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Synopsis

Love has a way of derailing the best of plans. Wynter
Thompson, divorced with a young child, struggles to balance the
demands of her surgical residency with the responsibilities of
motherhood-and between the two, discovers there is little time left
for anything else. She manages to convince herself that she has
everything she needs, because another chance at love is definitely
not in her game plan. Pearce Rifkin is a woman with a plan, and it
doesn’t include a serious relationship. Chief Surgical Resident is
just a stepping stone to her lifelong goal-chairmanship at one of
the top ten medical centers. Determined to follow in her father’s
footsteps, even though she isn’t the son he dreamed of, Pearce has
no time for romance. Two women with nothing in common but a shared
passion for surgery clash at every opportunity, especially when
matters of the heart are suddenly at stake.


Applause for L.L. Raand’s Midnight Hunters
Series

The Midnight Hunt

RWA 2012 VCRW Laurel Wreath winner
Blood Hunt

Night Hunt

The Lone Hunt

“Raand has built a complex world inhabited by
werewolves, vampires, and other paranormal beings…Raand has given
her readers a complex plot filled with wonderful characters as well
as insight into the hierarchy of Sylvan’s pack and vampire clans.
There are many plot twists and turns, as well as erotic sex scenes
in this riveting novel that keep the pages flying until its
satisfying conclusion.”—Just About Write

“Once again, I am amazed at the storytelling ability
of L.L. Raand aka Radclyffe. In Blood Hunt, she mixes high
levels of sheer eroticism that will leave you squirming in your
seat with an impeccable multi-character storyline all streaming
together to form one great read.”—Queer Magazine Online

“The Midnight Hunt has a gripping story to
tell, and while there are also some truly erotic sex scenes, the
story always takes precedence. This is a great read which is not
easily put down nor easily forgotten.”—Just About Write

“Are you sick of the same old hetero vampire/werewolf
story plastered in every bookstore and at every movie theater?
Well, I’ve got the cure to your werewolf fever. The Midnight
Hunt is first in, what I hope is, a long-running series of
fantasy erotica for L.L. Raand (aka Radclyffe).”—Queer Magazine
Online

“Any reader familiar with Radclyffe’s writing will
recognize the author’s style within The Midnight Hunt, yet
at the same time it is most definitely a new direction. The author
delivers an excellent story here, one that is engrossing from the
very beginning. Raand has pieced together an intricate world, and
provided just enough details for the reader to become enmeshed in
the new world. The action moves quickly throughout the book and
it’s hard to put down.”—Three Dollar Bill Reviews


Acclaim for Radclyffe’s Fiction

2013 RWA/New England Bean Pot award winner
for contemporary romance Crossroads “will draw the reader in and make her
heart ache, willing the two main characters to find love and a life
together. It’s a story that lingers long after coming to ‘the end.’
” —Lambda Literary

In 2012 RWA/FTHRW Lories and RWA HODRW Aspen
Gold award winner Firestorm “Radclyffe brings
another hot lesbian romance for her readers.”—The
Lesbrary

Foreword Review Book of the Year finalist and
IPPY silver medalist Trauma
Alert “is hard to put down and it will sizzle in the
reader’s hands. The characters are hot, the sex scenes explicit and
explosive, and the book is moved along by an interesting plot with
well drawn secondary characters. The real star of this show is the
attraction between the two characters, both of whom resist and then
fall head over heels.”—Lambda Literary Reviews

Lambda Literary Finalist
Best Lesbian Romance 2010 features
“stories [that] are diverse in tone, style, and subject, making for
more variety than in many, similar anthologies…well written, each
containing a satisfying, surprising twist. Best Lesbian Romance
series editor Radclyffe has assembled a respectable crop of 17
authors for this year’s offering.”—Curve Magazine

2010 Prism award winner and ForeWord Review
Book of the Year Award finalist Secrets
in the Stone is “so powerfully [written] that the worlds
of these three women shimmer between reality and dreams…A strong,
must read novel that will linger in the minds of readers long after
the last page is turned.”—Just About Write

In Benjamin Franklin Award finalist
Desire by Starlight “Radclyffe writes
romance with such heart and her down-to-earth characters not only
come to life but leap off the page until you feel like you know
them. What Jenna and Gard feel for each other is not only a spark
but an inferno and, as a reader, you will be washed away in this
tumultuous romance until you can do nothing but succumb to
it.”—Queer Magazine Online

Lambda Literary Award winner
Stolen Moments “is a collection of
steamy stories about women who just couldn’t wait. It’s sex when
desire overrides reason, and it’s incredibly hot!”—On Our
Backs

Lambda Literary Award winner
Distant Shores, Silent Thunder “weaves
an intricate tapestry about passion and commitment between lovers.
The story explores the fragile nature of trust and the sanctuary
provided by loving relationships.”—Sapphic Reader

