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Abigail Torres

FUCK. I HATED IT WHEN my fingers and palms got sweaty. It was my body’s immediate response to any and all discomfort. And being like this, of all days, was the worst possible scenario.

A living nightmare, to be more specific.

The walk to the reception desk at Washington West Hospital drained every last bit of that stay confident bullshit that self-help books and videos were peddling these days.

Two years had passed since I’d been loaned out to Chicago Medical Center. And surprise, surprise—not even the countless precautions the Administrative Board had taken to bury the incident I’d been blamed for turned out to be enough to erase from my record the day my life fell apart.

Back then, I was just a first-year resident staring down her first and irremediable mistake. The punishment? Being kicked out of the surgical residency program at the most prestigious private hospital in the country.

One mistake. One humiliation that would haunt me forever.

That’s why I was so nervous. Because I had to make this work. There wouldn’t be any second chances or new opportunities if I didn’t.

Looking around the grand lobby of Washington West, I felt crushed. Glass walls covered the entire area, making me feel like I was inside an aquarium full of vicious sharks. Unfortunately, there was one terrifying predator among them who’d have no problem shredding me to pieces with his teeth until nothing was left.

Nervous, I checked in at reception and waited for someone to come get me. The wait gave me a few minutes to pull myself together. But suddenly, trying to act like I wasn’t the same shy, scatterbrained resident felt pointless. Even if I’d nailed the choice of white blouse and pencil skirt hugging my hips—which were anything but discreet.

I scolded myself for the effort, because deep down, the last thing I felt right now was confident or changed.

“No. I deserve to be here. I’m smart. I have ambition,” I whispered, yet another one of my solo conversations.

Talking out loud helped me think. Helped organize my hyperactive goddamn mind, whose thoughts were so fast and chaotic they sometimes left me confused.

The truth was, my brain worked at a pace my mouth and body couldn’t always keep up with.

Standing still only made me more nervous, and as I brought one finger to my mouth to bite the tip, I realized nothing about the hospital—every resident’s dream—had changed. Especially not mine. The years of studying, the exceptional grades, the letters of recommendation—they’d gotten me in here.

And the day I found out I had to leave, I wanted to die.

W. West wasn’t just any hospital. It was the best. And it had affiliations with several other medical centers—some with specific specialties, and others, like Chicago, where I’d been transferred. Which turned out to be an absolute bloodbath.

Anyway, it was in those hallways, amid hundreds of emergency cases, that I understood the forced transfer hadn’t been a second chance to finish the residency program. It had been a punishment. One of the worst.

Whenever I thought about it, I was haunted by Dr. Nicholas Donovan’s demanding gray eyes staring at me like I was a stupid, incompetent girl—exactly what he’d called me in front of the Medical Board that had met for almost a week, peppering me with questions, making me go over every minute of the worst day of my life.

And when part of the Board realized what happened was just an unfortunate incident any doctor or resident could have made under the same circumstances, then it was the Washington West owners’ turn to meet and decide my fate.

“I want her out of my hospital!” Nicholas declared, authoritarian.

His was the vote that sealed my future.

The abrupt movement of my neck, trying to shut out the unwanted thoughts, loosened the rebellious brown waves from the bun I’d thrown together this morning.

Glancing quickly at the colored elastics on my arm, hidden beneath my white blouse, I grabbed one that didn’t serve as a reminder and used it to tie my hair back.

In the middle of the chaos my life had become, unable to tell my parents the truth, there was one person I could count on: Alicia Bryant.

The pediatric oncologist at W. West and wife of Dr. Tom Bryant, one of the partners and current administrator of the hospital—founded by two renowned (and now deceased) doctors whose goal was to turn W. West into the country’s largest surgical center. And they’d achieved not just that, but also ensured their children followed the same path.

It was Alicia’s interference back then that kept the Board from expelling me from the program for good. But her influence as Tom’s wife did nothing to convince Dr. Donovan of my innocence. Unfortunately, he was the man representing the other 50% of W. West’s partnership.

The most inflexible, hard-headed 50%.

Not that I had any hope when it came to Nicholas. His rift with Alicia—a recurring topic in the W. West hallways—was no secret to anyone. Neither was the fact that, at some point in the past, Alicia had traded Nicholas for Tom.

Many blamed the pediatrician for the surgeon’s endless bad mood. Despite being the rudest, crudest, most cynical and terrifying man I’d ever met, he was also one of the most renowned and important doctors in the US, with three major awards in his specialty before he even turned forty-three.

Everything I’d read and heard about him and his feats in the operating room had made me idolize him, turn him into my prince in a white coat. Not that Nicholas—used to operating on cases deemed impossible—could ever be considered any kind of prince.

For a year, I did everything humanly possible to absorb every lesson he taught. I studied his mannerisms, the way he worked and treated patients. I became so fixated on the professional that my admiration turned into desire... and it was that feeling—so reckless and inappropriate—that made me fall for the doctor.

A forbidden crush that led me to make the first mistake in a chain of others that dragged me to this moment.

Because, let’s face it, kissing Nicholas Donovan while completely drunk was without a doubt one of the worst decisions I’d ever made.

The memory tormented me so much that I squeezed my eyes shut. Not out of regret. Out of shame for myself.

