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      Jasmine had often envisioned how she would spend her twenty-first birthday—sipping Mai Tais in Hawaii was her favorite fantasy, with a well-muscled man in swim trunks stretched out on the pool lounge beside hers, dark skin glistening in the sunlight. But the reality was proving far different.

      She took a steadying breath, trying to calm her nerves. The work room at Dallaire Designs was usually her happy place. Sometimes she dreamed about this smell—the earthy scent of dozens of different textiles, everything from wool to organza, mixed with the sharper tang of the mechanical oil used to keep the sewing machines running smoothly.

      Her ears echoed with the hum of dozens of treadles, the sound punctuated by the whoosh of fabric shears gliding along cloth. The noisy air conditioner shuddered on, sending a precious breeze across Jasmine’s bare neck and knocking a strand loose from the twist she’d secured with a pencil. The work room was always warm, the friction from so many machines generating an uncomfortable amount of heat.

      Jasmine glanced down at her worn sketch, then back at the two bolts of fabric stacked on her workstation. The soft silver chiffon would be perfect for the bridesmaid dresses with a sweetheart neckline and high-low skirt. At least, she hoped Skye would think so. The bride had scrapped the nearly finished dresses that were Genevieve’s design after catching a glimpse of one of Jasmine’s sketches.

      Genevieve hadn’t been happy about that, and Jasmine had felt the thin ice she was standing on start to crack under the strain. If anything went wrong with these bridesmaid dresses, Jasmine knew she’d be clearing out her work station before she could blink.

      Should she go with the platinum instead of the silver? Jasmine pursed her lips together, glancing between the two fabrics as she tried to envision the dress in each color. What she wouldn’t give for enough time to do a rough construction of each.

      She ran her hand over each bolt, the fabric gliding through her fingers like water. Twenty-one years old and already worried the wrong fabric choice could tank her career—or at the very least get her fired.

      Maybe she should have stayed in college. If she hadn’t dropped out two years ago for the unpaid internship with Dallaire Designs, she’d be close to graduating by now.

      But no, she’d made the right choice. She’d hated school. Here, she’d been lucky enough to attend Paris Fashion Week. She’d been promoted to junior designer. And the time and a half pay she would earn while on a private island in the Florida Keys for Skye’s wedding would get her one step closer to opening her own design house.

      No one would know the design was hers—Genevieve’s name would be the only one mentioned in magazines, and besides, most of the focus would be on the wedding dress—but just knowing Skye had picked her design gave Jasmine the confidence boost she desperately needed after the trauma of the last two months.

      The rapid click of heels against the concrete floor interrupted Jasmine’s musings. Sasha, Genevieve’s assistant, had the deepest furrow yet between her brows. She was only a few years older than Jasmine, but carried her stress like a weight and it aged her a decade.

      Jasmine set down the sketch, stomach knotting. “She showed up early?”

      Sasha adjusted her glasses, giving a sharp nod. “Yes, and she’s asking for you.”

      Jasmine gathered up the bolts of fabric, biting back a curse. She was used to flighty bridezillas, but Skye was in a category all her own.

      “Did Genevieve mention me?” Jasmine asked as they speed walked toward the elevators.

      Sasha’s furrow deepened yet again. “I mean, I wouldn’t take a coffee break first, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      Jasmine clutched the bolts of fabric more tightly to her chest, the granola bar that had served as lunch souring in her stomach.

      Maybe Jasmine would make it to Hawaii for her twenty-second birthday. She could almost smell the hibiscus flowers. Taste the tangy pineapple. With a little luck, she’d have saved enough by then to quit her job at Dallaire Designs. This Florida Keys trip would certainly get her a lot closer to achieving that dream. Her brother, Mitch, had a lot of powerful connections and had offered to help Jasmine start her own design house, but she wanted to do it on her own merits.

      The image of a man stretched out in a lounge chair flashed into her mind again, his dark hair closely shaved and amber eyes glittering in the Hawaiian sun.

      Isaac hadn’t sent so much as a happy birthday text today. She’d thought a lifetime of friendship would warrant at least that much. But with the wedding a mere two weeks away, there wasn’t time to dwell on him.

      The elevator doors slid open, and Skye’s shrill voice instantly filled the space.

      “Stay sane,” Sasha whispered as Jasmine stepped off the elevator alone.

      Lucky duck. Sasha got to escape up one more floor to the offices. Although Jasmine had a hunch that Skye’s voice was audible on the floor above, too.

      Jasmine took a fortifying breath, glancing down at the bolts clutched in her arms. Hopefully Skye would pick a fabric and stick with it. The pop star changed her mind more often than a two-year-old in a toy store, but they were out of time.

