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        The holidays are so great. Love, hate, lust, more hate. (And also the birth of my main man JC)

        Who can say ‘no’ parties with open bar. I wonder what excitement is going down at the Firefighter Ball this year.

        Only bad part is that if I’m at the Ball, I can’t see what craziness happens at MetroGen on New Year’s Eve.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PREVIOUSLY ON METROGEN AFTER HOURS

          

        

      

    

    
      Carina Alyce’s MetroGen Downtown books encompass the Medical, Fire, and Police heroes of Cuyahoga County and their complicated love lives with the steam and the drama of your favorite TV shows. Everyone needs a hot protective hero falling for a strong woman with goals.

      

      MetroGen After Hours gives you all the HEA in standalones connected in the bigger MetroGen universe. Opposites attract and grumpy sunshine galore!

      

      Volatile starts you out when nurse/part-time arson investigator Jennifer Bayani gets exiled to small town USA where she’s following up on a set of suspicious fires. Getting cuffed by Deputy Brandon Smythe, tattooed and so surly hot, is not one of her goals.

      

      Burn Card follows grumpy Fire Captain James Haskell on what is supposed to be a weekend of firefighter business in Las Vegas. Things change when he crashes into the Vegas B4 Vows Bachelorette party and his secret crush - his next-door neighbor, Caroline Peters.

      

      Roulette happens during Burn Card at the Vegas B4 Vows Bachelorette party when superfans ER doctor Ryan Yates and NICU nurse Kyra Washington find they have perfect chemistry and make a bet on their future - that they can live together without sex.

      

      Sentinel introduces grumpy Firefighter Rafe Falcon to single sunshiny mom Ava Remley. She might be the antidote for his bad mood, except she has a secret that might destroy the fire department and MetroGen.

      

      Tempted pushes Lieutenant Fabian Santos to face the one that got away - Cassie Odon from Vegas B4 Vows. He’s waited long enough and nothing will keep him from coming for her - not hell or high water.

      

      Sampled spins its own steamy tale on the other side of Tempted with Firefighter Royce Murphy from Firehouse 19 as he bumps into college student Vandy Patel. She could learn to loosen up, and a night of skinny-dipping with sex on the beach is just the beginning.

      

      Matched moves onto the medical students of MetroGen where Nora Borenstein has met her match in the mysterious and handsome Barak Perez. Unfortunately, he might be a lying international super-spy assassin which could be a problem for the woman with the perfect memory.

      

      Wrapped Up leads our previous After Hours couples on a hot holiday adventure bringing you up to speed on who’s still together, who didn’t make it, and who’s gonna pop the question.

      

      (Includes special appearances the super HOT MetroGen Heat series including, Stella from Unchecked who doesn’t know who her baby daddy is - out of three doctors, and Sean from Guarded Royce’s police officer brother who likes to be tied down. You’ll even catch a bonus scene from one of the After Hours prequels Wildcat: A Steamy Opposites Attract Football Romance!)

      

      Get ready because there’s steam, secrets, lies, and betrayals ahead. . .

      

      (And by the way, the MetroGen Chaplain might be the one who actually knows which doctors deserve a lump of coal this year . . .)

      METROGEN AFTER HOURS

      
        
        Grab the whole series for an exclusive 50% off at authorcarinaalyce.com/SteamyHEA
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            CAST OF CHARACTERS
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      METROGEN DOWNTOWN MEDICAL, FIRE, AND POLICE

      From Unchecked

      
        
          	
        Stella Magi – ENT surgeon, unsure of who baby daddy is
      

      	
        Alexander Casserty – Neurosurgeon, ex-boyfriend #1
      

      	
        Marcus Doyle – ER doctor, ex-boyfriend #2
      

      	
        Alfred ‘Joel’ Glazier – Orthopedic surgeon, ex-boyfriend #3
      

      

      

      From Burn Card

      
        
          	
        James Haskell – Chief of Battalion 8
      

      	
        Caroline Haskell – ex-judo player, James’s pregnant wife
      

      

      

      From Tempted

      
        
          	
        Cassie Odon – MetroGen ER desk clerk, dating Fabian
      

      	
        Fabian Santos – Lieutenant at Firehouse 10, dating Cassie
      

      

      

      From Sampled

      
        
          	
        Vandy Patel – accounting student in Chicago, dating Royce
      

      	
        Royce Murphy – firefighter at Firehouse 19, dating Vandy long-distance
      

      

      

      From Wildcat

      
        
          	
        Leslie McClunis – Chief of Battalion 2, married to Trevor
      

      	
        Trevor McClunis – former Super Bowl wining defensive end, retired
      

      

      

      From Roulette

      
        
          	
        Kyra Yates – nurse-paramedic for the CCFD, Cassie’s best friend, married to Ryan
      

      	
        Dr. Ryan Yates – ER doctor at MetroGen, married to Kyra
      

      

      

      From Matched

      
        
          	
        Nora Borenstein – third year medical student
      

      	
        Barak Perez – firefighter-trainee to be, possibly retired assassin, married to Nora
      

      

      

      From the Rest of MetroGen Downtown

      
        
          	
        Sean Murphy – police officer, Royce’s brother, dating Lillian since Guarded
      

      	
        Lillian Hernandez – pediatrician at MetroGen, met Sean on Halloween
      

      	
        Angela Perkins – cardiology fellow, star of High Risk
      

      	
        Elizabeth Kandal – general surgeon, Stella’ second-cousin-in-law
      

      	
        Kayla Varma – pulmonologist, Elizabeth’s sister
      

      	
        Raj Patel – Vandy’s brother, third-year medical student
      

      	
        Charlene ‘Charlie’ Layton – Police Sergeant Second Precinct
      

      	
        Jared Pickford – Aide to Battalion Chief Haskell
      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WRAPPED UP

          

        

      

    

    
      PHRASAL PAST TENSE VERB

      
        
          	
        To have enclosed a object in a covering
      

      	
        To have concluded a specific event, e.g., they wrapped up the surgery in time for the next case.
      

