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40. Critical Condition
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HIM

The first time I see her again, she’s covered in blood.

It’s not hers. That’s my first, primal, and utterly useless assessment. The Alpha in me, the part that has been a clenched fist for four years, loosens one aching finger. The man remains frozen behind the observation glass of Trauma Bay One.

It’s arterial spray, a vivid crimson arc across the front of her blue scrubs, painting the sterile white of her coat in abstract violence. She doesn’t flinch. Her hands, gloved and steady, are buried in the chest cavity of a young man on the table. Her senior registrar, a nervous-looking man with sweat on his brow, fumbles with a clamp.

“No,” her voice cuts through the controlled chaos, flat and absolute. It’s different. Deeper, stripped of the hesitant music I remember. “You’re on the wrong vessel. Suction. Now.”

She doesn’t look up. Her focus is total, a physical force in the room. She works with a brutal, efficient grace that has nothing to do with the delicate girl who sketched wildflowers in the margins of her notebooks. This is a sculptor working in ruin.

My ruination of her, or hers of herself?

The hollow ache in my own chest, the damaged bond, gives a sickening lurch. Not pain. Recognition. A dormant wire, buried under concrete and ice, sputtering to life.

I came here to dismantle her sanctuary. To watch her perfect, human world buckle under the pressure I would exert. I planned it like a siege. A slow, relentless grinding down of her defences until the only shelter left was the one I provided.

I didn’t plan for this.

I didn’t plan for Dr. Elara Vance to be a fucking revelation.

“She’s something, isn’t she?” A voice beside me. Charles Whittaker, the Hospital Director. A man who smells of ambition and weak tea. “One of our best technical surgeons. Cold as ice under pressure. Bit of a lone wolf, if you’ll pardon the phrase.”

The casual idiom is a razor dragged over a nerve. My smile is all teeth. “Is that so?”

“Oh, absolutely. Dedicated. Brilliant. But no bedside manner to speak of. Patients find her... intimidating. The board felt a new direction in Trauma was needed. Someone to bring leadership, cohesion. A stronger hand.”

He’s selling her out to me, piece by piece, hoping to curry favour with the new chief. He has no idea what a stronger hand truly means.

Down below, she barks an order. The ECG flatlines. A grating, endless whine fills the bay.

For a single, suspended second, her hands stop. Her head bows, a stark line of exhaustion and defeat visible only to me, only because I know every angle of her body. The set of her shoulders speaks of a weight that has nothing to do with the dying man on the table.

Then it’s gone. She’s a machine again. “Time of death,” she calls, voice devoid of inflection. “Fourteen-twenty-seven.”

She turns from the table, pulling her gloves off with a sharp snap. She strips off her gown, bloodied and useless, and balls it in her fist. As she turns to dispose of it, her gaze lifts, automatically, to the observation window.

She sees me.

Time doesn’t stop. It fractures. The air in the corridor crystallises, too sharp to breathe.

Her eyes, the colour of a winter forest at dusk, widen. All the colour drains from her face, leaving her freckles stark across her nose. The balled gown drops from her hand, hitting the floor with a damp, insignificant thud.

Four years. A thousand imagined confrontations. None of them began like this, with me in a tailored suit and her painted in a stranger’s death.

I see her lips form a word. My name. Killian.

No sound reaches me through the glass. But the bond, that wretched, starving thing, convulses. It’s not the clean, bright connection of before. It’s a jagged shard of glass, twisted and embedded in both of us. And for the first time in four years, I feel it. Not just the emptiness, but her. A shockwave of pure, undiluted terror, followed by a surge of anger so hot it burns through the static.

Good.

I want her to feel me. I want her to feel everything.

I give her a slow, deliberate nod. Acknowledgment. A promise.

Then I turn to Whittaker, dismissing the window, dismissing her. “The morale problem seems clear,” I say, my voice smooth, clinical. “We’ll start with surgical rotations. Shake up the complacent teams. Effective immediately.”

I walk away, the click of my Oxfords on the linoleum a measured counterpoint to the chaos I’ve just unleashed. The bond screams in protest at the increasing distance, a physical pain behind my sternum. I ignore it.

Let her simmer. Let her panic. The hunt is no longer an abstract.

I have her in my sights.

HER

The world tunnels to a pinprick of light, then explodes into a supernova of noise—the retreating flatline, the shuffling of the nursing staff, the intern asking me something I can’t hear. All of it is drowned by the deafening roar of my own blood.

Killian.

He’s here. In Manchester. In my hospital.

Standing behind the glass like a judge. Like a warden.

The bond, a scar I’ve learned to numb, to treat as a chronic but manageable condition, tears open. It’s not a thread anymore. It’s a live cable, frayed and sparking, pumping voltage straight into my nervous system. I feel his presence like a thumb pressed against my windpipe. I feel his gaze like a brand.

My hands are trembling. I shove them into the pockets of my scrubs, clenching my fists until my nails bite into my palms. The coppery smell of blood is everywhere, in my nose, on my skin, in my mouth. I failed. I lost the patient. And he saw it.

Some pathetic, deeply buried part of me wails at that. He saw me fail.

“Dr. Vance?” The intern, Maya, is staring at me. “The family... should we...?”

I force air into my lungs. It’s shards of glass. “Get Henderson. He’ll handle the notification.”

“But you’re the attending—”

“Get Henderson,” I snap, and the crack in my voice is so unlike me it silences her. I stride out of the bay, away from the body, away from the window, my legs moving on autopilot. The staff corridor is blessedly empty. I lean against the cool cinderblock wall, pressing my forehead to it, trying to anchor myself.

