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        My last year of med school, the best year ever because of her—my future changed forever because of her …

        From the moment I saw her, I knew there was something between us not many people find.

        Passionate nights, stolen kisses throughout our busy days; she and I had the same goals—goals that would end the special connection we’d found.

        Leaving her behind proved to be the hardest thing I’d ever done.

        Finding her one day in a Seattle hospital, tending to one of my best friends, proved that old flame had never completely gone out.

        No longer the easygoing, easy-to-love girl I’d known years ago, she’d become guarded.

        My only question—why?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Arslan

      The smell of coffee drifted through the otherwise sterile scent of the room, briefly taking my attention away from my young patient’s parents. “I’m sure you’re exhausted from the surgery, Dr. Dawson,” Mr. Peterson said, making me focus on the conversation once more. “I only have one more question for you, and then we’ll let you get on with the rest of your day.”

      Pinching the bridge of my nose—not out of aggravation, but out of sheer fatigue—I shifted my weight to the other foot. “I am sorry about that. I’m past the point of caffeine by now anyways. A bed and a pillow are about all I’m in need of right now. Please, ask me anything you need to, Mr. Peterson.”

      His son lay in the bed just three feet away from us. The boy had been in an auto accident with his uncle the day before. Unfortunately, the uncle hadn’t had the same luck as young Lucas Peterson—he hadn’t made it long enough to undergo surgery.

      Mr. Peterson looked at his son with exhausted, worried eyes. “When he wakes up, what can we expect?”

      “I can’t tell you exactly what to expect, but difficulty communicating is a common occurrence in individuals with his extent of brain trauma. He will likely be able to get back to normal with time and some rehab therapy, but for a while, he’ll exhibit trouble speaking, reading, writing, and may have issues with motor functions.” The looks on his parents’ faces told me they thought the prognosis was horrible. “Right now, you two need to remain strong and support Lucas in his healing. This won’t last forever. He’s young, healthy, and I expect he’ll be back to himself in no time at all.”

      His mother twisted her hands together nervously. “Next week is his eighth birthday.” She looked at her husband with tears in her eyes. “Will he be able to talk by then?”

      I couldn’t answer her question without lying, so told the truth. “I don’t know, Mrs. Peterson. I wish I could tell you what you want to hear, I truly do. The most you can do right now is stay hopeful and positive.” My eyes went to the door as Lisa, the charge nurse, came in to check on our patient. “Your son is in excellent hands with Lisa now. She’s an excellent nurse, and will be able to answer many of your questions if you have any more concerns.”

      “Thank you, Dr. Dawson.” Lisa went to check the monitors, and Lucas’ parents went straight to her to ask more questions.

      My tired and aching feet carried me all the way out of the ICU and straight to the doctor’s lounge. It was usually a great place for us to catch a quick nap now and then.

      I knew a nap wouldn’t be enough for me, but I had to catch a few z’s before driving home. If I didn’t, I might be the next person rushed into this hospital from an auto accident. I tried extremely hard not to be the one spending time under someone’s knife.

      Just as I stepped through the door to the doctor’s lounge, my cell rang. Pulling it out of the pocket of my scrubs, I saw a number I didn’t recognize, but answered it anyway. “Dr. Arslan Dawson here.”

      “Arslan, it’s me, Samantha Stone.” She hesitated, then burst into sobs. “Oh hell. Talk to Gerald.”

      The Stones were family friends from way back. Our families had spent the summers together in my family’s summer home in the Hamptons. Hearing Samantha so distraught had my hairs standing on end. “What’s happened?”

      “It’s Langston, Arrie,” Gerald answered me. “He’s been in an accident here in Seattle. I know you’re in Minnesota, and I know this is asking too much, but damn it, we don’t trust anyone but you. They say he might not make it, Arrie. A semitruck hit him on the freeway. He’s unrecognizable, and they say he’s suffered extensive brain injuries.”

      “I’ll be there.” No way in hell would I leave one of my best friends in anyone else’s hands—no matter how long it’d been since I’d seen him. “Is he at the Seattle Medical Center?” Normally I would have been rocked by the news, but I was operating on autopilot and went straight into professional mode.

      “No.” Gerald choked up for a moment, unable to get any more information out.

      “It’s okay, Gerald. Take a few breaths,” I coached him. “Langston needs all of us to stay calm right now. Calm minds make better decisions. If he’s not at that hospital, then where is he?”

      “It’s a new hospital. Young doctors,” he told me, making me a bit uneasy. “It’s called Saint Christopher’s General Hospital. They can’t move him. I’ve already asked if he can be taken by helicopter to your hospital. They told me he’s in no condition to move at all.”

      Taking off toward the parking garage, I knew sleep would have to wait a bit longer. “It’ll take me about five hours to get to Seattle. I’ll see you as soon as I can get there.”

      “Are you sure they’ll let you work on him here?” Gerald asked me, worry threading through his voice.

      “I’ll get my assistant on that right away.” I didn’t want them to worry about anything else. “I’ll see you soon. You tell Langston to hang on, I’m coming, and I’ll do everything I can to keep him with us.”

      Never had I been so happy to have a private jet at my disposal. Making the call to my pilot, telling him to meet me at the airport, I then called my assistant to start taking care of getting me privileges at the new hospital.

      Once I was in the plane and finally able to lie back and rest, I thought about Langston—or Lannie, as I’d called him growing up. I thought back to one of the memories that always stuck in my head whenever I thought of him.

      He and I were kids, swinging on the rope that went out over the cool water of our pond in the back of our estate.

      Splashing down first, he looked over to me. “Come on, Arrie!”

      It was my first time using the rope swing, and it was proving scarier than I thought it would. “I’m not sure. It’s pretty high.”

      “Chicken!” he shouted. “Come on, big baby! Bock, bock.”

      His teasing helped me build my courage, and I held tight to that rope as I backed up slowly. I stopped, closed my eyes, then ran forward as fast as I could—wanting it all to be over.

      As I felt my feet leave the ground, I felt the air flow all around me. Letting the rope go, I yelled with joy as I began to fall through the sky, landing in the cool water with an enormous splash.