      At least Jasmine’s suffering hadn’t been prolonged. Skye wasn’t a fan of long engagements, and Drew, her famous quarterback fiancé, just seemed to be along for the ride. When a spot had opened up at Skye’s solidly booked dream venue, she’d snatched it up despite the date being only two months away.

      A lot of things had been different two months ago. Jasmine’s brother Quincy had been alive. Isaac had still been her friend. Her heart hadn’t felt like it was constantly being squeezed by an industrial-strength juicer.

      But opportunity waited for nothing. Not heartbreak. Not a twenty-first birthday. Not white sandy beaches.

      Jasmine made her way down the hallway, through the showroom, and back to the fitting area. Skye’s voice grew louder with every step, and the ache in Jasmine’s neck and shoulders became more pronounced.

      She paused outside the wide archway that opened into the fitting area. Skye stood on a pedestal in front of the floor-to-ceiling mirrors, the rough skeleton of a modified trumpet dress held to her body by pins and basting stitches. Luxurious bottle-blonde locks streaked with ombré pink fell around her shoulders, accentuating her pixie features and thin frame. Genevieve stood nearby, looking stunning as always in high-waisted slacks and a sleeveless blouse with a tape measure draped around her neck.

      Jasmine dropped the bolts of fabric against one wall and did a quick check of the room, but it seemed only Genevieve and Skye were present today. The tension in Jasmine’s shoulders lessened just a little at the prospect of avoiding Drew. Her intense dislike of him was entirely irrational—there was no specific incident to justify her feelings. But something about him just made her feel uneasy.

      Skye whipped around at the noise.

      “Jasmine,” she said, holding out her arms.

      “Sorry I’m late,” Jasmine said, even though she wasn’t. She accepted the hug and returned Skye’s air kisses. “Wow, this silhouette is stunning on you.”

      “That’s what I’ve been telling her,” Genevieve said, her eyes narrowing as she stared at Jasmine.

      Jasmine swallowed hard, trying not to let her nerves show.

      “Look at me!” Skye held her hands out to her sides, then dropped them with a grimace. “My hips look gigantic in this thing. I can’t walk down the aisle like this.”

      Genevieve’s smile tightened almost imperceptibly, and Jasmine folded her arms against the Epic Skye Meltdown she could sense on the horizon.

      “Skye, honey, we’re leaving for the Florida Keys in a week,” Genevieve said. “This late in the game, I’m not sure we have time to start over again. And why would you want to? Your body was made for this silhouette. Not many brides can pull it off, you know.”

      “And you’re totally pulling it off,” Jasmine broke in. “Every woman at the wedding will be green with envy.”

      Skye’s lips curled up ever-so-slightly as she twisted this way and that, eyeing herself in the full-length mirrors. “Is this satin?”

      “Charmeuse,” Genevieve said. “It doesn’t have quite as high of a sheen, but still flows beautifully.”

      “I’m going to pop a seam the moment I try to dance in this. Viv!” Skye flapped her hands in front of her eyes, blinking rapidly as she bounced from foot to foot, doing a weird stationary jog. “I think I hate it.”

      She’d also hated the five other dresses they’d started and discarded when Skye changed her mind. But they’d officially reached crunch time. If Skye waffled again, she’d be walking down the aisle in sweatpants and an over-sized T-shirt, close personal friends with the designer or not.

      No wonder Jasmine was losing sleep at night over the design for the bridesmaid dresses. Skye had only ditched Genevieve’s nearly finished design in favor of Jasmine’s concept three days ago, but she was already exhausted from the constant stress.

      Think of the money, she reminded herself. Think of the time and a half pay. Think how amazing it will feel to one day storm into Genevieve’s office and quit.

      Things hadn’t always been so difficult with her boss. Genevieve had never been warm and cuddly, but she’d at least been approachable—even taking Jasmine, a mere intern, to Paris Fashion Week. But everything had changed right along with Skye’s mind.

      “Sweetie, calm down.” Genevieve clasped Skye’s hands, bringing her to a halt. “Trust me—this is the design that you want. It’s sleek and elegant and sexy. Drew will love it.”

      Genevieve shot Jasmine a fix this glare. Like Jasmine had some secret ability to subdue Skye. If only.

      “It’s absolutely perfect,” Jasmine agreed, making sure to gush.

      If she and Isaac were still friends, she would steal over to the hospital after clocking out for the day to vent about this little meeting. He’d probably only have time for a quick latte in the cafeteria before rounds, but she’d always cherished every stolen moment together.

