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			​Chapter One

			Nyla’s first days at the hospital were nothing short of fiery.

			She had expected challenges – being the new anaesthetist in one of the best surgical departments in the city meant proving herself, but what she hadn’t anticipated was him.

			Dr Adrian Blackwood.

			Adrian’s reputation preceded him. In his late thirties, he had earned the kind of respect that few achieved so early – brilliant in the operating room, relentless in his pursuit of perfection, and quietly feared for the standards he demanded. His movements were sharp, meticulous and efficient, as if he was conducting a symphony with scalpels and forceps.

			And he didn’t tolerate incompetence.

			Nyla first met him in a hospital boardroom during a mandatory department meeting. As the newest hire, she had been summoned to the morning briefing to be introduced to the surgical teams. She had walked in confident, her crisp white coat pressed to perfection, ready to take on whatever the day had to offer.

			The room was filled with senior physicians and surgical staff, but Adrian Blackwood immediately caught sight of her.

			The first thing he noticed was her skin – a deep, rich brown, smooth and radiant under the fluorescent lights. Then her lips, full and slightly pursed in concentration, as if she was already unimpressed with the meeting into which she had just walked. His gaze traced the elegant curve of her slender neck before he forced himself to focus elsewhere.

			“Dr Nyla James,” the department chair introduced her. “Our new anaesthetist who will be focusing on high-risk surgeries. Top of her class and highly recommended by her previous mentors.”

			There was a small murmur of approval around the table. Nyla nodded politely, her posture straight.

			Adrian’s voice cut through the room like a blade. “We need the best in our ORs. I have no room for mistakes.”

			The words weren’t directed at her specifically, but they landed like a challenge.

			A few people chuckled under their breath, but Nyla didn’t as much as flinch. Instead, she turned her head slowly to meet Adrian’s gaze, her expression unreadable, her confidence unwavering.

			“Good,” she said coolly. “Neither do I.”

			For a moment, the room went silent. Adrian arched an eyebrow, intrigued. Not many people had the nerve to match his energy so easily.

			This one’s going to be interesting.

			* * *

			Later that afternoon, fate decided to test them once again.

			Nyla had just finished a consult when she stepped into the hospital’s elevator, relieved to finally catch a breath. Just as the doors were about to close, a hand shot between them, forcing them open again.

			Adrian.

			He stepped in, his presence immediately commanding the small space. The air grew thick as the doors slid shut.

			Nyla exhaled sharply. Great.

			For a few seconds, neither of them spoke. The elevator hummed softly as they stood side by side, tension palpable. Then, out of nowhere, the elevator jolted to a stop, the emergency lights flickering on.

			“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Nyla muttered, pressing the call button.

			Adrian crossed his arms, exhaling. “Guess we’re stuck.” She glanced at him. “You sound thrilled.”

			“I’m just thinking about how much time we’re wasting here.”

			She rolled her eyes. “Right, because you don’t waste any time. What, you don’t even stop to breathe in between surgeries?”

			He smirked, tilting his head slightly. “I prefer efficiency.” “Of course you do.”

			She was too distracted with being snappy to notice the way he was studying her. The sharp cut of her jaw when she was annoyed, the way she carried herself with an effortless grace. Even her irritation was oddly fascinating.

			Silence settled between them again, but it wasn’t uncomfortable. Adrian found himself drawn to the way she filled a room– even in a tiny, malfunctioning elevator. She was all fire, all sharp edges and quick comebacks.

			And he liked it.

			“You know,” he mused after a moment, “I think I’m going to enjoy working with you.”

			She scoffed. “That makes one of us.”

			He chuckled, low and deep. “We’ll see.”

			The elevator buzzed back to life, jolting slightly as it resumed its ascent. When the doors finally slid open, they stepped out without another word.

			* * *

			The next day, the operating room was filled with an air of quiet intensity as Adrian led a particularly high-stakes operation. Nyla was in control of the anaesthesia, her hands steady as she monitored the patient’s vitals. Everything was under control – until Adrian decided to interfere.

			“I need the patient deeply anesthetised before I proceed with this segment,” he said, his tone firm, demanding.

			Nyla didn’t even look up from her monitors. “He’s already at the optimal level. Any deeper, and we risk longer recovery times and complications post-op.”

