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      Just one night is all she wants. But will it be enough?

      Small-town doctor Ayanna Brooks is counting down the seconds to the end of her night shift when a last-minute page sends her right back to the emergency department. But when she walks in to find Terrence Anthony Cole III––tall, handsome, with smooth, dark skin, broad shoulders, and a killer smile––her urgency to get home and fall into bed is intensified by a burning need to take Terrence with her.

      One night, she thinks, just one night with the hot, out-of-town, chemistry teacher is all she needs to quench the fire he has ignited in her bones. Is he game, though? And will one night be enough?
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      Saturday Morning, Early June…

      With her charts updated, and her notes for the incoming ER attending physician completed, Doctor Ayanna Brooks dropped her pen onto the stack of patient charts with a satisfying clatter, the sound a welcome punctuation at the end of her eight-hour night shift.

      Beyond the office door, familiar sounds hummed steadily—the distant beeping of monitors, the clatter of medical supplies being wheeled down the hallway on carts, the squeak of rubber-soled shoes on polished linoleum, and the muffled conversations of the morning shift arriving to relieve their bleary-eyed, nocturnal colleagues.

      Her burgundy scrubs, complementing her warm brown complexion, carried that familiar antiseptic hospital scent––one she’d long ago stopped noticing except when boredom sharpened everything she usually tuned out. She flipped her high ponytail over her shoulders, settled deeper into the chair, and closed her eyes for what she promised herself would only be ten seconds. The night had been unusually slow, testing her patience more than her stamina. Around 3 a.m., she’d even found herself wishing for a little excitement.

      Two nights ago, several accidents on Route 93 had caused the kind of chaos that spring rain seemed to summon like clockwork. Slick roads, poor judgment, and too much speed—a dangerous trifecta––had patients flooding the ER. With Granite Falls General being the only Level II trauma hospital for sixty miles, every ambulance had funneled straight to their doors.

      Tonight, though? Just a second-degree burn on an overly ambitious home chef, one lonely bout of food poisoning––unrelated––and a seventeen-year-old motorcyclist who’d lost control on a turn and spilled out, earning himself a nasty road rash and a bruised ego.

      Ayanna opened her eyes and glanced at the clock above the doorframe. 7:55 a.m. Only five minutes until her shift was officially over. All she wanted to do now was head uptown to pick up a breakfast burrito from her favorite food truck, drive home, shower, and let her body go limp beneath her comforter.

      Ayanna pushed the rolling chair from the desk, stood, and raised her hands over her head—stretching beyond her five-foot-eight-inch frame. Lord, she couldn’t wait to return to her own discipline. Orthopedic medicine was more than her specialty—it was her passion. There was something profoundly elegant about the skeletal structure, the artistry in aligning a fracture and the power of the body to heal itself. She loved the precision, the control, the triumph of restoring strength, movement, and dignity to a broken body.

      But until next week, she was stuck moonlighting in the bloody, unpredictable emergency department because Dr. Erik LaCrosse, the hospital’s Dean of Medicine, had taken a group of trauma nurses and doctors on an eight-week humanitarian trip to South Sudan. “Four more days,” Ayanna muttered, gathering her phone and travel coffee mug from Dr. Lewis’ cluttered desk, and tossing them into her bag. “Four more days, and I’m back in my own office.”

      Ayanna shrugged out of her white coat, the weight of responsibility sliding from her shoulders along with the garment. She hung it on the rack behind the door and turned to get her bag from the desk when the soft buzz of her pager interrupted her exit strategy. She took a deep breath and unclipped it from her waistband.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” she groaned, reading the message: ROOM THREE.

      “Damn it!” Propelled by the sense of duty ingrained in her since medical school, she grabbed her coat, slipped it back on, and headed into the hallway. 

      The floor tiles gleamed beneath her sneakers, and through the tall windows, early-spring light stretched across the treetops, making Granite Falls look like a Hallmark card.

      Aly Davies, a young, vivacious, redheaded nurse approached her from behind the nurses station. “Sorry, Dr. Brooks. We have a patient with a possible radius fracture. He fell on the way up Washington and landed hard on his arm.”

      Mount Washington. The name conjured images of rugged beauty, breathtaking views, and unforgiving conditions. The tallest peak in the Northeastern United States, it was internationally known for its extreme, erratic weather. In a single day, all four seasons could sweep across the 6,000-footer—but that didn’t deter the quarter-million people who visited the snow-capped mountain every year.

      “Aly, couldn’t this have waited for Dr. Landry?” she asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “Actually,” Aly looked around her then leaned into Ayanna, whispering, “Dr. Landry hit a cyclist on his way in this morning.” Her mouth twitched, as if struggling to hide her amusement. “It’s not that serious, but the guy is some Connecticut millionaire who just bought a place on Crystal Lake. Chris is afraid he’ll be buried in a lawsuit, so he’s kind of stuck taking care of him.”