      He was probably in surgery right now, those strong hands of his repairing the delicate arteries of a heart.

      Skye’s barbed words drew Jasmine back to the crisis at hand. “And we’re still doing the waist cape in Chantilly lace?”

      “Yes, and I’ll add a batiste shell to the bodice so we can put the lace appliqués down the back like buttons,” Genevieve said. “I found some so sheer that no one will know it’s there.”

      “I just don’t know,” Skye said. “I’m not trying to be difficult, Viv. I just want everything to be perfect. I’m not sure lace is really me, you know?”

      “This is the lace you fell in love with,” Genevieve argued, her voice tight. “The lace we had hand-stitched and custom designed just for you.”

      The lace that had cost Skye more per yard than most brides paid for their entire wedding dress.

      “The lace is gorgeous,” Jasmine agreed, checking Genevieve’s expression out of the side of her eye. Her boss’s frown had relaxed slightly, so Jasmine supposed she was supposed to jump in like this. “You were so smart to choose it. It’ll look effortlessly elegant on the beach.”

      “Jasmine’s right.” Genevieve tugged at the waist of Skye’s dress, pulling it in a quarter of an inch and placing a pin. “If you don’t stop worrying so much, I’ll think you’re doubting my abilities as a designer.”

      Jasmine flinched at the barb in Genevieve’s words. Apparently her ego still hadn’t recovered from Skye picking Jasmine’s design for the bridesmaid dresses.

      But Skye took a deep breath, tossing her hair over one shoulder. “Oh, Viv, don’t be like that. Of course I trust you. I’m just stressed with the wedding, and with my new album releasing next month, and then Drew’s shoulder has finally recovered enough that he’ll be able to play next season…”

      “One thing at a time,” Genevieve mumbled around the pin she held between her teeth. “Hold still. I think the shoulders need to be taken in just a bit.”

      “Where are we at on the bridesmaid dresses?” Skye asked, peering over her shoulder at Jasmine as Genevieve tucked and pinned the fabric. “That will really determine whether or not this dress works. I want to make sure the bridesmaid dresses complement mine without stealing the spotlight.”

      Jasmine swallowed, her hands suddenly unsteady as she retrieved the bolts of fabric from where she’d left them near the wall. “The dresses are going great. In fact, I brought up two fabrics for you to choose between so I can start cutting and sewing. What color speaks to you?”

      Genevieve peeked around Skye, nodding sharply. “Those are adequate choices. Are you sure they match the color palette for the groomsmen’s vests, though? I thought they were more of a dove gray.”

      Jasmine clenched her jaw, forcing herself to count to three. Would it kill Genevieve to give her a compliment?

      “I had three designers compare them to the fabric being used for the vests, just to be sure,” Jasmine said. “But of course we can go down to the work room and look if you’re unhappy with these.”

      “Hmm.” Skye ran a hand over one of the bolts, frowning. “The more I think about it, the more I worry that silver is a horrible choice. Maybe a soft, blush pink would say beach wedding better. Of course, we’d need to change the vests on the tuxedos to match.”

      A tension headache gave its first angry pulse right behind Jasmine’s eyes. She would already be working fourteen-hour days for the next two weeks to finish these dresses on time. Was being perpetually dissatisfied a requirement of fame? “The silver is elegant and unique, which makes it perfect for a standout like you.”

      “What do you think?” Skye asked, looking over to Genevieve.

      “We should definitely stick with silver,” Genevieve said quickly. “And if Jasmine has compared the samples, then either one of these fabrics should be fine.”

      Skye hesitated, then pointed to the silver that Jasmine had been leaning toward. “I think I like that one better.”

      Jasmine nodded, but her tension headache didn’t dissipate. Skye still had ample time to change her mind and demand something different. “I’ll get started right away.”

      Skye nodded, stepping carefully off the platform, arms held out to avoid the pins. “Good. Make sure Drew waits for me here, okay? He should be here any second, and seeing the dress before the wedding is bad luck. That’s the last thing we need right now.”

      Drew was on his way? Jasmine’s anxiety instantly shot up by a factor of ten. She hadn’t interacted with him much, but enough to wonder why America adored him. Was he five minutes away? Five seconds?

      Skye and Genevieve disappeared down the hallway leading to the dressing rooms, but Jasmine’s tension didn’t ease. She rested the bolts of fabric against the wall, willing herself to that Hawaiian beach. Seagulls squawked as they dove toward the glittering ocean waves. Isaac smiled at her, his dark hand reaching for her even darker one.

      “Hey,” a deep tenor voice said.

      Jasmine whipped around, the happy fantasy instantly erased.

