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      Love is not a luxury a man like me can afford.

      

      I save lives for a living, and there’s no room for distractions.

      

      Until she is assigned to be my resident.

      

      The girl is everything I want and exactly what I can’t have.

      

      The hospital won’t allow it, and she’s far too young for me.

      

      But I need her more than I need my next breath. And luckily enough, she feels the same.

      

      In exchange for paying off some of her medical debts, she makes me an offer I can’t refuse:

      

      Herself.

      

      It could cost me my career. Hers too.

      

      I don’t care.

      

      I get what I want, and she’s no exception.

      

      We just have to keep our love affair between the sheets.
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          Elizabeth

        

      

    

    
      “Yes! Yes!” I spun around from the kitchen table where the mail lay strewn about. My fingers shook as they gripped the letter I had been waiting to get for as long as I could remember. “Mom! I got it!”

      “Really?” My mom jogged into the kitchen and stopped in front of me. “Oh my God! Let me read it.”

      I handed her the letter and wrapped my arms around myself as I picked at my lip. I had just graduated a month before after ten long years at NYU. There were only two more steps remaining before I would be a full-fledged doctor. A surgeon.

      Chills ran through me as my mother looked up with tears in her eyes.

      “Baby, I’m so proud of you. All the sacrifices that you’ve made and the friendships you’ve lost. It’s all worth it. Look what you’ve done.” She moved toward me and wrapped me in a tight hug as we shared a brief sob session.

      I had given up a lot. Far too much.

      Being twenty-eight with a deadbeat boyfriend and no prospects of marriage or children were just part of the cost of the path I’d chosen. It was lonely but made up for in moments of success, much like the one I was experiencing. It was far overdue.

      “We should celebrate.” I moved back and let out a soft chuckle. “I need to call Steph and let her know that I got my residency letter. I’ll be working right up the road for the next three years.”

      “Aren’t you calling Dex? Did you guys break up again?” She put her hand on her hip, and I swore that she thought I was a child.

      “No. We’re still together. I’ll tell him later. I’m going to invite Steph to come with us to dinner. That okay?” I moved toward the guest bedroom in my mom’s small house as my heart fluttered. I was one step closer to my dream.

      “Yep. Can’t do anything without your bestie. I swear you guys will always be inseparable.”

      We’d never had much money, but we didn’t need it. We were laid back and not at all materialistic. Besides, a poor childhood prepared me well for being broke for most of my twenties. Things weren’t going to change much either. My student loan costs were astronomical. They should have named a wing of the medical school after me. The residency wasn’t going to pay much, but it would be enough to cover my rent at the apartment with Stephanie. If I needed additional income, I’d get a sugar daddy or another job.

      “You wish,” I mumbled to myself as I plopped down onto the edge of the bed. Steph’s number was at the top of my recent calls, as it should be. I didn’t have too many friends in life, but she was all I could handle most days anyway. The girl had more energy than one might consider healthy.

      “Hey! Where are you? It’s boring as hell here when you’re gone.” She sounded like she was bouncing around. I just prayed there wasn’t a guy beneath her. The woman had no shame.

      “I’m at my mom’s house. Just picking up my mail.”

      “Anything good?”

      “What are you doing? Do I even want to know?” I pressed my fingers to my forehead and prepared to grimace.

      “Trying out a new dance DVD. Get over here and let’s boogie-oogie-oogie.”

      “Right. Not happening.” I laughed, unable to help myself. “Get dressed and meet us at the burger place just beside the med building. Mom’s taking me to dinner. I figure you might want some food too.”

      “Yeah, all right. I was getting these moves down far too fast anyway. It’s boring when you were made to move.”

      I rolled my eyes and stood up. “So, I got the letter from St. Mark’s Hospital. They’ve agreed to the matching for my residency.”

      “What? Oh my God, Liz. That’s great news!” Her laugh was full of joy, and it forced a smile onto my face.

      “You need to check for yours. It should be in.” I walked back toward the kitchen and got a glass of water.

      “I’ll call my mom when I get in the car. Nothing came here, but nothing ever does. I still don’t understand why we had to get an apartment in the worst part of town. We’re going to get mugged or kidnapped. That’s why we have no mail. The mailman is scared shitless of this neighborhood.”

      “All right. Enough out of you, drama major. See you soon.” I ended the call as she continued to complain about the apartment. We’d been friends since grade school and had no need to be anything other than ourselves around each other.

      Stephanie had a million options as to what to study in college, but she’d chosen medicine alongside me. It had always been my dream to save lives in the ER, but some part of me couldn’t help but wonder if she simply wanted to be wherever I was, no matter what that meant for her. It was comforting. I was an only child, and Steph was as close as I got to having a sibling.

      My mom poked her head into the kitchen. “You ready?”

      “Yes. More than ready. I’m thinking that burger place beside the college that I love so much.” I walked into the living room and gave her a crooked smile as she groaned.

      “I hate that place. Let’s go somewhere nice. You deserve a really good dinner. This is big news, so we need a big celebration.” She smiled and opened the door, patting my back as I walked through in front of her.

      “Mom. Money is tight. We don’t need to blow the phone bill on a steak. Seriously.” I walked down the dilapidated stairs that needed to be replaced yesterday and turned, making sure to watch her in case the whole damn platform fell.

      “Money will always be tight, but one day, my baby girl is going to pay everything off and live the life I’ve always wanted for her. Right? Give me hope.” She winked at me and stopped by her side of the car as her expression tightened. “I’m so proud of you. Your daddy would be too. You know that, right?”

      I nodded, not sure I trusted myself to talk around the hot lump of sadness that rose up sharply and lodged itself in my throat. My father should have been there, but his heart wasn’t willing to outlast his fast-paced life. He was the reason I wanted to become a doctor. No girl should have to bury her father from a misdiagnosis. I would make sure that didn’t happen on my shift, or I’d die trying.

      After getting in the car, I buckled up and turned on the radio. I might have only been a few years from thirty, but when I was with my mother, it felt like I was fifteen again. I loved it. She did too.

      “So a burger for the newest resident of St. Mark’s Hospital?” She reached over and squeezed my arm gently before turning on the car and backing out.

      “That sounds delicious.” I pulled out my phone and let out a sigh. “I should text Dex.”

      “You should. He’s a great boy, Elizabeth. He’s been hanging around you and Stephanie far longer than any man would be expected to. You know he’s going to ask you to marry him soon.”

      “Ugh. No.” I ran my fingers through my long chestnut hair and dropped the phone in the cup holder next to me.

      “What? Why? He’s so good looking.”

      “Yes, and he knows it. He’s been in love with himself since we were in high school and he lost all that weight. I almost wish he was still fatty Jack.”

      “Elizabeth. Don’t call him that. He hated that back in high school, and he hates it now.” My mom gave me a sideways look as I smirked.

      “He’s a great guy, but not the guy for me. I should have broken up with him ten years ago, but I’m just not sure I can now. We’ve been together too long.”

      “Yeah, but if it’s not right, then—”

      “Wait. You’re confusing me. You just said he was the one for me, and now you’re giving me an out? You need meds. I’ll examine you when we get to the restaurant or ask Steph to do it.”

      “Neither of you is touching me. You might fool all those people at NYU, but I know you both far too well.” She pulled into the parking lot of the burger place and turned to look at me. “Honestly, let him go or invite him in. Dating off and on for ten years is a waste of both of your lives.”

      I nodded and jumped as the car beside us honked loudly. Stephanie waved at me and pointed at Jack before giving me a shit-eating grin. She’d brought him on purpose. I’d have to kick her in the shin over it later.

      We got out of the car and walked to the restaurant as the warm wind of autumn blew across us. Jack reached out and grabbed my arm, pulling me back toward him.

      “Just a minute.” He looked over at my mother and Steph. “We’ll be right in. I just want to congratulate my girl.”

      I pressed my hands to his strong chest as he turned his attention back to me. “I was going to call.”

      “No, you weren’t.” He leaned down and brushed his lips by mine. “But it’s okay. You’re modest, and you hate attention. I get it. I, on the other hand, love attention and have been getting none lately.”

      “I know.” I forced a smile and lifted to my toes, kissing his lips once more in hopes that we could go inside soon. He was handsome in a frat-boy way, but his personality drained me within ten minutes of being near him.

      “Spend the night with me tonight. You haven’t been in my bed for a month.” He ran his hands over my cheeks and pulled me up for another long kiss. I closed my eyes and imagined him to be anyone but who he was. Sadness and guilt tightened around my insides as I forced my eyes open. I couldn’t keep doing this just to spare his feelings. I couldn’t do it just so I wouldn’t be completely alone at night. It was getting ridiculous.

      “Not tonight. I want to visit my advisor, and you know she keeps late hours.” I hugged him and moved back. “Come on. I’ll stay the night soon. I promise.”

      “I’m going to hold you to it.” He playfully slapped my butt, and I stifled a growl. There had to be a better match for him. I wanted to desire him, wanted to feel uncontrollably turned on by his sexy voice and dark eyes, but it just wasn’t going to happen for me. I’d watched him grow up, and for some odd reason, that killed my desire to want him sexually. I’d been forcing myself for the last few years to sleep with him, but now that I was done with school, maybe it was time for a change—for both of us.

      We ate dinner and laughed the entire time, thanks to Stephanie and all of her crazy stories she told when anyone was paying attention. The girl didn’t know a stranger, and if it hadn’t been for her, we would never have been invited anywhere in college. She was in the center of everything and just happened to drag me along, often against my will.

      My meeting with my advisor wasn’t until early the next morning, but no one needed to know that. Besides, no one but Dex would care.

      Stephanie let out a yelp, and I glanced up from my burger to see her face light up as she read something on her phone.

      “Oh my God, Liz. I got in too. I’ll be at St. Mark’s with you. Oh my God.” She jumped up and almost knocked the table over as she moved around my mother and wrapped me in an awkward hug. I was used to them and simply turned and gave her a tight squeeze.

      “That’s great news! Looks like we won’t have to split up after all.” I grinned at her.

      “And we can check out all the hot doctors together.” She wagged her eyebrows before moving back and shrugging. “Sorry, Jack. You should’ve gone the doctor route. Accountants just aren’t that sexy.”

      “This one is.” He brushed his hand down his chest and gave me a saucy look. “Right, baby?”

      “Right. So hot.” I shoved three fries in my mouth and avoided my mother’s hard stare. It would be time to go soon, and I couldn’t pray hard enough for it to hurry the hell up so I could escape this nagging guilt.
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      “There’s nothing left for us to do.” I glanced over at Dr. Billings as he reviewed the file I presented in his office. I should have taken a seat, but I needed to move around a little. Telling someone that there was no hope was the opposite of what I’d been trained to do. I was there to save lives, not resign someone to death.

      “I agree. You’ve made a proper assessment. Go meet with the family, and finish up your report on the file.” He glanced up at me, his dark eyes not showing any remorse at all. My white- haired mentor had been trying to force me to look at patients as nothing more than a number on a file, but I couldn’t. I never would be able to.

      “I should get one more opinion, Peter. Maybe I’m missing something.” I ran my fingers through my short dark hair and let out a long sigh. “Maybe if we discuss options on the left ventricle—”

      “Aiden, we’ve done all we can. I know you hate this part.”

      “Abhor would be a better word.” I closed the file as a tightness inside of me threatened to steal my breath. “I just can’t stand the thought of giving up.”

      “How long have you been a doctor?” He walked around the desk and clamped his hand down on my shoulder, squeezing.

      “For ten years.” I let my eyes move from him back to the file. “I don’t care how long I’ve been doing this. Nothing can take away the fact that me throwing in the towel means death for someone. It’s unfair.”

      “It’s part of the job. You’ve been with this patient far more than you should. You’re starting to care about him.” He released me and backed up. “You need to lighten your load. Our new residents are coming in the day after tomorrow, and I would like for you to take one of them.”

      “What? No.” I glanced up. “I should have enough tenure in this department to say no to this.”

      “And you do, but you’ve been requested by the dean at NYU to take on one of their best and brightest.” Peter chuckled as he crossed his arms over his chest. “You’re a great teacher, and I’ve let you slide for far too long on not teaching one on one. You need to diversify yourself, or you’re going to be heartbroken every time you come in here. We’re cardiologists. People die under our watch—a lot.”

      “I realize that, but I’m not sure what you think I’ll get out of having some younger version of me run around behind me, trying to impress me by flashing a little tit.” I rolled my eyes, trying not to think of all of the various residents I’d agreed to mentor in my younger years. Most of them had stepped over the line, but it was just part of the fast-paced life of the hospital. Half the people on my staff slept together, whether they were married or not. I didn’t keep tabs on any of them, nor did I show any interest at all. Honestly, I wasn’t interested in the way they chose to spend their personal time, and I didn’t have time for such petty distractions.

      I was fast approaching forty, and though everyone at the hospital had tried to set me up with any eligible woman they knew, I simply wasn’t interested.

      My career was far too important to me, and sex was just that: sex.

      A one-night stand would suffice to satisfy my needs, and there were plenty of women willing to offer themselves up. It was pathetic on my part, and yet, I’d come to terms with it years ago in college. I just wasn’t the marrying type. Life meant more than partnership to me.

      Peter chuckled. “It’s a female, but I’m not sure she’s the type of girl who would flash anything other than a bright smile.”

      “Nerdy?” I lifted my eyebrow and smirked.

      “I’m quite sure, but I have no clue what she looks like. They’ll be visiting tomorrow. I want you to review her file and sign on for this.” He picked up a folder on his desk and handed it to me. “She’s going to be a great asset to us. Her grades and involvement in some pretty complex case studies prove that. I’d almost bet that the woman could even impress you if given the opportunity.”

      I shrugged and took the file. “Right. I’ll consider it. Wish me luck.”

      “With the resident?” Peter smiled.

      “No. With my patient and his family. I hate this part of my job.” I walked to the door and chuckled at his question.

      “Even abhor it?”

      “Exactly.” I walked out into the hall and brushed my hand by my lips as I met eyes with everyone that passed by me. Most spoke, and I gave them a professional curt nod but nothing more.

      People were too needy in my opinion. They were looking for a way in, and it wouldn’t take much more than a smile and then they would assume that was an open invitation to converse.

      It wasn’t.

      I knocked on the door just outside of Mr. Burns’s hospital room and took a deep breath before walking in. “Good morning.”

      The guy in the bed hooked up to a handful of tubes was only five years older than me, though he looked at least twenty years older. What used to be a youthful smile was now framed in wrinkles. His once full face was sunken, especially at his cheeks and under his dark eyes. His jawline appeared sharper than it had when we first met because of the weight he’d lost over the course of his declining health.

      “Dr. Crawford.” He smiled and extended his hand as his arm shook slightly. “Nice to see you, sir.”

      “You as well, Max.” I shook his hand and turned to extend my hand to the pretty redhead who stood next to his bed. Her tears had left an ugly black trail down her cheeks, but it was moving. She was in love, and just the thought of losing him had her at the hospital with us nonstop for almost a week. I yearned for that deep acceptance, but the rest of the bullshit that seemed to come along with it was what had stopped me from trying years before.

      “So, tell us the news, Doc. I know you’re a busy man, and we don’t want to waste any of your time. What’s the prognosis?” The hope in Max’s voice made my insides curl into a tight knot until I had trouble breathing. I could play off the trauma that wrecked my emotions easily, but I hated like hell how it left me feeling afterward.

      Cold. Unattached. Alone.

      I pulled out his file and opened it, glancing down and taking a short breath before looking up and staring the dying man in the face. “We’ve run every test we can think to run. I’ve had your file reviewed by three of the best cardiologists in the nation. I’m sorry, Max. We’re out of options.”

      “What?” The redhead took a step toward the bed as she pressed her hands to her mouth. “No. No. You don’t get to tell us that. Not after everything. Not after the promises you made and—”

      “Cindy.” My patient reached for the woman and tried to grab her, but she moved back as her face flushed red. He gave me an apologetic look. “I’m sorry. We’ve been together since we were kids.”

      “No! This isn’t right. Check again. Do something. Please.” She moved around the bed, and I stood my ground. She needed someone to hit, to hurt, to hate. It could be me. It had been numerous times over the last ten years.

      Max tried to get out of the bed, but I lifted my hand toward him. “No. She’s right to be upset.”

      She pushed against my chest as her voice rose. “Upset? Upset?! Try destroyed. What kind of doctor are you? You come in here, running your stupid fucking tests, and just because you don’t find what you can fix easily, you’re done? No! Fix him. Fix—”

      “Baby.” Max had tears dripping down his face as I reached for his wife and pulled her into a tight hug. I didn’t know the woman, but I hated her pain all the same.

      “I’m sorry. I wish like hell there was something—anything—I could do. I really do.” I glanced over at Max as his wife sobbed against my chest. “I’ve searched high and low for an answer that might not force me to have this conversation.”

      “It’s okay.” Max extended his hand to me as he began to cry harder. I reached out and took it, forcing back the tears that wanted to burn my eyes. I didn’t get to cry. It was their time to weep and mourn. Not mine. I was the one unable to help. The one with no resolution.

      “I’ll keep looking, but you needed to know.” I released Cindy as she moved back and crawled into the bed with her husband. He wrapped her up tightly and gave me a weak smile.

      “I know you will. Thanks, Dr. Crawford.” He pressed his lips to the side of her head and turned his attention away from me.

      I closed the file and walked toward the door, stopping only to answer her question as she called out. The agony in her voice seared my soul, and I didn’t care how long I’d been a doctor or how long I would remain one. I would never become callous toward someone dying. I couldn’t. It just wasn’t me.

      “Doctor?”

      I turned around. “Yes, ma’am?”

      “How long?” She pursed her lips, and Max turned his attention back to me, his eyes wide as if he’d just realized that there was an expiration date on his life.

      “Four to seven days.” I let out a shaky sigh.

      “Shit.” He closed his eyes and leaned his head back as I slipped out of the room. They needed their time together, and I honestly couldn’t handle another minute of watching their agony.

      “Aiden. Wait up, man.” Parks was one of the younger doctors on the floor, and I had made a point to take him under my wing as much as I could. He wasn’t nearly as interested in our profession as I thought he should be, but he was a good guy and a decent friend.

      “Now is really not the time.” I gave him a sideways glance and kept walking.

      “Oh shit. You all right? You look like your mother died.” He snorted and popped me in the chest as we turned the corner. “Wait. Your momma didn’t kick it, right?”

      “My parents died when I was a kid, Parks.” I opened the door to my office and walked in, ignoring him.

      “Oh shit.” He dropped down into the chair across from my desk as I let out a long sigh and glanced at him.

      “What do you want? I’m not in the mood for company. If you have a question about something you’re working on or need a second opinion, I’m your guy. Otherwise, get out.” I gave him a tight smile.

      “All right. I see where we are. You’re in that solemn, shitty mode you get into.” He got up. “I was just stopping by to see if you were taking one of the new residents. I wanted to have one, but I guess I haven’t been here long enough.”

      “Take mine. I’m not interested.” I picked up the folder and handed it to him. “I’ll tell Peter. The girl is supposed to be at the top of her class. Enjoy.”

      “Um, no. I’ve heard all about that girl. She’s too much brain and looks for me. I need to hit up the stragglers.” He chuckled and walked to the door as I continued to hold the file out toward him.

      “This is a program where you’re supposed to mentor a young mind to be the next great asset for the hospital. Sleeping with them isn’t part of the deal. Good way to get your ass fired.” I dropped the file. “And how do you know what she looks like? Peter gave me a file that only had the girl’s stats, grades, and CV.”

      “Then he did you a favor. Your girl is fucking hot.” Parks wagged his eyebrows as I gave him an expressionless stare.

      “Doubtful, but whatever.” I sat down in my seat and turned toward my computer. “Close the door behind you.”

      “Fine, but look up the girl and then go get laid.” Parks laughed as he started through the door.

      “I’m not sleeping with my resident. You’re not either. Keep that in mind, or you and I are going to have words.”

      “Oh, I didn’t mean sleep with her. Just get her face in your mind’s eye, so when you sleep with one of those faceless chicks you pick up from the bar, you can close your eyes and have a real experience.” He ducked as I chucked a squeezable stress ball at him.

      “Get out.” I waited to smile until he was gone. The idiot was too much, but he was the only one around the hospital who could drag me from my funk most days.

      I didn’t want to do it, but I was far too curious to let Parks’s comments go. This resident was a gem on paper. I had to see what she looked like. I resented the urge. Her looks had nothing to do with what kind of doctor she would turn out to be, and my looking her up online was a completely self-serving, foolish thing to do.

      But I did it anyway, despite the irrelevancy.

      “Completely irrelevant,” I muttered as I typed her name into a search engine and sat back while it quickly pulled up every Elizabeth Jenkins known to man. I added some qualifiers to find the Elizabeth Jenkins in New York who had just graduated with her M.D. from NYU.

      A beautiful brunette with a wide smile and warm brown eyes filled up the screen. Her skin was flawless and her smile sexy, though it was obvious that she didn’t mean for it to be. An innocence sat on her that was refreshing yet stimulating.

      “Wow.” I sat back and brushed my fingers across my chest as my cock hardened and pressed tightly to my scrubs. “Beautiful.”

      Maybe taking on a resident wouldn’t be such a bad idea after all. Then again, I’d been quite clear with Parks on the hospital’s fraternization policy. They wouldn’t stand for it for a minute. Hell, I wouldn’t either, as one of the most tenured staff there.

      Elizabeth was breathtaking, though. She was someone that I honestly would have turned around to watch walk away if I’d met her on the street. She wasn’t the type of woman I would pick up in a bar, simply because I could see the warmth behind her gaze. She was a woman who deserved love, not a night of passion and cold sheets the next morning.

      “I hope you’re married, pretty girl.” I flipped the switch on the monitor and stood up. If she wasn’t, then it wasn’t just me who was in for a load of trouble, but every male who was stuck next to her for hours on end.

      Surely, she was taken.

      She had to be.
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      My knee bounced uncontrollably as I sat in the chair just outside of Dr. Martin’s office. My advisor had been a huge part of my success and was undeniably my biggest fan and my strongest supporter, but that didn’t mean that the woman didn’t intimidate the hell out of me.

      She did.

      A million thoughts ran through my mind, but I forced myself to focus on the simple fact that I’d graduated at the top of my class for my M.D., and I could do anything I put my mind to. Dr. Martin would make sure that I was paired up with a top surgeon for my residency and would continue to take care of me. She had promised as much the last time we spoke. It was time to share the good news with her and talk through who she felt was the best match to become my mentor.

      “Elizabeth?” She poked her head out of the open door of her office. “Come on in.”

      Her dark hair was in a loose bun, her makeup beautifully on point, and her slacks and button-down shirt professional and freshly pressed. She was stunning, and I couldn’t help but feel mousey in front of her. I had too much of my father in me to feel petite or feminine.

      “Thanks for seeing me today.” I sat down and pulled the letter from my portfolio that was clasped tightly in my hands. “I have good news.”

      “So I’ve heard.” She smiled and extended her hand. “Let me see it anyway. This is the fun part.”

      “I agree. I was so nervous that I would have to move to another part of town or even to another city. St. Mark’s is so busy and hard to get into.” I moved back in my chair a little but kept my posture and forced myself to keep my chin in the air. Dr. Martin’s loyalty was hard earned, and she expected the best of all of us every moment of every day. There was no rest in medicine.

      “Well, St. Mark’s only takes the best of the best, and then a few whose daddies pay a pretty penny to get them in there. We know how hard you’ve worked. It’s well earned, Elizabeth.” She set the paper down and leaned back as a smile lifted her lips. “I’ve been thinking a lot about this moment.”

      “Why is that?” I brushed my hands down my black slacks but kept my attention fully on her.

      “Because we had a department meeting last week to talk about our top M.D. grads, and of course, your name came up. Most of us had an inkling that you would get the residency with St. Mark’s.” She tapped the table as her expression tightened just a little. “What we couldn’t agree upon was your mentor.”

      “Oh.” I lifted my eyebrow as confusion rolled through me. “I thought that you were the one to determine who I’d be working under for my residency.”

      “I usually am, but with your high marks and your strong personality, the Dean of Medicine wanted to discuss options.” She shrugged. “It’s rare that he gets involved, but it’s a good thing. It’s impressive and telling of your future. You’re going to be quite successful if you just keep your nose to the grindstone.”

      “I plan on doing just that. Tell me who I’ve been assigned to. Please.” I smiled.

      She nodded before pulling out a pair of glasses and perching them on her nose. “I wanted to have you work with Peter Fallwell. He’s a brilliant neurologist, but your specialty is going to be cardiology. The dean believes you should work for Aiden Crawford.”

      “I’m not familiar with either of them. Should I be?” I relaxed a little as she leaned back again.

      “Yes and no. Dr. Fallwell is new to the area, so I thought it might be good for you to meet someone from another part of the world. You’ve grown up here and gotten all your degrees here. It just seemed a healthy option. You don’t have to work in neurology to have your mentor there, but you know that.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” I pressed my hands to my thighs and leaned forward a little. “Do you have a bio or CV on Doctor Crawford?”

      “I do, but let me warn you.” She bent over and pulled a folder out of her bottom drawer. “The man is a pain in the ass.”

      I held my tongue and nodded as I accepted the file on him. It wasn’t a shot of his face but only the top of his head. He had on goggles and was in the middle of surgery. It was hard to tell if he was attractive, but by the regal slope of his nose, his broad shoulders, and tanned skin, I could imagine him to be anything I wanted him to be.

      “When I say pain in the ass, I mean it.” She got up and walked to her window, pulling up the blinds as she continued. “Think of the one person in your life who is the most annoying, self-centered, drive-you-batty, pain in the ass.” She glanced over at me. “Got that person in your mind?”

      “Yep.” I had no problem conjuring up Dex. He would be great with someone else, but I was so far over us it was mind numbing.

      “Multiply that by ten thousand and there you have Aiden.” She shrugged and leaned against the wall closest to her. “He’s impossibly good looking, which he ignores. That part is good, I suppose.”

      “Then what’s the issue? Does he lack humility?”

      “Oh no. He’s quite grateful, though unyielding. His opinion is the only valid one. Everyone is stupid compared to him, but he’ll never say that. He just makes you feel it.” She walked back to her chair and dropped down. “But you won’t find a better teacher, mentor, or cardiologist. He’s brilliant.”

      I wanted to press her on the part where this man was supposed to make me want to take a long walk off a short bridge, but I didn’t. She obviously had a weird hang up with him.

      “I’m good with whomever you decide I need to be paired up with. I trust your judgment.” I locked gazes with her again.

      “I know you do.” Her expression softened. “I’m going to set you up with Dr. Crawford because just like you trust me, I trust the dean. He obviously knows what he’s doing, and he thinks the pairing would be good for both of you.”

      Odd.

      “Does he know Dr. Crawford?” I stood up as she did. My time was almost over from what I could tell.

      “Yes. His son and Aiden went to med school together.” She picked up the letter and handed it back to me. “Just stun him with your brilliance, and don’t put up with an ounce of his shit if he slings it around. Got it?”

      “Of course. I’ll remain respectful and do my best to make you proud.” I smiled and tucked the letter back into my portfolio file.

      “I know you will, but this time around, don’t try to make me or anyone else proud. This is only for you. This three years is for you to take in all you can. It will refine you and change you. It will make you not only into the woman you’re meant to be, but the doctor we all want to give our trust to.”

      I walked around to her side of the desk as she extended her arms to me and gave me a warm hug.

      “Thank you for all of this. For everything.” I fought back tears. She’d been in my life for the last six years, directing my every step.

      “No. Thank you. You’ve been a delight and a joy.” She moved back and gripped my upper arms gently. “We’re all proud of you. Just stick to your guns, and use your own judgment with everything you encounter. It’s not all black and white. It’s mostly gray.”

      I nodded. “I’ve learned that while here at NYU.”

      “Good. Then we’ve done our jobs well.” She let out a quick sigh and nodded toward the door. “Get out of here and mind your p’s and q’s around Dr. Crawford.”

      “Absolutely.” I walked to the door but paused before walking out. “Where is his M.D. from?”

      “Harvard, and he was valedictorian, but don’t let that intimidate you.” She smirked.

      “Right.” I laughed and walked out into the hall as my heartbeat quickened. I was headed toward a new adventure, a new journey, and whereas I was completely thrilled, I was also terrified.

      Good thing Stephanie would be there with me.
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        * * *

      

      I pushed my way through the apartment door with my arms full of overflowing paper grocery bags.

      Stephanie was in the kitchen with her head buried in the open door of the refrigerator. When she heard me come in, she extracted herself from the fridge, and her eyes flicked from mine to the grocery bags I set down on the kitchen counter. “What’s all this?”

      I shook out my aching arms. I hadn’t expected to buy so many groceries. “Lunches for the week. I had a feeling you and I were going to be too busy and too stressed to properly nourish ourselves while at the hospital.”

      “So you thought you’d buy the entire grocery store?”

      I chuckled and started unpacking the first bag of produce, cucumber, spinach, peppers, , apples, bananas, broccoli. “I thought I’d do us both a favor and try my hand at some meal prepping tonight.”

      Stephanie leaned forward to rest an elbow on the counter and her chin in her palm. She arched an eyebrow as I started setting out all the food, including a couple packages of chicken breasts. “Meal prepping, huh?”

      “I don’t know about you, but I can’t focus when I’m starving. And this week is not the time to drop the ball because I have a grumbling stomach.”

      “That’s fair. Can I help?”

      “You’d better help,” I said, shooting her a challenging look. “I didn’t spend all this money to have to do it myself. Besides, it’s not like either of us are going to fall asleep easily tonight. This will give us something to keep our minds busy.”

      Stephanie grinned and went about pulling out cutting boards and frying pans and baking sheets. She preheated the oven for the chicken, and then the two of us worked together to cut up some veggies and heat up some rice.

      I believed in setting myself up for success. I also knew I could not afford to each lunch in the cafeteria every day or go out for lunches with the other residents. At this stage of the game, I still had to make sacrifices for the life I wanted, and that was what this was. It was also a strategy to make sure I was on my A-game and well nourished. If I could control what was going in my body, I could control how much energy and focus I brought to the table.

      And that was going to be crucial.

      “You didn’t buy any treats?” Stephanie pouted as she peered down into the now empty grocery bags. “Not even a single cookie box? Or some chips?”

      “Nope. Not a priority. And not brain food.”

      Stephanie rolled her eyes. “Yes, Mom.”

      While the rice and veggies cooked on the stove and the seasoned chicken baked in the oven, I pulled out all the Tupperware containers we would need for our lunches for the upcoming week. Stephanie cleaned the kitchen, and within forty-five minutes, we had everything neatly packed up and tucked in the fridge.

      Stephanie planted her hands on her hips. “Now what?”

      I glanced at the clock on the stove. It was only seven o’clock.

      With a cheeky grin, I tugged open the fridge and pulled out our already opened oversized bottle of Moscato. “Wine o’clock?”

      “You read my mind.”

      We threw on comfy sweaters and took our glasses of wine out onto our balcony. We were lucky. We faced another condo next door that was only four stories high. From our balcony, we could look down at their rooftop pool and admire the couple of good-looking guys who liked to frequent the spot for an evening swim. Their bodies were lit up by the pale blue glow of the pool lights. I sighed with contentment as the sweet white wine tickled my tongue. “Everything changes after tomorrow, Steph. Are you ready?”

      “I’m going into this with my best friend. Of course I am.” She kicked her feet up to rest on the balcony railing and slumped in her chair. Then she rolled her head to the side to look at me. “What about you? Have you crossed all your t’s and dotted your i’s?”

      I shrugged.

      Stephanie giggled. “You know, I bet Dex wishes he was the one spending tonight with you. Not me. This is a big deal. And you’re leaving him on the sidelines.”

      Guilt swirled in my belly, and I stared down into my glass of wine. “I know.”

      “How long are you going to keep stringing him along? He’s got to know the end is coming.”

      “I don’t know if he’s that intuitive.”

      I swirled my wine glass in slow circles. The wine kissed the glass, and I thought about Dex. He was probably sitting at home mindlessly watching television or playing video games.

      Sometimes, I envied him for his more relaxed lifestyle. He made decent money and hadn’t acquired a ton of debt like I had for following my passion. He had free time coming out of his ass, and he wasted it away, day in and day out.

      “We’ve been over for a long time,” I muttered. “All that’s left is to say it out loud and empty my bathroom drawer at his apartment.”

      Stephanie reached over and put her hand on mine. “I know it won’t be fun, Elizabeth. But you have to do it. And what better time is there than now? You’re not going to have the time or the energy to deal with him after tomorrow. The sooner you put an end to it, the better. For both of you.”

      “I don’t want to hurt him.”

      “The longer you wait, the more you’re hurting him.”

      She was right, of course. And she wasn’t saying anything I didn’t already know.

      Stephanie lifted her wine glass. “A toast. To new beginnings. And a pact.”

      “A pact?”

      “That you’ll set Dex loose by the end of next week. No excuses.”

      I gnawed at my bottom lip.

      Stephanie tapped her glass against the side of mine. “Deal?”

      “Deal.”
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      I was grateful for the group training that I was in charge of the next day. It kept my mind busy and helped me stop thinking about Max and his wife sharing their last week together. If I wasn’t concentrating on their loss, then I was thinking about Elizabeth. I even enjoyed the sound of her name as it moved through my head. I was being ridiculous, but no one would ever know my thoughts, especially not the girl. If she was to be under me as a student, then she would get only the best and most demanding mentor she had ever had.

      “This is the last part of your coursework for this class today.” I passed out a handful of quizzes to the doctors sitting in front of me. “Score an eighty or less, and you won’t receive credit toward your continuing education. Simple really.”

      A few groans resonated around the room, but I ignored them and walked to the front of the room to drop down into my chair. A pretty young nurse stuck her head into the classroom and gave me a worried look.

      “Dr. Crawford, we’re having a code blue, and they need you now.” She moved back as I jolted from my seat and took off down the hall behind her.

      “Why the hell didn’t they use the intercom system? How long did it take you to get down here? Shit.” I growled in frustration, not caring about anything but saving whoever was going under.

      “The wiring is messed up from the storm last night. It’s almost fixed. I’m sorry. I—”

      I moved past her, ignoring her as I rounded the corner that led to the ER. I sprinted the rest of the way, stopping by the OR as Peter stepped out of a room and shook his head.

      “He’s gone.” He let out a sigh and moved past me as I jogged into the room.

      Max Burns was on the table, his flesh pale and body lifeless.

      “No. Wait.” I moved toward the table and pressed my hand to his chest as I scanned the machines around him. “Talk to me. Tell me what happened. There should be something we can do.”

      “We’ve been trying to bring him back for twenty minutes. They couldn’t remember which room you were in.” Karen, one of my favorite nurses, reached out and touched my chest. “He’s gone, Doctor. I’m sorry.”

      I pursed my lips and moved back. “Right. Has anyone spoken to his wife?”

      “She left about ten minutes ago. Said she couldn’t deal with everything.” Karen shook her head. “I hate this part of our job. It seems like there’s always five deaths to two lives saved. Why is that?”

      There were no words to offer, so I didn’t try. “Call my cell if you need me to talk with Mrs. Burns. Something tells me that she’ll be back up here.”

      “All right, Doctor. Take care, and we’ll see you back down here tomorrow.” Karen gave me a sad smile. “You’re running the ER tomorrow, right?”

      “Yes. It’s my turn.” I walked out and pulled my phone from my pocket, wishing I could call one of my sisters. I just needed a quick pep talk to be reminded that everything I did was for the greater good. At times, it felt the exact opposite.

      Darkness worked to settle around my heart and drag me into a pit of despair, but as always, I pushed against it and forced myself to put one foot in front of the other.

      Max Burns wasn’t a friend, or family, or anyone I even really knew, but he was my patient. A life I’d lost because I didn’t have a solution to fix the damage his younger years had done to his heart. Now at forty-one, he was gone.

      “We weren’t cheating.” One of the comical, jock-type guys in the back called out as I walked back into the classroom. They all chuckled, and I gave him a cocky smirk, faking my way through the performance like I did in front of almost everyone.

      “Yeah, right. The only way you’re going to pass is by cheating, Vinny.” I clapped my hands. “Time’s up. It’s almost seven o’clock. We’ve had a long day. Turn your test in and get out of here.”

      They groaned and got up, some of them still scribbling furiously. I moved to take my seat again and gave up on trying to force anyone to bring their tests up just yet. I didn’t have anywhere to go or anyone to see. I could stay there all night and most likely would. Peter would have my ass for picking up extra shifts, but the other doctors on staff had families to go home to, wives to make love to, and kids to tuck into bed.

      “Thanks for doing this today. You were brilliant.” A young female doctor stopped by the desk. The look in her eyes was one I’d seen too often in my time at St. Mark’s.

      “Thanks. I’ll have these back to you guys by tomorrow afternoon.” I took her test and nodded. “Good evening.”

      “I was talking with some of the other doctors on a break today, and they said everyone was getting together at Johnny K’s tonight for a few beers. Do you want to maybe join us?” She nibbled at her lip as she shifted from foot to foot. She was cute but off limits.

      “No, but thank you for the offer. I’m old, if you guys hadn’t noticed.” I gave her a cheeky grin and turned my attention to a guy who moved up to hand me his test.

      “You’re not old. That’s silly.” She leaned against the desk and cleared her throat. “I think it would do you some good to get out of here for a while. Word on the street is that you basically live here.”

      I glanced up at her. “Is it now?”

      “Well, I mean…”

      “Good night, Dr. Vincent. Thank you for the offer, but I’m not interested.” I pulled the tests toward me and ignored her soft huff as she walked out of the classroom. The last few doctors dropped off their tests, and I sat there in stony silence for a few minutes. Going home to a glass of wine and my couch sounded great, but so did stopping by my favorite bar for a beer. I could find a pretty woman to take back to my place and then spend the night making love to her like I cared. It was a pipe dream, but it was bliss while it lasted.

      “Hey. What’re your plans?” Parks banged out a rhythm on the door as he gave me a quirky smile. His spiky dark hair and green eyes had him front and center for female attention, but I was glad for him. It took it off of me.

      “I was thinking a bubble bath and glass of chocolate milk. You?”

      “Fuck that. You were not.” He lifted his hands. “Wait. If you really were, please don’t tell me that shit. I already have very little respect for you.”

      I stood up and laughed. “Oh yeah? Why is that?”

      “I can’t stand a man who’s smarter than me. There’s a reason you’re so smart.” He walked into the room as his eyebrow lifted. “Did you sell your soul to the devil?”

      “Um, no, but if I did, then I got gypped. Smarts aren’t worth the trauma of burning in hell forever. At least, not in my opinion.” I tucked the tests and remaining training guides into my briefcase. “And stop being intimidated by me. Just because I can run circles around you and my dick’s four times the size of yours doesn’t give you the right to be upset all the time.”

      He laughed loudly and clamped his hands down on my shoulders. “I don’t know why I hang out with you. You’re one fucking insult after another.”

      “I bring the ladies your way. You’re using me. Everyone does.” I chuckled and walked to the door. “I’m not going to have beers at Johnny K’s. Hanging out with these people that I just spent all day ignoring does not sound like a good time waiting to happen.”

      “Aww, come on. There are some beautiful nurses who were just hired. I’ll let you pick first if you just come.” He caught up to me as I walked down the hall.

      “Nope. Thanks, though.” I walked into my office as Parks stopped at the door.

      “All right. What if I admit that you’re dashingly handsome and that I’m jealous?”

      “Still no date. Get out. I’ll see you tomorrow, and no boning the new nurses.” I glanced up and smiled at the guy. He had far too much personality. I, alone, enjoyed it. It often overshadowed his potential in the eyes of our colleagues.

      “You’re no fun. You know that?” He walked out of the office as I nodded. I was well aware of my lack of fun status. It was purposeful and kept me safe in my bubble of indifference to my own pathetic love life.

      I walked through the hospital with my head tucked down, pretending to be on my phone as if I had something important to do. No one would know the difference, and it would save me from having to deny everyone who requested my presence at the bar.

      My car was at the front of the parking lot, and I got in before letting out a soft growl. I wanted to go to the bar, but not the one where everyone knew me. I needed to find a new place to hang out where I could be a nobody, unimportant and unneeded like the rest of the world. It was ridiculous, seeing as how I’d worked my whole life to matter, to serve, but now that I was important, it was exhausting.

      I stopped by the bar near my house and was glad to see a few girls I’d taken home before. It was easier than leading some poor woman on. Taking a seat at the bar, I was greeted by the bartender, who was new to me.

      “What’ll it be tonight, sir?” The guy leaned down and dropped a cocktail napkin in front of me.

      “He likes Jack and Coke. Double shot. On the rocks.” Lily slid onto the seat next to me and leaned in close. “I’ve missed seeing you around, Doc.”

      “It’s been crazy, but you’ve been missed as well.” I let my eyes run down her scantily dressed form. She was a pretty girl and could have been a beautiful lingerie model, but she lacked confidence and class. I wasn’t one to judge, though. I was a doctor with several million dollars in the bank, sitting at a rundown bar, looking for someone to fuck for the night. It was so far out of my persona that it was humorous, and yet, there I was.

      “Oh, yeah? Need some company tonight?” She touched my arm gently.

