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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Zachary (club name Slaughter)

      

      Most people would say that I’m a stalker; some would say that I was insane. 

      But I just call it protecting what’s mine. 

      It’s been this way since high school, this dance we do. Him pretending not to notice me watching, me pretending I’m not counting his every breath. 

      I take another sip of my whiskey, keeping to the shadows of my corner booth. The bartender knows me by now, the guy who sits for hours nursing one drink, eyes fixed on the handsome doctor in scrubs. She probably thinks it’s pathetic. Maybe it is.

      Xavier brushes off another woman, some redhead in a tight dress who’s practically draping herself across him. I feel that familiar burn in my chest, the possessive heat I’ve carried since we were seventeen.

      So I stay in the shadows, watching.

      Last month, I followed a drunk who’d been eyeing Xavier too intently outside this very bar. Made sure the guy understood that the good doctor wasn’t available. My knuckles were bruised for weeks.

      Xavier checks his phone, finishes his beer. He’s leaving. I drop cash on the table, ready to follow at a safe distance to make sure he gets home okay. This is my routine. My obsession.

      As he stands, his eyes lock with mine across the room. A moment of recognition, a slight nod. Then he’s gone, pushing through the door into the night.

      I count to thirty before following. The cool air hits my face as I step outside, scanning the parking lot for his silhouette. He’s by his car, keys in hand, but he’s not alone. There’s a man I don’t recognize standing too close to him, gesturing wildly.

      My body tenses. I move closer, staying in the shadows of the building. Xavier’s posture is rigid, defensive. I can’t hear what they’re saying, but I don’t like it. My hand instinctively reaches for the switchblade I keep in my back pocket.

      The man jabs a finger at Xavier’s chest. Even from this distance, I can see Xavier’s jaw clenching, that familiar tension line forming between his eyebrows. He shoves the man’s hand away, says something short and clipped, then turns his back to him. 

      Xavier climbs into his truck, engine roaring to life with unnecessary force. The tires squeal against the asphalt as he peels out of the parking lot.

      I wait until his taillights disappear around the corner before stepping out of the shadows. The man stands watching Xavier leave, muttering something under his breath. Perfect. Just the two of us now.

      My footsteps are silent against the pavement as I approach. The stranger doesn’t hear me coming, they never do. In one fluid motion, I grab him from behind, my fingers finding his throat. I slam him against the side of a parked car.

      “What the fuck were you saying to him?” I growl, increasing pressure just enough to make his eyes widen.

      “Jesus… can’t… breathe,” he chokes out, clawing at my hand.

      I ease up slightly. “Answer me. What business do you have with Xavier?”

      “Just work stuff,” he replies. “Hospital politics.”

      “Lying to me is a very bad idea.” I tighten my grip again, watching the fear bloom in his eyes. “I’ve been watching him for years. He doesn’t know you.”

      The man’s face is turning an interesting shade of purple. I loosen my hold just enough to let him speak.

      “Okay, okay,” he gasps. “He—he owes someone money. I’m just the messenger.”

      My blood runs cold. Xavier is in debt? To the kind of people who sends thugs to parking lots?

      “How much?” I demand.

      “Twenty grand.” The man coughs. “Gambling debts. Sports betting.”

      Something isn’t adding up. Xavier, the careful, cautious man who calculates every risk, throwing money away on bets? I study the man’s face, looking for tells. His eyes dart left, a classic sign of deception.

      “Try again,” I say, pressing my forearm against his windpipe.

      “Insurance fraud,” he wheezes out, eyes bulging. “Xavier refused to change a patient’s cause of death to benefit the hospital, and now we are out millions. 

      I ease my grip just enough to let him elaborate. The parking lot’s security light casts harsh shadows across his sweating face.

      “What are you talking about?” I demand.

      “I’m the hospital administrator,” he gasps, tugging at my wrist. “We had a patient die during a routine procedure. Family’s loaded, threatening to sue. All Xavier had to do was check a different box on the form to confirm heart failure instead of surgical complication.”

      My lip curls. “And he refused.”

      “That goddamn Boy Scout is going to cost the hospital millions,” the man spits, finding his courage now. “Do you have any idea what that kind of lawsuit will do to our reputation? To our insurance premiums? The hospital will be ruined.”

      I slam him harder against the car, enjoying the dull thud his head makes against the metal. “So you followed him here to threaten him?”

      “I tried reasoning with him first,” he says, wincing at the pressure on his throat. “Offered him a promotion, better hours. When that didn’t work…”

      “You threatened him,” I finish, the familiar protective rage burning through my veins. No one messes with what’s mine.

      “Just trying to make him understand what’s at stake,” the administrator chokes out.

      I lean in closer, studying his face, the expensive haircut, the manicured nails digging into my forearm. This is a man used to getting his way, to people falling in line.

      “Let me make something very clear,” I whisper, my mouth near his ear. “If you ever approach Xavier again at the hospital, in a parking lot, anywhere, I will find you, and this conversation will seem like a pleasant memory compared to what happens next.”

      Fear flickers in his eyes. Good. He is starting to understand.

      “Who—who are you?” he stammers.

      I smile then, the kind of smile that doesn’t reach the eyes. “I’m your worst fucking nightmare.”

      I release him suddenly, watching with satisfaction as he crumples against the car, gasping for air. He massages his throat, eyes wild and darting around the empty parking lot.