      When I came to the surface, I laughed. “You’re right. It is fun. Let’s do it again.”

      Lannie always pushed me until I’d tried everything he had—good or bad. Including that one time we got stoned behind the garage—it was fun until old man Dempsey, who took care of the cars, found us and threatened to tell our parents if we ever did anything like that again.

      We’d gotten into so much mischief together—and had had the time of our lives doing so.

      The thought of never seeing my old friend again made ice form in my chest. I had to help him. I had to try my hardest to bring him back.

      With thoughts of Lannie still filling my head, I finally drifted off to sleep. I woke to the steward, Daniel, shaking me awake. “We’re here, Dr. Dawson.”

      “Huh?” I rubbed my eyes with the backs of my hands. “Where?”

      “Seattle, sir.” He stepped back and pointed out the window near my head. “You were out cold for a while there.” He gestured to the scrubs I still wore. “It’s been a rough day, hasn’t it?”

      “Pretty damn rough.” Getting out of my seat, I went to the bathroom to splash some water on my face and brush my teeth.

      My reflection in the mirror showed me that I needed to take a moment to shave. I looked like hell.

      The steward led me off the jet after I’d changed clothes and cleaned up. “You look much better, Dr. Dawson. Good thing you keep extra clothes on the jet, huh?”

      “Very good thing.” My early days as a Boy Scout had served me well—I was always prepared. Or I was as often as my hectic medical career allowed. “Did you call me a car?”

      “I did.” Veering through the crowded airport, he led me to the exit and then to the car he’d called for me. “This is Henry. He’ll take you to Saint Christopher’s Hospital.”

      The driver nodded as he opened the back door of the town car. “Dr. Dawson, it’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance. I’m sorry it’s under such unfortunate circumstances. Daniel told me about your friend.”

      “It’s good to meet you too.” Sliding into the backseat, I asked, “Will you be able to drive me around for the duration of my time here? I’ll pay you twice what you’re making now.”

      “Consider me your driver, Dr. Dawson.” With a smile, he closed the door then went to the driver’s side and got in.

      “Do you also think you can tell me the best hotel closest to the hospital?” I’d always found that drivers—be they cab drivers or private chauffeurs—had the best recommendations.

      “I can do ya one better, actually,” he said jovially as he pulled away from the curb. “My niece works at one of the best in that area. I’ll get her to reserve a suite for you. Something nice on the top floor. Would that be okay?”

      “That would be beyond okay, Henry. That would be perfect.” Finding someone reliable so quickly seemed like a gift from above. “I promise to make your help worth it.”

      I wasted no time in proving my words once he pulled up in front of Saint Christopher’s and held the door open for me. “Here you are, Dr. Dawson.”

      Shaking his hand, I slipped a few hundred dollars into it. “Really, thanks, Henry. I appreciate this.”

      Nodding, he slipped the money into his pants pocket. “I’ll be waiting in the parking area, sir.” He handed me his business card. “If you’ll shoot me a text before you come out, I’ll meet you at whatever entrance you need me to.”

      Looking over my shoulder as I hurried to get inside, I shouted, “You’re a dream come true, Henry!”

      Knowing I had nothing to worry about in that department was a huge relief—it was one less thing to worry about. As I headed inside, I found the waiting room void of any waiting patients, which could be good or bad. “Hi, I’m Dr. Arslan Dawson. My assistant …”

      I didn’t get to finish as the nurse jumped up from the desk. “Good! I’ve got everything here.” She handed me a badge on a lanyard with my picture and name already on it. “Your assistant sent me everything over the computer. You’re ready to go, Doctor.” Coming around, she opened the door to allow me to go back. “Mr. Stone is being kept comfortable and is stable so far. The trauma surgeon took him straight to the OR, but Mr. Stone’s parents arrived and stopped everything. They said no one but you can cut into their son. They’re feisty about it, too.”

      “Yes, I’ve known them forever.” The hospital seemed clean, and that gave me a good feeling. “How new is this place?”

      “Two years.” She stopped and looked at me. “Doctor, we have great people here at Saint Christopher’s. I know you’re from the Mayo Clinic, and that you’re one of the top neurosurgeons in the country. It will be an honor for the trauma surgeon and our cardiologist to work with you. They’re both extremely gifted, sir. Your friend will need more than just his brain treated, and they’re eager to work with you to get him better.”

      “The Stones have kept everyone at bay?” I knew they were obstinate, but had no idea they’d go that far.

      Nodding, she took off walking again. “Yes, sir.”

      “Have the other doctors meet me in the scrub room, will you?” Lannie’s parents might not have understood that I’d need help, but I did.

      “Here we are,” she said as she gestured to the scrub-room door. “We have scrubs here you can use. I’ll have the other doctors meet you here, and they’ll take you to the OR. Good luck, Dr. Dawson.”

      Luck? I didn’t need luck. I needed skilled surgeons that could help me save my friend’s life. I could only pray that I got them.
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      Reagan

      I was sitting in the living room, watching cartoons with my five-year-old son, Skye, when my cell finally lit up. “Is he there?”

      Jennie from the hospital was on the other end of the phone. “Yes, that neurosurgeon the Stones made us wait for is finally here. He said you and Dr. Kerr can come too.”

      Jumping up and ending the call, I kissed Skye on top of his head then nodded at my mother, letting her know I had to run. Just a few blocks from Saint Christopher’s General Hospital, I’d rented a place so I could be close enough to work that I could head home and see my son whenever I had free time. “Gotta go, guys. Love you, Skye.”

      “Love ya, Mom,” he called out as I ran out the door.

      Decked out in baggy sweats, it only took two minutes for me to get to the hospital. I loved the location of my apartment. It made raising my son that much easier.

      Hours earlier, I’d been called in when an accident victim had been rushed in. He’d been in an auto accident—a collision with a truck—and had ended up with life-threatening injuries. Injuries his parents had halted treatment for.

      I’d seen some crazy things in my time at the hospital, but nothing anything like these people. Dr. Kerr and I had managed to stop some of the internal bleeding, but they wouldn’t allow us to do even one more thing to their adult son, who’d given them medical power of attorney for some odd reason.

