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Chapter 1
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My hands were covered in blood. 

His limbs were listless. The pulse in his wrist had ceased and the disintegrating beat of his heart was unshockable.

Removing the blood-soaked gloves, I scrolled my fingers down his eyelids as my ears agonized against the piercing alarm of a beatless heart. “Time of death,” I uttered aloud, “1:01 A.M.” 

Floating a sheet over the young man’s mangled body, a vibrant red quickly permeated the sheer white fabric until his blood pooled into a deep crimson that oozed with a hint of black. Normally, I’d question the unusual presentation or at least attempt to fix the patient—clean him up—and make him look more presentable, but this was the third animal attack I’ve had to deal with tonight. 

And I was bitten.

The guy freaking bit me.

It was the second human bite I’ve had in less than two days. 

Scrubbing my punctured wrist with alcohol, I scowled against the burn before turning to the nurse, still attempting to feel for a pulse which had already dissipated minutes earlier. Catching her eye, I nudged her to quit. “You can bring the family in.”

As I strolled into the busy hall, I passed a pale and obviously bereaved young woman; her face smeared with running black mascara. I clung to my chest. The hardest part about these recurring attacks was they were increasing in number. What was worse was that I could not feel the victim’s pain. It was as if the animals attacking them were taking more than just flesh and blood. It was as if the victims’ very souls were being robbed of them as well. 

This lack of feelings was strange and new to me. The victims had no emotion, only a little discomfort, and a peculiar eagerness to greet and meet their maker.

I almost felt they wanted to die.

The question was... Why?

I had just poured a fresh cup of coffee when a Code Blue went off overhead. I inhaled against the encroaching bloodbath as another ambulance blared into the lot. It was going to be another animal attack and, once again, there was nothing I could do to help the poor soul. They were going to die because I could not feel their pain.

*****
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Hunger gnaws at my stomach and it growls. Squeaking followed by tapping followed by outright banging on my window sounds the alarm in my ears and I reluctantly swing my feet over the edge of the bed. More banging... or more like pounding against my window glass, sets my body into motion. 

My stomach growls again, and I want to pull my hair out. I’m not the one who’s even hungry. “Darn, you dumb squirrel. Can you wait?” I head out of the bedroom.

Chirping amongst his persistent friends—the pigeons—who are always around, he flicks his tail as if to announce that he’s done his royal duty to summon the kitchen help. 

Reaching over the sink, I swing the kitchen window open. “Here!” I scowl against the early morning light, tossing the banana muffin I took from the doctor’s lounge last night... or more like this morning. “Dude,” I point my finger at the squirrel who’s figured out my special gift as I scold him, “you’re not supposed to wake me up so early in the morning after a work night.” Looking at the clock, I see it’s only 9 A.M. I’ve barely slept for two hours.

Yawning, I watch him hop inside. “No,” I warn and try to shoo him back out, but my stomach cramps. “Dude,” I point a finger, “I said, no.” 

Crawling over to a jar of peanut butter, he sniffs at the lid. “No, that’s mine.” I move the jar aside.

He argues. Of course, he argues. He always argues, and with a leap and a push, he tips the jar over and starts with one of his tantrums. 

Snatching the jar from his crazed grasp, I clutch the peanut butter container against me. “Listen Dude, I had to go all the way to the grocery store for this and you know how much I hate going to the grocery store. There is no way I’m letting you have—”

A heavy pang hits my chest and I must admit... this aches. My heart is so broken I almost want to cry. 

“Fine,” I sigh, feeling my eyelids droop. If Dude had any idea how tired I was, if he could feel how I feel and not the other way around, I guarantee he’d be more courteous about this everyday ritual.

I scoop out some peanut butter onto a plastic spoon and hand it over to him, only to watch him scurry away between lingering pigeons. I’m grateful, at least, that Dude is the only critter whose been able to figure me out. I can’t imagine what my life would be like if the pigeons ever knew how to forward their feelings, as I’ve already chimed in a few times. No matter how often pigeons beg, they are never as hungry as they seem. They’re actually hornier than anything else.

I wish I could understand my own feelings. Why didn’t I just give Dude the peanut butter to begin with so we wouldn’t have to argue? I don’t know, but I chalk up the argument about the greediness of human nature. I can get greedy when I want to make a point about things, as evidenced by the nearly half million dollars in debt I owe for a medical degree.

Against my mother’s wishes, I always wanted to be a doctor, whereas she wanted me to be a wife. I chalk that up to human narcissism and the irony that goes with my mother’s sense of entitlement. Her quest to be a married woman led to multiple marriages, all of which ended badly. Likewise, my quest to make money while helping people only led to exorbitant obligations in student loans. 

