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            PROLOGUE

          

          MADDEN

        

      

    

    
      I hadn't imagined spending my wedding night in the emergency room while we waited for news about Bradford. A drunk driver had hit him as he walked across the arena parking lot here in Vegas.

      Worrying about my friend doesn't stop me from noticing how beautiful my bride looks in the pale pink dress she fell in love with on a shopping trip with the girls. I can't wait to get her out of it.

      "I'm looking for someone named Maddy," a nurse shouts into the busy waiting room.

      A few snickers later, I realize she's referring to me. "That's me. Madden," I correct her.

      "Ah," the nurse says, "it was hard to understand him. Can you come back? He's asking for you."

      Tessa kisses my hand. "I'll be here when you're ready. Take your time, okay? I'll be fine." With those words, Rhodes takes my seat.

      I quickly kiss my wife and follow the nurse. As I enter the cubicle where Bradford is, I notice a goofy grin on his face. His eyes are focused on the pretty nurse doing something with an IV. I'm married, but I still have eyes.

      "What's wrong with him?" I ask.

      My friend looks in my direction and smiles. "You're fucking gorgeous."

      I frown. "Does he have a head injury?"

      The nurse smiles. "No. Dislocated shoulder. It’s just been put back in. Two small fractures. He'll be fine with rest and eventually physical therapy. Sore for a while, though."

      "I love you," Bradford mumbles.

      "I gave him a sedative as well as something for the pain. It usually knocks the patient out."

      "Jesus.” I rub my face with a hand.

      Bradford chuckles and grins at the nurse. "Florence Nightingale." He sighs. "I'm going to marry you. Right here in Vegas. He’s—" he points my way "—just got married by Elvis."

      I look at the nurse, who is flushed. Her pure white hair is piled on top of her head in a neat bun.

      She's a petite little thing. "I'm sorry about him," I say.

      "Don't worry. He'll be asleep soon."

      Bradford giggles again. "You have to sleep with me."

      "Oh hell!” I lean over him. "Hey, behave yourself before you get kicked out."

      "I think you better kiss it better,” he continues.

      "I hope to hell you're talking to the nurse right now," I mutter. "You're lucky Tessa's out there, otherwise I'd be recording this for the team.”

      "Asshole," Bradford grins. "Think she'll give me a sponge bath?" His eyes close and then he snores.

      I look at the nurse. "He's not usually like this."

      "It's the sedative talking. Don't worry."

      "What's your name?"

      She blushes again and sighs. "Florence Night." I grin. "Oh."

      "My mother has a sense of humor. She hadn’t figured on me becoming a nurse." Florence shrugs.

      I clear my throat. "How long is he going to be in here?"

      "Tonight at least."

      "Good to know. I'll be back in the morning. My number is on his chart in case anything changes."

      "I'll make sure he's okay." She smiles.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            BRADFORD

          

        

      

    

    
      The second my eyes flutter open, I realize I'm in a hospital room. The slurred words of the night before hit me with such force that I'm sure my heart misses a beat. "I'm going to marry you. Right here in Vegas. He just got married by Elvis." No way am I ever going to have what they gave me last night again. Hell, no!

      As I reach up, the sharp pain in my shoulder makes me see stars. What the heck! I slowly raise my other arm, and when I don't get a twinge of pain, I finally rub my forehead. My shoulder had just been put back in place last night, so it's no wonder it hurts like hell.

      It's dark outside, so maybe it's still last night. I have no idea, and I don't like feeling this way. Where is everybody? I know Madden was here. Unfortunately for me, he witnessed my embarrassment with the meds. Certainly not my finest moment. The urge to pee woke me up, so there's no way I'm going back to sleep until I get to the bathroom. If only I could figure out how to get out of bed. That's when the horror hits. Holding my injured arm against me, I lift the sheet and gasp at the sight of the hospital gown. I gently pat my body, only flinching once or twice, and then go still.

      They’ve put a catheter in my fucking dick! My cheeks heat with embarrassment. Please, God, no! Don't let Florence have put that in there. She'd kept me from panicking when they'd brought me to the ER. My eyes had followed her across the room. I'd felt safe with her. I hadn't lied to Madden. The woman was beautiful. But putting that in my dick made me shudder. I certainly didn't want her to see my dick that way.

      Suddenly the door opens, and the nurse stops and raises her eyebrows. I look at myself and quickly remove my hand from my dick, blushing even more.

