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“Get me O positive STAT. She’s bleeding out.” Brady cradled the small heart, using timed pulses to create a rhythm. He’d already tried the paddles twice, but the hole through the patient’s heart keep the much needed blood in the lower chamber. The victim had to be stable enough in order to repair the hole. At this point, her survival would take a miracle. Unfortunately, Brady was certain he’d already used his allotment of miracles. He’d been a doctor long enough to know how this was going to end. Gunshot wounds and five-year-old little girls didn’t mix. 

“Doctor?”

He met the worried gaze of the trauma nurse standing on the opposite side of the gurney. He recognized the despair in her green eyes and had seen it more times than he cared to count. She knew the situation wasn’t improving. But tell that to the little girl who’d been brought in five minutes ago. The same one who had a tattered pink elephant next to her pudgy hand even as she lay with her chest cracked open. An image that would haunt his nightmares for years if Brady hadn’t encountered this level of violence on a daily basis. He’d stopped dreaming long ago. Most assumed he didn’t care. The reality couldn’t be further from the truth. Lately, he’d cared far more than he was supposed to because fighters always deserved a second chance.

Brady had always been stone—cold and smooth under pressure. The more intense the situation, the better he focused. Some days were better than others. Some, harder. Tragedy had become a daily part of his life, and even as he extracted his hand, he knew this moment was going to test the rock-solid exterior and razor sharp focus he was known for. 

The possibility she would survive was slim. The damage to her tiny body was simply too much. With a weary sigh, he reached over to flip off the offensive flatline blare just as the head nurse burst through the door clutching bags of blood.

Too little, too late.

“Call it,” the nurse stated quietly as she dumped the bags on the counter. 

Brady stripped off his gloves as he glanced to the large clock on the wall. The very one that taunted him each time he had to say the few words he knew would devastate a family. “TOD, six thirty-two.”

Without warning, his chest drew so tight, he couldn’t catch his breath. The large room closed in around him, caging him. Sweat erupted on his clammy skin. His heart raced. In a desperate bid for escape, he threw open the swinging doors, and came face to face with two candy stripers. Their conversation died as they caught sight of him, but he knew the words. Had heard them far too many times to count in recent months.

Dr. McConnell lost another one.

The growl he wanted to unleash caught in his tightening throat, reminding him of his predicament. Reprimanding them wouldn’t do any good. In fact, an outburst would cause them to gossip more. As he pushed past the two women, the gauzy protective cover weighed heavy and thick over his scrubs, and he ripped it away. He chucked the blood-soaked fabric into the nearest bio-hazard bin, and then stepped through the waiting area doors. The everyday hustle and bustle of the waiting room slammed into him.

Falling deeper into the chaos threatening to overtake him, his vision grayed. Desperate to move as fast as he could, he tripped over his feet as he tried to escape. Somewhere in the distance, he heard someone calling his name. But he needed to get out to more space and fresh air. 

Frigid December air slapped against his face as he burst through the exit doors. The shock wasn’t enough to stop the reality from crashing down around him. Another patient dead on his table. By his hands. Another death he hadn’t been able to avoid. 

What the hell is wrong with me? 

He barely heard the pounding of his feet against the pavement as he blindly wove his way through the bustling streets of downtown Chicago. Familiar noises swept past him, never quite able to drown out the frantic pounding of his heartbeat. Driven by memory rather than sight, with no thought to his safety, he ran the few blocks between the sterile hospital and the building that always felt like home.

Tall columns of intricate stonework soared high overhead, ending abruptly where the flying buttresses arched skyward. Their carving was just as ornate and detailed as the rest of the masonry around the soaring building. The idea of the graceful lines and sweeping curves went against the scientific formalities he’d spent years studying in medical school.

Why he came here time and time again remained a mystery.

He stared at everything and nothing as a fissure formed in his wildly beating heart. A crack that couldn’t be sealed, that expanded as seconds ticked by. The world grayed again, the building vanishing as his mind and soul continued to revolt. Racing heart. Shallow breaths. Clammy palms.

Panic attack.

Brady Aaron McConnell didn’t fall apart. He was the calm, cool and collected one. The trauma doctor who kept everyone else in check. The stalwart professional who brushed his personal feelings aside each time he walked into the ER.

His clutched a nearby metal streetlight, and pressed his forehead against the back of his hands. Breathe in. Out. He fought as he diligently worked to steady frayed nerves. God dammit, McConnell, get a fucking grip on yourself. You can talk your way through this.

Especially if he didn’t think about the little girl’s vacant eyes. But the image refused to be dismissed, festering inside him mind like an infection. The toxic thoughts gave way to a future the girl would never get to realize. The prom she would never attend. The family she would never have. Those small fissures in his heart fractured, split apart and came undone. And that’s what Brady realized he wasn’t panicking—his heart was breaking. 

He’d spent so many years training to keep his distance, and everything he’d kept pent up came at him in a rush. Every cut, every broken bone, and every moment he’d called time of death flooded his soul with pinpoint accuracy to burn through his icy exterior. Brady knew then that he would never be able to save anyone else in the future...including himself.

––––––––
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From the warm comfort of a coffeehouse, Garrett Stafford watched his best friend crumble. Not again. Anything but that. A familiar knot of anxiety twisted the pit of his stomach. He hated to see Brady this way as much as he detested the fact Brady wouldn’t accept help. Garrett had tried for years, but Brady dismissed each and every offer the same way he refused to do anything for himself. As most good doctors did, he put his patient’s needs before his own even at the risk of his own health. But it had finally happened. The long hours and determination to save the world had finally caught up with the normally unflappable Dr. Brady McConnell.