The warm night air hit my face as I pushed open the doors to the hotel balcony where the hospital’s end-of-year party was happening. Stumbling out in a way that was anything but sexy, I hated myself for the pathetic attempt to dress like the other residents and nurses. My full hair was as unruly as ever. The heavy makeup—unlike anything I’d ever put on my face. And the new dress, in a light color that highlighted every curve and flaw on my body, was anything but attractive. I realized that now.

I knew I was wrong to want to get Nicholas’s attention like that, but I couldn’t help the electric jolt that shot through every inch of my body every time that man looked at me with those thick, dark eyebrows.

It was sexy. Disturbing. Even though it made me feel like a little bug with glasses that he wished would disappear.

Even though Nicholas always sounded angry and disgusted, I’d gotten addicted to the feeling. It was like a drug. An adrenaline shot straight into my jugular vein.

“I needed more,” I thought, as I downed what was left in the glass decorated with cherries and colorful umbrellas. I did it not because I wanted to be drunk or needed courage. But out of distraction.

Because looking and wanting was all I could ever do when it came to that man—who, for unknown reasons, disapproved of every single thing I did.

“You’re not paying attention. Do you have any idea what you’re doing? During my shift, my word is law! Your perfume is nauseating—use less of it. Stop staring at me and start proving your professors were right, Dr. Torres. Because so far, I haven’t seen a single brilliant thing about you.”

Nicholas Donovan was good with his hands. The son of a bitch saved lives like no other goddamn doctor. But he was an idiot whenever he opened his mouth.

“A hot idiot in a white coat... still an idiot.”

“What?” The rough growl cut through the thick night silence. And before I turned around, I bit my lip. Because Nicholas’s unmistakable voice did things to my body. Dirty, indecent things. “You know what? Never mind. Just get the hell out and leave me alone, Dr. Torres.”

I stared at him, stunned. It was hard to pretend that his built, muscular frame—because yes, there were plenty of muscles under that white coat and surgical scrubs—didn’t intimidate me. Then there was his hair, a little longer than most doctors in his position usually wore. And the beard. I loved the beard. Because it made Nicholas Donovan different from everyone else.

The man was the hospital’s black sheep.

“I don’t think so.” I refused to just leave, blinking several times because the contact lenses replacing my glasses tonight were bothering me. “I mean, I got here first, and just because you love Alicia and you’re furious with her and Tom doesn’t make you the owner of the balcony...”

“What?” His voice, this time, came out more like a roar.

Okay, fine. He wasn’t a black sheep. More like a lion.

Fierce and menacing. When he stepped closer, I felt even more disoriented and awkward. It was no secret that I didn’t fit the type of woman men like him usually went for.

“I heard your argument... you and her. And...”

Well, it hadn’t been pleasant to hear. Because apparently, Nicholas still loved Alicia. And Alicia didn’t seem willing to leave her current husband.

“And for that goddamn reason, you think you know me? Where’s all that intelligence your professors sold me on, Dr. Torres?” It took me a moment to notice how close Nicholas had gotten, until his cologne hit me.

And the man smelled like sex, for God’s sake!

If he dared take one more step toward me, I swear I’d be able to hear his heart thunder inside his chest.

But then—as if it weren’t a mistake already announced by the drunken butterflies in my stomach, as if Nicholas weren’t one of the hospital owners where I was doing my residency—I kissed him.

Crazily. Desperately.

And the fit was perfect. Even if hesitant at first, his tongue dove between my lips, demanding space, and I moaned. The alcoholic breath—pure, top-shelf cognac—flooded my mouth.

The bite he gave me before sucking hard on my lips made my panties hot and sticky. I squeezed one leg against the other, uncomfortable, in a disorientation that had nothing to do with the alcohol and everything to do with Nicholas Donovan and his intense way of showing desire. Or was it anger?

It was a kiss full of teeth, bites, and lips. And if his animalistic way of kissing wasn’t enough to get me a little drunker, the alcohol I tasted on the tip of his tongue would have done it.

I was pulled hard, my arms wrapped in his large, powerful hands. Hands I’d watched in action countless times in the operating room.

And my God, everything I felt, for the time that man’s mouth stayed on mine, made me tremble from head to toe and gave me goosebumps all over. The feeling didn’t last—it was seconds of flying from heaven to hell and back... the same instant Nicholas came to his senses, remembering who I was and where we were.

One look at his masculine face and his eyes, bloodshot with rage, was enough for me to know the truth. I was far from the woman he wanted to kiss.

“Get out of my way!” he growled harshly, not even looking me in the eye.

“I... I’m so sorry, I didn’t think...” I wanted to. I really wanted to. But I really didn’t think. Because this was the kind of situation that would screw up my career. Not to mention it was always going to be a one-sided crush, I thought, watching him run his thumb over his lip as if wiping my kiss from his mouth. “Dr. Donovan?”

“I said get out of my way, Abigail. Now.”

That day, I found myself shoved into a game of giants, only to receive my punishment at the first opportunity that arose. As if being removed from W. West was my penance for having seen Nicholas Donovan at his worst.

“Abigail Torres?” a female voice called, making me turn. “Could you follow me? Dr. Bryant is waiting for you in her office.”