      

      

      
        
        – Netter’s Medical Dictionary for Health Professionals
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      HOLIDAY WEEK

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE DIARY OF THE CHAPLAIN AT METROGEN

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        It's Christmas season at last. This is one of my favorite times of the year. Just ignore the flu season part. And the RSV season. And the people who have heart attacks shoveling snow.

        The point is - Christmas is AWESOME. We’ve got Baby Jesus. We’ve got Saint Nicholas and Saint Lucia. We’ve got eight crazy nights. (Though technically not part of Christmas, and may not occur in December sometimes.)

        Also on this list of awesomeness, I’ve decided to include Jack Frost - evil and good versions, Frosty the Snowman, Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer, the abdominal snowman, perpetual servitude of Santa’s elves, and so much more!

        (Note to self, stop watching claymation movies back to back while chugging eggnog and writing in my diary.)

        And to celebrate the end of the holiday season, gotta attend the Firefighter Ball. I get invited every year, and I try to NEVER miss it.
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          DECEMBER 23
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      AT CASA DE ODON

      Turnout pants and firefighter boots were heavier than they looked, ER Clerk Cassie Odon had found. 

      Especially when the dirty smoky things were blocking her door.

      "Fabio Santos. This is not okay. This is a fire hazard. There's like toxic materials on these."

      They'd been together for six months, and her Spanish and Portuguese vocabulary had grown. Though most of her language was rather X-rated.’Fuck me’ sounded much cooler as foda-me in Portuguese.

      Cassie shoved her way through the door past the turnout pants and boots on the indoor mat. After toeing off her boots and setting them neatly next to the firefighter pile, she set her armful of groceries on the table and noticed more evidence of Fabian in her house.

      Clutter. The man was about clutter. His keys on her counter, his stocking cap on the floor, his batch of DVDs next to her TV stand, his razor by her sink, his T-shirt and boxers piled on her coffee table.

      She’d just worked a twelve-hour shift for holiday pay on Christmas almost Eve. Tonight was the only time they’d see each other because they were both working tomorrow, and he still had the nerve to make a mess in her house. He was cute, great in bed, but if he left rings on her coffee table one more time he’d be getting nothing but coal.

      She shoved the T-shirt and boxers off the coffee table and stopped.

      Wait a second.

      If he wasn't in his T-shirt and boxers, what was he wearing? Just a smile?

      Her bedroom door opened, and she almost died.

      Fabian was there, wearing a massive, white-trimmed Santa Claus bathrobe. He wore huge, bright-green Christmas socks, mittens, a Santa Claus hat, and a white beard.

      "Ho, ho, ho merry Christmas," he greeted her. 

      "What are you wearing? What's with the mittens?"

      "I get cold. We're from the tropics." He gave his usual excuse. He did easily get cold, despite living in Cleveland for over a decade.

      "So, you're a South American Santa? 

      He took off the mittens and sat on her couch. "Come, little lady. Have you been a good girl this year?"

      She blanked for a second then understood he wanted her to sit on his lap. 

      Oh, she was so in.

      She sat on the lap of her own personal Santa and recognized it was unlikely most mall Santas were this muscular… or packing heat. At least she hoped not. “I’ve been mostly good?”

      “Mostly good?" Santa grasped her by the waist and snuck his hands under her shirt to roll it over her head.

      “Well, I didn’t kill anyone or steal anything that I can think of. I don’t think I lied much. Didn’t cheat or gamble either.”

      “A good start, little girl.” Santa moved around behind her, and she felt his warm chest on her back. He stood her up for a second and shoved her pants down. She got a quick glimpse of Santa’s crotch in a Christmas-themed jock strap.

      “Thank you, Santa.”

      “If you’ve been this good, should Santa reward you?” He caressed her nipples through her bra, leaning her back against his washboard abs.

      Definitely not a feature of the average mall Santa.

      “I can’t say I’ve been that good. I drank too much on occasion. I’ve also had premarital sex this year. A lot. All the time.”

      “With multiple people?”

      “Mostly one guy. And, Santa, I have to tell you, he spends way too much time inside of me. I even stopped using condoms with him and I let him come inside me.”

      Santa’s voice was a harsh growl. “Do you like it when he comes inside of you?”

      She undid the clasp on her bra and guided his hands to her bare tits. “It’s so good. I bet I’m gonna get a lump of coal in my stocking.”

      For good measure, she bounced her hips on his hard-on, which must have been at war with his jock strap by now.

      “Young lady, you aren’t getting a lump of coal, but you do need a spanking with a long stick.” He accompanied those words by rolling her nipples again in both fingertips.

