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Chapter 1 — The New Arrival.
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The alarms had barely stopped ringing when Ava Morgan pushed open the swinging doors to Trauma Bay Two. Morning sunlight hadn’t even reached the high windows yet, but the ER was already running at its usual fever pitch—phones buzzing, stretcher wheels squeaking, monitors beeping in that familiar off-beat rhythm.

Ava adjusted her ID badge and scanned the unit. Another understaffed shift. Another twelve hours of sprinting between crises. She shoved down the tiredness pressing behind her eyes.

“Morning, Ava,” called Janelle from triage. “You’re getting the new trauma nurse today.”

Ava arched an eyebrow. “Another one? The last guy lasted two weeks.”

“This one might stick,” Janelle said. “Management seems excited.”

“Management gets excited about fresh coffee,” Ava muttered, grabbing a tablet and stepping toward the nurses’ station.

Before she could ask a single question, the charge nurse appeared beside her with a clipboard and the too-bright cheer of someone who’d already had two cups of caffeine.

“Ava, good timing. The new transfer is getting a quick tour. You’ll be paired with him for the shift.”

“Great,” Ava said, though her tone suggested the opposite. She didn’t mind training people, but she preferred when they actually stayed.

“You know him, apparently,” the charge nurse added casually. “He said the name sounded familiar.”

Ava frowned. “I don’t—”

The doors to the hallway opened.

And time stopped.

Ethan Khumalo walked in like he’d never left her life, even though it had been years since she last saw him. Same broad shoulders. Same warm brown skin. Same alert, steady eyes that always picked up more than you wanted him to. His hair was shorter, his jawline sharper, but the rest was painfully recognizable.

He saw her, and the surprise hit him just as hard.

For a second, neither of them moved. The ER noise faded into static.

Ethan recovered first. He walked closer, his expression caught somewhere between stunned and guarded. “Ava.”

Her name on his tongue unlocked a rush of memories she didn’t want to remember—late-night study sessions, the way he laughed too loudly, the warmth of him beside her in nursing school when everything felt simple.

She forced her posture straight. “Ethan.”

“You two know each other?” the charge nurse asked, looking between them.

Ava answered first. “We trained together.”

Ethan didn’t add anything. His silence said enough.

The charge nurse clapped her hands once, oblivious. “Perfect. That’ll make this easier. Ethan, you’re with Ava for the next couple of weeks while you settle in. She’ll show you the ropes.”

Ava opened her mouth to protest, but Ethan spoke first. “I’m good with that.”

She shot him a look. He didn’t flinch.

Before either of them could say anything else, the intercom crackled overhead.

“Trauma incoming. ETA two minutes. MVC rollover. One critical.”

Ava snapped back into motion. “Bay One,” she said, already moving. “Ethan, with me.”

For a moment he hesitated—maybe expecting her to avoid him the way she once did—but she didn’t have the luxury. Patients came first.

He followed at her side, falling into step like he’d done it a thousand times before.

Inside Trauma One, Ava checked equipment, pulled gloves, adjusted monitors. Ethan moved opposite her, prepping the airway kit without needing direction.

Old instincts flared between them. Familiar. Dangerous.

“You okay?” he asked quietly, like he used to when he could read her before she spoke.

Ava kept her eyes on the monitors. “Focus on the case.”

Outside, the ambulance sirens wailed closer.

Ethan exhaled a soft, strained laugh. “Still the same.”

She ignored the comment.

The paramedics burst through the doors with a young woman on the stretcher, pale and bleeding, her breaths ragged.

Ava switched off everything in her head except the tasks right in front of her. “What do we have?”

“Single-vehicle rollover. Twenty-six-year-old female. Trapped for fifteen minutes. GCS eight. Abdominal bruising, unstable vitals...”

Ava and Ethan worked fast, words sharp and efficient. He intubated while she stabilized the airway. She called out vitals while he inserted IV lines. Their movements meshed perfectly, like muscle memory had been waiting for a chance to breathe again.

And that scared her more than anything.

Minutes later, when they handed the patient off to surgery, the crash of adrenaline left Ava gripping the edge of a counter. Ethan stood across from her, breathing hard.

“You still freeze people out when you’re stressed?” he asked gently.

Ava didn’t answer. She couldn’t.

Ethan’s gaze softened, the old familiar warmth breaking through the professional armor. “I didn’t expect this. Seeing you again.”

“I didn’t expect it either,” she said, steadying her voice. “But we’re both here now. Let’s just keep it professional.”

He nodded slowly. “If that’s what you want.”

She turned away. “It’s what’s best.”

But as she walked out of Trauma One, heart hammering, she knew she was lying—to him and to herself.

Because Ethan’s arrival had stirred up the one thing she worked years to bury.

And judging by the look he’d given her, he wasn’t planning on letting the past stay dead.
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Chapter 2 — First Case Together.
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The first thing Ava noticed when she stepped back into the main ER was that her hands were still shaking.