      “I’d love some. You free?” I took my drink from the bartender and drank it down quickly, enjoying the burn. I would need at least two more to loosen myself up enough to sleep with the wild woman next to me. It was a good thing I was willing to burn a few liver cells in order to feel the high of gripping Lily’s hair tightly as I fucked her hard from behind.

      “For you? Any time.” She got off the stool and moved just behind me, pressing her hands to my back and rubbing softly before she slid her arms around me and pressed her chest to my back. “I have to be somewhere at eleven, though. You wanna just have some fun here?”

      I finished my drink and lifted my glass to the bartender. “Another, please.”

      “You sure?” He lifted his eyebrow.

      “I asked for it, didn’t I?” I stood up and turned in her arms, wrapping mine around her shoulders and leaning down as I pressed my lips firmly to hers. She tasted like liquor and peppermint, which teased my senses. “Here’s good.”

      “I’ll be in the back. Come find me.” She nipped at my lips and moved back. Her nipples were budded, and my body woke up at the thought of flicking my tongue across each of them rhythmically while she cried out from the pressure I was going to apply to her pliable, tight body.

      “Right.” I turned and took the glass, pressing it to my lips and lifting it to drain it in three gulps. I let out a long growl and pulled out my wallet, dropping a twenty on the bar and walking toward the back.

      The image of Elizabeth moved in front of my vision, and I groaned. I wanted to find out just who this girl was who had everyone at the hospital buzzing. Was she shy or outgoing? Funny or dull? Needy or content?

      “In here, handsome.” Lily stepped out of a small closet and grabbed my shirt, pulling me in with her. It was pitch black, and I was grateful. I could let her be anyone I needed her to be.

      She worked on my pants, reaching my cock with efficiency. I leaned against the wall behind me as she ran her hands over my erection at first, and then the warmth of her mouth wrapped around me.

      The small whimpers she made were cute at first but quickly got on my nerves. I let her suck at me for a few more minutes before pulling her up. The liquor caused my blood to boil, my skin to warm, and my body to crave carnality.

      “Tug your dress up and press your chest against the wall.” I leaned over and pulled a condom from my pants pocket before working it onto my swollen flesh.

      “Come here.” She reached for me, trying to press a kiss to my lips, but I spun her around and gripped her hips tightly before impaling her.

      “No. You come here.” I pressed my mouth to the side of her neck as I worked myself in and out of her, the power in my thrusts lifting the tiny thing off the floor as she cried out in pleasure-filled moans. I couldn’t take too long with her, or she’d beg me to stay the night with her, no matter if she had somewhere to be or not.

      “More,” she groaned and bent over a little.

      “Yeah, you need more.” I slid my hand up her back and grabbed a tight handful of her hair as I fucked her harder, losing myself in how good it felt to be with someone. My body tightened as my orgasm drew closer, but I couldn’t seem to force myself over the edge.

      She pressed back on me, crying out as I worked in just a little bit deeper, and still, nothing.

      I let out a frustrated growl and shifted my thinking to the pretty resident who would belong to me soon. How badly I wanted a woman who understood me, who really got what I was up against every day. Elizabeth wasn’t deserving of my wanton sexual needs, but for that moment, I let Lily become the pretty college grad who still played in my mind’s eye.

      My body exploded, heat bursting from my center and wrecking every part of me. I came harder than I had in months, if not years. I was going to have to watch myself. Hopefully, the girl was taken. If she was married and belonged to someone else, I would be perfectly fine.

      If not, we were both in trouble.
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      After sleeping like shit, I woke up and forced myself into the shower early on Friday morning.

      This was it. The big day. The day that I’d been anticipating in my dreams and my waking hours for the last ten years.

      My first day at St. Mark’s.

      Stephanie was in the kitchen, hovering near the coffee pot when I walked in. The sight of her caused a chuckle to rise in my throat.

      “That bad?” I got a mug out of the cabinet and moved up beside her.

      “I didn’t sleep at all.” She glanced over at me, and I could see the exhaustion sitting in dark circles under her blue eyes. Her pixie-cut blond hair was a hot mess, and her face was washed out.

      So, I wasn’t the only one whose nerves had gotten the best of them last night.

      “What time is your group meeting at the hospital?” I nudged her out of the way and pulled the coffee pot out, only to quickly put my cup in its place.

      “I hate it when you do that. Just wait until it’s done. Patience is a virtue.” She turned and walked to the refrigerator, her tone not matching her command at all.

      “Hush. When is your tour and interview?” We hadn’t ended up in the same residency group, which was good and bad. We needed to have our own space, but Stephanie often hated to start anything new unless I was right beside her. She’d make friends so fast that it would leave both of us dizzy, but it was the walking into a room filled with strangers that got to her.

      Hell, it got to me too.

      Especially when said strangers were all brilliant minds worthy of residencies at a hospital like St. Mark’s. It was enough to make any girl quiver in her scrubs.

      “It’s at ten. I guess I could go lie down for a little while longer.” She yawned loudly and lifted a carton of orange juice toward me. “You want a glass?”

      “No. I’m good. My meeting is at eight. I don’t have time for anything but a cup of coffee.” I filled up my mug, fixed the liquid gold to taste like a decadent caramel dessert, and screwed on the top. “Wish me luck. My mentor is supposed to be a god from Harvard with a sexy smile and horrible attitude.”

      “Most gods don’t exactly like peons. Good luck with that.” She snorted and tugged at my bun. “I like the professional look. Don’t wear lipstick.”

      “What? Why?” I walked to the door and paused.

      “Because you’re sexy without it and stunning with it.” She wagged her eyebrows. “Dr. Hottie is going to be in for a treat.”

      “Whatever.” I rolled my eyes, grabbed my bag, and walked out of the apartment. The hallway was open on both ends and created a wind tunnel that had the ability to wreck my hair like nothing else. I’d not look hot or sexy, which was fine by me. I was just praying that I didn’t look like the mess that I was most days. It would have been nice to say that I had my life together at my age, but that would be a lie.

      I could barely afford my rent. I had student loans piling up higher than the Empire State Building. And I was in a long-term relationship with a man I cared enough for to not smash his heart under the sole of my arch-supporting work sneakers, but I didn’t care enough for him to want to have sex with him.

      Or be in the same room with him for that matter.

      The only thing I could tout was my unwavering dedication to my education and future career.

      I got in my car and drove to the train station a few miles away. There was no point in trying to fight traffic to get into Manhattan where the hospital was. I’d be insanely late and make the kind of first impression that would land me with catheter duty for a few days, no doubt.

      “Not happening.” I pulled into the train station and made sure to check that I had my latest romance novel. I gathered my stuff and walked toward the large locomotive as it pulled up. The ride to the hospital would be forty-five minutes of hell if I didn’t cloud my mind with something. Reading a sexy story about a hunky fireman probably wasn’t my best bet, but it would do just fine.

      I snuggled down into my seat after getting onto the train, and I decided to try to find a little more information on my new mentor. Unfortunately, I lost the signal on my phone and figured that the fireman was more interesting anyway.

      Besides, it was more probable that I would land a date with him than an attractive doctor who understood my drive and had a deliciously wicked wild side.

      “As if,” I mumbled and left my imagination to work out the rest of the scenario.
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      A strict-looking woman in a dark blue business suit was standing in the lobby with a handful of people around her when I approached. She gave me a tight smile and lifted her clipboard.

      “I assume you’re Elizabeth Jenkins?” She glanced up.

      “Yes. Am I late?” I glanced around at the others, hoping that I would know someone from my graduating class at NYU, but I didn’t recognize anyone.

      “No, but you’re only three minutes early. Everyone else was here with fifteen minutes to spare.” She tapped her clipboard and lifted her eyebrow.

      “Well, there’s no reason to not be right on time, which I was.” I squared my shoulders. I wasn’t a jerk by any stretch of the imagination, but I’d learned the hard way to make the first impression count. This chick was supposed to help me if I ever had a problem with someone at the hospital. She needed to know that I wasn’t a pushover, nor was I easily intimidated.

      “Right. This way. We’ll stop by our human resources department, where you will fill out your paperwork. Your mentors will pick you up from there and give you a tour. They have your schedules and should be able to answer any questions that you might have.” She walked down the hall languidly, which caused most of us to stack up behind her uncomfortably.

      A goofy-looking guy with a mop of black hair extended his hand to me. “I’m Freddy. Nice to meet you.”

      “I’m Elizabeth. Same here.” I glanced down the hall and breathed deeply. Most people couldn’t stand the smell of a hospital, but I loved it. It reminded me of cleanliness. Of life.

      “If she’s the H.R. rep, then I’m almost scared to see these mentors.” Freddy shivered and gave me a cute boyish grin.

      “Right? It’s almost intimidating, but my mother told me something a long time ago that I keep with me when I meet new people, especially really important ones.”

      “What’s that?” We paused by the elevator, and everyone stood in stony silence but us.

      “That the hole they get in the ground looks just like ours. Respect the person when they earn it, not their position. Some people don’t deserve the spots they’re in.” I shrugged and got onto the elevator, suddenly feeling like we were being herded around like cattle.

      “I like that.” He smiled at me and turned to the guy next to him, introducing himself again. I almost envied his desire to make friends. I wasn’t interested. I had Steph and my mother. That was almost too much. My inner introvert was coming unglued just being in the elevator with so many people.

      We were moved to a large conference room and given more paper than should have been allowed. I took my seat and started working on the various documents, only lifting my head as a new doctor would walk in to grab their resident. I was one of the last three people in the room when the door opened again.

      I glanced up and started to look back down, but the guy standing at the door, talking with the H.R. representative, was stunning. His eyes moved over to me, and my breath caught in my chest. His dark chestnut hair was cut close to his head, his bottom lip thick and kissable, but it was the way that he watched me that left me feeling undone. As if he knew me. As if we’d been something far more than the mere acquaintances that we were about to become.

      His voice reached me as I pulled myself out of my fog and glanced down, tearing my eyes away from him. The broad stretch of his shoulders was delicious, and he had a swimmer’s body from what I could tell. Thick arms, a narrow waist, and the way his scrubs hugged him left my mind wandering into the darkest corners of desire. I needed to take Dex up on his request for me to sleep over. Either that, or I’d be drooling after this doctor who was clearly the talk of the place. I was grateful he wasn’t my mentor.

      And very, very concerned. Talk about a distraction of massive proportions. This was so not what I needed right now.

      “Elizabeth?” He moved to stand in front of me and extended his hand as I stood. “I’m Aiden Crawford. Nice to meet you.”

      “Yes. Nice to meet you as well, Dr. Crawford.” I forced my voice to find the same firmness I used when talking to patients during my clinicals. I wouldn’t let him see anything other than what I wanted him to see.

      “No formalities, please. It’s simply Aiden. Save Dr. Crawford for when we’re in a formal setting.” He shook my hand as his dark blue eyes moved across my face.

      “Sounds good. Are you going to be mentoring me through this process?” I released his hand and worked to gather my things. My heart was racing, and I knew without a doubt that whatever I’d just gotten myself into was quite possibly going to be a hazard to my health.

      “I am. Come with me.” He walked to the door, and I glanced up, letting my eyes move over the swell of his ass in his scrubs. A groan moved up my throat and lodged behind my clenched teeth.

      I needed to request a new mentor. I couldn’t handle working for someone as intensely good looking as the man in front of me. It wasn’t fair to ask me to.

      “Thank you for your time this morning.” I gave the H.R. lady a curt smile and moved up beside Aiden, waiting for him to speak.

      “Your transcripts are quite impressive.” He held the elevator for me and moved to stand just beside me.

      The subtle hint of his deodorant moved around me, and I breathed in as quietly as I could. There was nothing more attractive than a good-smelling man, and this one smelled like heaven.

      “Thank you. I’ve been laser focused on school and nothing else for the last ten years.” I wanted to cross my arms over my chest but decided to try remaining more relaxed.

      “I understand that far more than anyone else here might.” He moved out of the elevator and paused, holding the door again. “We’ll stop by my office to drop off your things. I’ll give you your schedule, and you can shadow one of the nurses for a little while and then head out.”

      “Sounds great.” I moved out into the hall and watched everyone we passed. Most of them spoke to him, but all of them checked him out, the full, head-to-toe kind of checking someone out. I understood completely. I’d not really had the chance to do it, but I’d be taking a turn as soon as I could reasonably pull it off.

      “Let’s get a few things out of the way first.” He moved into a small office and turned to face me once he was behind the desk that sat between us. “I’ve been here my whole career, which is going on eleven years. I’m not married. I don’t have kids. I’m not interested in dating, or sleeping with, or even having a lengthy conversation with anyone here. You included. Understood?”

      Um. Okay. How was I supposed to respond to that, and why did he think I already wanted in his pants?

      I nodded and stifled the need to serve him a few choice words in rebuttal. “I feel the exact same.”

      “Good. Then we’re off to a great start. Please have a seat. Let’s talk about your schedule.” He sat down and pulled out a file as I watched him.

      He’d yet to crack a smile, but I wanted to know what it might do to his appearance if he did. He was impossibly attractive and intimidating in a way that made my body ache. Would his smile melt my insides? Maybe it was best not to know.

      “Feel free to speak your mind. I want you to be inquisitive and ask about anything you don’t understand or want more clarity about.” He glanced up again.

      “Smile for me.” I sat back in my chair and crossed my legs as his eyes moved down to run along me.

      “Why?” He dragged his gaze back up and locked it onto mine.

      “Because I want to know that there’s a human inside that shell you’re presenting to everyone. I’m here not only to learn proper technique, but to be the best damn doctor this hospital has ever seen. That means that I truly care.” I moved up, knowing I was pressing my luck, but I couldn’t help it.

      “Good answer.” His lip lifted in a sexy smirk which morphed into a beautiful smile.

      Fuck. My insides were melting.
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      Two Days Later

      Damn it if she wasn’t beautiful and ballsy as hell.

      I thought shyness might be the characteristic that I would see most within her, but her picture online was a damn lie. She was a typical Type-A doctor, an introvert in any and all situations except where she was faced with a challenge or in a group of her peers. Then she blossomed.

      My pulse spiked each time I saw her over the next two days, and I was more than grateful for the residency having various welcome events and program objectives while I got used to the idea of her being by my side. I was going to have to start making regular stops by the bar just to keep myself in check. I’d never struggled with a co-worker before, but something told me that this girl was going to give me a run for my money.

      Avoiding her was something I was getting good at, but the tides were soon to turn. The program was fully releasing the residents later that day, and I was scheduled for a surgery that she was going to observe. We hadn’t spent too much time together, but today was the day to reconcile that. I wasn’t sure I was up for it, but I didn’t have much of a choice. The thought of stopping by to tell Peter that I was far too busy to have a resident stuck up my ass rolled through my thoughts far too many times, but it wasn’t my persona at all. I could stick it through. If the girl got to be a true bother, then I could just have Parks help me out and moonlight with her in my place.

      “Elizabeth.” I stopped at the opening to the break room. She was sitting at the edge of a group of residents, methodically licking the spoon that hovered just above a container of yogurt. My stomach tightened and I chided myself internally.

      I was acting like a fifteen-year-old.

      “Hi, Dr. Crawford.” She stood and walked to the trashcan. I noticed that no one spoke to her, nor did she offer any parting words. Odd. Maybe she was a loner like me.

      “How are you? Things going well thus far?” I moved out into the hall as she joined me. Her dark purple scrubs hugged her narrow hips as the top worked to accentuate her moderately large breasts. But it was the calmness she exuded that was by far the most attractive part of her. She had a confidence that drew me in and a serenity that made me want to stay. She was far too young for me to be anything but a mentor, but I could let my mind wander from time to time. It was more than enough and insanely inappropriate.

      Her dark brown hair was up in a sexy bun, and she wore very little makeup, but she didn’t need it. She was naturally beautiful, the kind of woman any man would be thrilled to show off. I was almost afraid to see her dolled up and in something other than hospital garb.

      “Yes. I’m here to do a job, so it’s only going to get better. Put me to work.” She gave me a side glance as her lip lifted up in a pseudo-cocky smirk.

      I wondered if she knew that she was a dangerous combination of sexy, smart, and cute. Doubtful.

      “We have a full day, and you’ll be observing, so feel free to ask questions.” I paused outside of the OR. “Just make sure they are appropriate and focused on work. No asking about lunch, or my morning, or if one of the nurse’s husbands is doing well. Or asking me for another smile. Keep that laser focus you’re so proud of.” My turn to smirk.

      She let out a sharp laugh and followed me into the operating room. I took a left and turned on the sink, looking up at her. “Suit up, and scrub up.”

      “You’re almost too much. You realize that, right?” She leaned over the sink in front of me, and I had to work like hell not to stare at her. I needed to figure out just what it was about her that left me wanting to cross the lines I’d laid for myself years before. Never once had I asked anyone from the hospital to have a drink with me or so much as a cup of coffee. Parks asked me all the time, but he was turning into my only friend, and I was grateful for him.

      “Doc?” Speak of the devil.

      I turned my head and nodded. “What can I do for you, Parks?”

      “First, you can introduce me to your new resident.” He gave a warm smile and walked in, extending his hand to Elizabeth. “Nice to meet you. I’ve heard so much about you already, but the murmurs in the hall just don’t do you justice.”

      She laughed again, and I turned to watch her, wanting to see how she fared against Parks. He was the resident playboy and almost overbearing in his attention when he liked someone.

      “That so?” She dried her hands and glanced down at his hand. “I’ll shake that later. I’m not washing my hands again, and you look like the class playboy. There’s no telling where that thing’s been.”

      “Ohhhh...” He laughed loudly and crossed his arms over his thick chest as he took a step back. “Our tainted love affair begins. You got the first jab, but I’ll get the second.”

      “Give me your best shot.” She lifted her eyebrow, and I honestly couldn’t tell if she was interested in or attracted to Parks. It was a bit annoying, but some part of me knew they were perfectly suited for each other. At least in their looks.

      “All right, you two. Now isn’t the time.” I walked around them with my hands in the air as Karen moved in and put my gloves on for me. “Karen, this is Elizabeth. She’ll be working as my shadow for the next three years. Say hi.”

      Karen lifted her eyebrow at me. She was too much like a motherly figure in my life. I would be peppered with a million questions later that day, and it would be best to avoid her if I could. I smiled at the thought.

      “Until next time, princess,” Parks called after us, and I shook my head at him. If his antics worked, then good for him, but I had a hard time thinking that a woman would fall for his shit.

      “Friend of yours?” Elizabeth asked me as her pretty mouth pulled up into a smile. She was stunning, and I wanted to tell her, but I simply shook my head.

      “No, but don’t tell him that. I think he was calling me ‘princess,’ by the way. Not you.”

      She laughed, and the sound was delightful, warming me and calling me into a desire I hadn’t experienced in a long time. I needed to know her and to become friends. I wanted far more than that, but I forced myself not to think about it. There would never be anything between us other than a working friendship, but I could see her become the female equivalent of Parks in my life.

      “Interesting.” She chuckled and moved up toward Karen. “Good morning. I’m Elizabeth. Nice to meet you.”

      “You as well, dear. Watch out for this one. His mood swings are like the wind. You never know when they’re coming, and they often have the power to knock you off your feet.” She laughed. I turned back to give them both a look.

      “Watch it.” I smiled and walked into the OR to find a group of nurses and another doctor waiting for us to start. “My resident is observing today. Answer her questions and give her hell, please.”

      The nurse beside me pulled up my mask, and I looked over to Elizabeth, loving the challenging smile on her face.

      She was going to be fun. Maybe too much.
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        * * *

      

      “Wow. That was incredible.” Elizabeth walked beside me down the hall back to my office. I couldn’t help but notice how her hand rubbed across the top of her chest, just over the top curve of her breasts. My body hardened, and I had to find some way to get rid of her.

      “It was a great surgery. I love the ones that provide a bit of challenge.” I walked into my office and sat down, crossing my legs and pulling a file into my lap as I opened it. I didn’t need the girl knowing that her praise turned me on far more than her looks might. She was an intellectual and would be my equal within the next ten years.

      Her knowledge in the OR when questioned on next steps was impeccable. She came up with a few thoughts that shortened the surgery time and were new to the teachings at NYU this last year. I wanted to pick her brain just before I forced her to stretch out on my bed for a long night of hearing her cry out in pleasure.

      Stop it. Shit.

      “Well, you were fantastic. I’m so far beyond turned on by the idea of being that calm and collected in the middle of the chaos.” She gave me a huge smile and tugged her bun down. Her hair cascaded down her shoulders, and I stifled the urge to groan. The girl was going to be the death of me.

      “Turned on? I’m not sure that’s the appropriate phrase.” I smirked and glanced down at the file.

      “Of course it is.” Her voice was steady and forced me to look back up, though I’d rather she just left sooner rather than later. I needed her to. If anyone was turned on, it was me. Her features were beautifully complementary to each other, from her button nose to her long eyelashes and full lips. She held her shoulders back, and there was a gleam in her eye that beckoned me to push her, to challenge her, to force her to greatness.

      She wanted my title, my position.

      And I wanted her.

      “How so?” I kept my tone steady and quite academic around her.

      “Being turned on isn’t just sexual. It’s the idea that you’re alive inside, buzzing with a tingling need for more of whatever stimulated you so intensely.” The innocence on her face left me grasping for straws. Did she know she was incredibly sensual? A tease, even? Or was she just so in tune with herself that she didn’t have to placate anyone, least of all herself?

      “Very true. I’m quite stimulated by my career. It’s my mistress.” I winked at her and glanced back down to the file. “We’re having a dinner tonight at my house. It’s several of the cardiologists and their residents. It was last minute and pushed on us by the head of our department. You’ll be there? Six on the dot.”

      She leaned back in her chair and tilted her head a little to the side. “Of course I will. Do I need to bring anything?”

      “Just your winning personality and cocky sarcasm.” I chuckled and sat up, tucking my lower half under my desk. The delicious pulse that shot through my stomach danced along my erection and left me starving for attention. It was a disturbing place to be, and yet my mind had already walked through how easy it would be to close the door and reach for her.

      Would she reach back? Let me touch her? Taste her?

      “Funny, Doc.” She stood up. “Anything else from me right now? If not, I know you have plenty to do. I’ll use the small office down the hall to type up my report from the surgery. I’ll need it for my advisor at NYU.”

      “We’re good for now. Tell me, who is your advisor? I might know him.”

      “Her. Dr. Cynthia Martin.” She watched me as if I might have some reaction.

      “She sounds familiar, but I can’t place her in my memory. I must be getting old.” I glanced down and flipped through the patient file in front of me.

      “Let’s hope we all age as gracefully.” She walked out the door, leaving me with far more desire than I appreciated.

      “Right,” I mumbled softly under my breath. “Keep it up, you little sexy tart. I’ll get Parks on you, and you won’t live to tell about it.”

      Funnily enough, the thought of my only friend in the hospital hitting on Elizabeth left me with something bordering on rage.

      Not good. Not good at all.
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      I walked down the hall and tried to catch my breath. I wasn’t being saucy or trying to tease him. It just rolled off my tongue without thought. Wrapping my arms around myself, I let out a short yelp as someone turned the corner and plowed into me.

      Parks.

      “Oh! Shit. Sorry, Lizzy.”

      “It’s Elizabeth, and watch where you’re going, playboy.” I gave him a cheeky grin. I would never date a guy like him in a million years, but he seemed like the right man to know. He was outgoing from what I could tell, and I had no doubt that he knew everyone in the hospital.

      “Now, look. If you get to call me playboy, then I get to call you Lizzy.” He extended his hand. “Come on. Shake it. You know you wanna.”

      I laughed and shook his hand. His energy was contagious, his smile wide and welcoming. With what was sure to be a killer personality and his light green eyes and spiky dark hair, I had no doubt that Steph would be talking about him soon. Him and Aiden.

      Aiden. Just the thought of him had my heart racing, my body aching for something I’d never in a million years get.

      “Better? Satisfied?” I pulled my hand back and started to move past him.

      “I figured your hands were soft.” He moved in beside me.

      “Why’s that? Do I look like a soft type of gal? Fluffy and squishy?” I gave him a sideways glance as he visibly paled. I couldn’t help but laugh at his discomfort.

      “What? No. Ugh. You girls are so damn difficult.” He held the door open for me to the women’s locker room.

      “This one especially.” I glanced over my shoulder as he stopped. He wasn’t allowed in the girl’s side, which was a perfect getaway for me.

      “Come have a drink with me tonight.” His eyes moved down me, and where I should have felt something, I didn’t.

      “I will!” Stephanie moved up beside me and extended her hand. “I’m Stephanie, Elizabeth’s best friend.”

      “Well, this day just keeps getting better.” He reached in as far as he could while keeping one foot out in the hallway and shook Steph’s hand. “Come have a drink with me tonight, and bring your uptight friend.”

      I growled and lifted my eyebrow. “I’m not here to have fun.”

      “She’s always like this. I’ll drag her along. Give me your cell, and I’ll put my number in it.” Steph moved away from me, and I turned my back and walked to my locker. She’d be pissy about me not going, but hopefully, it would be a good time for her to win Parks over. They’d be cute together, though I was pretty sure the hospital had rules against that sort of thing.

      “Give me Lizzy’s digits too.”

      I turned and narrowed my eyes at both of them. “Don’t you dare. I’m dating someone. Stop being a flirt, playboy.”

      “Come on, Lizzy. I just want to be friends.” He gave me one of the cutest looks I’d ever seen. He was a panty-melter, no doubt. The sound of Steph’s girlie sigh had me barking out a sharp laugh.

      “You’re corrupt. Stay away from me. I’m not available for anything, including a friendship.” I turned back to the locker and rolled my eyes, unable to help myself. There was no way in hell I would ever consider dating someone like Parks. He was looking to score, and then he’d be on to the next victim.

      “All right, but don’t deny me the right to say that I told you so when you’re asking for my digits.” He laughed, and I ignored him, giving Steph a chance to hopefully take his attention off of me.

      “Don’t forget to text me where and what time,” Stephanie called after him.

      I glanced back and lifted my eyebrow as she approached. “He’s nothing but trouble.”

      “I know. I love it.” She giggled and wrapped me in a side hug. “How are you? Working different shifts than you is killing me.”

      “At least you got the evening shift.” I bumped my forehead against hers softly. “I miss you too, though.”

      “Come with me tonight. This guy is obviously interested in you, but just deny him, and I’ll clean up the mess you leave behind.” She gave me a silly smile and moved back. “Please?”

      “I really can’t. I have a dinner at Dr. Crawford’s house tonight. It’s something I’m not missing.” I turned from her and finished putting my stuff up before grabbing a T-shirt and a pair of jeans. “I’m running home to shower and change into something a little dressier.”

      “I’m still jealous over you getting Dr. Crawford as your mentor. Mine’s a mean old woman with a thick accent that I can barely understand. Who’d you sleep with to get your good deal?” She pushed against my shoulder with hers.

      “No one. I haven’t had sex in at least a few months.” I glanced over at her and shrugged. “And I’m not sure it was worth talking about the last time I did.”

      “Oh, Liz. That’s horrible. You’d better act fast on that pact we made.” She turned to me, but I diverted. I’d spent too much of my time talking about my relationship with Dex. It was time to do something about it.

      “Yeah. I’m going to handle things as soon as I have some time off. I need to get my thoughts in order. He’s going to have questions.” I pulled my hair into a ponytail and quickly changed. “Have fun tonight. We’ll catch up when you get home. I’ll try to stay up and wait for you.”

      “All right. Good luck tonight. Wear your hair down. Oh, and Lizzy?”

      I closed my locker. “Yes?”

      “Tonight is the time to wear lipstick.” She winked.

      “I think you’re right.” I gave her a quick hug and walked out into the hall to find Aiden and Parks standing at the far end, laughing about something. It was nice to see Dr. Crawford smiling and relaxed. His laugh was warm and wrapped around me, pushing me toward them. I forced myself to keep walking, but he glanced at me and waved me over.

      “Elizabeth. We’re cardiologists. We’re here to save hearts, not destroy them.” The cheeky grin on his handsome face left me breathless.

      “Yeah, Lizzy.” Parks clamped his hands over his heart and stumbled back. “You’re killing me.”

      “You should be cupping your crotch, not your heart.” I winked at Parks and walked to the door. “I’m not sure it’s love you’re after.”

      Aiden’s laughter filled the hall, and several of the nurses just ahead of me stopped what they were doing and looked back, smiling much like I was.

      “All right, princess,” Parks called after me. “That’s another one for you. You’re up by two, but I’m coming after you.”

      I turned and winked at him as I stopped by the exit. I was playing so far out of my normal comfort zone that it was comical.

      “Bring it, playboy, but you should know that you’re not getting anywhere with me.” I shrugged, caught Aiden’s eye for a second, and turned, walking out into the warm autumn afternoon.

      I wanted my teasing to be with the handsome doctor who pretended to be stern and unyielding. He wasn’t going to be an easy nut to crack, but I wanted to give it a go. Even if it was just for a fun friendship like he and Parks had.

      I was jealous of the younger doctor who had Aiden’s attention. I wanted it too.
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        * * *

      

      As I stood in front of my open closet, I realized how woefully unprepared I was for a dinner party at Aiden’s house.

      For starters, I had nothing to wear that seemed appropriate.

      And secondly, I had no idea what was deemed as appropriate for a dinner party anyway. Especially a work-related dinner party.

      I groaned and flipped through my blouses and skirts and dresses. “This is too much pressure.”

      Scrubs were easy. Mindless. I didn’t have to worry about showing too much or too little, or about what paired with what.

      But I couldn’t very well show up at his place in my scrubs. That was not the impression I wanted to make. Although it would probably help me stand out from the crowd.

      If only Stephanie was home to help me get ready. She was better than me at this kind of thing. She knew what looked good, and she didn’t overthink things the way I was overthinking this. Hell, if she were here, she’d already have me dressed, and she probably would have convinced me to let her do my makeup and hair.

      And then I’d be walking out the door looking like I should be going to a sultry lounge with my boobs on display and a dark smoky eye. That would be too much, too fast.

      Although I wondered how Aiden would behave around me if I upped my game a little.

      No, I thought sharply. That kind of thinking is dangerous. Get it together.

      After staring into my closet for another paralyzing five minutes, I texted Steph, asking what she thought I should wear that would be attractive and yet still professional.

      She was being cheeky and informed me that the tight red dress I’d worn to a gala we went to a few years back was the winner.

      That wasn’t happening. It screamed, “Take me upstairs and fuck me against a wall.” Not that I didn’t want that to be the ending to my night with Aiden, but I wasn’t so sure my strict mentor would appreciate me much afterward.

      Or he’d appreciate me too much, and my career would be in jeopardy. I wanted fair, equal treatment. I didn’t want to be the girl who slept with her mentor to get ahead. I was better than that. Stronger than that. My education and my grades proved that I didn’t need to whore around to get ahead.

      I was fairly certain Aiden knew that, too. At least, I hoped he did.

      With a disgruntled sigh, I tossed my phone on my bed, planted my hands on my hips, and stared down my closet like it was a deadly adversary. “All right. Talk to me. What do I wear?”

      My eyes were drawn to the tight dress Steph suggested. It was deep red, a little low cut, and ended a few inches above my knees with a pretty lace trim.

      “Too much,” I said decisively. “Way too much.”

      The solution was in here somewhere. Something that was in the middle of the road. Not too sexy but not too plain, either. I could do better than plain.

      I settled on a flowy black skirt and silky blue top. Hopefully, I would fit in just enough not to be noticed and yet stand out to my newest fantasy. He’d yet to give me more than a few brief nods and tight smiles. I wanted more from him that night, and I was praying that I could figure out how to get it.

      As I fastened a gold belt around my waist, I stepped into a pair of four-inch pumps and looked at my reflection. I never wore heels. Ever. But tonight called for me to show my other side. I could do this.

      The heels flattered the outfit and made my legs look ten times longer. Satisfied with where this was going, I took my hair down and raked my fingers through it. I plucked my hairspray off my dresser and sprayed it in a halo around my hair before scrunching the loose curls upward to give it a bit of volume. Then I slapped on a shimmery lip gloss and slid some dangly earrings into my ears.

      “Well,” I said, smoothing out my skirt and straightening out the belt so the little buckle was centered. “This is as good as it’s going to get.”

      With any luck, Aiden would appreciate the effort.

      And maybe, just maybe, I’d hold his attention in a new way.

      The way I’d been craving since he first walked through the door to take me on a tour of the hospital.
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      I walked around the house, trying to think through anything else I might need as the time for everyone to show up drew near. I had supplies for cocktails, and dinner was already underway. The house was clean, as per usual, and the table was set.

      All that was missing were my guests.

      I was glad to find Peter at the door first. He had been my mentor when I started at the hospital, and we’d become solid friends since that time.

      “Aiden. How are you?” Peter walked into the large foyer of my home and extended a bottle of wine. “I brought this. It’s not much, but you know Martha won’t let me out of the house without a gift for whoever I’m visiting.”

      I smiled. “Good woman. I haven’t seen her in forever. How is she doing?”

      “Good. Still as pretty as the day I married her.” He gave me grin. “Not sure why she’s with me.”

      “Yeah, you are an ugly old goat.” I took the wine and walked into the kitchen to the sound of him laughing. “You guys meet in college or what?”

      He took a seat at the breakfast nook that ran along the center of the kitchen. “Actually, she was a nurse at the hospital when I first started at St. Mark’s.”

      “Really?” I turned and locked gazes with him. “Were the rules different back then?”

      “No.” He laughed. “We were just troublemakers. We kept our relationship under wraps for a year or so, and then she decided to go work for someone in private practice, which was great.”

      “So you guys snuck around at the hospital?” I worked to open the wine.

      “Yep, but don’t try it.”

      “Why’s that?” I couldn’t help but prod him a little. He seemed to have always been the staunch pillar of integrity in our department. It was nice to hear that it wasn’t the entire truth.

      “Because I know all the tricks and places to hide out. I’ll find you.” He chuckled and walked out of the kitchen when the doorbell rang, leaving me to pour us each a glass of wine.

      I could imagine that it would be stimulating, hiding out in various parts of the hospital, stealing kisses, or making love to a girl who had captivated me enough to do such things. Elizabeth’s sweet face moved across my mind’s eye, and I couldn’t help but wonder if her saucy little comments earlier that day hadn’t been exactly what I thought they were. Surely, she wasn’t that innocent and naïve. She played it off well, either way.

      Peter returned with Sarah Vant, a tall drink of water and a young doctor who’d been working at St. Mark’s for two years after completing her residency. Her hips swayed from side to side with every step she took, and the heels of her extraordinarily high shoes clicked across my floors.

      Her eyes, hazel and hooded with seduction, raked over me as I set the bottle of wine on the counter. “Aiden,” she purred as she drew up to the kitchen island alongside Peter. “Thanks for hosting this little dinner party. It’s been far too long since I had the chance to get out and get dressed up. What do you think?” She gestured down at herself.

      Peter and I exchanged a look.

      “You clean up well.” I lifted the wine and a third glass. “Care for a drink?”

      “Please.” Sarah set her small purse down on the counter and looked back and forth between Peter and me. When I handed her the glass of wine, she lifted it to her full lips and took a long sip, leaving a red imprint from her lipstick on the rim. “So, who else is joining us later? Or do I have the two of you all to myself?”

      Sarah, like most doctors at St. Mark’s, had a reputation. But hers was not built on success stories or bedside manner or compassionate patient care. Rather, she was known for her unabashed attraction to me.

      And her steadfast commitment to trying to turn me in her favor.

      Peter took over and answered in my place. I appreciated it. Sarah was a slippery fish and a woman I was constantly struggling to avoid at the hospital. “A couple of residents and their mentors should be arriving shortly. There’s plenty of fresh blood at the hospital, and Aiden thought it would be good for everyone to get to know each other.”

      I didn’t correct him by saying this dinner party had been pushed upon me and the invitations had not gone out of my own volition.

      Sarah batted her lashes at me. “Mm. Fresh blood. Fun.”

      “Be nice,” I warned.

      Sarah scoffed and dismissed me with a wave of her hand. Her nails had been freshly painted red. It seemed a waste of time and money. Doctors weren’t allowed nail polish, and she would only have to remove it before her next shift, which, if I wasn’t mistaken, was tomorrow night. “I’m always nice, Aiden. Right, Peter?”

      Peter smirked. “I don’t know if nice is the right word.”

      She rolled her eyes up to my ceiling. “Oh please. I’m downright delightful.”

      The doorbell chimed, and Peter, the sneaky bastard, slipped away to answer it, leaving me alone with Sarah.

      She eyed me like she was a lion in captivity and I was a raw, juicy steak. “Tell me what’s new with you, Aiden. Anyone special in your life?”

      Leave it to Sarah to cut right to the chase. “You know I don’t have time for that.” Or an interest in it.

      Although I was straining my ears to listen to Peter answering the door in the hopes it was Elizabeth who’d just arrived. I couldn’t stop thinking about her. She occupied every corner and crevice of my mind. What would it be like to live the way Peter and his wife had during the early stages of their relationship?

      The idea of slipping into storage rooms and my office to steal a kiss from Elizabeth’s soft, full lips while on shift set my veins on fire.

      “You’re no fun, Aiden,” Sarah mused. She ran her tongue along her bottom lip. “You know my offer still stands, don’t you?”

      “You take every opportunity to remind me that it does.”

      “Anywhere, any time.”

      Good lord, she was ruthless. And so unprofessional.

      Peter came into the kitchen with a young resident on his heels, and I was glad for the distraction and an easy way out of my conversation with Sarah. My old mentor gestured at the resident beside him, a young kid with sloppy black hair and an even sloppier grin. “This is Freddy. Freddy, this is Doctor Crawford and Doctor Vant.”

      Freddy, all awkward nerves, let out a nervous chuckle and shook both mine and Sarah’s hands. “Nice to meet you. I’ve heard a lot about you both. Dr. Crawford, you’re mentoring Elizabeth Jenkins, aren’t you?”

      Who was this kid? How did he know my resident? And what was he trying to pull?

      “Yes.” I sipped my wine.

      Freddy slid his hands into his jean pockets. “Nice. She’s pretty cool.”

      I arched an eyebrow. “Cool?”

      Sarah stepped in to assist Freddy as he fumbled for words under my stare. She put a hand on his shoulder. “Don’t let Aiden make you flustered, sugar. Let’s get you a glass of wine, shall we? Red or white?”

      “Oh, uh, red,” Freddy stammered.

      Sarah, never one to not make herself at home, poured Freddy a glass of wine and pushed it into his hands. After he took a sip, she looked from him to me. “I’ve heard a bit about this new resident of yours, Aiden. And I must say I was pretty surprised. I thought you were anti-mentoring?”

      “I am.”

      Peter shook his head at me. “And I can’t imagine why. You have plenty of knowledge to share.”

      I shrugged. “It’s never interested me. My time is better used with my patients and the people who need me. If I wanted to teach, I wouldn’t be at St. Mark’s, now would I?”

      Sarah’s lips drew up in a little smile. “So, what’s she like?”

      “Who?” I played dumb.

      Sarah bit out a laugh. “Your resident. What’s her name?”

      “Elizabeth,” Freddy offered.

      I wanted to tell him to butt out.

      “Elizabeth.” Sarah said her name like she was rolling an old piece of gum around her tongue. “Word in the halls is she’s quite the looker. Is that true?”

      “Definitely,” Freddy said.

      I shot him a dark look. “She’s objectively attractive.”

      Sarah arched a dark eyebrow. “Objectively attractive?”

      I sipped my wine to avoid having to provide her with an answer.

      Freddy, however, seemed more than willing to talk. “She’s pretty—that’s for sure—but her smarts outweigh it. She’s got a quick mouth, too. And she came highly recommended from Dr. Martin and NYU.”

      That caught Sarah’s attention. She stood up a little straighter and shook out her mane of pin-straight, glossy black hair. “Oh? Dr. Martin, huh?”

      Freddy nodded vigorously. “Yeah. And that’s gotta count for something, right?”

      Sarah licked her red lips. “Indeed.”
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      I slid into the back of the cab outside mine and Steph’s apartment just before seven o’clock. I was running way behind, and I hoped Aiden didn’t think less of me for showing up at his place at the absolute last minute.

      The driver looked over his shoulder at me. “Where to, miss?”

      I gave him Aiden’s address he’d given me earlier at the hospital, and he pulled away from the curb while I used the compact mirror in my clutch to apply a little more lip gloss. A bit of extra shine never killed anyone, right?

      My nerves were all over the place as we headed toward Manhattan. I was almost as nervous for this silly dinner party as I’d been for my first day at the hospital, and that was a testament to how messed up my priorities were.

      Aiden was just a guy. A really handsome, smart, charming, panty-dropping, pussy-melting, hunk of a guy.

      I swallowed. That line of thinking wasn’t doing me any favors. Or my panties. Somehow, I was going to have to endure the evening in his company while keeping my composure. This was a work event. It was not a chance for me to see him in another element.

      Or to see how he lived. Although I was desperately curious to find out.

      As we drew closer to the nicer parts of the city, I tugged my skirt down my knees. The driver kept prattling on about nonsense, like what was playing on the radio and how rarely he got to drive out to these parts. When we turned onto Aiden’s street, I realized why.

      This place was a whole other level of fancy and wealthy.

