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Chapter 1


“You know the drill, Mrs. Morris.” Doctor Nick Davros raised his voice over the screaming toddler trapped in his mother’s lap. “Make sure he finishes the complete cycle of antibiotics and bring him back in if things don’t improve.”


Nick hurried out of the room and pulled the door closed behind him. The wood offered his tortured eardrums only minor relief, but at least the air in the hallway, while tinged with a faint scent of disinfectant, was free of the overpowering smell of the eucalyptus cough drops. Mrs. Morris’s apparent cure for all ills.


His shoulders sagged, his forehead clunking against the cool surface. How did she stand the noise? Little Chase Morris might have an ear infection, but his lungs? They worked just fine.


He handed the Morris’s patient chart off to the billing clerk at the front desk and eyed the stack piled on the intake side of the small ledge. The approach of fall meant the start of both school and cold and flu season, and the double whammy meant Thursdays at the walk-in clinic were usually a nightmare.


Today was no exception. Nick counted the manila folders in his head, groaning at the result. Eight of the exam rooms still had patients waiting to be seen.


“What do we have, Sheri?” he asked the physician’s assistant in charge of triage for this shift.


“It’s your lucky day, Doctor Sweet Cheeks.” She fanned the charts out like a deck of cards while she rattled off his choices. “Top picks. Exam 3’s a suspected case of jock itch. We’ve got an ingrown toenail in 7—patient’s diabetic.” She gave him a meaningful grimace over her rainbow-striped reading glasses. “And a chest infection in 9.”


Nick scanned the times noted on the intake forms. The winner was—the chest infection signed in first. Yuck. Probably sinus driven brought on by the last weather change. With drainage. He shuddered. And phlegm.


He had worked double shifts at the 24-hour urgent care center for three months now. He liked being a doctor. He liked knowing he made a difference. But despite his years of med school and residency, he still hated phlegm. Phlegm was gross.


Seriously.


And that little fact? Had never been brought up in any of his pre-med studies. Nick would even swear the instructors had deliberately kept his first phlegm-producing patient hidden until too late to change his mind about a career in medicine.


But beggars couldn’t be choosers and for the next couple of years, at least until he made a dent in the staggering total of his student loans, Nick definitely fit the category of beggar. Which meant a front row seat to all the strange and unnatural bodily fluids that went along with being a general practitioner.


“Great,” Nick said, his words heavy with resigned doom.


Sheri cackled. Despite the grandmotherly appearance reinforced by her teddy bear printed scrubs, she was too inherently evil for the sound to be called a giggle. She patted him on the shoulder with mock sympathy. The entire staff knew about his hang-up.


“I can think of one or two body fluids you wouldn’t mind seeing more of,” Sheri sing-songed, her voice as sly as her sideways smirk.


“Who has time?” Nick held his hand out for the chart in question.


Sheri clutched the folder to her chest, holding it captive amid the leering teddy bears. “I thought you had a date this weekend. Am I passing on bad intel?”


“Your reputation as she-who-knows-all is safe, don’t worry.” Nick thrust his hands into the pockets of his white lab coat and rocked from side to side. “But a date does not imply body fluids.”


“It should.”


“Maybe I’m not that easy.” Nick ignored her disbelieving jeer. He grabbed the chart, raising it aloft in triumph before heading down the corridor.


He wouldn’t say he’d forgotten about his upcoming double date, more like the knowledge had become buried beneath the demands of his day. Which, if he allowed himself to think about it, explained why he was not in the committed relationship he wanted, and his large and extended family, expected.


Everyone joked about the benefits of marrying a doctor, but the reality of Nick’s responsibilities throughout his education and work so far had ended more than one relationship over the years.


Still, he had his upcoming date to look forward to. Nick took a second to savor the thought; good food, good conversation, and despite what he told Sheri, a damn good chance of at least a blowjob.


But before he started singing his version of the Hallelujah chorus, he had to get through the rest of the week. Starting with this chest infection. Nick paused outside exam 9 and scanned the notes taken during intake.


Hmm, older male in his late fifties. Overweight, of course. Blood pressure a little high and an elevated temperature. Nick listened to the rattling cough coming from the room and winced at the liquid sound.


Not good. Nick closed the chart, then hesitated at a raucous burst of laughter. The patient must have brought a friend.


“Christ, your tits are bigger than my last girlfriend’s!”