      “You’re insane,” he stutters.

      “Maybe.” I shrug, stepping back. “But I’m also very dedicated. Remember that.”

      I walk away, listening for the sound of him scrambling into his car. The engine starts, tires squealing as he peels out of the lot. Pathetic.

      Pulling out my phone, I send a text to my contact at the hospital, a janitor who owes me a favor. I need to know more about this patient’s death, this family threatening to sue. If Xavier is in trouble, I need all the information.

      As I walk to my own car, a warm satisfaction spreads through my chest. Xavier might not know it, but I’ve been solving his problems from the shadows for years. It is what I do best, eliminating threats before they can touch him.

      Tonight, I will follow him home as usual, make sure he’s safe. Tomorrow, I’ll start digging into this hospital administrator, and find some leverage to ensure he stays away permanently.

      After all, protecting what’s mine is a full-time job.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Xavier

      Weeks Later

      Twelve hours in the ER always leaves me feeling like my bones are made of wet sand. I lean against the curb, still in my scrubs, jacket unzipped, trying not to yawn. The second Samantha steps out with her friends, though, I can’t help the smile that pulls at my mouth. “Ladies.” I bow dramatically.

      She rolls her eyes at my little bow, but I catch the fondness behind it. I’d do anything for her. Always have.

      I’m about to tell her to get in the car so I can collapse into bed, when I hear my name, said with surprise. 

      Cassandra. Haven’t seen her in ages. She looks the same, maybe a little more ink on her arms, but she has the same sense of confidence in her stride as when she was sixteen. The other girls follow behind her, and I marvel at how nothing seems to change. I grew up with them, even if they’re younger than me, and it’s like a little parade of nostalgia toward the bar entrance.

      Then behind them the door is thrown open hard and I know instantly who they are. The school bullies who loved to make fun of me because I’m gay, who never let a day go by without some kind of torment. 

      I remember the way my stomach would knot at the sight of them in the halls, the way they’d laugh and shove me into lockers. I fought back like hell and soon they just let their shitty attitudes out by calling me names. My dad put me in MMA, and that changed everything. 

      The way Bethany played nice until she asked me out and I turned her down because she has the wrong body parts. 

      She then made it her mission to make my life hell.

      I watch them stumble to the sidewalk, still the same, and Bethany’s voice cuts through the air like a rusted blade. “Look at that. They even got the gay doctor hanging around with them now.”

      My spine goes rigid before I can stop it. I’ve heard worse. I’ve heard it whispered, shouted, muttered under their breath.

      I keep my face neutral. I’ve had years of practice.

      Samantha, my sister, hasn’t. She has a fiery temper, just like our father, whereas I take after our mother, who is quieter.

      “What did you just say about my brother?” she demands, hands on her hips, eyes blazing like hot coals.

      Her voice is pure fire, and I reach out immediately, willing her to listen. “Let it go, Sam,” I tell her, hoping she hears the plea in my voice. “They’re not worth it.” 

      These people don’t have a conscience; if they feel like they’re entitled, then it doesn’t matter.

      But Bethany keeps going. They always fucking do, but from her hiss I know my comment has pissed her off. 

      “Listen to your fairy doctor brother,” she says with this nasty little smile. “Run along home before you catch something.”

      My blood boils, scorching through my veins like liquid metal. I clench my jaw, forcing down the rage that threatens to erupt from my throat. Every muscle in my body coils tight, ready to snap. I would never hurt a woman, but I would love to throttle her.

      The atmosphere shifts with a sudden charge, like the moment before lightning strikes. My skin prickles, aware of his arrival before I even register it. I don’t need to see him to know. My body recognizes Zach’s presence before my eyes confirm it, and when I finally turn, the sight of him hits me with physical force.

      Zach.

      Expression carved from stone. Shoulders tense. Eyes locked on the men Bethany’s with like he’s choosing which one to break first. Tiana, Zach’s sister, whispers something to him, but he’s barely holding it together.

      The women step up before I can say anything. Defending me. Fierce. Unapologetic. It hits me harder than the insults do.

      Then the men start in, and I know right off that this isn’t going to end well. 

      “Should’ve beaten it out of you back then.”

      “Everything about you screams queer.”

      The words hit harder than I expected. I feel it like a flicker of pain slicing through the armor I’ve spent years building. I hate that they see it. I hate that they still have that power.

      And then Zach moves.

      It happens so fast I barely register it. One moment he’s standing behind Tiana, coiled tension in human form, and the next he’s a blur of controlled violence. His fist connects with the jaw of the one closest to me with a sickening crack that vibrates through the night air. The sound reminds me of broken bones in the ER. Clean, definitive, final.

      He crumples, folding in on himself like a marionette with cut strings. He hits the pavement with a dull thud, blood already pooling at the corner of his mouth.

      “Jesus Christ,” someone gasps.

      For one suspended moment, everyone freezes, a tableau of shock and realization. Then the one with the checkered sweater lunges at Zach with a roar, and everything explodes into motion.

      My body reacts before my mind catches up. Twelve-hour shift fatigue evaporates, replaced by a familiar rush of adrenaline. I sidestep Checkered Sweater’s friend who’s coming at me with clenched fists, muscle memory from years of training taking over.

      “X, on your left!” Samantha shouts.