      “Oh, Santa, you dirty dog.”

      “Don’t tell Mrs. Claus, you bad girl. You need some discipline from Santa, or you won’t get your presents,” Santa warned her.

      She turned toward him, straddling his thighs. "I'll do whatever it takes to be a good girl for Santa."

      His eyes were bright as he commanded her, “Take off your panties."

      She obeyed. Her panties were totally sodden. She had no idea she could have such a thing as a Santa fetish, but it was clearly possible with Fabian Santos.

      He palmed her butt. "Bend over my lap. Put your ass in the air so I can spank you."

      Squirming with the wetness between her thighs, she bent over for what she anticipated to be some solid hand smacking.

      It wasn't. Something flat hit her ass, making her jump. “Now, you sit here and take it like a good girl. No peeking at your presents."

      He hit her again and she found herself grinding against his lap and his hard cock.

      “Oh, you need more." His voice had gone hotter. “You like that, paixão?"

      “Holy fuck, Santos,” she moaned, mentally adding more role-playing to the repertoire. She would definitely let Fabian play dirty doctor after dirty Santa. Also dirty plumber. And dirty mailman and…

      "You like this then?" He slid his hand up her slit and his fingers inside her channel. Then he finger fucked her until she came screaming on his lap.

      Fabian flipped her over to face him. He situated her back on his lap, absolutely soaked, as his cock tried to shove it to her through his jock and right in the hole it belonged.

      "Open," he said.

      She stared at him in post orgasm confusion and tried to spread her legs even wider. "I am open for you, Santa."

      “Oh, I know.” His lips twitched under the beard. “I meant this."

      He traced a long, slim, black jeweler’s box across the upper slopes of her chest, and she realized that was what he'd been spanking her with.

      “What is it?” She took it.

      “It's not a ring. I had them change the box so there wasn’t any confusion.”

      “Good, because if it were a ring, I’d have thought you'd gone crazy. Though I might have said yes if you were inside me.”

      He kissed her, trapping the box between them. "Not yet, paixão. Maybe someday."

      “I got you an ab roller and more barbells.” She hefted the box in her hand. “To keep you healthy.”

      "I have a gazillion barbells at home,” he reminded her.

      "They're not for your home. They're for mine. That way you don't have to leave in the morning to go to the gym. You can work out here. I’ll even set up a corner for you.”

      There it was, her statement of commitment for Christmas. She hoped he understood what her infinitely practical gift meant—to her, to him, to them.

      He did because he kissed her on the mouth, beard and all. “Exactly what I was hoping for. Open the box.”

      It was a pretty easy task since it wasn’t wrapped. On the inside, there was a gold chain with a diamond flower pendant. “It’s beautiful.”

      “Flor da paixão—a passionflower. I saw it, and I knew I had to have you wear it. And nothing else.”

      She let him fasten it around her neck and lifted her chest to give the necklace the prominent display it deserved. “Like this?”

      “Yes.” Even though his pupils were dilated with lust, he wasn’t done yet. “Pull up the back of the box.”

      Removing the padding, she found a piece of cardstock behind it. “A ticket to the New Year’s Eve Firefighter Ball.”

      “Yes. Come with me. Be on my arm wearing my necklace.”

      “Won’t it be a little strange if I show up in just the necklace? Is it to make your friends jealous?”

      “My friends are always jealous of my awesome girlfriend, but you’ll be in a dress—at least while we’re in public.”

      “And the rest of the time?”

      “I think I like this outfit.” He shifted and freed his dick from the jockstrap. He’d have probably gotten it down his thighs, but Cassie couldn’t wait.

      “Foda-me agora, Santos Claus,” Cassie put her dirty-talking skills to go use. She impaled herself on his lap and let Santa pounded her good and hard.

      It was definitely going to be a Merry Christmas and a Happy New Year.
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      AT CASA DE BORENSTEIN

      “Come here often?” the beautiful shirtless man greeted Nora Bornstein-Perez at her door.

      “I’m pretty sure I live here,” Nora said, coming in from the cold.

      “Really? Me too.” He pulled her through the doorway.

      The man who happened to be married to her was definitely an excellent kisser. He was excellent in other ways as well, but she had just gotten out of the hospital.

      “How was your day, ishti?” he called her his ‘wife’ in Hebrew.

      “Fabulous, tomorrow is my last day of psychiatry. I can stop wearing the wig.”

      “I told you you never had to wear a wig,” Barack Perez said. Married Orthodox Jewish women covered their hair. Ashkenazi women tended to wear wigs and Sephardic women used head wraps.

      “I know, but the psych patients view anything they see out of place with fear.” She unpinned the uncomfortable thing and set it on its wig stand.

      “I thought it was a good Hanukkah present,” he said.

      Nora’s family had bought it for her since Hanukkah occurred only days after the wedding. “It was nice, but once psych is over, I’ll reserve it for special occasions, like state funerals.”

      He helped her untwist her hair and immediately twisted it around his hands. He kissed down her ear and neck. “I missed you while you were out saving the world.”

      She returned the kiss and tried to make conversation. “What did you do all day?”

      “The usual, shoveled snow for thirty people, ran five miles, worked out.” He pointed to the pile of weights that had taken over the corner of her living room. The weights and a duffel bag were basically the only thing he’d brought when he moved in a month ago.