Alicia was exactly the first person I wanted to see. In our last phone call, it wasn’t clear whether Nicholas knew about my return. And that was my only request: that he agree.

The man was one of the owners, after all.

The elevator ride—surrounded by glass structures with a magnificent view of the hospital’s interior, designed in a circular layout to house a wide ground-floor garden and provide access to walkways connecting one section to another—took no more than a few minutes. And when I was left in front of the door with the nameplate reading Pediatrics – Dr. Bryant, I knocked twice before sticking my head in the doorway, quickly being invited inside.

Alicia’s beauty had impressed me in the past, and seeing her now was no different. With dark skin, long black hair pulled back in an elegant braid, she had warm green eyes. No wonder she was the reason two of the most prestigious doctors in Washington—if not the United States—fought over her.

“It’s so good to have you back, Abigail.” Alicia hugged me as if we were old friends. Which wasn’t exactly true. We were close and admired each other, but I was more her protégée than anything else. “You look... different,” the pediatrician commented, studying me carefully.

Alicia was one of the few people who had believed in me back then, and who was welcoming me now, when the Chicago hospital had decided there was no room for a lying resident.

Shit. What good were the best grades and years of effort if, in the end, the sharks decided my future?

If they allowed—or didn’t allow—me to have a chance?

As if that weren’t bad enough, I still had to deal with everyone’s judgment. Because I’d gone from being a careless resident to a married man’s mistress—a man who was highly respected in the medical field.

The sneaky slut from Chicago Medical Center.

“Listen to me, Abigail. I know you want to leave the past behind, but I need to tell you—with your complaint against Dr. Russell, other women will have the courage to do the same. It’s only a matter of time.” I wasn’t so sure anymore, because when I told the truth—my truth—I was the only one who got hurt. The only one fingers were pointed at. The only one whose life was turned—again—upside down.

“The hospital didn’t accept my complaint, Dr. Bryant. And again, there’s nothing I can do.”

Being tossed from one hospital to another like a rag doll never was my idea of life or a career. That’s why I was here today, clinging tooth and nail to the last chance I knew I’d get. And because I knew there was no room for more mistakes, I swore to myself that this time, nothing would derail me.

Not even the gray-eyed shark in a white coat who, from prince, had turned into the big bad wolf of my story.
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Nicholas Donovan

THE FREEZING DRIZZLE falling this morning wasn’t enough to stop me from blasting my practically falling-apart car into the spot designated for me. My 24-hour shift hadn’t even started yet, and my patience was already being tested. The inconvenience of spending the last twenty minutes hunting for another place to park, plus the annoyance of having to welcome the new surgical residency cohort—which, thanks to the son of a bitch running W. West, would be under my supervision this first week.

A test of endurance and determination for the new graduates.

Back in the day, I would’ve praised that miserable bastard Tom Bryant for giving the first-year residents a reality check. Now, I could only see his decision as a provocation.

Something the man pulled off with extreme ease.

Fuck it if my refusal and resistance to teaching made me the nightmare of these rookies and most of the staff working in this hospital. I didn’t spend years of my life locked in a classroom, or standing in front of an operating table, just to have to teach any of these kids how to hold a scalpel without trembling or how to handle losing a patient.

Because if there was something I expected them to learn from me—usually by their third or fourth year of residency, when my direct contact with them began—it was how to save lives.

Not how to lose them.

Still pissed off about the setback, I headed inside the cluster of towers that made up the hospital, all connected by glass-covered walkways and hallways. I took care of things along the way, like trying to find out who had parked where they shouldn’t have.

Not that it said Nicholas Donovan, Director of the Surgery and Residency Department, Specializing in Cardiothoracic Interventions and Transplants, and Partner at Washington West on the spot, written or visible, guaranteeing my right to the space.

But everyone who worked directly or indirectly with me knew that spot belonged to me.

And goddamn it! I liked to think I was surrounded by people smart enough to understand the basics about me: nobody took or laid hands on what was mine.

Not anymore.

Losing Alicia to the bastard who’d been considered my best friend my whole life turned me into a selfish prick, I won’t deny it. It brought out every pre-existing flaw and bad habit. To the point where I no longer tolerated mistakes and demanded the same kind of effort and dedication from everyone around me.

The truth was, thanks to those two, I was scarred deep and consumed by resentment. They say pain makes you strong, resilient. In my case, it just made me even more intolerant. That’s why I became a wounded animal that refused to let go of the bone, the meat, even the organs.

Once I got my hands on something, I wouldn’t pull them off even if I was forced to.

I had no shortage of reasons for my shitty behavior, even though those who’d known me longer knew I’d always been a difficult man to deal with.

“You don’t understand. You never listen to me, and you always have to be right, Nicholas!”

I remembered hearing Alicia shout, exasperated, during one of our constant arguments—arguments that started the day I saw her packing her bags and leaving the apartment we’d lived in since we finished our medical residency.

“And Tom listens to you?” I demanded, completely out of my mind.

“Yes. He listens to me and sees me as I am. Full of flaws and imperfections. He doesn’t expect me to be a machine. Whose only focus is work.”

“I never expected that from you.”