      Isaac was probably back at the hospital, saving someone’s life. But Drew Dempsey was right here at Dallaire Designs, leering at her like she was his next meal.
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      Drew leaned one shoulder against the wall, his dishwater blond ponytail hanging halfway down his back and biceps straining the fabric of his T-shirt. He gave her a slow once-over, that lazy smile making her skin crawl.

      “Hi,” Jasmine said, making her voice cool and detached. She’d watched his season of Eye in the Sky, a reality TV competition-style show that she loved, and hadn’t liked him then, either. He’d been a snake who cost his closest ally, Tamera, the game. But while she’d disliked Drew on her television screen, she loathed him in her fitting area.

      “Where is everyone?” Drew’s eyes shifted around the empty room, taking in the couches framing the raised pedestal in front of full-length mirrors, as Jasmine’s spine tingled in warning. “This place is dead.”

      “Skye is just changing clothes. She’ll be out any moment now.” At least Jasmine hoped she would.

      Drew’s gaze shifted back to Jasmine, his mouth turning up in a sultry grin. “I don’t mind waiting.”

      That made one of them. Jasmine motioned to the couches, inching away. “Then feel free to take a seat. I should get back to work⁠—”

      He rested an arm above her head and leaned in, effectively trapping her against the wall. “You know, I’ve always loved visiting California. Everyone is so friendly here. So … accommodating.”

      “Surely Texans are even kinder,” Jasmine said, inching down the wall. “Southern hospitality and all that.”

      Drew shrugged, his arm nearly brushing her cheek with the motion. “We’re playing the Coyotes this weekend so the whole team’s in town. Just for a day, though. Wish it was longer.”

      His biceps were massive—nearly as big as her head. She swallowed, heart hammering, as she slid further down the wall and away from Drew. “You must have a very understanding coach if he’s letting you take time off to visit a bridal store.”

      “My shoulder’s still not healed enough to play, and Skye thought it was a good time for my tuxedo fitting.”

      Jasmine had no idea how pro football worked, but surely the Vigilantes’ coach wasn’t that easy going. Didn’t Drew have to attend practices and games, even if he couldn’t play? “What a generous boss.”

      “Being the MVP has its benefits.”

      “Hmm.”

      Screw it. If Skye needed something, Sasha could track Jasmine down in the work room. She wasn’t staying with Drew for one more second.

      Jasmine ducked under his arm, grabbing for the bolts of fabric. Drew reached for them at the same time, his fingers caressing hers.

      She jerked away, anger making her entire body heat. “What are you doing?”

      “Just trying to help,” Drew said, not releasing his grip on the fabric.

      If she was adrift at sea and he was the last person on earth with a paddle, she still wouldn’t accept his help. “Thanks, but I think I’m capable of handling this alone.”

      “That doesn’t mean you should have to.” Drew let go of the fabric, reaching for her hair. Soon one hand was tangled in her locks, pulling strands loose from the pencil twist.

      Jasmine’s entire body grew still. Paralyzed. Drew’s breath was hot on her cheeks, reeking of garlic and onion, as he brushed one of the loose strands behind her ear.

      She should knee him in the groin. This had happened once before, back in high school. Isaac had come around the corner as she was struggling against a kiss and laid the guy flat.

      But there would be no Isaac to save her now.

      “Relax. You’ve got a string in your hair. Hold still.” Drew leaned closer, and Jasmine jerked back. “Man, you’re jumpy. You got a jealous boyfriend or something? I don’t need some alpha male hunting me down because I tried to help his girl. Coach doesn’t look kindly on barroom brawls, and you look like the type of girl who attracts possessive guys.”

      “You have three seconds before I start screaming,” Jasmine said. Her entire body trembled in fear, but she wouldn’t back down. Not this time. “Three, two, one⁠—”

      “Drew!”

      The shrill voice had Jasmine’s ears ringing. Drew jerked back, leaving Jasmine to scramble away on shaking legs.

      Skye stood next to the pedestal, now wearing barely-there shorts and an off-the-shoulder shirt that showed a thin strip of her stomach.

      “Hey, babe,” Drew said easily. Did he not see the rage in Skye’s expression? Because right now he seemed totally unconcerned. “Ready to go?”

      Drew might be unconcerned, but Jasmine felt like a cornered deer. Skye’s face grew redder by the second.

      Her eyes hardened into slits as her gaze flicked back and forth between Jasmine and Drew. “Were you seriously hitting on my dress designer?”

      “Just helping her clean up.” Drew held up a silver thread from the bolt of fabric. “She had this stuck in her hair.”