      “Do you always time your work-out for when I get home?” Sweat streaked his skin, making him look even tanner than usual.

      “Possibly.” He hung up her coat for her and spun in a little circle. “Do you like it?”

      “Very manly.” She needed to get out of her hospital clothes and shower herself.

      “I got you something. It’s a present.” He pointed to their dining room table where a small, wrapped package sat.

      “You got confused about which holidays we celebrate?” Some of her Israeli acquaintances missed the nuances of Christmas in the US.

      “They’re late because they came from Israel.”

      She tore the paper away and found about fifteen scrub caps in a wide array of colors and patterns. “For the OR?”

      “OB is your next rotation, and you said you were hoping it’s the one you’ll do for real.”

      She couldn’t help it, she kissed him, sweaty body and all. “You are the best new husband ever.”

      “Actually, you don’t know how good I am yet. Since our honeymoon is delayed until after your third year, I got you something even better. Dr. Feldsher invited me to visit Labor and Delivery after Shabbat ends on New Years. I heard there was an incident.”

      She’d heard about this from Raj, her medical student teammate. “Someone stole a baby during Thanksgiving weekend.”

      “Yes, so Dr. Feldsher wanted me to eyeball things from the cook’s perspective.”

      “Obviously. Makes perfect sense,” she said dryly. Feldsher probably wanted his expertise when her staff was fewer people.

      “So, while I examine her food services, she’s the night float attending. She said you could come along and deliver a baby.”

      “She’d let me deliver a baby!” Nora was flabbergasted.

      “With OB in January, she’d be letting you deliver babies. You’ll be a few days early.”

      “I can deliver a baby! I have to study all the lectures. And I get to deliver a baby!” She embraced him and stopped. “You are really sweaty.”

      “And manly. Want to help me get clean?”

      “I guess studying can wait. Duty calls.” She followed him into the bathroom where they got very clean together.
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      AT CASA DE KANDAL

      Dr. Stella Magi should have known it would come to this.

      Private humiliation in front of her girls for her accidental pregnancy.

      Elizabeth sent the kids to bed early and had a full spread of shot glasses and tequila out for herself, her sister Kayla, and their friend Angela Perkins.

      “What’s going on?” Angela sat down at the table.

      “One question, one shot.” Elizabeth slid a full shot glass to Angela. They waited for Angela to take it before answering.

      “Stella is in big trouble,” Kayla said. Stella sipped her usual—a glass of water—and rubbed her stomach. Angela, no dummy, picked up on the implication pretty quickly.

      Angela slammed the shot down. “You’re pregnant?”

      “I think that counted as a question. I would say it was a declarative sentence but also a question. What do you think, Kayla?” Elizabeth handed Angela another shot.

      “I say it qualifies as a question, and you asked a question,” Kayla said.

      “What was my question?” Elizabeth said.

      “That’s your second question. Two shots,” Kayla called out.

      “Crap,” Elizabeth said. She took two tequila shots in a row. Angela choked hers down again.  Stella imagined those burned going down.

      “Yes, I’m pregnant,” Stella said. “Pregnant. I’m due in June.”

      “How could you do this?” Kayla yelled at Stella. “We thought you were being careful!”

      Elizabeth gave Kayla another shot. “Hey, that was a rhetorical question. I know how she did it.”

      “As always, I believe it’s the principle of the thing,” Elizabeth said. “Do you have any more questions, Angela?”

      “That was a question,” Angela said. Elizabeth shook her head and had another tequila shot. “You’re kind of small and skinny. Don’t you think you should slow down?”

      “That was a question.” Kayla gave Angela another shot.

      Angela took her third shot in quick succession. “She was dating one-legged neurosurgeon. Not ER guy or old ortho guy.”

      “He’s not old. He’s younger than ER guy,” Stella tried to defend Glazier. He wasn’t nearly as old as people thought.

      “Why is he ‘old guy’ again?” Angela asked. She reached out her hand and grabbed another shot.

      “Because he’s bald.” Stella got it from the table and brought glasses of water to them. “Start drinking this. I won’t have to take care of your hungover asses tomorrow.”

      “Tell her what the big problem is,” Kayla said and folded her arms across her chest. “She’s not with one-legged neurosurgeon anymore.”

      Stella came back with a whole bag of pretzels and laid them on the table. “Start munching. Need some carbs without alcohol. Tequila matches great with salt.”

      “You’re dodging the question.” Elizabeth waved her finger at Stella.

      “That wasn’t a real question. It was a statement.” She took the tequila bottles off the table, wishing she could clean her life up the same way she was clearing the table. “There’s only a few shots left so each of you can ask me two questions.”

      Angela eyed the shot glasses with distaste and asked the question, “Who is the father?”

      “Yes, who’s the father?!” Kayla half yelled, taking her shot.

      “Are you going to ask that?” Stella drank her shot of water and asked Elizabeth the question.

      “No, I know you don’t know who the father is. I want to know which one of them would be better in bed,” Elizabeth leered.

      “She doesn’t know,” Angela stated in clear disbelief. “Screw the questions. I just need another shot.” She took her last shot.

      Stella was a little impressed by Angela’s commitment. She’d taken six shots in less than an hour.