At least Garrett was around this time. Better than finding Brady tangled with sheets that hadn’t been changed in months, wearing wrinkled and bloody scrubs he hadn’t bothered to change out of. Sometimes Garrett marveled at the way Brady continued to function despite his total disregard for himself. 

Since that fateful night in the courtyard of their apartment building in Boston years ago, Garrett had known he had the power to take away Brady’s problems. In the flare of a shared cigarette, and the vapor of expelled smoke, the two had bonded over tough professors, killer exams, and stale pizza. Architecture had been Garrett’s drug of choice, but their different academic paths only made them closer. They’d been friends ever since, even moving to Chicago together when Brady had gotten the dream job offer with the hospital. 

Long ago, Garrett had dealt with smothering long suppressed feelings for Brady because love wasn’t in the cards for the career-driven man. He bided his time, waiting and hoping that someday, Brady would figure out what he needed was right in front of him.

Garrett had finally had enough. 

Nobody could survive the ER as long as Brady had without cracking.

Garrett pushed through the coffeehouse doors and jogged over. As soon as he reached Brady, he banded his arm around Brady’s waist to take some of his weight. Brady instantly tensed, a sign he was fully submersed in a sea of confusion. “It’s all right, buddy. Just me. You okay?”

“Yes.” A lock of dark hair fell over Brady’s brow. A sea of pain swept through the pale blue eye that met Garrett’s. The circles under his eyes were alarmingly dark smudges Garrett wanted to smooth away. “Just tired.”

Slurring his words. 

Garrett hated being right. Despite the fact they’d known each other for years, even lived together for a short time before graduation, Garrett wasn’t sure Brady recognized him. But Garrett sure as hell recognized the anxiety darkening Brady’s thirty-six-year-old face. “I signed the papers on that building this morning. Bank account is a few mil lighter, but I figured what the hell, you only live once.” 

“What?” Brady’s head snapped up, his unfocused eyes clearing. “Garrett. It’s you.” His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed. “Did you just say what I think?”

The sharp, crisp scent of snow swirled around them as the wind kicked up, and when Brady shivered, Garrett purposefully stepped closer. “Glad to see your habit of shunning a coat is still in full effect. And, yes, I said I bought the building.”

“You’re insane.”

“Some people would say you’re insane for staring at a building for hours as a way to relax.”

Brady shrugged as he pushed away from the post, a small smile lifting one corner of his mouth. “So what.”

“I get it, man.” More than you think. Confident Brady could stand under his own power, Garrett withdrew his arm. He immediately mourned the loss of firm muscle flexing under his palm. He hadn’t wanted to let go. “Tough shift?”

“You could say that.” Brady looked skyward, gesturing to the thirty-two story building they were standing in front of. “You really bought her?”

“Every brick and piece of glass.”

“Even the guardians?”

The panic and fear that had propelled Garrett across the street gave way to warmth and hope as he followed Brady’s gaze to the stone statues high atop the building. “All mine.”

“A few mil, you said?” Garrett nodded. “Jesus, your old man is gonna blow a gasket.”

“No different from any other day.” Not when the old man in question was a figment of Garrett’s imagination. He’d conjured the picture of a ruthless tycoon as a cover story for his unique situation. Explain the careful way he crafted new identities in order to skip through time undetected. Easier than confessing his true lineage. 

Oh, hey, buddy during the day, I’m one of those stone guardians you spend hours staring at.

“I need to get back.”

Garrett wanted to drag Brady away from the hospital that bought him so much pain. Maybe to a dive bar where nobody would bother them as they downed shot after shot of tequila, heavy beat of too loud music throbbing through their veins. Drinking themselves into a stupor sounded like a damn fine idea, but Garrett knew better. “Sure you don’t want to take a peek?”

“Wish I could. Sort of bailed on my shift.” The quiet tone further reinforced the level of stress Brady was dealing with. 

“Everything’s not all right then?”

Brady cut his gaze sideways. “Not really. But I do need to get back and close some things out. I can’t just—”

“I know. Go be the hero, McConnell. Building will be here.” So will I. As much as he wanted Brady to give in just for once in his life, Garrett knew the job came first. Always had. Always would. Garrett had accepted that about his friend a long time ago. He’d accepted his platonic place in Brady’s life because being with Garrett entailed a shit ton of baggage he wouldn’t wish on anyone. Besides, Garrett was terrified that once Brady knew the truth, he wouldn’t be able to get to the fucking door fast enough. He tapped Brady lightly on the shoulder, pleased to feel some of the tension had bled away. At least he could find comfort in that. “Got a late dinner meeting on the other side of town I need to get to anyway.” 

“More buildings to buy?”

Garrett winked. “Something like that.” A sleek, black vehicle pulled to the curb. “Want a lift?”

Brady turned his face to the darkening sky, gaze scanning the approaching storm clouds. “Sounds good. Looks like some weather is moving in.” 

Which meant Brady was already planning to stay at the hospital as long as necessary in case he was needed instead of trekking back to his tiny, non-descript apartment. Garrett turned up the collar of his long coat as he followed Brady into the waiting car. As he settled into the plush leather, and his driver pulled out into the swiftly moving traffic, Garrett watched the sea of high-rises, cabs, and people blur past. He clenched and unclenched his hands, fighting an itch in his palms. Brady would eventually give in to his curiosity and ask to touch the statues he’d been admiring afar for years.
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