Lambda Literary Award Finalist
Justice Served delivers a “crisply
written, fast-paced story with twists and turns and keeps us
guessing until the final explosive ending.”—Independent Gay
Writer

Lambda Literary Award finalist
Turn Back Time “is filled with
wonderful love scenes, which are both tender and
hot.”—MegaScene
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Chapter One

The instant Wynter Kline ducked through the archway
into Perelman Quadrangle she was accosted by a wall of sound so
overwhelming she nearly turned around and left. The block-wide
flagstone square, flanked on all sides by the Collegiate Gothic and
High Victorian brick buildings that typified the University of
Pennsylvania, was jammed with three hundred fourth-year medical
students. With music, beer, and convivial shouts, the members of
the graduating classes from Philadelphia’s four medical schools
boisterously celebrated the most important event of their
professional careers to date. Match Day was the long-awaited day
when a computer program—having factored the variables of student
rankings, interview results, and residency choices into a complex
formula—ultimately assigned each fourth-year medical student from
every medical school in the United States to a single residency
position. At least 95 percent of the fourth-year students matched,
and the other 5 percent were left to scramble madly for the final
unfilled positions or go without a job after years of grueling
study.

Early May evenings were still a little cool, and
Wynter wore a pale yellow cotton sweater over a white Oxford shirt,
khaki chinos, and docksiders. Terminally preppy, she’d often
been told. It wasn’t so much a style statement as how she felt most
comfortable, so she generally ignored the good-natured, and
sometimes not so genial, comments of her family and friends.
She definitely wasn’t in the mood for a party and hadn’t bothered
to change after a day spent on the wards. In fact, she barely felt
as if she belonged with the revelers. Before she could dwell on the
odd sense of detachment that had befallen her the moment she’d been
handed the envelope containing her match results, the jostling,
shouting mass of students magically shifted out of her way. Now
that she could see more than the back of the neck of the person in
front of her, she made out at least a half dozen kegs of beer, all
tapped and dispensing foamy brew nonstop, and twice as many
catering tables set end to end and littered with half-empty bottles
of liquor and soda. Somewhere, a rock band competed with the human
voices through speakers that must have been fifteen feet tall, if
the blaring decibels that beat against her tympanic membranes were
any indication. Everyone was celebrating, or drowning their
sorrows.

Wynter didn’t yet know which fate awaited her—joy or
anguish. The envelope that held the key to her future, or at least
the next five years of her life, was tucked into her back pocket.
She was on the verge of escaping, having decided that she would
rather not share this moment with hundreds of others. Particularly
when she expected to be disappointed.

Hey!” A wiry African American man a dozen years
older than her own twenty-three pushed his way to her side. “You
made it. I thought you were going to bail.”

Rounds ran late, and then two packed subway cars
passed me by.” Wynter smiled at Ken Meru. It seemed like only days,
and not three years, since they had first introduced themselves
over the white plastic–shrouded form of their cadaver. Although
they had initially had little in common other than their desire to
be physicians, the many Saturday afternoons they had spent alone in
the eerie lab, bent over the desiccated, foul-smelling remnants of
what had once undoubtedly been a vital human body, surrounded by
death as they struggled to understand the mysteries of life, had
forged the bonds of true friendship. Wynter squeezed his arm and
forced excitement into her voice. “So? Tell me. What did you
get?”

Anesthesia.”

Just like you wanted.” She threw her arms around his
slim shoulders and kissed his cheek. “That’s terrific. I’m so happy
for you. Where?”

His smile, already brilliant, widened, and with shy
pleasure, he tilted his head toward the towering buildings visible
above the campus Commons. “Right here.”

Wynter struggled not to let him see her reaction,
which was a mixture of jealousy and disappointment. He’d gotten one
of the best positions available in a highly competitive field.
His dreams were about to come true. But it wasn’t Ken’s
fault that she hadn’t been able to pursue her dream with the same
freedom that he had. She was truly happy for him, but her heart
hurt. She forced a smile. “University Hospital. That’s…that’s the
best news, Ken. What did your wife say?”

Ken laughed. “Mina said I better not stay too late.
She wants to take me out to dinner.”

Then you should probably get going, buster.” Wynter
frowned and tapped her Seiko. “It’s already after seven.”

I will. I will. But what about you?” He turned
sideways, pressing close to allow a gaggle of excited students to
shoulder past. “Did you get surgery?”

I don’t know.”

What do you mean?”

Wynter shrugged sheepishly. “I haven’t looked
yet.”

What? What are you waiting for?”

You wouldn’t understand if I told you. I don’t
understand it myself. She was saved from answering when Ken’s
cell phone rang. He pulled it off his belt and pressed it to his
ear, shouting hello. A moment later he closed the phone and bent
close to her.

I have to go. Mina got a babysitter and says I’m to
come home right now.”