Nice voice for an obviously straight guy, deep but not rough. Nick shivered, the syllables sliding down his spine like a lover’s hand. Damn. He always had a thing for a man who could caress his skin with nothing save a few carefully chosen words.


Too bad he didn’t get to enjoy the sensation. Another one of those wet-sounding coughs reverberated against the door, instant death to any kind of enjoyment.


“Like you ever had a girlfriend.”


“Hey, I was quite the ladies’ man in the first grade.”


Desperate to put off entering the room and face yet another chest infection (his third of the night), Nick concentrated on the second, perhaps not so straight according to the conversation, voice. Was the owner cute? Blond or brunet? Light eyes or dark?


Good thing Sheri was up front, she’d want to take bets and Nick still owed her from last week. Totally inappropriate behavior according to his ethics instructors, but these stolen moments kept the staff going through the long shifts.


“Yeah, right.”


“Honest. I used to kiss Missy Collins in the coat closet every day at lunch.”


“So, what happened?”


Shamed by the wheezing gasps punctuating the last sentence, Nick knew he should get this show on the road, but he held off, wanting to hear the answer.


“Like all women, she proved fickle and broke my heart.”


Nick smiled at the melodramatic sigh.


“I found her hiding in our little love nest with Billy MacDonal. He traded her a kiss for a peek at the wart on his finger.”


“Figures.” The rough chuckle faded into a series of racking coughs.


“We wouldn’t have lasted.” The owner of Nick’s new favorite voice shared the punch line to the story. “I have it on good authority, specifically Billy, she left him for Karen Meyers, an entire grade ahead.”


Now or never, Nick told himself. He rapped lightly on the door and stepped through. Two men waited for him. One sat hunched over on the exam table, the usual paper gown crumpled beneath the thick hand pressed to his chest. The other sprawled in the extra chair, long legs kicked casually out in front of him.


Based on their dusty jeans and concrete-covered work boots Nick guessed they worked construction. The friend, and Nick presumed main storyteller, still had his shirt on. Shirts, actually. Worn flannel draped over a faded T-shirt. A ball cap kept Nick from seeing his face, but since he wasn’t the patient, his appearance didn’t matter. Did it?


“Hi,” Nick said. He reached out to shake their work-callused hands. “I’m Doctor Davros.”





Chapter 2


Nick grabbed a pen from his breast pocket. Then noted the pale and slightly sweaty face of his patient in the chart. A subtle scent caught his attention and against his best intentions Nick snuck another glance at the friend. Shaggy blond curls peeked out from under the hat. Proof the voice and the pleasant cologne wasn’t false advertising.


Down boy. Nick gave himself a mental cuff on the back of the head. It didn’t matter if the guy had good taste in cologne. He was involved.


Maybe. At least, he was dating. Kind of. Honestly? He and Michael hadn’t spent much actual time together or defined their fledgling relationship. But a lack of communication didn’t mean his hormones could declare open season on any attractive man to cross his path.


Yes, it does, said hormones insistently declared.


“What seems to be the problem?” Nick quashed his personal musing and checked the intake form again. “Mr. Gonzales?”


“Other than a boss who worries like he’s my abuelita?” The grumbled words dismissed his need to be at the clinic, but the rumbling sound from his chest proved otherwise. “A little cough.”


“Perhaps more than a little.” Nick set the chart down and scrubbed his hands in the tiny corner sink. He had washed them after finishing with little Chase, but he found the gesture put people at ease if he did it again before beginning the exam. “Let’s take a look.”


Nick palpated Mr. Gonzales’s neck before he grabbed the otoscope to peer into his ears, nose, and throat. Oh, God. Nick swallowed.


Any average twelve-year-old would find the thick, greenish goo covering Mr. Gonzales’s inflamed throat nothing but cool. Too bad he wasn’t your average twelve-year-old. Thankfully, Nick had mastered the art of squirming on the inside while appearing composed on the outside.


He walked behind his patient, putting a reassuring hand on the man’s meaty shoulder and the stethoscope on his back. “Breathe in for me, please.”


Nick concentrated on the liquid rumbling. “How long have you had this cough?” Based on the color alone, the poor guy had been draining for a while.


“Only a couple of days.” Mr. Gonzales shrugged. “It’s not as bad as it sounds.”


“Don’t let him kid you, Doc.” The friend straightened upright and pulled his long legs under the chair. His heavy work boots left a trail of dried mud on the floor. “He’s been hacking and spitting up crap for a week now. The last time I saw something so nasty was when my neighbor’s dog had puppies.”