This is not the reunion I feared. I feared a confrontation in the car park, a letter, a phone call. A slow, psychological siege from afar. I didn’t fear him walking into the heart of my world and owning it.

New Chief of Trauma Surgery.

The email. The name I couldn’t process. It was him. He didn’t just find me. He bought the maze.

The door to the staff lounge swings open further down the hall, and laughter spills out. Normalcy. A world where Killian Thorne is a myth. I push off the wall, straighten my spine, and walk towards the changing rooms. I have rounds. I have charts. I have a life.

The bond gives another vicious tug, a reminder. It whispers of his proximity, his direction. He’s moving away, towards the admin wing. The pressure lessens by a degree. I can breathe again, just barely.

In the changing room mirror, I look like a ghost. My skin is pale, my eyes huge and shadowed. The spatter of blood across my cheek looks like a morbid tear. I scrub at it with a rough paper towel until my skin is raw.

My phone buzzes. An internal memo.

From: Thorne, K. – Chief, Trauma Surgery

To: All Trauma Staff

Subject: Immediate Re-structuring

All surgical team rotations are suspended pending review. A new schedule, prioritising cross-disciplinary exposure and performance-based placements, will be issued by 1700 today. All attending surgeons are required to submit current caseload summaries to my office by 1600. Consider this a reset. Past performance is not an indicator of future placement.

K. Thorne

Performance-based placement. Past performance is not an indicator.

My failure is now a data point in his ledger.

The door opens, and Lara from Neuro walks in, humming. “Bloody hell, Elara, rough one?”

I meet her eyes in the mirror. “Something like that.”

“Heard the new chief is in the building. Whittaker’s been trailing after him like a lost puppy.” She rolls her eyes. “Saviour complex, probably. Another suit who thinks he can fix us with spreadsheets.”

If only. “Probably.”

“You okay? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

I force a smile, a thin, brittle thing. “Just tired.”

I change into fresh scrubs, the cotton feeling like a poor disguise. The rest of the afternoon is a blur of mechanical motions. I see patients, I write notes, I avoid the admin wing. The hospital feels different. The very air is charged, waiting for a storm. Nurses speak in hushed tones. The usual chaos is tinged with a new anxiety.

At 1550, clutching a printed summary of my caseload, I stand outside the Chief’s office. His office. The plaque is already changed. My heart is a frantic animal trying to escape its cage.

I can feel him on the other side of the door. The bond is a taut wire, humming with a dark, addictive energy. Hatred and terror and that old, damned attraction twist together, inseparable.

I knock.

“Enter.”

His voice. It’s deeper, worn at the edges like river stone. It goes through me like a physical touch.

I open the door.

He’s standing at the window, his back to me, silhouetted against the grey Manchester afternoon. The office is stark, already stripped of the previous chief’s personal effects. It smells of fresh paint and him—that unmistakable, clean, forest-floor scent, underpinned by something darker, more metallic. Alpha. Power.

He doesn’t turn. “Close the door.”

I do. The click of the latch is final.

“You have your summary, Dr. Vance.” It’s not a question.

I place the folder on the vast, empty desk. “It’s all there.”

He turns then. Slowly. He’s bigger than I remember. The suit does nothing to soften him; it merely contains the latent force. His face is harder, the lines around his eyes and mouth carved by time and, I suspect, bitterness. His hair is shorter. But his eyes... they’re the same. Liquid gold, seeing everything. They sweep over me, a clinical, devastating inventory. From my sensible shoes to the tight knot of my hair.

No warmth lives there. No recognition of our history, of the nights under different stars. I am a subordinate. A problem to be solved.

“Your mortality rate is 3.2% above the departmental average for the last quarter,” he states, moving to the desk but not sitting. He flips open my folder without looking at it. “Your patient satisfaction scores are the lowest in the unit. You’ve refused two offered promotions to lead your own team. You consistently trade shifts to avoid weekend social events.”

Each fact is a bullet, delivered with cool precision. This is his opening move. Not a roar, but a scalpel.

“I focus on surgery, not politics,” I say, my voice thankfully steady.

“Surgery is a team sport, Doctor. Your ‘lone wolf’ approach,” he pauses, letting the phrase hang, poisoned, between us, “cost a life today.”

The blow lands perfectly. Guilt, sharp and acidic, floods my throat. “The injury was unsurvivable. The aortic tear—”

“Was complicated by your registrar’s error, which you failed to anticipate and correct in time.” He finally looks up from the folder, pinning me with his gaze. “Leadership isn’t just doing it yourself. It’s ensuring others can do it. You failed on both counts.”

I want to rage. I want to scream that he has no right, that he knows nothing of this world, of the pressures, of the endless tide of broken bodies. But he’s right. And that’s what makes it unbearable.

“Why are you here?” The question escapes, stripped bare of professionalism.

A ghost of a smile touches his lips. It holds no humour. “To improve standards.”

“You hate humans. You think our medicine is a joke.”

“I have a low tolerance for inefficiency. And sentiment.” He closes the folder. “Your placement needs adjustment. You’re technically proficient but a systemic liability. Effective tomorrow, you’re off the major trauma roster.”

The floor drops away. Surgery is my anchor. My identity. The one thing I have that is purely, unquestionably mine. “You can’t do that.”

“I can. And I have.” He leans forward, palms flat on the desk. The distance between us shrinks, and the bond screams in response, a dizzying cocktail of threat and allure. “You’ll rotate to the clinic. Minor procedures. Follow-ups. You’ll also mentor the new junior registrars. You will learn to lead, Dr. Vance, or you will become obsolete in my department.”