Then you’d better go. Another month and you won’t
have that many nights to spend with her.”

Call me,” Ken said as he eased away. “Call me
tomorrow and tell me what you got.”

She nodded, realizing as she lost sight of him that
she was surrounded by strangers. She didn’t know the students from
the other schools and had rarely socialized with those from her
own. She’d been part of the accelerated combined BS/MD program at
Penn State and had begun her clinical rotation at Jefferson Medical
College off-cycle with the other students. Unlike her classmates,
she’d preferred to study in her Center City high-rise apartment and
not the medical school library. During her clinical years, she
spent her days in the hospital, took night call every third or
fourth night, and had rarely repeated a rotation with the same
group of students. She had acquaintances but few friends, at least
not in the medical community. Now with Ken gone, she had no reason
to stay. I shouldn’t have come. I’m not even a part of
this.

Suddenly angry, she turned abruptly, intent on
leaving. Her head snapped back as her chin slammed into the face of
a dark-haired woman, and when her vision cleared, she found herself
staring into stunned charcoal eyes. At almost five-eight, Wynter
was used to being taller than most women, and she was as much
surprised by the fact that she was looking up as she was by the
sudden pain in her jaw. “God. Sorry.”

Ow! Christ.” Pearce Rifkin brushed a finger
over her bruised lip. It came away streaked with blood. “Score one
for your team.”

Oh no.” Wynter reached out automatically. “You split
your lip.”

Pearce caught Wynter’s wrist and held her hand away
from her face. “It’s okay. Forget it.”

Pearce surveyed her assailant intently. She didn’t
know her, because she was certain she would have remembered had
they met. An inch or so shorter, wavy shoulder-length reddish brown
hair generously streaked with gold highlights, and sapphire blue
eyes. With her fresh features and clear complexion, she was a
walking J. Crew ad. “You’re going to have a hematoma on your
chin.”

Feels like it,” Wynter agreed, fingering the already
palpable lump. “We both need ice.”

Pearce grinned, then winced. “Lucky for us there’s
about a ton of it here.” She held out her hand. “Come on. Follow
me.”

Wynter stared at the outstretched hand. The fingers
were long, capable looking. A broad hand, strong. It suited the
woman, whose athletic build was obvious beneath her tight navy
T-shirt and low-slung faded jeans. Her collar-length black hair,
carelessly cut and verging on shaggy, framed a bold, angular face.
She looked more like a college jock or one of the gathering’s
bartenders than a soon-to-be doctor. Wynter took the hand, and warm
fingers closed around her own. Then, she was tugged none too gently
into the crowd. In order to avoid playing human bumper cars with
those being forced out of her path, she pressed against the back of
the woman leading the way.

What’s your name?” she shouted.

The dark head half turned in her direction. “Pearce.
You?”

Wynter.”

Stay close, Wynter.” Pearce clasped Wynter’s hand
more tightly and pulled it around her middle, drawing Wynter near
as she faced forward and kept shoving. “Wouldn’t want to lose
you.”

Wynter felt firm muscles rippling beneath her palm
as Pearce twisted and turned and forged ahead. She was equally
conscious of her own abdomen pressed to Pearce’s backside. It was
oddly intimate, and wholly unlike her. She was neither impulsive
nor prone to letting others take charge. But here she was, being
led—no, dragged—along by a stranger. She hadn’t felt like
her usual self-sufficient self for far longer than she wanted to
admit, so she told herself that was the reason she didn’t resist.
Plus, she was curious. Curious about the woman who so confidently
cut a swath for them as if she owned the Commons.

Hey, Pearce,” a man called out. “You’re
bleeding.”

No shit,” Pearce called back. “Brilliant. You must
almost be a doctor.”

Raucous laughter followed them, until Wynter jerked
Pearce to a stop. “Hey! Hold on a minute and turn around.”

Surprised by the strength in the arm encircling her
waist and the command in the smooth voice at her ear, Pearce halted
and angled around in the crowd. “What?”

Did you ever think to ask if I wanted to go where
you’re going?”

Nope. I’m a take-charge kinda person.”

Well, so am I.” Wynter extracted her hand from
Pearce’s grip and studied her lip. “And he’s right. You’re bleeding
pretty briskly. Do you have a handkerchief?”

Pearce laughed. “Come on. Do you?”

Wynter smiled and shook her head, then tapped a
young blond woman in a scrub suit on the shoulder. “Can I have that
napkin, please?” She pointed to the paper square beneath the
woman’s plastic cup.

Huh?” The blond gave them a curious look, her eyes
widening as she focused on Pearce’s face. “Oh, Pearce. Baby. Look
at you. What happened?”

She hit me,” Pearce stated matter-of-factly, nodding
toward Wynter.

