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      If only Benji would shut the hell up so the pain in my head can subside, that would be a fucking godsend. He is acting like my personal bodyguard, currently shouting at everyone who comes near me as we make our way into the emergency department.

      Clearly, he is worried about me, but he doesn’t need to be. Even though my heart is racing, and my chest feels tight, my anxiety at an all-time high. Though he doesn’t know that bit; just that I’m injured.

      This hospital is not my usual medical clinic, but it’s closer to the warehouse where my fight was. So, Benji, in his world of panic, sped his way here through the dark streets of Philly, and now the bright lights beaming off the stark white walls is enough to blind me.

      The one time my boys aren’t with me and the whole night goes to shit.

      “Benji, slow down. I’m fine,” I grit through my teeth, as he powers through the mass of people here on this manic Saturday night.

      “Nico tasked me with taking care of you. So, I am doing what he asked, and he said to bring you here,” Benji spits out, his eyes laser focused on our surroundings.

      Although it is rare that I need a hospital visit after a fight, it does happen on occasion. Usually, ice and pain medication see me through a few days of aches and pains before I start recovery sessions and training for the next fight.

      Tonight is no different except for this power trip that Benji is on, only to ensure I am not more injured than usual. I’m not, but no amount of telling him that will get him to let up on the situation, so I’ve let him take the lead. If for no other reason but to focus on breathing through the pain and trying to quiet the thumping in my head.

      Pushing through the double glass doors, we make our way inside the busy hospital, where a trauma nurse greets us immediately. Benji called Nico on the way here, and apparently there is a doctor who Dante recommends that can help us. He relayed that the doctor will be discreet, and that they’re on top of their game. They’ll be able to fix me up, no questions asked, and send me on my way. The sooner they can do that, the better, because I already feel my pulse thumping harder and faster after taking two steps inside the door.

      The problem with underground fighting is that it’s all on the downlow—underground—or if you want to get technical… illegal. That combined with the fact I work with the head mob family in New York, it means that anything I do can be a point of interest for some people. Those that have a morbid interest in the inner workings of our family. The men who want to be part of something, the women who want to be wrapped around one of us, neither of whom will ever get a glimpse of what or who we truly are. Although many of them prefer to run away instead.

      I walk like a fucking invalid next to Benji as sweat beads form on my forehead simply from being in this place. All the while, he continues to bark orders at everyone in sight. I hope Nico and Dante are right about this doctor, because the smell of disinfectant is piercing my nostrils and the need to get the hell out of here crawls up my spine, making me shiver. My throat tightens as the memories of my past escape my subconscious, infiltrating my mind. I’ve got no time to reminisce, though, and have no desire to take a trip down memory lane. Especially not tonight.

      How Nico and Dante know a doctor here in Philly, I have no idea. They only ever come down here to watch me fight and ensure that I win, preferring to be in New York with the rest of the team. I used to always be right alongside them, but as of recently, I am spending more and more time down here, building up my gym business with Benji and making new acquaintances for the mob. It works in everyone’s favor.

      As we walk farther down the hall, my grip around my torso tightens. Each inhale I take, brings a renewed twinge of pain, and I wonder if coming to this hospital was actually a good idea for once. Even though my hands feel clammy, and I now feel slightly nauseous.

      “We need Dr. Wakeford,” Benji barks at a young nurse. She looks totally intimidated by his erratic manner, and rightfully so.

      “I’m… I’m not sure…” she stammers before Benji interrupts her.

      “We want to see Dr. Wakeford!” he shouts at her, and she jumps, startled by his tone, rushing away to the nurses’ station.

      “Benji, fucking calm down,” I barely manage to say, while holding back a groan. My arm remains wrapped around my torso, and I hiss as the pain shoots across my rib cage.

      It was a tough fight tonight, that much is sinking in now. My face feels swollen, my ribs hurt, my hands are bruised and covered in blood. Hopefully nothing’s broken because that will put me out for a while. The thing is, though, it’s not much worse than how I find myself after most fights. If anything, my nerves are what’s really causing me the most aggravation. And Benji’s crazy ass isn’t helping either.

      I look up in time to see a male nurse walking up to us.

      “I’m Ian. I can assess you today,” he says calmly, taking in the sight of me.

      Before I can respond, Benji pipes up again. “No one is touching him except for Doctor Wakeford.” His finger points in my direction, and my eyes roll.

      “I can appreciate that, but I am the Nursing Manager for Doctor Wakeford’s office, so I can do an initial assessment before I call the doctor.” He’s not taking any crap from Benji, and I need to smother my smile. As I look at Benji, I can tell he’s about to explode, yet he’s holding it in and going bright red in the face in the process.

      “Relax, Benji. Let him do the paperwork.” I’m too tired and sore to argue, and really just want to leave this place as soon as possible.