It’s a demotion. A public, humiliating castration of my career. Tears of fury press behind my eyes. I will not let them fall. “This is punitive.”

“It’s corrective.” He straightens, his gaze boring into me. “You had a choice, four years ago. You made it. This is the consequence. You don’t get to run from pack hierarchy and expect to be your own Alpha here. There is always a hierarchy. Here, I am it.”

The pretense is gone. The room crackles with the truth of us.

“You followed me to destroy me.” It’s a whisper.

“I followed you,” he corrects, his voice dropping to a low, intimate register that slithers over my skin, “to see what you’d built without me. And I find a brilliant, brittle, isolated woman who is one bad day away from shattering.” He takes a step around the desk. I hold my ground, every muscle locked. “You rejected the bond, Elara, but you didn’t replace it with anything strong enough to hold you. This hospital? This career? It’s a life built on a foundation of sand. And I am the tide.”

He’s close enough now that I can see the flecks of darker amber in his eyes. Close enough to feel the heat radiating from him. The pull is magnetic, horrifying. My body remembers what my mind is screaming to forget.

“Stay away from me,” I breathe, the command utterly futile.

He reaches out. Not for me, but for a stray strand of hair that has escaped my knot. His fingers barely graze my temple. The contact is electric, agonising. The bond roars to life, not as a scar, but as a live, pleading thing. A whimper catches in my throat.

He smiles, a true smile now, full of predatory understanding. “You see? The connection is damaged. Muted. But it’s not gone. You feel it every time I’m near. You’ll spend your days in this clinic, listening for my footsteps in the hall, feeling me move through this building. You’ll be surrounded by the mundane, while I am in the theatre, doing the work you love. It will eat you alive.”

He drops his hand. The loss of contact is a fresh pain.

“This is your cage, Elara. You built it. I’m just turning the key.”

He walks back to the window, dismissing me. “Submit your revised clinic schedule by end of day. That’s all.”

I am shaking. With rage, with fear, with a terrible, unwelcome thrill. The confrontation I dreaded is over, and it was worse than any shouting match. It was a surgical dismantling.

I turn and leave, my legs carrying me on autopilot. The corridor is a blur. I make it to the nearest on-call room, empty and dark, and lock the door behind me.

I slide down against it, hugging my knees to my chest.

He’s not here to reclaim me with grand, romantic gestures. He’s here to break what I’ve made of myself and prove his point: that I am less without him. That my choice was a flaw.

And the most devastating part?

As I sit in the dark, the echo of his touch still burning on my skin, the bond humming a mournful, addictive song in my veins...

I’m terrified he might be right.

HIM

She thinks her trembling is hidden, but I scent it in the air after she leaves: fear, fury, and a sharp, tangy thread of arousal. The bond conveys it in nauseating waves. She hates me. She wants me. The contradiction is a flame she’s trying to smother, but I felt it ignite the moment I touched her.

Good.

Let her feel the war inside herself. I’ve lived with nothing but that war for four years.

Her summary folder lies on my desk. I don’t need to read it. I’ve memorised every line of her career. Every surgery, every published paper, every late night. I know the name of the consultant who tried to grope her at the Christmas party (he no longer works in this city). I know the dates she called in sick, perfectly aligned with the full moon, when the pull of the bond and her dormant nature would have been too much to bear in public.

I planned to take it all from her. To reduce her to a shadow in my kingdom, dependent on my whims.

But seeing her in that trauma bay... The cold fire of her competence, the absolute authority in her hands... It changed the game.

Destroying that would be like smashing a masterpiece. A waste.

I don’t want to break her talent. I want to claim it. I want her brilliance to be my crown. I want her to wield her skill not in defiance of me, but because of me. I want her to need my theatre, my approval, my resources, like a drug.

The demotion to the clinic is not just punishment. It’s starvation. I’m removing the thing she craves most—the high-stakes, life-and-death control of the OR. She’ll languish in minor medicine, bored and unfulfilled, while I reign over the domain she covets.

And when the hunger becomes too much, when she’s pacing the confines of her pride, I will offer her a taste. On my terms.

My phone buzzes. Whittaker. “Dr. Thorne? The board is asking about the sudden rotations. There’s... concern.”

“Tell the board my methods are none of their concern. The mortality rate will drop. That’s their metric.” I hang up.

I look out at the city, a maze of stone and glass where my mate has tried to hide. She believes the clinic is a prison. She doesn’t understand that the entire hospital is now my territory. Every corridor, every ward, every breath of antiseptic air. She walks in my world now.

The bond is a ragged, painful thing. Her emotional turmoil feeds back along it, a constant scrape against my senses. It’s agony. It’s the only thing that has felt real in years.

A knock at the door. It’s not her scent. “Come.”

The head nurse from Trauma, Agatha, a woman with sharp eyes and a no-nonsense demeanour, enters. “You wanted to see me, Chief?”

“Nurse Agatha. Regarding Dr. Vance’s reassignment. I expect there will be talk.”

“There already is.”

“Squelch it. Her performance is the issue, nothing else. Anyone who speculates otherwise finds themselves on permanent night shift in the geriatric ward. Understood?”

A faint glimmer of respect in her eyes. She dislikes gossip. “Understood.”

“Also, ensure she gets the full clinic load. The complex post-ops, the difficult patients. I don’t want her bored.”

Agatha’s eyebrow lifts a millimeter. She understands the subtext: I want her stressed, stretched, and reminded of what she’s missing. “It’ll be done.”

She leaves.