      Mr. and Mrs. Stone were a real mystery to us all. Bringing in a surgeon from out of town to work on their son while everyone waited on pins and needles—it was unlike anything I’d experienced. Kerr and I had made bets that their insistence on waiting would be a significant mistake. But they had the paper to prove that they could make medical decisions for the unconscious man, so we had to abide by their demands.

      Hurrying to the scrub room, I didn’t take the time to wonder who this super neurosurgeon was or where he even came from. Pushing the door open, I spotted Dr. Kerr scrubbing up. “Hey, Jonas.” I looked around, but didn’t see anyone else. “They said he’s here.” I realized I had no idea if it was a he or a she. “Or is it a she?”

      “Reagan?” I heard a deep voice come from behind me, and for a moment it felt like my heart stopped. It was a familiar voice, one from a very long time ago, but one I would never forget. “Reagan Storey?”

      I turned around to find a face from my past, looking right at me. A face I hadn’t seen in person in six very long years. Gasping with surprise, I stared for a breathless moment. “Arrie?” I exhaled.

      Before I realized what I was doing, my body was flying to the man I’d had a short but intense six-month relationship with when I first got into the David Geffen School of Medicine at UCLA. As we hugged, my brain finally started working again, and it quickly reminded me of all the reasons I couldn’t get close to him again.

      I moved out of his strong arms as he looked at me in shock. “I can’t believe this.”

      “Me neither.” He’d changed a bit. More muscles. Longer, dark wavy hair. More handsome than ever. “Wow, Arrie. Just, wow.”

      Shaking his head, he cleared his throat. “Yeah. Well, I’ve gotta scrub up again.”

      “Oh, dang.” I shouldn’t have jumped the man. “Sorry. I didn’t think.”

      “No,” he said as he shook his head and went back to the sink. “It’s okay. I surprised you. You surprised me.”

      “Yeah.” I grabbed a clean set of scrubs then went to draw the curtain around myself to change as I kept talking. “So, you’re the neurosurgeon from the Mayo Clinic the Stone family has so much faith in. Who knew?”

      “I’m sorry about how they shut you and Dr. Kerr down.” I pulled the curtain back after getting dressed, and he scanned every inch of my body as I came to scrub up. “Wow, Reagan.”

      Smiling at the reaction he had to my curves—a lot had changed in six years—I said, “Yeah, I’ve filled out since you last saw me. And you’ve done a bit of filling out too, I’ve got to say.”

      Holding his sterile hands up to let them dry, he smiled at me, and I felt as if I could melt right on the spot. At least that hadn’t changed one bit. “We’ll have to catch up while I’m here. I’ll be around until my friend recovers.”

      Knowing that could take months with his friend’s extensive injuries, I felt a little apprehensive about that. “The whole time?”

      He nodded. “Yeah, I can’t leave him. We go way back.”

      “How loyal of you, Arrie.” The smile wouldn’t leave my face.

      “Okay, let’s get in there, and you guys can fill me in.” Arrie led the way, and I headed into the OR right behind him, followed by Dr. Jonas Kerr, the trauma surgeon.

      The man on the table—the man Arrie had called his friend—looked terrible, and I saw the look of anguish on my old flame’s face. “He’s got a lot going on here, Dr. Dawson.” I decided it’d be best to revert to professionalism, using his medical title. It just felt like the right thing to do with all the nurses and other medical staff around us.

      Letting Dr. Kerr list off the different injuries that Mr. Stone had sustained, I zoned out, thinking back to the moment Arrie and I had met.

      Long, lanky legs walked past me as I bent over to pick up the three heavy textbooks I’d dropped. My folder had fallen too, spilling papers everywhere. Those were the only legs around and must’ve been attached to the body that bumped into me, so the fact that they didn’t stop to help pissed me off. “Yeah, keep on walking, I don’t need any help. Jackass.”

      A gust of wind blew my hair into my face. With my sight obstructed, I tripped over the book I’d meant to pick up, landing squarely on my ass. I huffed out a deep breath, wishing my day were over already.

      “Here you go,” a deep voice said softly.

      Pushing the hair out of my eyes, I saw the most gorgeous blue eyes shining back at me. Dark waves of tousled hair hung to his broad shoulders. When I looked down, I noticed the same blue jean-covered legs that had walked past me moments earlier. “Oh, you stopped to help.”

      “Well, when you hear yourself being called a jackass, it makes you think you should stop and lend a hand.” He reached out, and I took his hand. Lifting me with ease, he went on, “I’m Arslan Dawson. And you are?”

      “Embarrassed.” I dusted the dirt off my butt. “Thoroughly embarrassed.” Taking the books he’d picked up for me and the folder he’d managed to stuff my papers back into, I felt my cheeks heat. “My name’s Reagan. Reagan Storey. And thank you, Arslan.” I smiled at him as he tugged on a piece of hair that had fallen back into my face again.

      “Maybe you should think about putting these curls into a ponytail.” His hand moved to rest on my shoulder. “That way you’ll be less likely to have them in your pretty face, making you drop things. Just a little advice.”

      Trying to get a hold of myself after the tingle that ran through me simply from his hand on my shoulder, I asked, “What year are you in?”

      “My last one here,” he responded. I’d just met him, but I hated to hear that.

      “I’m in my first year.” My lips quirked up to one side in disappointment.

      “That’s cool.” Looking ahead, he asked. “Hungry?”

      “It is lunchtime.” My stomach started fluttering, like a bunch of butterflies had taken flight. I couldn’t believe this older guy—who was so much cuter than any other guy I’d ever met, and who was on his way to becoming a doctor—seemed to be asking me to eat lunch with him.

      “Hmm, let me guess. Salad and a bottle of water?” he asked, trying to guess what I wanted to eat.

      “Um, nope.” Then it was my turn to guess what I thought he might want to eat. “Cheeseburger and fries?”

      He laughed as we walked toward the food trucks. “Is that a question? Or are you trying to tell me that’s what you want to eat?”

      Well, that hadn’t gone as planned. I mentally kicked myself, wishing I’d had more experience flirting with too-cute-to-be-real med students. “Okay, let’s start over. I would like some street tacos. How about you?”