      We follow Nurse Ian into an examination room, and I sit on the edge of the hospital bed. He passes me an ice pack, and I nod in appreciation as I press it onto my face to try to contain the swelling before it gets out of hand.

      “Would you like to tell me what happened?” Ian asks as he grabs my wrist and feels for my pulse.

      “Just a fight, nothing major,” I reply steadily. I can tell by his expression he doesn’t believe me, but continues with his initial assessment by noting a few details on his paperwork.

      “When will the doctor be here?” Benji asks with a huff. His two minutes of silence must’ve given him a second wind, his demanding attitude back in full force. He paces the small room, not yet settled. Maybe the pressure of being held accountable by the mob if, God forbid, I croak under his watch, is getting the better of him.

      “I’m afraid that Doctor Wakeford is—” Ian starts to say before he’s cut off, much more confidently than the previous young nurse.

      “Tell her that Dante Luciano from New York has sent us,” Benji tells him slowly, almost calculating, and I narrow my eyes as I look at him. What pull does Dante have in this hospital?

      Ian sighs. “Fine, give me a few minutes. I will page Doctor Wakeford for you,” He concedes, before grabbing his clipboard and walking out the door, leaving us in silence.

      Taking a strangled breath, I glance around the room, trying to distract myself. Only, there’s not much to see. Everything is stark and bland, white and clean, and I squint under the bright lights, the pounding in my head increasing. It’s a small room, made even smaller by Benji and me in it, the two of us both tall and broad. Our daily sessions at the gym give us the bulk many men envy and women cower from. The bed linen is scratchy, and while it is quiet in the room, I can hear the running around on the other side of our door, machines beeping, people talking, many of them frantic, probably not unusual for a Saturday night. I hear the security team struggling nearby with what I can assume is some drunk idiot, and I fleetingly think that could have been me had it not been for Sebastian and Dante picking me up off the streets all those years ago.

      “How does Dante know a doctor down here?” I give in to my curiosity, turning to face his direction.

      Tonight, shit was going down in New York, and the boys couldn’t make it to my fight. Hell, I nearly didn’t make it either, because family comes first, and I should be with them. But Sebastian is aware I am trying to build my life down here and told me they had it under control.

      “Nico said the doctor that fixed up Annie after the shooting now works here. That’s why I brought you here instead of that other shithole you usually go to get checked.” He finally sits down in the white plastic chair that looks about as comfortable as a pile of rocks. Rubbing his head, he’s visibly exhausted, his adrenalin wearing off.

      It’s a good thing. I think this power trip of being my manager while the boys are away is chipping at his sanity. I would yell at him if my fucking head didn’t hurt so much. Instead, I close my eyes, attempting to calm my breathing once again.

      I fucking hate hospitals.

      This doctor better hurry up before I lose my mind.
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            DR. CATHERINE WAKEFORD

          

        

      

    

    
      Pushing my chair out, I stand up from my desk and roll my shoulders, trying to relieve my constantly tight, sore muscles from my stressful daily grind. It has been a long night already. Saturday night at the hospital is always crazy, though. Usually that means the late shift goes fast, which I am grateful for.

      Since performing surgery for a man injured in a car accident, I have been back here in my office, combatting the mountain of paperwork requiring my attention. The most important being the plans and project outlines for the new Emergency Department that the hospital is in the midst of building. While our current facilities are good, they will soon be one of the most technologically advanced in the country. I am super proud that I get to lead it.

      When I made my rounds on the floor earlier, I could see all the usual suspects had come in. Saturday afternoons we were full of kids and families, since the sporting days ensure we are busy with broken bones, sprained limbs, and deep cuts. But Saturday nights are my least favorite, because that is when we get the drunks, fighters, and other questionable characters who have indulged in drugs and other such activities. All of which warrants the high number of security guards we now have down on the floor.

      It is unbelievable that we need security to protect the people who help and heal.

      Walking over to my door, I grab my white coat from my coat rack and put it on, ready to check on what craziness is currently happening outside my door. Something I try to do on the hour, every hour.

      I shouldn’t complain, it is my only form of exercise, and the thousands of steps I do per shift far outweigh any I could accomplish in a run around the park.

      When I accepted this job nine months ago, I negotiated that I only work one Saturday night per month. I love medicine; it has been in my blood for generations, but there is an eight-year-old I love more. Although she enjoys spending the night at her aunt's house, I miss her when I am away.

      Already I can’t wait to see her for breakfast, before I delve into my Sunday soccer mom duties, and then attempt to fix the leaky tap that appeared in my kitchen this morning. Sighing, I grab the photo of Ivy from my desk, willing it to give me the energy I need. As much as I cherish every moment spent with my daughter, the single mom life can be tiring at times.