“No? You pressure me twenty-four hours a day. Nothing I do is ever good enough.” I forced myself to stay quiet, because that was one of her favorite accusations. My work. My priorities. “Tom asked me to marry him, Nicholas,” she revealed, exhausted. “That’s why I’m here. Because I didn’t want you to find out from someone else... he and I... we’re getting married.”

“So now you two decide to show some consideration? How kind of you. Too bad it’s too late for this bullshit, Alicia... or can I already call you future Dr. Bryant?” She turned her back on me, hurt. But I didn’t care, because I was the only one in this story who’d been betrayed for months. I might not have been the most present or devoted partner—my work was what kept me alive—but fuck, if there was anyone who knew me, it was Alicia. “Do you really love him?”

There was no way the woman who, just six months ago, slept and woke up in my goddamn bed was now telling me she was going to marry another man.

Specifically, my best friend.

“Yes. I love him.”

I stepped forward, about to grab her, but the look in Alicia’s eyes stopped me.

I fought for her every single day those first six months. I made our lives a living hell. I turned the hospital my father and Tom’s father built into a war zone. Fuck, he and I couldn’t even be in the same room without breaking something.

And now...

“So you’re really going to get married.” Alicia stared at me, nervous, a mix of anxiety and worry. “After years by my side, all the plans we made...”

“Your life is and always will be that hospital, Nicholas. Your patients. Your career. I was never a priority in your life. I never came first.”

“I save lives, Alicia. What did you expect? That I’d drop everything to play house with you?”

She shook her head from side to side and grabbed the designer bag she’d left on my couch.

“I’ve said everything I needed to say. I was honest about every word. I couldn’t let you find out from someone other than me.”

Before she could leave the apartment—the same one we’d chosen together so many years ago—the bitter, resentful words slipped out of my mouth:

“Don’t think for a second that I’ll be here, waiting for you, when you realize the mistake you’re making. Because you had your chance, and you wasted it, Alicia.”

Her eyes were wet when she looked at me.

“It was never my intention to hurt you, Nicholas. I just don’t want to spend my life competing with your work or begging you to see me.” Alicia shook her head, giving up on what she was going to say. “Just be okay, alright?”

I didn’t turn around to watch her walk out of my life for the second time. That wasn’t how things worked with me.

Jaw clenched, mind raging from being dragged back to the night Alicia announced her goddamn wedding, I crossed the hospital reception and headed to the locker room the surgical team shared with the rest of the doctors. Once there, I took off my coat and swapped it for a white lab coat. According to the internal schedule and the surgery board, I’d have the whole morning with the residents.

Splitting them between the emergency and trauma wing, and the post-op rounds.

Before I could leave and start the day, the locker room door opened and closed. And the last person I wanted to see beside me or deal with at this hour of the morning walked up: Tom Bryant.

The bastard repeated the same process I had. Except that under his lab coat, Tom kept his dress clothes and the expensive watch his father—one of W. West’s founders—had given him at graduation.

Back when old Dr. Bryant congratulated both me and his son, he never imagined that at some point in our lives we’d end up destroying years of friendship. Reducing it to uncomfortable silences and heated arguments over the most pointless reasons possible.

Arguments that always ended at the same point: Tom’s wife.

The fact that the bastard was among the living this morning meant he’d be spending his own time with the R1 group today. Not that I had any intention of being around when that happened.

Slamming my own locker door hard, without saying a single word to the son of a bitch, I left the locker room and merged into the swarm of nurses and residents forming around the two emergency wings—one for general and trauma care, the other mostly filled with neurological and cardiac patients.

It was near the nursing station that served both wings that I organized the team that would accompany me during the day. As I explained the dynamics of what we’d do to the new residents, alongside the third-years, and split them into teams, I swept my sharp gaze over every young, focused face. Remembering their names was an impossible task, so in my mind... I classified them by numbers.

Before I could finish the briefing and dismiss them, my gaze locked onto the wild, dark mane of hair that my body recognized before my brain even processed the information.

For a split second, I thought it was some kind of hallucination or maybe even the first symptom of dementia. Because the possibility that Abigail Torres was at W. West, among the dozen residents under my supervision, seemed impossible.

The miserable wretch wouldn’t be that brave. Or that crazy.

Ah, you irritating, sneaky little thing. You picked a terrible day to disobey one of my orders and cross my path.

My blood boiled as I studied the profile of the resident who could easily be mistaken for a scatterbrained college student. Always in the wrong place at the wrong time.

In the past, Abigail hadn’t been able to hold my gaze for more than a few seconds. Her skin always gave her away, turning red in my presence, broadcasting her discomfort.

Watching her now, hidden behind a small shield of residents, showing herself as the same clumsy girl who’d stalked me through these hospital halls for weeks, I noticed something different about Abigail.

Maybe the fact that, this time, she held my gaze for every second it took me to look her up and down.

Roughly, I shoved the knot in my throat down, absolutely livid. Because even though the girl was trying to hide—and she almost managed it, given her height—the resident never would have gone unnoticed.

Not to the man who would recognize her anywhere. No matter the circumstances.

The mix of prescription glasses, the full lips that practically popped on her face, and the heart-shaped face unsettled and confused me. Because at the same time I could see the scared girl behind the outdated frames, I could also see the woman who used to stare at me like she wanted to tear a piece of flesh off me.