This is the new hunt. Not through forests, but through schedules and protocols and the fragile ecosystem of human ego. It’s a slower, more intricate kind of predation.

And I will win.

Because I felt her tremble. I felt the bond, that damned, unbreakable chain, tighten its grip on her the moment I stepped close.

She can try to hate me. But her body, her soul, the very magic that made us, remembers.

It’s only a matter of time before the rest of her follows.

HER

The clinic is a special kind of purgatory.

Sunlight streams through windows that actually have a view, highlighting dust motes dancing in the air. It’s quiet. The only sounds are the hushed voices of patients, the click of keyboards, the distant wail of an ambulance that’s going somewhere important.

My first patient is a man with an ingrown toenail. My second, a teenager needing a suture removed from a skateboarding mishap two weeks ago. I move through the motions, my hands feeling clumsy and oversized. This isn’t surgery. This is maintenance.

Killian’s presence is a constant, low-grade vibration in the back of my skull. I know when he’s in the building. I know when he leaves. I feel a surge of aggressive energy from the direction of the main theatres mid-morning—a difficult case, perhaps. My fingers itch for a scalpel.

Agatha finds me during my coffee break. “Dr. Thorne has requested you handle Mr. Peterson’s follow-up. Room three.”

Peterson. A complicated vascular graft from a month ago, my surgery. A man who should be on the acute list. “That’s not a clinic case. He needs imaging, bloodwork—”

“The Chief has redirected him. He’s your patient.” Her tone leaves no room for argument. “His notes are on the system.”

It’s a breadcrumb. A tiny, pathetic throwback to real medicine, and I’m so starved for it I feel a jolt of anticipation. This is his game. Tiny deprivations, followed by controlled, insufficient rations.

Peterson is doing well. Too well. Reviewing his chart, ordering the tests he should have had upstairs, I feel a flicker of professional satisfaction. It’s immediately followed by a crushing wave of frustration. This is a fraction of what I should be doing.

As I’m finishing the notes, my phone lights up with an internal message.

From: Thorne, K.

Subject: Your 1600

My office. Don’t be late.

No context. No pretext. A summons.

The rest of the afternoon drags. The bond is a restless thing, a compass needle spinning wildly as the hour approaches. At 1558, I stand again outside his office. The fear is still there, but it’s been joined by a seething, focused anger. Good. I can use anger.

“Enter.”

He’s seated this time, behind the desk, reviewing a CT scan on a large monitor. He doesn’t look up. “Close the door.”

I do, remaining standing before the desk like a supplicant.

“Peterson?” he asks, eyes still on the scan.

“Stable. Graft is patent. I’ve ordered the Doppler.”

“Good.” He finally turns from the screen. His gaze is assessing, colder than this morning. “Sit.”

“I’ll stand.”

A flicker in his gold eyes. Annoyance. Approval. “Suit yourself.” He leans back. “I’m pulling you into a case tomorrow. A subdural haematoma. The patient is... fragile. Neurologically intact, but with significant comorbidities. It requires a delicate hand. Yours, supposedly.”

Hope, treacherous and bright, flares in my chest. I crush it. “I’m on clinic rotation.”

“I’m aware. Consider this a performance review. Assist me. Do nothing more. Your hands follow my lead. Your eyes stay on your field. If you perform adequately, I’ll consider restoring some of your OR privileges. If you question me, if you falter, you’ll be in the clinic doing pap smears until you retire. Understood?”

The terms are absolute. Humiliating. An assistant. To him. But it’s the OR. It’s real work.

“Understood,” I force out.

“The pre-op is at 0700. Don’t be late.” He turns back to his scan, a clear dismissal.

I’m almost at the door when his voice stops me, softer now, almost conversational. “You should know, the board reviewed the mortality from your case yesterday. They’ve flagged it for a formal inquiry.”

Ice floods my veins. An inquiry could mean suspension. A permanent mark on my record.

“My report stated the injury was non-survivable,” I say, my back to him.

“My report,” he says, the words dropping into the quiet room like stones, “suggested systemic failure in leadership and technique. Which report do you think they’ll trust?”

I turn slowly. He’s watching me, a predator who has just steered his prey into a corner. “You lied.”

“I presented a different interpretation of the facts. The inquiry will be... stressful. Lengthy. It could go either way.” He stands, walking around the desk again. He stops too close. The space between us is charged with the unspoken bargain. “Of course, as Chief, my influence over the inquiry’s focus and outcome is... considerable.”

The offer hangs in the air, filthy and clear. My compliance, my submission, in exchange for my career.

“You’re asking me to...”

“I’m not asking anything,” he interrupts, his voice a low growl. “I’m explaining the reality of your situation. You exist now at my discretion, Elara. Every breath you take in this hospital is because I allow it. The sooner you understand that, the less it will hurt.”

His scent envelops me—dark, possessive, unbearably familiar. The bond screams in recognition, a siren song of surrender. My hands fist at my sides. I want to hit him. I want to close the distance and...

“Go home,” he says, his eyes dropping to my mouth for a heartbeat too long. “Get some rest. You’ll need it for tomorrow.”

I flee.

The drive home is a blur. My flat, my carefully constructed sanctuary of books and quiet, feels like a child’s playhouse—flimsy, irrelevant. He’s infected everything.

That night, I dream of the forest. Of running. But in the dream, no matter how fast I run, the hospital corridors stretch out before me, endless and white, and his footsteps echo behind me, always getting closer.

I wake at 4 AM, gasping, the bond throbbing with a fresh, urgent pulse.

He’s awake. And he’s thinking about me.