      The houses were massive and set far back from the street with long, winding driveways. Some were gated. Others were lined with sweeping trees and lined in rich green lawns that one simply didn’t see very often in New York City. The small residential spaces just didn’t allow for it.

      These houses had nicer gardens than my apartment did. By a landslide. They were perfectly groomed and boasted colorful plants worthy of gardening magazines.

      “Nice place,” the cab driver muttered as he turned into Aiden’s driveway. It was on an incline, so the car tipped a little, and I gazed out the windshield, leaning into the middle of the backseat to get a better view between the two front seats.

      “Holy shit.”

      The driver chuckled. “Holy shit is right. Who lives here? Your boyfriend?”

      I wish. “My boss.”

      Aiden’s house was a two-story modern masterpiece. The first thing I noticed was the glass garage door. It was tinted, showing only the outline of the four vehicles parked inside in a neat row. When the cab driver parked outside the driveway, I found myself wondering what sort of cars were in there.

      Sports cars? Luxury cars?

      Panty-dropping cars, I thought bitterly. Why can’t I stop thinking about my damn panties?

      The rest of the house extended off the garage and went deep into the back of the property. It was dark gray with black trim around the massive windows. I could see straight through the front two windows into the main part of the house. A kitchen, living room, and dining room were all joined and all decorated in a seamless, streamlined, modern style..

      I instantly wished I hadn’t started thinking about his bedroom. The only thing I should ever be thinking about Aiden doing behind locked doors was performing surgery—not other things. Steamy things. Curl your toes, make you scream his name to the ceiling sort of things.

      “Miss?” I snapped back to reality as the driver looked back at me. “That’ll be twenty-one dollars, please.”

      “Oh. Right. Sorry.” I fished my cash out of my clutch and slapped twenty-five dollars in his palm. “Thanks for the ride.”

      With my stomach tightening into a coil of nausea-inducing nerves, I slid out of the car, fixed my skirt, and marched my ass up the driveway to the front door. I had to look at this as just another day at work. A time to slap a smile on my face and impress everyone in the room, just like Dr. Martin expected me to do. I wasn’t going to let her down. And I sure as hell was not going to let myself down, either.

      I could do this. It was just a dinner party, after all.

      My hands were trembling when I stopped at the massive front door. It was black with gold handles and windows on the top half that were tinted and impossible to see through. After I rang the door bell, I strained my ears to listen for footfalls on the other side.

      When the door opened, my heart shot into my throat.

      “Elizabeth. It’s about damn time.” Aiden cocked his head to the side.

      “I’m sorry. My cab driver got lost.” A little white lie never hurt anybody.

      He stepped aside, revealing the elegant interior of his home. “Come on in. Let me take your jacket.”

      I shrugged out of the loose blazer I’d thrown over my blouse. He took it off me, and his fingers grazed my shoulders. Goosebumps sprang to life on my skin, and I hoped he didn’t notice as he turned to hang my jacket in his entry closet. When his gaze turned back to me, his lips were fixed in a pleasant, professional smile. “Can I get you a glass of wine?”

      “That would be great. I’m nervous as hell.”

      He chuckled. It was a deep, sexy, rumbling sound that set my teeth on edge. “Don’t be nervous. There are other residents here. None of which are as clever as you. And for what it’s worth, I think they’re more nervous than you are.”

      “What makes you say that?”

      “Well, I’ve been bragging about you all night.”

      “You have?” I blinked at him.

      Aiden flashed me a smile over his shoulder as I followed him into his house toward the kitchen. “There are a lot of good things to say.”

      He dropped his head, and I finally had a moment to soak in the sight of him and fully appreciate him out of his white doctor jacket and scrubs.

      His shoulders seemed even more broad in the navy-blue blazer he wore. It tapered inward, showing off his narrow waist and V-cut torso. His shirt, a blue and white checkered button up, suited him well, and he had it tucked into a pair of dark blue jeans with a dark brown belt and the same shade brogues.

      Damn. He looks fine as hell.

      My admiration of him was cut short when the other dinner party attendees realized I was there. Freddy popped up from where he’d draped himself on Aiden’s black leather sofa to join us in the kitchen. He grabbed my hand as Aiden poured me a glass of red wine and bowed his head toward me. “Thank God you’re here.”

      “What’s up?” I asked. Aiden handed me my wine, and I took a sip. That one bottle probably cost a good fraction of my month’s rent.

      Freddy’s gaze flicked toward the others at the sofa. There were eight of them. There were a few others gathered around the dining-room table, sipping cocktails and talking amongst themselves, probably about work. The tall, raven-haired, curvy doctor I’d seen in the halls over my first week, Sarah Vant, as well as some others I did not recognize, were having an animated conversation over on the sofas.

      Freddy groaned. “I’m way out of my comfort zone here.”

      “I don’t think I can help you there, Freddy,” I said. “This isn’t exactly my forte either.”

      “Shall we make some introductions?” Aiden interrupted, reaching for me. For a brief moment, I thought he was going to put his hand on my lower back. And for an even briefer moment, I found myself hoping he did.

      But then he let his hand fall awkwardly to his side as if realizing what he was doing.

      Freddy and I fell into step behind Aiden as he led us across the open floor plan to the living room and dining room. Everyone on the sofa and at the dining table looked up, and Aiden gestured to me. “Everyone. This is Elizabeth, my new resident. Elizabeth, this is everyone. Dr. Peter Billings, Dr. Sarah Vant, Dr. Trace Woods, and you already know our other present resident, Freddy.”

      I smiled politely at everyone and made my way around the sectional to shake their hands as the others at the dining-room table made their way over to say hello. Dr. Vant gripped my hand firmly when she shook it and pulled me an inch toward her. “It’s very nice to meet you, Elizabeth. And about time you got here. Aiden’s been rattling on and on about your wisdom in the OR the other day. And although I’m impressed, I must say, I’m ready to move on to more thrilling topics. Sit.” She patted the empty spot on the sofa beside her.

      I almost looked to Aiden for permission to do so or for him to spare me from having to sit next to her. But I could handle this. I’d dealt with my share of mean girls, and Dr. Vant was practically dripping with self-serving entitlement and arrogance.

      I sat.

      Dr. Vant crossed one leg over the other and smiled pleasantly at me. “So, Elizabeth. Tell me. Where did you get that adorable blouse?”
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      “So, tell us again about the working with Dr. Martin. I’ve heard she’s a bitch.” One of the other residents leaned forward at the large dining table we all sat around. There were around twenty of us by the time the servers brought in dinner.

      Elizabeth was the center of attention, which she didn’t seem to enjoy nearly as much as I thought she might.

      “She was great to me, but I have a hard shell, I guess.” She shrugged and picked up her wine. “There was no beating around the bush with her. You either did what she expected of you, or she would toss you out on your butt. The M.D. program at NYU might not be the top program in the state, but it worked well for me. Dr. Martin forced me to go as far as I could in my training, and I’m grateful for it.”

      “Sounds like your old mentor, Dr. Barkley, Aiden.” Peter spoke up from the far end of the table, dragging me from my thoughts as I stared at my resident.

      “It does. He was a hard bastard to like but incredibly easy to respect.” I brushed my hand over my lips and tried to ignore the desire to turn my attention back to Elizabeth. I could almost feel her staring at me. How she left me unraveled so effectively without me knowing a damn thing about her was upsetting. I would have to talk with her a few minutes after everyone left.

      “This is true.” Peter patted one of the young male residents to his left on the back. The kid looked like he was ready to go skydiving, not save lives. “Freddy’s father is the associate dean at Harvard. He’s a good man. I’m hoping this guy can live up to those same standards.”

      Freddy paled, and I chuckled, unable to help myself. Peter always picked some poor kid to tease in each new class of residents that joined us. I was just glad it wasn’t Elizabeth this round. I had no doubt that I would have been be in front of her, defending her, though the old guy meant no harm.

      “Who is your father?” I glanced over at Elizabeth as her warm brown eyes moved back to me. We lingered for a moment too long in a shared stare. I forced myself to turn to Freddy as he spoke.

      “Vince Barker.” Freddy picked up the roll on his plate and took a bite.

      “I know Vince. He was a scoundrel back in the day.” I laughed. “We didn’t go to school together, of course, but he was a professor there when I attended.”

      “You went to Harvard?” A blond resident on my right asked, her voice airy, flirty.

      “Sure did. He graduated valedictorian.” Peter’s eyes filled with the same pride he always had when bragging on me. It was embarrassing, though I’d gotten used to it.

      “It was easier back then.” I smiled and turned my attention back to Freddy. “Tell your father that Aiden Crawford said hello.”

      “I will, sir.” Freddy turned back to his dinner as various conversations rose up around the table. I turned my attention to Elizabeth, who sat on my left.

      “So I figured out how I know your advisor. It was driving me crazy the other day when I couldn’t place her.” I sat back in my chair and let my eyes move across Elizabeth’s face as she watched me with open interest.

      “Oh yeah? Did you guys date? You’d make a great couple.” She smirked.

      “Funny. No, her sister was a patient of mine. They would poke fun at me each time I came into the room. I think she wanted to date, or rather, I knew she did. She’s quite aggressive.” I widened my eyes and picked up my fork to get another bite or two of my dinner before dessert was served.

      “That’s interesting.” Elizabeth laughed and brushed her wine glass past her impossibly kissable lips.

      “Yeah? More than it should be?” I lifted an eyebrow at her and realized how comfortable it was to have her there beside me, talking quietly together as if we could create our own little world. Something told me we could. Too bad she was dating someone, from what Parks had told me, and that she was my resident.

      And that she’s ten years younger than me.

      “She just warned me that you could be a little difficult when we met for my final assessment before coming to the hospital.” Elizabeth’s eyes filled with something like excitement. “Now I realize why. She said that the dean wanted you and me paired together, but she didn’t.”

      I smiled, enjoying her honesty. It was refreshing. “Yes, your dean was good friends with my father when I was younger.”

      “Is your father a doctor too?” She leaned in as the conversation around us quieted.

      “No.” I glanced down the table at Peter as he stood, clapping his hands and smiling brightly. He was saving me from the story of my parents’ death. I was grateful.

      “All right. Let’s go into the living room for dessert. That all right, Aiden?” He moved away from the table and toward me.

      “It’s perfect. If you spill anything on my carpets, you’ll be over here cleaning them for a week. Got it?” I stood as the room dropped into an awkward silence. “I’m kidding. I don’t want any of you back until Peter forces me to.”

      They all laughed, and I reached out, pressing my fingers absently to Elizabeth’s back. I hadn’t meant to. It was natural to want to guide her around. Her stiffening caused me to jerk my hand back.

      “Forgive me,” I whispered. “Old habits.”

      “It’s okay.” She glanced over her shoulder, and from the angle I got of her pretty face, I could have sworn I saw a hint of the lust that I’d been experiencing for the last week. Surely not, but I coveted the idea of it all the same.

      We had dessert in the kitchen, followed by Elizabeth, Peter, and me cleaning things up. We talked about the good old days as Elizabeth laughed and asked questions, egging us on. Peter left just after we finished cleaning up, and I walked Elizabeth to the door and opened it.

      “Tonight was fun.” I explored her expression, wanting to see a hint of the desire that I could have sworn brushed by her earlier. I couldn’t make the first move, but damn if I didn’t want to. I’d have to hold myself back if nothing else.

      “It was. Aside from Sarah trying to rattle me.”

      “Ignore her. She’s all talk. No bite.”

      Elizabeth smiled knowingly.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Nothing. I loved all the stories of your first few years at the hospital.” Her expression changed a little, and it left me wanting to push her.

      “What? You have something you want to know?” I pressed my shoulder against the doorframe and shoved my hand in my pocket. The need to reach out and touch her was almost consuming. It was something I’d yet to experience in my nearly forty years.

      “Are you lonely?” Her brows pulled in tight, making her impossibly beautiful. “I mean, I’m not asking so I can fill that hole, spot, er...” Her cheeks flushed a bright shade of pink, and her eyes widened as she realized the infinite amount of jokes that could have been made at her choice of phrasing. “That came out wrong.”

      I laughed and took pity on her. I could have taken a jab or two, but her cheeks were deepening from pink to red. “Yes. It’s lonely at times, but I married my career a long time ago. I love it with every part of me. Saving lives is who I am.”

      “Thank you.” The burn in her cheeks subsided a little. “I think I’m headed down that same path.”

      “I hope not, for your sake. Besides, Parks was lamenting earlier over your boyfriend. You’re already headed in the right direction. People need relationships.” I was digging, and I hated myself for doing it.

      “Parks is ridiculous, but I’m going to enjoy becoming friends with him.” She shook her head. “Only friends.”

      “Yes. You have to be careful of him.” I shifted, and she stepped outside as if sensing that the conversation was drawing to a close. I didn’t have a confirmation on her dating anyone, but she’d done that on purpose. I wasn’t giving her nearly enough credit.

      “Thanks again for tonight. I enjoyed it.” She turned to go, and I called out to her.

      “Elizabeth.”

      She glanced back, her face captivating me. “Yes?”

      “I think we’re going to be great friends as we continue down this path, so remember that I’m a resource to you. If you need something…”

      “Thanks, Dr. Crawford.” She smiled and turned, leaving me to stare after her.

      Not only had she saved me from where the conversation was headed but had set us back to being mentor and student. I appreciated it, and yet despised the shutdown. It was deserved, though. I’d made it quite clear in my office a few days back that I wasn’t interested in anything with anyone, not even her.

      “Not even an extended conversation.” I rolled my eyes at myself and closed the door after she got in her cab and rode out of my driveway. “Such an asshole at times.”

      No wonder I was alone.

      With a sigh, I closed my front door and spent the next half hour not so subtly trying to kick everyone else out. I was not surprised at a quarter after eleven to wander into my kitchen and find Sarah pouring the last half a glass of wine into her glass. She didn’t look up at me when I stopped at the island and slid my hands into my jean pockets.

      “I had a good evening,” she said before licking her lips and sipping her wine.

      “Much to my surprise, I did as well.”

      “Oh yeah?”

      “Yes. We have promising new residents on our hands.”

      “Is their company the only company you were glad to have tonight, Aiden?” She pouted. Her lipstick had long since worn away to leave a red outline and a softer pink shade in the middle.

      Sarah didn’t and hadn’t ever respected the boundary of being coworkers. She desired me, and it wasn’t a secret. Every employee at St. Mark’s knew it, and she didn’t give a damn. Sarah treated me like a prize to be collected and placed on her fireplace mantle, like the planting of the flag on the moon. A claim of ownership. Of victory.

      It would never happen.

      “I’ve had a long day.” I rocked back on my heels as she finished her wine. “Do you have a ride home?”

      “I can call for a ride if I must leave.”

      I wanted to say, “you must”, but I refrained. Instead, I offered a more polite farewell. “Feel free to use my phone.”

      With a sigh, she pulled her cell out of her small purse and called a taxi herself. Her tone was sour as she ordered the service, and while she gave them my address, I busied myself with dishes.

      “They’re about five minutes away. I’m just going to wait outside and get some fresh air. See you at the hospital, Aiden.”

      “See you.” I didn’t turn from the sink as I listened to her heels clip across my floors. A few moments later, she slammed my front door closed behind her like a teenager with an attitude problem.

      I thanked my lucky stars the night was over and that I finally had some time to myself. I’d been on edge all night. It was hard to keep my cool around Elizabeth in a casual setting like this. I’d blown it once already by putting my hand on her back. And I was fairly certain she’d caught me almost going for it earlier when she first arrived, too.

      I was going to have to make more of an effort to control myself around her.

      Or not.

      “Don’t do this to yourself, man.” I shook my head at myself. This was a dangerous line of thinking. If I made a move, I could never take it back. Elizabeth was serious about her career. She wasn’t going to jeopardize it for an older doctor with a hard on for her.

      She wasn’t that kind of girl.

      And that was what made her all the more attractive.

      I put up the dishes, locked my front door, and headed up to my bedroom where I stripped and collapsed into bed on my back to gaze up at the ceiling. Elizabeth’s face wandered across the back of my eyelids when I closed my eyes, and then I was picturing other parts about her.

      Her ass. How good her legs looked tonight in that damn skirt. Her cleavage, just the perfect handful and peeking out from the collar of her shirt, daring me to do something about it.

      I swallowed as blood rushed to my cock.

      I jerked off thinking about her, but it didn’t ease any of my desires. Not even a little bit.
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      Stephanie woke me the next morning before my alarm by pouncing on my bed. “Get up! You promised to stay up last night so we could talk, and your ass was out cold on the couch.”

      I pushed at her, groaned, and pulled my covers over my head. I was having a dream where Aiden wasn’t a friend, but a lover. He had just taken a handful of my hair and was feeding me his cock when Stephanie interrupted.

      “Get out. I was at the good part of the dream. Shit.” I rolled over and playfully humped the bed, accentuating my words with my thrusts. “He. Was. Almost. There.”

      “Gross.” She hit me in the head with a pillow and got off the bed. “Get up. I made muffins.”

      “You can’t cook. Why do you torture me by trying?” I sat up in time to take a pillow to the face. “Ow.” I rubbed at my eyes. The impact had bent my eyelashes all over the place.

      “Shut up and come in here. I have a plan, but I need your help.” She laughed as she walked down the hall.

      “This can’t be good,” I grumbled and got out of bed, working to fix my T-shirt and sleeping pants as I stumbled into the kitchen. “What time is it?”

      “Just before six. Sit down, and I’ll get you some coffee.”

      I rubbed my eyes and yawned loudly. “Before six? Shit, Steph. I had another hour. What’s so important?”

      “Parks. I want him, and you’re going to help me figure out how to get him.” She set a cup of coffee in front of me, and I blinked the sleep from my eyes before finally focusing on her. She was in a cute mini-skirt and tight shirt that tried to accentuate her small breasts but failed.

      “Wait. Why are you dressed like that?” I lifted the coffee mug to my lips and took a tentative sip. A groan left me at the deliciousness of it. “You need to make my coffee every morning.”

      “I didn’t go to sleep.” She tapped the table in front of me, causing me to jolt back. My coffee spilled onto the table, and I gave her a look.

      “Chill. I just woke up, or maybe I’m still trying to.” I leaned back as she worked to wipe up the mess.

      “I’ll make your coffee every day for the rest of our lives if you just help me get Parks.” She walked back to the kitchen and returned with a plate of muffins that actually looked edible.

      “I’m not sure what you want from me, but, like always, I’m here, so just tell me what to do, and as long as it’s not something that I’m uncomfortable with, I’ll do it.” I shrugged and reached over, grabbing a muffin and taking a small bite. I couldn’t usually stomach her food because she always seemed to forget a necessary ingredient. Sugar was the one she loved to leave out the most. A sugarless cake was nothing more than a disgusting biscuit.

      “Good. I need to figure out what to do.” She pressed her face to her hands. “He didn’t shut the fuck up about you for ten minutes last night. I love you. I really do, but you need to push him off unless you’re interested. Then you need to tell me. I think I might be in love with him.”

      I laughed loudly and rolled my eyes. “You’re not, but okay. I’ll tell him to take a hike.” The muffin was good, and I was more than surprised. “You didn’t make this, did you?”

      “No.” She smirked. “I got them at the store on the way home, though I shouldn’t have. Our electricity bill is overdue by two months. I really think one of us is going to have to get a job or find someone to start sleeping with who’s willing to pay.”

      After taking another couple of bites, I dropped the rest of it on my napkin and took another drink of my coffee. “I’ll look for additional jobs after my shift today. I can take on more. You just focus on the hospital. You know you don’t do really well when you have ten things to juggle.”

      “You sure? I know you’re wanting to impress Doctor Hottie. That’s not possible if you’re a zombie.” She reached out and tugged at my hair. “Tell me about the dinner and the sexy dream. Don’t leave out any details.”

      “Of the dinner?”

      “No. The dream.” She snorted, and I couldn’t help but laugh. We were broke as hell, but we would figure things out. We always did.
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      Steph padded down the hall from her bedroom wrapped in her plush pink bathrobe. She paused, noting me standing by the front door with my keys in my hand staring at the door handle.

      “Erm. Whatchya doing over there?”

      I looked over my shoulder at my friend. “I’m going to go see Dex.”

      Stephanie crossed her arms over her chest and leaned one shoulder on the hallway door. She crossed her ankles and let out a sigh. “You’re going to put a pin in it today then?”

      I nodded.

      “The sooner you leave, the sooner it’s over.”

      “I know.” It didn’t help. I was going to break his heart. I knew it. I should have ended things between us a long time ago rather than stringing him along when I knew we weren’t going to be a forever thing. We’d been on totally different pages for a long time. Years.

      “Just think. Once you and Dex are through, you’ll be free to flirt your little ass off with Dr. Crawford.”

      I drew a sharp breath. “Steph. He’s my mentor. Steamy dreams aside, I have to be professional around him.”

      “You’re no fun.”

      I opened the door and set my jaw. “I’ll see you later tonight. Wish me luck.”

      “Good luck.”

      My mind was a swirling storm of apprehension as I rode the subway to Dex’s apartment downtown. I’d texted him to give him the heads-up that I was swinging by, and he’d shot me a text back with an eggplant and water emoji.

      Typical.

      He had no idea I was about to burst his bubble in more ways than one.

      No sex today. Also, by the way, you don’t have a girlfriend anymore, either. Okay bye.

      He was going to be furious. Or devastated. Or a pleasant combination of both.

      The commute went by way too quickly, and before I knew it, I was standing in front of his apartment door, staring at the same gold-plated unit number, 311, that I’d stared at every time I came over. In the beginning, I’d spent nearly four nights a week here. Back when we laughed mercilessly and had tickle fights and behaved like children. Back when I couldn’t get enough kisses and cuddles and sex.

      I didn’t know when things had changed. At some point, I realized I was still growing and he wasn’t.

      “You’ve got this. It’s what’s best.” I knocked on the door.

      Dex pulled it open seconds later with a cocky grin. He was naked from the waist up, wearing nothing but a pair of loose gray sweats. The drawstring was undone, and he waggled his eyebrows at me. “Hey, baby.”

      “Hey.”

      He stepped aside. “Come on in. I just put coffee on. Want a cup?”

      “No thanks. I’m already two in. Don’t want to get the shakes.”

      “Suit yourself.” Dex fixed himself a cup of coffee. Black, two sugars, and a sprinkle of cinnamon. I used to make it for him every morning when I stayed over.

      I gnawed at the inside of my cheek and turned toward his living room. It looked the same as ever. The dark gray sofa was strewn with clothes, and the coffee table was decorated in empty beer cans and an empty bag of chips.

      “Can we sit and talk for a minute?” I gestured to the sofa.

      Dex winced when he burnt his tongue on his first sip of coffee. “Sure.”

      He followed me to the sofa, and we sat down. I angled myself to face him and studied him as he leaned back to get comfortable. Part of me wished I still loved him so that I didn’t have to have this conversation.

      “Dex, I—”

      “Hold that thought.” He put his hand up to stop me from speaking. “I almost forgot. I got you something the other day. Sit tight.” He stood up and patted my knee as he brushed by me and disappeared into his bedroom, which was likely in worse of a state than his living room.

      I twisted around in the sofa to peer through his open door as I listened to him rummage through bags in his room. “Dex? I think it’s best if we just chat first.”

      “Just a second.”

      Damn it. Damn it. Damn it.

      He emerged with a lopsided grin and a little blue bag in his hands. He dropped it in my lap when he passed me to claim his spot on the sofa. “Open it.”

      Opening it and then breaking up with him seemed like a surefire way to invite some bad karma into my life, and with my current financial state and my new life at St. Mark’s, I just couldn’t afford any bad luck. So I leaned forward and set the bag on his coffee table.

      Dex’s eyes flicked from the bag to me, and then his eyebrows drew together as he finally put two and two together and realized this was not the sort of visit he’d been expecting. He frowned. “What’s going on, Lizzy?”

      “We need to talk.”

      “Apparently.”

      I’d rehearsed what I wanted to say to him twenty times in my head on the way here, but now, all those words had fluttered out of my brain and left me feeling like a twelve-year-old about to give her first public speech. My palms were sweating. I ran them down my thighs and did everything possible to hold his gaze. “We need to talk about us.”

      He didn’t say anything. He just stared back at me.

      “This isn’t working anymore.”

      He blinked at me. “What?”

      “You and me. I think—No, I know it’s not working anymore. I’m sorry. I don’t know how else to say this. I wish there were better words. An easier way to tell you—”

      “That you’re over me?” His words were short and clipped. Angry. Betrayed.

      “Dex, you know that we’ve grown apart. You and I have been trying to hold this thing together for far too long. I’m done. I don’t want to keep you from someone who might be a good fit for marriage for you.” I reached for him, but he jerked back.

      “That’s you, Elizabeth. You’re supposed to be my wife. I’ve spent my whole adolescence with you. I don’t want another woman. I want you. You know me. You get me. You love me.” His eyes filled with tears, breaking my heart. “Please don’t do this.”

      “I have to go. We’re better friends than we are lovers. We have been for the last ten years. I love you as I would family, like I do Steph, but I’m not in love with you. You’ll find someone who will be. She’s out there.”

      Dex grabbed for my hands and held them between his. “It’s because we haven’t been together in a while. Stay with me a while. Give me a chance to make this right. Let me make love to you.” He pulled me in and brushed his lips by mine, and I wanted so fucking badly to feel something bubbling deep inside of me, but I didn’t.

      It was awkward and borderline disturbing to think of having sex with him again.

      “No, Dex. I wish it was that easy. But it’s not. We both know it’s not. I’m focused on my career, and it’s unfair to you. It’s not me who is supposed to build a life with you, Dex. You know that. I think you’ve known that for a long time now.” I forced my hands out of his grasp and up to his chest and pushed back a little. “Please let me go. I want us to be friends for the rest of our lives. It’s not going to happen if we don’t start moving on. We’re in our late twenties. You should be getting married.”

      “Yeah, to you.” His tone darkened. “Whatever, Lizzy. If you change your mind, call me. You know where I’ll be.”

      I started to respond that I wouldn’t, but I simply held my tongue. There was no talking sense to him. He wasn’t going to move on for a while, and the only way I could force it was by moving on myself. That didn’t mean finding someone to replace him but simply diving even deeper into my career and ignoring him altogether for a while.

      I stood up and went to his front door. He stayed where he was. I was surprised that he didn’t try to walk me out to buy himself more time with me and more time to get another rebuttal in. I should have taken the time to duck into his bathroom and clean out my drawer. All I had in there were some basics: toothbrush, hairbrush, makeup wipes, tampons. But the thought of having to be in this apartment a moment longer made me want to hurl myself out the window. And so did the idea of bringing anything from this place home with me.

      I looked back at him. “This is for the best. You’ll see that too. I’m sorry I hurt you.”

      He didn’t answer, and I didn’t wait for him to acknowledge me. I opened the door, stepped out into the hallway, and let myself cry. It wasn’t for the loss of having someone. I didn’t need anyone in my life. It was too convoluted by my career. I hurt for Dex and what he thought he was losing. It was depressing to see him clinging to a life he thought we could have together instead of the one we did. Maybe he lived in a fantasy where things were great, but I didn’t, and the time for a change was long overdue.
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      “Are you tapping out already, champ?” Parks called as I set the weights down in front of the mirror in the gym.

      I shot him a glance as I ran my towel down my face, wiping away the sweat before taking a swig from my water bottle. “I’m heading down to the pool. You should consider getting some cardio in for once. It’s good for the heart.”

      He waved me off as he racked up for his set of squats. “Nah. I have you in my corner to operate on me when I’m old and dying of congestive heart failure.”

      “You want me doing surgery on you when I’m seventy?”

      “Well, all this cardio will keep you nimble, right? You’ll have steady hands well into your nineties. Unless the stress of the job kills you, of course.” He winked.

      Parks was impossible. I nodded at his weights. “You can do more than that. Don’t be a pansy. I’ll see you downstairs in forty-five.”

      “Don’t forget your water wings!”

      I ignored his comment as I made my way out of the gym on the second level of the recreational center Parks and I came to in the mornings before our shifts at the hospital started. It was just down the street, a short five-minute drive, and it had all the facilities we could need. In the summer months, we used the outdoor tennis courts, and in the winter, we opted for the indoor squash courts. It was never busy at the crack of dawn, so we had full access to everything we wanted, and on a morning like today, I had almost the whole pool to myself.

      I changed into my swim trunks, took a shower as per swimming pool regulations, and made my way out to the pool to dive into the deep end and start swimming my laps. I started nice and easy to get the body warmed up. The breast stroke was my go to.

      My mind was drawn to memories of my party on the weekend. I still hadn’t seen Elizabeth since.

      That wasn’t necessarily true. I’d seen her in my dreams. Several of them. And in said dreams, she was scantily clothed and had her ass pressed into my groin as she bit down on my thumb in her mouth.

      The swimming pool was not the place for a hard on.

      I made it to the opposite end of the pool and turned back around. I had to stay focused on my body. On my breathing. On the strokes and the muscles and the payoff of doing it properly.

      But Elizabeth was too much to ignore.

      Running over the events of the dinner party only served to instill in me that I wasn’t the only one feeling the heat between us. I could confidently say that I was pretty sure she felt it too. Her giggles, the way she smiled, and how she deliberately spared me from the awkwardness at the end of the night when she took her leave.

      Yes. She felt it.

      But that didn’t matter. We had jobs to do. And the two of us getting involved, for lack of a better word, was only going to jeopardize our patients and our careers. Especially hers. She was just breaking into her stride at the hospital, and she had a promising future ahead of her if she kept her eye on the prize.

      And even though I wanted to be, the prize was not me.

      After three more lengths, I switched from the breast stroke to freestyle. My heart rate climbed, and I kept my breathing even, turning to the side to catch a breath on every third stroke and exhaling into the water to maintain a steady balance.

      I never should have taken her as my resident. I should have held my ground and told the dean that I wanted no part of it. My hands were already full.

      But then she might have gone to Parks. Or Sarah Vant.

      I shuddered at the thought.

      Where Elizabeth had been charming and polite and all around delightful at my dinner party, Sarah had been the opposite. She was a walking disaster in shoes that were too tall for her to walk properly in. I recalled how her knees remained bent as she walked around my place like a baby giraffe, unsteady and wobbly and woefully daft looking. She had no idea how off putting she was. Her advances had never been well received by me, yet she still continued to try.

      I’d resigned myself to my fate that I would never be free of her so long as we were both working at St. Mark’s together.

      Although a guy could still dream.

      Dreams.

      Elizabeth.

      Everything came back full circle to her. Always to her. It was as maddening as it was pleasant to think of the curve of her lips, the clever sparkle in her eye, the curve in her lower back in that skirt.

      Shit.
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        * * *

      

      Parks and I slid into the front seats of my Mercedes, and I hit the push to start button in the dash. The engine rumbled, and I ran my fingers over my wet hair as Parks leaned back in his seat and let out a sigh.

      “Back to the grind. Mondays are always the fucking worst.”

      I checked my mirrors and reversed out of the spot. “Tell me about it. I’m in the ER today.”

      “Shit. Seriously? That’s some bad luck. All the assholes who spent the weekend fucking around come out of the woodwork on Mondays.”

      “I don’t need to be reminded.” It was true. Fridays and Saturdays were still the worst shifts in the ER at St. Mark’s, especially in the evenings when people started drinking and partying and making bad decisions that resulted in messy injuries. But Mondays were a whole other level of fuckery.

      I could feel Parks grinning at me.

      I shot him a dark look. “What?”

      “At least you’ll have that sexy new resident of yours to keep you company.”

      “Stop it.”

      “What? It’s true. She’s hot as hell. The whole hospital is talking about her.”

      “I haven’t noticed.” That was a lie. I’d noticed. I’d also noticed other male doctors and nurses checking her out in the hallways. It irked me, but I couldn’t blame them. A girl like Elizabeth didn’t stroll through the halls of St. Mark’s that often.

      Or ever, to be more precise.

      Parks cracked his window a couple of inches, and fresh air filled the car. “She’s a cool chick, Aiden.”

      “A cool chick?” I asked skeptically. “What is this, high school?”

      “What? It’s true. She’s smart as hell. And it’s easy to see she’s going to go far in her career. I guess I just think it’s cool to meet her on the ground floor. You know. At the beginning.”

      “I suppose.”

      Parks chuckled. “Sarah was pissed that she was at your dinner party.”

      “I don’t give a damn what Sarah thinks.”

      “Does anybody?”

      I chuckled. “Fair point.”

      “I think she knows you’re into the new girl.”

      I arched an eyebrow but kept my eyes on the road as we came to a red light. “Into the new girl? I’m not into her. Our relationship is strictly business. I’m her mentor, and she’s my—”

      “Hey, I said Sarah thinks you’re into her, not that I think you’re into her. No need to get so touchy.” He gave me a cocky grin. “Although all this defensiveness is making me think Sarah might be onto something.”

      “You know how I feel about relationships.”

      “Yeah. That you don’t have time for them. Blah blah blah. That they’re artificial, and you have better things to do with your time. I get it. But Elizabeth happens to work the same schedule as you and just happens to be in all the same places as you. It’s like divine intervention. And hey, if you don’t want to go for her, I will.”

      “She has a boyfriend.” I spoke a little too quickly and a little too sharply.

      Parks chuckled. “For now.”

      I hated that his talking about Elizabeth got to me. She’d never go for a guy like Parks. I knew that. But the thought of him sauntering up to her and trying to lay one of his cheesy pickup lines on her made my skin crawl.

      I was spared from the conversation when we pulled into the employee parking lot on the roof. Parks rolled out of the car, straightened out his leather jacket, and fell into step beside me as we made our way to the doors.

      We hit the men’s locker rooms first and got into our scrubs and white coats. A couple of other doctors were in there talking quietly amongst themselves, and everyone said hello. Then Parks and I struck out into the hallway.

      “I’ll catch you around lunch?” Parks asked, tipping his head toward the break room. “I have a pretty full day down in the OR, but maybe we’ll pass each other.”

      “Doubt it.”

      He chuckled. “You’re probably right. But we can try, right? Good luck today. You’re gonna need it.”

      “Thanks,” I said before turning and making my way down the winding halls to the ER. On my way, I passed several nurses and doctors who all nodded and said hello. I offered them waves and small smiles but nothing more. I did not have the time to invite conversation by being too friendly in the halls, and that was how everyone seemed to interpret my manners—that I wanted to talk.

      The only people I cared to share words with on days like today were my patients and the nurses and doctors working right alongside me in the ER.

      And Elizabeth.

      I was fairly certain I’d always have words for her.
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      I mulled over the electricity bill and me getting a second job as I sat on the train on my way to the hospital. There had to be a better way to make some money on the side. Maybe I could tutor or help out with someone’s side business at the hospital. I knew a lot of nurses and doctors would pick up extra shifts at other hospitals or work a few days a week in a private office for additional income, and the overtime had to be more than decent.

      Didn’t it?

      I wouldn’t need it ten years from now, but I sure as hell did today. The electricity would be cut off by tomorrow evening if we didn’t get a payment into them. It wasn’t going to happen, and that alone stressed me out completely. I couldn’t call my mom, seeing as how she had less income than even the poorest of the poor. I was surprised that she still had the little house my dad had built thirty years prior, but he’d been smart and paid the thing off. She could afford the small amount in taxes and insurance since she was in the middle of the ghetto.

      “One day,” I mumbled to myself as I got off the train and jogged across the street to the hospital. I would make enough money one day to take care of both of us; of all of us. It would be my legacy to bring us from dipping past the poverty line to having more than enough. I’d use my excess to set up a fund to help others like me. Surely, there were a handful of medical students who had used scholarships, fellowships, and loans to get their M.D. Not everyone had a paid ride and a silver spoon in their mouths. I had no doubt that Aiden did, but maybe I was being unfair.

      The ER was pure chaos when I walked in, and the madness of it caused me to stop short. “What’s going on?”

      “Move!” a loud voice yelled from behind me, and I jumped to the left to make way for the stretcher and the two EMS guys who were running past me. The man on the stretcher was covered in blood and shaking violently. Another two followed him.

      “Shit.” I ran toward the women’s locker room and chucked my stuff in before racing back toward the ER. I wasn’t allowed to diagnose or perform anything more than the nurses might be able to do, but I was an extra set of hands, and surely, someone could use my help.

      “Elizabeth. Get over here.” Aiden touched my shoulder before jogging toward the OR. He looked over his shoulder and kept on going as he called back to me. “There was a bombing downtown this morning. People will be piling in. Just help with check-in and triage. I’ll be going into surgery for substantial injuries. Join me as soon as you can, but start here.”

      I didn’t get a chance to reply, but there was no need to. It was time to jump into the fray. I worked for the next two hours beside a handful of nurses, helping with bandaging, assessments, and drawing blood.

      “It’s going to be okay. You’re in good hands, sweetheart.” I touched the side of the face of the little girl who sat on the table before me, shaking. Her mousy brown hair was in pigtails, secured with pink elastics with little yellow and purple beads on them. She and whichever parent did her hair this morning had no clue they’d be victims in a bombing before ten in the morning today. “You’re okay now.”

      She reached for me, her tiny fingers flexing in grabbing motions, and I moved up, wrapping my arms around her. “I’ve got you, sweetheart. You’re safe.”

      I looked up as Karen walked into the room and mouthed for me to come on. I mouthed back, asking where the girl’s mother and father were. Karen’s face fell as she shook her head. They hadn’t survived.

      Grief and nausea broke over me. The little girl in my arms couldn’t have been more than five. And just like that, everything she knew was gone. Blown to bits by an asshole with a vendetta and a point to prove.

      Now was not the time to break down. I’d trained for this. I built a wall in my mind, barricading the sadness and the pain and storing it away for later.

      I let out a long breath and moved back, smiling down at the girl and squeezing her tiny shoulders. “Miss Karen’s going to take care of you, but I’ll be back to check on you shortly. Okay?”

      “Okay. Where’s my momma?” She looked around wildly, and my heart lodged in my throat.

      “It’s okay. I’ve got this.” Karen moved up beside me. “Aiden wants you in room thirty-four. Now.”

      I turned and ran from the room, trying hard not to let the sadness that threatened to pull me under work its magic on me. Aiden glanced up from behind the glass of the operating room he was in as I raced by. Our eyes met, but only for a moment. The need to walk in and wrap my arms around him was a bit too much.

      A nurse I’d yet to meet walked into the washroom and helped me with my gloves. She looked shaken, and I wanted to offer her comfort, but I didn’t know her. She might bite my head off, which was the last thing I needed before going in to help Aiden. Something told me that I wouldn’t be shadowing that day but playing his second.

      “Good luck. It’s been unbelievable today. Dr. Crawford is on edge, so get ready.” She shrugged and turned, walking back into the small operating room as I followed her.

      Aiden glanced up, his goggles in place and his brow pulled tight. “Take over for me. Keep the clamp down and get ready to move when I tell you to. We’re losing this guy fast. He took a pipe to the chest, thanks to the explosion. I’ve removed it, but we need to patch him up fast. You know how to stitch?” His voice was biting as he barked at me.

      “Yes.” I moved up and took the clamp as I forced myself into the calm place where nothing mattered but saving lives. I could do this, and I had done it several times over the last few years. New York was a hotbed of activity, both good and bad. The hospitals there were no different.

      “All right. On my count.” He looked up at me, and I nodded. “Three. Two. One.”

      We moved quickly together, shifting and turning the patient on the bed as we closed him up and shared the responsibility with the nurses of keeping pressure on the right clamps while releasing others. Within half an hour, the man was closed up, and his vitals were looking good.

      Aiden let out a long sigh and stepped back. “Great job. Scrub out and see if they need you out there. If they don’t, then meet me back in my office. We’ll talk through some of the things I’ve done today, and I’ll have you write up reports for me. I’m exhausted.”

      “Of course.” I turned to go, a little disappointed that I couldn’t stay with him and help with the next thing he had coming up.

      “Elizabeth. Great job today. I’m impressed.” He tugged his goggles down and winked at me. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. And thanks to you, too.” I ignored the intense fluttering in my chest and washed up, only to turn back and watch him share a laugh with a pretty blonde nurse next to him. I didn’t want to feel jealous, but I did. It was stupid and childish, and I really needed to get over myself. He was too far out of my league to expect anything other than what we had.

      Besides, I had bigger things to worry about. Like how to support myself over the next three years with little income and huge student loans. I could push the worry off for only so long before it crept up and pulled me under. I was sure that time was coming and fast.

      The ER proved a worthy distraction from my thoughts of Aiden and my jealousy of the laugh he shared with the pretty blonde nurse. More bomb victims had arrived while I was in surgery, and the workload had piled up.

      Luckily, St. Mark’s was the sort of hospital that handled intense scenarios well. The chaos was organized chaos. Tight chaos. The sort of chaos that I thrived on because it made me feel like I was right back at NYU with my peers brimming with confidence.

      I threw myself where doctors and nurses needed me. Minor stitches. Setting fractures. Seeing to those with concussions and others with burns. It was a messy, wild, seared-flesh smelling two hours, but as the hectic aftermath of the bombing started to slow down, I was filled with a sense of pride.

      Which quickly gave way to horror.

      The lives of twenty-two people had been forever changed this morning.

      I thought of the little girl who was probably in a quiet room somewhere with Karen. I hoped Karen had brought her a pillow and a blanket. I hoped she’d broken the news delicately, and I hoped other family members were en route to comfort the child who had just been told her mother and father were dead.