Abigail wasn’t the first or the last resident to fall for me during the program. But she was the first to make me cross the line I’d rigidly imposed over years of medicine.

Don’t fuck where you make your living.

Even if, in her case, the only thing I fucked was her mouth. In a single kiss.

Strangely enough, it was in Abigail’s brown eyes that the girl’s soul resided. They were curious eyes, attentive to every single word that escaped my mouth. As if it took double the effort for her to understand what was being said.

As if that wasn’t enough, there was her annoying habit of always raising her hand, wanting to be the first to answer or contribute to some delicate case. The truth was, the girl talked too much, to the point where the other residents considered her an irritating suck-up.

I myself found her obnoxious.

Uncomfortable being the target of my sharp, rude attention, Abigail took a step back. Which only made me more inclined to step forward, narrowing my eyes until every milky inch of her skin turned red.

The girl was far from the type of woman who attracted me sexually, but there was something about that miserable little thing that always made me look for her in a crowd. At first, it was because I wanted to make sure the intern with great potential, so highly recommended by her professors, was really brilliant. But later, after seeing her in action, all I tried to do by keeping my attention on her was prevent a disaster from happening inside my hospital.

For some reason, Abigail was introspective. And she acted like the thoughts in her mind were so fast that they made her incapable of expressing herself with the clarity I demanded from my residents and surgeons.

But after that goddamn kiss and the aggressive way my body reacted to the girl’s innocent yet slutty mix, I wasn’t sure about anything anymore.

Fucking hell! I still didn’t understand how a shy little thing like her had the audacity to kiss me on the mouth and rip my goddamn senses out with her clearly inexperienced tongue and lips.

Still, her kiss clung to my skin. Etched into the back of my mind as something forbidden and insane.

That’s why I felt the blow when I saw her in front of me. A blow that made my entire body react in rage. Because the two years that had passed hadn’t changed my mind, hadn’t even softened my opinion of Abigail Torres. I still considered her an insecure, unprepared resident prone to making mistakes.

I hadn’t entrusted my patients to her in the past, and I wouldn’t do it now.

The fact that the girl owned the tastiest mouth I’d ever tasted in my goddamn life didn’t change a thing.

“You have about a minute to explain exactly what the hell you think you’re doing inside my hospital!” Abigail flinched at the intensity with which the echo of my words resonated through the walls of the emergency wing. And faced with her hesitation, I pressed: “Forty-five seconds now, Dr. Torres. And I still haven’t had my answer,” I growled, indifferent to the other staff.

I didn’t give a shit about the audience watching us, or whether the smart brain behind the prescription glasses—adjusted nervously by the girl—was completely paralyzed. I wouldn’t back down until I got the answers I was looking for, and if she didn’t start talking right now, nothing would stop me from handling the situation my way.

And judging by the terrified look in Abigail’s eyes, it was clear the miserable wretch knew that when I took control, things tended to get complicated.
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Abigail Torres

AS IF THEY COULD FEEL the tension devouring and spreading through the air around us, the first- and third-year residents scattered out of the emergency room until there wasn’t a single barrier left between me and the man glaring at me with such violence.

And, not for the first time, I found myself staring into a look with the power to kill. Because that was exactly how Nicholas had always looked at me. His disturbing gazes used to follow me through the hospital. Watchful, just waiting for me to make some goddamn mistake.

What Dr. Donovan didn’t realize was that even though his stare made me nervous, it also turned me on. It fucked with my head and my body so badly that I started dreaming about those gray eyes.

Dreams so filthy they’d make a saint’s hair stand on end.

What crushed my confidence was realizing that the man in front of me was still so stubbornly locked in his anger that even some random stranger, with no clue what happened in the past, could tell that behind that piercing gaze there was nothing but contempt. And it was his reaction—annoyed and exasperated—that made me understand Alicia hadn’t warned him.

Because, apparently, Nicholas had no fucking idea I was back.

“I thought it was obvious, Dr. Donovan,” I whispered, uncomfortable with all the attention we’d drawn.

Like everyone else, I was wearing the standard resident uniform. A uniform that seemed to emphasize the fact that my tits were too big, and my ass too. Features inherited from a Turkish immigrant grandmother.

Despite the indifference he showed toward the commotion our clash was causing, Nicholas pulled us out of the ER. His exceptionally talented hand wrapped around my wrist and dragged me through the entire wing.

Okay, I don’t think the Washington West shark was worried about me. What he seemed to be looking for, all the way to the room where surgeons and residents usually gathered to discuss cases, was privacy so he could explode without an audience.

“You have some explaining to do, Dr. Torres. So you’d better start talking.”

Overwhelmed by the smell of his cologne, which spread and vibrated like wood blending with leather, spitting out this devil who saved lives, I opened and closed my mouth, pressing one full lip against the other, while I felt Nicholas’s gaze pierce my soul.

Nervous, my hands shaky and sweaty, I tried to pull myself together before he attacked again. Knowing that this time, if Nicholas kicked me out of the program, my career would be over before it even started.

I wasn’t going to let that happen.