      “Tell me you use condoms. Tell me you use condoms every time,” Kayla mumbled, drunkenly, farther gone than Angela or Elizabeth.

      “Do you want the truth or the lie?” Stella knew she’d never live this down.

      “Too bad you can’t drink, because that was a question, Virgin Mary,” Kayla said. “It was an interrogative sentence requesting knowledge that did not previously exist.”

      “Most of the time,” Stella admitted “I was careful most of the time.”

      “Obviously not careful enough,” Eliza snorted.

      “Coming from you, that’s rich,” Stella said.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Eliza’s voice suddenly changed as the mood in the room shifted.

      “We know why my cousin Scott married you. You guys didn’t use a condom either, and you got knocked up by mistake—unless angels and shepherds were involved.”

      In a very uncharacteristic action, Eliza stood up suddenly, walked to the kitchen, and drank directly from the tequila bottle. She set it down and wiped her mouth. “It wasn’t a mistake.”

      “What?” Stella gaped. Her dear dead second cousin Scott had gotten her prego on purpose?!

      Elizabeth took another drink. “It was for his mom.”

      “No.”

      “Yes. She was never exactly sold on his divorce, and it was an easy way to get her blessing. She wasn’t going to let her grandbaby be born out of wedlock. We had a bottle of tequila sex on the floor in my row-house and made Scott Jr.”

      Kayla walked over and took the tequila herself. “Please tell me you did not tell Scott that story.”

      “Not the whole story. I knew how to be careful, unlike some people.”

      “So, you don’t know who the dad is. How did they take it?” Angela turned back to Stella.

      “About that… I haven’t told them… Any of them.”

      “Not one of them?” Angela glanced down at the empty glasses as if she could find another shot in one.

      “Also a problem. I was dating the neurosurgeon, but we sort of broke up. And then I started dating the Ortho guy until I realized I might be pregnant. I might have ghosted on him, and ER guy,” Stella decided to skip the part where sleeping with Glazier occurred about ten minutes after Alex sort of dumped her/put her on a break.

      “It doesn’t take a brain surgeon to figure this out.” Kayla screeched.

      “A brain surgeon might have got her here,” Elizabeth volunteered.

      “When are you telling him… them?” Angela was trying to wrap her head around this.

      “What if I wear really big scrubs and pretend it’s not happening?” They glared at her. “So, bad plan?”

      “Go to OB and get DNA tested,” Angela suggested.

      “You need DNA of the guy first,” Kayla said. “Don’t you watch talk shows?”

      “That settles it. Each of us will have to sleep with one of those three guys. Get samples,” Elizabeth started laughing.

      “Come on,” Stella said, “You’re not even going to tell Angela your big news. You’ve already got a DNA sample.”

      Elizabeth didn’t bat an eye. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “She’s lying. She and derm resident submitted forms two weeks ago, and she keeps sneaking him in and out of her room!” Kayla waved her arms wildly, once again, complaining about others’ love lives, rather than her own less than satisfactory relationship with Steadman.

      Which, Stella wouldn’t say because she was a nice person.

      However, Elizabeth didn’t hesitate to go for the jugular on her own sister. “You only noticed because Steadman hasn’t been sleeping over. It’s not a big deal. I declared I wanted to date a resident in a different department. One I have no direct control over.”

      “Except in the bedroom,” Kayla volunteered for her sister.

      “And I’m using two forms of protection every time.” Elizabeth waved a finger at Stella.

      “Did the derm resident get a vasectomy already?” Stella cracked. Her girls were hilarious when drunk.

      It was almost worth the pregnancy price of admission.

      Almost, but not quite.

      “Now that we’re done recapping our relationship sins, I think it’s bedtime,” Stella volunteered.

      “Am I allowed to crash on the couch?” Angela asked.

      “Be our guest,” Elizabeth assured her. “You’re such a lightweight, Perkins.”

      Stella refilled everyone’s glasses of water. “Drink these before you fall asleep.”

      Like the smart doctors they were, they obeyed before Stella left.

      Stella walked slowly to her house, laughing a little about how her friends had taken it. They weren’t the ones having a baby, but she had no doubt they’d have her back.

      Yawning, she settled into bed and heard a car pull up.

      Not just any car. An actual Bentley.

      Kayla, the sly dog, must have been drunk enough to have a booty call with her boyfriend, pseudo-fiancé Steadman.

      She glanced at her own phone. Nothing from Alex—as usual.

      Glazier hadn’t texted lately, but she’d gotten a text from Marcus Doyle telling her he’d be around for the holiday season since Chief Gupta-Carver was still out sick.

      Her fingers itched to call one of them. Terrible ideas, she knew it. Marcus almost certainly could sense a pregnancy at twenty feet, and Glazier had started showing actual affection back in November.

      No. None of this would lead to a good place.

      She needed to stay far away from them. Like, all of them.

      If only she didn’t actually work at the hospital.

      Surely it was possible to hide from everyone until June.
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      AT THE NORDSTROMS AFTER CHRISTMAS SALE

      Vandy had decided Royce was the worst shopping partner ever.

      They were sitting in the spacious dressing room of Nordstrom’s with Vandy trying on dress after dress for the upcoming Firefighter Ball.

      “What’s wrong with this one?” She had a floor-length, one-armed silver gown.