      “Sounds good to me,” he answered with a smile. Sniffing the air as we came up to the trucks, he looked at one of them. “I smell cilantro, which is great for the cardiovascular system. And there’s a hint of lime in the air too.”

      Jumping in with my somewhat limited knowledge, I said, “Lime is an antioxidant.” Wrinkling my nose, I asked, “Right?”

      With a nod, he stepped up to the window. “Could I get two orders of fish tacos and a couple bottles of water?”

      “Coming up,” the guy inside the truck told him.

      That left us time to wait and talk, and suddenly those butterflies came back with a vengeance, fighting inside my tummy. Leaning against a tree, I tried to hide the sudden onslaught of nerves.

      One of the first things that had made me fall for Arrie was his ability to always seem at ease. And that quality had been on full display that very first day, as he’d leaned against the tree next to me, his hands casually shoved in his pockets as I placed my things on the grass by my feet. “So, where do you hail from, Reagan?”

      “Seattle.” Standing back up, I found him looking at me with great interest. “Well, Winthrop. It’s a tiny town outside of Seattle. But hardly anyone knows about it, so I tell everyone I’m from Seattle. And what about you, Arslan?”

      “The Upper East Coast. We have homes in New York, The Hamptons, Manchester, and a ski lodge in Colorado, too. But I went to school in New York.” I stopped breathing as he reached out again to take one of my errant curls, twirling it around his finger. “I like your hair.” Before I could take that all in, he looked right into my eyes. “And I adore your green eyes. Those freckles are just the cherry on top of it all.”

      I put my hand over my nose, where light freckles peppered my skin. “Oh, I hate my freckles. And my red hair.”

      “Your hair isn’t red, it’s auburn. There’s a big difference. And your freckles make you that much more adorable.” Smoothing the chunk of hair between his thumb and forefinger, he went on, his deep voice rumbling. “You must put something in your hair to make it feel this smooth.” Leaning down, he took a whiff of my hair, and I nearly passed out from sheer lust. “Mmm, coconut oil. Now I understand the shine.”

      “So, are you going to be a doctor or a hairdresser?” I joked.

      “A neurosurgeon,” he answered. “And what do you want to be, Reagan Storey?”

      Mrs. Doctor Arslan Dawson?

      Shaking my head to clear it, I answered, “I’m shooting to be a cardiologist. Who knows, maybe we’ll meet in surgery one day.”

      And here we were, meeting in surgery just as I’d predicted six years earlier. “Isn’t that right, Dr. Storey?” I heard Dr. Kerr asking me, drawing me out of my memories.

      “Sorry?” I hadn’t heard a thing as I’d been so deep in thought.

      Dr. Kerr gave me a stern look over his face mask. “The patient’s heart isn’t beating the way you want it to. You think there may be a tear in his aortic valve, or possibly the aorta itself.”

      “Oh yes.” I looked over to Arrie, staring into those deep pools of azure that had lured me to the man in the first place. “I heard dripping sounds when I examined him earlier—before we were told to stop. Otherwise, I would’ve gone in to make the repairs.”

      “Well, let’s not waste any more time,” Arrie said, then looked around at everyone else in the room. “Time to get this man going again.”
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      Chapter 3

      

      Arslan

      The surgery went well enough, considering all of the injuries Lannie had sustained. There would be more surgeries in his near future as the swelling went down. My poor friend would be facing a long battle, and I felt terrible for him.

      After the surgery, there was more waiting. I went to the cafeteria to get myself some coffee and food to keep me going a while longer. Promising myself that I’d get to sleep in a real bed in a few more hours was also keeping me going.

      As I sat in a booth, sipping a coffee and nibbling on a sandwich, my thoughts quickly moved from Lannie to my reunion with Reagan. Things had been great when we’d been together, and I’d be lying if I said she’d been easy to forget.

      We’d met on campus one day and things had just clicked between us. We’d ended up spending most of our free time together after that initial meeting. Then we’d ended up spending most of our free time together in my bed. She’d pretty much moved in with me for the six months we’d dated.

      We’d parted ways amicably. Both of us had known what it took to become doctors, and we’d known we needed the freedom to achieve our goals. With so much ahead of each of us, we’d decided not to stay in touch.

      I recalled one of the last things Reagan had said to me before I’d left: “We’ll let fate decide if we ever get to see each other again.”

      She’d always been a big believer in fate, and it seemed it had made the decision after all. And after only six years. A bit long, but at least we were in the same place, at the same time, now. Why not spend some of that time together, the way we had back then?

      Memories of Reagan’s skin—how soft it had felt against mine when we’d been in bed, or on the beach under a blanket of stars—made my cock twitch. Her lips, full and pouty, would always give way to my kisses with ease. She’d become putty in my hands whenever I touched her with even the lightest of touches.

      She still kept her hair long, and that pleased me to no end. Playing with those silky curls had been one of my favorite things to do with her. We didn’t always have to be going at it when we were together—she and I had shared a level of comfort that I’d never found with anyone else.

      I wonder if she’s free.

      Reagan had to have someone in her life by now. A great woman like her, with so much going on for her, must be in high demand. But maybe things weren’t going so great for her and her current guy.

      There’s always room for hope.

      Having more time with the woman would be amazing. Our natural chemistry had led to some of the best sex I’d had in my life. I knew it could be that hot, or even hotter now.

      If she’s free.

      Her body had changed for the better, too. She’d been a skinny little thing back in med school—not that I’d been complaining back then. The years had been good to my little sparrow, as I’d called her from time to time back then.

      When she’d first walked into the scrub room, Reagan had been wearing loose-fitting pale green sweats that hid everything. When she’d changed into scrubs with a fitted waist, those curves she’d acquired had showed well. And I’d had a hard time controlling my 0bservant male member.

      Thankfully, my professional side had taken over, saving me from an awkward situation—I hadn’t had any witnesses to my attraction for Dr. Storey. Not even Reagan had seemed to notice the way she’d taken my attention so quickly and easily.

      From the first time I’d seen Reagan Storey all those years ago, she’d taken my attention completely. Once I’d seen her—after she’d called me a jackass for not stopping to help her—I couldn’t stop looking at the girl.