      I pivot, catching a meaty fist aimed at my face. The impact jars my arm, but I use the momentum, twisting the guy’s wrist and driving my knee into his stomach. He doubles over with a satisfying wheeze.

      “That’s for calling my friends whores,” I snarl, following with an uppercut that snaps his head back.

      Samantha and I fall into the rhythm we perfected years ago back-to-back, covering each other’s blind spots. She kicks out, catching Bethany’s boyfriend in the knee. He howls, stumbling backward.

      “Nice one, sis,” I call over my shoulder, ducking as a bottle sails past my head and shatters against the brick wall.

      The parking lot becomes a battlefield. Tiana has a man in a headlock, her face a mask of cold fury. Meadow’s knuckles are already bloody as she drives another punch into Bethany’s stomach. The woman crumples, mascara running down her cheeks.

      I catch glimpses of Zach through the chaos. Methodical, efficient, terrifying. He doesn’t waste movement, doesn’t showboat. Each strike is calculated to inflict maximum damage with minimum effort. It’s like watching a predator among prey.

      A fist grazes my cheek, snapping my attention back. I taste copper in my mouth, feel the sting of split skin.

      “Not so helpless now, am I?” I shout, driving my elbow into my attacker’s sternum. The impact sends shock waves up my arm, but the satisfaction of watching him stagger backward is worth the pain.

      The man spits at my feet. “Fucking faggot.”

      Something in me snaps, a dam breaking after years of pressure. I launch forward, tackling him to the ground. We hit the pavement hard, my knee driving into his chest. I grab his collar, yanking him up until our faces are inches apart.

      “Say it again,” I hiss, blood from my split lip dripping onto his face. “I fucking dare you.”

      Terror flashes in his eyes. He sees it then, what I’ve spent years hiding beneath scrubs and polite smiles. The rage. The violence I’m capable of.

      Someone grabs my shoulder. I whirl, fist cocked, only to find Zach there. His knuckles are raw, eyes blazing with something that makes my stomach clench.

      “Cops,” he says, voice low and rough. “Two minutes out.”

      I release my grip, letting the man’s head thud against the pavement. My heart hammers against my ribs, blood roaring in my ears. The MC women are already regrouping, straightening clothes, wiping blood from split knuckles.

      Samantha appears at my side, hair wild and lipstick smeared. There’s a bruise forming on her cheekbone, but her eyes are alive with the same savage satisfaction I feel pulsing through my veins.

      “You okay?” I ask, reaching to examine her face.

      She bats my hand away. “I’m fine, Dr. Hover-Hands. Worry about your own pretty face.”

      Sirens wail in the distance, growing louder. The remaining men scramble to their feet, dragging their semiconscious friends toward their cars. Bethany limps after them, mascara streaked down her face like war paint gone wrong.

      “This isn’t over,” she spits, voice trembling with humiliation and rage.

      Zach steps forward, and something in his posture makes her flinch backward.

      “It is if you’re smart,” he says, voice deadly quiet. “Next time we won’t be so gentle.”

      The parking lot empties quickly after that, leaving just our group standing among scattered glass and droplets of blood. The adrenaline begins to ebb, and I become aware of the throbbing in my knuckles, the sting of my split lip.

      Zach’s eyes find mine across the parking lot. Something electric passes between us. Recognition, understanding, hunger. My pulse jumps, and for a moment, I forget about the approaching sirens, the years of distance, the careful walls I’ve built.

      I stand in the middle of it all, breathing hard, trying to process what just happened. My hands shake, not from fear, but from the sudden, overwhelming realization that these people… defended me. Without hesitation.

      Zach approaches slowly, like he’s not sure how close he’s allowed to get.

      “You good, Doc?” he asks, voice low, rough, still vibrating with leftover fury.

      I nod, though my throat feels tight. “I… Yes. Thank you. All of you.”

      Samantha throws her arms around me. “Nobody talks about our family like that.”

      Family.

      The word hits me harder than any punch tonight.

      As the group starts cleaning up in the aftermath, the noise fades. The adrenaline dwindles. The world narrows.

      It’s just me and Zach now, standing beside my car, the night humming around us.

      He looks at me like he’s still ready to fight for me. Like he would’ve taken on all of them alone if he had to.

      Zach’s eyes are shadowed, hungry, filled with something raw and undisguised. It’s desire, pure and unmistakable.

      Heat rushes to my face, staining my cheeks in what I’m guessing is a deep crimson. I can’t believe what I’m seeing, can’t believe that Zach, the infamous Devil Souls enforcer, is looking at me like he wants to devour me whole. 

      “You didn’t have to do that,” I finally manage, my voice barely above a whisper. “Fight for me.”

      Zach steps closer, eliminating the space between us. “Yeah, I did.” His voice is rough, lower than usual. “Been wanting to do a lot of things when it comes to you, Doc.”

      I swallow hard, my pulse racing. “Like what?” Instead of answering, Zach reaches up, his thumb brushing across my lower lip, leaving a trail of fire in its wake. “You really need me to spell it out?” 

      “Maybe I do,” I challenge, finding courage I didn’t know I possessed. “Maybe I’ve been waiting a long time to hear it.”

      The confession hangs between us for a heartbeat before Zach growls low in his throat and backs me against my car door. “Been watching you for years,” he admits, his body pressing against mine. “Driving myself crazy wanting what I thought I couldn’t have.” 