      Jasmine closed her eyes, feeling sick. She’d read the rumors about Drew in the tabloids. He was a womanizer with a healthy lust for fame. Supposedly had an affair with a teammate’s girlfriend, only to abandon her when she wound up pregnant.

      But Jasmine hadn’t thought he’d hit on her with his fiancée mere feet away. Had she misinterpreted the whole thing?

      No, he’d definitely been flirting. And she’d pretty clearly asked him to stop.

      Genevieve walked into the room and paused, looking around. “What’s wrong?”

      From out of nowhere, a shoe flew across the pedestal. Drew ducked with a yell. The shoe flew harmlessly over his shoulder, landing on the carpet with a dull thud.

      “Skye!” Drew let out an expletive. “What was that for?”

      Her eyes glistened with tears, fat drops clinging to the ends of her dark lashes. “You always do this,” Skye choked out. “You just can’t help yourself, can you? If it’s got two legs, boobs, and won’t get you kicked off the team, then you’ll start flirting.”

      Drew scowled, folding his arms across his chest. “Babe, chill out.”

      Skye’s high-pitched cackle made the hairs on Jasmine’s neck stand on end.

      “That’s it. I don’t want so much as one attractive, unattached twenty-something at our wedding.” Skye yanked her phone from her pocket, like she was going to start dis-inviting people immediately. “Guests. Support staff. I don’t care who they are, they can all stay home. This isn’t spring break in Florida, Drew. This is our wedding.”

      Genevieve nodded, as though this was all extremely reasonable. “This is your wedding, darling. If you feel uncomfortable having Jasmine accompany us to Isla del Amor, then I’ll ask one of the interns to accompany us instead.”

      Jasmine’s heart stuttered in her chest. Had all of the air been sucked out of the room? Genevieve couldn’t seriously be suggesting that someone else come with her to the Florida Keys.

      Jasmine needed this trip. Needed the constant time and a half pay that would get her that much closer to opening her own label.

      “The bridesmaid dresses,” Jasmine said quickly. “They’re my design, and I’m not sure an intern⁠—”

      “You’re being ridiculous, Skye.” Drew’s hands were on his hips now, his brows drawn in a glare. “Babe, take a chill pill. It’s all goo⁠—”

      Skye yanked off her other shoe with a scream and hurled it at Drew.

      This time he caught it, tossing it to the side. His eyes were dark now, lips curved down in a displeased frown. “Stop throwing shoes at me, woman!”

      “Stop hitting on every single woman in a hundred-mile radius,” Skye shot back. “Why did you even bother proposing if you’re just going to drool over every attractive woman under thirty? Most men would kill to marry me, Drew.”

      Genevieve put a soothing arm around Skye’s shoulders, shooting Jasmine a glare that clearly said this was all her fault.

      “Drew didn’t mean anything by it, I’m sure,” Genevieve said. “But I completely understand why you feel Jasmine shouldn’t accompany us. It’s your wedding, and you should feel comfortable with who’s present for it.”

      Skye nodded, her bottom lip trembling. “No single women, Drew. Do you hear me? No temptations. The only women at my wedding will have boyfriends so big and so jealous that you’ll get kicked off the team if you mess with their girl, because they’ll start a fight so huge it’ll be national news. No. Single. Women. Sorry, Jasmine. You understand, I’m sure.”

      “I’m not single!” Jasmine blurted out.

      Everyone froze, turning to face her. Her cheeks heated. Thank heavens her dark skin wouldn’t show a blush.

      “You … you aren’t?” Skye asked.

      Genevieve’s mouth was set in a frown, her eyes narrowing suspiciously.

      Jasmine avoided her boss’s gaze and plunged on. “No. I’m not.”

      Skye folded her arms, looking back and forth between Jasmine and Genevieve. “Is it serious?”

      “Very,” Jasmine lied. “He proposed last weekend, actually.”

      Skye’s shrewd eyes narrowed in on Jasmine’s empty left ring finger. “I don’t see a ring. Doesn’t he care if others know you’re taken?”

      Jasmine reflexively fisted her hand, inventing wildly. “It’s being resized, but I’ll have it back in a few days. You’ll love it—the center stone is nearly three carats. He said he wanted the diamond to blind any man who came near me. Isn’t that cute?”

      “You’ve never mentioned him to me,” Genevieve said, her tone flat. “How nice. I suppose congratulations are in order.”

      “Uh, yeah. It’s been kind of sudden, I guess.”

      Jasmine was such a bad liar. But Skye seemed to buy the fib, because her shoulders had relaxed. Drew looked less panicked, but maybe a little more pissed. And Genevieve—well, she just looked suspicious.