      I remembered that fateful day so clearly. I was on my cell, reading something I’d looked up for the class I had after lunch. I was so zoned out that I didn’t notice myself brushing up against anyone until I heard a sweet, disgruntled voice mumbling something about me being an asshole. I immediately put the cell away and went to help the poor girl.

      She’d tripped and fallen, and I helped her gather her things and then helped her up. Once I brushed all those gorgeous auburn curls out of her face, I was astounded by the beauty I found underneath.

      A week after our first meeting, she and I found ourselves on the beach at night. We’d taken a walk as the sun faded away, neither of us realizing how late it had become.

      The moonlight had reflected off her hair and face, taking my breath away. “God, you’re gorgeous, Reagan.” My lips barely touched hers.

      Her fingers trailed along both my arms, leaving goose bumps in their wake. Then I really went for it, kissing her hungrily, needing more than she’d given me thus far. With the beach empty and the night sky offering cover, I laid her down on the soft sand.

      That was the night we both stopped holding anything back. We gave each other everything. Her hands moved over my entire body, caressing, clawing with desire and lust while exploring muscles she would eventually learn well. Her favorite muscles were my biceps. Reagan would sit with me, her hand on my bicep as I played with her hair.

      We’d been so happy and content back then, it was hard to remember why we’d ever parted ways. I’d never met anyone who understood me better than she.

      And I wanted that back. I’d missed her desperately for the first year after leaving to do my internship. Nights had sucked without her in my bed. I’d tried to move on, but no woman ever lasted in my bed for longer than one night. No one else had slept in my bed since.

      Somehow, Reagan had spoiled the experience—no one else’s body fit in front of mine so perfectly; only hers. And I felt, deep down, that she would still fit me that way—even with the new and improved curves.

      Closing my eyes, I replayed our last time together in my mind. The wind blew sheer blue curtains into the bedroom as I undressed Reagan slowly, wanting to relish this last time we’d have together.

      Her skin glistened with moisture as I pulled her dress away from her shoulders, letting it slide down her body to puddle around her feet on the floor. No words were spoken as we stared into each other’s eyes, both knowing that this all ended tonight.

      Our hearts pounded; harsh breaths mingled; juices flowed like wine all night long. I’d never had a sexual marathon like the one we shared that last night.

      “Hey, you,” came Reagan’s voice, shattering the images playing in my head.

      My eyes flew open as heat filled my entire body. “Reagan?”

      She slipped into the other side of the booth, coffee in hand. “Yep, it’s me.” Taking a sip, she looked at me over the rim, catching the smile that refused to leave my lips. “So, how’s life been treating you, Arrie?”

      “Great.” I pushed the other half of my sandwich to her. “Here, help me out with this.”

      Picking it up, she took a bite. “Yum, turkey and ham. And is that provolone cheese I taste?”

      “It is.” The urge to get up and sit right next to her—close enough that our thighs would touch—nearly overcame me. But I had to know a few things before I acted on any of those impulses. “And how’s life been for you, Reagan? Anything new or interesting happen to you in the last six years?”

      The way her eyes cut to one side made me a bit nervous. “Well, I became a doctor, so there’s that. But not too much has happened. How about you?” She winked. “Did you find true love out there in the real world, Arrie?”

      “No,” I said with a chuckle. “Not yet, anyway.”

      “The years are passing a lot more quickly now, aren’t they?” She laughed, the sound making my heart ache as I realized how much I’d missed hearing it. “You better hurry up.”

      “I see no rush.” The fact that we’d met again made me extremely thankful that I hadn’t been looking; that I’d stayed single. “What about you? Did you ever find any Mr. Right?”

      As soon as her head shook, I felt relieved. “No.”

      Thank God!

      Shifting in my seat, I leaned forward, moving my hands over the table and getting them closer to hers. “You mean you haven’t had another significant boyfriend since me?” I found that hard to believe.

      “Well, I did date a few guys after you left,” she admitted. “But to be honest, Arrie, none of them came close to comparing to you. You sort of ruined me for other men.”

      Yes!

      “Come on, you’re just saying that.” My ego swelled to the size of a watermelon.

      Taking a bite of the sandwich, she shook her head, making the ponytail dance behind her head. I longed to see her hair splayed out over a pillow again. She took a sip of coffee to wash down the food then said, “You put my former boyfriends to shame. And any who came after you had a lot to live up to. The shoes you left behind have been impossible to fill so far.”

      I couldn’t believe no one had tried hard enough to win this woman’s heart. “How have you managed to keep the guys away, Reagan? A baseball bat?”

      Clearly trying to change the subject, she asked, “So, where are you gonna stay while you’re in Seattle?”

      Staying with her might be nice, I thought to myself. “Why, you got something to offer?” I winked to show her I might be joking, but I certainly would take her up if she went along with it.

      She shook her head once again, and this time it disappointed me. “My apartment’s pretty small, Arrie; I don’t think you’d fit. And it’s not anywhere nearly as nice as what I’m sure you’re used to.”

      I could make do with whatever—the furnishings and space weren’t what I’d be staying for anyway, and I was sure she knew that. I wondered if maybe there was more to her non-invitation to pick up where we’d left off. “Space limitations were never a problem in the past. Am I sensing there’s more to the story than just the small apartment, Reagan? Is there a guy you’re seeing and don’t want to offend by having your old flame over? Or is it something else? A dog who hates men, maybe?” I could make friends with her dog.

      Looking down at her cup of coffee, she chewed on her lower lip then finally said, “Well, there is a guy, but not how you’re thinking.” She took a deep breath, then finally looked up at me again. “I’ve got a son in kindergarten, Arrie.”

      “Oh.” I didn’t know what else to say to that. “A boy, you say?”

      “Yes. His name is Skye, and I don’t bring men around him. I certainly can’t let you come stay with me.” Looking into my eyes, she blinked a few times. “You understand, right?”

      “Of course, I do.” Reagan had become a mother—and a smart one, at that. “That’s actually very respectable, Reagan. And this boy’s father? Is he in the picture?”

      Seeing her shake her head, as bad as it may sound, made me feel better. “Nope. He’s not around. Never has been.”