HIM

The theatre is a cathedral of cold light and focused intent. I relish it. This is a language I understand. Crisis. Control. Precision.

She enters the scrub room as I’m finishing. She’s pale, shadows under her eyes. She didn’t sleep. Good. I felt her restlessness, a turbulent eddy in the bond that kept me company through the long night.

She doesn’t look at me. She begins the meticulous, ritualistic scrub, her hands moving under the hot water with a surgeon’s ingrained grace.

“The patient is a seventy-two-year-old female,” I say, my voice echoing slightly off the tiles. “Blood thinners complicate the bleed. The window is small. You will suction. You will retract. You will not speak unless addressed.”

“I know my role,” she murmurs, staring at the water.

“See that you do.”

We gown in silence. The tension is a third entity in the room, thick and potent. When the nurse ties my gown, I watch Elara’s reflection in the glass of a cabinet. She’s watching my back, her gaze tracing the lines of my shoulders through the surgical blue. A flash of memory—her hands on my skin, not in a theatre, but in a moonlit clearing. The bond clenches, hot and demanding.

In the OR, the patient is prepped. The air hums with the sound of machinery. We take our positions.

“Scalpel.”

The surgery begins. It is, as anticipated, delicate. The haematoma is a dark, treacherous bloom against the pale brain tissue. I work with a focused calm, my movements economical. She is, as promised, flawless. Her suction is timely, her retraction exact. Her presence at my side is both a torment and a profound, unsettling comfort. It feels... correct. Our rhythms sync without words, an echo of an old, deeper partnership.

For twenty minutes, there is no past, no betrayal. There is only the problem, and the two of us solving it.

Then, a tiny vessel, hidden by the clot, begins to weep.

“Shit,” the anaesthetist mutters.

The field floods, obscuring the site. “Suction,” I order, my voice tight.

She’s already moving, but the bleed is faster. “I can’t—the field’s obscured.”

“I need visual. Now.” Pressure is critical. A minute of blindness could mean catastrophic damage.

“Killian, let me clamp it,” she says, her voice low, urgent. Not ‘Chief.’ Killian.

“Stay on suction.”

“You can’t see it! I have the angle.” Her eyes meet mine over the sterile drape. They’re not the eyes of a subordinate. They’re the eyes of an equal. A partner. Blazing with certainty.

It’s the defiance I wanted to crush. But here, now, it’s not defiance. It’s competence. It’s her, claiming her skill, even from the position I forced her into.

The monitor beeps a warning. Time is bleeding away.

I make a decision. One that changes everything.

“Do it.”

I shift, giving her a millimetre of access. Her hands enter my field, swift and assured. She places a tiny, delicate clip on the vessel. The weeping stops.

“Suction clear,” she says, her voice steady, but I feel the tremor of adrenaline through the bond.

I return to the evacuation, the field now clean. The rest of the procedure is textbook. When the last of the clot is removed, I feel a surge of... something. Not just professional satisfaction. Something hotter, more possessive.

We close. As the patient is wheeled to recovery, the OR staff exhales, the tension breaking.

In the scrub room, we are alone again. The silence is different now, charged with what just happened.

She washes her hands methodically, her head bowed. Water sluices over her skin, over the hands that just saved my surgery.

I step closer, the noise of the water masking my approach. I see the rapid flutter of her pulse in her throat.

“You were right,” I say, my voice quiet.

She goes still. “What?”

“About the angle. You were right.” I lean in, my mouth near her ear, my words for her alone. The scent of her, sweat and antiseptic and underlying fear, is intoxicating. “You disobeyed a direct order. You should be finished here.”

She turns her head, just slightly. Our cheeks are almost touching. I can feel the heat from her skin. “Are you finishing me?”

The question is a challenge. A dare.

I look at her reflection in the tap. Her eyes are wide, her lips parted. She’s terrified. She’s exhilarated. The bond between us isn’t screaming now. It’s singing, a dark, harmonious duet of matched skill and recognized power.

I wanted to break her. To make her need me.

I didn’t anticipate that in claiming her talent, I would have to acknowledge it. That in bending her to my will, I might find not a servant, but a counterpart.

The game has shifted, again.

“No,” I say, the word final. I straighten, putting a fraction of distance between us. The loss of her warmth is immediate. “Your clinic duties are suspended. You’re back on the trauma roster. Starting with the night shift.”

She turns fully now, searching my face for the catch. “Why?”

“Because a tool that useful belongs in the toolbox, not on the shelf.” I dry my hands and toss the towel aside. “But understand this, Elara. This changes nothing between us. You’re still mine. This... simply changes the terrain of the hunt.”

I walk out, leaving her standing at the sink.

The bond is a storm of confused signals—her shock, her reluctant triumph, her lingering fear. And beneath it all, a thread of something new, something dangerous for us both.

A flicker of respect.
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41. Bloodwork
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HER

The blood is wrong.

It’s my first thought when they wheel him in, a blur of crimson-soaked green sheets and shouted stats. Multiple GSW. Tension pneumothorax. BP 70 over 40. The trauma bay explodes into controlled chaos, but my focus tunnels past the flurry of hands, the frantic beeping, the resident yelling about lung sounds. My eyes lock on the dark, almost purplish blood soaking through the bandage on his abdomen.

Human blood doesn’t look like that. Not to me. Not anymore.

“Vitals are crashing!”

“Get me a central line! Now!”

“Dr. Vaughn?”

