, taking his hand in hers and lifting it, so that he could see what she saw.

      "The blood? That doesn't belong to me, sweetheart. It's Devon's. He bled so much. I couldn't get it to stop."

      Devon? Devon who? She opened her mouth to ask when she realized they weren't alone in the cubicle. A white-coated man turned and Kelsey froze when recognition dawned. Nooo. Not now!

      "It's good to see you again, Kelsey."

      A flash of pain zapped through her, her nerves tingling as though burning. Kelsey took a step back. She wanted to get away from the man who'd taken her heart and then shattered it for the entire world to see and gossip about. Yet another reason to hate the tabloids. "Neil. I didn't see you."

      "That's understandable given the circumstances."

      Her former fiancée looked as handsome as ever in his perfectly pressed doctor coat and dark blue scrubs, a stethoscope hanging around his neck like a beacon to draw even more attention to an already striking image. Tall, blond, and handsome, Neil was the stereotypical physician as portrayed on television dramas. The kind that garnered sexy nicknames and viral fandom.

      The rollercoaster of breakup emotions blasted through Kelsey's brain and she hated herself for being so weak and distracted. Yes, she was even a little bitter, during a time when she needed to be strong and focused.

      Nothing mattered now but JT. Period.

      But right now she wanted to use that stethoscope to check to see if Neil had a heart at all. She simply couldn’t imagine doing to him, or anyone, what he’d done to her.

      "If you need anything, doctor, I'll be at my desk," the woman said, eyeing Neil with a flirtatious smile as she passed.

      Kelsey watched the interplay with disgust. As they’d made their way through the hall she thought the woman was lackluster or worn down, but with a handsome doctor around, she perked right up.

      Amazing how that happens.

      The moment the woman was gone, Kelsey lifted her chin and forced herself to get a grip. Neil and his tabloid-worthy flirtations were no longer her concern. She’d take a long night with a good book over a cheating man any day of the week. Maybe some women would allow Neil’s looks and bank account to sway their acceptance of betrayal and infidelity, but she wasn’t one of them. "What are you doing here?"

      "I'm the head neurologist."

      "He has a head wound?" She visibly searched JT for signs of injury and smoothed her fingers gently over her grandfather's grizzled head. No bumps, bruises or blood that she could see.

      "Not exactly. JT doesn't present any signs of head trauma but he was extremely confused at the scene and while being brought in. I've ordered tests in order to obtain a better picture as to the cause."

      "I see." She smoothed her fingertips over JT's age-gnarled hand, unable to let go. “Any other injuries?”

      "JT has a hairline fracture in a rib but nothing appears to be outright broken," Neil said. "He'll be sore for quite a while, though, and will need monitoring and rest. Our biggest concern is the potential for pneumonia, especially given his recent medical issues."

      His ribs? His heart? If those were the concerns, why weren't the heads of orthopedics and cardiovascular here? She glanced at her ex-fiancé once more but immediately looked away. There was only so much she could handle of Neil under the circumstances. Shifting her attention to her grandfather, she focused on what he’d said upon her arrival. "Who is this Devon person you mentioned?"

      "JT's rescuer," Neil informed her. "Devon was brought in with a gunshot wound."

      Gunshot? "How bad is it? Has his family been contacted? Will he be okay?"

      "He's stable. It was a graze so no surgery needed. They're working on the rest."

      She shook her head, trying without success to clear the worry and fog of fatigue after a long day and what apparently was going to be an even longer night. "JT, are you in pain? Can I get you anything?"

      "I'm fine," JT insisted with a squeeze to her fingers. "Stop worrying, my dear."

      "I'll stop worrying after the tests," Kelsey murmured. "Maybe. But I have to know you're okay first."

      "She's right. Needless to say we're going to sort this out, JT. The scans I've ordered will help shed some light on what's going on. The best thing for you to do is rest until the orderlies come to transport you."

      Neil stepped closer to the bed, invading her personal space.

      "Kelsey, can we talk?"

      Maybe it was childish of her but her stomach knotted at the mere mention of being alone with him. " I need to be here, to go with JT when they take him for tests."

      "MRI is backed up and he's not critical. It will be a little while."

      "Surely whatever it is can wait. I want to stay with JT.” The last thing she wanted was to spend any more time with Neil than was absolutely necessary. Thankfully JT provided the perfect excuse.

      JT patted the hand she gripped so tightly. She drew strength from his touch and hoped JT felt the same. Her grandfather didn't like being fussed over but he would have to get used to it. The thought of him hurt, out there alone... The thought of losing him... She just couldn't….

      "I'm fine, my dear. I am. I took a few blows, that's all. Just enough to bruise my old ego and remind me that I’m not as young as I’d like to think. Don't look so worried."

      Neil set aside the computer tablet he held and gave them his full attention.

      "She has reason to be concerned, JT. This could've ended much worse than it did. You're lucky to be alive."

      Not lucky. Blessed. When a man of JT's age managed to survive an armed robbery with minor injuries, it was pretty obvious JT had a special purpose. Everyone did. But Neil would roll his eyes if she voiced her opinion out loud, and give her that look of his that dismissed her beliefs without actually saying so. Neil needed no God. Who needed God when Neil had a God complex the size of New York City in his life?

      Stop! You're letting his presence get into your head. Just breathe. "Neil, why are you here? Surely there were other doctors on duty?"
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