      “Why couldn’t you have it?” I ask, my hands tentatively settling on Zach’s waist.

      “You’re too good for this life. Too smart. Too clean.” Zach’s eyes track over my face like he’s memorizing every detail. “And I didn’t think you’d want someone like me.” 

      I laugh, the sound tinged with disbelief. “Are you kidding? I’ve had a thing for you since high school. When you’d come to football practice, wearing that leather jacket…” I shake my head. “You have no idea how many fantasies started that way.”

      Something dangerous flashes in Zach’s eyes. “Tell me more about these fantasies, Doc.”

      Before I can respond, a shout from across the parking lot breaks the moment. 

      “Yo, Zach! We need to move before the cops show up!” One of the MC prospects is waving frantically.

      Zach curses under his breath but doesn’t step away. “This isn’t over,” he promises, his voice pitched for my ears only. “Not by a long shot.”

      “It better not be,” I reply, surprising myself with my boldness. 

      With one last burning look that promises everything, Zach reluctantly pushes away from the car. “Give me your phone,” he demands suddenly, holding out his hand.

      I comply without hesitation, watching Zach punch in his number. “Call me when you get off shift tomorrow,” Zach says, handing the phone back. “I think we’ve got a lot to talk about.” 

      Our fingers brush during the exchange, the brief contact sending electricity up my arm. “I will.”

      As Zach walks away to join the others, I lean against my truck, heart pounding, body still humming with awareness. I still can’t believe what just happened, can’t believe that the man I’ve wanted from afar for so long might actually want me back.

      “What was that about?” Samantha asks, appearing at my side with a knowing smirk.

      I can’t tear my eyes away from Zach’s retreating form. “I think I just got asked out by a Devil Soul member.”

      “About damn time,” my sister replies, nudging me with her shoulder. “You’ve only been pining after him since forever.” 

      “I haven’t been pining,” I protest weakly.

      “Sure, X. Whatever helps you sleep at night.” She glances between me and Zach, who’s now mounting his motorcycle. “Though after tonight, I’m guessing sleep isn’t what’s on your mind.”

      I don’t bother denying it. Because she’s right, sleep is the furthest thing from my thoughts. All I can think about is tomorrow, and the call I’ll be making as soon as my shift ends. 

      As the party bus pulls away, filled with cheering, battle-worn women, and Zach’s motorcycle roars to life, I allow himself a moment of pure anticipation. The night may be ending, but something else, something I’ve wanted for longer than I care to admit, is just beginning.
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        * * *

      

      Zach

      Instead of heading back to the clubhouse, I circle the block and kill my headlight before coasting to a stop in an area under the cover of an oak tree. So I can watch Xavier from the shadows.

      Xavier slides into the driver’s seat, and I count to thirty before kickstarting my bike. I keep a careful distance as I follow his taillights through the quiet streets. This route is familiar as I’ve traced it so many times I could do it blindfolded. Three miles from the bar, left at the intersection with the broken streetlight, right at the gas station that never seems to close.

      Xavier’s apartment complex comes into view, a modest two-story building with decent security. Better than where he used to live, at least. I helped make sure of that after the break-in last year, though he never knew it was me who sent the anonymous tip about the better-priced unit.

      I pull over half a block away, cutting the engine and watching as Xavier parks in his usual spot. The security light catches on the dried blood at the corner of Xavier’s mouth, and something possessive and angry flares in my chest.

      Should’ve hit those bastards harder.

      Xavier disappears inside, and a minute later, lights flicker on in his second-floor apartment. I settle in to wait. This is the routine. I don’t leave until I see his bedroom light go out. Sometimes it takes hours if he’s working on medical journals or studying for some certification. Tonight, though, the living room lights dim after just twenty minutes.

      I’m about to start my bike when movement near the complex entrance catches my eye. A dark sedan with tinted windows pulls in, moving slowly through the parking lot. It stops two spaces away from Xavier’s car.

      My body goes rigid, every instinct screaming danger. I swing off my bike, keeping to the shadows as I move closer. The sedan’s engine cuts off, but no one exits. They just sit there, dark and waiting, like a predator.

      Three minutes pass before the driver’s door finally opens. The hospital administrator steps out, looking nervously around the parking lot. There’s a slight tremor in his movements that gives me satisfaction. Good. He should be scared.

      But not scared enough, apparently, if he’s stupid enough to show up at Xavier’s home.

      The administrator pulls something from his jacket which looks like a manila envelope and heads toward the building entrance. I move faster, cutting across the landscaping to intercept him before he can reach the door.

      He doesn’t see me until I’m right behind him. His gasp when I grab his shoulder is high and startled, the envelope falling from his hands.

      “I thought I made myself clear earlier,” I say, voice deadly quiet as I spin him around to face me.

      The blood drains from his face. “You.”

      “Me,” I confirm, backing him against the brick wall beside the entrance. “Now, what part of ‘stay away from Xavier’ did you not understand?”

      His eyes dart frantically around the empty parking lot. “I just need to give him these documents. The lawsuit…”

      “Give them to me.”

      “I can’t do that. They’re confidential hospital records.”

      I press my forearm against his throat, just enough to make breathing difficult. “Let me rephrase. You’re going to give me those documents, then you’re going to get back in your overpriced car, and you’re never going to contact Xavier again. If the hospital has something to say to him, they can say it during his shifts.”