      Even if she didn’t grasp the concept of death yet, she would soon figure out that she wasn’t going to see them again.

      I swallowed and pushed through a throng of people in the ER to make my way to the locker rooms. I needed a fresh set of scrubs before I went to see Aiden. I was covered in dried blood that looked dark brown on my purple suit.

      When I broke through the doorway, I stopped dead in my tracks.

      Sarah Vant had her head in her locker. She wore a knee-length black dress and had her straight black hair slicked back in a severe pony tail. I considered ducking back out into the hallway and waiting for her to finish so I could avoid conversation with her at a time where my emotions were strained, but I decided to hold my chin up and go in anyway. I couldn’t let her intimidate me or keep me out of rooms.

      I had to go see Aiden. I wasn’t going to hold him up because I was afraid of her.

      As soon as I opened my locker, Sarah noticed me. She let out a strange, soft sound. It was like a combination of a sigh and a grunt. “Jenkins.”

      “Hi, Dr. Vant.” I gave her a tight-lipped smile as I pulled my shirt over my head to swap it for a clean one in my locker.

      She closed her locker door and came to stand beside me, crossing her arms under her very full breasts and leaning one shoulder on the metal lockers. “I’d barely made it through the front doors before I caught word of the bombing. I also heard you were very helpful in the ER.”

      Was she paying me a compliment? “It was brutal. But we got through it. I just…”

      “What?” she asked, tilting her head to the side. “NYU doesn’t prepare you for this kind of thing. It’s a whole different level of fucked up. I get it. If you need a minute, take a minute.”

      I blinked at her. “I think I’m okay.”

      She gave me another smile that felt rehearsed and fake. “Glad to hear it. But if you ever need someone to talk to, you know where to find me. I’d hate to see you burn out in your first month.”

      Sarah pushed herself off the lockers, nodded her farewell, and slipped out of the locker room, leaving me wondering what the hell had just happened. Was she trying to be nice and be my friend? Was she really offering a shoulder to lean on?

      Or was she just inserting herself where she could so she could kick me when I was down later?

      Either way, I had to keep my wits about me when she was around.

      With a frustrated sigh, I stripped out of my pants, put on my new ones, slammed my locker, and hurried to make my way to Aiden’s office.
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      I wrapped up my time in the OR and moved back to my office with a bit of pep in my step. I couldn’t help it. Between saving ten lives that morning and seeing Elizabeth jump into action so well beside me, I was a little in awe. She was every bit as impressive as Peter had warned me she would be. I needed to tell her.

      She deserved to know just how incredible she was. Especially after a morning like this morning.

      The sound of her voice stopped me as I approached my office. It was tight, pinched, stressed.

      “Mom, I know. I’m trying to figure it out.” Elizabeth sighed, and I could hear her pain. It was a sound I was accustomed to hearing daily. “I’m not calling Dex. Because, Mom. We broke up, and I’m sick of having to ask him for help. I’ll get another job. Yes. No. You’re not getting one. Mom, I gotta go. I honestly can’t do this right now. It’s been a rough day. I know it’s still early. I’ll call you later.”

      She got up as I moved to stand in the doorway. I shouldn’t have stood there and watched her, but I couldn’t help myself. She had taken her hair down, and it moved across her back and shoulders as she walked over to the floor-to-ceiling window in my office.

      Her face was tucked into her hand, and I could barely hear the sound of her crying, but it broke my heart. I didn’t know this woman, but for the first time in forever, I wanted to.

      “Elizabeth? Should I come back?” I hated to have her turn and see me standing there like some kind of creep.

      She jerked around and wiped at her face as her shoulders stiffened. “No. I’m fine. Sorry. Just a fight with my mother. She’s worried and all up in my business.”

      “Do you need to go?” I walked in and stopped in front of her. There was less than a foot between us, and I knew by the sadness sitting on her that she needed me to reach out, to grab her shoulders, and pull her against me, but I couldn’t. We would end up in a place that I wasn’t yet ready to take us to. She depended on me to maintain the space between us, and I was just barely strong enough to hold that unspoken promise in check.

      “No. Really. I’m good. Just stupid shit that shouldn’t be brought into my job.” She wiped her eyes once more and forced a smile. She was beautiful in her softness, her femininity. The strong, tough girl who had been walking around the hospital for the last two days was gone for the moment, but I could sense her trying to regain control.

      “We can’t help it when life follows us in here. It’s part of what makes us great doctors, right?” I pulled my bottom lip into my mouth and studied her.

      “I suppose you’re right.” She smiled and ran her fingers through her thick tresses, teasing me with the desire to want to do the same.

      “What can I do to help?” I moved to my desk and dropped down in my chair. “Have a seat and talk to me. I’m not just your mentor here. I’ve been through most of what you have, or so I assume. Sit down and let it all out.” I wanted to know what was plaguing her. I had more resources than I knew what to do with. If she needed a small loan, I could help.

      “It’s okay.” She moved to take a seat in front of me as her eyes lit up. “You were brilliant in there today. I enjoyed that so incredibly much.”

      “You were too. I’m impressed, and it’s not easy to do. You’ve done it in less than a week.” I chuckled. “I’m sorry that I arrived in time to hear a little of your conversation, and I don’t mean to press, but I’m going to.”

      “All right.” She glanced down at her hands, which rested in her lap. “Just don’t think less of me when you peel back a few of these layers, okay?”

      Her eyes filled with tears again, and I was shocked by the level of need I had to shut down her sadness, to wipe it away, and cover her in kisses. I wasn’t falling in love, but the connection between us left me hungry for the thought of trying again.

      “That’s ridiculous. I’m concerned with you taking on too much and your performance here suffering. You’re at the top of your class here, much like you were at NYU. Doctors are going to notice you, and you want that.” I leaned forward a little. “Why would you think to get another job? Are you not happy here?”

      “Oh. That.” She wiped at her face again. “I’m not getting another job in lieu of this one. I need one in addition to it.”

      “Why? Are they not paying you enough?” I lifted my eyebrow. The residency didn’t pay great, but it was good, at least from what I could remember.

      “Yes, they are. It’s very comparable, but I’m trying to help keep my mother afloat, pay back my student loans, and pay for my place with Stephanie, my roommate.” She shifted uncomfortably in her chair. “I’m one of those kids.”

      “One of what kids?” I crossed my arms over my chest and studied her.

      “One who didn’t have a father, and my single mother did the best she could.” She shrugged, working to deflect the sadness that went hand in hand with talking about such things. “We were poor. We still are poor.”

      I nodded. “I’m not sure I would classify myself as one of those kids. You’re a woman… a strong, intelligent, beautiful woman.”

      Her eyes moved up to mine, and I could see that I’d struck a chord with her. I kept moving forward.

      “You don’t need to get another job. We can figure this out. I’ll help. If you’ll let me.” I slid my hands across my desk and tapped it. “I was where you were at one time. It’s about time I pay it forward now that I’m not there anymore.”

      She shook her head as a look of horror moved across her face. “No. Absolutely not.”

      I chuckled as she stood. “I didn’t mean to offend you. Honestly.”

      “You didn’t, but I’m not taking money from anyone. If you have another office or a side job I could do, then maybe, but I’m not one to take handouts.” She shook her head, and the smell of her shampoo wrapped around me, driving a stake of desire down through the center of me. It was horrible, but I wanted to help her just so she might like me more, might consider going out with me sometime. I was too old, and Parks was much more her style and speed, but something sat between us. It was something that I wanted to explore.

      “Close the door. Please.” I moved around the desk and watched as she got up and walked to the door. Her confidence was all but gone, but I enjoyed seeing this side of her as well. She was in need, and I wanted to provide for her.

      She stopped just in front of me. “Dr. Crawford, look—”

      “Aiden. Please.” I reached toward her and squeezed her shoulders softly. “Let me help. I want to.”

      “I can’t.” She reached up and pressed her hand to my chest, shocking me. It felt good to be touched by her. I just needed her fingers to brush against my skin under my clothes, to feel the silkiness of her exploring me.

      “Then let’s come up with a proposition. We’re going to be in each other’s lives for the next three years. We can find a way for you to work the money off, or when you’re a successful surgeon, you can just pay me back.” I released her and took a step back before taking a shallow breath. “Don’t deny my help. Please. I have no one in my life to bless with all I’ve received.”

      “Where are your parents?” she asked softly.

      “They died when I was young, and I have two sisters, one a successful surgeon and the other a ballerina.” I glanced up at the ceiling, hating how much it hurt to bare my soul to anyone. “I have no one here near me.”

      “That’s horrible.” She stayed put, but I could see the desire she had to move closer.

      “It’s life, and it’s been by choice, I think. I love it here, as I’ve said before. Let me help you.” I gave her a warm smile.

      She nodded just before pinching her bottom lip between her teeth and studying my face. “Not that I’m that great, but what if... what if I gave you my time? My attention? What if I gave you access to me? Would that at all be of interest to you?”

      I almost swallowed my tongue. She wasn’t anywhere as innocent as I’d believed her to be. I couldn’t speak as I watched her closely. My body hardened painfully, and I ached to take her up on the offer, starting now.

      Her eyes widened as if she was as startled by her offer as I was. “I’m sorry. Forget I said that. I’ve never tried to sell myself for money. I don’t know what I was…”

      “Yes, I want that.” I nodded as warmth flooded me. “I don’t know what the details would be, but I’ve spent too many nights with women I don’t know just to feel some semblance of warmth. I want what you’re offering.”

      Her cheeks flooded with a beautiful muted red, and I touched the side of her face, forcing her to look up at me.

      “But only if you want what you’ve offered. I won’t be comfortable with us sharing ourselves together if you’re not at all attracted to me.” My head was spinning. Were we really having this conversation, or was this just another one of the dreams I’d been plagued with every night? Was I going to wake in an empty bedroom with an aching heart and a throbbing cock? I could barely keep up thanks to the blood pumping through me at breakneck speed.

      I willed this to be real.

      “I am.” She glanced down and took a shaky breath. “I know I shouldn’t be, but I can’t stop thinking about you.”

      “Not love, Elizabeth. Lust.” I moved closer as she reached for me, her hands sliding over my hips as she gripped me tightly. “Offer me lust.”

      She nodded and moved up to her toes as I leaned down and pressed my lips to hers. The kiss was delicious, everything I thought it would be. She groaned low in her chest as I slid my fingers into her silky, thick hair and forced my tongue deep into her mouth. She tasted like berries and coconut, and her shampoo was a bouquet of floral scents that replaced the sterile scent of the hospital.

      We were both panting by the time I pulled back, and I had no doubt that I’d found my match in the bedroom if nothing else. The fact that she could keep up so well in my operating room made the idea of taking her late at night even more appetizing.

      “Lust,” she whispered. “I can do that.”

      “Good. We’re nothing more than what we were five minutes ago when we’re here at the hospital or anywhere in town. Understood?” I gripped her face tightly and leaned down for another long kiss. She opened up to me and pressed herself to the front of me as my insides throbbed with desire.

      “I understand.” She moved back and pressed her hand to her lips. “You call when you need me, and I’ll come.”

      “Yes, several times if I have anything to say about it.” I walked around the desk, not entirely sure how I felt about things. “Give me your bank account information soon, and I’ll set up an automatic pull from one of my accounts.”

      “Not too much, okay? I’m serious, Aiden.” She moved to the door, and I almost lamented letting her go. There was relief in not hiding just how much she turned me on, but now that it was out in the open between us, I was ready for the next step. I wanted her beneath me, wet, hot, tight

      Mine.

      “That’s none of your concern. No more being worried about money. Just focus on your job here and on me when I need you, and everything will work out.” I took a shallow breath and pressed my hands to the desk. “Two more things.”

      “Anything.” She pressed her back to the door behind her, the position showing me the sexy little pebbles that pressed against her top.

      “You’re not with your boyfriend anymore, right? I don’t like drama or things that can’t be fixed with medical instruments.” I smirked, trying to lighten the tension between us.

      “We’re over.” She watched me like a hawk, and I reveled in the fact that the lust I’d seen the night before was intensified tenfold now.

      “I’m demanding, and I’m dominant in the bedroom. I’m giving, but I want what I want.” I stood up. “When I want it.”

      She nodded. “I’m all in.”

      “Good. Now, get out before I start taking advantage of your offer here and now.” I sat down and pulled a file into my lap as she left. I waited until she was gone to press my hand to the front of my scrubs and let out a soft growl. She had my insides twisted up completely, but it would be her job to soon relieve me.

      I honestly couldn’t wait.
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      What had I done?

      Confusion welled up inside me, and I couldn’t seem to catch my breath. I walked toward the women’s locker room to get my things and ducked inside. Stephanie came in behind me and let out a long sigh.

      “It’s not working,” she growled and ignored me as I stopped and stood numbly in the middle of the room.

      I was dizzy, and if I didn’t sit down soon, I was going to hit the floor. Had I really just offered up my body to my mentor? I hadn’t said body. I said time, attention, but not my body.

      But you didn’t deny him. And that kiss sure made it seem like he wanted my body.

      “Are you even listening?” She spun around and gave me a hard look before her face fell. “Oh shit. What’s the matter? Is something wrong with your mom?”

      She moved toward me and slid her hands up my arms as I shook my head.

      “No. I just need to sit down. I don’t feel so good.” I let her help me to the nearest bench, and I dropped down on it.

      In a matter of minutes, I’d fucked up all I’d worked for. There was no way that Aiden was going to take me up on the offer. He would report me, and I would be out on my ass. Why hadn’t I worded it differently? Had I meant to offer him my body?

      No. Yes. Fuck.

      I realized that Stephanie was squatting in front of me, jabbering on about something.

      “What? I didn’t hear you.” I reached out and touched her shoulder. She was upset about something and needed me. “What’s wrong?”

      “Lizzy. You’re what’s wrong. Shit. What’s the matter? You look like you just found out that your mother died. Talk to me. You’re scaring me.”

      A couple of other girls from the program gathered behind Steph, all of them looking genuinely concerned.

      “I’m fine. There was just a lot of trauma in the ER this morning. I’m trying to shake off some of the stuff I had to see.” I pressed my hands to my thighs and pulled my emotions back in. Now was not the time to freak out, especially not in front of everyone. They were waiting for someone to crack, and it sure as hell wasn’t going to be me.

      “You got to go into the ER this morning?” One of the taller girls standing close to us grumbled. “That’s unfair. It’s because Dr. Crawford let you, right?”

      “Yeah. He wanted help, and I showed up at the right time, I guess.” I tried to stand and found that I was steady on my feet again. “I need to get out of here. You free?”

      Stephanie stood with me, not letting go of my arms. Concern filled her face, and she nodded. “I can be. Just let me check out with my mentor, and I’ll meet you at the door nearest the ER, okay?”

      “Yeah. I’m good. Just too much all of a sudden.” I forced a tight smile and moved past her to walk to my locker. There was no way I was telling anyone about my conversation with Aiden. Not even Stephanie, and she knew everything about me.

      I have to tell her. How else will I explain the money?

      The chances of Dr. Crawford being serious about taking me up on the offer to use my body any time he wanted was slim. The larger concern at the moment was if he really did take me up on it. I wasn’t a hooker or a slut. I’d slept with Dex, but I had no clue how to please a man like Aiden.

      “Shit,” I mumbled to myself as I stopped in front of my locker and closed my eyes, taking a deep breath. Maybe I needed to find a boyfriend and just explain my insanity to him. He wouldn’t want me if I was with someone else. We’d been through a lot in the ER just a few hours before. I was traumatized. Yeah. I could use that.

      Just the memory of his hands on my face made my stomach tighten with desire. The kiss... fuck, the kiss... had been so good. It felt so right. I opened my eyes and took a shaky breath as his words echoed in my mind. He was dominant and demanding, and he wanted what he wanted, when he wanted it. My body pulsed with the strongest desire I’d ever felt.

      “You okay?” One of the other girls touched my back, and I jerked away before offering her an apologetic smile.

      “Yeah. Absolutely. Just too much drama for not getting any sleep last night. I guess it’s a great initiation for what we’re up against, right?” I grabbed my bag and decided that I’d keep my scrubs on for the time being. Getting out of there was more important than changing.

      “That’s what they say. I have no clue how these doctors do it, but I guess we’re going to get a big-ass dose of the how along with the why.” She smiled and moved back.

      I pulled my bag from my locker and walked out into the hall as Parks turned the corner. He was the last person in the whole universe that I wanted to see.

      “Princess Lizzy.” He moved up beside me and pressed his shoulder against mine. “You don’t look so hot.”

      I snorted. “So yesterday, I was the girl of your dreams, and today, I’m chopped liver?”

      “Oh no, you’re still her.” He wrapped his arm over the top of my shoulders, and I started to pull back but didn’t want to overreact. He wasn’t doing anything that I should find offensive. I was touchy because of Aiden. Nothing else.

      “You’re going to just keep dropping your heart on a cutting board and handing me a knife, aren’t you?” I pulled away from him as we reached the door and turned to find Steph bouncing up with excitement on her pretty face.

      “Parks! Come with us. We’re going to grab something to eat.” She hooked my arm with hers and glanced up at me. “Please. Please can he come?”

      I rolled my eyes and looked back at him. He was intensely good looking, but no. Just no. “I almost feel like you’re a needy little puppy that wants a place to sleep and someone to rub your belly.”

      He laughed, not taking my words offensively at all. Point for him. He pulled up his shirt to reveal a sexy six pack and thick pectorals. He was flawless.

      “Go ahead, Princess. You can rub my belly any day.” He turned at the sound of Aiden’s voice, which stole my attention immediately.

      “Parks. Get over here and stop harassing the residents. No one wants to pat any part of you. Behave.” He smirked at Parks and gave me and Steph a warm smile.

      My insides turned to mush as I tried to remember that I was in my late twenties and not fifteen again.

      “Aww, come on. Can’t someone be on my side?” Parks threw his hands in the air.

      “I am.” Steph poked at him, and he winked at her before pulling her into a side hug and turning his attention back to Aiden.

      “We’re going to grab a burger. You want to unscrew the ball and chain that has you stuck here twenty-four/seven and come with us?” Parks nodded at Aiden. “Come on, buddy. Everyone has to eat.”

      “No, but thank you. Stop flashing people.” Aiden turned his entrancing blue eyes on me. “Have fun, and don’t let this guy bother you. Just keep pushing back, and he might eventually get the hint.”

      “Never. She’s going to be mine. I’m calling dibs.” Parks chuckled and glanced down at Stephanie as she let out a grumpy sound. “You can be too. I’ll just start collecting women.”

      I grabbed Stephanie playfully and pulled her toward the door. “And on that note, we’re going to dinner alone. You guys have fun.”

      “What? I got an invite!” Parks laughed loudly as we walked away.

      “Elizabeth. You know I wanted him to come with us.” Stephanie glanced up at me as we walked toward the parking lot. I’d taken the train into Manhattan, but I knew Steph well enough to know that she drove.

      “I know that, but I need some time with you. Just me and you. That okay?” I released her and nodded toward her car. “Give me the keys, and I’ll drive.”

      “Yeah, of course it’s okay.” She pulled her keys out and handed them to me. “I just keep thinking this guy is going to fucking notice me. It’s so frustrating.”

      “He will. I’m not interested in him, Steph. You know that.” I took a deep breath and got in the car, almost grateful for the silly drama that Parks kept causing between me and my best friend. It was easier than focusing on my recent transaction to play whore to my mentor.

      What the hell was I thinking?

      “Let’s go to the sandwich shop a few blocks over. Dartin’s Deli. They have a new roast beef on rye that everyone is talking about.” She buckled up and glanced at the clock. “I have an hour before I have to be back.”

      “Aww, really? I was hoping you were off for the rest of the night.” I pulled out of the parking lot and tried hard not to think about Aiden, but it was almost impossible.

      “No. Dr. Mendom isn’t going to let me go that easily.” She leaned back and glanced out the window. “I know I’m being stupid over Parks, but he’s so fucking hot. It’s either him or your hottie. Which can I have? You take one, and I’ll take the other.”

      I laughed. Steph hadn’t changed since we were in junior high, calling dibs on various guys before the other. We’d always been attracted to the same type of guy, which proved to be a pain in the ass at first, but manageable later. Dibs was the peacekeeper, and I was good with it. Some part of me wondered why she never wanted to be with Dex. The two of them would have been good together as well.

      “I’m thinking you can have them both.” I pulled into the sandwich shop and parked. “It’s busy in there.”

      “It’s all good. It moves fast. Plus, I see a group of residents from the hospital. We’ll just crash their party.” She got out of the car and moved toward the door before I could remind her of my need to spend some time together—alone.

      I walked into the smell of fresh baked bread and the sound of laughter and conversations going on in every direction. “I’ll get this.”

      She glanced back at me and lifted her eyebrow. “How? You get a sugar daddy?”

      Her question hit a little too close to home, but I ignored it and pulled out my bank card. I needed to get Aiden my information and talk to him once more to see if he was really serious. There was still time for me to apologize and even back out. The trouble was that no matter how disturbing the situation was, I didn’t want to back out. I wanted to dive in deep. I just wished it were under different circumstances.

      What did he think of me, offering myself up like a piece of meat for him to chew on any time that he wanted to? He couldn’t respect that, and yet, he hadn’t hesitated a bit to agree. His loneliness and need for a bedmate must have been much worse than I imagined.

      How long had it been since he’d taken a woman to his bed? He mentioned taking strangers.

      My phone buzzed, and I looked down to see an unknown number. The text let me know quickly who I was talking to.

      

      Bring your account information by my office tomorrow. This Wednesday I have an event. I want you there with me, as my resident. I appreciate your offer today. I think it’s going to be fruitful for both of us. Just make sure you respect the severity of what it could do should the news of it get out.

      

      I texted him back that Wednesday would work. I could talk to him in the morning. I needed some time to really think through what I’d done and if I could honestly go through with it. I was beyond attracted to him, but we’d moved from dancing along the line of inappropriate to diving head first into depravity.

      The part of me that craved affection and carnality was thrilled. I’d have to rest heavily on that feeling alone if I wasn’t going to chicken out.

      “You all right? Who are you texting?” Steph glanced back at me as we moved up in the line.

      “I’m good. No one. Wrong number.” I dropped my phone into my purse and took a shaky breath. “Let’s share. You know you can’t eat a whole sandwich.”

      “Yeah, and you can eat two.” She smirked and moved up to the counter, leaving me to wonder why in the world Aiden Crawford would be attracted to me. There were so many other women in the hospital that would jump at the chance to share his bed. Why me?

      Because you offered.
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      My head was still in the clouds by Wednesday, and I was grateful that Elizabeth had spent most of the day before in a training class. We’d only gotten to see each other for a few minutes to talk about prepping for a closed observation surgery I had most of the morning. She would be working with a couple of other doctors on our floor while I was busy.

      Her relief told me that she was struggling with our arrangement as well. I wanted to comfort her, but I could do that later. She needed reassurance as well. She was an intellectual, and yet she craved physical touch just as much as the rest of us did. I could almost see the battle raging behind her pretty brown eyes while she nodded and took notes as I barked out instructions for the day.

      I made sure to soften my tone as we wrapped up the instructional part of our conversation. “So just shadow this morning, but don’t let them intimidate you. Ask any questions that you need to ask. You want to not only show them that you’re interested but also get something out of your time with these guys.”

      She smiled and nodded. “Got it. I’ll see you this afternoon?”

      “Yes. Did you bring your clothes here for the event tonight?” I crossed my arms over my chest as we stood in the hall just outside of my office. I ignored the stares we got as a handful of residents passed by. I was her mentor. I had nothing to hide from that angle, and in all actuality, we’d not overstepped any boundaries yet. I would talk to her, and if she wanted to back out, I wouldn’t hold it against her.

      “I have them in the locker room, though it’s going to be weird getting dressed in there.” She glanced to her left and waved as a few people from the group called out her name.

      “We’ll just go back to my place.” I glanced down at my watch. “Let’s see. We need to be there at six tonight to take our seats. Let’s leave here around three-thirty, and you can change at my place. You comfortable with that?”

      “Yes.” Her voice lost a little bit of steam as she licked at her lips subtly.

      “Good. I’ll see you back here around that time. If you need me, you’ve got my number.” I winked at her and turned, making a trip to see HR before heading to my scheduled appointment.

      “Dr. Crawford.” She walked toward me as I paused and looked back at her. “You’re okay with me, right? I didn’t lose your respect the other day?”

      I smiled and moved back toward her to reach out and squeeze her shoulder tightly. “No. Not at all. I don’t think of this like you do, but if you’re rethinking things and—”

      “No. I’m good. I just wanted to make sure that you didn’t see me differently.” She moved back, and I let my hand drop. “Three-thirty.”

      “Yes, and Elizabeth, just think of this as a future investment. We’re clearing the path today to make room for growth in your future.” I turned and continued my trek down the hall as my mind buzzed through the various things I wanted to do to the beautiful girl who had captivated me. She had no clue just how taken I was with her, but I would make sure later that night to show her.

      I knocked on Julia’s door, who was the head of our Human Resources Department. She was rail thin and bossy as hell. No one liked her, and she almost seemed to prefer it remain that way.

      “Come in,” she called from inside the office, and I walked in and gave her a tight smile.

      “Julia.” I sat down and leaned back before clasping my hands over my chest. “I need your help with something.”

      “Doctor Crawford. Of course. What can I do for you?” Her fuzzy blond hair was pulled away from her face, making her appear more bird-like than usual.

      “My resident is going to be quite an asset to this hospital. She’s at the top of her class and was at NYU as well.” I sucked my bottom lip into my mouth, pausing as she watched me closely.

      “And?”

      “And I want to know more about her. She’s got some struggles from what I can tell. We should help. A lot of doctors come out of their M.D. programs with hundreds of thousands of dollars in debt.” I crossed my ankles and tilted my head. “Pull her file and give me a few details that might help me understand if she truly needs financial assistance. If she does, I’ll talk to Peter about helping her.”

      “Did Elizabeth ask for help?” Julie lifted her eyebrow as she started to bang away on her computer.

      “No. Never. She’s far too proud for that.” I leaned forward as she turned the screen toward me.

      “You know that this is highly confidential. I’m only showing you because the girl basically belongs to you through this process. Don’t tell anyone that I helped. I don’t want a line of do-gooders like yourself piled up outside of my office.”

      “I understand.” I hovered over her desk and ran through the address for Elizabeth’s mother, realizing how deep in the bad part of town not only her mom was, but she and Stephanie were too. That had to change. I was willing to help with her bills or anything else she needed, but my first move would be to talk her into moving into another apartment. It was ballsy and perhaps a little controlling, but I didn’t care. She was mine to take care of, and whether or not there was the promise of being intimate together, I was going to make sure she was okay, as was her mother.

      “No father. He died when she was—” Julia started, but I cut her off.

      “That’s okay. I don’t want her history. Just wanted to better understand the level of poverty the girl was dealing with.” I stood and walked to the door. “I’ll talk with Peter soon, but don’t mention this. It was just a necessary precaution to ensure that her story was valid.”

      “I understand. She’s lucky to have you.” Julia shrugged and went back to typing on her keyboard. “Good day.”

      I walked out and headed down the hall, having a whole new level of respect for the pretty girl who would be my date for the evening. Parks was going to be at the event, which didn’t sit right with me, but there was little I could do about it. I was nothing more than her mentor, which wasn’t changing too drastically. If she had feelings for the younger doctor, then I would release her from our agreement. I just prayed like hell that wasn’t the case, though I knew he was crazy about her.

      “I understand all too well.” I walked into the OR and let all my thoughts go. I could deal with my feelings and the related drama later that night. There was nothing I could do about it right then.
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      I walked up to my office after a long day. There’d been quite a few twists and turns in surgery that morning that I hadn’t expected. After almost losing the lady we were working on several times, I was edgy and a little pissy to boot.

      “You ready?” I glanced down at Elizabeth’s clothes as I moved into my office and grabbed my keys from the drawer in my desk. “That’s pretty.”

      “This?” She lifted the black dress. “I don’t know. It’s a little too much in my opinion, but Stephanie wouldn’t let me out of the house without something that would show me off.”

      I chuckled. “Did you tell her about us?”

      “Us? What about us?” She gave me a cheeky grin as we turned and walked toward the exit door.

      “Funny.” I wasn’t playing her games. Although funnily enough, they brought me out of the angst I was sitting in only moments before. “I assume the answer to my question is no.”

      “You’d be correct.” She moved out into the parking lot and waited for me to take the lead. “Tell me again what this event is all about. Is anyone else from the hospital going?”

      I unlocked the Mercedes and moved to open her door. My eyes slid down the length of her body, and I couldn’t fathom someone looking so damn good in a pair of scrubs, but she did. Her body was a little curvier than any of the other woman who I’d spent the night with, but I was thrilled. I was bored of holding on to a boney body and craved the softness Elizabeth offered. Her curves tantalized me and left me thinking about how nice it would feel to press her tightly against the bed, or the shower, or the wall.

      “Aiden?” She turned toward me as I got into the driver’s side.

      “Hmm?” I started the car and smiled at her.

      “I asked you a question. Are you okay?” She pulled on her seatbelt and leaned back.

      “Yeah, I’m great. The surgery was tough and didn’t go as planned, but they never do.” I pulled out of the parking lot, expecting her to say something, but she remained quiet. I glanced back over at her to find her watching me with a sexy look on her pretty face. Her eyebrow was lifted like I was in trouble, and I almost enjoyed the idea of her punishing me. “What?”

      “I asked you what the event was about tonight and if anyone else was going to be there with us.” She pushed at my shoulder as a smile lifted her lips. “Where are you right now?”

      “You don’t wanna know.” I chuckled and turned on the radio. “It’s an awards ceremony that we have every year. Just a collective group of all the hospitals in the state getting together. I’m being awarded Surgeon of the Year in Cardiology.”

      “Wow. That’s impressive.” Her voice was soft, as if she wasn’t there with me either but lost somewhere inside her head.

      “Thanks. I’ve gotten it a few times, but Peter loves showing off the hospital, especially the cardiology ward. He’s a heart doctor as well.” I pulled onto the freeway and leaned back, wanting to watch her from the corner of my eye. “And Peter and Parks will be there tonight. I’m not sure of anyone else.”

      “Parks? Oh, great.” She ran her fingers through her hair and growled softly as I chuckled.

      “He’s just a young guy with great taste. Don’t hurt him too badly.” I reached over and took her hand, pulling it into my lap and resting it on my thigh as I intertwined my fingers with hers. “I know you’re struggling with all of this, and I get it. I am too, but I want it. I want you.”

      She squeezed my hand and nodded as I glanced over at her. “I’m okay. I’m just scared, I guess. It’s weird, different.”

      “Yeah, but we’ll figure it out together. I have a ton to teach you, and you’re going to love us spending time together.” I tried to reassure her by bringing the hospital aspect of our new relationship back into the mix.

      “In the bedroom?” Her cheeks grew pink, and I laughed.

      “No. In the operating room.” I lifted her hand to my mouth and kissed her knuckles. “I’m not sure you don’t have a thing or two to teach me in the bedroom. I’ve spent far too much time at the hospital to say I’m well versed in women. I know what I like, but I’m hoping to learn what you like too.”

      It was too natural to open up to her. I didn’t feel a bit of regret or concern as I let my thoughts pour from my lips. I wanted her, and I had since I’d seen her picture the day before she showed up. The night would be fun, and we could laugh and have a good time with Peter and Parks, but then I was taking her back to my place.

      There, our titles could be stripped away, and we could just be two people who needed the warmth of the other. She might not need me as badly as I needed her, but I was going to work to get her addicted and fast. The darkest parts of me wanted to see her struggle to hide the intensity of her lust for me when we were at work and in front of her peers.

      It was uncouth and so far from right, but it made me feel alive. She would crave my touch before it was all said and done—agreement or not.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            17

          

          Elizabeth

        

      

    

    
      The time at his house had been fast and furious, thanks to a bit of traffic we ran into just outside of the city. I changed as quickly as possible and was ushered out the door before I could make sure my makeup looked right or I had my hair fixed good enough. We rode to the event with Aiden on the phone. He’d taken the call because the number was unknown, and twenty minutes later, he was still trying to get off the phone with one of his new patients.

      I turned and studied him, but he was too deep in his conversation to notice me. His black jacket and matching pants fit him as if tailor made. The white button-down shirt that sat crisply beneath his jacket brought out the darkness of his tan and left my heart beating a little faster in my chest.

      We weren’t a couple, but we were starting to intertwine various parts of our lives, and I wanted to keep taking steps forward. It was scary and exhilarating. I knew that no matter how much he asked of me, I would most likely give it. I planned on digging a little that night, as time allowed.

      I knew that he was a brilliant surgeon and an all-around good guy, but what else was he? How was his childhood? How did his parents die? He wouldn’t appreciate my need to know, but I would manipulate the situation to gain access to the information without too much pressure.

      Reaching over, I ran my hand from the middle of his thigh up to where his leg met his hip. He stiffened as his breath caught, and he glanced over at me.

      I gave him a smile and shrugged. “Don’t mind me.”

      It was a side of myself that only existed in my mind. Never before had I wanted to drag it out and flaunt it, but I did now. We’d made the agreement, and he was all in from what I could tell. My bank account had had an extra five thousand dollars in it when I’d woken up that morning, and to say that I was shocked would be an understatement.

      “Right. So just make sure that you continue to take the white pill in the morning and the green one at night.” He licked his lips and pulled his bottom lip into his mouth as he reached down and tugged my hand toward his cock.

      My whole body stiffened as he wrapped his hand around mine and cupped himself. He was semi-erect and large enough that I had a momentary wave of panic. Maybe I’d bitten off more than I could chew. Dex wasn’t too impressive, and yet he was more than enough for me.

      Aiden glanced over at me as he brushed his fingers over my cupped hand. I dragged my nails up the tight, thick package and stifled a groan. He was so far beyond hot.

      His eyes rolled back as he pulled the car to a stop, and he shifted, lifting his hips just a little and pressing against my hand. I wanted to tug off my seatbelt and move over the console between us to press my mouth to him. Dex had never let me give him oral sex, and though I understood the mechanics, it was something I desperately wanted to do.

      “All right. Call back if you need me.” He dropped the phone into the cup holder and cupped my hand again. “Fuck. That feels so good.”

      “It looks so good.” I couldn’t keep my eyes off of him as he rubbed himself against my palm, completely unashamed by the neediness that rolled off of him.

      “You’re gonna have me coming in the car before we even get there.” He gave me a cocky smirk. “Play by the rules for me, hmm?”

      “No thanks.” I dragged my nails up his package again as my mouth started to water. “I wanna taste you. Will you let me? Tonight?”

      He swallowed hard and glanced over at me, nodding. “Yeah. I’d like that a lot.”

      I started to move toward him, but he laughed and pulled my hand from his lap. The sound of his enjoyment brought a smile to my face, and I moved back to my seat. I was only teasing him, but it left me wanting to follow through. There was no way I could give someone head in a car in the middle of the city. Or could I?

      “You’re too much already. I imagined that you might be.” He lifted my hand to his mouth and brushed his nose over my palm before shifting and sucking two of my fingers into his mouth.

      Pleasure twisted the very center of me, and my body flooded with anticipation of feeling the warmth of his mouth everywhere.

      I groaned and turned away from him, a little unnerved at how quickly we’d gone from him wanting nothing to do with me or anyone, to him sucking on my fingers and driving my entire body toward need.

      He licked at my fingertips and moved my hand back to rest in my lap. “Later tonight, we’ll spend some time figuring each other out. Sound good?”

      “Too good,” I murmured breathlessly as I turned toward him and pressed my cheek to the seat. I wanted to memorize every part of him so that when our time was over, I would never forget.

      “Have I told you that I think you’re stunning? Incredibly beautiful. Even breathtaking.” He glanced over at me, his blue eyes filled with hunger. He wasn’t shy about letting me see it clearly either.

      Sharp tendrils of pleasure swept out of my center and danced along my nerve endings, lighting me on fire and leaving me to feel like a cat in heat. It was oddly disturbing and yet deliciously exciting.

      “I feel the same about you.” I reached over and touched his arm. “We’re going to be okay, right?”

      He laughed. “Far more than okay, princess. Just breathe and let’s enjoy the great dinner they’re going to serve us. We can dance a little, mingle far more than I want, and then we can leave. Just remember what parts we’re playing tonight.”

      “I won’t forget.” I let out a sharp exhale and turned as we pulled up to the beautiful five-star hotel where the event was taking place. Bright lights lined the front of it, and I almost felt underdressed, having watched a few people get out in front of us.

      “I know you won’t. I was somewhat reminding myself.” He looked over at me. “Parks is going to hit on you mercilessly tonight. If he gets to be overbearing—”

      “I’m fine. I’m not interested in him, and if he gets to be too much, I’ll shut him down.” I unbuckled and got out of the car. After thanking the valet, I moved to walk beside Aiden. My fitted black dress made me feel a tad bit more exposed than I was comfortable with, but with so many people milling about, I was sure to simply be one of the crowd.

      “Aiden, over here.” Peter’s voice caught my attention, and I grabbed Aiden’s arm, pulling him toward where Peter and Parks stood with a few other guys I’d seen around the hospital. Being the only woman was going to be a bit intimidating, but I’d held my own for ten years in various medical schools. I could handle one more night of being the minority.

      “Wow, don’t you look stunning!” Parks moved up and took my hand, lifting it to his lips and kissing the back of my fingers softly. “How did this old goat talk you into being his date?”

      “I’m here to support him and see how all of this works.” I gave a slight shrug and glanced back at Aiden. “Besides, it’ll be nice to see what my future looks like.”

      “Going to take my award from me already?” Aiden laughed, and the other guys with us did as well. I moved up in front of him, choosing not to respond.

      The crowd pushed us in tightly, and Aiden gripped my hips and pressed his body to mine as we shuffled forward. The delicious sensation of him touching me left my pulse racing, and a deep ache resurrected between my legs. For not having spent much of my life being overly sexual, something about the man behind me brought it out full blast.

      He bent down as we walked in and pressed his mouth to the back of my ear. “You smell delicious. It’s like a mixture of coconut, perfume, and lust.”

      I stifled the need to close my eyes and press back against him as chill bumps ran along my skin. He moved up beside me and offered his arm, the depravity I expected to see on his face all but gone. He was playing the professional mentor role perfectly.

      “Right this way, my lady.” He glanced back at the rest of our group and smiled. “The table should be right up front.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Just show the way, and stop flaunting the fact that you have the prettiest girl in the room on your arm.” Parks stepped up beside me and winked. “Don’t fall for his tricks. He’s a ladies’ man.”

      I smiled and glanced up at Aiden. “I’m interested in his brain. The ladies can have the rest.”

      “Oh good. Take his brain and my body?” Parks pulled out my chair as I moved away from Aiden.

      “And what would I do with your big, bulky frame? Have you move me from place to place just to wear you out?” I pulled my napkin in my seat as Parks pursed his lips and shook his head.

      “I’m not going to respond to that.” He glanced over at Aiden, who chuckled again.

      “Probably best you don’t. The woman’s highly intelligent. She’ll put all of us in our places by the end of the night.” Aiden reached over and squeezed my arm. “Tell everyone about your stint in the emergency room the other morning with me. Brag on yourself and save me from doing it. One of us has to.”

      Embarrassment rose up my chest and coated my cheeks and throat in warmth. He was being cheeky, but I loved it. Just knowing that he was going to take me back to his place and spend hours exploring me left me dizzy, needy.

      “It was nothing. Really.” I picked up my glass of water as Aiden and Parks took turns outdoing each other with my greatness. The rest of the table joined in about their residents, and as they shared their own victory stories, I made a valiant effort to maintain my pleasant smile and keep my eyes away from Aiden, who, every time I dared a glance in his direction, had me pinching my knees together and wishing the night was over already.

      I appreciated being here. This was a glimpse into what my future would be like. Had this happened just weeks ago, I would have been completely consumed by the splendor of it all and would be soaking up as much time with each and every award-winning doctor and surgeon that I could.

      But it wasn’t weeks ago.

      And all I could think about was getting out of here so I could get under Aiden.
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      “Thank you. Enjoy the rest of your evening, ladies and gentlemen.” I lifted my award which earned me a smattering of applause as I took a small bow on stage with my left hand pressed to my chest.

      I’d just finished my speech, the most tedious part of the evening, and now I was free to enjoy myself. And the girl I’d brought with me.

      Elizabeth was clapping the hardest of all. Her eyes were alight with excitement as I moved down the stairs to the side of the stage and then wove through the four tables between her and me. Before dropping into my seat beside her, I popped open the buttons of my jacket and let it fall open.

      “Brilliant speech, Aiden.” Parks leaned forward and gave me a congratulatory pop in the shoulder. “You could have heard a pin drop in here. And I gotta say, I think there are plenty of ladies here who’d be more than happy to go home with you. You could wave that thing around the bedroom for a while.” He nodded at the award I’d set down on the table.

      Elizabeth sipped her wine and remained perfectly quiet between us.

      I chuckled. “This is not the place to pick up women, Parks.”

      “Suit yourself,” the other doctor mused. Then he shouldered Elizabeth gently and waggled his eyebrows at her. “But if a pretty girl wanted to leave with me, I wouldn’t say no.”