      “Oh, Jasmine.” Skye threw her arms around Jasmine’s neck, knocking her off balance. “That’s so great! I really want you to be there for the wedding. He’ll have to come to Isla del Amor with you, of course. This is going to be so much fun!”

      Jasmine lurched forward as Skye bounced up and down, still tightly holding onto Jasmine’s neck. “You want me to bring him?”

      “Of course,” Skye said. “To keep Drew in line. He needs a reminder that he shouldn’t look or touch.”

      Drew’s face was an angry red. “This is complete crap! Can’t a guy pull a string from a girl’s hair without his fiancée losing her mind? If you have such little faith in me, maybe we shouldn’t get married.”

      Jasmine couldn’t help agreeing with Drew’s assessment, but that didn’t stop her from pressing a hand against her stomach, trying to calm the nerves that were making her nauseous.

      If that overtime pay disappeared, she would seriously cry right here in the middle of the fitting area.

      But Skye put a soothing hand on Drew’s cheek. “This is for your own good, baby. You know how the media is. The last thing we want is for our wedding to be front page news for the wrong reasons. That’s not going to help either of our careers, and it’s so tacky to have a wedding that’s surrounded by scandal.”

      Drew glared down at Skye, his breaths harsh and uneven. But then she pressed her ample bosom tightly against his chest, and his shoulders relaxed. “I swear, Skye⁠—”

      “I love you, babe,” she said, her hand wrapping around his ponytail. “You know how jealous I get. Forgive me?”

      Drew rolled his eyes but nodded. “I always do, don’t I?”

      “Yes. And you always will.” Skye rose on her tiptoes, pulling Drew’s head down to meet hers.

      And then they were making out. Jasmine looked away as slurping sounds filled the silent room, fighting the urge to gag. Talk about a one-eighty.

      Eventually they surfaced for air. Skye didn’t even bother to look at Jasmine, her hand fisted around Drew’s shirt as she yanked him toward the lobby.

      “Send your fiancé’s information to my assistant so she can get a flight booked,” Skye said. “See you in two days. Have a bridesmaid dress ready for me by then.”

      Jasmine’s knees felt weaker than jelly as Skye dragged Drew away. She could feel Genevieve’s gaze drilling holes in her back, demanding Jasmine turn around and give her answers.

      “Engaged, huh?” Genevieve said.

      Jasmine made sure to paste on a smile before turning around. “Yeah. It’s been such a whirlwind.”

      “Hmm.” Genevieve’s arms were folded, the tape measure hanging slightly unevenly around her neck. “I’ve never heard you mention him.”

      “I guess I’ve been preoccupied with the wedding. Skye’s wedding, I mean. Although obviously I’m excited about my own wedding, too.”

      Genevieve didn’t believe her—Jasmine sensed it in the set of her boss’s jaw, in the stiff way she held her posture.

      But Jasmine wasn’t about to admit to her deceit. Genevieve would fire her in a minute if she found out, and Skye wouldn’t let Jasmine anywhere near the wedding.

      “Well then. I look forward to meeting him in Isla del Amor. Make sure you send his information to Skye’s assistant as soon as possible.”

      “I will,” Jasmine said.

      The moment Genevieve disappeared from the room, Jasmine collapsed to the floor. She clutched the bolts of fabric to her chest, struggling to control her breathing.

      She’d lied to her boss. Lied to a client. And now she had to—what? Find a fake fiancé and bring him to the Florida Keys?

      Like she didn’t have enough on her to-do list already.
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      Isaac raced down the hallway, the thud of his feet drowning out the sound of the code echoing from the speakers overhead. He skidded to a halt inside the triage room, quickly assessing the situation. Three nurses and two paramedics surrounded the patient, who lay unconscious on a gurney, but he was the first doctor on the scene. Hopefully, an attending would show up soon, because as a fourth-year resident he still had a lot to learn.

      Isaac surveyed the patient, noting the blood on his face and that his left leg was bent at an odd angle—obviously a broken tibia. The patient appeared to be unconscious, his eyes shut and body limp.

      Isaac grabbed a pen light from the pocket of his white coat, striding toward the patient. Two nurses moved aside to give him room.

      “Talk to me,” Isaac said, glancing at the paramedics.

      “Male, twenty-nine years old,” the older of the two men said. “He was up in the mountains with friends when they decided to climb a cliff without equipment. Witnesses claim he fell close to thirty feet.”

      Isaac froze, his pen light flicking off as one of his interns slid into the room, breathing heavily.