      The administrator’s eyes bulge slightly. “The board chairman wants this handled discreetly. Off hospital property.”

      “Tough shit.”

      I ease up enough to let him speak further. He coughs, hand going to his throat. “Who are you to him? What gives you the right to interfere?”

      The question shocks me. Who am I to Xavier?

      Protector? Stalker? Something else entirely after tonight?

      “I’m someone who ensures he sleeps safely at night,” I finally say, bending to retrieve the fallen envelope. “Someone who deals with problems before they reach his door.”

      The administrator stares at me, realization dawning in his eyes. “You’re with that motorcycle gang. The Devil Souls.”

      “Club,” I correct automatically. “And yes.”

      “Jesus Christ,” he mutters. “Is he involved with⁠—”

      “Careful,” I warn, voice dropping. “The next words out of your mouth might determine whether you walk or crawl back to your car.”

      He swallows hard. “The hospital can’t ignore this lawsuit. The family is powerful. Connected. They’re demanding someone take responsibility.”

      I tap the envelope against my palm, considering. “And Xavier’s your scapegoat?”

      “He’s the one who performed the procedure.”

      “Successfully, I’m guessing, since you wanted him to falsify the records.”

      The administrator’s silence is answer enough. I tuck the envelope into my jacket.

      “Here’s what’s going to happen,” I tell him. “I’m going to look through these papers. If Xavier did everything by the book, which I’m certain he did, then your hospital’s legal team needs to grow a pair and fight this lawsuit properly. If I find out you’re still pressuring him, or if anyone else from administration shows up at his home…” I let the threat hang in the air.

      “You don’t understand the politics involved,” he protests weakly.

      “I understand power dynamics better than you think,” I reply. “Now, get the fuck out of here.”

      The administrator doesn’t need to be told twice. He hurries back to his car, fumbling with his keys in his haste to leave. I watch until his taillights disappear around the corner before turning my attention to Xavier’s apartment.

      The lights are still off. Good. He didn’t hear any of this. Doesn’t need to know about this particular problem just yet.

      I walk back to my bike, envelope secure in my jacket. Tomorrow, I’ll have the club’s lawyer review these documents, find out exactly what kind of trouble Xavier might be in. For tonight, though, my job is done. He’s safe.

      As I start my motorcycle, I glance once more at his darkened window. After our encounter earlier, everything has changed. Tomorrow, I won’t be lurking in shadows or watching from a distance.

      Tomorrow, for the first time in years, I’ll approach him directly. The thought sends a thrill of anticipation through me that has nothing to do with violence and everything to do with the way Xavier looked at me tonight like he’s been waiting just as long as I have.

      I rev the engine and pull away from the curb, the weight of the medical documents heavy against my chest. One more problem to solve, one more threat to eliminate.

      After all, I’ve spent years making sure Xavier’s path is clear. I’m not about to stop now, not when we might finally have a chance to walk it together.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Xavier

      My alarm blares at five a.m., yanking me from a dream where Zach’s hands had been exploring places that still make my cheeks burn. I fumble for my phone, silencing it before dragging myself to the shower. The hot water does little to wash away those lingering images or the anticipation coiling in my stomach.

      As I dress for work, I keep staring at my phone on the nightstand. Zach’s number sits there in my contacts, just a tap away. I pick it up, thumb hovering over the messaging app.

      Too early. Too eager. Too much.

      I set the phone down, grab my keys, and head out.

      By seven a.m., I am checking in patients at the ER, but my mind keeps wandering. Twice, I catch myself reaching for my phone while updating charts. Both times, I stop myself, cursing under my breath.

      “You look distracted,” Nurse Reynolds says, sliding a patient’s file across the desk. “Late night?”

      “Something like that,” I mumble, suddenly noticing the faint bruising along my knuckles.

      At ten thirty-four a.m., while I am suturing a construction worker’s forearm, my phone buzzes in my pocket. My heart leaps into my throat, the needle freezing mid-stitch.

      “You okay, Doc?” the patient asks.

      “Fine,” I manage, finishing the suture with steady hands that belies the riot in my chest. Only after he leaves do I check my phone.

      Just a text from Samantha. Still alive after last night’s throwdown? Took two aspirin and feeling badass.

      My fingers hover over the keyboard. I could ask her for Zach’s number. Double-check I hadn’t hallucinated the whole encounter. But that feels like cheating somehow.

      By lunch break, I have drafted and deleted seven different messages to Zach. Each one sounds either too formal, too desperate, or too casual. How do you message someone you’ve fantasized about for years after they’ve finally shown interest?

      Hey, thanks for defending my honor last night sounds ridiculous. 

      Still thinking about you backing me against my car is too forward. 

      When can I see you again? reeks of desperation.

      I settle on staring at the blank message field until my break ends, then shove the phone back into my pocket with a frustrated groan.

      The afternoon brings a multi-car accident that keeps me busy for hours. Still, between critical cases and rushing patients to surgery, my mind keeps circling back to Zach. The intensity in those dark eyes. The promise in his voice. The heat of his body pressing me against the car.

      “Dr. Blane, need you in Trauma Two,” a voice calls over the intercom, snapping me back to reality.