      Elizabeth set her wine down and fixed her lips in a smile. “I’m a pretty good wing man.”

      Parks clamped a hand over his heart and reeled back in his seat. “That hurts, Lizzy. Seriously. Can’t you throw a guy a bone?”

      “No. Especially not when you insist on continuing to call me Lizzy.”

      Parks looked to me. “Help me out, man.”

      I shook my head and draped an arm over the back of Elizabeth’s chair. It was a casual position and a comfortable one, but it dimly occurred to me that she might perceive it of me being possessive of her.

      Which I wasn’t.

      At least, I tried to tell myself I wasn’t.

      “You dug this hole yourself, Parks. You can get yourself out of it.”

      Parks dismissed both me and Elizabeth with a wave of his hand. “All right. Fine. Have your resident to yourself then.”

      Elizabeth bit her bottom lip, and her warm brown eyes flicked to me.

      I willed her not to say a damn word. Just the way she was looking at me with her full bottom lip pressed tight between her teeth had me coming undone at the seams. Blood rushed to my cock, and I found myself shifting in my seat to try to get comfortable.

      Elizabeth averted her gaze as her cheeks flared pink and distracted herself by reaching for her wine glass once more. “When you’re feeling up to it, I wouldn’t mind taking a walk through the place.”

      I nodded, grateful for the change of subject. “I can introduce you to some influential people at the hospital and in the industry. People who will serve you well to know as your career advances.”

      “I’d like that.”

      Parks was eavesdropping and flashed us a smile. “They’d like that too. You’re the most beautiful girl in here. I’m sure every single doctor—and married one—is itching to learn your name and find out who you work under. They’ll be disappointed to learn you’re already spoken for. Won’t they, Aiden?”

      I nearly swallowed my tongue.

      Then Elizabeth giggled softly. “Well, there’s nobody I’d rather work under.”

      Holy hell.

      She shot me a devious smile. “Shall we walk?”

      “In a minute.” I grabbed the pitcher of ice water from the table and filled up my empty glass, needing something to occupy the next couple minutes while my hard on ebbed away. Elizabeth carried on being sexy as hell, not seeming to give a damn about the bind she was putting me in. It turned me on even more. I wanted her. Needed her.

      I craved her like an addict craved his next fix, and the thoughts of her tangled up in my bed sheets sent my senses into overdrive. I ached to touch her silky-smooth skin, to feel her breasts under my palms and her nipples between my lips. Soon, I would know all there was to know about what lay under those scrubs that made her look so damn good.

      I spread out my glass of water over the next five minutes, which bought me enough time to relax enough to get to my feet and offer her my hand. “Let’s go make small talk and swap OR stories.”

      Elizabeth slapped her hand into mine. “Let’s.”

      I drew her away from the table and from Parks, and as we sifted through the crowd, I leaned to the side. My lips were just inches from her ear, and I felt her stiffen beside me. “As soon as we’re done here, we’ll slip out.”

      “And then?” she asked. It sounded like a dare.

      “And then we go back to my place and lock the doors so I can do what I’ve been thinking about doing for days.”

      She let out a quivering sigh, and I grazed her bare shoulders with my fingertips before letting my hand fall to the middle of her back to guide her through the crowd toward a throng of surgeons standing near the bar with drinks in their hands and a rosy hue to their cheeks.

      For the time being, I’d keep my head in the game. These were important conversations for Elizabeth’s career. And that was what this whole thing was about, anyway. Propelling us both forward. I could help her financially in the moment with our bargain, but this would help her decades from now and straight through to her retirement.
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      I glanced over at Elizabeth as I pulled out of the parking lot and smiled. “Did you have fun?”

      “Yeah. It was wonderful, but you guys have to stop talking about me being so great. I’m just a normal resident. It’s going to become obvious to everyone that you’re smitten.” She smiled and waited until we were a couple blocks away from the hotel to undo her seatbelt.

      “What’re you doing? Something wrong?” I kept my eyes trained on the road as I merged into traffic. It was a hard task. Elizabeth shifted in her seat and lifted her dress up over her knees so she could twist herself to face me.

      “No. Everything is perfectly right.” She propped herself up with one elbow on the console and slid her free hand up my thigh, squeezing softly.

      I growled. “Elizabeth. Wait until we get to my house. We have all night.”

      “No. I don’t want to wait.” She scooted closer, and I reached for the front of the console, pulling it up and leaving nothing but empty space between us.

      “All right. Lie down and try not to make me wreck my car. I actually like this one.” I stopped at a red light and pulled her closer to me as her lips met mine. I licked and nipped at her mouth until her breaths came in short little gasps. She tasted like champagne and chocolate, and I couldn’t help but explore her mouth while her tongue threatened to consume mine.

      A car honked behind us, and I pulled back before pressing my forehead to hers and closing my eyes. “God, you’re so fucking hot. Tell me this isn’t a dream.”

      Elizabeth pulled from me to lie down in the front seat and move into my lap just enough to press her mouth to the outline of my cock.

      “No dream, just my desire for you.” She ran her teeth up the thick length of me, teasing me as my fingers sank down into her hair and tugged a little.

      “Undo the zipper. Stop making me wait.” I brushed her hair back from her face and held it back in a messy knot at the nape of her neck. A strand fell loose, and she drew it behind her ear.

      “So bossy,” she whispered as she worked to free my cock from its trap.

      Elizabeth pressed her lips to the top of my cock and lapped at me as I groaned and tightened my fingers in her hair. I stared out the windshield, mind spinning, heart hammering in my chest, cock throbbing in the soft wetness of her mouth as she drew me in deep against the back of her throat.

      “Take as much as you can, Elizabeth. I wanna see you do it.” I pushed at her shoulder, moving her toward the steering wheel as I gripped my cock with one hand and kept the other on the wheel. “Come here and fuck me.”

      Elizabeth leaned forward and took more of my length. Her throat tightened around my shaft, and I lifted my hips. She wrapped her hand around my cock to make sure she didn’t choke, though it was inevitable. She took my thrusts and gripped my thigh with her free hand as I lost myself to her.

      “Faster. Please. Faster.” My body tensed, and she worked me fast and hard until I broke under the pleasure. My cries were deep, low, and mixed with vulnerability and need.

      Elizabeth took it all. She moaned around my cock, and her back arched deliciously. Soon, she would be in my bed. Soon, I would have her right where I wanted her.

      The thought pushed me over the edge.
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      “Come on.” He got out when we reached his house and walked around to my side of the car, reaching for my hand as I got out.

      My legs were weak from being overly stimulated, but I managed to get into the house and reached for him as he closed the door and pulled me against him, pressing me tightly to the wall and leaning down to press his hot mouth to mine. One hand slid along my cheek as the other ran from the side of my waist up to cup my breast. He squeezed softly as I panted against his lips.

      “So beautiful. Watching you in the car was a fantasy I thought I would only get to see in my mind.” He nipped at my lips. “My turn.”

      “Wait. I’m not sure that I’m ready for that.” I pressed at his chest softly, not wanting him to go anywhere but needing to help him understand that I’d had plain vanilla sex a handful of times. I was nervous and inexperienced. Where most people might think to play it off, I was about to get caught in something awkward that I wasn’t comfortable with.

      “I’m ready. That was the agreement, right?” He pressed his forehead to mine and locked eyes with me, stealing my breath. “What I want. When I want it. Where I want it.”

      “Right.” I dug my fingers into his side and pulled him down for another long kiss. His tongue brushed by mine, and I sucked softly as he undulated his hips and rocked against me. The memory of having him take control of me while I licked and sucked at him in the car played with me, daring me to step off the secure path I’d made for myself and fall into him—whatever that meant.

      “You’ll love it. Half of my pleasure is going to be simply hearing yours.” He slid his hands over my hips and down to cup my ass as he licked at the side of my throat. His breath was hot as he hovered just above my ear. “Turn around and let me take your dress off.”

      I nodded and pushed at his chest before turning and trying to figure out what to do with my hands. I felt so inadequate, so far out of my league, but he was working to pull me back with his words, his touch, his need.

      “You have no clue how powerful you are.” He unzipped the dress and ran his fingers over my shoulders, forcing it to fall. My tiny black panties weren’t nearly enough to cover my rear, and I wanted to be embarrassed, but I couldn’t. He wouldn’t let me. “Delicious.”

      He ran his hands over my hips and back to my ass, massaging it as he pressed his mouth to the back of my shoulder, biting softly.

      I cried out and reached back, touching his face and praying like hell that I didn’t fall in love with him. He’d made me promise “lust,” and I figured I could hold tight to that, but just having him pressed against me, I wasn’t so sure anymore. It was too fast. Too soon.

      “Too much,” I mumbled as he moved back and undid my bra, ignoring me.

      “Go spread out on my bed just down the hall. I want to see you on my sheets.” He smacked my butt softly and stayed there as I stepped over my clothes and walked to his bedroom.

      I turned just before going into the room and took a shaky breath. He was working himself out of his shirt as he watched me, his gaze dark and needy. He looked nothing like the kind, hard-working doctor from the ER the day before. He had taken on a wicked sex appeal, and I realized why he’d agreed to take me up on the offer. He was intensely sexual but kept it hidden at work. He needed somewhere to unleash it and someone to unleash it on.

      I stifled a shudder and moved to the bed, crawling up on the dark blue silk sheets. I turned just in time to see him walk into the room.

      “Lie on your back, Elizabeth. Stretch out and get comfortable.” He moved up and ran his hands over my thighs, his thumbs brushing over my sex rhythmically.

      I moaned and closed my eyes, trying to calm my racing heart. His chest was beautiful, not overly muscled like Parks, but sculpted beautifully. He looked like a man who enjoyed taking care of himself but had nothing to prove to anyone.

      “Open your eyes. I want you to watch me.” He ran his hand up the center of my stomach, between my breasts, and rested it at the base of my throat. “Memorize the way I fuck you. I want to imagine you thinking about it at the hospital when you shouldn’t be.”

      “You’re corrupt.” I reached for him, cupping his handsome face and running my thumb over his lips. “I love it.”

      “Good.” He leaned over and licked up the side of my panties, breathing in deep and sending my insides into a frenzy of sorts.

      Lust pulled me under a dark wave, and I cried out as he pressed my thighs open and tugged the small black triangle that lay between us out of his way. His tongue pressed against my center, licking in long strokes as I arched my back and wrapped my fingers around his wrist as he pressed me down.

      His tongue drove into me, but it wasn’t until his teeth brushed over my clit that I almost came off the bed. He chuckled and sank his fingers into me, pumping hard and fast as he sucked at my sensitive skin. His grunts threw me over the edge, and I cried out his name as I came, losing myself in it.

      “That’s it. Ride it, Elizabeth. Stay with it.” He applied pressure deep inside of me and started all over again as I tried to hang on to reality. I had only thought I understood what I was missing with Dex all those years. I had no clue.

      “Fuck,” I cried again as he moved back and tugged me down the bed, gripping my hips tightly.

      “I love the way you taste. I’m going to wanna do that in my office soon.” He squeezed me before pulling a condom from his slacks and working to get them off.

      I moved up to my elbows, needing to see him fully bare. His stomach held the markings of an eight pack, and the dark hair that ran from just below his belly button to the thick base of his cock was sexy as hell.

      “God, you’re big.” I reached down and stroked him before he put the condom on, not able to wrap my fingers all the way around him. “I’m not sure—”

      “Hush. I’ll make it fit. The harder it is to get inside of you, the more you’re going to enjoy it. Just tug those panties off and move up the bed.” He glanced up at me as a smile played on his lips. “I had no idea you were my type of girl. I would have bet the opposite.”

      I moved up, not quite sure what he meant. I was an intellectual. He was as well. That had to be what he was referring to. He moved up to hover just above me, and I took advantage of the moment, running my hands down his sides and up over his strong chest.

      “What type of girl?” I lifted my legs and wrapped them around him as he took hold of himself and pressed into me a little. All thought left me, and I pulled at his shoulders, wanting more. Now.

      “The type of girl who likes to be fucked.” He pressed in harder, and I felt my entire lower half pulse with pleasure as he stretched me. He wasn’t going to be able to fit, but him trying to felt so fucking good.

      “You think that’s me?” I pulled at his shoulders as he thrusted again, driving in farther. I cried out and closed my eyes, lifting my chin to the ceiling as he laid down on top of me and pressed his mouth to the side of my neck, sucking softly.

      His hands moved between me and the bed, and he cupped my ass roughly as he drove into me over and over until our hips pressed tightly together.

      Soft pants left me, and I couldn’t seem to stop moaning as he lifted up and kissed my nose.

      “I do think that’s you, but let’s find out for sure. Yeah?” He gave me a wicked smile and lifted my knee a little before he started his assault on me again.

      “Please?” I mumbled as the first orgasm hit me.

      He drove into me harder, and the look on his face that screamed pleasure and fulfillment was far more than I was prepared to handle. I wasn’t going to fall in love with him in the future. I was already headed down that dark tunnel fast.

      He moved down my body as he continued to fuck me, licking and sucking at my nipples as he grunted sensually against my damp skin. I ran my hands through his hair and tugged a little here and there, just to hear him growl at me.

      His body fit deliciously tight inside mine, his hands greedy and mouth demanding as he moved back up and kissed me until I was dizzy again. He had far too much emotion locked up inside him for me to handle a whole night with him. I didn’t seem to have a choice, though.

      He moved back and smiled down at me. “Roll over. I want to see your ass while I take you.”

      I rolled onto my stomach and lifted my ass into the air. His fingers bit into my flesh, and he impaled me. We both cried out, and I let myself go. He wasn’t a stranger but a lover. That decision had been made between the two of us to forgo the pleasantries and dive in deep.

      I wanted it. Needed it.

      And he took it. Over and over and over again.
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      I woke up the next morning in his bed alone. I hadn’t meant to spend the night, but weariness had left me no choice the night before. His hunger was almost insatiable, and after coming three times, he finally pulled me down to lie against him. The soft praises and sweet kisses melted my heart and left me waking with the stark realization that I’d made a mistake.

      I was going to fall head over heels in love with a man who wasn’t willing to give his future to anyone but the hospital. What was worse was the fact that I completely understood. I wanted to give myself fully to my career as well. I wasn’t interested in trying things out with anyone.

      After slipping out of bed, I dressed and called a cab, grateful that the damn thing showed up before Aiden could return from wherever he’d gone. Leaving this way was easier.

      I couldn’t help but glance back as I opened the front door. His bedroom was in my direct line of sight, and I imagined seeing him there, laid out and looking like a god the night before.

      I knew I was lost.

      The mid-morning sun warmed my back as I carefully closed the door and turned, jogging to the car. I could explain to him later why I’d needed to go. I would make something up about my mother if I had to. There was no way I was letting him see me as weak. He didn’t need to know that I had doubts about separating my heart from my body. That was something that I could work through on my own.

      I checked my phone to see that Steph had called ten times over the course of the night, and I kicked myself. I should have called her back and told her my plans. She was probably worried sick. We lived in a shitty part of town, and she always assumed the worst anyway.

      After buckling up, I dialed her number, and she answered on the first ring.

      “Where the fuck are you?” she barked into the phone. “I’ve been worried sick.”

      “I’m sorry.” I ran my fingers through my hair. “I had too much to drink at the event last night, and I slept on Aiden’s couch. Forgive me? Please?”

      “Fine, but I’m not happy with you. Where are you, and did anything happen between you guys?”

      I pressed my fingers to my forehead and tried to decide how much I should divulge.

      “I’m your best friend, Elizabeth. I have been since we shit in diapers. Did you sleep with him?”

      “I’ll be home in about twenty minutes. I’ll tell you all about it then, but no, unfortunately not. He’s pretty strict on that stuff.”

      “Not even a kiss?” she grumbled.

      “Yes, a kiss, but we were both a little out of it.” I hated lying with a passion, and yet I couldn’t chance anyone finding out about me and Aiden. It would cost him his job and me my residency. Nothing was worth that.

      Another reason why this is a fucking mistake.

      “All right, well, I’m headed into the hospital to pick up an extra shift because Dr. Mendom wants me there. I still don’t see how it’s fair that you ended up with the hottest guy in the whole damn city and I have this crotchety old bitch riding my back all the time.”

      “Aiden is not the hottest guy in the whole city. I thought that was Parks.” I pulled the phone from my mouth and leaned up toward the cab driver. “Third building on the left up ahead.”

      He nodded, and I returned in the middle of Stephanie’s rant about Parks not giving her the time of day.

      “All right. We’ll work on him.” I got out of the car and started to tell her that I was there at the apartment and hanging up.

      “No, you take Parks. I want Aiden. You’re not interested, right? The kiss was an accident.”

      “Right. Let’s think this through, okay?”

      She cut me off. “There’s nothing to think about. Aiden is more my type of guy, and honestly, Parks is head over heels for you, Liz. You know it.”

      “He is not. I’ve been there for a week, and you’re overreacting.” I walked up the stairs to the apartment and opened the door to find her pacing in the living room.

      She turned and pulled the phone from her ear. “If Aiden’s not important to you, then help set me up with him.”

      “He’s not going to date someone from the hospital, Steph. Shit.” I chucked my phone onto the couch, starting to lose my patience with her. She jumped from guy to guy almost like most people changed underwear. I couldn’t tell her about Aiden, but I sure as hell wasn’t going to placate her with the idea of me working to get the two of them together. It wasn’t happening.

      “Why won’t you do this for me?” She stopped behind me as I walked into my room and slammed the door in her face.

      “Go away, Steph. I’m not doing it.”

      “Fine. Then I’ll do it my damn self.” She hit the door, and I listened as she stormed off.

      “Great,” I muttered. “Fucking go for it. He’s an incredible lover, just in case you were wondering.”

      I moved to my bed and fell face first onto it. With a disgruntled sigh, I reached up and pulled my pillow over my head. I’d promised myself that I wouldn’t get involved in the drama that most hospitals had pumping through them, but there I was, smack dab in the middle of it. It would be the most scandalous thing those people had seen in eons.

      Too bad it wasn’t going to last. Things like that never did.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            20

          

          Aiden

        

      

    

    
      For the first time since seeing Elizabeth’s photo on the computer when I learned she was going to be my resident, I slept well. My body thrummed with contentment as I showered, reveling in the hot water as it danced across my back and shoulders as I lathered my hair with shampoo and dug my fingers into my scalp.

      She’d done a number on me the night before.

      Every lick, kiss, nip, and roll of her hips was implanted in my memory to recall on darker, lonelier days.

      I hadn’t felt this way in ages. Years. A decade maybe. Our night together was unreal, and I knew I was in deep shit with her.

      Elizabeth was making me feel things I shouldn’t over some silly resident. I’d crossed my own very thick line in the sand by propositioning her and offering to help with her finances, and now here I was, getting in deep with the beautiful young woman whose mind was as sexy as her body.

      I turned off the shower and pulled open the glass door to pluck my towel from the hook. As I dried off, my thoughts were still only of her.

      Not only was my heart in trouble, but so was my head. Usually, this quiet time in the early mornings was for contemplation about my day. I considered the patients I had appointments with. Tests I was running. Surgeries that were scheduled. Potential emergencies that might come up.

      None of that stuff seemed to matter as much now that Elizabeth and I had broken that carefully built wall between us.

      “All in just a week,” I muttered to myself.

      That was as long as I’d been able to hold out for. And as soon as she offered some semblance of something more than just a working relationship, I’d jumped at it. Our careers would be blown to pieces if word got out about our more intimate relationship.

      The fact that I thought it would possibly be worth it scared me.

      Lives depended on me to keep a level head at work. All I was going to spend today doing was thinking about her lips sealed around my cock on the drive back from the gala last night. The way her back arched. The way her soft moans sent subtle vibrations down the length of my shaft while she sucked me off.

      I braced myself on the bathroom counter and shook my head. My reflection was marred by the steam on the mirror.

      “You’re in over your head.” I sighed.

      After tying my towel around my waist, I slipped quietly through the bathroom door and back into my bedroom, pausing for a moment in the doorway.

      Elizabeth was still asleep in my bed.

      The sight was worthy of a painting with a ridiculous price tag. I knew I would have paid for it.

      My dark blue silk sheets were hooked around the one leg she had out of the covers, revealing strips of bare thigh and hip and calf. Her waist was covered, as were her breasts, but her shoulders were bare and her mane of dark brown hair was strewn all over the place, casting the scent of coconut across my bed. I didn’t mind.

      If I stood perfectly still, I could hear her slow, deep breaths. I listened to her breathe as I got dressed for the day, keeping a wary eye on the clock on my nightstand. It was just after five in the morning. I had to head out shortly to hit the pool with Parks and then make my way to the hospital. Elizabeth wasn’t scheduled to scrub in until ten, and I was already looking forward to seeing her again.

      Maybe we could steal a private moment in my office.

      I gritted my teeth. Not maybe. We would steal a private moment in my office, and I would show her just how good of a mentor I could be.
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      Parks raked his fingers through his wet hair as we got out of my Mercedes at the hospital. We fell into stride together as we made for the entrance.

      “Where’d you go last night?”

      I glanced at him. “Sorry?”

      “The gala. One minute, you were there, and the next, I couldn’t find you or Elizabeth anywhere. Was everything all right?”

      “Yes.” I hoped I hadn’t answered too quickly and made him suspicious. I dropped my car keys in my pocket. “It was a long day. That’s all. Elizabeth was tired and so was I. Once we got through the introductions, I drove her home.”

      “A shame. I would have liked to steal one last look at her in that dress. I don’t know how you’re doing it.”

      I arched an eyebrow at him as I pulled open the glass door to the hospital and held it for him. “Doing what?”

      Parks walked backward through the door so we didn’t have to pause our conversation. “You know what. Be around her all the time. I could hardly stand to be sitting so close to her last night. And you, well…” He chuckled and shook his head as we walked shoulder to shoulder down the hall. “You perform fucking surgery with her by your side. That, in itself, was enough to win you that award last night.”

      “Thanks. I think.”

      He knuckled my shoulder. “You’re welcome. I’ll catch up with you later.”

      “Later.” We parted ways, and I made for my office. I had emails and phone calls to reply to that had been piling up since yesterday afternoon. Ducking out a little early to get ready for the gala meant I had to make up for it this morning, and I wanted to be back on track by the time Elizabeth showed up.

      I pinched my nose as I let myself into my office. My priorities were so fucked up.

      The next couple of hours went by in a blur. I was called down to the OR to oversee a transplant surgery for a patient with an iron deficiency, and I ended up having to step in to finish the second half of the procedure. I didn’t mind. It gave me something to occupy my mind with that wasn’t Elizabeth’s naked body.

      Surely, this white-hot desire would fade soon. There was no way I could keep going like this. If I was going to need her this badly every day, I was going to have to find some sort of a solution or put a stop to it altogether.

      I was returning from the OR and just around the corner from my office when a feminine voice called for me.

      “Dr. Crawford.” It carried a singsong note, and it made my skin prickle.

      “Dr. Vant,” I said, dipping my shoulder as I turned toward her.

      She was on shift and wearing her white coat. Her hair, as per usual, was slicked immaculately back, and she wore a pair of sparkly gold earrings. Under her right arm, she had a patient file pinched to her side. She smiled at me. “Do you have a moment to spare?”

      “I never have a moment to spare.”

      Sarah let my dismissal roll right off her back and leaned in. “I’m trying to get some of the doctors and residents together for some afterwork drinks sometime this week. Tell me you’ll come. I’m trying to boost relationships between our residents. It’s important for them to be able to lean on each other. And if I could tell them that the infamous Dr. Crawford was going to be there, I know I’d get a ton of interest.”

      “I’m not your headline, Sarah.”

      She purred like a cat. “I like how you say my name.”

      I resisted the urge to snatch the patient folder out from under her arm and slap her over the head with it. “Enough of this.”

      “Of what?” She pouted innocently.

      “I’m too busy to waste time on your games. No. I’m not coming for drinks. You’ll have to rope the residents into going some other way. Ask Parks. He’ll be all over it.”

      “I don’t want Parks. I want you.”

      “Sarah. I said enough.”

      She let out a dramatic sigh. “Fine. I know when I’m not wanted. See you around, Aiden.”

      Sarah turned and walked down the hall. I glared after her, wishing she would be transferred to another hospital. She was a weight on my shoulders here, but she was also a damn good doctor.

      Unfortunately.

      My office called my name as I came around the corner, itching to get a moment of peace after my run in with Dr. Vant. I tore the door open and stepped inside to pull it closed and lock it behind me.

      Then I looked up and found Elizabeth perched on the edge of my desk. She was wearing her scrubs and looked cute as hell as she swung one leg back and forth. “You left without saying goodbye this morning.”

      “I wanted to let you sleep,” I said.

      “That was sweet.”

      “Doctors need all the sleep we can get.”

      She smiled as I moved to her. I wanted to tell her I’d missed her, but it had only been five hours. I couldn’t bare my soul that easily. She reached out and put a hand on my side as she gazed up at me. “I slept well. Your bed is much more comfortable than mine.”

      I believed her. With her financial situation, I doubted she could buy a bed with any sort of support.

      She was welcome in mine anytime she wanted.

      I reached up and cupped her cheek. She leaned into my touch and let her hands wander up to my chest.

      “I’ve already clocked in,” she whispered as I leaned down to graze my lips across hers.

      “And I decide where you spend your time.”

      She quivered at my touch as I kissed her in earnest.

      Her eyes were closed when I broke our kiss and took a step back. When they fluttered open, I pointed at the floor.

      “On your knees.”

      Elizabeth slid off the edge of the desk, a sexy little smile lingering in the corner of her lips, and she gripped my thighs as she went down on her knees before me. She slid her hands inward to cup my cock, and I grew harder by the second. Then she drew the waistband of my pants down, and her lips parted to take me along her tongue.

      I let out a groan as she held my gaze.

      This girl was going to ruin me.
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      When I woke up on Saturday morning, I was disappointed to find myself staring up at my own dingy bedroom ceiling and not Aiden’s.

      I missed his bed and the warmth we shared under his sheets.

      But he had a lot on his plate last night and this morning. He was pulling long shifts, and now was not the time for us to get too caught up in each other that it got in the way of our work. So I’d made the logical call by coming home last night and sleeping alone.

      It was funny how much had changed in just a short two weeks.

      I’d gone from not wanting Dex to touch me, let alone make love to me, to craving Aiden’s affection more than I’d ever craved anything before. It was like my sexuality had suddenly been unleashed, and now it was making up for years upon years of lost time spent studying and practicing medicine instead of fucking.

      The latter was a hell of a lot more fun. Especially with Aiden. He had a way of making me feel sexy, smart, and desired all at once, and there was no better high than that. Besides maybe getting my master’s and then my acceptance for the residency at St. Mark’s.

      But it was still a close call.

      I rolled over when there was a knock on my bedroom door. “What?”

      “It’s me.” Stephanie’s voice was somber out in the hallway. We still hadn’t spoken since our argument the other day and had been skirting each other deliberately. It wasn’t like us. “Can I come in?”

      I gnawed at my bottom lip. “Yes.”

      Steph opened my door and stood in the frame. She had her pajamas on, powder blue with tiny pink flowers on them. Her blonde hair was up in the messy bun she always had it in when she slept, and there were little white dots on her chin and forehead. Pimple treatments.

      I propped myself up on my elbows.

      Steph sighed and hung her head. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be.”

      “But I am.” She moved into my room and dropped down onto the edge of my bed. The springs creaked, and she pulled loose strands of hair behind her ears. “I was a jerk the other day. I’m sorry for pushing you. And I’m sorry for being such a demanding bitch. I just… I really need to get laid.”

      I giggled.

      She did too. Then she put her hand over my ankle. “Seriously, Elizabeth. I’m really sorry. That kind of thing won’t happen again. I have to be better than that. I can be. Aiden isn’t a fuck toy. And he’s your mentor. I wouldn’t want to put you in that position.”

      Guilt tickled my insides. “It’s all right. I’m sorry too. I could have reacted better and not slammed the door on you like a ten-year-old girl.”

      She shrugged. “I deserved it.”

      “A little.”

      “Hey!” She tightened her grip playfully on my ankle.

      I snorted and pulled away from her. “Water under the bridge. Can we just forget about it and move on?”

      “Please. I would like nothing more.”

      “Me neither.”

      She clapped her hands together and grinned. “It’s settled then. You and me are spending the afternoon together before our shifts this evening. Brunch and shopping. What do you say?”

      I ran my tongue along my teeth and considered my bank account. There was a good chunk of money floating around in there from Aiden’s transfers, but I didn’t feel right spending it on new shoes or jeans or even brunch. “So long as it’s a cheap breakfast, I’m in.”

      Stephanie popped up to her feet. “All right. Deal. I’m hopping in the shower. You can go after me. Then we’ll head out. Pack your work bag so we can head to the hospital afterward. Okay?”

      “Okay.”
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      Stephanie crossed one leg over the other and peered down at the open paper brunch menu in front of her. I shuffled in closer to the little wrought-iron patio table outside one of our favorite cheap-eats café so I could peer over the top of the menu with her.

      “Why even bother looking?” I asked. “You know what you’re going to get.”

      “Not true,”

      I laughed at her. “Oh please. We both know you’re ordering a coffee and a glass of water with a wedge of lemon on the side. And a breakfast burrito. You’re more predictable than my mother at a craft fair.”

      Stephanie chuckled. “Your mom definitely has a thing for quilts, doesn’t she?”

      “The six in our linen closet didn’t give it away?”

      Stephanie closed her menu and tucked it to the side of the table before drawing her sunglasses down from the top of her head. It was a warm sunny morning, and we were both happy to be sitting out enjoying the weather together.

      “So.”

      “So?” I asked.

      Stephanie leaned across the table. There was a devious glint in her eyes that made my stomach tighten. “So, about that kiss with Aiden. Spill the beans.”

      How was I going to get away with lying right to her face like this? My head screamed that I couldn’t tell her the truth, but my heart ached with the weight of keeping a secret like this from her. She was my best friend. We told each other everything. Why was this any different?

      Sure, the stakes were higher, but I trusted her never to reveal this to anyone and to keep mine and Aiden’s arrangement under lock and key. She would never do anything to hurt me.

      I licked my lips.

      Stephanie’s eyes widened, and she pointed an accusing finger at me. “You did more than kiss him, didn’t you?”

      “No. I—”

      “Yes, you did! I can see it all over your face. That’s why you were so pissed at me for wanting to go after him. It all makes so much more sense now.” Her grin was so wide, I wondered how her cheeks managed it. Then her smile fell, and her brows drew together. “Wait. You two could get into serious trouble for this. What exactly happened between you two?”

      “We… well, we fooled around a bit.”

      “And?”

      “And I might have spent the night in his bed and not on his couch, like I said.”

      Stephanie rested her chin in her hands and stared at me in wonder. “My girl Elizabeth, getting that hot-doctor dick. I’m proud of you.”

      “Stephanie,” I scolded her crudeness. “Don’t say stuff like that.”

      “Is it not true? Does he not have that hot-doctor dick?”

      I buried my face in my hands as my cheeks burned. “I don’t even know what that means.”

      “Did he fuck you right?”

      That was an easier question for me to answer. I giggled nervously. “Yes. He definitely did.”

      Stephanie slapped the table and rocked back in her chair. “Amazing! I can’t believe this. Damn you. I’m so jealous. I’ve been throwing myself at Parks, and the dumbass is none the wiser. You’re getting what I need. Tell me everything.”

      I told her some things but not everything. I told her about how things went after the gala and how I ended up spending the night. I left out the fact that I’d sucked him off in his office the other day while both of us were working, and I also left out how that led to him slipping a hand into my scrubs and teasing me until I was putty in his hands. I told her only the bare bones of what she needed to know, and then I begged her not to tell a soul.

      Stephanie shook her head seriously as our food arrived. “I would never say anything. I promise. Your secret is safe with me. Although…”

      “What?

      “I feel less bad asking for you to keep helping me with Parks.”

      I rolled my eyes as I sipped my coffee. “All right. All right. I’ll try to steer him in your direction, okay? But I’m not a matchmaker.”

      She beamed at me. “No. You’re a sugar baby.”

      I groaned.

      Steph snickered. “Hey, it’s not all bad. Some extra money and getting to share a bed with Dr. Crawford? Girls would kill to be in your shoes. Literally kill. Like Dr. Vant. Can you imagine if she ever found out?”

      My heart leapt into my throat at the thought. “She’d ruin both of us.”

      “Probably.”

      I suddenly didn’t have much of an appetite, and I stared down at my plate, disenchanted by the eggs and hash browns.

      Stephanie nudged my shin under the table with the toe of her sneaker. “Hey, that psycho isn’t going to find out you’re getting your jollies with Aiden, okay? This stays between us. And Aiden, of course. But I won’t even let on to him that I know. Okay?”

      “Okay,” I muttered.

      Stephanie nodded confidently at me. “Good. Now eat your food. We have a long day, and we don’t waste food. Right?”

      I sighed. “Right.”
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      “Scrub out, Dr. Crawford,” the nurse at my side said. “We’ll take it from here.”

      She’d been a rock star through Gary Lowde’s bypass surgery, and having her at my side made the process a hell of a lot easier. She was quick on her feet and inquisitive. I hardly had to give her any instructions. She hopped to each next step with ease, and now it seemed she was fully aware of how long I’d been on the clock.

      I’d just passed my twelve-hour mark. The surgery had been a three-and-a-half-hour procedure that was high risk but went smoothly. Gary had a blocked artery in the right ventricle of his heart, and had he not caught it early, his story would have ended a lot differently. And a lot sooner.

      Two and a half months ago, he’d experienced shortness of breath and chest pains while walking down his driveway to put his garbage at the curb. His wife, a sweet but firm woman, had laid down the law and dragged his ass to their family doctor, who ran some tests and took steps to set him up for surgery as soon as possible.

      Luckily, there was no damage to his heart.

      He had little risk for further complications. Heart disease ran in his family, but he didn’t have many of the other symptoms the other men in his family did. He was healthy. Fit. Active. He didn’t have diabetes or high blood pressure. All the variables were stacked in his favor, which made my job infinitely easier in the OR.

      I thanked the nurse at my side, who was already working with the other doctor to put Gary back together on the table. His wife was likely sitting in the waiting room outside.

      “I’ll tell Mrs. Lowde her husband is moving into recovery.”

      “All right.” The nurse didn’t look up from her work as I headed to the door.

      I scrubbed out, washed my hands, and slipped out into the waiting room to cast my eyes over the mint-green chairs in search of Gary’s wife. I spotted her in a corner seat. She had a magazine flipped open in her lap and her elbow resting on the armrest of the chair. Her cheek was crushed against her palm, which caused her glasses to lean crooked and creep up one side of her face.

      I smiled to myself.

      This was a good part of the job. Delivering happy news always made a long shift worthwhile.

      I crossed the linoleum of the waiting room and stopped in front of Mrs. Lowde. In the time it took me to get to her, her chin had dipped even lower toward the strands of gold and silver beads glittering around her neck.

      “Mrs. Lowde?”

      The woman in the chair didn’t stir. The magazine inched closer to the edge of her knees, and her cheek became even more smushed. I smiled to myself as I slid my hands in my white coat pockets.

      “Mrs. Lowde?” I spoke a little louder.

      She woke with a jerk. Her eyes snapped open, and she righted herself. The magazine slid to the floor, and as I bent to pick it up, she straightened her glasses and blinked at me. “Doctor?”

      I straightened up and placed the magazine on the small end table beside her chair. “Apologies. I didn’t mean to startle you. Your husband is out of surgery. Everything went brilliantly, and he’ll be moved to recovery in about twenty minutes.”

      She pressed a thick-fingered hand to her chest and sighed with relief. “Thank heavens. When can I see him?”

      “Soon.” I checked the time on the clock above the doors to the OR. “Give the nurses some time to get him settled, and one of them will come out to get you. You have time to grab a bite to eat or a coffee from the cafeteria, if you like. I know you haven’t left this chair since your husband was rolled in. And they’ll need at least half an hour.”

      She nodded. “All right. Thank you, doctor. Thank you so much.” She got to her feet and clasped my hand with her shaking ones. “I don’t know what would have happened had you not added Gary’s surgery to your schedule. We are so very grateful.”

      I knew what would have happened. He would have suffered a major heart attack while doing some mundane activity, like changing a tire or unloading the dishwasher, and he would have dropped dead. Done. Over. Just like that.

      I squeezed her hand back. “It’s the least I could do.”

      Mrs. Lowde fixed her glasses upon the bridge of her nose before shuffling around me to disappear down the hall, following the signs hanging from the ceiling that would point her in the direction of the cafeteria two floors below our feet. Once she was gone, I retired to my office to take fifteen minutes to myself before I had to be back out in the halls and doing patient visits. I had four patients to see in the cardiac unit and another two in intensive care who were recovering from emergency surgeries performed within the last thirty-two hours.

      I expected a lot of questions from family members. There always were.

      It left little room for me to show up looking as exhausted as I felt, so being able to lock my office door and drop down into my chair to put my feet up on my desk was a welcome moment of silence and stillness.

      “Four more hours,” I told myself, knitting my fingers behind my head and leaning back. My chair squeaked in soft protest beneath me.

      Four more hours and I would be home.

      And with any luck, Elizabeth would join me there.

      My fifteen minutes of solitude were interrupted by a knock on my office door. I kicked my heels down from my desk and called for them to let themselves in.

      The door opened a crack, and Elizabeth poked her head in.

      The fatigue that had rested heavily on my shoulders mere moments before slipped away.

      “Hi.” She closed the door behind her and clasped her hands behind her back. Her hair was drawn up in a tight coiled bun atop her head, showing off her face shape and the little diamond earrings winking in her earlobes.

      I smiled at her. “You’re a sight for sore eyes today.”

      “Rough shift?”

      “Long.”

      She nodded sympathetically and moved closer to my desk. “Is there anything I can do to help?”

      Coy little minx.

      I braced a hand on the desk and pushed myself to my feet. “I wish we had the time.” I moved around the desk and leaned on the front of it. Elizabeth took a step toward me, and I reached out, took her wrist, and pulled her into me. “We have rounds to make. Patient visits. I want you to pay attention and follow my lead. Can you do that?”

      “Of course.”

      “What time are you on the clock until?”

      “Two in the morning.”

      I nodded and slipped a hand into the pocket of my coat, where I fished out a single gold key. I pushed it into her palm. “This is for you. Come to my house when you’re done tonight. Let yourself in.”

      Her big brown eyes swept up to me.

      “Is it too much?” I asked, cocking my head to the side.

      Her tongue darted out and ran along her lips. “No. Not at all. Thank you.”

      “I’ll make the trip out to me worth it.” I winked.

      She giggled softly and pushed at my chest. “I would expect nothing less.”

      Coy and cheeky. A sexy combination.

      Elizabeth stilled when I reached up and grazed her cheek with the back of my fingers. “There’ll be more money in your account by tomorrow morning.”

      She drew her bottom lip into her mouth. “Thank you.”

      “Is it helping?”

      “Of course it is.”

      “Good.” I nodded and slid my fingers under her chin, lifting her face to mine so I could press a soft kiss to her lips. The kiss deepened. Elizabeth’s fingers tightened in the front of my coat, and a little moan escaped her lips.

      I forced myself to pull away. It wasn’t easy. Her lips and the curve of her hips called to me. All I wanted was to sweep an arm across my desk to clear the surface so I could lay her down on it and have my way with her. Hard and fast and rough and wild.

      But this was not the place. And we had all night for such things.

      Elizabeth moved back and blushed. “I hope I’m worth what you’re paying.”

      I grinned and moved around her, squeezing her ass as I went. “Don’t ever doubt yourself. Not with me and not in this job. Got it?”

      She followed me out of my office and into the hall. Her footsteps were silent as she came up beside me and held her chin up. “Got it.”

      We started with the hard visits first in the ICU. Elizabeth stayed by my side through every conversation with the children and spouses of patients, who asked a dozen questions in a matter of minutes and hung on every word I said.

      “How long until he can leave the hospital?”

      “Can we bring him food to eat that isn’t shitty cafeteria food?”

      “Where’s the closest place to have a smoke?”

      “What medication is he on?”

      “We’ve been waiting for over an hour. Are you sure he’s getting proper care here?”

      “You have to pay for television?”

      “Is there a parking discount for immediate family members?”

      “How much does this medication cost?”

      “Does he have to stay on these pills for life?”

      “How bad is the scar going to be?”

      By the time we moved on from the ICU to go to the cardiac unit, my head was pounding, and all I wanted was to sleep.

      Or find a quiet place where I could pull Elizabeth into my lap and have my way with her.

      We rode the elevator up to the cardiac unit. Elizabeth watched me out of the corner of her eye. “So, was that normal?”

      I smirked. “You mean the torrent of questions they could have asked literally anyone else?”

      She nodded.

      “Yep. Quite normal.”

      Elizabeth sighed. “How irritating.”

      “Part of the job.”

      “Still irritating.”

      I chuckled as the elevator doors slid open. We stepped out and pushed through the doors to the cardiac unit. “You’ll come to expect them. When people are flustered and have suffered trauma or grief, they tend to focus on the things that don’t matter as much.”

      “Like parking?”

      I shrugged. “For those who can’t necessarily afford it, it’s a valid concern. Unfortunately, it’s entirely out of my hands. I deal with the patient on the operating table and the aftermath. Not the convenience of coming to see them.”