      I’m lost in thought when my desk phone rings, and immediately my adrenaline kicks in. Being a doctor means hard work and long hours, especially in the ED, where you need to prepare yourself for anything.

      “Doctor Wakeford,” I say as I answer the call.

      “Catherine, we have a few guys down here that are requesting you,” Ian, my head nurse and closest friend, tells me.

      “Requesting me?” I ask in surprise. I can’t say that anyone has ever requested me personally like this before. That piques my interest.

      “Yes. White male, late twenties, presented himself with what looks like injuries to his face, abdomen, and hands.”

      “A fight?” My brow furrows, wanting Ian to get more specific.

      “Yes. A pretty brutal one, if you ask me. But they won’t let me assess. His friend is highly agitated and said that a Mr. Dante Luciano sent them to see you.”

      I still for a moment, memories flooding my mind.

      “Fine, Ian. Tell them I will be down in five minutes,” I reply, before hanging up the phone.

      Dante Luciano. Second in command of the New York Mob. He brought his girlfriend to the emergency room with a gunshot wound back when I worked in New York over a year ago. Something I should have reported to the police, but instead, I kept it quiet because he offered cash to do so. While it wasn’t my finest hour, I needed the money to get Ivy and I to safety.

      I hope karma doesn’t come back to bite me.

      Accepting money from the mob was also not the smartest thing to do; I recognize that now. As a woman who worked her ass off at med school and received top honors, becoming the youngest woman to lead an Emergency Department in the country at the age of thirty-five, I am held in high regard. I followed in my dad’s footsteps, and if he, or anyone else, ever found out about my small indiscretion, then I would lose the career and reputation I have worked so hard to build.

      But, if I had to do it all over again, I would still take the money. For Ivy. While I love being a doctor, I love her more. She will come first every single time, and getting out of New York was something I had to do. Even though my father is still seething about the move and constantly trying to make me move back.

      I fix my white coat and brush down my navy dress underneath. Quickly, I check my cell phone to make sure my sister hasn’t called with any issues with Ivy, and with a sigh of relief, I get into business mode.

      The mixture of noises hits me first as I step out of my soundproofed office. Rushed voices of panicked patients, and firm assurance from our nurses and doctors. Rattling wheels of gurneys and beeps of medical equipment. Calls over the speaker, and the distant whir of a siren. This is chaos to anyone else, but to me, the sounds belonging to a hospital immediately get my head in the game. Striding down the corridor, I duck and weave past a few staff and patients and make my way to the nurses’ station to see Ian.

      Ian is one of the best nurses I have had the pleasure of working with, and is not only professional, but also a lot of fun.

      “Okay, what should I know?” I ask as I sidle up to him behind the counter.

      “As I mentioned, white male, abdominal bruising, cut above his eye, swollen cheeks, bruised and swollen hands…” He passes me a clipboard, and I quickly look over his vitals, but find the paperwork mostly blank.

      “Ian, there is nothing on here? Just his pulse?” I usually get a full write-up of a patient's condition before I see them.

      “They only wanted you, so I was lucky to get that. His friend wouldn’t let me touch him. They scared poor Kate out of her skin when they arrived,'' he says, shooting his gaze to Kate, who’s smiling shyly and biting her lip with obvious nerves. She is a sweet, friendly new nurse, with a great bedside manner, but I am not sure the ED is the right place for her.

      “Anything else?” I press.

      “Well, the friend is an asshole, but the patient is mighty fine,” he whispers before wiggling his eyebrows at me.

      “Ian!” I admonish with a laugh, whacking him in the shoulder with the clipboard. “All right, lead the way.” Might as well get this over with.
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      “Benji!” I yell this time. I am sick of him creating a scene here with every goddamn nurse and doctor that walks past. “Shut the fuck up, man. Just let the nurses treat me.”

      I still haven’t been seen since the male nurse left. My anxiety is rising, and I want to climb the walls at this point. I’m tired, hungry, hurting, and all I want is to fucking go home.

      “No, the boys left me in charge. I’m doing what they asked of me and waiting for Doctor Wakeford.”

      I roll my eyes and drop my gaze back to the floor, willing the pain to subside. I have been sitting here on the edge of the bed, legs hanging off, my head down, waiting for this magical fucking doctor to appear. They’re apparently the only one who can fix me, when all I need is fucking ice and my bed. Fucking Benji. This is ridiculous.

      I love him, I do. We have been best friends since we were eight, so he’s basically a brother. We met at the local police station because the cops had picked us up for shoplifting. Me at the supermarket, stealing food, because my mom was too busy with her new boyfriend, and we didn’t have anything in the trailer for days. And Benji for stealing a packet of smokes from the local gas station.