      Royce put down Vandy’s new oversized collector’s copy of Tolkien’s and said, “I don’t like it.”

      “Same as the other twenty-five dresses?” Vandy said in frustration. She’d told her parents she was out shopping for a New Year’s Eve dress to go to a party with Anna. She wanted to be in bed with Royce, not trying on dress after dress.

      “I like watching you get in and out of them. The hip shimmy you do is quite nice.” He propped his feet on her gift to him, a book on prepping for his lieutenant’s exam, and went back to reading his gift to her.

      “I should have taken Anna shopping,” she grumbled and wiggled out of the dress.

      “Your mom thinks you did take Anna shopping.” He didn’t look up from the book this time, even though she had worn her best ‘have sex with me’ black underwear.

      “True, but she’s not actually here.” The logistics of seeing each other during winter break was more difficult than sneaking a weekend once or twice a month. Like on Thanksgiving, her parents expected her to spend her nights at their house. She had gone early ‘Black Friday shopping’ to steal a few hours with Royce in November.

      “I love how nice it is of Anna to want to spend so much time with you,” Royce commented, since Anna continued to aid and abet their relationship by providing cover.

      Then again, Royce had sweetened the pot by getting invitations for Anna and Tara to the Firefighter Ball. They’d be going on the arms of Casey and Jon, who volunteered to be sacrificial lambs on the alter of college girls.

      “They’re too busy harassing Raj. He had a big bruise on his face. He’s not dead.” She searched for another dress.

      Royce peeked over the book. “But he got it from fighting?”

      “He said he walked into a wall. Mom thinks he’s now a member of an underground BDSM club.”

      “She jumped from fight club to sex club. Wow.”

      “He had finger marks on his arms. There was screaming by Mom at the time.”

      “You think he’s into that, or is medical school a lot rougher than I thought?”

      “I don’t want to imagine Raj and sex like that.” She zipped herself into a short, tight dress. “What about this one?”

      “No.” Royce said absently. “You don’t see him in a ball gag getting tied up?”

      “Stop.” She stood in the trifold mirror and examined her shape. What was wrong with this dress?

      “Don’t knock it until you’ve tried it. You want me to tie you up?” Royce set the book down and got up.

      “Tie me up?” she asked, her breath quickening.

      “Or tie me down? Let me help you out of this.” He came behind her and nibbled on the back of her neck. Unzipping the dress, he pushed it down to her wrists, trapping them. His seductive whisper feathered her ear. “I could keep you stuck here.”

      “I’m not ripping up a dress that you don’t want me to wear anyway.” She slipped out of his reach and flounced away. He was messing around when they had such a limited time before her parents expected her home.

      “Well, not right now.” He didn’t sound upset.

      She wagged her finger at him. “You are being difficult. This shouldn’t be taking this long.”

      “How would you know?”

      “I don’t. I didn’t even get to go to prom. My parents thought it was a better idea for me to study for my summer classes to get a jump on college.”

      “Well, I went twice with the ex. I got stuck watching her try on dresses for like eight hours.”

      Vandy wrinkled her nose at the mention of the ex. He never used her name, but it bothered Vandy because it reminded her of the whole slew of relationship stuff she’d missed out on. “You are a little better than my mom. If it had been her, we’d be having a debate about the appropriate amount of cleavage I should show and if it is acceptable based on which crowd of people I’m expected to meet at the New Year’s Party with Anna.”

      “I won’t complain about your cleavage. You seriously didn’t go to your prom?”

      “No. I didn’t go to any of the formal dances at University of Chicago either.”

      He cracked his knuckles. “Which is why the dress has to be perfect, because I’ll give you the prom you never had. Besides, after spending the whole day with Anna hunting for the dress, you go out and eat dinner with her and sleep at her house,” he suggested.

      “Why can’t we just pick a random dress and then get to the dinner and spending the night?”

      “Lies are easier if they’re partially the truth.” He handed her a purple dress off the rack. “Try this one. I’ll provide all the snarky commentary you need.”

      Vandy shivered because his voice dropped a pitch, which usually meant sexy time.

      The dress was a satin A-line with a V-neckline. The skirt flared at the hips and hit below the knee. The zipper was a little low so she couldn’t quite reach it, despite her best contortions. “Help here.”

      He stood behind her and pulled the zipper up. However, she also felt a sudden loosening because he’d unstrapped her bra.

      “Hey.”

      “Your bra was showing. Don’t want anyone to think you’re easy, do you?” He hooked his fingers on her bra straps and eased them down her arms before pulling the bra out of the front of her dress.

      Vandy would have been impressed with his bra removal skills if he hadn’t cupped both of her breasts.

      “What are you doing?” She moaned as he teased her nipples through the fabric.

      “Checking to see if it will show if you’re cold.” His breath was warm on her neck.

      She glanced back at the mirror to see his hands laid across her tight nipples. He nudged aside one of the dress straps and sucked on her shoulder.

      Their eyes met in the mirror, and she asked, “Done testing?”

      “Not yet.” He scooted them into the mirrored alcove so they could see more than one side at a time. “This won’t do.”

      “What won’t?” Vandy’s question was interrupted by his kiss.

      The undertow of a month without any sexiness left her in a puddle of hormones, and she didn’t resist him sliding her skirt up and her underwear down. Royce repositioned her with the dress up near her waist, and she found herself grinding on his jeans-clad leg.