      We paused in front of the first room we were visiting. I could hear muffled voices of visitors chatting quietly with their family member in recovery. It was a better sound than tearful grief.

      “These ones will be better,” I said, and then Elizabeth and I slipped into the room to greet the family of a man who was recovering from open-heart surgery yesterday afternoon.
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      The day weighed heavily on me as I changed out of my scrubs in the hospital locker room and slipped into a comfy pair of leggings and an oversized sweatshirt. I pulled on a pair of tennis shoes, pulled my hair out of its messy bun, shook it out, and slapped a bit of lip gloss on.

      It was just after two in the morning, and I was ready to get the hell out of here. I fished Aiden’s house key out of my scrub pockets and twirled it in my fingers.

      “What’s that?” Stephanie asked, sidling up beside me to pop open her locker.

      I dropped the key in my purse. “Nothing. New key to my mom’s place.”

      Close call.

      “Are you heading home?”

      “Maybe not right away,” I told her.

      “Well, I still have another couple of hours to go. I’ll see you back at the apartment later?”

      “Sure. Gotta run, Steph. Have a good rest of your shift.”

      I grabbed my things out of my locker before locking it up and hurried out of the women’s locker room to hail a cab in the parking lot. I gave the driver Aiden’s address as my stomach swirled with excitement at having time alone with him.

      His words had been running through my mind all night. I craved his touch and his bed and the heat of his breath on my neck.

      The cab dropped me off at his place, and I made my way up the drive, slid his key in the lock, and let myself in.

      It was an odd sensation to walk through his silent house in the middle of the night.

      I’d hoped he would have waited up for me. But the stillness suggested he was already asleep. I supposed I couldn’t blame him. He worked hard, and he’d pulled a long shift. He needed rest.

      I found him in his bedroom.

      He was lying on his back with the blankets resting lightly over his stomach. His chest was exposed, showing off taut muscle that made my mouth water.

      For a moment, or a couple of beats longer than a moment, I considered crawling into bed beside him and letting him sleep. It would be nice to drift off sharing the warmth of our bodies beneath the blankets. It would be nicer still to wake up next to him.

      But that was something a real girlfriend did. Not a fuck buddy.

      Maybe I wasn’t necessarily a fuck buddy, but I felt closer to that than a girlfriend. This was an arrangement, not a relationship.

      And he’d asked me to come here for sex, not to cuddle.

      I shook my head at myself. At some point or another, I was going to have to stop getting caught up in these romantic ideas that this could be more than what I’d offered: access to my body.

      I slid my bag off my shoulder and placed it gently upon his dresser. Then slowly and silently, I stripped out of my clothes, folded them neatly, and set them down in a neat pile beside my bag. Then I proceeded to tiptoe across his bedroom, pull the blankets back on the empty right-hand side of the bed, and slide under them. The mattress creaked softly, comfortably, and I curled onto my side to face him as my skin prickled at the coolness of the sheets.

      I nestled closer to him, resting my knees lightly against his hip to feel some of his warmth. He was naked too.

      My heart fluttered with anticipation as I reached over and ran my hand over his chest. I felt a little guilty as I prepared to wake him. Like me, I was sure his day had been long and tiresome. Perhaps he needed sleep more than he needed me.

      I licked my lips and propped my head up on one hand. It didn’t matter. He’d asked me to come here. This is what he wanted. And it was what I wanted too.

      Desperately.

      So I kissed his bare shoulder and worked my way across his chest before gently pushing at him. “Aiden.”

      He drew a deep, sharp breath as his eyes fluttered open.

      I smiled up at him. “I considered letting you sleep.”

      He wrapped an arm around my waist. “I’m glad you didn’t.”

      Hopefully, he wasn’t just saying that to spare my feelings. “We don’t have to—”

      He cupped my cheek. “Hush.”

      Gently, he pulled me down to him to press his lips to mine. The kiss was soft, like a sweet hello, and then it deepened and became something else entirely. A fire came to life in my belly, and I slid in tight against him, loving the way the touch of his skin made the flames inside me burn brighter.

      He rolled himself on top of me. The pillow beneath my head gave in, and I sank deep into his mattress as he left a trail of kisses down my neck and the middle of my chest. He worked his way down my ribs to my navel, at which point he nudged my legs apart so he could settle between them. Aiden moved down lower, bracing himself on his elbows as I let my knees fall farther apart to rest on the bed.

      I sighed as he left sweet but teasing kisses on the insides of my thighs.

      “I was dreaming about you.” He gazed up at me, his handsome face framed by my legs.

      “Good things I hope.”

      “Always good things.” He smiled. “I dreamed of this.”

      I didn’t have time to answer. Aiden’s tongue flicked out to taste me, and I melted as he slid his hands under my hips. He swirled his tongue over my clit, daring me to make a fool of myself and come far too quickly. Every time I edged toward an orgasm, he would back off so he could start all over. He was merciless and wonderful all at the same time.

      I plunged my fingers into his hair. “Please.”

      He let out a soft moan and held on to me as I rolled my hips. My body thrummed with pleasure and desperation for the release that was just out of reach.

      He drew my clit between his lips and sucked as he slipped a finger inside me, and I lost it. The world shattered, euphoria washed over me, and I panted and writhed in his arms as he continued fucking me throughout my orgasm.

      Then he went to his knees, leaned across me, and plucked a condom from his nightstand.

      I was still a breathless mess beneath him while he rolled it on.

      I propped myself up on my elbows. “Let me—”

      He shook his head as he placed a hand on my chest and pushed me back down. “You relax. I want to take care of you.”

      Not one to disobey, I followed his orders. My lips curled into a smile as he inched closer and dropped his hips to mine. I reached for him, and he came down to me as he eased his cock inside me. I let out a soft whimper as I took all of him, and he held himself inside me as he crushed his lips to mine.

      Wanting nothing more than to feel closer to him, I wrapped my legs around his waist. He chuckled into our kiss, and I squeezed him with my thighs, as if in silent plea for him to fuck me harder.

      He did.

      His thrusts were deep and steady.

      “Fuck,” he growled, stroking my hair off my forehead before tightening his fingers in my roots, holding me in place as he turned my head to the side to kiss the side of my throat. He worked his way up to my ear and pinched it between his teeth.

      I let out a little yelp. His hot breath and soft moan in my ear nearly pushed me over the edge.

      “You’re so wet, baby,” he grated out, his voice pinched with lust.

      “I can’t help it.”

      “I fucking love it.”

      He fucked me even harder. I clung to him like I was terrified he would stop and leave. We both approached our climaxes together, and when I cried out in pleasure, he let himself go too. Our breathless sighs and moans rose up to the ceiling in unison until we were spent and lying on our backs with our eyes closed.

      Aiden rested a hand on my thigh and closed his eyes. “Stay the night.”

      I rolled over to face him and cupped my hands under my cheek. “You’re sure?”

      He nodded but didn’t open his eyes. “Positive. I want you here in the morning.”

      I inched closer to him and tucked myself into his side. He draped an arm around me as I rested my cheek on his chest. His heart beat slowly and steadily, and I found it impossible to keep my eyes open.

      Aiden traced slow circles with his thumb on my shoulder. I fell asleep before he stopped.
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      The minutes were passing too quickly as I watched Elizabeth sleep.

      She slept chaotically. Both times she’d been in my bed, I’d woken to find her tangled in my sheets like she’d gotten lost in them and had to fight her way out. Her hair was a wild mess all across my pillows, and she laid half on her side and half on her stomach with one arm dangling off the edge of the mattress. I envied how soundly she rested.

      I tossed and turned all night. Dreams of her and her body wrapped around mine were broken up by other more distressing dreams about patients dying on my table.

      It was a common stress dream for me that had started way back in med school in my early twenties. When the pressure of my studies started to pile up and the realization that people were going to entrust me with their lives struck home, the dreams started. They’d been with me ever since.

      The only person I’d ever talked to about them was Peter. He assured me, in all his wisdom, that it was perfectly normal and that he suffered from them too. He suggested I talk to someone. A professional.

      It seemed a terrible waste of time to me. And as someone with little time to spare, I wasn’t going to spend it sitting on a plush sofa in an immaculately decorated shrink’s office talking about my night terrors.

      Pass.

      Instead, I bore them as a burden of the job, just like losing patients was. It was my reality.

      But it hadn’t become Elizabeth’s yet. Not quite. She was clever enough to know that sooner or later, she was going to lose a patient. In the past weeks at St. Mark’s, she’d already stared death in the face and handled it like a champ, like with the bombing victims. But she hadn’t yet established a rapport with a person facing a potentially terminal illness. She hadn’t pored over their files day and night, looking for a solution. She hadn’t researched medicine in the early trial stages for a last resort.

      She hadn’t sat down with said patient and their family and given them the bad news that they weren’t going to see another Christmas.

      I’d done it a hundred times over and would continue to do so over the next twenty-five years.

      As she slept, I wished I could spare her the heartbreak she was doomed to face. Her innocence was still very much a part of her, a part of what had drawn me to her. But it wouldn’t last forever. Not in this career field. Hell, it probably wouldn’t even last another year.

      That sweet, somewhat naïve smile of hers would become something different. A strained smile to put on a good show for those who were suffering perhaps. Her bedside manner was already extraordinary, and I suspected it would only improve from here. She wasn’t the sort of woman who would become desensitized to the grief and the pain that surrounded her every day. If anything, I was sure she’d become even more aware of it. Even more desperate to fix it and to help.

      Like I was.

      But the weight of it all would begin to pull her down eventually.

      I sighed as she shifted gently in her sleep, drawing the arm dangling off the side of the bed into her chest and curling her legs up to sleep in a ball with one arm tucked under her pillow.

      Eventually, sleep like this would be impossible to come by.

      I decided to let her rest for as long as she was able and slipped out of the bedroom to make my way to my kitchen. I pulled out pans, flour, oats, eggs, and milk and went about preparing pancakes for breakfast. I found a quarter package of bacon in my freezer and preheated the oven while I threw all the pancake ingredients together in a large mixing bowl.

      When everything was mixed and the bacon was in the oven, I went to my office and transferred another lump sum of cash into Elizabeth’s account. Once I got the confirmation, I leaned back in my chair and checked the time.

      It was already eight in the morning. Elizabeth’s shift at the hospital started in two hours. That wasn’t nearly enough time. I needed more.

      And I got what I wanted.

      I called the hospital and had Elizabeth’s shift covered. It took some string pulling, but everyone everywhere owed me at least three favors, so after a couple calls to the right people and some no bullshit demands, I successfully got her the day off.

      I was smiling to myself when I went back into the kitchen.

      Elizabeth was sitting at the kitchen counter waiting for me. She spun in her stool to face me, and I loved how she looked in my gray T-shirt, which was oversized on her. It showed off her thighs, and I raked my eyes down her legs as she clicked her tongue at me.

      “What were you up to?” she asked, cocking her head to the side.

      I checked the bacon in the oven. It only needed another five minutes, so I turned on the pan for the pancakes. “I called the hospital.”

      “Is everything okay?”

      “Yes. More than okay. You don’t have to go in today.”

      She was silent for a minute. “Really?”

      I looked over my shoulder at her as I stirred the pancake batter once more. “Really. It’s just you and me today. No patients. No other doctors encroaching on our space. Just you and me and all this space. What do you think?”

      She smiled deviously. “I think it’s a perfect way to spend my Sunday.”

      “What would you like to do? Sky’s the limit.” I poured the pancakes on the pan. They bubbled quickly, and I stood at the ready to flip them.

      “Sky’s the limit, huh?”

      I flipped the pancakes and turned to face her, leaning against the counter and crossing my arms over my chest. “So long as you don’t say ‘spend the afternoon with Parks’, we’re good.”

      Elizabeth laughed. The sound was glorious, and it danced around the high ceilings of my kitchen, and I stood in awe of her.

      How I had almost missed this opportunity because I didn’t want a resident, I had no idea. I would have been kicking myself if I saw her sexy ass walking down the hospital halls and learned I could have had her working under me.

      Literally and figuratively.

      “How about we get out of the house and explore the city? We could go to Central Park and grab lunch or dinner while we’re out. Someplace simple. Where we won’t risk anyone from the hospital seeing us.”

      “Sounds like a date,” Elizabeth mused.

      I loved how coy she was now that she was more comfortable around me. I didn’t acknowledge out loud that it was kinda sorta a date. Instead, I plopped the pancakes on a plate, set out the butter, maple syrup, and bacon, and told her to eat up.

      Elizabeth drowned her pancakes in syrup. She ate slowly, carefully, like she was afraid of biting her lip, and I liked the way her cheeks puffed up with food. She was intolerably adorable.

      “What are you staring at?” Elizabeth asked after washing her bite of pancakes down with a sip of water.

      “Nothing.”

      “Uh huh.”

      “Finish your pancakes.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      I arched an eyebrow. She stared back at me in challenge, her eyes narrowed, lips pressed in a firm line. Amusement danced in her brown eyes, and she fought valiantly to keep a straight face, but she broke after only a few moments, descending into laughter across from me that had me grinning like a fool.

      This wasn’t just a financial arrangement anymore to help her with her struggles.

      No. I was way more invested than that.

      When we finished eating, I cleared the table. Elizabeth got to her feet and stretched her arms over her head. My T-shirt inched up her thighs to hover just below her hips, teasing me with a near view of her.

      I met her at the table. “Let’s take a shower.”

      She pressed her hands flat to my chest and gazed up at me. “Together?”

      I nodded.

      Her coy smile returned in full force. “Yes, sir.”
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      My knees were a little wobbly when I got out of Aiden’s Mercedes at Central Park. Our shower had turned into an hour-long fuck session, and Aiden was insatiable as ever, taking what he wanted and leaving me trembling on his bed in his wake after several rollercoaster orgasms.

      And now we were on a date.

      It was odd.

      Even though my heart wanted this with him, my head told me I was walking a fine line, and we were courting the edges of heartbreak.

      Aiden was my boss. Not only that, but he was one of the most respected surgeons in the city. Hell, maybe in the whole state. And here he was, having a fling with one of his residents. If word got out about us, his reputation and his career would be destroyed. As would mine. And then there would be nobody to save my mother from financial despair.

      I chewed my bottom lip as he took my hand and led me across the parking lot. He gave my fingers a gentle squeeze, and I squeezed back before we both let our hands fall to our sides.

      We couldn’t risk seeing someone we knew out here.

      It kind of put a damper on a “date” to not even be able to hold hands.

      “So,” Aiden said, his warm, deep voice pulling me away from my thoughts.

      “So?”

      “What do you think so far?”

      I frowned. “About what?”

      “St. Mark’s. Your residency. How things are going. What do you think?”

      All of a sudden, this didn’t feel like a date at all. It sounded like a check-in meeting. “Um. Good. Right?”

      He chuckled. “I asked you. Don’t ask me.”

      I licked my lips. “I think things are going really well. I think I’ve crossed the bridge from university to hospital setting, and I think I’m ready to take on more responsibility when the time comes.”

      “Yeah?”

      I stopped walking. He turned toward me with a serious expression.

      “Yes,” I said as confidently as I could manage.

      He smiled. “Good. I feel the same way. You’ve impressed me, as well as every other doctor who’s had the pleasure to work with you. You’re an asset to the hospital, Elizabeth. Don’t doubt yourself.”

      “Thank you.”

      “And how about your peers? Everything going well there? Except for Parks and his incessant neediness, of course.”

      “Of course.” I smiled. “No, everyone has been lovely. Well. Almost everyone.”

      He looked down at me as we walked the path under looming trees fading from emerald greens to crisp copper and reds. The shade from the leaves left jagged shadows across his face that danced with every step he took. “Who is giving you a hard time? Tell me. I’ll fix it for you.”

      I shook my head. “It doesn’t need fixing. To be honest, I think your meddling would only make things worse.”

      He sighed and slid his hands into his jean pockets. “It’s Sarah, isn’t it?”

      “It is.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Why? It’s not your fault she’s a bitch. She just is. And I think my presence irritates her. Not only does she know I’m smart and capable, but she hates that I’m working so closely with you. The woman is obsessed with you, Aiden. Like, seriously obsessed.”

      “Don’t I know it.”

      “How long has she been like that?” I asked.

      Aiden and I hooked a right, following a wider path dotted with people and their dogs, strollers, and coffee cups. It smelled like earth and rain, and I drew a deep breath, savoring the freshness in the air. It granted me a moment of clarity where I was able to appreciate that I was out with Aiden.

      “Sarah has been a thorn in my side for the last few years. Since she transferred to St. Mark’s, I suppose.”

      “Have you not tried to do something about her?” I asked quizzically. “If I had someone hanging off my every word and trying to insert themselves into my life like that, I would have lost it a long time ago.”

      “I don’t know if you’ve noticed, Elizabeth, but I’m very good at ignoring people.”

      I smiled. “I have.”

      He ran his fingers through his hair and lifted his chin. “Sarah would become more of a problem if I tried to resolve it.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “Experience.”

      I chewed the inside of my cheek and decided it was probably best to drop the subject. Aiden knew what he was talking about far better than me. He’d known her for years. I’d only known Sarah for a couple of months, and what I did know of her were just surface-level interactions. Not that they weren’t enough for me to make a fairly accurate estimation as to just what kind of woman she was.

      We walked for two hours. The air was fresh, a welcome contrast to the sterile smell and recycled air in the hospital, and the people watching was phenomenal.

      Couples were spread out on blankets on the grass. Fathers were tossing baseballs with their young children. Mothers were reading their books and watching their families play. Dogs ran to catch Frisbees, and the elderly paused at every bench along the path to catch their breath.

      We came back to the car just shy of four in the afternoon, and by that point, my stomach was growling up a storm. I tried to hide it from Aiden, but he must have heard me because he asked if I was hungry for some lunch.

      “I know a great little place just a couple of blocks from here,” he said as he opened his car door.

      I nodded at him over the hood. “Sounds good. I’m starving.”

      We got in the car, and he pulled out of the lot to take us down the street to a little hole in the wall restaurant with a sign above the front door that was so old, I couldn’t even read what it said. The windows were stained glass, and everything inside the restaurant was done in rich earthy tones, reds and browns. Aiden led me to a table near the window, where the sun streaming through the stained glass cast a rainbow of colors across our hands on the table.

      We ordered beers and burgers, and Aiden leaned back in his chair to watch me as I took my first sip of amber ale. Foam clung to my upper lip, and I licked it away.

      “I wasn’t going to accept you as a resident, you know.”

      I blinked at him. “Pardon?”

      He nodded. “I was approached and asked if I wanted a resident. I said no. But I was pressured into it.”

      I leaned forward and rested my chin in my hand. “Any regrets?”

      He laughed and sipped his beer. “None so far. It’s been nice to have someone by my side through the harder stuff. You know?”

      I almost balked at his vulnerability. Instead, I nodded, trying to look as understanding as possible as the little voice inside my head threatened me: don’t say anything to screw this up.

      “Do you remember all of them?” I asked.

      He gazed evenly back at me.

      “Do you remember every patient you’ve lost?” I clarified.

      He sighed and looked out the window. I didn’t know what he was looking at. It was impossible to see outside through the colored glass. “I used to. When I was young, I knew all of them. I used to try to even the scales by saving five people for every one I’d lost.”

      “That sounds like it would cause more pain than good.”

      His smile turned sad. “Yeah. I needed someone to tell me that when I was young and dumb and desperate to do good in this world. Back when all this was still shiny and new.”

      “When you were green like me?” I asked, offering him a warm smile that I hoped melted some of the ice around his heart. I could see it in his eyes. Grief. Pain. Loss.

      He felt so strongly for people he didn’t really know.

      Aiden sipped his beer. “Yes. My mentor told me over and over that I’d have to find a way to reconcile with losing people. He told me it would get better over time.”

      “Did it?”

      “No. Not even a little bit.”

      I wanted to move around the table, curl up in his lap, kiss his lips and his cheeks and his jaw and his neck, and tell him he was magic. That without him, so many other people would have lost their lives. That because of him, children still had mothers and fathers, and parents still had their babies, and families were whole that could have been destroyed.

      Instead, I reached for his hand on the table and rested mine on top. “I think you’re too hard on yourself.”

      “I have to be.”

      “No.” I shook my head. “You don’t. But you know no other way. There’s no statistic out there that says if you save X amount of people, you’ll redeem those you didn’t save.”

      He studied me. His eyes were cool but not angry. It was like he’d shut down all emotions.

      I carried on, hoping I wasn’t overstepping. “We don’t get to pick and choose whose punch card runs out. We get to run around like chickens with our heads cut off doing everything we can to buy them more time, but to think we have any more control than that is… well, dangerous. You’ve saved hundreds of lives, Aiden. And saving those lives has probably saved others in the process.”

      He gave me a lopsided smile that I knew was forced. “Tell me that again five years from now.”

      I sat up a little straighter. “I know it’s going to be hard. And I know I’m going to cry myself to sleep some nights. Maybe for weeks. I already have. But it’s not going to stop me from putting my scrubs on every day and marching into that hospital to face the storm. Just like it hasn’t stopped you. You don’t give yourself enough credit.”

      His eyes narrowed. “I don’t like how the tables are turning here, resident. I’m your mentor. Not the other way around.”

      I smiled, and my cheeks burned. “I’m sorry. I guess all I’m trying to say is that I respect the hell out of you, Dr. Crawford. And I’m so thankful you accepted me as your resident.”

      Aiden’s eyes flicked back and forth between mine. Then in a smooth motion, he lifted his beer in a toast. “Here’s to the best damn decision I ever made.”

      My cheeks burned hotter, and I lifted my beer as well. My insides were warm and fuzzy, and I couldn’t help but wonder if he was talking about my residency or about our relationship—or whatever this thing between us could be called.

      Our agreement.

      It didn’t matter. I was glad for any amount of time I could spend in his company.

      And in his bed.
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      It was a little hard to believe that I was on a date with a woman like Elizabeth. But there I was, sitting across from her. She sipped her second beer and watched the live band take to the stage across from the bar to play upbeat familiar rock tunes that had the place buzzing with energy.

      She looked beautiful. The light streaming in through the stained glass painted her skin in a blue glow. She looked otherworldly and out of reach of a man’s hands like mine. But all I had to do was reach for her and I could touch her. Hold her.

      Her foot tapped on the floor to the beat of the music. In this place, she wasn’t the doctor I was training but the girl I was falling for, and I wanted to show her a good time. So, I stood up and offered her my hand.

      “Want to dance?”

      She looked from my hand up to my face. “Are you serious?”

      “Why wouldn’t I be serious?”

      She leaned sideways to peer around me and at the dance floor. A couple of other people had taken to the floor and were swirling around it with effortless ease as the tempo quickened. “It’s the middle of the day.”

      “Why should that mean we can’t dance?” I asked.

      She drew her bottom lip into her mouth, and her eyes flicked to her beer. As a smile stretched her cheeks, she picked up her beer, drained the last quarter of the glass, and then slapped her hand into mine. “Screw it. Lead the way, doctor.”

      I wasn’t much of a dancer. Never had been. But that didn’t matter much. With a woman like Elizabeth twirling around me and pressing her back to my chest, it didn’t matter how messy my moves looked. If anyone cared enough to watch, they’d be caught up in watching her. She was all grace and poise on the dance floor, and she looked like she belonged on it. Her eyes lit up with joy, and her smile was bright and wide as she turned her face to the ceiling and spun in a circle, arms outstretched, until I spun her into my chest and held her to me.

      “You’re a bit of a freak, you know that?” I teased.

      “I haven’t gone dancing in a long time. And never this early in the afternoon.”

      I leaned in to press my lips to her ear. “I don’t think I’m going to last long with you moving like that.”

      “Like what?” she asked, cocking her head to the side as she ran her hand down my chest and then along the waistband of my jeans.

      I caught her wrist and squeezed. “Don’t play games with me, woman.”

      “I like games.”

      She was wicked in the best way. I shook my head at her. “This is not the place for me to—”

      “To what?” she challenged, turning around and rolling her ass against my groin. Her hair filled my nose with the scent of coconut, and I wanted to take her by the hips and hold her to me, but this wasn’t the place for that. The other dancers were other couples, and everyone was behaving well.

      Except for us.

      I drew her hair over her shoulder and pressed my lips to the side of her neck. “You are going to be in trouble for this.”

      “Are you going to punish me?”

      I growled.

      She giggled. “Is that a yes?”

      I grabbed a handful of her ass. She let out a breathless sigh and leaned her head back against my shoulder. Her hips swayed and my cock twitched, and every muscle in my body screamed for me to take her.

      Now.

      “Let’s get the hell out of here,” I said.

      Elizabeth nodded.

      I took her by the hand and led her off the dance floor. We wove through other couples and then through tables until we broke through the front door and emerged out on the sidewalk. The evening air was cool and refreshing, and I drew in a deep breath through my nose. Elizabeth followed me to the curb where I threw my arm out to hail a cab.

      “What about your car?” she asked, tipping her head back to look up at me.

      “I’ll come back for it in the morning. Or I’ll send someone for it.”

      “Send someone for it?”

      I nodded. “Being a reputable doctor has its perks. Don’t worry, young grasshopper. You’ll get there one day.”

      She threw her head back and laughed. The sound was music to my ears.

      A yellow cab pulled over. I opened the back door and let Elizabeth slide in front of me before following her into the back seat. I gave the driver my address, who cast a look over his shoulder at Elizabeth.

      Had his gaze lingered a moment longer, I would have told him to keep his eyes on the damn road.

      As we made the drive back to my place. Elizabeth leaned into my side to rest her head on my shoulder. She let out a content sigh, and when I looked down at her, I found her eyes were closed.

      Without realizing what I was doing, I pressed my lips to the top of her head. She cooed and nuzzled in closer to my side, wrapping her arms around my bicep. I rested my cheek on her head and breathed in the floral and coconut of her shampoo.

      I could have stayed in that moment for hours longer.

      The cab driver let us out in my driveway. I paid him cash and left a decent tip, and then I wrapped an arm around Elizabeth and walked her up the drive to the front door. Letting us in, I held her steady as she kicked her shoes off.

      “The best part of any night,” she said, stretching to the tips of her toes to stretch her arches.

      “The best part, huh?”

      She blushed. “Well. Almost the best part.”

      As we walked down the hall to the bathroom to brush our teeth, she let out a deep yawn. My girl was sleepy and understandably so. She’d been busting her ass at the hospital, and when she wasn’t hustling at St. Mark’s, she was hustling in my bed.

      I smirked to myself.

      She’d earned her sleepiness.

      We brushed our teeth together. That was a first for me. I’d never stood in front of my bathroom mirror with a woman beside me doing such a mundane task. I watched the foam in the corners of her mouth and the way her nose twitched as she ran the toothbrush over her teeth.

      Adorable. Like everything else she did.

      Elizabeth put her hand on my shoulder when she was done. “I’ll meet you in there?”

      “Sure. I just want to shave.” I had an early shift tomorrow, and being clean shaven was a hospital expectation and rule.

      She padded out of the bathroom, and I shaved quickly. I didn’t want to miss out on any time with my girl. Just thinking about her lying naked in my bed was getting me all hot and bothered. My cock had swollen inside my jeans, and the strain was getting uncomfortable. I needed a release. I needed her hands all over me.

      I needed her to help me stop thinking.

      I patted my face dry with a hand towel, flicked the bathroom light off, and went to join her in the bedroom.

      The only light in the room was the lamp on my nightstand. Elizabeth was curled up on her side on her side of the bed. Her eyes were closed, and she had one hand tucked under her pillow.

      Her breathing was slow and steady and deep.

      “Damn it,” I muttered as a smile tugged at the corners of my mouth.

      She needed rest. It outweighed my desperate need for her body and her touch by a landslide. I slid into bed beside her and turned on my side to drape an arm over her hip. She wiggled herself backward in her sleep, resting against my chest, and we fit together perfectly.

      I closed my eyes as we shared a pillow.

      This was an evening full of firsts for me.
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      I woke to soft kisses on my shoulder.

      “Are you awake?”

      I moaned softly as I stretched my legs out and rolled onto my back.

      Aiden was beside me. There was a grin playing on his handsome face as he drew my hair off my face and tucked it behind my ear. “You fell asleep on me last night.”

      I rubbed at my eyes. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize how tired I was.”

      “You needed the rest.”

      I propped myself up on my elbows. “And now that I’ve had it?”

      He chuckled deep in his chest as he gazed up at me. “I think you know what.”

      I gazed into his eyes.

      Good lord. I was in trouble.

      This man was my mentor. He was the one who was supposed to be my professional leader, not my lover. And yet, I was falling head over heels for him, despite knowing there was no happy ending for us.

      How could there be?

      Our careers were top priority to the both of us. To expect or want him to abandon his and choose me was selfish and a double standard. I doubted I would give it all up for him. Not after all the hard work I’d put in to get here. And not with my mother relying on me to make her life better.

      I rolled on top of him, swinging a leg over his hip to straddle him. I pressed my hands to his chest to push him down into the mattress. “You’re going to ruin me, Dr. Crawford.”

      He grabbed my hips and squeezed. “No, baby. I’m going to make you.”

      Heat bloomed below my belly. I rocked my hips in his lap.

      Aiden let out a low growl. “Who said you got to be on top?”

      I paused, feeling his cock growing stiff between my thighs. “Tell me where you want me, boss.”

      He pulled and pushed at my hips, sending me back into motion on top of him. He reached up to caress my breasts, and his eyes grew hungry. “I want you here. I want you to ride me until you come. And then I’m going to take you on your knees.”

      I shuddered.

      Breaking the rules had never been my forte. But this?

      This was delicious.

      I reached back and took his cock, lifting him up to guide him toward my pussy. He took hold of my hips again, holding me up as I lowered myself on top of him.

      “Fuck,” he grated, pulling me down the rest of the way and forcing himself deep inside me.

      I let out a moan. The pressure was intense as he filled me up.

      He pushed and pulled at me again, and I braced myself on him, trying to lift myself up. It was too much too fast.

      “Relax,” he breathed. “Take it all, baby.”

      I wanted to. For him. I breathed out and took all of him, and then I rolled my hips, feeling him pressing into me. I hung my head back as he slowly thrust beneath me, driving up nice and slowly as he reached down to rub my clit.

      “That’s it,” he whispered.

      I worked him over. I bounced on his cock until I came hard and fast. Then he wrapped an arm around my waist and rolled me over, dropping me roughly to the mattress beneath him.

      I stared up at him as he braced himself above me. I traced the lean muscles in his arms and shoulders with my fingertips as he entered me. He didn’t last long before he had to pull out, lean over to the nightstand, grab a condom, and roll it on.

      Then we were right back where we left off.

      He rocked above me, thrusting deeply and slowly. I moaned with delirious pleasure and clutched at him. He hovered above me, dropping down to leave kisses along my throat and over my chest.

      I pressed my nails to his back and ran my hands down to his hips. I pulled him deeper into me.

      “Harder,” I whispered.

      He let out a primal growl. Then he grabbed me and flipped me over. I went face first into the sheets. He wrapped an arm under my hips and hauled me up to my knees as I tried to get my bearings. He didn’t wait for me to lift myself up before he entered me, driving in deep.

      I cried out into the sheets.

      He grabbed a fistful of my hair and held me down as he fucked me. I gripped the bedding and cried out with pleasure until it became too much, and then I gave in, letting my climax break over me and turn my legs to mush.

      Aiden broke shortly after.

      We collapsed onto our backs on the bed to catch our breath.

      As I stared up at the ceiling, I could feel his eyes on me. I closed my eyes and smiled. “What?”

      “You’re too sexy for your own good. You know that?”

      I giggled and turned to look at him. His cheek rested on his pillow, and his eyes bored into mine. “Stop trying to get in my pants with flattery. You know you can have me whenever you want me.”

      Aiden propped his head up in his hand. “Damn straight I can.”

      “I still can’t believe we’re doing this.”

      “Me neither. That reminds me. I sent an ACH to pull down your debt.”

      I sat up and blinked at him. “What?”

      He shrugged. “You’re worth it. I presented your case, pulled some strings, called in some favors. It’s being done. And I transferred more into your account as well.”

      “That’s too much, Aiden—”

      “No.” He shook his head sternly. “It’s not. This was part of our agreement.”

      Agreement. Right.

      I nodded. “Thank you.”

      I kept forgetting that this was a deal. A bargain where he could have his needs met and I could get out of my terrible financial situation. Falling for him was never supposed to be part of the arrangement.

      I had to keep my head on straight. There was a good chance I was the only one being reckless enough to let my feelings get in the way.

      Although he sure seemed like he was getting invested too.

      Maybe that was my hormones making me think that way. Maybe it was all in my head.But yesterday sure felt like a date. And it definitely seemed like he was enjoying himself just as much as I was. Surely, I wasn’t the only one falling.

      “I owe you,” I said.

      He shook his head. “No. We’re more than square.”

      I bit my bottom lip and ran my fingers down the middle of my chest before tracing my nipple. “I owe you,” I said again.

      He chuckled. “You sexy vixen.”

      “Are we going to drive into the hospital together?”

      “I can’t see why we shouldn’t.” He reached for my hip.

      I licked my lips. “Can we shower together?”

      He nodded toward the bathroom. “After you. I want to watch that ass of yours as you walk away.”

      I giggled and rolled off the bed to walk languidly to the bathroom. I paused in the doorway, resting on hand on the frame, and looked back over my shoulder. His eyes wandered over me from head to toe and back up. “Are you coming, handsome?”

      “I’m right behind you.”

      “Right where I like you,” I teased.
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      I heard the shower turn on in the bathroom.

      Elizabeth was waiting for me, but my mind was racing a mile a minute.

      The sex had been different this time. I could feel the investment between both of us. This thing was becoming something a hell of a lot bigger than just a prearranged deal.

      This felt like a real relationship now.

      I ran my hand down my face and sighed.

      This wasn’t what I wanted. This wasn’t part of the plan.

      I had too much on my plate to fall in love with a girl—and a girl I worked with at that. I couldn’t afford the distractions and neither could the patients who relied on me to have my head in the game at all times. With Elizabeth around every corner and thoughts of our time in the bedroom in my head, how could I stay focused at work? How could I guarantee that I was being the best doctor I could when my heart was being pulled in two directions?

      “Fuck.”

      I never should have let this go so far.

      I should have corrected it in the beginning. As soon as I realized this was more than just an attraction, I could have course corrected. I could have checked in with Elizabeth to make sure we were both on the same page, that this was just sex.

      And that was all it could be.

      Our careers depended on it.

      And yet.

      I was falling for the girl singing in my shower at this very moment.

      I had to pull back. It was as simple as that. We needed to slow things down, take a breather, and focus on our work and our professional relationship for a while. Maybe then we’d restore some balance and this could go back to being an arrangement where we both got what we needed and nothing more.

      Yes. That had to happen.

      I stayed in bed and waited another five minutes before I stood up. Elizabeth wasn’t singing in the shower anymore. Another thirty seconds passed, and the water shut off.

      I moved into the bathroom. She was drying herself off and wrapping her hair in a second towel. “What took you so long?”

      “Sorry. I got a call.”

      She nodded. “Work?”

      “Yeah,” I said, starting the shower again. “Feel free to make yourself coffee and help yourself to anything in the fridge. I’ll meet you out there shortly.”

      “Oh.” She straightened up and pulled the towel from her hair. Her long wet brown locks tumbled down around her shoulders. “I thought we were going to—”

      “The call sort of put a damper on things. Sorry.”

      She pinched her bottom lip between her teeth. “I understand.”

      I didn’t say anything. I let her leave the bathroom, and I showered in silence, knowing I was being an asshole but justifying it by assuring myself this is what had to happen for both our sakes. She could thank me later.

      I met Elizabeth in the kitchen once I was dressed and ready to head into the hospital. She’d already had a piece of toast and made herself a cup of coffee, which she sipped as she watched me over the rim as I went to the pot and poured myself a mug.

      “Do you want to talk about it?”

      I glanced at her. “About what?”

      “The call?”

      Right. The call. I shook my head. “Not really.”

      “Okay. Well, if you change your mind, I’m always here.”

      “I know.”

      She licked her lips and stared down at her coffee in her hands as I made myself toast and spread peanut butter on it. I took a seat across from her and ate quietly. I knew she was watching me, and I knew her mind was probably racing too. But I just couldn’t bring myself to tell her why I was pulling back.

      I didn’t want to hurt her.

      “You ready to head in?” I asked.  I was thankful to have had my Mercedes delivered a few hours ago so we could get the day started.

      Elizabeth nodded. “Just let me grab my bag, and I’m good to go.”

      “I’ll meet you at the door.”
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      The hospital was a shit show when we arrived. Elizabeth and I were pulled in different directions. She went to assist in the ER, and I was rushed into surgery to repair some internal damage on a car crash victim who was run off the road by a semi truck.

      It was a rough start to the day.

      When I finally had a moment to myself in my office six hours later, I dropped into my chair and rubbed at my eyes with the heels of my hands. My moment of peace didn’t last long. After just four minutes, there was a knock on my door. Sarah Vant poked her head in, not waiting for me to invite her in.

      “Dr. Crawford? Do you have a minute?”

      No. I never had a minute.

      I sighed. “Yeah. Come in.”

      Sarah slipped into my office and closed the door softly behind her. She had a file tucked under her arm, and she was dressed in a pencil skirt and blouse. Her hair was down and curled, and she’d clearly put a lot of effort into her makeup. She was most definitely not on the floor today but was probably meeting with the board or in meetings all day. Perhaps surgery consultations.

      She stopped in front of my desk and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “How have you been, Aiden?”

      I didn’t have time for this shit. Or the mental energy. “Fine. What do you need, Sarah?”

      She handed me the file. “I have a patient asking for brain surgery. He’s not a good candidate. But if he doesn’t get the procedure done, he’s going to die in three months. He’s thirty-seven and loaded. He wants to pay for the surgery and donate fifty thousand to the hospital regardless of a successful outcome or not.”

      “So, what are you asking?”

      “Can you tell me if it’s worth taking a shot at it? I don’t want a dead man on my table. My reputation is on the line.”

      I sighed and flipped open the file to peer down at brain scans depicting a tumor on the patient’s frontal lobe. “If he’s willing to pay and make a donation, why not just do it?”

      She clasped her hands in front of herself and shrugged one shoulder. “It’s still a life in my hands.”

      “So he dies now, or he dies six months from now?”

      She nodded.

      “What the fuck is the difference at this point?” I asked, closing the file. “Sure, it’s a tight surgery. There’s no room for error. But it’s an easy decision.”

      “So you think I should do it?”

      “Yes.”

      She nodded. “I thought you might say so.”

      “Then why waste my time coming in here and asking?”

      She smiled sweetly at me. “I wanted an excuse to come see you. We don’t see enough of each other in this place anymore, Aiden. I miss you.”

      “Sarah, I—”

      “I know. I know.” She held up her hand. “You’re not interested. But I know what your life is like, Aiden. Because mine is the same. I know what the lonely nights are like and the lonely mornings. It’s hard. And I just want you to know if you ever need the company, I’ll be there. For whatever you need.”

      I planted my hands flat on my desk and pushed myself to my feet. “Sarah. I don’t want that with you. How many times do I have to say this?”

      She leaned forward to brace herself on the desk too. “I’m a stubborn woman, Aiden. I don’t stop until I get what I want. Just like you. And one of these days, you’re going to bend. And I’m going to be here waiting.”

      I laughed. It was a bitter sound. “You know I could go after you for sexual harassment, right?”

      “I do. And I also know you’d never do that.”

      “And why is that?”

      She grinned. “Because I’m good at my fucking job and you know it.”  

      I wanted to tell her to take a hike and get the fuck out of my office. But she was right. She was damn good at her job. Hell, she was in the top percentage here at St. Mark’s. And I wouldn’t put my issues with her in front of the needs of her patients.

      “Get out,” I said.

      Sarah straightened up with a cocky smile. “As you wish, doctor.”

      She was about to run from my desk when my office door opened.

      I looked up to find Elizabeth standing in the doorway. Her eyes flicked from me to Sarah, and a flicker of confusion crossed her face.

      My heart tightened in my chest.

      This wasn’t what it looked like, damn it.

      But why should I care? I was trying to slow things down between us anyway.

      “Hi, sweetheart,” Sarah purred, waggling her fingers at Elizabeth. “I’m done with Dr. Crawford for now. He’s all yours.” She turned toward me to offer me a seductive smile. “See you around, Aiden.”

      She turned on her heel and marched out, dropping her shoulder to pass Elizabeth in the doorway.

      I rubbed my temples. “Come in, Elizabeth.”

      She came in and closed the door behind her, but she didn’t come closer to my desk. She stared at her feet. “Aiden, did I do something wrong this morning?”

      “What?”

      She chewed the inside of her cheek, and a strand of hair fell in front of her face. “Did I do something wrong? I feel like all of a sudden, something changed, and I—I would hope you’d tell me if I messed up.” Her eyes swept up to me.

      Fuck.

      “I have a lot going on, Elizabeth. I can’t indulge you right now.”

      She blinked at me. “Indulge?”

      “I have a lot on my plate.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “It didn’t seem like you had too much going on to indulge Sarah.”

      “Enough.”

      She lifted her chin. “I’m sorry.”

      She didn’t look sorry.