      We formed a bond that day as we both waited at the police station for our respective parents to pick us up and have been friends ever since. Always by each other’s side. While his current power trip is pissing me off, he is doing a good job of looking after me. Benji has been chomping at the bit to manage me, and despite the fact he has no formal qualifications, he is pretty good at it, often helping me mend after each fight.

      I am about to say something else to him, because I can see his impatience growing by the second, when the door opens. All I can do is keep my head down. I don’t want to look at another nurse while Benji yells at them.

      “We want the fucking head of ER now!” he roars, and without looking, I know that his face is red and the thick vein in his throat is probably throbbing. I wait to hear if the nurse scurries off like the rest of them have. But whoever is in the room doesn’t run off and whimper like the last few.

      My eyes lift from the tiled floor to see the sexiest fucking black stilettos, then higher to her smooth, long legs and pristine navy dress. A crisp white coat covers what I’d like to see more of, but then my gaze settles on the shiniest brown hair and most perfect skin that I have ever seen in real life. As I take in her captivating features, I find that it’s impossible to look away.

      “I am Doctor Wakeford, Head of the ER, and if you raise your voice to me or my staff like that again, you will be escorted out of this hospital and will need to drive another hour to Mass General to be assisted. Do I make myself clear?” Sounds like she means business.

      I sit in shock for a moment because I was expecting the Head of the ER to be a man. A middle-aged, play golf on the weekends, white hair and pretentious polos, type of douche, but Doctor Wakeford none of those things.

      I rub my temples because my head is pounding, but I can hear Benji breathing heavily and starting to calm down. Ordinarily, he doesn’t like to be challenged, but I have a feeling he will let this slide.

      “Good, you’re here. You need to look at Carter,” he mumbles, like the chastised man he is, raising his arm in my direction. Then she’s turning on her heel and moving toward me.

      My head is still down, because it is throbbing like a motherfucker, but I watch her shoes come into view with every step she takes in my direction, not stopping until she is right in front of me, my knees nearly touching her body. I take a deep breath to get some air, which seems to have all but left me the moment she arrived, and I get a lungful of her instead. She smells like fucking springtime, flowers and freshness and sunshine, and I close my eyes and fist my hands in the scratchy white sheets underneath me. From the pain in my torso, or her scent, which one I am not sure.

      “Mr. Grange,” she says quietly, as she places the clipboard down on the bed next to me. “What happened?” Her hand grabs one of mine, her fingers curling around my wrist as she checks my pulse, and it’s like I have been slammed in the chest. Her hands feel so fucking soft, so small in comparison to mine. My heart is racing, and I thank God I am not hooked up to a machine for her to hear it because it would be beeping off the charts.

      I don’t say anything, leaving it to Benji to do the talking.

      “He had a fight. We just need you to check him over. He got a few punches to the head and a few to the ribs. Nothing crazy, but I want him checked before we go home,” Benji states, now acting like the perfect kid in Sunday school.

      She doesn’t respond, or react, as she looks at her watch, timing my pulse. While Benji continues talking, she turns my hand over and looks at my knuckles, assessing the damage with her delicate hands.

      “I need you to lie down, Mr. Grange, so I can check your ribs and face, please,” she instructs delicately. The contrast between her gentle tone and Benji’s fucking insane yelling is significant. I don’t think I know anyone who speaks so firmly, yet so softly.

      Delicate is not a word I would use to describe anything in my life. Violent, criminal, dark and hardened are more my history.

      “Mr. Grange?” she says again, prompting me. Shit, how long have I ignored her for, because I was lost in my own thoughts? I start to move gingerly because my ribs are on fire and my head feels like a bowling ball. Closing my eyes, I lower my body onto the bed and swing my legs up so I am lying on my back, my eyes squinting shut due to the lights.

      “Ian, turn the lights a little lower, please.” I internally thank her for that as she stands at my bedside, still holding my hand. Why is it so fucking comforting? And that’s just another word that doesn’t usually describe me or my life.

      She lets go of my hand, and for a moment, I feel cold, colder than I did before her touch. But then they’re on my body, as she slowly runs her hands up my bare torso, checking each rib, gently pushing and prodding, searching for pain points and possible fractures.

      Suddenly, she hits a sore spot, and I nearly jump off the bed. “Fuck!” I spit out, and my eyes fling open and lock right onto her beautiful brown ones. We stare at each other for a few beats, her glossy, plump lips parting slightly as I gawk at her. Benji clears his throat, and it is enough to startle both of us back to reality.

      “I apologize, Mr. Grange, I will try to be more gentle,” she says, a blush pinkening her cheeks. Continuing to explore my body for wounds, she checks each rib delicately before moving back to the original sore spot and prodding some more.

      “Call me Carter, none of this Mr. Grange shit,” I say to her, and it comes out rougher than I wanted, but she nods as she presses her lips together, her eyes staying focused on my body.