Nick let the earpieces slip back down his neck, amused at the disgustingly accurate description. He risked another quick glance at the attractive man in the corner.


Surprisingly rich brown eyes glinted with humor, and he removed his hat, exposing a wide mouth and prominent nose. The soft curve of his lips appealed to Nick, a heated curl of interest unfurling in his belly.


Mr. Gonzales’s scowl deepened when his friend continued to expand on his condition.


“I’m starting to think that stuff is alive.”


Nick wasn’t sure how, maybe he had finally become inured, but when the friend ran one of his huge hands over his disheveled mop of hair, nails clean and evenly trimmed despite his occupation, Nick forgot all about the phlegm factory beside him. Caught instead in a fierce rush of want as his libido sat up and yelled gimmie.


Date. Nick mentally repeated as he picked the clipboard and pen back up to record his finding. You have a date with Michael.


Too bad, the treacherous voice in his head whispered. Michael never turned your crank like this.


And there was his problem. Because Nick wasn’t the kind of guy to date someone and still keep an eye out on the next, best thing. And he didn’t want to think he would spend time with Michael just to keep from being alone. Nick clicked his pen repeatedly, the sharp sound punctuating the edge of his thoughts. Maybe it was time to talk to Michael about where they might be headed.


“You’re just worried we’ll fall behind on the job.” Mr. Gonzales choked out.


The thick gagging sound snapped Nick back to reality, and he dropped everything to grab one of the small, kidney-shaped basins for Mr. Gonzales. Oh, dear God. The friend wasn’t kidding. Any and all heated flush disappeared in a sobering instant.


“Sorry, Doc,” the heavyset man said with obvious embarrassment. He handed the basin back to Nick.


Nick nodded, too horrified to reply. He held the container away from him and quickly rinsed the mess down the sink. Okay, that placed about twelve on his top ten list of things he could never unsee.


He resisted the urge to stick his tongue out at Mr. Gonzales’s friend snickering in the corner. Apparently, he hadn’t hid his dismay as well as he thought. He placed the stethoscope against his patient’s back once again. “I want you to breathe in and out for me. This time through your mouth.”


Bingo. The liquid sound confirmed Nick’s suspicions. “What do you do for a living, Mr. Gonzales?”


“Bobby’s head electrician on site,” the friend answered for him. He gestured to the new office building under construction next door. “Lucky for us you guys are right here.”


“Interesting.” Nick’s lips twitched in a perfunctory smile and he wrote a few more notes down. The noise had been driving everyone at the clinic nuts. And couldn’t he let his friend speak for himself?


Nick refused to admit how attractive he found the easy self-confidence, or that he was grasping for something, anything he could dislike to keep from acknowledging his interest to himself.


He focused his attention back on “Bobby” Gonzales. At first, the affectionate nickname didn’t seem to fit the older man. Nick met his fever-glazed, but surprisingly youthful eyes with his own. Huh, the casual name made more sense. “I’m going to have someone come in and take you for a chest X-ray. I’ll return in a few minutes with something to help you feel better.”


Nick refused to glance back when he left the room. He was stronger than that, damn it. He stopped at the nurse’s station to order the imaging, but he’d bet Sheri a free lunch Mr. Roberto Gonzales had pneumonia based on the sound of his lungs alone.


Well, that and the look of whatever alien life form he had coughed up. Nick pulled out his prescription pad with a pained grimace. He’d better get used to it, the cold and flu season had only started.


* * * *


“You are such a horn dog.”


“Owh!” John Turner rubbed his shoulder. “What?”


Fine, so he ogled the doctor when he left the room. His grandmother would have admired a man who carried himself with such confidence. John sure did. At least until Bobby leaned over and slapped him on the arm, apparently lacking the strength for his usual punch.


“You were checking him out,” Bobby wheezed the accusation, pressing his hand tighter against his chest.


“Who?” John widened his eyes and searched his repertoire of facial expressions for shocked innocence. He probably failed, but what the hell.


“The doctor, what’s-his-name?”


“Davros,” The response spilled out in a rush and John was busted. “His name was Davros.” He rubbed his palms across his thighs, the worn denim smooth and grounding. The two syllables sounded good on his lips. Solid. A promise of exceptional things to come.


“Uh huh.” This time Bobby folded over during his coughing jag, listing weakly to one side of the table until John reached out to steady him.
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