			Adrian’s jaw tightened. “I’m not asking for a debate. I need the field to be perfectly still. Deepen him.”

			Nyla exhaled slowly through her nose. She had spent years perfecting her craft. Anaesthesia, to her, was an art and she was pursuing mastery, understanding patient thresholds like second nature. What she wouldn’t do was be strong-armed by a surgeon – no matter how brilliant he was.

			Her voice was calm, but resolute. “And I’m not asking for permission to do my job, Blackwood. The vitals are stable. The field looks bloodless. I suggest you focus on your side of the table.”

			A few heads turned, the OR staff exchanging silent glances. No one spoke to Adrian Blackwood like that.

			For a moment, his gaze flickered up to hers, something unreadable passing through his eyes. But he said nothing. Instead, he gave a tight nod and continued the surgery.

			When the operation was finally over and the patient was safely transferred to ICU, Nyla stripped off her gloves, heading straight for the coffee lounge. She needed a breather, a moment to cool down before she said something she’d regret.

			The last person she expected to follow her inside was him.

			Adrian walked in, his expression unreadable, a car magazine in hand. He didn’t acknowledge her right away, flipping casually through the pages as he leant against the counter.

			Nyla scoffed, crossing her arms. “If you came here to lecture me, don’t bother. I’m not in the mood.”

			Adrian turned a page, not looking up. “Who says I came to lecture you?”

			She huffed, grabbing a coffee cup. “Then what, you came to gloat?”

			This time, he glanced at her. “Actually, I came for coffee. And maybe to figure out why you’re so damn defensive.”

			She shot him a glare. “I’m not defensive. I just don’t take well to being controlled in my OR.”

			“Your OR?” He smirked. “Last I checked, anaesthesia is one piece of a larger puzzle. And surgeons need precision.”

			She took a slow sip of her coffee, eyes locked on him. “Surgeons also need to trust their anaesthetists. I don’t make reckless decisions, Blackwood.”

			His gaze flickered down for a second – just a second – before he exhaled, shaking his head. “You don’t back down, do you?”

			“Not when I know I’m right.”

			Silence settled between them, thick with unresolved tension. Adrian finally set down his magazine, revealing the cover.

			A vintage car issue.

			Nyla stilled, her eyes flicking to the glossy cover. “You’re into classic cars?”

			He arched a brow. “You know about them?”

			She scoffed. “Please. I grew up around them. My father was obsessed – he used to take me to car shows every other weekend when I was a kid. I probably know more about vintage cars than you do.”

			Adrian tilted his head, intrigued. “Oh? Try me.”

			She took a step closer, her interest piqued despite herself. “Alright. What year did the Jaguar E-Type debut?”

			He smirked. “In 1961, Geneva Motor Show. Enzo Ferrari once called it the most beautiful car ever made. Next?”

			For the first time, Nyla looked at him with something other than irritation.

			Their rivalry had found an unexpected detour – a shared love of vintage cars. And, for the first time since they’d met, they weren’t arguing.

			Instead, they were exchanging car facts like old friends, debating over the best engine sounds, discussing restoration techniques, and arguing about whether the Porsche 911 was overrated.

			For all the fire and tension between them, for all the sharp words and stubborn glares, there was a thread connecting them now, something beyond the battlefield of the OR.

		


		
			​Chapter Two

			Nyla had settled into her place in the department. Three months in, she had made a few friends, built rapport with the surgical teams and, most surprisingly, had reached a working truce with Adrian Blackwood. Their initial clashes had softened into a mutual respect. He trusted her in the OR now, and she had to admit that their shared interest in vintage cars had acted as an unexpected bridge between them.

			Work had always been her focus. She was used to throwing herself into it completely, keeping her social life at a bare minimum. She still felt she had something to prove – not just as a doctor, but as a Black woman in medicine, navigating a maledominated field. She had spent her university years breaking down barriers, working twice as hard to get the recognition easily handed to others.

			Being the eldest of three and raised by a single mother had shaped her into the person she was today. Her mother had juggled two jobs to put them through good schools, instilling in Nyla and her siblings the importance of hard work and ambition. Her siblings were now on the brink of graduating from Ivy League universities, a testament to their resilience. But Nyla had also inherited her mother’s ability to sacrifice everything for the greater good.