      Now I have seen her, I can’t stop fucking looking at her. Chestnut hair, shiny and long, half up so I can see her face set in concentration, but it flows down her back, itching for me to grab onto it. Her eyes are like coffee, her skin is cream, and her lips are shining like fucking cherries. This is a visual that I know won’t leave my mind for days.

      She is fucking stunning.

      While she is writing things down on the clipboard, I continue to let my gaze wander over her. She is polished. Her fingernails are painted soft pink, flawlessly, with no chips, and she is wearing a small amount of jewelery that looks to be of the highest quality. While I’m at it, I notice no ring on her finger, bringing a smile to my lips that I immediately straighten. The dress she’s wearing under her doctor’s coat is pressed to perfection, refined and unrevealing. It’s the kind of dress you long to unzip with the thoughts of what delectable curves she’s hiding from the world underneath.

      She is not over the top, but classic. She is what you would call way out of my league. I bet this princess has never had to go without.

      I fucking hate princesses, yet I can’t say I mind her hands on my body right now.

      Fuck my life.

      “No broken ribs, but they are certainly bruised, and I am a little concerned about internal bleeding too,” she says, and my eyes flick back to hers.

      “Doc, just some pain medication, some ice, and I will be on my way.” I start to sit up, willing the thumping in my head to stop as I do.

      “Oh no, no, no.” Her hands land on my shoulders, and she pushes me back down. “You are not going anywhere.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I see Benji stand, and I feel her stiffen slightly.

      “I am going to organize a scan for you.” I remain still, but give her a small nod at the same time Benji marches over to the bed beside me.

      “A scan? What for?” Benji barks at her.

      “Benji, enough,” I say sternly. I can tell she is a little frightened of him, and I don’t blame her because he is back to being an ass. “Let’s do the tests and get home. I‘m tired.”

      “Ian, please arrange for Carter to get an CT scan, specifically for the upper body please. I want to check for internal bleeding,” she says to her nurse, who nods while taking notes, and I begin to feel like a fucking invalid.

      “Further, we need to assess for concussion and..” She stops as she looks back at me. Her hand comes up to my face, where she cups my cheek and turns my head slightly. “We will need a few stitches in his left eyebrow, please.”

      “Carter,” she says softly. “Ian will look after you, and I will return with your results as soon as they come through. In the meantime, we will also get you settled in a private room at the end of the hall for your comfort, and I’ll get you some medication for the pain and some more ice for the swelling. However… we will need to admit you here overnight.” One of her hands swoops under her coat and lands on her hip, like she is daring me to argue with her. I like her sass, and I don’t miss her bust and the curve of her ass with the movement either. Both of which I would like to explore. But there is no way I am staying here overnight.

      “No. I’ll stay for the scan. But as I said, just some pain meds and ice, and I will be fine.” I’m trying to sound like I am not in pain, but I don’t think she’s buying it.

      “I wasn’t asking. If Dante sent you, then you need to do as I say,” she insists, with no room for argument, and I tilt my head and look at her. Let’s see how far she will go with this.

      “I don’t particularly like people telling me what to do, Doc...”

      “Well, get used to it, because you are here for the night, and I expect you to do everything I say,” she replies, with one eyebrow lifted in a challenge, and as I remain silent, she grabs the clipboard from Ian, who is observing our conversation wide-eyed, and walks out the door. As soon as she leaves, my annoyance skyrockets.

      Ian rushes out after her and Benji stalks over to the bed, a stupid smirk on his face.

      “Fuck, she told you!” he says as he starts to laugh. Like she didn’t just pull the same shit with him.

      “Shut the fuck up,” I grit out as I lie back down, easing my head on the pillow.

      I hate hospitals, I hate doctors, and I fucking hate perfect princesses who probably survive on daddy’s money and live their perfect fucking lives in perfect mansions, with perfect gardens, all behind a perfect fucking white picket fence.

      I bet she has a boyfriend named Chad. I silently fume to myself, while Benji gets busy calling Nico to fill him in on the latest.

      Closing my eyes, I just want this night to be over with.
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      I pace back to the nurses’ station, my heart thumping out of my chest. Usually, when the hectic atmosphere of the hospital envelopes me, it’s like a warm hug, making me feel secure. But right now, my happy place is doing nothing to calm me down. I suck in deep breaths as I sign off on the forms to get Carter into a scan and then admitted. As the staff move in an organized chaos around me, I am thankful they pay little attention to me and what my body is doing.

      Carter Grange is something.