      "Mr. Winchester, how are you feeling? Do you need more pain medication?"

      "Can you remove—“ I wave my hand over my nether regions “—so I can go to the bathroom?"

      "I can." The nurse bustles up to the bed and wiggles a small plastic cup in my face. Two small white pills rattle in the bottom. "Let me raise the bed. It will make it easier."

      I hold on to my injured side and sigh with relief to have my head raised. After the nurse helps me with the cup of water and the pills, I follow her instructions as she makes quick work of the catheter, while I’m trying not to burn with embarrassment at being manhandled in such a private area.

      "All done." The nurse doesn't blush, but she's more than likely used to it by now, having probably encountered more dicks than I have. Wait! What am I thinking? The only dick I've ever touched is my own. I shake my head and let the nurse help me up. I smile at her name tag—Betty. At least it distracts me from how weak I feel.

      "What time is it?" I shouldn't be so wobbly.

      "Two-thirty in the morning." At the bathroom door she asks, "I'll wait in the room while you wash up."

      I nod and hurry into the room—not as fast as I would have liked. When I see myself in the mirror, my eyebrows knit together in a frown at how pale I am. I don't look good. Leaning against the vanity, I take stock of my injuries, relieved that my shoulder is the only major one. My right hip aches, and my leg feels bruised and tender. A dull throbbing behind my eyes has started since I got out of bed, but it hovers in the background, where I hope it will stay. It could have been worse.

      Wondering how long before Betty checks on me, I decide to take care of business. I’m not sure how I feel about being naked except for the hospital gown, which has a gap in the back. It's a struggle to wash and dry my hands, but I manage. As I leave the room, a draft rattles the inside of the gown. "I need my own clothes," I mutter to myself.

      Betty replies, “Your friends brought a bag with some of your things. It's next to the chair."

      Feeling less unstable, I head for the bag. I sit down on the chair and wince as my bare butt encounters the plastic. I catch the smirk on Betty's face as she walks out. "Try to go back to sleep."

      I unzip the bag and grin as I find clothes. Clean ones, too. I was a little worried they'd bring the dirty ones. I knew I couldn't mess with jeans, so I was relieved to find sweats as well. I pulled them on once I got the boxers in position, only wincing in pain a few times. Gritting my teeth, I managed to pull on a t-shirt despite the excruciating pain. Sweat trickled down my forehead and I leaned back for a moment. I made my way back to bed, determined to get some rest before the sun came up. I will be leaving here in the morning.

      I stretch out on the bed, pushing a pillow under my arm to support my shoulder. I close my eyes as tiredness overwhelms me. They open at the sound of a loud crash right outside my room. At least I think it was. My ears strain to hear the sound again. But all is silent. Then a scream.

      What the hell!

      I jump out of bed and have to stop for a moment as a wave of pain washes over me. At the second scream, I move to the closed door and open it slightly to look out into the hallway. Adrenaline races through my heart at the screams. Shadows move frantically in the dimly lit hallway, and my instincts tell me to stay hidden. As I debate whether to call for help or face the situation myself, I hear footsteps quickly approaching my room. I hold my breath and pray that whoever it is passes without noticing me.

      Before I can blink, the door to my room swings open and I find myself face to face with Betty. No doubt she hadn't expected to find me standing in the doorway. "What's going on?"

      "Two guys were brought in with injuries from trying to kill each other. One, it seems, wasn't hurt that badly. He's now taken a nurse hostage."

      "Holy shit! Where are the cops?" I look out into the hallway and see the chaos unfolding. Two officers are running toward the commotion. "Never mind. They just got here."

      "Mr. Winchester, get away from the door," Betty tells me nervously.

      "Bradford. Mr. Winchester is my father." I smile. "Has anyone ever told you, you look like Betty White?"

      "Young man, if I had a dollar for every time someone told me that, I wouldn't be working here."

      I chuckle.

      "I know what you’re doing, trying to distract me, and I appreciate it." She pauses. "It's not going to work out, though. Florence isn't on shift yet. I don't know why she came in early." Betty rubs her hands together as the name finally registers.

      "Florence! She's the hostage?"

      Betty nods.

      Before she can stop me, I'm out the door and charging down the hallway toward the woman whom I told I wanted to marry. Okay, I'd just met her, and she'd shot me up with some mojo-juice, but still. A man can hope when he sees a pretty little thing.