Not visibly. Not enough for anyone else to notice. But she felt it—tiny tremors under her skin, humming like leftover electricity from the trauma bay.

She hated that Ethan had seen even a hint of it.

She grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge, leaned her hip against the counter, and forced a slow breath out. The hallway bustled with the usual organized chaos: nurses moving between rooms, stretchers rolling past, a resident trying to get a vein on a dehydrated teenager while his mother hovered anxiously.

Everything normal.

Everything steady.

“Hey.” Ethan’s voice came from behind her.

She tensed before she could stop herself.

He walked up beside her, giving enough space to be respectful but close enough that she could smell the faint scent of his aftershave—something clean, sharp, familiar.

“I wasn’t trying to push earlier,” he said. “You looked—”
He paused, searching for the right word.
“—strung tight.”
“I’m fine,” Ava replied. Too quickly.

Ethan gave her a look. Not judgmental. Just perceptive. That made it worse.

“You don’t have to pretend everything’s normal just because I showed up,” he said quietly.

She straightened. “This job doesn’t give space for anything else.”

“Sometimes it needs to.” His tone was gentle, but firm.

She capped her water bottle a little harder than necessary. “I’m not talking about this at work.”

“Then when?” he asked.

The question landed in her like a thrown stone.

Before she had to answer, Janelle hurried toward them with a chart. “Ava, Ethan—you’re up. Room Seven. Abdominal pain, possible internal bleed. Vitals unstable.”

Perfect timing. Ava took the chart, her relief something she didn’t want to unpack.

When they stepped into Room Seven, the switch flipped again. Ava’s focus sharpened; her body moved before her thoughts caught up.

The patient, a middle-aged man, lay curled on the bed, pale and sweating. His wife stood near him, clutching her purse in both hands.

“Mr. Daniels?” Ava said, approaching with a calm voice she’d perfected years ago. “I’m Ava, this is Ethan. We’re going to take care of you.”

The man nodded weakly.

Ava assessed quickly while Ethan took vitals. “Blood pressure’s dropping,” he said under his breath.

Ava pressed lightly on the patient’s abdomen. He winced. “Rebound tenderness. Guarding. His history says abdominal aneurysm repair last year.”

Ethan’s eyebrows lifted. “We need a stat CT.”

“I’ll call it in,” Ava said.

She stepped out into the hallway and spoke rapidly into the phone. By the time she returned, Ethan had already started fluids and placed a second IV line.

“Scan is ready. Transport’s en route.”

Mr. Daniels groaned, gripping his wife’s hand. Ava leaned close. “We’re going to move quickly, okay? You’re in good hands.”

As they rolled him toward imaging, Ethan walked beside her.

“Good call catching the rebound tenderness,” he said.

Ava kept her eyes ahead. “You would’ve caught it too.”

“Maybe. But you got there first.”

His praise shouldn’t have affected her. She’d been doing this job long enough to know her strengths. But something in his tone—earnest, warm—slipped too close to the past.

After the CT, when they returned to the ER, Ava found herself grateful for the distance created by paperwork and constant movement. Anything to keep her hands busy.

But Ethan caught up to her at the desk. “You okay?”

Ava stiffened. “Why do you keep asking that?”

“Because I remember what you look like when you’re not.”

Her breath caught for half a second before she managed to hide it.

He didn’t press further. He just watched her, waiting.

The overhead pager saved her again.

“Ava Morgan, Ethan Khumalo—Trauma Bay Three.”

She swallowed. “Back to work.”

But as they walked side by side through the ER, she felt the truth rising like a tide she could no longer ignore:

This wasn’t going to stay professional.
Not with him.
Not with their history.
And not with the way her pulse jumped every time he said her name.
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Chapter 3 — The Old Wound.
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Ava drove home on autopilot, the city lights sliding across her windshield in soft blurs. The street looked the same as every other night after a shift—quiet, familiar, a little empty—but tonight her pulse hadn’t settled the way it usually did.

Seeing Ethan again did that.

So did the way he kept looking at her, like he already knew where the cracks were.

Inside her apartment, she dropped her bag by the door and kicked off her shoes. The space was small but clean—books stacked neatly, a plant in the corner she kept barely alive, a couch she barely used. She switched on the lamp, the soft amber light warming the room, but it didn’t warm her.

Not tonight.

She grabbed a glass of water and leaned against the counter, staring out the small kitchen window at the dark.

For years, she’d trained herself not to think about Ethan. Not to think about what was lost between them. She’d folded that entire part of her life into a tight little box and buried it under exhaustion, routine, and responsibility.

But today...
Today the lid had cracked open.
She closed her eyes, and the memory rose without permission.

Five years ago. Training hospital. A night shift that felt too long even before everything went wrong.

Ava stood beside a stretcher with a twenty-two-year-old patient who had been brought in after a car accident. Internal bleeding. Rapid deterioration. She’d been the first to respond
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