“You’re not the only partner at W. West.” Alicia and I had talked about the weight of her husband’s decision to take me back. But at no point did the pediatrician prepare me for the confrontation I’d have with Nicholas. Now I understood I should have insisted on knowing whether he was aware of my return or not, but I’d been so worried about making her forget the Colin Russell thing and what happened between us that I let myself believe Nicholas would be the least of my problems. “Alicia—I mean, Dr. Bryant—agreed to my return. That’s why I’m here.”

“Alicia?” The pediatrician’s name came out of Nicholas’s mouth in a dry snarl, while the crease in his forehead deepened.

In more ways than one, Nicholas hadn’t changed at all, and unlike what happens to most normal human beings, the man was like wine. He grew more threatening and more delicious with each passing year. His hair, which had once been entirely dark blond, was now starting to show gray strands on the sides. His beard, always trimmed, looked thicker. As if he just didn’t give a shit anymore.

Then there was the smell that seeped out of this bastard’s pores. A smell that still had the power to make my knees weak.

“What the hell does Alicia think she’s doing going against my decision?!” It wasn’t exactly a question, and Nicholas didn’t want an answer.

“Could you just listen to me for one minute?” I asked, making an effort not to panic. “All I want is to finish my residency program, Dr. Donovan, and move on.”

“Not in my hospital,” he said, uncompromising. “Or did you forget that you almost killed one of my patients?”

“You know it was a mistake. You know I didn’t mean to and that everything I did was to...”

“To what, Dr. Torres?” he interrupted. “Save that kid’s life, or show me and your colleagues how much more you know than all of us?”

“He would have died if I hadn’t interfered. You were stuck in the OR for hours... and no one in this hospital stopped to listen to me... the boy... I know he would have died!” I shouted, because I still had nightmares about what happened that day.

The heartbeat, the purple lips...

“So you can forgive me or not, you can blame me for the rest of our lives. I don’t care, Dr. Donovan. But I’m asking you for just one chance, otherwise the last few years of my life will have been thrown away.” Nicholas stared at me, saying nothing. And the silence that followed left me desperate. “I swear, if you let me continue, the second my residency is over, I’ll be out of your hospital and out of your life. And you’ll never see me again.”

The man studied me carefully, refusing to soften his tone.

“It would be easy if I trusted you, Abigail. But I don’t.”

I shook my head from side to side and bit my own lip hard.

“You never gave me a chance,” I stated the obvious. “Not before, and certainly not now. There’s something about me that always bothered you...”

“You’re reckless.” I held my breath as I heard him be so blunt. “You talk too fast and take twice as long to understand any basic information I give you. I’ve seen you in action, Dr. Torres. I know you’re the smartest resident to come through this hospital in years, and that you know every bone and organ in a body. And that if I asked you to recite every step of an appendectomy or internal trauma surgery backward, you could tell me... in detail. But it’s not theory I’m looking for. It’s practice. And the one time you had a chance to prove you work under pressure, you fucked everything up. My patient—the same one you treated that day—was in a coma for three goddamn months, Abigail. And those were the last months of his life. So you’re right, you didn’t kill him. But you made it impossible for that boy’s parents to say goodbye to their son properly.”

I turned my face away, while Nicholas’s words took up residence inside my chest, digging a pit so deep that I knew, for days, they would replay in my head.

My guilt was already enough without having to carry this extra weight.

“I didn’t know.” I leaned against the wall and struggled to breathe. “I swear I didn’t know. I thought I was doing what was best for that boy. I thought...”

As Dr. Nicholas’s patient, I knew the boy needed a transplant and that he must have been on the waiting list. But back then I had no idea my interference would make everything worse.

“Of course you didn’t. You didn’t even bother to look into the information.” Nicholas kept staring at me, even though I wasn’t staring back. What the bastard didn’t seem to understand was that there was no time—anything else I’d done in that emergency, in that moment, other than trying to resuscitate him, would have killed his patient, I thought, breathless, feeling the fucking tears flood my face. “I know the truth hurts, and that you’re furious with me, but I’m not here to sugarcoat things. Much less to make things easier for you. Because if it were up to me, you’d never set foot in another hospital.”

Nicholas Donovan

ABIGAIL WAS PALE, HER full red lips completely trembling. Fuck, the last thing I needed right now was to deal with her guilt or her tears. The girl had been right in her defense—she did what she could and stood her ground politely before the Board. So after everything she’d been through, I expected her to at least have learned how to handle me.

Yell at me. Stand up to me.

If she even tried to hit me, I wouldn’t blame her.

How many times had I lost my temper and exploded? Acting like a son of a bitch? I never had a problem or a fear of showing my anger, or screaming my frustration to the four winds. Years of medicine had taught me that suffering, when turned into silence, becomes a disease. Killing you from the inside out.

“Spare me your tears, Dr. Torres,” I growled low. Closer than I really should have been. “That’s not how you’re going to convince me of anything.”

“I don’t need to convince you of anything,” she shot back, flustered. And she rubbed, with agitated fingers, the skin that my brain remembered as soft and fragrant. But it was the memory of the taste of her mouth that made my stare relentless. To the point where I ignored her personal space and practically stood over the girl, sure that nothing and no one would interrupt us now. Not after the violent slam I’d given the door when we came in. “Dr. Bryant will vouch for me if you refuse...”