My name is a hook, yanking me back. I blink. Sarah, my senior resident, is staring at me, a unit of O-negative in her hand. The universal donor. It might as well be water for all the good it will do him if I’m right. The patient is a John Doe, young, his face pale under the gore. But his blood... it smells metallic, sharp, layered with something else. Something wild and faintly smoky. A scent that doesn’t belong in a Level I trauma centre in the heart of Manchester. A scent that belongs to the past.

“Elara.” Sarah’s voice is tighter now. A warning.

“Get me a full panel,” I say, my voice thankfully steady, clinical. The mask clicks into place. “Type and cross for six units. Add a toxicology screen. And run a test for porphyria.” The last one is a Hail Mary, a medical excuse for the odd colour, for the strange coagulation I already know I’ll find.

“Porphyria?” Sarah echoes, but her hands are already moving.

I step into the fray. My fingers find the bullet wound, a savage, sucking thing. As I apply pressure, my skin against his, the world narrows further. A faint, electric hum vibrates up my arm, a static charge from a dead wire. The ruined bond in my chest gives a single, painful throb.

Oh, God.

He’s pack.

Not just any pack. His pack.

The revelation is a ice-water flood. For four years, I have moved through this city, this hospital, believing I’d built a wall between my lives. I am Dr. Elara Vaughn, trauma fellow, rising star. That other girl—the one who stood in the dark and broke a Alpha’s heart—is a ghost. A bad dream.

This boy on the table, his life bleeding out onto my gloves, is a piece of that dream clawing its way into my reality. He is a message. A threat. A proof that no wall is high enough.

“BP’s not responding to fluids!” a nurse calls out.

“Get him to OR two. Now.” The order is sharp. I have to get him out of the open bay. If his bloodwork comes back the way I fear... if anyone else notices... “I’ll take him. Sarah, handle the next trauma.”

I don’t wait for argument. I help steer the gurney, my mind racing faster than the wheels. The elevator doors close, sealing us in sterile, fluorescent silence. Just me, the unconscious wolf, and the intern who looks like he might be sick.

The bond is a dead line, but my instincts aren’t. They scream that this is no random act of city violence. The placement of the wounds is too precise, the choice of victim too pointed. This was a hit. And if they found him, they can find me.

In the OR, under the blazing lights, I cut away his clothes. Beside the gunshot wounds, older scars map his skin. Silvery, ridged lines that speak of fights not with knives or bullets, but with claws. The intern sucks in a breath.

“Animal attacks?” he murmurs.

“Something like that,” I say, my tone forbidding further questions.

My hands work on autopilot, repairing, clamping, suturing. The surgeon in me is in total command. The woman beneath is trembling. Every snip of the scissors feels like cutting a tie I thought was already severed. His blood is on my gown, under my nails. It feels like a claim.

Two hours later, he’s stable in the SICU. I stand at the sink, scrubbing my hands raw, watching pink-tinged water swirl down the drain. The test results glow on the screen of the computer in the corner.

Haemoglobin abnormal. Clotting factors anomalous. Elevated markers for acute stress that would kill a human three times over. The porphyria test is negative, of course.

I’ve falsified results before. Small things. Adjusted timestamps, obscured minor irregularities to protect patients from prejudicial scrutiny. This is different. This is systemic, profound. This is proof of a biology that doesn’t conform to any medical textbook. Hiding it isn’t a grey area; it’s a chasm.

The door to the staff lounge whispers open. I don’t need to turn. The air changes, thickening, charged with a familiar pressure. The scent of frost and ancient pine cuts through the antiseptic.

My reflection in the dark window shows him standing behind me. Tall, immaculate in a charcoal suit that costs more than my car. No white coat for him. Killian Thorne, Chief of Trauma, doesn’t need one. His authority is woven into the very fabric of the hospital, a silent, terrifying given.

He hasn’t spoken to me directly in the three weeks since he arrived. His orders have come through memos, his presence a shadow in administrative meetings. He’s been a ghost, letting me feel the shape of the cage before he slammed the door.

Now, he stands close enough that the heat from his body is a phantom touch against my back.

“Dr. Vaughn.” His voice is a low rumble, polished smooth by years of command, but the wildness underneath is still there, a vibration I feel in my teeth.

“Chief Thorne.” I keep scrubbing.

“I reviewed the chart on your GSW in Bay Three. Interesting pathology.”

“Gunshot wounds often are.”

“Not like this.” He takes a single step closer. Now I can see the gold flecks in his brown eyes, a carefully muted echo of the blaze from the bonfire. He’s controlling it. The control is more frightening than the unleashed fury. “Your notes are... sparse. And the bloodwork.” He pauses. “You ordered unusual tests.”

“I pursued a differential.” My hands are freezing under the scalding water.

“You obscured one.” He says it quietly, a simple statement of fact. “The sample has been... misplaced from the lab.”

My breath hitches. He’s already covered it up. In three hours, he’s identified the threat and erased it. The power of it is dizzying.

“Why?” The word is out before I can stop it, stripped bare.

For the first time, he looks directly at me. Not at Dr. Vaughn, but at Elara. The gaze is a physical weight. “This is my hospital. Any anomaly within it is my concern. Any threat to its smooth operation is my problem to eliminate.” His eyes drift to the side of my neck, exposed by my tied-back hair. “That includes threats I allowed to walk away.”

The implied meaning hangs between us: I allowed you. I can un-allow you.

“Who was he?” I ask, turning off the tap, facing him. The room is too small. He fills it.

“A subordinate. A loyal one.” He leans a hip against the counter, a deceptively casual pose. The predator at rest. “He was investigating some encroachments on our territory in the city. He got careless.”

“Our territory?” The possessive pronoun is a slap.