Now wait a minute,” Wynter protested as she watched
the blond’s expression change from surprise to…jealousy.
Jealousy? Wynter took a good look at Pearce—at the way she
tilted her hips forward suggestively while smiling at the blond,
the way her eyes unconsciously flickered over the woman’s mouth, at
the lazy grin. She’d seen that look before—on men. Oh. So that’s
the way it is.

The blond visibly bristled. “What do you mean, she
hit you.”

Wynter edged away. Time to get out of the line of
fire.

Laughing, Pearce reached out and reclaimed Wynter’s
hand. “It was an accident, Tammy.” She took the napkin and dabbed
at her face, then looked at Wynter and indicated her lip.
“Better?”

Wynter assessed the damage, ignoring the other
woman. “It’s slowing down, but you still need ice. It’s probably a
branch of the labial artery.”

Yeah, probably. Come on, almost there.” Pearce was
about to turn away when Tammy grasped her arm.

Where did you match?” Tammy asked, adding almost
petulantly, “As if I didn’t know.”

University,” Pearce replied, her eyes narrowing
dangerously. Then she pointedly slipped her fingers through
Wynter’s and pulled her against her side. “Let’s go.”

Wynter couldn’t move away as the crowd automatically
shifted to fill the slightest available space. “Look, I have
to—”

You’re not going anywhere fast,” Pearce said, “and
your face is swelling.”

Fine. Go.”

It took another five minutes of determined effort,
but eventually they reached the tables where the drinks were being
dispensed. Huge coolers lined the sidewalk. Pearce collected two
plastic cupfuls of ice and handed one to Wynter. “Better hold one
of these cubes against your chin. You’re getting a pretty good
bruise.”

Experimentally, Wynter worked her jaw from side to
side, noting the tightness just in front of her ears. She sighed.
“It looks like I’m going to be wearing my bite block for a week or
so too.”

TMJ?” Pearce wrapped the napkin around an ice cube
and held it against her lip.

Yes, but not too bad. Just every once in a while my
jaw reminds me that I landed on my face too many times when I was a
kid.”

Climbing trees?” Somehow Pearce couldn’t see Wynter
playing contact sports. She looked more like the tennis type. A
good workout in a country club where you didn’t get dirty, barely
worked up a sweat, and had lunch in an air-conditioned restaurant
after your set was finished. She knew, because it had been her
mother’s favorite pastime.

Wynter laughed, thinking of how much she had wished
for tennis courts and a chance to play when she’d been young. “No,
ice skating. I started when I was two, and I can’t tell you how
many times I landed on my face while trying to do triple
axels.”

Olympic aspirations, huh?” Pearce could see her on a
rink, a trainer nearby, choreographed music coming through the
speakers. Yeah. That fits.

Though Pearce’s tone was teasing, for some reason,
Wynter didn’t mind. She shook her head. “Nope. Always wanted to be
a doctor. You?”

Yeah. Pretty much always.” Something dark passed
through Pearce’s eyes, making them even darker, nearly black, and
then was gone. She glanced at her free hand, which was streaked
with dried blood. “I should go wash this off.”

Wynter recognized when a subject was off-limits.
“I’ll go with you. I want to get a look at your lip once you get it
cleaned up. You might need stitches.”

I don’t think so.”

Well, we’ll decide after we see it.”

Pearce grinned, ignoring the pain in her lip. She
wasn’t used to letting anyone else call the shots. It was neither
her nature nor the reputation she had acquired in the last four
years. And because of who she was, others expected her to lead. It
was refreshing to find someone who didn’t seem to care who she was.
“Okay, Doc, whatever you say.”

Very good,” Wynter said with an approving laugh.
“But since you seem to be good at it, I’ll let you navigate.”

Once more, Pearce clasped Wynter’s hand in a motion
so natural, Wynter barely gave it a thought. They stayed close to
the buildings, skirting the crowds, until they reached Houston
Hall. When they slipped inside the student center, the noise level
mercifully fell.

Oh, thank God,” Wynter murmured. “I might actually
be able to think in a minute.” She glanced around the
high-ceilinged room with its ornate carved pillars and marble
floors. “These old buildings are amazing.”

Where did you go to school?” Pearce asked.

Jefferson.”

Ha. We’re rivals.”

Wynter stopped, extricated her hand from Pearce’s
grasp, and regarded her appraisingly. “Penn?”

Uh-huh.”

The two medical schools, a mere twenty blocks apart,
had sustained a rivalry since the eighteenth century. Over the
decades, the competition had become more theoretical than real, but
the students of each still claimed superiority.

Well, then you better let me decide how bad
the problem is,” Wynter said with utter sincerity.

I might,” Pearce allowed, “if I didn’t care what my
lip looked like when it was healed.”

They regarded one another, eyes locked in challenge,
until their smiles broke simultaneously and they laughed.