      “That’s better. No panty lines now.” He kissed her again.

      Those same jeans rubbed her sensitive folds in the right way. Phone sex and a vibrator to make up their contact since the hours they’d stolen over Thanksgiving break did not compare.

      “Not good enough,” she said and hooked her other leg over his hip, bouncing against the hard ridge of his fly.

      His green eyes turned the darker shade she associated with arousal. If her guess was right about his jeans, he’d been engorged for quite a while.

      “This dress might be the one. There is one more thing to try,” he rasped against her neck.

      “Please be sex.”

      Royce carried her across the dressing room and set her on the chair where both books were stacked. He ducked his head under her skirt, and his muffled voice said, “No screaming.”

      Guessing his next move, Vandy desperately scrambled for the pink cashmere sweater she’d worn and shoved the material into her mouth.

      Not a moment too soon because Royce was navigating by feel. He found her clit with his tongue and proceeded to lick her. She involuntarily jerked as his tongue licked and sucked between her hole and unbearably sensitive bud.

      She was riding his face and on the verge of orgasm when he suddenly stopped.

      To her other disbelief, he withdrew and pushed the dress back down. “I think this is the perfect prom dress.”

      She threw the sweater at his head and hissed, “You’re an ass.”

      He caught her wrist and kissed her, smearing the taste of her own juices across her lips. She didn’t care; she needed everything.

      “If you don’t make me come right now, you can go to the Firefighter Ball alone.”

      He licked her lips. “No, I won’t. Think of it as your prom. And unlike the last time I went dress shopping, I was testing the dress for all the dirty things I could do to you in it before I cover you and that dress with my cum.”

      The lust was dizzying, and then a horrible thought occurred to her. “Are you saying we aren’t going to… until New Year’s Eve, which is in four days!”

      “Should we?”

      “No!” Vandy felt like she actually would die of whatever counted as blue balls for women.

      He reached behind her to unzip the dress. She let him put it back on the hanger, and he took a few seconds to stare at her sitting naked on their books. “I know what I’ll be thinking about when I study for the May Lieutenant’s exam.”

      Vandy crossed her arms over her breasts. “This isn’t funny.”

      “Having a hard-on for the last three hours isn’t either. I was ready to bang you when you tried on the first dress. Now you have to wait.” He handed over her jeans and sweater. “Get dressed, baby.”

      “I need my bra and panties.”

      “No, you don’t.” He put his jacket on and shoved the two silky pieces into his pockets. “Time to buy dinner.”

      “With me like this?” She flipped the sweater over her nipples, which were hard points.

      “It’s called edging. Might want to keep your coat on.” He passed Vandy her jacket too. “People might think you’re cold.”

      She got her jeans on and almost died. The seam rubbed right over her poor, desperate clit. “This is cruel and unusual.”

      “How many seconds do you think you’ll last when we get to my apartment?”

      “It had better be like forty seconds.”

      “I hope it takes forty minutes. See how long I can keep you wet and needy.” He tweaked her breasts through the jacket, and Vandy was about three inches from stripping her clothes off again.

      Instead, she squeezed his cock through his jeans. “You know who might only last four seconds?”

      His face turned quite an interesting color as he groaned. “Fine. Fourteen minutes. And let’s grab takeout from Panda Express and eat dinner late.”

      “I’m on board.”

      After they arrived at his place with their Kung Poa chicken, they were both proved wrong and right. It took about forty seconds for her to get her first orgasm, fourteen minutes until they shared one on his bed, and forty more minutes until the next one in the shower.

      The dress stayed in his car, clean and unsoiled… for now.
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        Tensions were high in the ER today before I left for the Firefighter Ball. Doctors SM, JG, AC, and MD are all in some type of love triangle.

        Though it might be a pyramid or a rhombus. . .

        Point is, I’m not sure what happened between them all, but it’s rare that ER doc MD is the grown-up in the room.

        He’ll probably tell me soon. He often stops by my office to tell me his lady problems. Three divorces pretty much is even with Ross from Friends. Too bad Dr. MD doesn’t remember I’m not a priest, just a Unitarian minister.
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      IN THE METROGEN ER

      Stella had volunteered to work New Year’s Eve, just like she had Thanksgiving, Christmas, and would be working Valentine’s Day. Usually holidays were slower, paid more, and earned her the gratitude of her fellow surgeons.

      Alas, the ER called her down to the ER after dinner.

      Whoever was desk clerk today was the crusty type. “We have a burrito in Trauma 1. Doyle wants you to come down for a bedside trach.”

      “Percutaneous trach? Seriously?” The ER usually put in an emergency airway, the cricothyrotomy procedure. As an ENT, she disliked them since they weren’t very secure, but when you needed an airway, you needed an airway.

      “Yep. I just call the consults. He’s been chief this month so whatever he says goes.”

      “I’ll be there.” Stella grabbed a Blue Rhino bedside trach kit and checked to make sure she was in medium scrubs. Her tiny belly wouldn’t be visible, and she’d keep the kit in front of her.

      Besides, it was only Doyle. Other than being slightly miffed at the start, he, no stranger to being broken up with, acted cool about it.

      Unlike certain neurosurgeons.

      And hovering ortho doctors.

      She made it downstairs, and one of the ER residents was waiting for her.