      I sighed. “It’s not what it—”

      “You don’t have to explain yourself to me. I’m your resident.” She squared her shoulders. “I just wanted to see if you were okay after this morning. But I’ll leave you to your work.”

      “Elizabeth.”

      She didn’t hear me. She’d already turned and marched out into the hall, leaving me reeling in the aftermath of hurting her.

      That was never my intention.

      I fell back into my chair and pinched the bridge of my nose.

      I should have known better than to get involved like this. Now she was hurting, and I was confused. And scared.

      Love made everything stickier. Messier. More dangerous.

      My lifestyle didn’t leave room for that kind of shit.

      Elizabeth had to learn one way or another that hers didn’t either. I was her mentor. Who better to show her what our reality was like than me?
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      I dared myself not to cry as I hurried down the hall away from Aiden’s office.

      Who the hell did he think he was, talking to me like that? What could I possibly have done wrong that deserved that callous attitude?

      I couldn’t think of a damn thing. And that made me all the angrier. I hadn’t done anything wrong. This was on him. He was the one pulling away, and I couldn’t, for the life of me, figure out why.

      I ducked into the women’s locker room and locked myself in one of the bathroom stalls to sit down on the toilet and bury my face in my hands.

      This was my own damn fault. I should have seen this coming. When I offered my body to him, there had been a small voice in the back of my head that warned me this wouldn’t end well. I was putting everything on the line for him; my career, my sanity, my heart. Everything.

      And he didn’t seem to give a damn.

      He’d just thrown it all back in my face like it was nothing. Like I was nothing.

      And just a few short hours ago, he’d transferred another ten thousand dollars into my account. What did he expect me to think of that? Where was the line? How was I supposed to know what was on or off the table?

      Were we back to me being his resident and his resident only?

      I could get on board with that. Sure, it might take me a bit of time to put my heart back together, but I’d faced harder things than that. It was all the unknowns that made things worse. When had the shift happened? One minute, he was waking me up with kisses, and the next, he was recoiling from me like I was a venomous snake poised to strike.

      It didn’t add up.

      I shook my head. “You must have done something. It’s the only explanation.”

      But what?

      I dropped my hands from my face and tightened them into fists. It didn’t matter what it was. I couldn’t let it interfere with my work here. I couldn’t let it get in my head and fuck me up. I was stronger than that. The patients relying on me demanded I be stronger than that.

      I would prove to him that I could be the best damn doctor he’s ever seen, despite him stomping all over my heart.

      I stood up and pushed out of the stall.

      And there, in front of the mirror, slapping on a magenta shade lip stain, was none other than Sarah fucking Vant.

      I stopped in my tracks as we locked eyes in her reflection.

      I straightened out my scrubs. “Hi, Sarah.”

      “Hi, sweetheart. Long time no see.” She screwed her lip stain back together and dropped it in her purse as she rubbed her lips together. I moved up to the sink and began washing my hands, looking down to avoid her intense stare. “Is everything all right, Elizabeth? You look pale.”

      “Thanks.”

      “I didn’t mean it like that. I’m just concerned. This job takes a toll, and I hope you’re taking care of yourself.”

      “I am.”

      “Good to hear.” She rested a hand on my shoulder.

      I resisted the urge to pull away from her. Just like I would show Aiden I was the best doctor he’d ever seen, I would show Sarah that I was not someone to be fucked with. I wasn’t going to let her and her tight skirt and her high shoes intimidate me.

      I dried my hands. “Meetings today? You look nice.”

      She looked down at herself. “Thank you. Yes, I have lots of meetings. The longer you do this gig for, the less time you actually have to spend around the blood and the dying. It’s a nice perk.”

      I grimaced.

      She let out a soft chuckle. “You’re young. Trust me. You’ll feel the same way once you have a few more years under your belt. Especially working with Aiden. You’ll see the worst of the worst with him. He’s fearless, and he’ll tackle the most difficult tasks. You’re lucky to have him as a mentor.”

      I didn’t feel lucky right then, but I said, “I know. I’ve already learned so much from him.”

      “It must help to have someone so easy on the eyes working so closely with you as well.”

      I swallowed. “I don’t see him like that. He’s my—”

      Sarah laughed and leaned on the counter. “Oh, sweetheart, there’s no need for you to lie to me. We’re all friends here. Every woman in this place would spread their legs for Aiden if he asked. Do you really expect me to believe you’re the exception?”

      I felt small. So incredibly small. And weak. And mortified. But I lifted my chin. “We have a strictly professional relationship, and that’s how I intend to keep it. I didn’t spend ten years at New York University to flush it all away simply because I got caught up in how attractive a doctor was. I’m not that type of woman.” I glared daggers at her.

      She splayed her hands innocently. “I beg your pardon then. I, for one, would let him do whatever he wanted to me, whenever. Hell. If he wanted to have his way with me in his office, I’d let him take my shirt off with his teeth and—”

      “This is extremely unprofessional. I’d prefer if we didn’t talk like this.”

      Sarah arched an eyebrow. “I’m surprised.”

      “About what?” I asked sharply.

      She shrugged one shoulder, and her eyes moved over me like she was analyzing a medical document she disapproved of. Bitch. “Well, I thought I had you pretty much figured out. But maybe I was wrong.”

      I folded my arms over my chest as if to hide myself from her. “You don’t know me.”

      “I guess not. Not yet, at least.” She smiled sweetly. “I thought Dr. Crawford would have had you eating out of the palm of his hand by now. Like a sweet little pet with those big doe eyes of yours.”

      “I’d like to believe he respects me more than that.” My words felt hollow as they fell from my lips.

      Sarah moved past me, her hips swaying as her heels struck the floor. “Let’s hope so. That man makes or breaks careers. And yours looks very promising. So long as you keep your eye on the prize. See you later, sweetheart.”

      I stood shaking with anger at the bathroom sinks long after Sarah Vant’s footsteps faded out of earshot.

      All this drama was becoming too much. It kept piling up, one thing on top of the next, and if I didn’t get it under control, I was going to drown.

      I clenched my jaw.

      Whatever Aiden was struggling with couldn’t impact my ability to do my job. I just needed to find a way to keep my emotions out of it. While we were at work, we were at work. The patients were our top priority. The flirting, the sidelong glances, and the breathy moments we stole in the privacy of his office needed to stop until I could make sense of what was going on.

      If he didn’t want me anymore, then so be it.

      But if he did…

      I shook my head and left the women’s locker room, striking out into the hall and heading back to the ER to see where they needed an extra set of hands. As I took a sharp right, I was joined by Stephanie, who was eating a raspberry yogurt cup.

      “Hey,” she said, shouldering me lightly. “How are you? I feel like I haven’t seen you in forever. You’re hardly home anymore. All that time with Dr. Hottie sure has—”

      “Steph!”

      “Sorry,” she said, biting her tongue and looking around nervously. “But you know what I mean. I miss you.”

      “I miss you too.”

      She studied me. “Are you all right?”

      “Yes.”

      “You’re lying.”

      “I’m not lying.”

      “Bullshit. I can always tell when you’re lying. Something’s up. Do you want to talk about it?”

      I shook my head. If I started talking about it, the emotions I was desperately keeping at bay would come spilling out of me, and there’d be no way to get control of them again. “I can’t talk about it right now, Steph.”

      “Later?” she asked, putting a hand on my shoulder.

      “Maybe. I have a feeling my schedule is going to open up a bit.”

      “I’m going to hold you to it.” She took a left to head to a different ward. “I miss my bestie!”

      I smiled and waved, and as soon as she put her back to me, my smile fell.

      I missed my bestie too. But even when I was with her, it didn’t feel like I was with my Stephanie. She was consumed with talking about Parks or how hot another doctor was. All she wanted was to get her claws into one of them, like it was a claim to success.

      I could attest to the fact that it wasn’t worth it. All it did was bite you in the ass later.
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      Three weeks later

      I hadn’t let her spend another night at my house, even though waking up alone was difficult to do. I wanted to be the type of man who could rest on lust alone, but it was a lie. We had messed around a bit in my office off and on but hadn’t had sex since that morning three weeks ago after our dancing date.

      A large part of me wanted to tell her that I would simply help her with her finances because I cared about her and because I wanted to see her succeed more than anything. She was brilliant and had quickly stolen the hearts and attention of most of the staff in the cardiology ward, mine included.

      I glanced up from my desk as Peter filled up the door to my office.

      “You doing okay? I heard you had a rough time in the operating room this morning.” He walked in after I motioned for him to do so.

      “Yes. I guess.” I got up and walked around him, closing the door. We’d been together for all of my career, and I needed advice. I was starting to feel the burden of falling in love with Elizabeth and wanted to move from lust to love with her, but that would require sacrifice from one of us. I couldn’t be her mentor and have her as my woman. It wasn’t accepted, not even for me.

      Peter sat down in the chair in front of my desk and crossed his legs as he watched me. “Well, as long as this isn’t about you packing up and leaving me, I’m good with talking about anything you need to get off your chest. We’ve been friends for a long time.”

      “Friends. Is that what we are?” I had to know where I stood before I started the conversation about Elizabeth. No one knew how I felt about her, least of all her. I’d done a damn good job of keeping myself in check, though it was impossible when she was on her knees in front of me or sitting in my lap as I ran my hands over every part of her. Love was so incredibly present in those moments that it left me aching for something more than the future I’d planned and set in motion.

      “Absolutely. Do you feel differently? Have I done something to upset you?” Peter’s words were filled with concern, but his expression remained calm.

      “No. Not at all.” I dropped down in my chair and let out a long sigh. “Do you remember the story you told me about you and Martha?”

      “About us falling in love and having to keep it a secret?” He chuckled as a smile lifted his lips. “You old dog. You’re in love with Elizabeth, aren’t you?”

      “What? How did you know that?” I sat up and pressed my hands to the desk in front of me. If Peter knew and we barely saw each other, then maybe I hadn’t been as sly as I thought.

      “How could I not know? You watch her with this deep adoration every time I’m around the two of you. Others might think that it’s simply pride in your pupil, but I’ve known you for the last ten years, Aiden. You were my pupil. You’re in love with the girl, and it’s killing you. Isn’t it?” He brushed something from his slacks and let a comfortable silence fall between us.

      I nodded as he glanced up. “Yes. I thought maybe I could just let it go, forget about it, forget about her, but I can’t. I’ve never wanted to give anyone the world or share my own, but I do with her.”

      “And what about her? Is she in love with you?”

      “I don’t know. I think so, but I stay as far away from the emotional side of our relationship as I can.” I groaned softly and glanced up at the ceiling. “Give me my options. I need to know if there’s any hope for us without having to turn our worlds upside down.”

      “The hospital rules are quite specific, Aiden, but let me read them over again.” He stood. “You need to try to get a hold of yourself. You cracking up and turning into a bear in the middle of the operating room isn’t going to fly, and you know it. You’re known for your calmness and professionalism. Don’t let that change. It’s not worth love or anything else.”

      I nodded but didn’t respond. He had no clue what Elizabeth’s attention meant to me. Everyone could pretend to understand—should I share my truth—but it would be a lie. I had no sense of what an intimate relationship could be until now.. And I had been fine with that up until she showed up in my hospital. I believed, foolishly, that I would never want such a thing. I thought it was a burden.

      I couldn’t have been more wrong.

      A page called out over the speakers above me, saving me from the torrent of emotion that wrecked my insides.

      “Dr. Crawford. You’re needed in ER. Stat.”

      I jumped up and grabbed my phone, tucking it into the back of my scrubs and jogging toward the ER. I passed up Peter and gave him a quick “Thanks” as I moved toward the action. Hopefully, it would help me settle myself and find my center again. I wasn’t going to last more than another week as Elizabeth’s mentor, her friend, or her lover. I wanted far too much from her, and it was unfair to both of us.

      Something had to give.
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        * * *

      

      “Great job in there today.” Karen patted my back as we walked to the wash room just outside of the OR.

      “Thanks, you too. It felt good to save a life. I don’t think I could ever grow tired of it.” I washed my hands and let her dry them as my eyes shifted to the opening just behind her. Elizabeth stood watching us, a sweet smile on her beautiful face.

      “I’m here for my shift. Where do you want me?” She walked in and patted Karen on the back. “You guys having a good day?”

      I turned and wiped my hands on another set of paper towels as my heart constricted in my chest. “I want you with me. We’re going to have to deliver some bad news to a family, and I think it’s time that you took on that task. It’s the worst thing we have to do by far, but it’s something you have to get used to.”

      “I’m having a good day.” Karen chuckled. “He’s been incredibly moody, but I think you’re used to that.”

      “I have not.” I glanced over my shoulder and smiled at the older nurse. “You’re just being sensitive today because it’s your birthday.”

      Elizabeth let out a sweet yelp. “It’s your birthday? Happy birthday! That’s great. Did we get a cake?”

      I nodded and turned to face them as my eyes moved over her curvy frame. I knew what every inch of her looked like, felt like, tasted like. My pulse sped up, and every cell in my body screamed for me to cross the room and pull her into a passionate kiss.

      Yeah, it was time for a change. These feelings were still so intense and I’d refrained from indulging them for three weeks now, hoping I’d be able to move past my crippling desire for her. I hadn’t.

      She and I would have to talk later that afternoon after our shifts were over. I needed her to move to another mentor, or we had to stop fooling around. Hunger for a long weekend of feeling her pressed beneath me rode me hard, and I was close to breaking down and inviting her in fully. She wouldn’t appreciate it, and I wasn’t ready for her rejection.

      “It’s chocolate, and it’s in the breakroom. We’ll get a piece after we talk to this family.” I walked out of the OR and back to my office, expecting Elizabeth to follow me.

      Parks was waiting in there when I approached, and I growled at him as I stopped short.

      “What do you want?” I moved into the office as he turned.

      “Well, hello to you, grumpy butt. Jeez.” He sat down in the chair across from my desk and glanced up as Elizabeth moved to stand beside him. “Hey, Lizzy. You look hot today.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Hush. No one is in the mood for your antics.”

      “I second that.” I sat down in my chair. “What do you need? I have a family to visit with, and it’s not pretty.”

      “Aw, I’m sorry, man. I know how much you hate that shit.” Parks stood up and slid his hands into his pockets. “We can talk later. I just need some advice.”

      “I have a few minutes now.” I forced my expression to soften. There was no reason to reject the guy. He’d been too good to me and like a little brother for the last few years. I was being a dick because I was struggling with indecision. It had nothing to do with him. The only issue was the fact that I was almost positive that his need to talk had something to do with his desire for my girl. Not good.

      “Nah, it’s cool. I’ll catch you later.” He turned and walked out, not saying anything else as I let out a short sigh.

      “What’s going on?” Elizabeth closed the door behind her and moved around to my side of the desk, forcing me to turn in my chair so she could slide onto my lap. “You okay?”

      Her arms wrapped around my neck, and I slid my hand up her back, cupping the back of her neck as I drew her close to me and pressed my lips to hers in a hungry kiss. I wanted her so fucking badly that I ached at the thought of it. She was addictive and my drug of choice.

      I knew showing her this affection was going to hurt her more in the long run. But damn it all to hell, I couldn’t help but want these last moments with her.

      She pressed into the kiss and ran her nails rhythmically over the back of my neck as I made love to her mouth. My cock twitched to life and pressed against my scrubs painfully. She seemed to notice and reached down, rubbing her hand over my erection as she licked and sucked at my lips and tongue.

      “I want you,” she whispered against my mouth. “Take off tonight and let’s go back to your place. You haven’t let me come over in weeks. Why?”

      I sat back and pressed my hand softly against her chest just above her breasts. “I don’t want to talk about this right now. Let’s go deal with the family, and we can grab a coffee and talk afterward.”

      She nodded and got off my lap, her expression showing me that she felt rejected, which was the opposite of what I wanted her to experience.

      “Yeah. Of course.” She brushed her fingers through her hair before pulling it up into a loose bun.

      Just the smell of her drove me crazy, but there was nothing I was willing to do about it until we had a little bit of resolution. I prayed like hell that Peter would get back to me with some good news and soon. My mood was souring more and more every day, and I knew I was going to hurt her, to push her away, but it was simply my defense mechanism, and it was already starting to churn.

      “All right. Here’s the file. Read it over, and prepare as we walk down there.” I handed her the file and opened the door.

      “Aiden, are you upset with me? You’ve been a little edgy lately. Did something—I don’t know—did something change?” Her face was a mask of indifference, but I could see pain in her eyes.

      “No. I’m just struggling with a few things, but everything is fine. I promise.” I reached out and touched the side of her face. “You do look hot today. Parks was right.”

      She nodded but didn’t return the smile that I’d forced onto my face. I moved out into the hall, and she walked slightly behind me, her head down as she scanned through the file. I kicked myself internally for being so damn flaky around her. It was tearing apart her confidence and affecting her as badly as it was me.

      “You ready?” I glanced back as we stopped outside the patient’s door.

      “Yep.” She was all business and didn’t wait for me to open the door, but moved past me and opened it herself. “You don’t need to come in unless you want to. I’m a big girl. I’ve got this.”

      I stood there as the door closed in my face. She was hurt, and she had a right to be.

      I just had to figure out if I was going to reach out and help make the bleeding stop. I had to fix my own shit before I could help fix hers, though.

      Karen walked down the hall behind me and gave me a friendly smile. “Aiden, Peter wants to see you if you’re free.”

      “I am. Thanks.” I turned and walked toward the front of the hospital, grateful for the reprieve and yet feeling like a bastard for wanting one.
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      If I didn’t feel like a useless whore before, I did now. He was pulling away from me, and if it had just been about the arrangement, I wouldn’t have cared. I might have even been a bit relieved to have an out, but it had nothing to do with the sex. I was in love with him. Every part of him stimulated me and left me panting for more. I wanted to be in his life as his woman, not just in his bed or his hospital.

      The older woman who sat just beside the patient’s bed glanced up at me when I walked into the small room. I could sense the sadness all around me, but the weariness that sat on her features was heart wrenching.

      “Hi, Mrs. Peterson. I’m Elizabeth Jenkins, Dr. Crawford’s resident. Kind of like his righthand man.” I gave her a tight smile and moved to stand beside her husband’s bed as I checked the machines for his vitals.

      She groaned as she got up and moved to the other side. “Well, it’s nice to meet you. Call me Susan, please. Aiden has been with me and Lance for the last ten years. He’s a good man and a great doctor.”

      I nodded and let out a soft sigh as I glanced up at her. “I know that you were hoping that Lance would wake up from his coma, but Aiden has looked for every possible solution, and your husband’s organs are starting to shut down. It’s time to call in the family.”

      Tears filled her eyes, and she nodded. “I know. I prayed about it this morning, and I honestly believe my Lance is already dancing in the clouds somewhere.”

      She pressed her hand to the older man’s chest as a soft sob left her. My heart broke.

      “How long were you married?” I pressed my hand to the top of hers as it rested on his chest. Tears rolled down my cheeks and hers as well.

      “For forty-three years.” She laughed through her tears and looked over at me. “He was the greatest gift I’d ever experienced. There is nothing like living life with your best friend.”

      “I can’t imagine.” I let her go and moved around to the other side of the bed as she started to cry harder. I pulled her into a hug, knowing that Aiden would probably kill me. He was caring and seemed to truly invest himself in his patients, but hugging them was most likely off limits.

      She squeezed me tightly and let her pain out against my shoulder in hard sobs.

      “I’m so sorry. I wish there was something else we could do.” I held her until the door opened a few minutes later, and Aiden poked his head into the room.

      “Susan.” His voice was soft, and his expression calm. I was furious with him and destroyed by his callous, uncaring attitude toward me as of late, but the way he spoke to the woman melted a part of me. I wanted to hear him call out my name with such reverence, such kindness.

      “Oh, Aiden.” Susan moved from me and walked quickly to Aiden as he opened his arms to her. He kissed the top of her white curly hair and glanced up at me with sadness in his eyes.

      Tears were still dripping down my face, and I was sure that I would get negative marks on my assessment for being overly emotional, but I couldn’t help it. I hadn’t wanted anything like what Susan and her husband had before coming to St. Mark’s, but now, after getting to know Aiden better, I wanted it all. With him.

      The older women cried hard as her thin shoulders shook. I moved past them and avoided Aiden’s eyes, not needing to see disappointment in them. He hadn’t seemed to have a kind word to say over the last week, and undoubtedly, I’d done something wrong the last time we made love in his bed because I hadn’t been invited back.

      After slipping out into the hall, I walked to the breakroom and grabbed a cup of coffee. Parks walked in behind me and stopped short as he studied me.

      “You okay?” His voice was soft, not the usual playful tone he took with me.

      “Yes,” I whispered as a fresh wave of pain rolled through me and forced more tears from my eyes. “Ignore me.”

      “Not happening.” He set down the file he held in his hands and moved toward me, pulling at me as he wrapped his strong arms around me and tightened them.

      I sunk into his hold, not caring if Aiden or Steph walked into the room. They both could bite my ass. I was tired of the lies and the games, and I was tired of Aiden only using me when he wanted to and leaving me out to dry when he was tired or satisfied.

      I didn’t know who the hell I was anymore, with the drama that raged around me almost daily.

      “I need to go home and get some sleep. I must be worn out.” I moved back, but Parks kept his arms around me.

      “Let me take you. I’ll drop you off at the door and not even make any sexy jokes.” He chuckled as I laughed through my tears.

      “No. I’m good. Really.” I pushed at his chest, and he dropped his arms from me but reached out and brushed his thumbs over my cheeks as he cupped my face.

      “No, you’re not. You haven’t been for a few weeks. Wanna tell me what’s going on?” He smiled down at me, and I honestly felt nothing but the warm friendship that was building between us.

      “What are you guys doing?” Aiden’s voice was tight and filled with angst as his frame filled up the doorway to the break room.

      I moved back from Parks and shook my head. “Getting a cup of coffee and going home. I know my shift’s not over yet, but I need a break before I crack.”

      His expression was ugly, and I could tell that he was pissed, but there was very little I could do about it. He’d have to get over it. Parks was interested in me and had been working as hard as he could to treat me like the princess he’d labeled me as for the last month. He wasn’t going to stop or give up until Aiden put his foot down. The poor guy had no clue that Aiden and I were sleeping together, or fucking, rather.

      “You’re working her too hard, boss.” Parks turned and patted Aiden on the back as he walked to the door. “Offer still stands, princess. I’ll be in my office if you need a lift or a shoulder to cry on. I’m your guy.”

      He walked out, and I turned my attention back to Aiden. “She took that better than I thought. Forty-three years of marriage is incredible, but to have to say goodbye—”

      “Is he your man?” Aiden’s eyebrow lifted as he crossed his arms over his chest. It was the first spotting of jealousy that I’d seen in him.

      “What? No. You know I don’t have feelings for Parks.” I lifted my coffee to my lips, blowing on it softly. I wasn’t playing into his emotions. He was all over the place, yet he’d effectively closed me out. I had no clue what was going on with him, but I was getting tired of trying to figure it out.

      “He seems to have enough feelings for the both of you.” He pursed his lips. “Your shift’s not over for another four hours. You can go home then.”

      Anger burned my insides as I watched his expression darken. He didn’t believe me, and because he thought something was going on with me and Parks, he was going to punish me.

      I turned and dumped out my coffee before dropping it in the trashcan and moving past him. I didn’t say a word but slipped into the women’s restroom and dried my eyes in an effort to look more put together. I walked to the ER in stony silence and forced myself to ignore him for the rest of the afternoon. He’d pulled out the asshole card for the first time since I’d started there, but something told me it wouldn’t be the last. The fact that he had paid almost thirty thousand dollars of my debt kept me tied to him. I owed him far more than he’d accepted from me. I was starting to think that paying him back in the future was my best bet—my only bet.

      To say I was crushed by his subtle rejection would have been an understatement, but to say I was done with him was the truth. Maybe giving Parks a chance was a good call. At least he wouldn’t keep me tucked in the darkness when we were together, as if I wasn’t good enough to be called his.
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      “I’m surprised you wanted to come with us.” Parks glanced down at me as we walked into the bar and showed our IDs.

      Steph bounced on her toes just ahead of us but turned as Parks spoke to me. “I forced her to. She looked like hell when she got home today. Life can’t just be about saving others. Who’s going to save us?”

      “No one,” I mumbled and walked toward the bar after moving through the large group of residents who came with us. Everyone went out drinking and dancing on Thursday nights after work, but I’d yet to take them up on the offer to join them. After the shitty day I’d had with Aiden, coupled with having to deliver bad news to Mrs. Peterson, I needed a pick me up. Too bad the one person I wanted to call wasn’t interested in anything related to me or my needs.

      “What’ll it be, sweetness?” The bartender leaned down toward me and smiled.

      “Bud Light, please, and a shot of Patron. Make it two shots actually.” I handed him my card and glanced back to see Stephanie hanging on Parks, who looked almost out of patience. When had my best friend become so needy and overbearing for a guy’s attention that she would drive all of us wild?

      About the same time I sold myself to my mentor.

      I took one shot after the other and growled as the liquor burned down my chest.

      Parks moved up beside me and picked up an empty shot glass, lifting it in the air and giving me a funny look.

      “Oh, damn. You drank yours and mine.” He chuckled, and I did too before drinking half my beer.

      “I’m getting drunk tonight. Make sure I don’t go home with anyone. Okay?” I smiled at him and turned to watch our group move out onto the dance floor.

      “Not even me?” He wrapped an arm around my shoulders and tilted his head slightly. He was wickedly hot and impossibly cute. Why was I working so hard to push him away?

      Right, I was in love with Aiden.

      “Definitely not you.” I pushed at his chest to get him off of me.

      He glanced up toward the bartender and tapped the bar. “Three more shots. One for me and two for the girl I’m taking home with me.”

      “Lucky boy.” The bartender chuckled as I rolled my eyes and reveled in how fast the shots were working to help me find peace, comfort, numbness.

      We took another shot, and Parks dragged me out to the dance floor. I finished my beer and laid it on the tray that a waitress carried by us.

      “Did I tell you that you’re the sexiest resident at St. Mark’s?” Parks spun me and pulled my back to rest against his chest as we moved to the music.

      “Me? No.” I closed my eyes and let my head drop back, imagining him to be Aiden. I wanted us to live a little, to experience something thrilling and overwhelming together. Our sex was all of those things, but there were so many other moments I wanted with him.

      I wanted more sleepy mornings. More strolls through Central Park. More laughs and quiet evenings and soft touches and warm, sultry glances from across the ER where we both knew we were breaking the rules but we wanted each other badly enough to risk it anyway.

      Parks’s hands cupped my hips as he rocked against me, and lust blossomed deep inside my stomach.

      The sound of Stephanie speaking above the crowd pulled me from my fantasy, and I moved up a little.

      “Picture time. Crowd in and smile.” I moved in next to her and cheesed it up good for the camera. Parks pressed his lips to my cheek about the time the picture went off, and we all moved back, laughing and jumping around to the music. I had to let my hair down more often. Just being around everyone my age and forcing myself to have fun was helping to heal my wounds and stitch up my heart.

      “Send me that picture!” Parks poked at Steph before wrapping his arms back around me and lifting his phone. “Take a picture with me.”

      “Beauty and the beast?” I laughed and leaned back against him as he took the picture and then pressed his mouth against my ear.

      “Keep it up, and I’m going to ignore your false pleas for me not to spend the night with you.”

      I knew it wasn’t right, but some part of me wanted to throw caution to the wind and forget everyone and everything for the night. Parks could help me do that for sure, but waking up the next morning would leave me worse off than when I’d started. My heart belonged to Aiden, which meant that, unfortunately for me, my body did too.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            32

          

          Aiden

        

      

    

    
      I leaned back in my chair and ran my fingers over the papers sitting on my desk, trying to figure out how to make things up to Elizabeth. I’d been a dick to the only person I truly cared anything about. Saying that I was sorry would only go so far. I got up and walked back down the hall to Mrs. Peterson’s room. They were going to pull the plug on Lance at eight, and I wanted to be there with her when they did. I knew Elizabeth would do a great job delivering the news, and some part of me was angry over having pussyfooted away from doing it myself.

      I cared about the little old couple and had fought hard for Lance’s life more times than I could count over the last ten years. Between having to watch him die and deal with the shit between me and Elizabeth, I was mentally and emotionally wasted.

      After knocking on the door, I poked my head inside. “Susan, can I speak with you for a minute?”

      Everyone turned to look at me as Susan got up from the couch with the help of two middle-aged men who sat on either side of her.

      “Of course. Aiden, come in here and let me introduce you to my family.” She gave me a tired smile, and I walked in and shook hands until we’d gone all the way around the room.

      “Nice to meet you all. I wish it were under different circumstances.” I held the door open and glanced down at Susan. “Let me buy you a coffee?”

      “I’d like that.” She looped her arm into mine and glanced up at me with a sweet smile as we started down the hall. “You know something?”

      “Tell me.” I turned the corner and held open the door to the cafeteria.

      “Lance always wondered if you would ever find the right woman. He was in here so often that I think he started to think about you like he did Fred and Tommy, our boys.” She chuckled. “He used to always tell me that you were a good-looking man with a great head on your shoulders, but you were missing one vital thing.”

      I lifted my eyebrow as I grabbed a couple of coffee mugs for us. “What’s that?”

      “A good woman to complete you.” She winked at me and took the mug, filling it up and walking toward a table in the center of the room. It was empty, which was good. I needed a few minutes with someone I knew would listen to me and offer sound advice. I had a lot of patients like Susan and Lance. I guessed that was why I never really felt alone until Elizabeth showed up. These people were my family.

      “Tell me about the girl you sent in to share the news about Lance.” Susan sat down and gave me a motherly look. “I assume she must be pretty important to you if you were willing to let her do that deed for you today.”

      I let out a long sigh and sat down. “Yeah. I should have come in there myself. I just hated the fact that this was it. I’ve been with you guys since Lance’s first heart attack. You’re like family.”

      “I know, Aiden. You are too, sweetheart.” She reached out and brushed her hand over my forearm as I swallowed my devastation. It was a flavor I’d tasted far too often, yet it was part of the job on a regular basis.

      “Elizabeth is an incredible doctor, or she will be one day. She’s at the top of her class and graduated number—”

      “Aiden, I don’t want statistics on the girl. I know you came to talk to me because you’re hurting. I could see it on your face when we talked about Lance earlier. Either she’s incredibly sensitive, or she was hurting too. She cried right along with me, and I’d never seen her a day in my life.” Susan laughed. “I wanted to comfort her over us losing Lance, but she wasn’t weeping over that, was she?”

      “No. I mean, she’s sensitive and loving, so your pain was mostly shared by her, but no, I’ve hurt her.” I ran my hands through my hair and let out a shaky sigh. “I’m in love with her, and I can’t be.”

      “And why in Heaven’s name can’t you be?” She squeezed my arm and let out a curt laugh.

      “It’s complicated, but it boils down to the fact that I’m her mentor and she’s my resident. We can’t step over those lines, or one of us will have to move to another hospital. She needs me as her mentor because I’m the only one truly capable of pushing her to greatness. I need her because she’s the only woman who’s made me feel anything... ever.”

      “Wow. That is complicated.” Susan took a sip of her coffee. “Have you spoken to Peter?”

      I loved that Susan and Lance knew me so well. We’d had coffee together many times over the years, and they had grown to love me, as I did them.

      “I did, but there’s very little that he can do about it. The rules are black and white. We can sneak around for the next three years, or one of us can call ‘uncle’ and leave the hospital, but that would destroy anything we had between us anyway, or at least I think it would. I’ve been an ass to her since I realized that I was in love with her.” I left out the part where we’d made an arrangement for me to pay for access to her delicious body. Susan and anyone else with breath in their lungs would frown heavily upon that. And they should. It had to stop.

      “Life is short, but you know that all too well. Go get the girl, and you can figure out the rest later, Aiden. Love doesn’t show up on your doorstep every day. It’s rare, and it deserves to be treasured and fostered. Stop messing around, and trust that everything will work out as it should. Go take the first step. Lance did, and we had forty-three years of bliss. My daddy hated him, but he didn’t care. I was more important than the opposing forces, and you know what?” Tears filled her eyes, as they did mine. “We won. We got all those years of being together. No one can take that away from us. Go get the girl.”

      I nodded and got up. “You’re right. You always are.”

      After giving her a long hug and walking her back to Lance’s room, I stopped by my office and gathered my things. I would text Elizabeth, and wherever she was, I was going there too. I wanted to tell her how much I needed her and how much I’d fallen in love with her.

      She could accept me or deny me, but I had to get it off my chest.

      I pulled my phone from my pocket as it buzzed and stiffened as bile rose up in my throat. The text was from Parks, and there was picture after picture of Elizabeth wrapped in his arms or his lips pressed to her cheek. They looked happy, whole, right. The message simply read that Parks was almost there with her. He was rounding first and headed toward home.

      Anger and regret raged through me like I’d never felt before, and I texted him back, asking where they were. The minute I got the name of the club, I got into my car and drove like a bat out of hell. It would be a holy nightmare for me tomorrow for busting into the club and dragging Elizabeth out, but I wasn’t letting her go, and I owed Parks an explanation. He cared about me, and I had no doubt that he would be furious with me for keeping my feelings a secret, but he could get over it.

      She mattered far too much to keep my mouth shut any longer. Susan was right. We would find a way to make things work out, and the rest of the story would fall in line somehow. We could make sure it did, but first, I needed to get to my girl.
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      I parked across the street from the club and walked in without too much hassle. I recognized a few residents from St. Mark’s but didn’t see Elizabeth until I got farther into the crowd. She was dancing with Parks, her arms around his neck and his face pressed to the side of her throat.

      There was no hesitation inside of me as I reached out and pulled her arm roughly. I half dragged her off the floor and pulled her toward the front door. We made it outside before I turned toward her. She slapped me hard across the face, and that was it.

      Picking her up, I pushed her against the wall behind us and consumed her mouth, putting every ounce of anger and despair I had pumping through me into the kiss. She pushed at me at first but melted a moment later, wrapping herself around me as she opened herself up and pulled me in tighter.

      I groaned and rocked my hips, wondering why the fuck we weren’t naked and writhing with each other. Someone pulled at my shoulder, and I broke the kiss, looking back to find a wide-eyed Parks.

      “What the fuck, dude?” His hands lifted to the side as confusion filled his expression.

      “I’m in love with her. I should have told you.” I held her to my side and pressed my lips to her forehead as she lolled against me. She was wasted, but I didn’t care.

      “What? Yeah, you should have told me. Fuck, Aiden, I almost took her home with me tonight. Then what? Damn, man.” He pushed at my chest but not as if he wanted to start something. He was upset and had every right to be.

      “I know. I’m sorry. I’ll catch up with you tomorrow and explain. I saw your pictures and honestly thought I was going to go through the roof. Elizabeth is mine, and I’m done pretending that she’s not.” I squared my shoulders, not worrying if she could hear or understand me. She was lost to her liquor, but I would explain it all again to her in the morning.

      He nodded and crossed his arms over his chest. “All right. That sucks, but I get it. I thought something might be up, but then you kept treating her like shit, so I figured I was wrong.”

      “I know. I’m a dick, and if she doesn’t want anything to do with me when she sobers up, I’ll move back and give you space to see if something exists between you guys, but if she wants me, I’m all hers.” I reached out and squeezed Parks’s shoulder. “I’m sorry.”

      “Yeah. Me too.” He patted my hand and moved back toward the club. “Take care of her, Aiden. She’s a good woman. No more fucking this up if you get a chance to make things right. I’m waiting in the wings, as are a zillion other guys. Got it?”

      “Yeah. More than you know.” I turned and picked her up as she mumbled something against my neck. I couldn’t understand her, but I leaned down and brushed my lips by hers instead of trying. “It’s all right, baby. I’m going to take you home with me, and I’ll take care of you. Okay?”

      She closed her eyes and cuddled up against my chest as I walked to the car. She wasn’t going to wake up for the rest of the night, but I didn’t care. I would clean her up and hold her until she came to the next day. Then, I was coming clean with the beautiful vixen. I didn’t just want access to her body but to her heart as well.

      Funny to think that no amount of money could purchase such a treasure.
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      I woke the next morning tucked against someone. Fear raced through me that I’d gotten completely drunk and let Parks take me to bed, but then I realized the color of the sheets beneath me.

      Aiden.

      I stiffened in the bed, trying like hell to remember the night before and only getting quick glimpses of Parks dancing with me sensually.

      “Fuck,” I whispered, hating myself. I might have been mad at Aiden, but cheating on him wasn’t part of the deal. Was it cheating if we weren’t really together?

      “You awake?” His lips brushed by the back of my shoulder, and I realized that I was naked.

      “Yes. What happened?” I turned onto my back and pulled the cover up as I looked over at him. My heart melted in my chest, and tears filled my eyes at the dark circles under his eyes, coupled with the worried look on his devastatingly handsome face.

      “You got sick, so I held you over the toilet. Your clothes are probably dry by now.” He moved up beside me and lifted up on his elbow, which caused the sheet to slide from his chest and leave his upper body on display.

      Desire shot through me, and I reached out, rubbing my hand up his arm to his shoulder. “Thank you. I’m so sorry. I think I danced with Parks. I was so drunk.”

      “Shh, it’s okay. It was my fault.” He leaned over and brushed his lips against mine tentatively.

      Gratefulness that he was willing to care for me after what I’d done drove me to press into the kiss. I pulled at his neck, and he moved to rest on top of me, the sheet getting stuck between us.

      “Take it easy, Elizabeth. I’ve been watching you all night, and it’s not going to take much to have me starving for your touch.” He pressed his nose to the side of my neck and breathed in deeply.

      “Oh God.” I arched my back and tugged at the covers. “Get under here. I need to feel you against me so fucking bad.”

      He moved the covers, giving me a glimpse of his rock-hard erection. I reached down and stroked it as he growled softly at me.

      “Woman. I’m serious. Take it easy. I know you’re not feeling well.” He settled down on top of me, and I closed my eyes as tears burned my vision. It felt like heaven to have him against me.

      Fear wrapped around me so tightly that I couldn’t breathe. I would have him for an hour or two, and then he would belong to the world he lived in and not me anymore. I would be a burden, a hindrance, until it was time to make love again.

      “I can’t do this,” I whispered as a sob bubbled up inside of me.

      He stroked my hair back and placed soft kisses all over my face before brushing his nose along mine. I opened my eyes to find his deep blue eyes filled with tears too.

      “I can’t either. Let’s not do this anymore.” He kissed me softly, and I expected him to move, but instead, he pressed into me as I gripped the sheets and let out a cry from the pleasure that swelled in my stomach. “Let’s not pretend that we’re not in love with each other, Elizabeth. Let’s let down our guard and fall so far that we can’t imagine breathing if something were to happen to the other.”

      I cried out as he pressed in farther. His hands tightened around my face, and he licked at my mouth before kissing me a few times and starting to pump in and out of me. I reached up and gripped him as if I might lose him.

      “I want to be on top,” I whispered, and he rolled us over, never losing contact.

      I sat up and pressed back to take him fully inside me, and it was his turn to cry out. I pressed my hands to his strong chest and rocked against him as I whimpered due to his size.

      He reached up and palmed my breasts, squeezing and massaging them as his eyes bored into mine.

      “I love you. I’ve fallen so far in love with you that it scares me. Tell me that I’m not alone. I don’t want to be alone anymore. Tell me that you feel the same.” His hand brushed my cheek, and he pulled me down to lay flush against him as his other hand squeezed my ass tightly. “Tell me.”

      I nodded and wrapped my arms around his neck as we continued to give and take from one another. “I love you too. So much that it hurts sometimes.”

      He nodded and closed his eyes, lifting his hips and working me from underneath as he groaned in pleasure with each thrust.

      His words opened up a part of me that I didn’t realize existed. I wanted forever with him, and even though it had started out as something so far from good and wholesome, it was turning into all those things now. My pain would dissipate the more I began to believe his desires were true.

      “Hold on, baby. I’m going to get up and put on a condom.” He kissed me once more and rolled us back over, working me for a few more minutes before getting up and walking to his nightstand.

      “Aiden. What about tomorrow when we’re back at work? Will you still love me then?” I knew I sounded needy and maybe a little pathetic, but I didn’t care. I needed to know. If he was only willing to love me behind closed doors, then I needed to gather my things and leave. My heart couldn’t handle us not truly being together. It was wrecking the parts of my life that mattered most.

      “Yes. Forever.” He rolled the condom on and walked back toward me as I let my eyes run along him. A soft moan left my lips as he pushed at my shoulder and curled in behind me, spooning me tightly. “I’m not telling you that it’s going to be easy, but I don’t care. If one of us has to leave the hospital, then I’ll go.”

      He gripped my hip and impaled me with a loud groan. I reached up and grabbed the headboard, far too out of breath to tell him that I would go. He’d been there for the last ten years. I would take one for the team and do my residency elsewhere.

      “I need to release all of this shit I’ve been building up inside of me for the last three weeks. Tell me you can take it.” He shifted a little and half laid on top of me, forcing me more onto my stomach as he pressed in so deeply that it almost hurt.

      “I want it.” I gripped the bed tightly as he thanked me and started to fuck me fast and hard, his body opening mine up as if it were his to command. I came so hard that tears filled my eyes, and he followed me quickly, rocking himself against me until he collapsed and wrapped me in a tight hold.