Let’s go upstairs,” Pearce suggested. “The bathrooms
down here are going to be too crowded.” After years on campus, she
knew the out-of-the-way restrooms that were never occupied, and
quickly guided Wynter through the twisting hallways and up a wide
flight of stone stairs. “Here we go.”

Pearce pushed the door open and held it for Wynter,
who preceded her inside. There were three stalls, all empty. Wynter
ran cold water in one of the sinks and pulled paper towels from the
dispenser. She soaked several, folded them, and motioned for Pearce
to lean over the sink. “I guess I don’t have to tell you this is
going to sting.”

I can do it.”

I’m sure. But this way I can see what I need to see
before you stir up the bleeding again.”

Pearce quirked an eyebrow. “You don’t have much
faith in my skill.”

Well, considering where you trained…” Wynter
carefully loosened the crusted blood below the pink surface of
Pearce’s lip. “Damn. This goes right through the vermilion border,
Pearce. You probably should get stitches.”

Let’s get a look.” Pearce leaned toward the mirror
and squinted. “It’s not too deep. A Steri-Strip will probably take
care of it.”

And if it doesn’t, you’re going to have a very
noticeable scar because of the color mismatch,” Wynter said
pointedly.

Jeez, you sound like a surgeon.”

I hope so. That’s the plan.”

Really? Where are you going?” It was the most common
question of the day, but for Pearce, the day had held little
excitement. She knew where she was going. She’d always known where
she was going. Suddenly, she was much more interested in where
Wynter would be going.

Embarrassed, Wynter sighed. “Actually…I don’t
know.”

Oh. Shit. Sorry. Look,” Pearce said hastily, “maybe
I can help out. You know, with finding places that still have
openings.”

Wynter frowned, trying to make sense of Pearce’s
offer. Then, suddenly, she understood what she was saying. “Oh, no.
It’s not that I didn’t match. Oh well—maybe I didn’t match,
but…I just haven’t looked yet.”

You’re kidding. You got your envelope three hours
ago, and you haven’t looked yet? Why?”

Because I know it’s not going to say what I want
it to say. Wynter didn’t want to admit the truth, especially
not to this woman, and struggled for an explanation. “I was tied up
on rounds. I didn’t get a chance.”

Unexpectedly bothered by Wynter’s obvious
discomfort, Pearce didn’t push for further explanation. “Do you
have the envelope with you?”

Right here.” Wynter patted her back pocket.

Well, come on. Let’s see it.”

For the first time, Wynter actually wanted to know,
and she wanted Pearce to be the one who shared the moment with her.
It didn’t make any sense, but she felt it all the same. With a deep
breath, she pulled the envelope from her pocket and opened it in
one unhesitant motion. She slid out the card, and then without
looking at it, passed it to Pearce.

Pearce looked down, read the words, and hid the
swift stab of disappointment. “Surgery. Yale–New Haven.” She met
Wynter’s eyes. “Good place. Congratulations.”

Yes,” Wynter said, not surprised. Her tone was flat.
“Thanks.”

Well. Let’s see to the rest of you.”

What?” Wynter asked, still trying to decipher the
odd expression on Pearce’s face. For an instant, she’d looked
sad.

Pearce handed the card back and cupped Wynter’s jaw
with both hands. She saw Wynter’s eyes widen in surprise. “Open,”
she said, placing her thumbs over each temporomandibular joint.
“Slowly, but go as far as you can.”

Wynter was aware of a rush of butterflies in the pit
of her stomach and her face flushing. Pearce’s hands were not only
strong, but gentle. They stood so close that their thighs
brushed.

Feels okay,” Wynter murmured as Pearce carefully
circled the joints. Feels…wonderful.

Pearce slid her fingers along the border of Wynter’s
jaw and over her chin. “Sore?”

Wynter shook her head. She couldn’t feel her chin.
All she could feel was the heat of Pearce’s skin. She was breathing
fast. So was Pearce. Pearce’s eyes had gotten impossibly dark, so
dark that the pupils blended with the surrounding irises, creating
midnight pools that Wynter was absolutely certain she could drown
in.

Pearce,” Wynter whispered. Whatever was happening,
she couldn’t let it. But as she slipped further into Pearce’s eyes,
she couldn’t recall why not. She forced herself to focus.
“Don’t.”

Hmm?” Pearce lowered her head, intent on capturing
the hint of spice that was Wynter’s scent. She slid her hand around
the back of Wynter’s neck as she very lightly kissed the tip of her
chin where the bruise shadowed it. Her lips tingled and she
tightened deep inside. “Better?”

Much,” Wynter said teasingly, hoping to make light
of the moment.

It gets better,” Pearce said, her lids half closed,
her mouth closing in on Wynter’s.