“You are standing in it.” He says it simply. “The moment you took a position here, you placed yourself under the umbrella of my protection. Whether you want it or not.” He examines his perfect cufflink. “His attackers were not human. A rival syndicate, moving in. They’re... entrepreneurial. They see the potential in the city’s chaos.”

A rival pack. In Manchester. The world, which had felt so large and safe, shrinks to the size of a knife’s edge.

“What do they want?”

“Resources. Influence.” His gaze lifts, pins me. “Leverage. A human-trained doctor with our particular... physiological knowledge... would be a valuable asset. Especially one with a known, if fractured, connection to a sitting Alpha.”

The ice in my veins turns to solid fear. He’s not just telling me I’m in danger. He’s telling me I’m a strategic target. And by extension, my presence here is a danger to his domain.

“I should leave.” The words taste like ash, like surrender.

“You will not.” It’s not an order. It’s a decree, carved in stone. “Running didn’t solve anything last time, Elara. It won’t now. They’ve caught your scent. If you run, they’ll hunt you for sport. Here, you’re under my eye.”

“And that’s supposed to comfort me?” A spark of the old defiance flares, desperate and bright.

A ghost of that terrifying smile touches his lips. “No. It’s a statement of fact. You are in the belly of the beast. The only question is whether you’ll be digested or learn to live in the gut.” He pushes off the counter. “Your patient will be transferred to a private facility tonight. You will list complications requiring specialised care. You will not visit him. You will not speak of him again.”

He’s erasing the boy, just like he erased the bloodwork.

“He’s pack. Doesn’t he deserve–”

“He is pack,” Killian interrupts, his voice dropping to a subsonic growl that vibrates in my sternum. “Which means his life, and his death, are mine to decide. Not yours. You forfeited that right when you chose to be a bystander.”

The cruelty is calculated, exquisite. It reminds me of my place: outside, looking in, yet hopelessly entangled.

He walks to the door, then stops. “Your bloodwork is also on file, Elara. From your pre-employment physical. The anomalies are subtle, but they’re there. Dormant, but present. A skilled eye could find them. My eye already has.”

I freeze. My own body has become evidence against me.

“This city,” he says softly, without turning, “is a maze of reflecting glass. You’ve been seeing your own reflection for years, thinking it was a window to freedom. It was only ever a cage you built yourself. I’m just the first one who’s bothered to look back at you.”

The door sighs shut behind him.

I am alone with the echo of his words and the scent of frost. I look down at my hands, clean now, pale. I think of the blood in the pipes, the hidden test results, the boy being spirited away in the night.

Killian isn’t here to win me back. The man who might have wanted that died by the fire.

The Alpha who replaced him is here to consolidate power. And I am either a tool, a liability, or a trophy. I’m not sure which is worse.

My pager vibrates. A new trauma, incoming. A van versus a pedestrian. Ordinary human tragedy.

I square my shoulders, push the door open, and walk back into the bright, screaming light of the ER. The mask is back. Dr. Vaughn is on duty.

But as I stride towards the next gurney, the next life to stitch back together, I feel it. A new kind of bleeding. Not the boy’s. My own. A slow, internal seepage of the last hope that I could ever be free of him.

The bloodwork doesn’t lie. His. Or mine.

We are, irrevocably, what we are.

And the hunt is no longer in the woods.

It’s in the lab reports, the shift schedules, the space between his office and mine.

It has already begun.

HIM

The scent of her panic is a thin, sharp perfume in the sterile air. It lingers in the staff lounge long after she’s gone, a trail I could follow through the entire damned hospital. I stand at my office window, watching the city’s lights bleed into the rainy night. Manchester sprawls, a concrete territory I never desired but now must own.

The boy, Liam, will live. His loyalty was never in question, only his competence. He failed to see the ambush. A failure in my ranks is a failure in me. I’ll deal with his rehabilitation, and his penance, later.

Elara is the more complex variable.

Seeing her in the lounge, her hands scrubbed raw, her shoulders tense enough to snap—it ignited a conflict in me so violent it was a war. The Alpha’s fury that she dared obscure a pack threat, that she operates in my domain with her human morals like a blindfold. The man’s unwelcome, punishing ache at her proximity, at the dark circles under her eyes that speak of sleepless nights I didn’t cause... and didn’t get to soothe.

Four years. I thought the bond’s atrophy would dull the edges. Instead, her presence is like a shard of that broken bond constantly working its way deeper into my flesh. Her fear of me is a toxin. I want to purge it, even if the purging requires more terror.

The file on my desk is open. Her pre-employment bloods. The numbers are borderline, a human doctor would dismiss them. Slightly elevated cortisol response, aberrant white cell morphology under extreme stress, a metabolic rate that defies her slim frame. To me, it’s a fingerprint. The latent wolf, dormant but whispering. She’s spent years silencing it with caffeine, cortisol, and sheer will.

She sees the bloodwork as a threat I hold over her. She’s wrong.

It’s a threat to her. If the rival pack—Varg’s mongrels—get their hands on it, they won’t see a human doctor. They’ll see a potential turncoat, a broken Alpha’s mate, a weapon to be forged against me. They’ll try to take her. And the process of trying would break her in ways she cannot imagine.

My phone buzzes. Shaya, my Second. The text is brief: Liam transferred. Clean team deployed. Trail leads to docklands. Varg’s scent is confirmed.

So, it’s official war. Not for territory, but for primacy in the new urban jungle. And Elara, oblivious in her stained blue scrubs, has just been placed on the battlefield.