      Ayanna shook her head, trying to stifle her amusement at the image of Chris––a forty-five-year-old, perpetually rumpled doctor with sandy blonde hair––frantically apologetic, checking vitals with one hand and Googling personal injury lawyers with the other. With a sigh, Ayanna reached out for the tablet Aly held.

      Aly let out her breath and handed it over. “You’re a saint, Dr. Brooks. He’s in exam room three.”

      Ayanna reviewed the patient’s information and vital stats as she walked away from the nurses station.

      Terrence Anthony Cole III… 42… Blood pressure: normal… Heart-rate: normal…

      According to Aly’s notes, there was no apparent head injury. No loss of consciousness. Good. Should be easy to patch him up and send him on his way, she thought, pushing open the slightly ajar door to exam room three. “Mr. Cole, I’m⁠—”

      The words died in Ayanna’s throat as she met a pair of light brown eyes––startlingly bright, even under the harsh glare of fluorescent lights. The man sitting on the edge of the bed was definitely not what she’d expected. 

      Terrence Anthony Cole III was broad-shouldered with a physique developed from athleticism, rather than a gym membership, and his skin––to her ultimate surprise––was a rich dark umber. His black, curly hair was close-cropped, high cheekbones accentuated a strong clean-shaven jawline, and a small scar bisecting his left eyebrow somehow only added to his attractiveness. He wore a simple moisture-wicking t-shirt that clung to his torso, and hiking pants that looked like they’d seen better days.

      Damn! The brother was fine.

      Ayanna felt an undeniable tug in her lower belly that she hadn’t felt in months. Maybe even years. It hijacked her breath and sent her pulse into overdrive like a nerve firing under pressure.

      She cleared her throat, and stepped into the room, a familiar place with its standard setup. There was a bed with bright white sheets, a small metal stool on wheels pushed against a gleaming stainless-steel sink, a matching cupboard above it, and a digital monitor glowing on the wall next to a supply station––all bathed in the bright light of the overhead fluorescents.

      “Good morning, Mr. Cole,” she said, trying again. Her voice was surprisingly cool now, despite the heat still stirring under her skin. “I’m Dr. Brooks.”

      His light brown eyes drifted from the curve of her neck to her ample breasts. They skated lower, mapping the flare of her hips before finally ascending to meet her gaze.

      “Nice to meet you, Dr. Brooks.” His voice was smooth like aged bourbon, and deep, reverberating through the sterile, air-conditioned room. A hint of a smile touched his lips, a look that somehow managed to be both appreciative and apologetic. “Though I wish it were under better circumstances.”

      Setting the tablet on the station, Ayanna fought the flutter in her stomach. “I understand you had a fall?”

      “Yeah,” he grunted, shifting slightly, a wince crossing his face. 

      “What exactly happened?” she asked, washing her hands at the sink, and drying them on a paper towel.

      “Landed right here.” He pointed to his injured arm, tucked against his torso in a makeshift sling. “I was about an hour into the Tuckerman Ravine trail when I got a little too confident, slipped on some loose rocks, and down I went. Landed wrong on the arm when I tried to brace myself.”

      Ayanna’s senses heightened as she drew nearer. His scent, woodsy and sweaty, made her knees buckle. She braced her hip on the exam bed as she untied the knot of the sling around his shoulder. “Let’s take a look.” His skin was warm beneath her touch, the muscles in his arm surprisingly taut. But as she probed the tender area, her professionalism took over, pushing the attraction for her patient to the back of her mind. She noted the point of maximum tenderness and swelling.

      “Does this hurt?” she asked, gently rotating his wrist.

      He hissed. “Yeah, that’s not great.”

      She moved up his arm, palpating his elbow and shoulder. “Anything else hurting?”

      “Just my pride.” A wry smile parted his lips and two perfect dimples appeared, deep enough to tempt her fingers.

      Damn. This man should come with a warning label. Caution: may cause accelerated heart rate. “Well, we can’t do much for your pride, but we can definitely take care of your arm.”

      As she continued her examination, Ayanna found herself longing to know more about this sexy stranger. “So, Mount Washington,” she said, still exploring the contours of his injured forearm. “Early start?”

      “Yeah. I was planning to make it over to Mount Monroe, then head down to Crawford Notch tomorrow. Wanted to get a good chunk of the Presidential Traverse done this weekend.” His gaze met hers, revealing the physical pain he’d been trying to mask since she walked into the room.

      Her curiosity was piqued. “You hike often, I guess?”

      A faint smile returned. “As often as I can. My dad… He loved it. We’d been hiking together since I was a kid. All over the world, really.” A shadow passed over his face. “We were planning to do all forty-eight of the four-thousand footers here in New Hampshire, but he…” He stuttered again. “He passed away last year. Heart attack.”

      “Oh.” Ayanna paused, her sympathy for this handsome stranger eclipsing her medical assessment. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “Yeah, thanks.” He nodded once in simple acknowledgment. “So, I’m finishing them in his honor. Well, trying to, at least. I think I heard him groan when I went down.” He chuckled nervously.

      Ayanna
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