      By six p.m., I’ve resorted to leaving my phone in my locker. The constant temptation to check it, to message Zach, was affecting my concentration. I’d nearly prescribed the wrong dosage to an elderly patient because I’d been mentally composing yet another text.

      “You’re off in an hour,” I remind myself, washing blood from my hands after setting a teenage skateboarder’s broken wrist. “You can call him then. Like a normal person.”

      At six forty-five p.m., while updating my last patient’s chart, my resolve finally breaks. I slip into an empty consultation room, pull out my phone, and type quickly before I can second-guess myself.

      It’s Xavier. Just finishing my shift. Still want to talk?

      My thumb hovers over the send button for three full breaths before I press it.

      The message whooshes away, and my stomach twists into knots.

      What if Zach has changed his mind? What if last night had been adrenaline-induced and nothing more? What if⁠— 

      My phone vibrates. One new message.

      Been waiting all day to hear from you, Doc. Where and when?

      The relief that floods me is so intense I have to sit down. I stare at the message, reading it three times to make sure I haven’t misinterpreted.

      My place? 8pm? I type back, adding my address before I can overthink it.

      The response comes immediately.

      I’ll be there.

      I pocket my phone, a ridiculous smile spreading across my face. I have exactly one hour to get home, shower, and make my apartment look like it wasn’t inhabited by a doctor who works eighty-hour weeks.

      As I sign out my charts and head for the locker room, I feel lighter than I have in years.

      I race home, breaking at least three traffic laws in my haste to get my apartment ready. The moment I unlock my door, I head straight for the shower, letting scalding water wash away twelve hours of hospital grime and the lingering ache in my muscles from last night’s fight. 

      My mind races as I shampoo my hair.

      Zach is coming here. To my apartment. In less than an hour.

      The thought sends a jolt through me that has nothing to do with the hot water.

      After toweling off, I stand in front of my closet, suddenly conscious of how little attention I’d paid to my wardrobe in recent years. Most of my clothes are either scrubs or comfortable basics for my rare days off. Nothing that screams, I’ve been fantasizing about you for years, please be impressed.

      I settle on a pair of dark jeans that Samantha once said made my ass look good and a simple white t-shirt that is slightly more fitted than my usual choices. Casual but not sloppy. I run a hand through my damp hair, trying to style it into something that looks intentional rather than just air-dried.

      A glance at my phone shows it’s seven forty-two p.m. Eighteen minutes. My stomach twists with nerves as I hurry around the apartment, throwing discarded scrubs into my bedroom and closing the door, stacking medical journals into a somewhat orderly pile, and wiping down countertops that haven’t seen a cleaning cloth in days.

      I pause in the middle of my living room, suddenly realizing I haven’t thought about food. My refrigerator contains exactly three condiments, half a carton of orange juice, and something in a takeout container that might have once been Chinese food but is now probably classified as a biological hazard.

      “We can order takeout,” I mutter to myself, grabbing my phone to check which places deliver to my neighborhood. Pizza would be too messy. Chinese too cliché. Maybe that Thai place on Fourth Street? 

      A knock at the door freezes me in place.

      I glance at my phone. 7:54 PM. He is early. Of course he is early.

      My heart pounds as I cross to the door, pausing to check my reflection in the hall mirror. I look… nervous. Excited. A little terrified. I take a deep breath and pull the door open.

      Zach stands in my doorway, and all the air leaves my lungs in a rush. He wears dark jeans and a black Henley that stretches across his broad shoulders, the sleeves pushed up to reveal tattooed forearms. His dark hair is pulled back in a loose knot at the nape of his neck, highlighting the sharp angles of his jaw. He looks dangerous and beautiful and so intensely male that my mouth goes dry.

      “Hey,” I manage, voice embarrassingly rough.

      Zach’s eyes travel slowly down my body, then back up to my face. The heat in that gaze makes my skin flush.

      “Hey yourself, Doc,” he says, voice low. He holds up a six-pack of beer in one hand and a paper bag in the other. “Brought provisions.”

      I step back, gesturing him inside. “You didn’t have to do that.”

      “Figured you wouldn’t have much in the way of food,” Zach says, moving past me with a confidence that suggests he’s been in my space before. The thought sends a strange shiver through me. Not unpleasant, just… unexpected.

      “That obvious, huh?” I close the door, hyperaware of how small my apartment suddenly feels with him in it.

      Zach sets the beer and bag on my kitchen counter. “You work eighty-hour weeks saving lives. Grocery shopping’s probably not high on your priority list.”

      “Fair point.” I move closer, curious about the contents of the bag. “What’d you bring?”

      “Burgers from Ray’s,” Zach says, unpacking foil-wrapped packages that release the mouthwatering scent of grilled meat and spices. “Best in town.”

      My stomach growls audibly, reminding me I hadn’t eaten since a hurried protein bar around noon. “You’re a lifesaver. I was just about to order something.”

      “Great minds,” Zach says, the corner of his mouth quirking up in a half smile that does dangerous things to my pulse.

      We fall into an unexpectedly comfortable rhythm, me grabbing plates and napkins while Zach arranges the food. He seems to know his way around my kitchen better than he should, finding the bottle opener in the second drawer he tries.

      “You want a glass?” I ask, holding up a beer.

      Zach shakes his head. “Bottle’s fine.”

      We settle at my small dining table, knees almost touching in the limited space. I unwrap my burger, perfectly medium-rare with what looks like caramelized onions and some kind of aioli, and take a bite.