      “I know,” the paramedic said, clearly assuming Isaac was shocked by the stupidity of the patient’s actions. “His friends swear they weren’t drinking, but judging from their dilated pupils and slurred speech patterns, I’d say they were lying.”

      “Then let’s get a tox screen,” Isaac said, speaking to his intern. “Run a panel for illegal substances, too, so we don’t overdose him on something.”

      She nodded, turning to the cabinet and rifling through for a needle and blood vial.

      Isaac checked the patient’s eyes, trying to push back the memories making his gut churn with nausea. “Pupils are blown. Order a CT scan while you’re at it so we can rule out a brain bleed.”

      “Right away, Dr. Sloan,” the intern said, prepping the unresponsive man’s arm for a blood draw. “I’ll drop this off on my way.”

      Free climbing without equipment. Isaac listened as the paramedic finished his update on the patient, but heard the words as though through water.

      That outing two months ago was supposed to have been a fun, relaxing day outdoors—a chance to leave behind the stresses of the hospital and just have fun. Quincy had been Isaac’s best friend for more than twenty years. They’d stuck by each other through undergrad and med school. But their paths had diverged when residency hit. Quincy had joined the Air Force to escape his crushing student loan debt. Isaac had considered doing the same until his mother’s cancer diagnosis had changed things.

      But right now, he couldn’t think about that. As he continued to assess the patient, Isaac tried to keep his hands from visibly shaking. “Abdomen is distended. I think we’ve got some internal bleeding.”

      Quincy’s abdomen had been distended too after the accident, filling with blood from a lacerated spleen. He’d been close to forty feet up when the anchor bolt came loose from the rock face. As he’d plunged toward the packed dirt of the forest floor, Isaac had been helpless to stop it.

      The crunch of breaking bone still haunted his dreams. They’d been sixty miles from the nearest hospital and nearly five from their car. Miraculously, Isaac’s cell phone had still had one bar, and he’d been able to call for help.

      It had still taken the ambulance over an hour to get to them. An hour of pure hell.

      “Pulse is dropping,” the nurse said.

      Isaac let out a curse, grabbing his stethoscope from around his neck and listening to the patient’s shallow breaths. Quincy might be dead, but this patient wasn’t.

      “Let’s get him intubated before we lose the airway,” Isaac said.

      A nurse nodded, grabbing the equipment and handing it over as two more interns and another resident arrived.

      The monitor began beeping shrilly, and Isaac let out another curse. He quickly finished intubating the patient, and an intern began to bag him. Isaac watched the screen, but the man’s oxygen continued to drop while his heart rate slowed.

      “Let’s get him to the OR,” Isaac said. “I think he’s bleeding out. Someone page Dr. Conrad and have him meet us there.” Not only was Dr. Conrad the chief of surgery, he was the best general surgeon in the hospital and this patient’s best hope.

      As they raced down the hallway, Isaac tried to swallow back his fear. The similarities to Quincy’s own accident two months earlier were upsetting.

      If Isaac’s mother hadn’t been diagnosed with cancer, would Quincy still be alive? Sometimes that question kept Isaac up at night. Isaac might have joined the Air Force, too, instead of staying in California to be with his mother through her treatments. Used to seeing each other frequently, he and Quincy might have chosen to hang out together on base that day instead of snatching a rare chance to go rock climbing together.

      Isaac’s mother’s cancer had already been quite advanced when discovered mere weeks before med school graduation—stage four. After four years of battling the disease, Isaac had known the end was coming in a way only a doctor could. That hadn’t stopped her death six months ago from laying him flat.

      He hadn’t expected to lose his best friend only a few short months later.

      If his mother had never developed cancer, Isaac might have been able to save his friend in the fall. Been able to perform some battlefield surgery taught by the Air Force that would have bought Quincy enough time to get to a hospital.

      But Isaac had spent little time focusing on the basics, instead muscling his way onto every plastic surgery case that came through the hospital. Plastic surgery had a high income potential—one he’d hoped would give him the funds necessary to save his mom’s life. In the end, his rudimentary efforts that day to save Quincy’s life, with only minimal supplies at his disposal, hadn’t been enough.

      Isaac had been putting in the hours these last two months, though, ignoring plastics and soaking up every bit of knowledge that Dr. Conrad had to offer. This time, things would be different.

      Isaac tried to focus on the sound of his footfalls as he pushed open the OR doors. He locked the bed into place so they could transfer the patient to the table. Dr. Conrad arrived moments later, his freshly scrubbed arms held out as a nurse slipped on the sterile surgical gloves.

      “He’s bleeding internally,” Isaac told Dr. Conrad. “Mountain climbing accident. Friend said it was a thirty-foot fall.”