      “What an asshole.” I couldn’t believe any man would ditch Reagan Storey. “If you’d like to give me his name and approximate location, I would love nothing more than to hunt him down and give him a righteous ass kicking.”

      The smile that took over her entire expression made my heart skip a beat. “You’d do that for me?”

      In a heartbeat. “Sure would.”

      “As nice as the offer is, I don’t want you to hate the guy.” She looked off to one side. “It’s not like he planned on getting me pregnant. I don’t hate him. Not one bit.”

      “You said he’s in kindergarten?” I asked, as the math began to bubble in my brain. “So, your son is what? Five or so?”

      She nodded, and I felt tingles move throughout my body. We’d parted ways six years ago. It takes nine months for gestation. I just needed to know the boy’s birthday, and then I would know if Reagan Storey had something she needed to tell me.

      I might be a father.
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      Reagan

      The look in Arslan Dawson’s blue eyes told me that his brain was already working hard with the small amount of information I’d given him. I had to do something to stop all that. “So, about tomorrow’s surgery on Mr. Stone.”

      With a shake of his head, as if ridding it of his current thoughts, he asked, “What do you mean? I thought we talked about that while in surgery. Did you not understand what you need to do?”

      I understood completely, but I needed to distract Arrie from his train of thought. “Well, I’d like to discuss it more with you. For instance, do you agree with my prognosis of a small tear in his aortic valve?” I knew he did—he’d said so before—but I was grasping at straws for what to say to divert his attention.

      Narrowing his eyes, he cocked one dark brow. “I told you I agreed, Reagan. I don’t remember you being this scatterbrained. Did you have a hard time concentrating in there?”

      “A little.” And that was the truth. He’d totally surprised me, after all. “Your presence did affect me, Arrie. I’m sorry about that.”

      “Seeing you all of a sudden affected me too.” His eyes went to my hand that rested on the table, and then he reached his hand across to cover mine. “I missed you, Reagan. That first year was hard as hell. You have no idea how many times I’d sit and look at your number on my cell, wanting nothing more than to call just to hear your voice. But I didn’t want to get in the way of you achieving your goals.”

      There had been so many nights when I’d done the same damn thing. I turned my hand up, so our palms touched. “Me too, Arrie. I had to delete your number after six months so I wouldn’t make that call one day. We’d parted ways so amicably, and I didn’t want there to be any hard feelings or arguments over what we each had to do to make our dreams come true.”

      I’d deleted his number because I’d battled myself every day over whether I should call him to tell him about the pregnancy. Part of me thought he had a right to know. The other part of me knew he had a tough internship going on and a bright future ahead of him. With all the problems associated with pregnancy and, eventually, having a baby in another state, I knew it’d put a wrench in his plans to become a neurosurgeon. How could I have derailed that?

      At that age, I hadn’t been willing to be responsible for interrupting his dreams. I still struggled with whether or not I’d made the right call—but it looked like fate was giving me a nudge, a chance to make things right.

      His middle finger trailed along my palm, and I felt my panties getting wet. “It took me another six months longer than you to decide to delete your number. It seems I had a little more trouble moving on than you did. Any reason for that, Reagan? Did you have something distracting you from thoughts of getting back in touch?”

      Sure. Your son.

      “I knew you had tons going on. That’s the only reason I deleted your number. Becoming a neurosurgeon doesn’t leave much time for other things, including a lovelorn ex-girlfriend.” My fingers crossed under the table, hoping he’d take me at my word and move on from this topic.

      “I’d like to spend time with you while I’m here, Reagan. I understand about you not wanting me—a stranger—around your son, but what about going out together?” The heat in his eyes as he looked at me made chills flow through my body.

      He wants to have sex again!

      We’d had amazing sex—right from the very first time. My body temperature spiked at the idea of getting more of that good stuff. It had been quite a long spell since my last sexual partner, and that guy had been nothing to write home about.

      I suddenly felt every one of those six years that had passed since I’d had what I knew Arrie could give me. I hadn’t had even one orgasm from sex in all that time.

      Knowing the man who sat across from me, the man stroking my palm with his talented finger, the man looking at me with lust-filled eyes—I knew this man could make my body sing like no other.

      Before I could tell myself—and him—no, a woman’s voice interrupted us. “Arslan, there you are!”

      Looking over at the couple coming our way, Arrie stood up. “Samantha, Gerald.”

      Out patient’s parents had come to find their hero. Samantha threw her arms around Arrie as Gerald looked at me with apologetic eyes. “Oh, Dr. Storey. I’m so sorry about everything. We were just so afraid for our son. We needed someone we knew would give his all in that operating room. We needed our son to have his friend. I hope there are no hard feelings.”

      “None.” I got up and shook the man’s hand, then found myself in his wife’s arms.

      “I’m sorry too, Dr. Storey.” She released me but held me at arm’s length and looked at me. “We just left the ICU where Langston is sleeping. He’s already looking more like our son.”

      As they sat down with us, forcing Arrie to sit next to me so they could sit together on the other side of the booth, Samantha asked, “Do you forgive us for being what you must’ve thought of as ridiculous?”

      “Sure.” Pursing my lips, I thought about what I would have done if I’d been in their shoes—having one of the world’s top surgeons basically on speed dial. But then I knew I’d let my son be helped by whomever could help him the quickest. “Thankfully, your son’s condition didn’t worsen while waiting nearly six hours for Arrie to arrive.”

      “Arrie?” Gerald asked, looking at the man sitting next to me. “You know each other?”

      Running his arm around my shoulders, Arrie smiled widely. “Dr. Storey and I were sweethearts in med school. I was in my last year and she was in her first, so we parted ways when I had to leave town for my internship. Otherwise, I don’t know if we ever would’ve ended it.” He looked at me. “Do you?”

      Shrugging, I really had no idea. “Who knows what could have happened?” He had left, and it had ended, and I had ended up having his baby—though he knew nothing about that. Having my son and thinking of what a wonderful kid he’d turned out to be, it was hard for me to look back and think about what-ifs.

      I knew Arrie would be upset if he found out I’d hidden a kid from him for six years. I didn’t want to upset my old flame, especially since he needed to keep his head straight to deal with his friend at present.