The miserable little thing had the audacity to face me down.

“Wrong fucking name to bring up in an argument with me,” I warned her.

“Wrong or not, everyone knows he has the support of the majority of the Board.”

“I see you’ve done your homework.” I took another step forward, forcing not just my scent on the girl. But every muscle and inch of my body. And the anger, of course.

Abigail resisted looking up and meeting my eyes until the last moment, and when she did, my heart—always so controlled—raced like an animal’s.

The intensity of her frightened brown eyes stole my breath, but it was the resistance inside them that threw me off. The girl was trying to be strong and show that this time, she would face me as an equal.

Something we would never be, not just because I was a partner at the biggest hospital in Washington and owned a fortune that few men in this country had, but because there were years of difference between us. It didn’t matter that she’d gone through an entire medical school—the girl was still a goddamn child compared to the life experience I’d accumulated over 43 years.

Not to mention she represented every kind of disturbance I usually ran from.

Not that the annoying little thing could be compared to the women in my social circle, the ones I usually got involved with. Openly intelligent women, with their rising careers and self-assurance. Masters of seduction, experienced enough to know how to dress and how to carry themselves.

Unlike the girl, who, despite having a rare brain, was closed up like an oyster and completely clumsy in touch and appearance. Her eyelashes were dark and thick, casting shadows over her almost always wide eyes. She wore no makeup, and seemed to have no idea how to handle male attention.

And even though the girl tried to hide it, I knew that somewhere beneath the white coat and baggy clothes, there was a curvy body that would make most of the female population jealous. Full tits, capable of filling any neckline. Wide hips and an ass that had left me speechless when I saw them, years ago, suffocated inside a dress the color of her skin. Tight in all the right places.

Her thick legs, trembling in high heels she obviously wasn’t used to...

Fuck, if I just closed my eyes, the memory of that day would come flooding back.

Because the truth is, I’d never seen anything as awkwardly sexy as the sight of Abigail on the day the girl made me see her as a woman.

“You might be right, Dr. Torres.” My voice came out scratchy, tearing through my throat. “And Tom Bryant and this whole goddamn hospital might be on your side and supporting your return. But I’m not everyone. And you know what?” I moved closer to her, watching her choke on her own breath. “Maybe I don’t need to worry. Something tells me you’ll give up on your own.”

Abigail’s eyes widened, as her cheeks gained even more color through the paleness of her skin.

“I’d rather die than give up,” she murmured back, determined, with the tip of her nose almost touching my beard.

Before the girl shoved my shoulder and walked past me like the little hurricane she was, the trail of that sweet perfume—which in the past used to announce her presence, even from a distance—was all I felt as I tangled my fingers through the thick strands of my hair and breathed heavily, as if there were a ton of steel on my lungs.

And along with the weight came the certainty that I would do everything in my power to drag this woman out of my hospital.

For everyone’s good.
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Nicholas Donovan

I STOPPED IN FRONT of Tom Bryant’s office, located on the executive floor. An area of W. West I only had the misfortune of visiting during monthly meetings, where my presence had become a mandatory obligation I could no longer escape. When it wasn’t meetings dragging me into that bureaucratic den, it was news of some other inappropriate behavior or unacceptable measure I’d taken, which, the moment it reached the board’s ears, led Tom to demand an explanation from me.

It was easy to judge what was right or wrong inside a hospital when the only concern these men had was profit and the reputation Washington West carried. Harder was being inside an operating room day after day, watching lives slip away due to a lack of investment in technology and good professionals.

Something I’d seen happen at other institutions and would never allow to happen at W. West, simply because Tom took extreme pleasure in blocking every suggestion and demand I made before the board.

It was no secret we were on opposite ends of a tug-of-war. Just waiting for the other to give up first and sell his share of the hospital. Which on my end would never happen, because Alicia had been right after all: this place was my life.

Trying to keep control, I took my time in front of his office and tried to remember every reason why assaulting Tom wouldn’t be a good idea. There were countless surgeries scheduled for the coming days, patients who depended on and trusted me. An assault at this point would lead to another forced leave.

Last time I laid a finger on Dr. Bryant and shattered his goddamn jaw, it was thirty days without setting foot in this hospital.

And fuck, I almost lost my mind.

As if he knew I was there, hesitating, the door opened suddenly. But it wasn’t Tom or any other employee on this floor coming out of his office... it was Megan. One of the nurses from the surgical wing, with that look.

The kind that made it clear she’d have no problem sleeping with whoever for a chance to climb the professional ladder. The absolute worst type of woman.

And as one of the partners, I learned early on that behavior like that was constant. I never got involved with any of the staff, except for my relationship with Alicia, which started when we were still in university. Apparently, that kind of precaution didn’t apply to Tom, who, it seemed, had found his own way to screw up his marriage.

“Dr. Donovan.” Megan stepped away after the greeting, having the decency to look embarrassed.

Without thinking straight, after sending common sense straight to hell, I barged into the office without knocking or announcing myself, catching Tom off guard. Which confirmed that Megan hadn’t been summoned to his room for a friendly chat.

Jaw clenched, I approached his desk and could almost smell the sex. In another moment, another life probably, I would have taken the trouble to try to make the son of a bitch see the stupidity he was committing.