      The hallway is quiet now, but my heart is pounding in my chest as I move quietly toward the epicenter of this shitshow. The two officers have their guns drawn and are pointing at the asshole holding Florence in a chokehold. I can't let him hurt her. The officers are trying to calm the guy down, but I don't think it's working because the guy seems in control of himself and the situation. As I watch, my eyebrows furrow and there is an uneasiness to the whole situation. I can't shake this feeling of fear.

      While I'm busy considering my next move, the guy with the gun looks in my direction, his eyes narrowing. "Well, if it isn’t Bradford Winchester," he smirks.

      As I move fully into the hallway, I ask, "Do I know you?"

      "Nope!" He grins. "But you will."

      In a matter of seconds, he flips me off, knocks Florence to the ground, and fires his gun—and then he's gone, and the officers follow him through door. I take a step toward Florence, but land flat on my face. Pain burns through my body, and not just from my shoulder. My side is on fire, too, and I can barely breathe.

      "Watch his arm," I hear Florence say.

      I feel nauseous from the incredible pain. I'm rolled onto my back and there she is—Florence Night—hovering over me. And she looks terrified. She begins to disappear into a long tunnel until everything goes black.
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      My hands tremble as I'm pulled out of the way. I have Bradford's blood all over them and my uniform. I pray that he will survive as I watch others work on him. I'm trained for trauma situations, but I've never experienced anything like this before. In that moment, I feel a wave of nausea wash over me. He got shot because of me. Guilt overwhelms me. An arm is wrapped around my shoulders, and I turn to see Betty offering me comfort. I take a deep breath and try to push the guilt away. "He's going to be okay."

      "Yes, he is," Betty agrees. "Why don't I make you a cup of tea?"

      I don't answer yet allow her to gently steer me toward the staff lounge. I stand in a state of shock as she helps clean me up. I change into a fresh pair of scrubs before sitting down on the couch, feeling grateful for her presence. "He came after me," I say more to myself than to Betty.

      She answers, "That's my fault. I mentioned the man had you. Bradford was off like a shot.” She winces. “Too quick for me to catch." Shaking her head, she goes about brewing up a cup of tea. "He might have hit on you last night while on the good stuff, but that man is sweet on you."

      My cheeks heat at her words even though my stomach turns at what that poor man is going through. Because of me. I shouldn't have been here. After leaving the hospital last evening, I couldn't stop thinking about Bradford. The man had the most vivid blue eyes I’ve ever seen. He'd been my last patient, as I'd been a few hours late in finishing my shift.

      I'd needed to see him, so that’s why I came back to the hospital, and that had nearly gotten him killed. I should have never let my personal feelings interfere with my professional duties, and then maybe Bradford would be safely in his room instead of fighting for his life in the OR.

      Sipping at the hot tea, I remember his friend. Bradford had called him Maddy while he'd been having an odd effect from the drugs we'd given him. I'd thought it was a girlfriend. Relief should not have been present in me when I realized Maddy was Madden. His very male friend who had gotten married that day. I place my cup on the table and stand. "I need to call Bradford's friend."

      Betty places an arm on my shoulder and gently shoves me back into the chair. "Janice said she would call his father."

      I shake my head. "Madden. Bradford kept asking for him last night. I have his number. I'll call him. I think he's still in Vegas with his wife and their friends."

      "Of course!" Betty says. "It was on the news last night. He plays on an ice hockey team back in Boston. I'd forgotten about that." She smirks. "If only I were younger." A dreamy look spreads across her face.

      "Earth to Betty! I need to make this call."

      "Go right ahead. I'll go see what's happening." She straightens and moves from the room as though floating on a cloud.

      My stomach turns as I pick up my phone. I don't want to make this call, yet I know I must. Bradford will want his friend here. He did last night.
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      "Why do I keep waking up to find you hovering over me?" Bradford whispers, his brows knitting together in pain.

      "Because you two have a bromance going on," Tessa says with a smirk.

      Calling Bradford's friend had been the right thing to do. The man had been upset and ready to act from the moment I called him. His new wife was just as worried. I bet they won't forget their wedding night—first, Bradford got hit by a car, and then he got shot trying to save me. It was a night full of unexpected events.

      Feeling a mix of gratitude and guilt, I raise my gaze to the man lying in the bed and find him already looking my way. Unable to think of anything to say, I'm grateful when his friend chuckles and strides over. He wraps an arm around my shoulders and moves me into their group. "Florence Nightingale here has been worrying herself sick about your stupid ass."
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