I…Pearce…wait…” Wynter’s cell phone rang, impossibly
loud, and she jumped. She fumbled for it, unable to look away.
Pearce’s mouth was an inch from hers when she whispered, “Hello?”
She listened, staring at the pounding carotid in Pearce’s throat.
“I thought you weren’t coming. Okay. Fine. I’m in the bathroom.
I’ll be right out.” She closed the phone. Her voice was thick. “I
have to go.”

Why?” Pearce kept her hand on the back of Wynter’s
neck and caressed her softly, tangling her fingers in Wynter’s
hair. She knew what she saw in Wynter’s eyes. She’d seen it before,
but it had never stirred her quite like this. “Got a date?”

No,” Wynter said as she gently backed away, escaping
Pearce’s grip, if not her spell. “It’s my husband.”

Standing absolutely still, Pearce said nothing as
Wynter stepped around her and hurried out. When the door swung
closed, leaving her alone, Pearce bent down and retrieved the
forgotten white card. Wynter must have dropped it. She ran her
thumb over the type, then slid the card into her breast pocket.

Goodbye, Wynter Kline.


Chapter Two

Four Years Later

 


Just as Pearce pulled her robin’s-egg blue 1967
Thunderbird convertible into the parking garage on South Street
next to the University Museum, her beeper went off.

Shit,” she muttered as she tilted the small plastic
rectangle to check the readout. Five a.m. and the chaos was
starting already. The number, however, wasn’t one of the nurses’
stations in the twelve-story Rhoads Pavilion, which housed most of
the surgical patients. It was the chairman’s office. And at that
hour of the morning, it wasn’t his secretary calling. It was him.
“Fuck.”

She pulled the classic car into the angled slot in
the far corner of the first floor next to the security guard’s tiny
booth. It was a reserved space and one for which she paid premium
rates, but she wasn’t about to let some idiot dent the vehicle that
she had spent countless hours restoring. She knew all the guards
would keep an eye on it. She tipped them every month in thanks.
“Hey, Charlie,” she called as she climbed out.

Good morning, Doctor,” the pencil-thin retired cop
said. He wore his security guard uniform with the same pride with
which he had worn the Philadelphia Police blues for thirty years.
“Might better have left the baby home today. The news is calling
for rain later. Could be snow if it gets a little colder.”

I’ll leave the car here until spring, then,” Pearce
yelled as she jogged toward the street. Her cell phone wouldn’t
work in the parking garage. And it wouldn’t matter to her if it
rained or snowed, because she was on call for the next twenty-four
hours and would not be leaving the hospital for at least thirty.
“You take good care of my girl, now.”

Charlie laughed and sketched a salute as she
disappeared up the ramp.

Once on the sidewalk, she thumbed the speed dial and
punched in the number. When it was answered by the voice she
anticipated, she said, “Rifkin.”

Would you stop by the office before rounds this
morning?”

Although framed as a question, it wasn’t a
request.

Yes sir. I’m just outside the hospital.”

Come up now, then.”

Pearce didn’t have time to reply before the call was
cut off. Fuck. She ran through the list of patients on the
chairman’s service, wondering if something had gone wrong that she
didn’t know about. The junior surgery resident who had been on call
the night before knew that he was to advise her of any problem, no
matter how small. But other than several routine questions about
transfusions and antibiotic coverage, she hadn’t gotten any calls
of note. Despite the fact that her family home was only forty
minutes away in Bryn Mawr and she could easily have had her own
wing of the house and all the privacy she required, she lived in an
apartment in West Philadelphia so that she could make it to the
hospital in less than fifteen minutes. She did not like to be
surprised by problems in the morning, and a call at this hour to
the chairman’s office could only be a problem. Fuck.

The elevator was empty when she got in. It stopped
at the second floor to admit a bedraggled blond with dark circles
under her eyes, a bloodstained Rorschach on the left thigh of her
scrub pants, and a crumpled piece of paper in her right hand that
she studied as if it were the Holy Grail. Pearce knew it was “the
list”—an inventory of all the patients on the service to which the
resident was assigned, with coded notations as to each patient’s
admission date, date of surgery, procedure performed, most recent
lab tests, and outstanding test results. The work of the day—or
night—centered around the list and, if an attending surgeon were to
call for an update on one of their patients, everything the
resident needed to know was on that single piece of paper. Even
though every resident carried a PDA and there were computers at
every nurses’ station, the “list” still prevailed as the source of
all vital info. Without it, more than one resident had found
himself giving incomplete or incorrect information, and in short
order, had been looking for a new job. At least once a day, some
frantic resident could be seen rushing through the halls asking all
and sundry, “Have you seen my list? I lost my list. Has anyone seen
my list?”

Hey, Tam,” Pearce said. “How you doing?”

Tammy Reynolds looked up from the page, blinking as
if she had awakened from a dream. Then she smiled slowly, some of
the fatigue leaving her eyes. “Hey you. I haven’t seen you at
O’Malley’s recently. Have you been hiding, or has someone been
monopolizing all your time?”