			When it came to her father, things were complicated. Growing up, she had thought he was a great dad – present, doting in his own way – but, as she got older, she had realised the cracks. He had been controlling, emotionally unavailable and, worst of all, unfaithful to her mother. The day her mom had filed for divorce was the day Nyla truly saw him for who he was. He had left, and she had never seen him since. It had left a bitter aftertaste that never quite went away.

			Then there was love – or what she thought was love. Her last relationship had almost broken her. She had given everything, been fiercely loyal, only to discover that he was a liar, a manipulator. He had reminded her too much of her father. That betrayal had taken its toll and, even a year later, she was still healing.

			That afternoon, Nyla decided to take a breather. She strolled into the patient lounge – a space designed for comfort, with plush seats, a soft rug, and a flat-screen TV playing some talk show she didn’t recognise. She hadn’t seen Adrian since the morning and, frankly, she was fine with that. He still had an uncanny ability to irritate her, even on his best days.

			As the day wound down, she stood outside the hospital, waiting for a taxi. Since her car had stalled two weeks ago, she had been forced to rely on ride-share apps, which were both unpredictable and frustrating.

			Just as she checked the time on her phone, the familiar growl of an engine broke her focus.

			She looked up and immediately recognised the sleek black car pulling up beside her.

			The window rolled down smoothly, revealing Adrian, his expression unreadable behind a pair of expensive-looking sunglasses.

			“Need a ride, James?” His voice carried the usual smirk, a teasing lilt.

			Nyla crossed her arms. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll get a taxi.” Adrian tilted his head slightly. “I’m offering.”

			Something about the way he said it made her hesitate. Finally, with a small sigh, she opened the door and slid into the passenger seat.

			As the car purred forward, she ran her fingers lightly along the leather interior. “You really have good taste, Blackwood. Pagani Zonda R.”

			He glanced at her, impressed. “You know your cars.” She scoffed. “We’ve established this.”

			He nodded, his hand gripping the steering wheel effortlessly. “It was my first big purchase. I fell in love with it the moment I saw it. She’s powerful, sexy and smooth.”

			Nyla arched a brow, her lips curving slightly. “Sounds like you’re talking about a woman.”

			Adrian chuckled. “Maybe.”

			The conversation flowed effortlessly as they drove through the city, talking about their favourite vintage models, the best car shows and the thrill of speed. It was easy. Natural. Uncomplicated.

			And, for the first time, Nyla actually noticed him.

			She had been so honed in on disliking Adrian Blackwood that she had never really looked at him. The sharp cut of his jaw, the tousled dark hair that somehow always looked perfect, the way he carried himself – commanding, self-assured. Even the way his hands gripped the wheel, strong and steady, matched the effortless control he exuded in the OR.

			The realisation jolted her back to the present. Nope. Not going there.

			As they pulled up outside her apartment, she quickly unbuckled her seatbelt, regaining her composure. “Thanks for the ride, Blackwood.”

			Adrian rested his elbow on the steering wheel, tilting his head slightly in her direction. “Anytime, James.”

			She smirked as she stepped out, throwing one last glance his way. “See you around, Blackwood.”

			She shut the door, shaking her head as she walked inside.

			He may be getting under her skin, but she wasn’t going to let another man make her lose her focus, not this time.

			* * *

			Later that night, Nyla settled into her apartment, craving comfort after the long day. She curled up on her couch, cradling a latte made exactly the way she liked it – four teaspoons of sugar, just enough to push her into a blissful sugar high. Her fluffy white cat, Frosty, was nestled on her lap, purring softly as she flipped through the latest episode of Survivor.

			Her phone buzzed, and she smiled, already knowing who it was.

			“Zen,” she greeted, putting the call on speaker.

			“Girl, gimme a moment – lemme Google this man real quick,” Zen’s voice came through, already filled with amusement.

			Nyla sighed, rolling her eyes as she took a sip of her latte. A few seconds later, Zen practically screeched.

			“GIRL! The guy is so hot! I wonder if he’s single.”

			Nyla groaned. “I really don’t care if he’s single or not. He’s so… ugh! His self-inflated ego, his arrogance, the way he just undermines people… Maybe it’s a surgeon thing, sure, but he has a way of ticking me off like no one else.”