      Samantha’s eyes glistened, and she held her fist to her heart. “Oh my. My Langston has brought you two back together. Look at that, Gerald. Look what our son’s accident has done. Things always happen for a reason.”

      Gerald shook his head. “You two better watch out; Samantha will be planning your wedding before this is all said and done.”

      The woman began to glow, clearly enamored with the idea. “Oh, wouldn’t that be something? And when Langston wakes up and can understand things, you two can tell him that he brought you two back together. The one good thing to come of this. You make such a lovely couple. Don’t they, Gerald?”

      My cheeks heated with a mixture of embarrassment and yearning for that to come true. “Let’s not jump the gun. Dr. Dawson has a successful career in Rochester, Minnesota, and I have one here. Rochester’s a good five hours away from here by air. Long distance was our issue before, and it seems that hasn’t changed.” My cheeks heated further, and I felt silly about going into so much detail about such an absurd idea. “And besides, we’ve hardly had more than twenty minutes to reconnect. Who’s to say if we still feel the same as we do all those years ago?”

      “I do.” He kissed my cheek. “How ’bout you?”

      Not the right place or time. “Behave.” I smacked him in the shoulder playfully, feeling a little bit better about my answer. I looked at his friend’s parents again. “Anyways, I’ve got a five-year-old son to consider.”

      “Oh.” Samantha looked disappointed. “I see. You can’t be jumping into anything when you have a child. That would be irresponsible of you. Arslan, you’ll have to give her lots of time then, won’t you?”

      Probably more time than he has to give. Not that there was a right amount of time—not with what I was hiding from him.

      The man had a son. Our son. A boy who looked just like his handsome father, with dark, wavy hair and piercing blue eyes. One look at the boy and Arrie would know. And then he’d hate me, and I couldn’t say he’d be wrong to.

      The way Arrie looked at me, with a hint of sadness in his eyes, made my heart hurt. “Yeah, but time hasn’t ever been on our side.”

      “And you’ll leave once Mr. Stone is better,” I reminded them all.

      Sitting here, talking to him again with such ease, it made me realize just how damn easy it would be to go right back to the way we were. But there were too many things in the way of that happening. I needed to stay in Seattle and take care of our son, and Arrie needed to go back to Minnesota eventually. There was still no future for us.

      And sitting here, talking the way we were, wasn’t helping me a bit. “I should get going. I’ve barely seen that kid of mine today. He might want to see his mommy before he hits the hay. And my parents are probably ready to go home for the night too.”

      Arrie didn’t make a move to let me out of the booth. “You’ve got an early morning tomorrow, too. Do you have a babysitter that helps out on Sunday mornings?”

      Smiling at the fact that he’d think about such a thing, I told him about my standing arrangement. “The next-door neighbor, Phyllis, comes over when I have to leave early or have an emergency. She stays with Skye until my parents can get there.”

      Arrie looked concerned. “And how old is this Phyllis?”

      He did have fatherly instincts, and that made me smile, though a little uneasily. “Fifty. And before you ask about her health, Phyllis is in great shape—mentally and medically.”

      “You do know me well, sparrow.” He kissed the top of my head, making Samantha sigh. “And your parents? They’re in good health? I assume you take good care of them.”

      “I do.” I had to laugh. “You know me so well too.”

      If I hadn’t lied to him for years, things could be so easy for us. We could fall right back into place like no time had passed at all. I’d never felt so at ease with anyone else in my entire life.

      But I knew I couldn’t have the man. I would have to tell him about our son, and that would break us apart. There’s no way he would still trust me after I dropped that bomb.

      Getting up, Arrie let me out, taking me by the hand. “I’ll walk you out.” He looked back at his friend’s parents. “I’m heading to my hotel to get some sleep. I’ll see you guys after Reagan performs the surgery on Lannie. I’ll come back to check on how that went.”

      “Bye,” they called out to us, both of them looking much better than they had just a few hours earlier.

      As we walked through the doors, Arrie pulled me to one side, gently pushing me back against the wall. “I’m sorry about all that talk—I shouldn’t have started that. It’s not fair to either of us. I’ll back off.”

      His body, so close to mine, had my heart freaking out. I put my hands on his broad chest. “I think that’s best.”

      For the longest time, he looked into my eyes and then at my mouth, then back up to my eyes. And then a sigh slipped through his lips. “Yeah, that’s best.”

      When he stepped back, I felt lost. Blinking back tears, I turned and hurried to leave the hospital and him behind, at least for the night.

      We’ll have to do this all over again tomorrow. I don’t know how long I can hold this back.
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      Arslan

      Despite my exhaustion, which was the only reason I slept so soundly through the night, I woke up earlier than I expected the next morning and decided to go back to the hospital. I wanted to be there while Reagan was operating on Lannie. Not because I didn’t trust her—because I certainly did—but because I wanted to be there for her and my old friend.

      When I went to scrub up and change, I saw Reagan as she was headed into the operating room and hurried to get in there. As soon as I came through the door, her green eyes went wide. “What are you doing here, Dr. Dawson?”

      “I just want to observe, Dr. Storey.” I went to stand at her side and felt the tension in her body right away. “You okay?”

      She looked at me with confusion in her eyes—the only feature I could see, as the surgical mask hid the rest of her face. “You didn’t tell me you were coming this morning.”

      “I didn’t tell you I wasn’t going to be here either.” I didn’t know what her problem was. “Go ahead, get started.”

      Looking back at Lannie’s chest, scalpel in hand, I watched her hands as they shook. “Ugh!”

      Stepping back, I jerked my head toward the door. “Outside, Dr. Storey.”

      The look I got from her almost made me cringe. But I wasn’t the kind of man who got scared off by a glare. “What?”

      “Outside.” I pulled her arm to make her follow me and out we went. She quickly handed the scalpel to the nurse, who looked at me like I might be insane.

      Walking with her into the scrub room, we both ripped our masks off our faces. “What the hell are you doing, Arrie?” she snapped as soon as the door shut.

      “Your hands are shaking.” I took her hands in mine and saw that they hadn’t stopped.