Neither. But I’m senior on the chief’s service, and
it’s been busy.”

I know which service you’re on.” She moved a little
closer in the elevator and put her hand on Pearce’s waist. She
circled her thumb on Pearce’s pale green scrub shirt, massaging the
muscles underneath. “I pay attention to where you are. And
you’re never too busy when you want something.”

Pearce moved back out of touching range, aware that
they were slowing for the fifth floor. She didn’t want the doors to
open and someone to see them. And she didn’t want Tammy’s
attentions. At least, not right at the moment. “I gotta go. Take it
easy, okay?”

Call me. I’m on the onc service this month,” Tammy
called as Pearce stepped off the elevator. “I could use some of
your medicine, baby.”

Pearce lifted a hand in a parting wave, grateful
that there was no one waiting in the hall who might’ve heard the
comment. She didn’t care what her fellow residents knew or thought
of her, but she preferred that her private business not become the
topic of conversation among the administration. Well, at least not
by her own invitation.

She walked along the maroon-carpeted hallway toward
the large corner office. The staff surgeons’ offices were clustered
in one corner of the fifth floor with the surgeons’ lounge
adjoining them and the operating suites taking up the rest of the
floor on the opposite side of the building. This arrangement
enabled the surgeons to wait in their offices, working, until their
cases were ready to go. Since it was a matter of routine for cases
to begin late, it prevented lost time, something that every surgeon
loathed. The secretarial spaces, separated from the hallway by
waist-high partitions, were all empty. The office doors were
closed. The administrative work of the day would not begin until
eight thirty, and by that time, most of the surgeons would already
be in the OR. She enjoyed the quiet, empty warren, and likened the
stillness to the calm before the storm. She glanced at the yellow
face of her Luminox sports watch and grimaced. Five fifteen. If
this took more than a few minutes, she would be late meeting the
other residents, and that was a bad precedent to set. As the most
senior resident on the service, she organized the daily work
schedule, assigned the more junior residents to assist on cases,
and oversaw the night call rotations. She was always on time, if
not early, because her behavior set the tone for her service, and
she expected everyone to be prompt. She expected a lot of things,
and if she didn’t get it, there was hell to pay.

She was the ultimate authority over all things
resident-related on the chief’s service, the busiest of the general
surgery services. The only individual in the hospital with more
power within the resident hierarchy was the chief surgical
resident, and he was in charge of his own service and outpatient
clinic—for all practical purposes functioning as a junior attending
with only minimal supervision from the attending surgeons.

I hope this is quick,” she muttered as she
approached the closed door to the chairman’s office. An unassuming
plastic nameplate next to the door announced his name. Ambrose P.
Rifkin, M.D., Chairman.

She knocked on the door.

Come in.”

His desk was situated in the far corner of the room,
angled so that he sat with his back to the two walls of windows, as
if the outside world were a distraction or, at the very least, of
no interest to him. It also allowed him to look at his visitors
with the sun at his back, and in their eyes. He knew how to
position himself to advantage.

Pearce,” he said, gesturing to the two armchairs in
front of his broad walnut desk. The dark furniture and thick area
rugs lent the room a traditional air, heavy and rich, and suited
his style. Though he was in his mid-fifties, his thick hair was
still midnight black, his aquiline features patrician, and his body
trim from twice-weekly squash matches. He looked—and was—a
commanding presence.

Sir,” she said as she sat. The last time she’d seen
him had been the previous afternoon when she’d assisted him on a
low anterior colon resection. They’d said nothing to one another
during the case, other than when she had provided him with the
pertinent patient history and he had asked her to outline the plan
for removing the constricting carcinoma that was lying in the
patient’s pelvis. She’d answered succinctly and accurately. He’d
said nothing until an hour and a half later, when he’d stepped back
from the table and said, “I have a meeting. Close her up.”

He’d left without waiting for her reply. Now, the
sound of his modulated baritone brought her back to the moment, and
she realized she’d missed the first part of his sentence.

…resident.”

Pearce straightened, her forearms resting on the
wooden arms of the chair. She was careful not to grip the armrests
and allow him to see that she was nervous. “I’m sorry, sir. I
didn’t get that.”

He frowned, his piercing blue eyes raking over her.
“I said, we’re adding a new resident.”

In January?” The residency year ran from July to
July, and it was very unusual for anyone to start off-cycle. In
fact, she couldn’t remember ever having seen that happen.

We’ve had an empty third-year slot since Elliott
decided he couldn’t cut it. Now we have a body to fill it. Are you
complaining?”

No, sir, but why is he switching programs in the
middle of the year?”

Ambrose Rifkin smiled wryly. “She.”