      “Holy shit,” I groan, the flavors exploding on my tongue. “This is amazing.”

      Something flashes in Zach’s eyes at the sound I made. He takes a slow pull from his beer, throat working as he swallows, and I find myself transfixed by the movement.

      “So,” I start, desperate to break the tension before I do something stupid like climb across the table to him. “About last night…”

      “Which part?” Zach asks, his voice a low rumble. “The fight, or what happened after?”

      Heat crawls up my neck. “Both, I guess.”

      Zach sets his beer down, eyes never leaving mine. “The fight was necessary. Those assholes deserved worse than they got.” His jaw tightens. “No one talks to you like that. Not while I’m around.”

      The possessiveness in his voice sends a thrill through me that I probably should find alarming but instead find incredibly hot.

      “And after?” I prompt, heart hammering against my ribs.

      Zach leans forward slightly, the intensity in his gaze pinning me to my chair. “After was a long time coming, Doc. Years too late, if you ask me.”

      I swallow hard. “Why now? What changed?”

      “Nothing changed,” Zach says, his voice rough with honesty. “I’ve wanted you since high school. Watched you walk those hallways with your head high, never backing down, no matter how much shit they gave you.” His eyes light with the memory. “You were the smartest kid in school. Knew exactly who you were and didn’t apologize for it. While the rest of us were still trying to figure out our lives, you had yours mapped out.”

      I blink, surprised by his perception. “I didn’t think you noticed me back then.”

      A sound that might be a laugh escapes Zach. “I noticed everything about you, X. The way you’d bite your lip when you were concentrating. How you’d stand up for the younger kids when bullies came around. The fact that you never once looked scared, even when you were outnumbered.”

      My heart stutters in my chest. All those years I’d thought my crush was one-sided, that Zach, with his motorcycle and leather jacket and dangerous reputation, wouldn’t give someone like me a second glance.

      “Why didn’t you ever say anything?” I ask, voice barely above a whisper.

      Zach’s expression darkens. “You were headed for med school. I was headed for a life that would’ve dragged you down.” He takes another pull from his beer. “Still might.”

      I set my burger down, appetite forgotten. “That should’ve been my choice to make.”

      “Yeah, well, I was a teenager and stupid,” Zach says, a hint of bitterness in his tone. “Thought I was doing you a favor by staying away.”

      “And now?” I ask, heart in my throat.

      Zach’s eyes lock with mine, and the raw hunger I see there makes my breath catch. “Now I’m done staying away.” He reaches across the table, his fingers brushing against mine in a touch that is somehow more intimate than if he’d grabbed me. “Unless you tell me to.”

      The ball is in my court. I could end this now, go back to the safety of my ordered life, my careful routines. Or I can take the risk I’ve been wanting to take since I was seventeen.

      I turn my hand over, letting our palms press together, feeling the roughness of his calluses against my skin. “I don’t want you to stay away,” I say, my voice steadier than I expected. “I never did.”

      The tension between us shifts, electric and dangerous. Zach’s fingers tighten around mine, and the look in his eyes promises things that make heat pool low in my stomach.

      “Good,” he says, voice a low growl that sends shivers down my spine. “Because I’ve got seven years to make up for, Doc. And I plan to start tonight.”

      I watch as Zach stands, his movement deliberate and unhurried. The wooden chair scrapes against my floor, the sound unnaturally loud in the suddenly quiet apartment. My heart hammers against my ribs as he rounds the table, his eyes never leaving mine. There’s something primal in that gaze, hunger mixed with a patience that makes my skin flush hot.

      He stops directly in front of me, close enough that I can smell him. Leather and soap and something distinctly male. Without a word, he extends his hand, palm up, an invitation that feels more significant than it should.

      I place my hand in his, our skin connecting with a jolt that races up my arm and settles somewhere deep in my chest. His fingers close around mine, warm and calloused, as he pulls me to my feet. Suddenly we’re standing chest to chest, barely inches separating us. The apartment feels smaller, the air thicker, charged with electricity that’s been building for seven years.

      “I’ve thought about this.” His voice is a low rumble that vibrates through me. His free hand lifts slowly, fingers tracing the line of my jaw with a gentleness that seems at odds with his rough exterior. “Every night. Every damn day.”

      My eyes flutter closed at his touch. The pad of his thumb brushes across my lower lip, and I can’t stop the small intake of breath. “Show me,” I whisper, surprised by my own boldness.

      His fingers slide to the nape of my neck, tangling in my still damp hair. With gentle pressure, he tilts my head back, exposing my throat. I feel vulnerable, yet completely safe in the same moment. His breath is warm against my skin, sending goosebumps racing down my arms seconds before his lips press against my pulse point.

      “Jesus,” I gasp, the word barely audible as his mouth moves along the column of my neck. Each kiss is deliberate, exploratory, like he’s committing every inch of me to memory. When his teeth graze the sensitive juncture where my neck meets my shoulder, my knees nearly give out.

      “Wanted this,” he whispers against my skin, the vibration of his words sending shivers down my spine. “Wanted you.”

      My hands find his waist, fingers digging into solid muscle beneath soft cotton. He shifts upward, his lips brushing the shell of my ear in a way that makes heat pool low in my stomach.