      The minute I walked into that examination room, I felt an energy unlike anything else. I can’t explain it, but whatever it was, it was rolling off Carter in tsunami-like waves as he sat on the edge of the bed, head down, in nothing but a pair of shorts, which hid nothing. His body is truly spectacular; he has muscles in places I’ve only ever seen in my medical academia books. Every inch of him is carved to perfection and covered in ink. I like tattoos, although I don't have any myself. To be honest, I haven’t really seen that many, only a few on some patients over the years.

      From his shoulders down his torso, his body is a masterpiece, and all I wanted to do was keep exploring. That’s when I pulled my hands back from him like they touched fire. I don’t know if it’s the lack of sleep or if I need another coffee, but touching a patient’s body even a moment more than necessary is so unbelievably unprofessional. I am the Head of ER. There are protocols, rules, regulations. What is wrong with me! I have never had a reaction like that before.

      It was not my finest hour, that is for sure.

      Maybe it is the fact that the only place I see men is here at the hospital. Maybe I need to get out more?

      My ex, Daniel, was my last and only intimate partner and he is the typical prep school prototype. Not a hair out of place, not a feather ruffled, and certainly no tattoos. But seeing them on Carter tonight… I needed to escape that room before I melted into a puddle right in front of him.

      And his hungry, unwavering eyes on me didn’t help matters either.

      Ian steps up beside me. “Do you need a cool drink of water to quench that thirst?” he asks with a bit of sass. I raise my eyebrow at him, trying to remain stoic.

      “Oh, c’mon,” he whispers. “The two of you were eye-fucking each other so hard I got pregnant.” I hit him in the arm with the stack of papers I’m holding while looking around to see who heard him. Thank God everyone is too busy.

      “Seriously, he is a patient. You know I can’t go there.” Keeping my head down, I finalize the paperwork.

      “The pink blush of your cheeks tells me otherwise...” he murmurs, and I roll my eyes. “I'm not sure how you can be so professional around an Adonis like him without losing your mind. Give me those forms so I can wheel him down to the scan team. I am happy to take him off your hands,” he adds playfully, his eyes searching me, obviously trying to assess what my true feelings are. Which is completely understandable after just witnessing his boss being thrown a little off kilter by a patient. He's aware that’s very unlike me.

      I stack the small pile of papers on the desk to get them in order and hand them over to Ian with a smirk.

      “It is easy to be professional because I am a professional, Ian.” I swivel around to face him, trying my best to erase the vision of a half-naked Carter Grange from my mind. My stern face is in place, to remind me that he is just another patient and I am his doctor.

      “Who is this Dante person you all keep talking about anyway?” Ian asks as he looks through the paperwork, and I stiffen.

      “A mutual friend. Someone from New York.” I wave my hand a little, trying to remain impassive, while also taking another look around to ensure no one is in earshot of our conversation.

      He glances up at me and his eyes widen slightly. “Don’t say some more bad history? Anything to do with your ex?” he asks, and I shake my head. Ian knows all about Daniel. He knows everything that happened and why I am in Philly.

      “How long has it been since you’ve heard from him?” All playfulness is gone from his expression, replaced by concern, his eyes boring into mine for full honesty.

      “Too long,” I answer. “Lately, I feel uneasy about it. I know he is going to come and find me soon, and I am not looking forward to that.” Ian is the only one who knows about my history at work, and I plan to keep it that way. I don’t need to be the hot news and I certainly don’t need anyone's pity.

      “Well, you do have a restraining order against him so that might keep him away?” Ian offers, and while my lips turn upward at him, it is not a true smile.

      “Nothing will keep him away. He is a rich, pompous jerk who has always gotten whatever he wants.” Taking a breath, I shake my head from that spiral. “Anyway… do you want security to escort you down to the scan room? His friend seemed a little agitated.”

      Luckily, Ian lets me get away with the subject change.

      “Agitated or asshole?” He looks at me incredulously, and I let a small chuckle escape. “No, I can handle him.” And I know he can.

      “Fine, let me know how it goes. Once you have him settled, I can come down and do the stitches and deliver the results.”

      “Oh, so you want to personally stitch his eye, then?” Ian teases, a smirk on his face.

      “Well, we can’t have you slipping on your own drool and falling into his lap now, can we?” I taunt him right back.

      “I don’t think he swings my way, Doc, but I bet he sure swings yours.” I don’t miss that he called me the same nickname Carter did just now.

      “The last thing I need in my life is another man to tell me what to do and how things are going to be done.” Huffing, I dig my hands in my white coat, checking that I have all my things, while trying to keep busy as the nerves still thrum through my body. I feel only pens and gum since my stethoscope is hanging around my neck. An accessory I always forget is even there.

      “Speaking of all the things you get done, how is my darling Princess Ivy? I meant to ask you earlier.”

      “Great!” I smile as I look at my watch, seeing that it is now after 1am. “In fact, I have soccer mom duties with her in approximately seven hours.” Ian winces.