But we weren’t friends anymore, far from it.

“So you’ve become one of those men,” I pointed out, wondering if this wasn’t karma working its shitty magic.

“Fuck off, Nicholas. Are you handing out marriage advice now?”

“From me, the only advice you’re going to get is about who you do or don’t let work in this hospital.”

Tom Bryant shook his head and sat down, as if bracing himself for the grand argument we’d have. His marriage, Abigail’s return... but mainly, the decisions he’d been making as administrator of the hospital our parents founded.

“What exactly are you referring to?” He played dumb, with premeditated calm, like I hadn’t just caught him cheating on Alicia.

“I’m referring to the resident I fucking kicked out of this hospital two years ago because she made a mistake. That’s who I’m referring to, Tom!”

Staring at me unflinchingly, he defended himself. “The girl was just in the wrong place at the wrong time, Nicholas. And you know it.” Tom stood, resting the hands that should have been operating on aneurysms, not signing bigger and bigger checks. “Any doctor...”

“I would never have let that kid slip into a coma.”

“And that’s exactly why Alicia left you, my friend. Because you put yourself on a pedestal that’s impossible to reach. My wife gave up... before going crazy.”

“I thought your wife wasn’t my business.”

“She isn’t. And as far as I’m concerned, she never will be again,” he made clear, and for the thousandth time in just the last ten minutes, I considered the very real possibility of lunging at the son of a bitch. “But that’s not why you’re here, is it? You’re here about the... resident. Correct?”

“I want her out of my hospital,” I growled between clenched teeth.

Not for the first time.

“Our hospital. Everything you see... is ours, my friend. And as administrator, as the only one who makes decisions here, I say Abigail Torres stays, Nicholas.” Giving up the power to make decisions hadn’t been hard, back then. I’d never seen myself in that position. Because I’d never seen myself away from an operating room. Abiding by Tom’s decisions, though, was a scenario that pissed me off. But just as he made a choice when he gave up medicine, I made mine. “And since you’re the only one worried, I imagine you won’t oppose my choice to name you as her supervisor until she finishes her residency.”

He can’t be serious, I thought, sizing him up from head to toe. It was one thing to oversee fourth- and fifth-year residents who came to me with a real desire to become cardiothoracic surgeons and direct experience with transplants.

Those were the residents who received my teaching, but only when they were prepared and committed. Wasting time with the indecisive wasn’t my habit.

“You’ve lost your fucking mind if you think I’m going to waste my time cleaning up the mess and mistakes that girl is still going to make...”

The bastard stepped away, moving to one of the windows that overlooked the hospital interior, where you could see staff coming and going between the main wings.

“Well, it’s not like she wants to be on your team,” he remarked. “The truth is, Dr. Torres showed great interest in Trauma surgery when we spoke.” I stared at him, paying attention. “But since you’re not the only one worried about W. West, I thought it best to give you the chance to evaluate her up close. Especially since the girl was under Colin Russell’s wing, which speaks for itself.”

Of course it did. If Abigail had been under Colin’s supervision, it meant that, in his eyes, the girl was special somehow. Dr. Russell was the best mentor any resident could be lucky enough to have on their résumé. I knew that because I’d learned most of what I knew today from him. Being one of his residents, decades ago.

“I see you’ve planned everything out.”

“No, I just surrounded myself with guarantees after Alicia asked me for this favor. Besides, if Dr. Torres really is talented, I want her on W. West’s team, Nicholas. It’ll be up to you to find out if she’s worth the risk.”

“What a model husband you’ve turned out to be, haven’t you?” I taunted, my voice rough. “Or is your decision based on the guilt you feel for fucking another woman behind Alicia’s back?” Tom stared at me, making it clear that if he could kill me, he would. “You know what I think? I think deep down, Alicia deserves what’s happening, just like you’ll deserve the lawsuit you’ll get when the woman who just walked out of here decides screwing around during office hours isn’t enough anymore.” I stepped closer to the window, forcing him to look back. “I just hope your personal life doesn’t affect the smooth running of this hospital, Dr. Bryant. Because even though I have no interest in fighting for the chair you occupy, if necessary, I will. Without thinking twice.”

“You still love her, don’t you?” he struck low. “That’s why you’re so angry?”

I shook my head, refusing to answer. The irritation reached such a raw peak that I had to pull away, or else our conversation would end in tragedy.

“Maybe now, busy with my wife’s protégée, you’ll have less time to think about what’s in the past? I think it’s time you put an end to that story, Nicholas. And that’s me giving you a piece of friendly advice.”

“Save your advice for some other son of a bitch. Because you’re nobody’s friend. I don’t think you even know what that word means.”

I turned my back on the bastard and left his office. The foul mood I was in was so obvious that on my way down to the emergency floor, not a single employee dared even to wish me a good morning.

Let alone stop me from moving on.

Fuck! It wasn’t the first time I’d considered buying Tom’s share of the hospital, but we were talking billions here. And just as I wasn’t willing to let go of the bone, the bastard wasn’t about to either.

Not because he cared, but out of pride.

Because if my hatred for Alicia was still alive, festering inside my chest, the memory that his wife had once belonged to me, in every possible way, tormented him just the same.

​
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