      “Remember senior year?” His voice is rough, intimate, stirring memories I’ve kept buried. “That day in the library when you were studying for finals?”

      I nod, not trusting my voice as his hands slide down my back, one settling at my waist while the other presses lower, drawing me closer until our bodies align perfectly.

      “You were wearing those glasses,” he continues, his thumb tracing small circles against my spine. “Biting your pencil while you read. I had to leave the room because I couldn’t handle watching you another minute without touching you.”

      My breath catches in my throat. “I didn’t know.”

      “I’ve watched you for years,” he admits, his lips hovering just above mine, our breaths mingling. “Followed you home more nights than I can count, just to make sure you were safe.”

      A shiver runs through me at his confession, something that should send me running but instead ignites something primal and possessive inside me. The knowledge that he’s been there, watching over me, makes my pulse race.

      “Why didn’t you ever approach me?” I ask, my voice barely audible even in the quiet room.

      His eyes darken, pupils expanding until only a thin ring of brown remains. “Because once I started,” he says, his gaze dropping to my mouth, “I wouldn’t be able to stop.”

      The last word is barely out before his mouth claims mine. The first touch is gentle, a soft press of lips that sends electricity racing through my veins. Then something breaks between us, and the kiss deepens into something hungry and desperate. My hands slide up his chest, feeling the solid warmth beneath his shirt as his tongue sweeps into my mouth. He tastes like beer and something darker, something uniquely him that makes my head spin.

      He walks me backward until my shoulders hit the wall, our bodies pressed tight from chest to thigh. One of his hands braces against the wall beside my head while the other grips my hip, his thumb finding the sliver of skin where my shirt has ridden up. The contact of his rough finger against my bare skin draws a sound from my throat I barely recognize.

      When we break apart for air, he rests his forehead against mine, both of us breathing hard. I can feel the rapid rise and fall of his chest against mine, the synchronicity of our racing hearts.

      “Do you have any idea,” he rasps, his voice strained with restraint, “how many times I’ve dreamed about having you like this?”

      I slide my hands up to frame his face, my thumbs tracing the sharp angles of his cheekbones, the slight stubble on his jaw rough against my palms. “Tell me.”

      His eyes darken further, something raw and honest flashing in their depths. “First time was sophomore year. You stood up to those seniors hassling the freshman girls. Told them to back off or you’d make them regret it.” His finger brushes across my lower lip, sending sparks of sensation straight to my core. “You were so fierce. So goddamn beautiful. I went home and couldn’t get you out of my head for weeks.”

      My chest tightens at his words, at the realization that he saw me, truly saw me, all those years ago when I thought I was invisible to someone like him.

      “What else?” I whisper, needing to hear more, needing to understand how long I’ve been living in his thoughts.

      In one smooth motion, he lifts me slightly, his hands gripping the backs of my thighs as my feet leave the floor. He adjusts me so our eyes align perfectly, my back still pressed against the wall. The display of strength sends a thrill through me.

      “Junior year. You tutored my cousin in biology, spent hours explaining cellular respiration until she finally got it.” He leans in, his lips brushing mine with a reverence that makes my chest ache. “I sat outside the library in my car, watching you, thinking about how your hands moved when you talked.”

      I wrap my legs around his waist, arms looping around his neck to steady myself. He inhales sharply at the contact, his fingers flexing against my thighs.

      “And after graduation?” I prompt, my voice husky with need.

      “Harder then,” he admits, shifting his weight to carry me away from the wall. He moves with surprising grace for such a powerful man, crossing the small living room toward the couch. “You went to college; I joined the club.” 

      He lays me down gently, propping himself on one elbow beside me, his body half covering mine. “But I still found ways to check on you. Drove past your dorm some nights. Asked around how you were doing.”

      Instead of feeling disturbed by this admission, warmth floods my chest. All those years I thought I was alone, navigating the world by myself, someone had been watching over me, caring from a distance.

      “And more recently?” I reach up to free his hair from its knot, watching as dark strands fall around his face, softening the hard edges of his features.

      “The bar,” he says, his fingers tracing idle patterns on my chest through my t-shirt. “Every time you came in after a shift, exhausted but perfect, I’d sit in the corner, nursing one drink all night, just to be in the same room.”

      I draw him down for another kiss, slower this time, deeper, an exploration rather than a claim. His weight settles more fully against me, the solid warmth of him grounding me as our tongues slide together. When we break apart, my lips feel swollen, my body humming with a need I’ve never experienced before.

      “I thought about approaching you so many times,” I confess, running my fingers through his hair. “But you always seemed… untouchable. Dangerous.”

      Regret flickers across his face, his brow furrowing slightly. “I am dangerous, X. My life isn’t safe. The club, the things I’ve done…” His hand stills on my chest, directly over my heart. “You should know what you’re getting into.”

      I cover his hand with mine, pressing it firmly against my heart so he can feel its steady beat. “I’m not naive. I’ve lived here my whole life. I know about the Devil Souls. I grew up here at the clubhouse with my uncle. Not as much as an MC kid, but I was here.”

      “Knowing and being involved are different things,” he says, his expression serious. “People I care about become targets.”

      “Is that why you kept your distance?” I ask softly, the pieces finally clicking into place. “To protect me?”

      He nods, his eyes never leaving mine. “Partly. And partly because I didn’t think someone like you would want someone like me once you knew
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