			Zen chuckled knowingly. “Babe, I’d be careful. There’s a thin line between love and hate.”

			“Yeah, well, this ain’t it.”

			Zen snickered. “You should, like… bang him. Just for fun.”

			Nyla made a gagging noise. “Ew, never! He’d hold it over my head for life. No thanks. Even if he was the last guy on Earth, my pride would never.”

			“You know what they say: never say never. If you won’t have him, honey, I will. Rich, hot and rude? Sounds like my type.”

			Nyla snorted, curling against her pillow. “You’re impossible.” “Speaking of which – remember Rob?”

			“Rob?” Nyla frowned, thinking back. “I remember Richard… or was it James? Wait – Rob’s that medical intern you dated back in varsity, right? Don’t tell me you two are back together.”

			Zen let out a coy little hum. “Mmmm. Let’s just say he’s not an intern anymore and maybe… Ever since I started at this firm in Jersey, turns out he’s got family around here too. We bumped into each other a few times – coffee, dinners… you know how it goes. And well, one thing led to another.”

			“Zen.” Nyla’s voice softened with warning. “You two were always so on and off. How long has this been going on?”

			There was a pause, then Zen admitted, “Eight months. Don’t panic, please. You’ve always been the cautious one, Nyla. Me? I’ve been diving into the deep end since we were kids. That’s what kept us glued together – you balancing me out, me dragging you into a little trouble.”

			Nyla sighed, but couldn’t hide her smile. “Balance or bad habits?”

			Zen chuckled. “Maybe both. But that’s me. The rebellious, adventurous lawyer. That’s why you love me – and why I adore you. You keep me level when I’m flying off the rails.” Her tone softened, a flicker of honesty slipping past her bravado. “Look, I know I choose the wrong guys sometimes. Maybe I’m addicted to the thrill. But hey – life’s too short to play it safe all the time, right?”

			Nyla exhaled slowly, her voice gentler now. “Maybe. But life’s also too short to waste your heart on someone who doesn’t deserve it. Just… promise me you’ll protect yours this time, Zen.”

			There was a beat of silence on the line before Zen’s voice came back, softer, touched with warmth. “I know. That’s why I keep you around, Ny. You remind me where home is.”

			Nyla smiled faintly, the corners of her lips tugging upward. “Always. You’re stuck with me.”

			“Good,” Zen said, her laugh light, but genuine. “Wouldn’t have it any other way.”

			They lingered a second longer, unwilling to let go of the thread between them.

			“I love you, Zen,” Nyla whispered. “Love you more, always,” Zen replied.

			And with that, they hung up, each carrying the comfort of the other’s voice into the quiet of the night.

			Soon, her mind slowly drifted back to Blackwood.

			The thought of Adrian being anything other than an annoyance made her dizzy.

			“Never,” she muttered to herself.

			But, even as she said it, a small, nagging voice at the back of her mind wasn’t so sure.

		


		
			​Chapter Three

			Adrian’s day off was a rare luxury. He spent it exactly how he liked – alone in his penthouse apartment overlooking the city.

			The space was sleek, modern, and filled with hues of grey and white, a design as refined as it was impersonal. A glass of cognac sat in his hand as he lounged in his study, the floorto-ceiling windows displaying the glittering skyline of New York. The city looked alive, buzzing with endless possibilities. The sight always gave him a rush.

			He had always been a loner. Raised by a loving mother and a narcissistic father, he had learnt early on how to fend for himself. His childhood had been riddled with tension, the constant sound of his parents’ arguments echoing through the house. He and his identical twin brother, Asher, had grown up fast, taking care of their mother when their father’s anger had spiralled out of control. It wasn’t until high school that their mother had finally walked away, filing for divorce and starting over.

			He and his brother had made a pact never to become their father.

			His brother had chosen a different path – one filled with charm, social circles and high-profile cases at a top New York law firm. He thrived in the company of others, easily slipping in and out of relationships without a care. Adrian, on the other hand, drowned himself in work. He found solace in the precision of surgery, the predictability of medicine.

			His love life was practically non-existent. His last serious relationship, with his high school sweetheart, Sophia, had ended in betrayal. Adrian had walked in on her with a co-worker, a moment that had permanently shifted his outlook on love. He had given her everything, and she had thrown it away.
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