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Chapter One

 


Zachary woke to silence and a chill against
his arms. He squinted open his eyes and blinked a few times before
cautiously looking around the room. He could tell he was in a
hospital room because he had been in one several times due to
injuries he’d sustained. The smells and bright walls were the same
no matter what hospital he was at.

It was morning because he could see the
sunshine, but he didn’t know the exact time.

A headache started to build behind his eyes
as he tried to remember what had happened to put him there. When
nothing came to mind, he took stock of his body, and it felt like
every part of his was affected because it all hurt.

Fuck, he remembered. It had been some kind
of explosion. He’d been undercover trying to get close to a human
trafficking ring in the area, and it looked like he’d been ousted.
Hell, he thought he had been getting close to the higher-ups, but
now it seemed as if he wasn’t going to get anywhere with all the
time and energy he’d put into getting to the boss of the ring.

A grimace shot across his face as he tried
to move. His hand went to his cheek when that movement sent shards
of pain down his neck. He carefully felt around. A large bandage
was wrapped on the left side of his face, and he wondered what
damage had been done to it.

His body tensed as the door to his room
opened, and a young woman came in. Her eyes widened, and then she
smiled widely.

“Oh, you’re awake.” She clapped and bounced.
“I … we’ve been waiting for you.”

“How—” He stopped when his dry throat made
talking painful. “Water?”

“Oh, yes.” She came around the side of the
bed, poured some water into a cup, and then put the straw in his
mouth. The cool water felt heavenly as it slid down his throat. He
growled when she took it away.

“I’m sorry. The doctor and nurse need to
check you over before you do too much.”

“You’re not a nurse?”

She snorted. “No. I’m what you call a CNA, a
certified nurse’s assistant.”

“What the hell is that?”

“It just means I help them with little
things like cleaning up stuff, making sure the patients have
everything they need, bathing them, getting their food. Stuff like
that.”

He saw a blush cover her face and wondered
about it until he remembered she said bathed and guessed
she’d helped wash him. As he began to ask, the door opened up
again, and Travis and Kane walked in.

“Fuck me, you’re awake,” Kane said. “It’s
about fucking time. You’ve had enough beauty sleep. Now it’s time
to get back to work.”

The woman gasped. “Sir, he was injured. It
wasn’t his fault.”

Kane and Travis grinned.

“I know, Anna. I’m sorry.”

Zachary watched the woman relax and nod.

“I’m going to go get the nurse,” she
said.

The three men watched her leave.

Travis turned to Kane and chuckled. “You’ve
got to stop doing that.”

“I can’t. It’s so much fun to watch her get
all huffy and try to protect the butthead.”

“I’m guessing I’m the butthead?” Zachary
asked. He snorted when both men grinned. He rolled his eyes. “Tell
me.”

The men knew exactly what he wanted.

Travis cleared his throat. “You were going
to meet someone.”

“Who?”

“We don’t know. There was an explosion when
you got to the warehouse. Fortunately, you weren’t inside, but you
did get thrown, and some shrapnel hit you.”

He took a moment to let that sink in.
“What’s the damage?”

“One of your legs was broken. You’ve got
cuts over most of your body.”

“My face?” Zachary asked.

“Was cut. It’s about three inches long on
the left side of your face. You’ll have a scar, but it will fade
with time. We had a plastic surgeon come in and do what he could.
The doctor said he could make it look better, but you’d have to
have another surgery.”

Kane smirked. “I guess I’m prettier than you
are now.”

Zachary snorted. “You’ll never be prettier
than me, fuckwad.”

The door opened, and a man in a white coat
and a woman came through the door. The young woman, who Kane had
called Anna, followed closely behind the other two and stood off to
the side. He could see the anxiety on her face.

The nurse turned to her and scowled. “Anna,
you’ve got things to do.”

The harshness of the woman’s tone pissed
Zachary off, and it looked like his friends were just as angry.
Before anyone could stop her, Anna fled the room.

The doctor scowled at the nurse. “We’ll talk
later.”

The nurse’s mouth tightened, but she didn’t
say anything.

“Hello, Mr. Stone, my name is Doctor
Fredricks. We’re pleased you are finally awake. I want to check you
over, if you don’t mind.”

Zachary shook his head. “No, I’d like to see
everything.”

The doctor pulled back the sheet.

“Can I sit up a bit?”

“Of course.”

The nurse moved the top of the bed up a few
inches. At first, he wanted to complain that it wasn’t enough, but
he got dizzy just with that movement. He watched the doctor pull
the sheet down to his waist.

“You’ve got contusions and wounds all over,
but the majority are superficial, and they already look like
they’re healing well.” Dr. Fredricks pulled the sheet up from his
feet, making sure to keep his groin area covered, and that was when
he saw the cast.

“I’ll want to take another X-ray of your leg
to make sure it’s healing the way it should. If all looks good, you
could be out of it in three weeks.”

That didn’t sound right. He’d never worn a
cast for only three or four weeks, so it wasn’t a true break, or
he’d been there longer than he knew. “Wait, how long have I been
here?”

Everyone got quiet, and then the doctor
cleared his throat. “A little over three weeks,” Dr. Fredricks
said.

Zachary’s eyes widened, and he looked at his
friends. They both nodded.

“Why the fuck was I asleep that long?”

“You were in a coma, Mr. Stone,” Dr.
Fredricks said.