      “I have no idea how you do it. I am dead on my feet by the time I get home after this shift.”

      “Well, she really wanted to play soccer this year, and it is a great way to get to know more people here, so I encouraged her. I will take a nap later in the day and drink copious amounts of coffee when I get home.” I smile at him and watch as he takes a few steps over to the wall of wheelchairs. I can’t help but laugh.

      “What?” he asks, stopping mid-stride, looking between me and the chair.

      “Good luck with that.” I point to the wheelchair and before he can reply, I grab my paperwork and leave him to look after Carter Grange and his obnoxious friend.

      I have coffee to drink.
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      “Fuck, she is a hot piece of ass,” Benji says the minute he gets off the phone to Nico, and I glare at him.

      “What! She is,” he whines, taking a seat back in the white plastic chair at the edge of the room. “Don’t tell me you didn’t enjoy that little examination just now.” Wiggling his eyebrows, his stupid grin taunts me.

      For once tonight, I actually agree with him. She had a presence from the moment she walked into the room. I didn’t want to come here, I hate being here, but she made me forget it all. The feel of her soft hands on my body still lingers on my skin.

      My mother was always in and out of the hospital when I was younger. After whatever asshole boyfriend she had at the time used her as a punching bag. I spent many nights between the ages of five and ten asleep on the hard plastic chairs in the waiting room as doctors worked on her and nurses continually doted on me, bringing me soft drinks and chocolate from the vending machine. I even got to first name basis with some of the nurses, which isn’t something to be proud of.

      Then, one day when I was fifteen, after a particularly bad beating, she left me at home instead. I waited in our trailer for days, pacing non-stop, telling myself she’d be okay. Only, she never came home. And when I found out why, I became desperate.

      That night, I hit the streets and tried to pickpocket Sebastian. I needed money for food, and having not eaten a thing for two days straight, I was out of options. He offered me a job, and I haven’t looked back since.

      “What is taking them so long!” Benji grumbles, frustrated once again. We are both tired and just want to go home. Since that doesn’t look like it is happening tonight, the need to get settled into a quiet room is strong.

      “What did Nico say?” I ask, trying to distract myself. I also want to gleam some information from him on what is going on in New York. I’m keen to know what the boys are doing, wishing I was with them. Wishing I was anywhere else but here.

      “They’re busy. He couldn’t really talk, but he wanted to know how you were. I think they need you back in New York soon.” I nod, though I already knew that. Benji wasn’t so lucky in life to find someone like Sebastian, so when I was whisked up by the mob and moved to New York as a teenager, he stayed here in Philly. He continued his rough life, until I found him years later and put my money into the gym. A gym that he now manages for me and does a pretty good job of it too.

      I wince again as I try to take another big breath, and the smell of disinfectant brings back a host of memories that I would rather forget. I clench my hands, feeling overheated again, my chest tightening, and I wonder if I should just up and leave. I take another slower breath to inflate my sore lungs and catch a hint of Doctor Wakeford. It instantly calms me, so much so, my hands relax, and my mind wanders back to everything her. Cherry lips, long dark hair, sexy body.

      Benji is right, she is a hot piece of ass, with a sassy mouth to match. I find myself shaking my head in frustration. What am I doing daydreaming about a hot doctor? I’ve already established she is not someone for me. And I am certainly not the man for someone like her. Buttoned-up and straitlaced is not my life.

      I can’t be thinking about her. I need to keep my mind on my next fight, and getting my body right with training. It is twelve weeks away, so I have enough time to mend.

      Tonight was a hard fought win. I knew it would be. I am now in my late twenties, and my fighting years are nearly behind me. There are some strong young kids coming through the ranks, many of them like me with a big fucking chip on their shoulder and a history not worth repeating. That’s what gives us all enough anger to explode in the cage like we need to. But the fights are getting tougher as the years go on, and I am thinking my next one may well be my last.

      “Any news on Reggie?” I ask, not because I care. When I am in the cage, the last thing I think about is the wellbeing of my opponent. But I sure as fuck hope he is doing worse than me, since these pains are a bitch.

      “Apparently, he is in ER too, needing stitches, and I think his ribs are broken from what I hear,” Benji relays with a sly smile, one that is contagious.

      It took me six rounds to knock Reggie out; everyone else usually only takes two. My stamina was tested, my fitness was pushed, and because I was in the ring longer than normal, it meant more hits to my body. Which is the sole reason why I’m here.

      My next opponent I’m facing will be Big Dom and, like me, he hasn’t lost a fight yet. He has been around the cage for a few years, and we have never come against each other, the two of us both undefeated. The organizers of our MMA have been trying to get our fight together for years, but timing and injuries have prevented it up until now.