At least, I can say I still help people. 

Except for last night. 

I couldn’t help that poor guy and he bit me because of it.

Walking towards the bathroom, my bare feet trail along a dirty floor that I haven’t mopped in... Who knows how long? A year? As usual, I consider I should finally get out of the house to get some blackout curtains to help me sleep better. Although, I’ve been planning to do that for even longer than mopping the floor. 

My hair really needs a wash. I haven’t washed it in days and I’m confident I can at least do that much. The issue with being a doctor is you work long hours. Not as long as nurses do—suckers—but anyone in healthcare knows that when you’re first starting out, you need to work like a bitch, as Britney Spears knows and sings, to build your resume since it is the only thing that’s going to get you out of your student loans.

The pitter patter of tiny feet scurries. Hearing the scamper of unwanted pests should freak me out, as it probably would for most women, but as I flick the switch on to my bathroom light, all I can do is roll my eyes. 

Three little mice are on their hind legs poking their noses up at me. If they were blind, I’d consider bringing them their snacks I stole from the doctor’s lounge. But this is not the sixteenth century and we’re not in a fairytale. I’m also no Cinderella. “Sorry guys.” I open the door to show them the way out. “You guys can go find your own cheese and crackers, please.”

One by one, they scuttle off the counter, landing on the floor and making their way towards my knapsack. I’m sure the spilled coffee, M&M wrappers, and loose ibuprofen won’t bother them. I’ve been encouraging myself to clean that wretched thing since I first received it as a gift after completion of my residency over four years ago.

Turning on the water, I plop a plug into the bottom of the tub. Working myself free of my clothes, I take a moment to observe myself in the mirror, particularly the bandages below my neck and on my wrist, although I wince noticing the bags that have formed under my pale blue eyes. Not to mention the zit forming on my forehead. Stretching my mouth, I examine my teeth, always one of my mother’s most favorite things about me. They grew in miraculously straight. 

Grabbing my brush, I comb my long, wavy ash brown hair free of tangles before twisting it into a knot on top of my head. My hair was not one of my mother’s most favorite things. The color, according to her, was too plain to attract the attention of a future husband. I considered just cutting it all off—shave my head—so I didn’t have to deal with it, or her. But then again, I doubt I’ll ever get around to getting a trim. Shaving one’s head is likely a daily ritual. Like everything else, I have a big problem with keeping daily commitments outside of work. My hair has already gotten unruly and out of control, reaching down to the top of my butt. 

Spinning, I ogle my body in the mirror. That was one of my mother’s most favorite things about me as well—my frame. Squaring my back with a swivel of my head, I must admit I have an exquisite derriere. It is the one trait our mother passed down to each of us. My mother has an exquisite feminine body, and I should know. In the emergency room, I see a lot of bodies. But then again, anything that resembles appropriate liquid intake and zero recreational drug use is beautiful to me.

Stepping into the tub, I squat down first, then lay out to relax. I’m confident I still have blood spattered somewhere, but I’ve had my annual shots, so I should be good.

As my body warms in the water, I reminisce about my sisters. I have not seen them in years and I miss them. Neither I nor my sisters have as beautiful of a body as our mother. Her physical appeal was how she landed so many husbands. My sisters and I only got a few bits and pieces of her physique, but that did not keep my mother from believing we could use our features to catch a man’s eye and keep him latched at our hip to support us, including her, for the rest of his endearing life.  

I did not get a medical degree, however, to resolve the trauma I’d undergone because of the many relationships my mother put us through. Although my mother still tries to play matchmaker for us, most of my sisters and I already live according to the pact we swore to when we were very young:

We would never get married.

We would never allow ourselves to be seduced. 

And we would never share our secrets or our abilities with anyone.

There are occasions, of course, when I meet an irresistibly handsome or maybe flirty fella who fills me with such a sense of hope and longing, I actually consider breaking my sisterly oaths. But just as my mother taught us, doom is rarely far behind a closed bedroom door. 

Thus, above all else, my sisters and I swore we would never...

Never, ever, ever, ever, ever...

Fall in love.

And besides, I already have a Dude.

Resting my head back, I close my eyes and hear a knock. The irritation I feel now I know for sure is my own. “Go away, Dude.” 

If Dude thinks he’s going to get more snacks, he’s going to be in for a big surprise. Not only am I going to feed the peanut butter to the dog down the hall, but I’m also going to give all the energy bars to the birds.

Another knock ensues and I realize it is coming from the front door. Shit. 