Fuck. “Any brain swelling?”

The doctor shook his head. “No, you had a
slight concussion but no brain damage.”

“Then why was I out so long?” Zachary
asked.

“We have no idea. We speculated that there
was enough damage done to your body that you shut down to give
yourself a chance to heal.”

“In other words,” Kane said. “You’re being a
pussy.”

Zachary snorted, the doctor and Travis
chuckled, and the nurse gasped.

“You’re healing well. If your X-ray checks
out okay and we get you up and moving and eating solid foods,
you’ll be ready to go home.”

“Tomorrow?” Zachary asked, ignoring his
friends’ laughter.

“Your friends told me you’d be impatient,”
the doctor said. “I’m thinking more like three to five days.”

Oh, hell no. He hated hospitals.

“We’ll see,” Zachary said.

“Get some rest, and the nurse will get you
some Jell-O. That will get you started on solid foods.”

Zachary wanted to gag. He hated Jell-O.

“I’ll check back.”

‘Thank you, Doctor.”

“Would you like strawberry or lime Jell-O?”
the nurse asked.

“Strawberry, please.”

“I’ll be right back.”

Kane started laughing after the door closed.
“You hate Jell-O. What the hell are you going to do with it? Flush
it?”

“No, you’ll eat it and then sneak in a
burger later.”

Travis chuckled. “At least he picked
strawberry and not lime. Who the hell likes lime Jell-O?”


Chapter Two

 


Zachary smiled and closed his eyes. When he
opened them again, the shadows in the room had deepened, telling
him that several hours had passed.

“Well, fuck,” he said.

“What’s wrong?”

He turned his head to see Anna sitting
across the room on the sofa with a magazine on her lap. “Hey.”

“You used the bad word, so something must be
wrong.” Anna walked to the side of the bed.

“I just realized I’d fallen asleep
again.”

“But you need the rest.”

“Yeah, it’s just I’ve lost three weeks of my
life already. I don’t want to lose any more. What are you doing
here?”

Her face turned from concern to
embarrassment. “I’m sorry. I was just worried. They’re so
short-staffed right now they can’t stay with everyone. I’ll leave
you alone.” She started sliding toward the door.

“Don’t touch that door,” he said.

She froze, and her eyes widened. “Why?”

“Because I don’t want you to leave.”

She looked shocked. “Really?”

“Yes,” he said.

“I won’t be able to be here all the time. I
think Val is going to have me moved.”

“Who’s Val?”

“The nurse you met earlier. She doesn’t like
me.”

“Why, honey?”

Anna shrugged.

“Come here,” Zachary said. He waited until
she was beside him and held out his hand, and she immediately put
her tiny, cool hand into it. “Tell me what’s going on.”

“I don’t want to bore you.”

“Tell me.”

Anna exhaled. “I think she might be jealous
because my mom works here. She’s one of the surgeons. My mom wants
me to become one, too, but I hate the sight of blood. She thinks
I’ll get used to it enough if I’m around it, but I won’t.”

“And I’m guessing she won’t listen to
you?”

Anna shook her head. “No. She thinks the
only way I will become successful is to become a doctor. My dad
wasn’t a doctor, and he was successful.”

She looked toward the door and then back at
him. “Do you want to know a secret?”

He nodded. Jesus, she was so fucking
cute.

“Last year, I made more than my mother
did.”

“How?”

“I’m good with stocks. I got that from my
father. I’m also good with computers, but she won’t listen to
me.”

He squeezed her hand. “I’m sorry,
sweetheart.”

“Enough about me. Can I get you
anything?”

“Can you help me sit up farther?”

Anna bit her lip worriedly.

“It’s okay, honey. We can take it slow, and
I promise you won’t hurt me.”

“Okay, but only a few inches.”

He gritted his teeth as she slowly raised
the bed.

She stopped. “Is that too much?”

He shook his head. “No, I’ve got to get used
to being upright. Thank you.”

She handed him the cup of water and waited
as he took a long drink.

He sighed, closed his eyes, and rested his
head.

She started to move away from him, and he
grabbed her hand. “I’m not sleeping.”

“I just don’t want to disturb you,” Anna
said.

“You’re not. You’re actually making this
bearable for me.”

“Really?”

“Yes.”

“Do you need more pain medicine?”

He shook his head. That would be the last
thing he needed if he wanted to stay awake. “No. Tell me more about
you.”

“Oh, well… I’m not sure what to say.”

“How old are you?”

“Twenty-two. How about you?” she asked.

“Thirty-four.” Fuck, she was young, but the
age difference didn’t bother him at all. “Do you go to college?” he
asked.

“Yes, but my mom picked all my classes, and
they’re all about medicine. She thinks that because I was born with
a photogenic memory, I have to use it and not waste it.”

“You remember everything?”

“Yes.”

“How does that make you feel?” he asked.

“I feel like a freak.”

He rubbed his thumb over the back of her
hand. “You’re not a freak. You were born with a gift, and it
doesn’t matter where or if you use it, sweetheart.”

“I was bullied a lot growing up. Heck, I’m
bullied now, both at college and the hospital.”

“I’m sorry.” He was. He hated that this
sweet girl was hurting and wondered what he could do about it. He’d
talk with his friends and see if they had ideas. At the moment,
he’d spend time with her and get to know her.

It would help keep his mind off the pain and
discomfort he was dealing with.
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