      Promotion will start soon, but we already know that it is going to be deadly. We are well matched in weight and height, with him slightly younger, but I have more experience. This fight will be a guaranteed sell out, held in one of the biggest warehouses in Philly. Big Dom won't give me even an inch of reprieve, so that’s just another reason to focus on recovery.

      “Big Dom will be harder,” Benji states, reading my mind, and I glare at him.

      “As if I don’t already fucking know,” I snarl. Big Dom is an asshole too. One who is extremely unpredictable and one hundred percent conniving.

      “We need to get you recovered and onto training as soon as possible. Where is the fucking nurse?” Benji starts up, pulling at his chair.

      I continue to lie on the bed, uncomfortable but too sore to complain. A moment later, the door swings open, with Ian walking back in, pushing a wheelchair.

      “No fucking way,” I say as soon as I see it. “There is no way I am sitting in that fucking thing and getting wheeled around this fucking hospital.”

      “You have had some hits to the head tonight and most likely have a concussion. You can’t walk to the scan room,” Ian tells me simply, his hands coming to his hips, and it appears that he is feeling sassy tonight as well.

      “No. Fucking. Way,” I grit out to ensure he knows I mean business. I would rather fall to the floor than sit my ass in that.

      Sighing, he pushes the chair back out the room, before holding the door open for Benji and I. “This way, gentlemen. We need to head down the hall and to the right.” I gingerly rise from the bed and follow Benji out the door, shuffling my way down the godawful corridor in this godawful place.
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      The lights are dimmed as I step into the room, closing the door on the small amount of noise outside. I see Carter lying still as the dead on the bed, eyes shut, hands clasped over his bare chest. It is now very early morning, and so I take a few quiet steps in his direction. I look over and see his friend Benji snoring, drool on his chin as he sleeps over in the armchair. Not leaving his side for a moment. It is nice that he has such a good friend, even if he’s been a jerk to the medical staff here.

      I set my equipment tray on the table and wheel it closer to Carter. His breathing is steady, but his face looks tense. Hopefully he is in no pain. Grabbing the clipboard from the side of his bed, I look over the stats Ian has recorded over the past few hours to ensure he is still doing okay.

      “Am I going to live?” he asks me, his lips twitching into a small smirk. His deep voice feels like velvet across my skin, and I struggle to not let it show as a shiver moves down my spine. He wasn’t asleep as I had thought. I look at him, but his eyes remain closed, his hands still locked together across his broad chest.

      “Yes, you’ll live to see another day. There is no internal bleeding, and you should be recovered in no time. But you have a slightly elevated blood pressure rate, so I’m just going to check your pulse.” I put the clipboard down and move to grab his hand, and as my eyes flick to his neck, I can see his pulse thumping.

      “Are you feeling all right?” I ask him as my fingers grip around his wrist. I internally count the beats, not missing his sweaty palms, and I am wondering what is going on. What he might not be sharing that’s ailing him.

      “Fine,” he says much too quickly, and I narrow my eyes at him just slightly.

      “Are you sure? Your pulse is moving pretty fast for someone who’s lying down?” I offer him an opportunity, and with him not looking at me, I don’t think he’ll bite. But then I hear him take a breath.

      “I just hate hospitals,” he admits. I continue to count the beats, seeing if I can slow it down by keeping him talking. Rule out any other cause and take his word for it. It’s not an uncommon fear, that’s for sure.

      “Any reason? Or you just don’t like us prodding doctors?” I tease to try to lighten the mood.

      He huffs out a laugh. “Pretty ones, you mean.” My eyes flick to him again, as his words don’t quite register.

      “You think I’m pretty?” I ask in jest, still counting, and I feel his hand relax in mine.

      “Beautiful,” he says seriously, and even though his pulse has now slowed, mine starts to race. My stomach flutters, so I have no choice but to bring the conversation back to where we started. That’s my only option.

      “Have you spent a lot of time in hospitals in the past?” I ask him, needing this to remain strictly professional.

      “Too much. I was always in here as a kid.” I can hear the unease in his voice. Just as I am about to let go of his hand, I feel his muscle tense again.

      “Really? Did you have lots of falls or injuries?” Grabbing the clipboard, I note his pulse.

      “My mom. I was in and out of hospitals with her, until she passed.” I pause my movements, bringing my gaze back to him. The room is quiet for a beat, his expression unreadable. But I’ve seen enough pain to know what it looks like.

      “I’m sorry you lost your mom, Carter. It is hard to lose a parent so young,” I say, swallowing roughly as I place the clipboard down and lean against the bed.

      “Yeah, well, she had a big heart. Fell in love with the wrong men. She gave herself to them, and they treated her like shit. Love killed her in the end.”

      I look at him with understanding. “I lost my mom too when I was a teenager. The pain never really goes away, does it?”
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