      “I love you so much, Elizabeth. Tell Parks and every other man in the world to fuck off. You’re mine. We don’t need to figure out what that means, but we do need to work through the details.”

      I nodded and wiped at my tears. “I love you too. I need to get into the hospital soon. My boss has been a dick lately, and I don’t want to upset him.”

      He chuckled low in his chest. “Your boss says that you’re at work already. Today’s going to be a test in longevity. You up for it?”

      I smirked and pushed him back before crawling out of the bed and grabbing the rest of the condoms. I tossed them at him and pulled my hair up before cracking my neck and walking back to the bed.

      “Get another one of those on. I’ve always wanted to try reverse cowgirl.” I crawled onto the bed as his eyes widened slightly.

      “You play mentor then. Just promise to make me your mentee.” He reached for me, pulling me down and wrapping his arms and legs around me as we rolled to a comfortable spot on the bed. “Forgive me for all of this. I wanted your heart, not your body or your time. That all would have come along with it if I hadn’t twisted your offer. I’m sorry.”

      I brushed my hand down his face and took a deep breath. “There’s nothing to be sorry about. I offered you me. My heart wasn’t part of the deal, but like most cocky doctors, you just assumed it was all yours.”

      He laughed and squeezed my ass before tucking his face against my neck. “And I want it all, but can we start with the reverse cowgirl stuff first?”

      I laughed and swatted at him. “Anything you want.”

      “There’s my girl. Get up here, and remind me why I’m going to shower you in everything I have for the rest of our lives.” He gripped my hips tightly as I moved up to straddle him.

      “Because my ass is cute?” I glanced over my shoulder to watch him put on a new condom.

      “Because you’re everything I want and far more than I deserve.” He pulled me back to take him in. “I’ll always be right here behind you, supporting you, loving you, needing you.”

      “And fucking me?” I rocked my hips as he sat up and moved his fingers to play between my thighs as the world lit on fire.

      “Always fucking you. Every time you let me.” He kissed my neck as I closed my eyes and lost myself in the feeling of his touch.

      There wouldn’t be an every time, but an any time. I was his, and he could have anything he wanted. Whenever he wanted it. Wherever he wanted it.

      He was my future, and I was fully invested.
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      Elizabeth’s knee was bouncing rapidly as she sat in the passenger seat of my Mercedes while we pulled through a Starbucks drive thru.

      I reached over and put a hand on her knee. “Relax. Everything is going to work out, all right? I’ll handle the tricky shit and talk to Peter.”

      She pressed her lips together. Even though her knee had stopped bouncing, she still seemed terribly stressed. “I know. I’m just scared.”

      “Of what?”

      She shrugged. “People are going to think things.”

      “People always think things.”

      She nodded and looked down at her lap. “Yes, but they’re going to think things about me. Things that I can’t control.”

      “Like what?”

      She bit her bottom lip. “That I’m a slut.”

      I frowned. “Nobody is going to think that.”

      “I’m sleeping with my mentor, who just so happens to have been dropping lump sums of cash into my bank account.” She sighed and looked out the window as we crept forward to the pickup window by another car length. “They’ll think I’m a whore.”

      “Stop saying that shit. Nobody will think that.”

      “They won’t take me seriously as a doctor.”

      “Elizabeth,” I said firmly.

      She turned her head back toward me. Her eyes were wide, her cheeks flushed, and her brow furrowed. I wished I could spare her all of this anxiety.

      I squeezed her knee. “You and I made choices. We put ourselves here. And I know it’s not ideal. But I have your back. And you have mine. We have friends in high places. This is all going to work out. The only people who think negatively about you are people who would likely only try to tear you down further down the road. Think of it like a blessing.”

      “A blessing?”

      “You get to spot the shitty people sooner rather than later. I wish I’d been able to earlier in my career. It would have saved me a lot of headaches.”

      Her knee started bouncing again.

      I chuckled and grabbed it, giving her kneecap a reassuring squeeze. “Nobody will care. Besides, I’m the one who will take most of the heat, not you.”

      “That doesn’t make me feel better.”

      “We’re not going to say anything about the money. Just that we love each other. No more bullshit. No more secrets.”

      “No more bullshit,” she muttered.

      I stopped at the pickup window to pay for our order and collect our coffees. I passed Elizabeth her cup before pulling away and heading to the hospital. “I promise this will be okay.”

      She gazed out the window. “I trust you.”

      “I trust you too.”

      There was no sense in telling her how nervous I was. It wouldn’t help calm her nerves, and it wouldn’t serve me either. I knew one way or another, we would make this work. Sure, we’d broken some rules, and sure, this wasn’t exactly the sort of shit the hospital would be keen to discover was happening under their noses, but it wasn’t like our relationship had impacted our jobs.

      In fact, I would argue it had helped me with mine. For the first time in my career, I was taking steps toward a better work-life balance, and my mental health was reaping the benefits of it. I had someone to share myself with who wasn’t a dying patient. I had someone to bare my soul to on the hard days and celebrate the good days with.

      I wasn’t going to lose that.

      I parked the Mercedes in the staff lot, and Elizabeth and I crossed the parking lot sipping our coffees. I opened the door for her, and we ducked inside, plunging into the familiar sterile scent and the hallways full of hospital beds and nurses and visitors and food trays.

      “Where are you going first?” Elizabeth asked.

      “I’m going to go to my office and call Peter. I’d like to talk to him first. He was looking into the hospital rules for me anyway.”

      “All right. I’m going to change, and then can I meet you there? I’d like to talk to him too and hear what he has to say.”

      “Of course.” I gave her ass a little pat after checking that the coast was clear. “I’ll see you in there.”

      She nodded, gave me a tight-lipped smile, and veered off our present path to head to the women’s locker room.

      I proceeded forward, moving down the hall with purpose as I sipped my coffee and nodded at doctors and nurses I passed by.

      It was just before eleven o’clock in the morning when I stepped into my office. I left the door open a crack, went to my desk, and called Peter immediately.

      “Aiden, what’s up?”

      “Do you have a minute to spare?”

      “For my favorite doctor? Absolutely. Give me fifteen minutes. Where should I meet you?”

      “My office.”

      “See you shortly.”

      He hung up, leaving me in peace to sip my coffee and think about how much in my life was about to change. Sure, things with Elizabeth had already been a big shift for me, but that shift was about to become a hell of a lot more intense. With people in the hospital knowing I was in a relationship, everything was going to change.

      There were people I’d have some explaining to do to.

      Like Parks.

      I scratched the back of my head as I kicked my heels up on my desk and lifted my coffee to my lips.

      He’d been pretty upset outside the club last night. And he had every reason to be. I’d been dishonest with him from the very beginning. Even when I knew he wanted something for himself with Elizabeth. The fact that she would never return his interest didn’t matter. As his friend, I should have handled things better and protected his heart by being honest with him.

      I had a lot of making up to do.

      Once I handled things with Peter and the hospital, I would move on to repairing the damage I’d done to Parks. Maybe Elizabeth would have a couple of suggestions on where I could start. She was compassionate and good at those kinds of things.

      My door creaked open. Expecting Peter, I left my feet up on the desk and lifted my gaze to the door.

      Unfortunately, it was not Peter.

      Sarah Vant stood in front of my slightly ajar door. She had a smile playing on her magenta-painted lips, and her hair was immaculately curled, hanging in soft ringlets around her face. She wore a skin-tight black dress and had a bottle of water in one hand. “Good morning, Aiden.”

      I didn’t answer her.

      She moved farther into my office. “I wanted to thank you for the advice you gave me the other day. I’ve decided to go through with the patient’s surgery. You made him very happy.”

      “I can’t imagine why,” I said dryly. Agreeing to at least try to save someone’s life seemed an obvious way to make them happy.

      She smiled sweetly. I saw menace playing in the corners of those pink lips of hers. “You’re a good man, Aiden. He has hope because of you. I was hoping I could make it up to you somehow.”

      “Nothing to make up for. It was just a professional courtesy. And Sarah, for the record, my advice was for his benefit, not yours.”

      “I understand. That’s what makes it even better.”

      I sighed and rubbed at my temple. “Are we ever going to reach a point where you stop trying to play this little game of yours?”

      “Game?” She cocked her head to the side. Her smile never left.

      I got to my feet. “You and I both know exactly what this is. And I’m never going to be interested. Plain and simple.”

      “Oh Aiden, I know you’re lonely. I know you crave a woman in your bed.” She walked languidly to my desk. “I can be that woman. We can lock your door right now, and I can show you what it’s like to have a real woman on her knees for you. Just give me—”

      “Dr. Vant,” a cold, female voice said, pulling my attention from Sarah to the door.

      Elizabeth stood there looking hot as hell in her purple scrubs. She’d slicked her hair back into a high, neat bun on top of her head. Her eyes bored holes into Sarah’s back.

      Sarah’s eyes widened momentarily before she turned to Elizabeth. “Oh, hello, Elizabeth.” Her voice dripped with false sweetness. “Didn’t see you there.”

      Elizabeth came into my office. She walked purposefully to come stand behind my desk with me. Then she crossed her arms over her chest. “You do realize you’re sexually harassing a coworker, right?”

      Sarah blinked. “Aiden and I are just having a bit of fun. Aren’t we, Aiden?”

      I shook my head. “None of this fits my definition of fun.”

      Sarah looked unnerved for the first time. She licked her lips. “I just know how lonely it is working in this field. I didn’t want you to be—”

      “He’s not lonely,” Elizabeth said sharply.

      Sarah giggled. “What do you know of loneliness, resident? You’ve only been here a couple of months. Aiden and I go way back. We have history. You just have a little girl crush, and you don’t like me taking up his time.”

      Elizabeth laughed. “You have no idea how desperate you are, Sarah. I feel bad for you.”

      Sarah reeled under the insult. “I beg your pardon?”

      “I feel sorry for you.” Elizabeth leaned forward and annunciated each word.

      I stepped in before the two women spiraled. “Sarah. Get out. Don’t bother me with anything that isn’t work related ever again. Do you understand?”

      Her lips peeled off her teeth in a snarl. “You’re going to let your resident get away with speaking to me like that?”

      I straightened. “She’s not just my resident.”

      “What the hell does that mean?” Sarah barked.

      I suddenly had clarity. This was my chance to put my foot down and choose something that I wanted. This was my moment.

      So I turned to Elizabeth, grabbed her by the side of her shirt, and pulled her into me to press a kiss to her lips. She stood stone still for a moment before she melted against me and pressed her hands flat to my chest.

      I wasn’t sure how long the kiss lasted before I pulled away and set my stare on Sarah. “Does that clarify things for you, Dr. Vant?”

      Her mouth worked, but no words came out.

      Then she turned on her heel and marched out.

      Elizabeth had two shaking fingers pressed to her lips. “We are so screwed.”

      I shook my head. “No. We’re not. She’ll get what’s coming to her. Now come here. I’m not done with you.”

      Peter would help me sort through all of this. If I had to move hospitals, then so be it. And if I lost Elizabeth as a resident, it was a small price to pay to have her by my side through this life of ours.

      I would give up whatever it took to ensure I had more kisses like this one in my future.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            35

          

          Elizabeth

        

      

    

    
      One Week Later

      I poked my head out of Aiden’s bathroom door and watched as he pulled on a pair of slacks and slid his belt through the loops.

      “Are you almost ready?” I called.

      He looked up at me. He looked so handsome and sexy with his clean shave and his hair slicked back. His shirt lay on the bed, and I admired his chest and his abs and the muscles that flexed in his arms as he did up his belt.

      “Don’t rush me, woman.”

      I smiled. “My mom is expecting us in half an hour. We have to walk out the door in five.”

      “I’ll be ready. You on the other hand? I’m not so sure.”

      I stepped out of the bathroom, gesturing down at myself. “I’m already fully dressed, for your information. I’m just putting some last touches on my makeup, and I’m ready to go.”

      “Uh huh. I’ve heard that before.”

      I rolled my eyes at him before ducking back into the bathroom to sweep on a shimmery lip gloss on top of my dark pink lipstick. The color paired nicely with my casual floor-length dress that I’d paired with a loose cream cardigan.

      Ever since Aiden and I came out with our relationship at St. Mark’s, life had been a little chaotic. We’d been asked by Peter to not show any PDA, which was a fair request, until he sorted things out and some moves were made to accommodate us. Things were not going to be able to carry on the way they had been.

      It was a tough pill to swallow. All I wanted was to learn from Aiden. I wanted to spend all my time at work with him. But it didn’t look like that was going to happen. Either he was going to be transferred to another hospital or I was. Or if Peter could swing it, we could both remain at St. Mark’s, but I would be completing my residency under another doctor’s mentorship.

      I was doomed to be anxious about the whole situation until we arrived at a solution.

      But that anxiety wasn’t stopping me from enjoying every second I had with Aiden. Tonight, we had plans to have dinner with my mother. She’d invited me over the instant I told her about my relationship with Aiden over the phone at the end of last week. At first, she’d seemed a bit wary. I couldn’t blame her. All this hard work and time and energy that I’d put into my career could have been blown to smithereens by getting caught up in a man like him.

      I’d assured her he wasn’t going to ruin me. He’d already helped me immensely, and he was a good man. Then she’d insisted we come over for dinner so she could meet him.

      I didn’t like that she was spending money fixing a barbeque for us. Her funds were extremely tight, as I understood better than anyone, and dropping a bunch of money on steaks was reckless. After much insisting, she’d agreed to let us bring the wine.

      It still wasn’t easing my mind.

      Aiden had very graciously told me not to worry too much over my mother’s financial burdens. I wasn’t entirely sure what that meant yet, but I was willing to lean on his words and trust him.

      He hadn’t led me astray thus far.

      I marched out into the bedroom as Aiden shrugged into a suit jacket and fixed his cufflinks. He glanced up at me from beneath his brows, and his lips curled. “You look ravishing.”

      “Thank you.” I did a little curtsy for him.

      Aiden chuckled and came toward me to take my hand and lift my knuckles to his lips. “Are you ready?”

      “As ever.”

      “Don’t be nervous. I’m a perfect gentleman around parents.”

      “I don’t believe you.”

      He laughed. “It’s going to be fine. Come on.”
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        * * *

      

      We parked the Mercedes in my mother’s beat-up old driveway. It had long since cracked and lifted with the changing of seasons, and she didn’t have the money to fix it. The roots of the tree in the front yard had crept under the concrete and bubbled parts of it upward. Aiden didn’t say anything as he got out of the car, walked around to my door, and opened it for me. He offered me his hand and helped me out.

      Then he offered me his elbow. I threaded my arm through his, and we crossed the busted-up concrete and stopped at the screen door on the porch. It was tattered along the edges. Frayed from years and years of banging against the doorframe.

      I opened the screen door and knocked on the frame. “Hello? Mom? We’re here.”

      “Come in, baby! I’m in the kitchen.”

      I gave Aiden a look that I hoped looked more confident than I felt, and we plunged into the house. It smelled like it always did, like lavender candles and fresh laundry. I took Aiden down the narrow hall from the front door, which was lined in haphazardly hung old family photos.

      Aiden stopped in front of one to straighten it, and then gave me a cocky smile as he pressed his finger to my toothless smile. “You were a cute kid.”

      I swatted his hand off the glass and wished he hadn’t seen the picture of me in my pigtails with no teeth and chocolate syrup all over my face. “Of course I was.”

      We found my mother in the kitchen standing over three raw steaks. She sprinkled some salt and pepper on them before turning to face us. She spread her arms out wide and beamed at us as she came forward to give me a big bear hug.

      I patted her back. “Hi, Mom.”

      “Hi, baby. You look great.” She gave me a kiss on the cheek before stepping back and fixing her attention on Aiden. “Aiden. It’s so nice to finally meet you.”

      “You too, Mrs. Jenkins. I’ve heard wonderful things about you and your cooking. I’m very excited to be here.” He rubbed his flat tummy in a slow circle as he held out a bottle of Merlot to my mother.

      She took it and brought it to the counter. “Thank you. I’ve heard a couple of things about you too.”

      I frowned. “Not from me.”

      Aiden arched an eyebrow.

      My mother chuckled as she pulled three wine glasses down from the cupboard. It creaked on its old brass hinges as she closed it. She pulled the cork out of the wine and poured us each a glass. As she handed them to us, she said, “Stephanie might have let something slip the other day when I ran into her in the grocery store.”

      I sighed. “Naturally.”

      My mother picked up the plate of steaks and carried them through the sliding screen doors off the dining room to the grill. She lifted the lid as Aiden and I stepped out onto the porch.

      “Yes. She was quite excited to tell me all about a smart, successful, handsome new man in my daughter’s life. So excited that she sort of spilled the beans.” She winked at Aiden.

      He cleared his throat. “I hope I live up to Stephanie’s praise.”

      My mother flashed him a smile. “My daughter has good taste. I’m sure you will.”

      I rubbed his shoulder affectionately. “I’ll have to tell Steph to mind her own business and stop stealing my thunder.”

      The steaks went on the barbeque, and my mother closed the lid. “Be real, baby. Stephanie will never change. She’s just happy for you is all. And apparently thrilled that some other doctor by the name of Parks is officially ‘on the market’. Her words, not mine.”

      Aiden and I exchanged a wary look.

      My mother slipped past us, and we followed her back into the kitchen, where Aiden offered to help mash the potatoes. I stepped in and kept an eye on some vegetables simmering away on the pan while my mother cooked the steaks to perfection.

      Soon after, the three of us were sitting down with our second glasses of wine and our plates in front of us on the patio set on the porch.

      My mother lifted her glass. “Here’s to a much anticipated evening.”

      “Cheers.” Aiden lifted his glass.

      I sipped my wine and watched my mother and Aiden hit it off over dinner. It had been a long time since I felt this level of contentment in my life, and it made me reflect back on what my life had looked like just months ago.

      Back then, this would have been a different night entirely. I’d be sitting with Dex, who’d be prattling on about some customer who rubbed him the wrong way at work, some shitty driver who cut him off on his daily commute, or some upcoming action flick neither my mother or I had much interest in.

      I’d be trying to convince myself that we were right for each other with every bite I took. Trying to believe the lie I’d spun in my own head so that I would be more comfortable.

      And not alone.

      But now here I was, watching a man I admired more than anyone else in the world as he asked my mother questions about her day. Her morning. Her home. The photos in the hallway. She laughed as he asked to hear funny stories about me, and she was more than happy to oblige him despite my red cheeks and horrified protests.

      This was what had been missing from my life.

      Joy. Peace. Satisfaction.

      “There’s more food if you’d like seconds.” My mother nodded toward the kitchen.

      Aiden leaned back in his chair and dabbed at his mouth with his napkin. It was an old fabric napkin with a blue and yellow paisley print. My mother had owned them for as long as I remembered.

      “Thank you, Mrs. Jenkins, but I’m quite full. One more bite would push me over the edge.”

      “Please, call me Martha.”

      Aiden nudged me with his elbow. “See? I told you I’m good with parents.”

      My mother and I laughed, and it felt pretty damn good. There was still a lot of unknowns in my life. Still a lot of margin for things to take an unplanned turn.

      But I had everything I needed.

      I cleared the dinner table when we were done eating, and Aiden got a call from the hospital. He stepped outside to take it and answer some patient questions while me and my mom did a quick cleanup in the kitchen.

      My mom leaned one hip on the counter and nodded out the patio doors toward Aiden, whose back was to us as he bowed his head and listened to his patient. “He’s a babe.”

      “Mom,” I hissed.

      She shrugged. “What? It’s true. Look at him.”

      I smiled. “I look at him every day.”

      “Lucky girl.”

      I snickered. “Stop it.”

      “I can’t help it. You know I’m just happy for you, baby. Do you know how things are going to go for you two? Any word?”

      “Not yet. But we’ll know soon enough. And we’ll deal with whatever it is together.”

      “Stephanie is concerned that you’re going to move out of the apartment.”

      I blinked at her. “Sorry?”

      “You should talk to her just to clear things up. I think she feels like she’s stuck on the outside and she doesn’t know where she stands anymore. You know?”

      I licked my lips. “I think I can see why she might feel that way.”

      My mother put a hand on my shoulder. “Talk to her. Ease her mind. You’ll be glad you did. Falling head over heels for a man is an easy way to create space between your best friend. Don’t let that happen. She’s just as important as he is. And based on what I think I know about him, Aiden will think so too.”

      I gazed out the patio doors at my man. Warmth spread through my chest. “Yeah. He will.”
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      Two Weeks Later

      “Are you sure tonight is the right time to tell Peter?” Elizabeth asked as she chopped up fresh lettuce for the Caesar salad she was preparing.

      I nodded while I continued stirring a simmering pot of spaghetti sauce on the stove. “I’m sure. It’s the smartest move we can make. It’s proactive.”

      We’d spent the last few nights talking about how we should handle things. Peter still hadn’t gotten back to us on how he or the hospital wanted to handle our relationship, and the waiting was becoming a bit too much to bear. We needed to know where we stood.

      I turned to Elizabeth. “Don’t worry. Just because I’m resigning doesn’t mean things between us are going to change.”

      “No,” she said slowly. “But it means I won’t get to see you at work every day.”

      I pressed a hand to my chest just over my heart. “It is a catastrophe. I know.”

      She swatted at me.

      I chuckled and retreated back to the stove to resume stirring the sauce. My whole house smelled like tomatoes, onion, and garlic, and my mouth had been watering for the last four hours since I started preparing the meal.

      We were having a few people over from the hospital this evening. It was our first jointly hosted dinner party, and Elizabeth was incredibly nervous.

      We were expecting Stephanie, Parks, and Peter, as well as about a dozen other residents and doctors. I was on top of it, preparing a massive amount of food to make sure everyone was well fed. My coffee table was already overflowing with appetizer dishes: a baked brie and baguette plate, mini quiche, vegetables and dip, chips and salsa, and an assortment of other things.

      “We have enough food, right?” Elizabeth asked.

      I chuckled. “Yes. We have enough food. People are always more concerned with drinking wine at these kinds of things than sampling the spread. Trust me. These people don’t get breaks like this.”

      “Fair.”

      There was a knock on the front door, and then someone opened it, and a warm, feminine voice called into the house. “Elizabeth? Dr. Crawford? Where are you guys?”

      “In the kitchen, Steph!”

      Elizabeth’s best friend arrived looking like a beachy bronzed goddess. Her hair was down and loosely curled. She wore a cream dress and gold sandals that complemented her gold accessories.

      After she set a bottle of white wine on the counter, she gave Elizabeth a hug. “How are you?”

      My girl grinned at her. “I’m good. A little anxious. But good.”

      She arched an eyebrow. “Anxious? What on earth about?”

      Elizabeth nodded in my direction. “He’s going to tell Peter he’s resigning tonight.”

      Stephanie blinked at me. “What? At an event like this? Isn’t that the sort of conversation best saved for your office?”

      I shrugged. “Nah. Peter and I go way back. I’d rather just get it out of the way and be able to enjoy my evening.”

      Elizabeth drummed her fingers on the counter. “Annoying, isn’t he?”

      “Terribly,” Stephanie agreed. “But I have to admit, I see the reason to the madness. I think I’d want to get it off my chest.”

      “Don’t encourage him.” Elizabeth scowled.

      Stephanie waggled her bottle of white wine. “Where can I get my hands on a wine glass, Dr. Crawford?”

      I nodded across the kitchen to the cupboard. Stephanie padded over, offered me and Elizabeth a glass, and poured three. She handed them out to us and offered her help in the kitchen.

      “Honestly, we’ve got all our bases covered.” I covered the sauce with the lid. “Thank you though.”

      “Excellent. I didn’t want to do anything anyway. Long day.”

      I chuckled. Stephanie’s honesty was refreshing.

      The guests would be arriving any minute, so the three of us moved into the living room to get comfortable while we waited. Only a few minutes passed before there were more knocks on my door and the steady stream of doctors and residents began. Elizabeth and I took coats and hung them in the hallway closet before seeing everyone into the kitchen and making sure drinks were filled and plates and napkins were offered so they could make their way around and pick and choose from the assortment of appetizers.

      Parks and Peter arrived together, and as soon as they walked in the door, Stephanie was batting her lashes at Parks. He came over to me and nudged me in the shoulder in greeting. “You know, I’m starting to like the attention.”

      “Be careful,” I warned.

      “Why? I might fall in love with her like you did with Elizabeth?”

      I nodded. “Yes. It can happen faster than you think.”

      Parks laughed. “I’m not that kind of guy. Come on, man. You know that about me.”

      “I wasn’t that kind of guy either.”

      Parks frowned and glanced over his shoulder at Stephanie. “That’s true.”

      I nodded at the bottles of wine on the counter. “Make yourself useful and offer to refill everyone’s drinks for them? I need a minute with Peter.”

      “You got it, boss.”

      I wove through the doctors and residents milling about in my living room until I reached Peter, who was chatting with a young female resident with auburn hair and kind eyes. I politely stole him away and took him down the hall to my study, where I closed the door behind us to block out the noise of the party.

      Peter arched an eyebrow at me as I went to my desk. “Is something wrong, Aiden?”

      “No. Nothing at all. I just have something for you.”

      “A free dinner party and a gift? What did I do to deserve this?”

      “It’s not that kind of gift.” I opened the top drawer of my desk, grabbed a folded-up letter, and brought it to him. “I decided to take things into my own hands and make the first move. It isn’t fair to leave it in your hands to fix my mess.”

      Peter unfolded the paper and peered down at it. I watched his eyes flick back and forth across the page as he read my resignation letter. When he was done, his eyes slid up to me. “This is what you want?”

      “I want Elizabeth.”

      Peter looked back down. “Yes. I understand. But this seems extreme. Even for you.”

      “Has the hospital made a decision?”

      “Not yet. But I’m applying pressure. You know things don’t move quickly with the board.”

      “I do. Which is why I decided to hurry things along on my own.”

      “By quitting the hospital that has become your home? Where are you going to go? Who can afford you?”

      “I can drop my rates.”

      “Aiden. Your place is at St. Mark’s. You know that as well as I do. You don’t have to quit. We can find other resolutions. You just have to be patient.”

      I sighed. I didn’t want to be patient. But saying that out loud would make me look like a spoiled child.

      Peter handed the letter back to me. “Give me a bit more time. Please. I think I can swing something.”

      “I don’t like not having any control.”

      Peter smiled. “Nobody does, Aiden. But sometimes, the best things happen when you loosen your grip just a little bit. I’m in your corner. Elizabeth’s too. I want a happy ending for you guys. And I want a happy ending for me, too. That doesn’t involve you being shipped off to another hospital.”

      Peter was a good friend.

      I nodded. “Thank you.”

      Peter clamped a hand on my shoulder. “Don’t mention it. Now, shall we go out there and rejoin our peers for some drinks and good food? Because although I enjoy my quality time with you, I would much prefer to be in their company, not yours, at this present moment.”

      I threw my head back and laughed. “Lead the way.”

      Peter and I rejoined the party. After making my rounds and saying hello to everyone, I called them to their meal. People filled their plates with pasta, salad, and garlic bread, and everyone ate in different places. Some sat at the stools at the kitchen island. Others claimed spots at the dining room table while some of us, me, Elizabeth, Peter, Parks, and Stephanie included, made ourselves comfortable on the sofa.

      Stephanie leaned back to get comfortable in the corner spot. She twirled her fork in her pasta and looked at Parks, who was sitting on my righthand side. I don’t think he noticed, but the way she looked at him reminded me of the way Elizabeth looked at me, and I at her.

      He was in trouble.

      Elizabeth nudged Stephanie’s knee with her own, and she averted her gaze from Parks as he ate.

      It was funny to be here with these people and consider how different my life looked now. I wasn’t the solitary doctor carrying the weight of the world on his shoulders. Yes, my burden of saving lives still got to me, and there were still bad days, but they were infinitely better than they used to be. Having a woman like Elizabeth to come home to at the end of a fourteen-hour shift after losing someone on my table during surgery made the dark days a little brighter.

      I had no idea how I would ever thank her properly for that. The only thing I could do was spend my days doing everything in my power to make her happy. And that was what I intended on doing.

      I was still going to help her with her financial situation. Her and her mother. I would do whatever it took to ease her mind and help her focus on her career, which, in turn, would help future patients who were going to rely on her care and her sharp mind.

      I wasn’t her patient, and I already relied on it.
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      I held out Stephanie’s jacket for her at the end of the night. She was the last of the guests to leave and had stayed back to help Aiden and I tidy up. We appreciated the thought, but she ended up just having another glass of wine and talking our ears off about Parks.

      Some things would never change.

      I didn’t think I wanted them to.

      Stephanie shrugged her hair out of the collar of her jacket and turned back to me. “Thanks. Tonight was fun. Right?”

      “Definitely. I had a good time. And it was nice not to feel like there was so much pressure on us.”

      “Agreed. We’re part of the ‘in crowd’ now. Who would have thought?”

      “Not me. Not in a million years.”

      She laughed softly. Her eyes were a bit red from the wine, and her cheeks were rosy. She sighed and looked at her feet. “Do you think Parks will ever notice me the way I notice him?”

      I rubbed my lips together. She was in a tight spot. And despite how different Steph and I were, I could relate. Back when I’d pined after Aiden, I wondered what he thought of me.

      “I think Parks likes the chase,” I said, picking my words carefully.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, he seems to go for girls who make him work for their attention.”

      “Like you?” she asked darkly.

      I gave her a reassuring smile. “Parks liked the idea of me. He and I never would have worked. You know that. But maybe you just need to switch up your strategy. Because what you’re doing isn’t working. Right?”

      Her shoulders slumped. “Right.”

      “So back off. Give him space. If he comes around, then great. If not, I hate to say this, but maybe it’s best to move on. Why would you want to be with someone who won’t give you the time of day?”

      It wasn’t that Parks wouldn’t give her the time of day. He just didn’t seem at all interested in being anything other than coworkers with Stephanie. There was nothing wrong with that. He was also very good looking and probably used to girls throwing themselves at him. At some point, he might have become desensitized to it all, and passes at him went right over his head.

      “I hate when you’re right.” Stephanie picked at a loose thread on her coat.

      “Yeah. I know. So do I sometimes.”

      She smiled. “All right. My cab is waiting. We’ll catch up soon?”

      “We’re still on for coffee on Tuesday before our shift?”

      She pulled me in for a hug. “You bet your ass we are. Now, go help that man of yours clean his kitchen. He looks too damn hot with his sleeves rolled up to be in there alone.”

      I opened the door and watched her walk to the cab. “Love you, Steph!”

      She looked back at me as she opened the door and winked. “Love you too.”

      I’d taken my mother’s advice and sat down with Stephanie last week to reconnect and make sure she knew our friendship was still my priority. I apologized for making her feel like she wasn’t, and then she got all misty eyed and apologized for being all lovesick for Parks.

      And now it was like nothing had changed.

      Everything was as it should be.

      Well, minus the fact that I was about to go into the kitchen and drop my dress and tell Aiden to bring me to bed.

      Once I was under him and we were naked, then everything would be as it should be.

      I locked the front door. Then I moved to the kitchen, drawing the side zipper of my dress down to my hip.

      When I stopped at the island, Aiden had his back to me. He was scrubbing the last of the pots in the sink, and I savored the moment to watch him work. There was nothing sexier than a man in the kitchen. I would dare any woman to argue with me. As he scrubbed, his shoulder blades gently pushed at his white button up. It accentuated his wide shoulders and narrow waist, and I ran my tongue along my bottom lip as he turned off the tap and leaned over to dry his hands on the towel hanging off the oven handle.

      I shimmied out of my dress and let it fall to my feet before stepping out of it.

      And then I waited.

      When he turned around, he froze. His eyes moved from my toes to my breasts and then back down before his stare darkened with lust and flicked up to meet my gaze. “Is that what you’ve had on under that dress all night?”

      I ran my hands over my hips, over the lacy black panties attached to garters and nylons with a wide trim around my thighs. Then slowly, I trailed a finger up the middle of my stomach to play with the jewel that dangled from my bra right smack between my breasts. “It is. Do you like it?”

      “Like it?” he asked, taking a step forward.

      I retreated. “Leave the rest of the mess for tomorrow. We’ll do it together.”

      “And right now?”

      “Right now, I want you inside me.”

      He let out a primal sound deep in his throat. It was enough to make me pinch my knees together.

      “When did you get so bossy?”

      I giggled softly and fell back another step. He followed. “I’ve never been afraid to go after what I want.”

      “That is true. And neither have I.”

      I pulled my bottom lip into my mouth. “Then show me what you want, Dr. Crawford.”

      “You’re a naughty girl.”

      “I’m your girl.”

      “Damn fucking straight you are.”

      Aiden came for me. I let out a playful yelp as he scooped me up and threw me over one shoulder. He slapped my ass hard as he toted me to the bedroom. Then in one fell swoop, he dropped his shoulder and swung me down onto the bed.

      I propped myself up on my elbows as he undid the buttons of his shirt with agonizing slowness. Every flick of his wrist had me on edge, and all I wanted was for him to flick his fingers like that inside me.

      He caught me staring at him and rewarded me with that devilishly charming smile of his.

      I blushed under his stare. Even now after all this time, after coming to the forefront with our relationship, he still made me giddy.

      Aiden shrugged out of his shirt and then stripped out of his pants. His cock strained against his black boxers as he came to his knees on the bed, straddling me. Then slowly, carefully, he began undressing me.

      He started with my bra. Once it was off, he moved down to unclip my garters. He drew my nylons down, sliding them down my thighs and over my knees and calves. His fingers grazed my skin and drove me wild, and he knew it.

      Lastly, he hooked his fingers in my panties and tugged them down as well. Then he threw them across the room and descended upon me for ravenous kisses. I held myself to him like I could become part of him. He ran a hand up my hip and waist. All I could see, smell, and feel was him. Always him.

      There was no place I’d rather be.

      Aiden tugged his boxers down around his thighs. His cock sprang free, and he leaned across me to grab a condom. Once it was on, I reached for him as my body thrummed with lust.

      Yes.

      Yes.

      Yes.

      He chuckled into our kiss as I stroked him and let my legs fall open. Then I guided him to my sex and rubbed my clit while he entered me.

      The tension that left my body had me trembling beneath him.

      He drowned out my soft moans with a hand over my mouth. His hips worked nice and slowly at first, warming me up, and when he quickened his tempo, I reached above my head to grip the pillows.

      He didn’t relent. He knew what I liked, and he was after something. An orgasm and a scream and a full body tremor perhaps. He loved when I lost control.

      So did I.

      He fucked me harder.

      My back arched, and the world blurred, and stars exploded behind my eyes.

      My scream was muffled in his palm, and he growled above me as his thrusts grew more and more wild. He pushed my legs back and pushed himself in deeper. My eyes rolled back in my head.

      It was happening.

      Right as I lost myself, he pulled his hand from my mouth. My cries broke free of me as I came, and he came right along with me, bowing his head and rolling his hips as we both descended into the soft moment that followed passion like this.

      I curled up against him once we were done. He held me to him, and I loved how perfectly we fit together. I listened to his breathing and closed my eyes.

      “What did Peter say when you talked to him tonight?”

      Aiden rested his chin on my shoulder. “He asked me to give him more time.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah. He’s trying to pull strings for us. Don’t get your hopes up too high, but knowing him, he has something up his sleeve.”

      “We’re lucky to know him.”

      Aiden stroked my hair and drew it off my face. “Yes. We are. But however it turns out, I’ll be happy.”

      I turned around to face him. “You promise?”

      “Of course I promise.” He cupped my chin. “Elizabeth. You’re the only thing in this world that I want. I would give it all up for you in a heartbeat.”

      “I’d never ask you to do that.”

      “I know you wouldn’t. But the rest of it doesn’t matter if I don’t have you. I mean that. You’ve changed everything. You’ve changed me. I like the man I am now. Before you, I’m not so sure how I felt about who I was.”

      I reached up to touch his jaw. “You were the same you, Aiden. You just didn’t let people in.”

      He held my hand to his cheek. “And that was a mistake.”

      I smiled and shook my head. “No.”

      “No?”

      “If it had been any other way, we might never have found each other.”

      He gave me a crooked grin and leaned in to kiss the tip of my nose. “My girl, the romantic.”

      “You love it.”

      “I do. And I love you.”

      My insides were fuzzy and warm. “I love you too. So much.”

      He kissed my palm, and we lay there for a while, facing each other until it became too difficult to keep our eyes open. Then I let sleep take me, and just like every night for the last few weeks, my dreams were as good as my waking hours.
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      We’d done it. Three years had passed since I started at St. Mark’s Hospital, and my residency was over. Peter had allowed both of us to stay at the hospital after Aiden turned in his resignation, but I was assigned a new mentor, which worked out well. Parks had taken on the job, and I honestly learned more from him than I ever could from Aiden. He was a different type of teacher, one who didn’t give accolades and praise too often, but when he did, he meant it.

      And it was a good thing Parks stepped up to the plate, too. Initially Peter had wanted to hand me over to Sarah Vant. The thought had been more than a little repulsive, and I told Peter she was the opposite of a role model.

      Being the decent man he was, Peter asked what I meant, and I came clean with all of Sarah’s misbehaviors and her harassment of Aiden in the hospital. Needless to say, her career went to Hell in a hand basket fast, and she was charged for harassment when other doctors, nurses, and residents came forward with the same concerns after Aiden and I took the first step.

      Stephanie finally got past her crazy phase and met a really cute guy at the club a few years back. They were married a year later, and she moved in with him and left me to make the hard decision of finally giving in to Aiden’s push for me to move in with him. He paid off my student loans within the first year of us dating and moved my mother into a beautiful little townhouse near the edge of the city. She started dating an old friend from school, and everyone seemed settled now. Parks was forever the bachelor, but I had no doubt that someone would come in and steal his heart, though he told me it still belonged to me.

      He just did that to get to Aiden.

      I knocked on the door just outside Dr. Miller’s office, much like I had three years before starting my journey, and took a seat. My knee wasn’t bouncing as much as it was back then, but my heart fluttered with the fact that my residency was over, and I’d taken my final exams to become a full-fledged doctor. She would have my scores, and I was going insane with the need to see them.

      “Elizabeth. Right on time as usual. Come on in, and don’t mind the visitors.” She smiled warmly and moved back, leaving me to wonder what the hell she was talking about.

      I walked in to find most of my friends from my residency shoved into her office, including my mom, Steph, Parks, Peter, and Aiden.

      “What is this?” My heart raced in my chest as I glanced toward Dr. Miller.

      “Congratulations. You did it. You were ranked number ten on this exam in all of the entire nation.”

      The whole room exploded with claps and shouts of excitement. I pressed my hands to my lips and turned to press into Aiden’s arms as he wrapped them around me.

      “I’m so proud of you, baby.” He kissed the side of my face as I cried.

      Thirteen years of killing myself, and I had done it. Not only had I reached my goal, but my dreams were flourishing because of the man in front of me. He wanted to give me the world, to know every part of me, and exploit every pleasure known to man together.

      My mom pulled at me and laughed. “Back up, Dr. Hottie. I want a hug from my girl.”

      I laughed and wrapped my mom in a hug. “Thanks for all your support, Mom.”

      She moved back and squeezed my shoulders as her eyes filled with tears. “I didn’t do much, but I’m so proud of you. Your daddy would be too.”

      “I think so too.” I hugged her again and noticed out of the corner of my eye that Aiden was watching me.

      I moved around the room, hugging people and talking to them about the craziness of the journey. It was overwhelming, and some part of me wished I was racing around the ER, dealing with trauma rather than having to entertain so many people, but I was grateful for their support. It was a good lesson in the fact that life didn’t have to be spent alone—ever. I had a whole room full of people who cared for me and truly wanted me to succeed. One in particular.

      “Why are you watching me so closely? It’s turning me on.” I moved up to my man and wrapped my arms around his narrow waist as he leaned down and pressed his lips to mine.

      “I got you something. I hope you don’t mind me giving it to you now.” He nipped at my mouth.

      “Is it a dick in a box?” I whispered against his lips. “Because that’s what I really want.”

      He jerked back, laughing loudly as he shook his head. “Oh shit, baby. Not much has changed in the last three years, has it?” He pulled out a small black box as the room grew quiet. “I’m not sure this is the place to do it, but most of these people have threatened my life about being present when I did it.”

      “What are you doing, Aiden?” The blood rushed from my face as the room started to spin. I reached out and touched his shoulder as he dropped to his knee and lifted the box, popping it open and smiling at me. The petite diamond ring inside the box was perfect. It was me all the way, and I couldn’t have done a better job having someone handcraft it for me.

      “You make my life worth living. You’re my partner at the hospital, my lover at home, my best friend everywhere else. Be my wife. Let’s make this forever thing legit. Marry me.”

      I let out a short laugh as tears dripped down my face. “Yes. God, yes.”

      He stood up and put the ring on my finger, pulling me in tightly and kissing me lovingly. I didn’t need anything else and had been blessed far beyond anything I imagined possible.

      “You know that our arrangement still stands, right?” He looked down at me as people crowded around us. “My money, my time, my interest, and my investment...”

      “My body and my heart?”

      “Exactly. Pay up, Princess. Let’s start with that first part.” He growled softly and ignored everyone else in the room but me, which was exactly the way it would always be.

      They weren’t there, unless he was.

      Then, it was just us—forever.
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