Reluctantly, I lift my heavy limbs to expose myself to the cold air, only to see I do not have a towel. I’m tempted to stay put, to ignore the knocking that has started up again as I don’t understand how people never learn that I work nights. This is my sleep time.

Grumbling, I escape the tub, creating enormous puddles of water as I heavily trail out of the bathroom towards the door. Picking up a window drape, I suspect Dude pulled down and dragged across the living room floor while in search of crumbs, I wrap it around my body and tie a knot at the top of my chest. 

“Who is it?” I press my fingers to the knob. 

“It’s So-yurr. Oh-khen-uhk.”

“Sawyer?” I open the door to pull my mail out of his mouth. “What are you doing here?”

He has a devious look on his face as he surveys me up and down. Then, leading with two bags in his arms, my friendly neighborhood human watchdog marches in towards my kitchen, which, of course, I let him. Propping the bags on my counter that I can only guess are full of groceries because he spoils me like that, he tsks before he scolds me. “They said you missed the meeting today.”

I snarl at the probability that he might be correct and toss the mail to the side of the grocery bags. “What meeting?”

“The physician’s meeting,” he says, removing canned goods from one bag and fresh fruits and vegetables from the other. Watching his thick muscles move, his tattoos rippling like flags in the wind, I cross my legs to hide my covetous indecency—not that he’d ever shown any interest. 

Sawyer is a nurse who works in my emergency department. He’s over six feet tall with light brown, sun-streaked hair and sparkling evergreen eyes, which makes him the topic of every indecent conversation at Mercius Hospital. Not only does he save lives, but he is also famous. Mr. March, in this year’s Men’s Calendar of First Responders, boasts his sexy, yet tasteful, full-bodied tattoos and a phenomenal body that was posed with nothing more than a stethoscope and scrubs pants. I figure the only reason he’s still single is because he really is a genuine do-gooder. It drives women mad he has to do things for people all the time and does not show anyone any type of interest. It’s insatiable how he’s always at work, always making the coffee, always creating the potluck signup sheet, always hosting the potluck, and always, yes, always, the first to signal the delivery chime whenever the ER delivers a brand-new baby. He really is just that sweet. Not to mention, he’s also my neighbor who permanently hangs around and does everything for me, despite our completely platonic relationship.

“Did you know members of the board were there?” He pops a grape that has fallen from the bag into his mouth as he plops groceries into my fridge. My fridge would otherwise be empty if it wasn’t for him.

“When?” 

“At seven.”

My stomach sours. “They had a physicians’ meeting at seven this morning?”

“Yep.” He drops a piece of bread into the toaster, leaving out the butter from the fridge. “All the emergency department docs were supposed to be there.”

I twist the knot of the drape tighter, bringing it higher. “I guess I forgot.” I scratch my head. How do they expect me to remember meetings when I can’t even manage clean towels? Work should be enough.

“You know I never go to those meetings.”

“Yeah, I know. I heard the Medical Director was pissed. Lucky for you, I also heard Kyros didn’t mind so much.”

“Kyros?” I blink wide-eyed. “As in Kyros Angelo of the infamous Angelo family?”

“Yeah, he’s planning to visit our ER tonight.”

“Really? Why would the board send an Angelo brother?”

“I don’t know,” he shrugs. “Maybe because the Angelo brothers own the hospital.” His glossy eyes shine through feathery blinks of sarcasm.

“Right.” I shuffle my wrinkled toes that have grown chilly from the puddle I created on the bare floor. “I really wish they’d stick to managing their hotels.”

“Hotel... hospital... hostel. There isn’t much of a difference if you ask me. One way or another, we’re still servicing people.”

“There’s plenty of difference, Sawyer.” I purse my lips.

“Mmm-nah. Not really. Plus, he’s really interested in meeting you,” he raises a brow and winks. “From what I hear.”

My pulse quickens. “Me?”

“Mmm,” he nods, “probably about you skipping the meeting today. Anyway, there are already a ton of nurses trying to pick up shifts tonight to meet him.”

“Really?” My top lip curls uncomfortably. “That’s strange that he wants to meet me, don’t you think?”

His laugh is heavy but carefree. “If I was a single female, I’d be desperate to hang out in the emergency room tonight. I’m straight, but a bachelor worth billions sounds irresistible—even to me.” 

My toes curl. “Well, I hope you didn’t give up your shift.”

He spies me before offering a delightful wink. “You know I didn’t, but will you do us all a favor tonight, pigeon?” 

My chest tightens. I used to hate it when he called me that, but for whatever reason, the name has grown on me. I’m confident he’s going to ask me not to bring my usual bag of chips to potluck, but it’s so easy—open and done. “Sure.”
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