      She jerked them away. “Stop it! You just waltzed into my OR and expected I wouldn’t be shaken up by that? Are you nuts?”

      “Why would it shake you up to have me in there, Reagan?” I had my ideas—I was pretty sure this went beyond just seeing an ex—but I needed to hear her say it.

      “Because it’s you, Arrie.” She threw her hands into the air, beginning to pace. “Not only are you this man’s friend, but you’re also a neurosurgeon from the best hospital in America! And you know I’m attracted to you. And that’s just for starters too.”

      She’d piqued my interest. “And the other reasons, Reagan? What are they?”

      “Never mind. Just do me a personal favor and sit this one out, Arrie.” She looked at me with pleading eyes. “Please. I can’t do this with you looking over my shoulder. I just can’t.”

      She didn’t leave me much choice. “You will calm down, and you will do this with me looking over your shoulder, or I’ll get another cardiologist who will.”

      Her jaw dropped. “This is my hospital, Arrie. You’re merely a visitor here. I didn’t think I’d need to remind you of that.”

      “First of all, you don’t own this hospital,” I began.

      “Neither do you,” she butted in.

      “Yes, but I am the physician in charge of Langston Stone, and as such, I am going to oversee whatever surgeries and procedures I damn well want, Dr. Storey.” I’d never had cause to be this way with Reagan, but that wouldn’t stop me from doing what I knew was right for my patient.

      “And if I tell you I don’t want you in there, judging me?” she went on.

      I stopped her. “I will not judge. But if you do something questionable, I will ask what you’re doing and why you’re doing it. And if I don’t agree, then we’ll have to discuss it at length.”

      “How long do you want to keep this man under, Arrie?” Her green eyes rolled.

      “As long as it takes.” I had no problem keeping him under. He wasn’t going to wake up anytime soon anyway. Not with all the meds we had him on to keep him asleep and out of pain. “So, do I go find another cardiologist or are you going to stop being a baby about this and get in there and help our patient?”

      Heading to the sink to scrub up again, she put her skin through hell as she brushed it hard and fast. “You make me so mad, Arrie. You have no idea how angry this makes me.”

      “And I don’t care.” She had to know the patient had to take precedence over anyone else in that room. “Don’t take this personally, Reagan. It’s not personal at all. It’s just good medicine.”

      “Says you.” With her hands held up to dry, she turned her back to me. “Put my mask on. I’m going to do this. I am a damn good surgeon, and you have no right to question me this way. You’re going to give me space to move and do my job, or I’ll give you such an earful, you have no idea.”

      Putting the mask back into place, I followed her back into the OR and gave her more space than I had previously. I also stayed quiet as she executed the procedure perfectly.

      Once it was over, she looked over at me and I could tell that her anger with me was back in the forefront of her mind, even after all she’d just done. She looked at the intern who’d been observing. “Care to stitch the patient up, James?”

      She knew I’d stay to watch over that, and I only assumed she hoped she’d have enough time to get the hell out of the hospital and away from me. Her anger might’ve stopped her hands from shaking and stopped her nerves from getting in her way, but it was more persistent than I’d counted on.

      The young man stepped up and Reagan headed for the door. “Aren’t you going to stay and oversee this intern, Dr. Storey?” I asked before she got all the way out of the room.

      Without even turning back to look at me, she said, “Why? You’ll be here. Mr. Stone is in excellent hands.”

      He was, but that hadn’t been my point. The way everyone went dead quiet told me Reagan and I were creating a scene. And that made me a little bit angry with myself. And I had to be honest; it made me angry at her too.

      Does she have no idea how to be professional?

      I let her leave without more comment, and once Lennie was stitched up, I went to see if I could find Reagan. No one seemed to know where she’d gone. I took the time to find Samantha and Gerald to tell them how the surgery had gone.

      I finally found them in one of the many waiting rooms. “It’s going to take me a while to figure out the layout of this hospital. I’m still getting all turned around, it seems.” I walked in and took a seat across from my friend’s parents. Samantha’s eyes were red-rimmed, and I knew she’d been crying. “He’s coming along well, Samantha.”

      “This is just so hard to take, Arslan.” She blew her nose.

      Gerald put his arm around her. “How’d it go in there this morning?”

      “Dr. Storey is an amazing surgeon. It went beautifully.” Reagan had impressed me to no end. “I rattled Reagan by showing up in the OR this morning, and I thought I might have to replace her for a moment. After seeing her work, though, I’m damn glad I didn’t. She’s remarkable. Amazing.” I shook my head as I thought of all the words that could be used to describe how great Reagan really was.

      Gerald smirked at my effusiveness. “Sounds like you might be a little biased. Do you think you it’s because you’ve got the hots for her?”

      Shaking my head, I knew better than that. “No. I don’t work that way, Gerald. When I’m in doctor mode, I’m a professional. I didn’t see Reagan in there; I just saw Dr. Storey. And Dr. Storey impressed the hell out of Dr. Dawson.”

      Samantha beamed. “She must feel so proud that you thought so highly of her work. Did you get a kiss after you gushed over her, Arslan?”

      “I didn’t get the chance to do that.” I wondered at the likelihood of a kiss if I had gotten the chance to tell her how great I thought she’d done. “She was pretty pissed at me for taking her aside before the surgery, and she left before I could say a word of praise. And now I’m not sure if I’ll be getting any kisses once I do manage to track her down to let her know my thoughts.”

      “Well, you must do that, Arslan.” Samantha blew her nose again. “Now, tell me when we can talk to our son.”

      “Not anytime soon.” I knew that wasn’t what they wanted to hear. “These things take time.” I always found myself saying that to the families of my patients, and it was no less true in this case. “Once we start easing him off the pain meds, he’ll start to come around. But his brain won’t be working well right away, and you can’t rush him to start making it work.”

      “I understand.” Gerald squeezed his wife’s shoulders then kissed the side of her head. “Samantha and I will be right there by his side as much as we can. But we promise not to put any pressure on him. That’s the last thing we want to do. So you just tell us how to do things, and we’re going to follow your advice to the tee.”

      “Great.” At least I wouldn’t have to argue with them the way I often had to with others.

      “I’m going to see if they have Lannie back in the
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