      “Can you scrub in?” Dr. Conrad asked.

      Isaac nodded, racing back to the scrub room. Hot water scalded his skin as he rubbed his arms and hands vigorously, but all he could think of was Quincy’s dead eyes. The paramedics had done chest compressions for the entire hour-long ride to North Grace Hospital, but Isaac had known it was too late while praying he was wrong.

      He couldn’t lose this patient to such a similar injury. It would feel like failing Quincy all over again.

      There had to be a way to convince Dr. Braithe to reconsider Isaac’s application for the general surgery fellowship in Texas—the one that Quincy had been so excited about. His friend had talked about nothing else for months before the accident. Dr. Braithe was a world-renowned surgeon and only accepted three doctors a year into the program. The applicants had to be a fourth-year resident to apply.

      Quincy had missed that milestone by three weeks. And Isaac … well, apparently Dr. Braithe had thought his resumé was too light on general surgery cases.

      Maybe a positive outcome on this case would help change his mind. Isaac wasn’t giving up. Not yet.

      He couldn’t face Jasmine again until he’d done something to right this awful wrong.

      When Isaac re-entered the OR, Dr. Conrad had already made the first cut. Isaac quickly moved to the surgeon’s side. The patient lay open on the table, a first-year resident holding the suction while Dr. Conrad worked to find the source of the bleeding in the abdominal cavity.

      Isaac jumped right in, his hands running a section of bowel and finding nothing. There was so much blood. At this rate, the patient would need a transfusion soon. The tibia remained unset and ignored as they worked to mitigate the more immediate danger internal bleeding presented.

      Had Dr. Conrad faced a similar situation with Quincy? When the ambulance finally arrived at the hospital, they hadn’t let Isaac into the OR. He’d been forced to sit in the waiting room, knowing that the efforts of his fellow doctors—the friends and mentors he’d come to regard as family—wouldn’t be enough.

      He should’ve told Quincy that the climb was too dangerous. Insisted they pick an easier one. They should have tested the anchor more thoroughly before deeming it safe.

      The patient’s heart monitor flat-lined, filling the OR with a loud beep. Isaac’s own heart rate spiked as the patient’s stopped. They were losing this man, who had family and friends who loved him and would miss him. Just like Isaac had lost Quincy.

      “Charge to two hundred,” Isaac called as he grabbed the paddles. “Clear!”

      The patient’s entire body jerked. Isaac watched the monitor, but no rhythm appeared. Dr. Conrad resumed trying to stop the bleeding, gauze shoved into the open wound as a resident continued to suction.

      “Push one of epi and charge to three hundred.” Isaac heard the desperation in his own voice. “Clear.”

      The surgeons raised their hands, and the patient’s back arched once more with the surge of electricity, but the heart monitor detected no pulse. Isaac blinked quickly, the patient’s fair skin blurring into a memory of Quincy’s much blacker skin.

      “We’re losing him,” Dr. Conrad said, muttering a curse. “I can’t find the source of this bleeding.”

      “Charge again,” Isaac ordered the nurse.

      He shocked the patient’s heart a third time, and then a fourth. The memory of his own panicked voice begging dispatch to hurry echoed in his mind.

      “He’s maxed out on epi,” one of the nurses said.

      Dr. Conrad dropped the instruments onto a steel tray, shaking his head. “He’s gone, Dr. Sloan. Call it.”

      Isaac shook his head, refusing to believe that he’d failed again.

      “No. Charge the paddles again.” Isaac held them over the patient’s chest, waiting for the hum of electricity that signaled the nurse had followed his commands.

      The surgical mask was strangling Isaac. Making it hard to breathe. The patient’s face swam, morphing into Quincy’s and then back into the patient’s.

      Isaac needed this case to end with a positive outcome. He hadn’t voluntarily taken a plastics case in two months, instead learning everything he could from Dr. Conrad. That had to make a difference this time.

      A hand rested on his shoulder, grounding him back in the present. Dr. Conrad’s voice was firm, and his eyes lined with compassion. “There’s nothing more we can do. He’s your patient, Dr. Sloan. Call it.”

      Isaac closed his eyes, grief welling up inside him. A groan of frustration hissed through his clenched jaw as he took a step away from the patient.

      This man looked nothing like Quincy. The patient’s long blond dreadlocks were carefully concealed by a hairnet, whereas Quincy’s head had been shaved. This patient was shorter and stockier, too, with a neck tattoo snaking toward his hairline. His skin was tanned, clearly showing a love of the sun, while Quincy’s had been black.
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