Pearce flushed, knowing that he would enjoy her
inadvertent confirmation that surgical residents were usually men.
She knew it was his opinion, and that of most of his
contemporaries, that they should be men. She was one of the
few exceptions in the program, and despite the fact that more
female surgeons were trained every year, the specialty remained the
last bastion of male privilege within medicine. She said nothing,
wishing to avoid another trap.

She’s technically a fourth-year, but she missed six
months because of some…personal issues. Spent a few months working
in an emergency room, apparently.” His tone was both dismissive and
disdainful. “But she has good credentials, and I know the chairman
of her program. He says she has good hands.”

Coming from a surgeon, that was the highest
compliment another surgeon could receive. It was better to be the
most technically proficient than to be the smartest. Brains didn’t
help much when you were faced with a bleeding vessel and twenty
seconds to stop it before the patient bled to death. The only thing
that mattered then was the steel in your spine and the skill in
your hands.

When is she starting?”

She should be here at seven.”

Today?”

Problem, Dr. Rifkin?”

No sir,” Pearce said quickly, reshuffling the day’s
priorities in her mind. Every night before she left the hospital,
she double-checked the surgery schedule to make sure that nothing
had been changed without her knowledge. Nothing made a staff
surgeon angrier than showing up for a case and discovering there
was no resident available to assist him. Unfortunately, sometimes
the secretaries canceled or, worse, added cases without informing
the resident in charge, and it was the resident who paid for such
miscommunication. She’d already assigned today’s cases to her team,
and she had no one who could orient the newcomer. “Uh, could Connie
take care of her this morning, until I’m done with the
aneurysm?”

Connie Lang was the department chair’s admin, and
the go-to person for anything that the residents needed.

Call Dzubrow and tell him to assist on the aneurysm.
Whatever he’s doing in the lab can wait.”

Pearce bit back a protest. An abdominal aortic
aneurysm resection was a major case, and as the senior resident on
the service, it was hers. She needed every major case she could get
if she wanted the chief surgical resident’s position the following
year. Henry Dzubrow was her only real competition for the position
among the other fourth-year residents, and he was supposed to be
spending the next six months working in the shock-trauma lab. It
seemed to her, though, that he was showing up in the operating room
at every opportunity.

She stood, because she knew if she stayed much
longer, she was going to complain about Dzubrow’s preferential
treatment. And that would surely doom her. A surgery resident did
not complain about anything. Period. She could still remember her
first day and her father standing in front of the auditorium where
the twenty-five new first-year residents sat nervously awaiting his
instruction. His expression had been unreadable as his cold blue
eyes had swept the room, passing over her face as if she were just
one of the indistinguishable bodies. She could remember his words
and knew that he’d meant them.

If you’re not happy here, all you need to do is
come to me and say so. There are fifty people waiting for every one
of your positions, and I can guarantee they will be happy to take
your place. Never forget that being here is a privilege, not a
right. He’d looked over the room one more time, his gaze
settling on Pearce just a moment longer, it seemed, than on the
others. Privileges can be lost.

What’s her name?” Pearce asked.

The chairman looked down at a folder on his desk.
“Thompson.”

Okay.”

He said nothing, and Pearce left, closing the door
behind her without being asked. She took a deep breath and let it
out, forcing down her anger and the frustration that always
accompanied any kind of interaction with her father. The only time
they ever seemed to be comfortable together was in the operating
room. She probably should be used to it by now, but she wasn’t.

Fuck.”

Having a rough day already, Pearce?”

Pearce jumped in surprise and spun around. Connie
Lang stood behind her balancing two cups of coffee in cardboard
containers and a Dunkin’ Donuts bag.

The usual,” Pearce said. “You’re starting a little
early, aren’t you?”

Connie nodded toward the closed door. “He’s got a
budget meeting at six thirty.” She smiled, a predatory gleam in her
eye. “He knows that the desk jockeys can’t think clearly this early
in the morning, and he has a much better shot at getting exactly
what he wants this way.”

Doesn’t he always?”

Wisely, Connie said nothing. “He told you about the
new resident?”

Pearce nodded.

She’s downstairs at the admissions desk. I heard her
ask for directions to the surgeons’ lounge.”

Jesus. Already?”

Connie smiled. “She’s eager. Isn’t that what you
want?”

Oh, sure. Can’t wait.” With a sigh, Pearce started
toward the elevators. “I better go find her. What does she look
like?”

Just a little bit shorter than you. Nice looking.
Shoulder-length hair, a little bit blond, a little bit reddish
brown. She’s wearing navy scrubs.”

I’ll find her,” Pearce said, wondering just what
Connie meant by nice looking. She was getting tired of dating the
usual suspects—nurses and other residents. She didn’t date anyone
for very long and didn’t have much time to look elsewhere for new
prospects, so new faces, especially pretty ones, were welcome.
Maybe this won’t be so bad after all.
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