      “We’re in Trauma 1.”

      “Why didn’t you give him a cric?” Stella asked and had a great idea. “Help me put on the procedure gown.”

      The resident dutifully gave her the baggy yellow gown and said, “Nope. Doyle’s not a fan of ER cowboying. We couldn’t get an airway, even with the fiberoptic scope. We’re having the PMR rotator bag-masking until you give us a stable airway.”

      Like most ER residents, he found the PMR residents pretty hilarious since blood and procedures were not their strong point. ST/OT/PT and pain management longitudinally didn’t fit well in the ER.

      “Awesome, point me in Doyle’s direction.”

      If she had been thinking properly, she’d have thought through exactly what a ‘burrito’ meant to the ER. It was a term they used for someone who had such a severe car accident, they were folded like a burrito—of limbs, tissues, and third-spaced bleeding goodness.

      “Hey, glad you made it. George Klingman, fifty-year-old MVA, multiple broken bones, FAST scan negative for internal bleeding, concern for brain bleed. Face is a mess, and we can’t get him intubated,” Marcus Doyle greeted her with his usual guileless grin, reserving an annoyed glance for the people surrounding the patient. “I need you more than I need either of these two.”

      ‘These two’ referred to the Ortho and Neurosurgery teams who were arguing over the patient, specifically Glazier and Alex.

      For a second she worried if her gown hid her belly enough then realized she didn’t have to bother. Glazier and Alex only had eyes for each other.

      While it might have sounded like she meant some homoerotic man-on-man action, homicide was more likely on the agenda.

      “Don’t need us?” Glazier spat and pointed at the temporary splints on all four of the patient’s limbs. “These external fixators aren’t going to last forever. Write that down for me. ‘Patient okay with having both arms and legs amputated.’”

      His scrub tech, a Black woman, seemed to be suppressing laughter. No wonder. Stella was pretty sure the woman was his regular scrub tech and used to watching Glazier rip strips off everyone who annoyed him.

      “His pupils are uneven. He may have a bleed, which needs to be evacuated in the OR,” Alex’s calm rational manner belied the cold flat look in his eyes at Glazier. “If he’s brain dead, he won’t care what happened to his arms or legs.”

      His staff looked uncomfortable since this wasn’t his usual MO. Then again, they’d have no idea the root cause of this argument.

      Fabulous.

      Stella, aka ‘the root cause,’ calmly set her trach kit on an empty instrument tray. Both men glowered at each other and then turned to her.

      “Can we pay attention to me?” asked the PMR resident, bagging the patient at the head of the bed.

      “He has an excellent point,” Doyle said. “This is Dr. Stella Magi, ENT surgery. She’s going to do a bedside trach so he doesn’t die before he reaches the OR.”

      The resident asked in panic, “What do I do?”

      “You do exactly what you’ve been doing,” she told him. “How much pain meds do we have on board?”

      “Not much. He’s obtunded, and we don’t want to suppress his respiratory drive anymore.”

      “Get me 50 mg of lidocaine, we’ll aeresolize it and 1 mg of IV versed. When I’m ready, I’ll need a set of size 5.5 sterile gloves.” Stella moved up her tray up to the head of the bed on the opposite side of Alex.

      “You're not going to recheck his airway?” Alex said.

      “I will. Right before I place the trach. If I try to muck around, we'll lose the airway we have.”

      “Please don’t,” the PMR resident said, oblivious to the actual situation.

      Unlike Glazier who had no problem needling his sometime rival. “See? She knows what she wants to do, and she’ll do it her way.”

      “She has an obligation to help the patient first. She should independently verify what she assumes, lest she make a poor decision.” Alex glared at Glazier.

      Glazier rolled his eyes. “Are you still whining about that? Man up. It’s been at least two months.”

      “Seven weeks, but who’s counting?” Alex said. “If the ER had cric’ed him earlier, we wouldn’t need her here.”

      Stella snapped her head back. He was questioning her mere presence.

      Wrong decision.

      “Because he has several hours of surgeries and slash cric’s in the ER are crap.” Doyle stepped up behind her, no stranger to hospital drama. “I’ll assist, and, if you can’t be civil, you can take a walk. Besides, my intern is getting tired.”

      Stella said, “I’ll talk you through it. Just hand me stuff when I tell you. And send anyone out who has a weak stomach or doesn’t need to be in here.”

      “Can I go?” the PMR resident asked.

      The four attendings simultaneously said, “No.”

      It occurred to Stella that she finally had the three guys together, and she could absolutely mention she was pregnant.

      And any one of them could be the father.

      It took less than thirty seconds of watching various staff members flee the room to decide it was the wrong time.

      With her luck, Doyle’d stomp out, leaving her with the PMR resident.

      She took the skin marker out of the kit, cleaned the skin on the neck, and started drawing. “This isn’t going to be sterile, but we’ll keep it a clean procedure.”

      “Yes,” Doyle confirmed and stood behind her shoulder.

      “I’m aiming for the space around the second and third tracheal rings. Avoiding the crichoid and thyroid cartilage,” Stella explained, both to teach the intern and keep Doyle in the loop of how she’d be performing the procedure. “Here’s the sternal notch. I’d prefer to do this with the fiber-optic bronchoscope, but I suspect we’ll be doing it blind.”
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