I should send her away. Put her on a plane to some remote, safe location until the threat is excised. It would be the strategic choice. The protective choice.

I dismiss the thought as soon as it forms.

She walked away once. I will not give her the second chance. If she is in danger because of what she is—because of what I am—then she will face that danger under my eye. She will learn the cost of the world she chose. She will feel the vulnerability she so prized.

And perhaps, when the darkness closes in, she will finally look for the light she once rejected.

It’s a cruel calculus. The man I was might have hated me for it. The Alpha I am knows no other way. Possession isn’t just about having. It’s about ensuring that what is yours cannot exist without you.

My intercom crackles. “Dr. Thorne? You’re needed in Resus Three. Multi-vehicle MVA, five minutes out. Dr. Vaughn is triaging but requested you.”

Her voice, through the tinny speaker, is all professional urgency. But she requested me. A small, necessary step. Not towards me, but into the reality of my authority.

“On my way.”

I straighten my cuffs, the pristine wool a stark contrast to the visceral reality awaiting downstairs. The beast beneath my skin stretches, eager for the chaos, for the hunt, for the chance to be near its mate in the one arena where she cannot deny our connection: the saving of lives.

She wants to be a saviour in this human world?

Fine.

Tonight, we will be saviours together.

And she will remember that the most potent predator in this city doesn’t just take lives.

He also defends them.

Starting with hers.
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42. Transfer Denied
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HER

My hands will not stop shaking.

I stare at them, splayed against the cool laminate of the staff room table, willing them into submission. They are a surgeon’s hands. Steady. Trusted. They have held beating hearts, have pieced together shattered bone. Right now, they betray me with a fine, constant tremor, like a plucked wire.

The email glows on my phone screen, a square of pure, undiluted dread.

> INTERNAL TRANSFER APPLICATION – STATUS UPDATE

> 

> Applicant: Dr. Elara Vance

> From: Trauma Surgery, Manchester Royal

> To: Paediatric Cardiology, St. Anne’s Hospital, Edinburgh

> Status: DENIED

> 

> Reason for Denial: Transfer not supported by departmental leadership. Applicant’s skills are deemed critical to current service. Re-application may be considered in twelve (12) months, pending departmental review.

Departmental leadership. A sterile, bureaucratic term for one man. A man who signs his emails with a single, brutal initial: K.

Twelve months. A prison sentence measured in seasons. Three hundred and sixty-five more days of feeling his gaze on the back of my neck in the operating theatre. Of catching his scent—cold rain and antiseptic and something impossibly wild—in the elevator. Of the phantom ache in my chest, the broken bond, twisting every time he walks into a room.

I thought I was clever. Edinburgh was far enough. A different specialty. A clean break, a final severing of the thread that has felt increasingly less broken and more like a scar pulled taut. I’d worked on the application in secret, during night shifts, my heart a frantic bird against my ribs.

He knew. Of course he knew.

The door to the staff room swings open with a soft sigh of hydraulics. I don’t need to look up. The air changes. It thickens, charges. The fine hairs on my arms rise.

“Dr. Vance.”

His voice is the same. That’s the cruelest part. It hasn’t changed in four years. It’s still the low, rolling timbre that used to say my name like a secret, now saying my title like an indictment. I force my head up.

Killian Thorne fills the doorway. He isn’t just tall; he has a presence that displaces space. He’s still in his scrubs, the green fabric stretched across shoulders that seem too broad for the human form. A light spray of blood, not his own, dots the collar. His dark hair is pushed back, a single strand falling over his forehead. He looks tired, carved from stone and shadow. His eyes are not gold here, not in the fluorescent glare of the hospital. They are a deep, impossible amber, just human enough to pass. But I see the wolf in them. I always see it.

“Chief Thorne,” I manage. My voice is sandpaper.

He steps inside, letting the door swing shut. The click of the latch is deafening. He doesn’t approach the table. He leans against the counter by the sink, crossing his arms. The movement pulls the scrub top tight across his chest. I look away, focusing on a scratch on the table.

“I received a notification from HR,” he says, conversational. As if discussing a stock order. “It seems you were seeking employment elsewhere.”

“It was a transfer request. Not a resignation.” The words sound defensive, childish.

“A distinction without a difference. You were attempting to leave my department.” He tilts his head. “Without discussing it with me.”

A laugh, sharp and bitter, escapes me. “Discuss it? Would you have supported it?”

“No.”

The finality of it is a slap. I finally meet his gaze. “You can’t do this. You can’t keep me here.”

“I can.” He pushes off the counter, and suddenly the room is half its size. He doesn’t come to the table; he walks to the window, looking out at the rain-slicked city. His back is to me, a broad, unreadable wall. “The trauma unit is under review. Morale is low. Losing a senior resident, one I’ve personally invested in, would send the wrong message to the board. It suggests instability. It suggests... a lack of faith in my leadership.”

Every word is a clinical, professional justification. And every word is a lie. We both hear the true meaning underneath: You are mine. You do not run.

“This isn’t about the unit,” I whisper. “This is about the woods.”

He goes very still. The only movement is the slow clench of his fist where it rests on the windowsill, the tendons standing in stark relief. When he speaks, his voice is softer, infinitely more dangerous. “The woods are irrelevant. This is a hospital. You are my resident. I am your chief. The chain of command is simple.”

He turns then. The distance between us feels negligible, as if he’s already crossing it. His eyes sweep over me, not with desire, but with a cold, analytical assessment. They catch on my hands, still pressed flat to the table. He sees the tremor. A flicker of something—triumph? Pain?—crosses his face before it’s schooled back to impassivity.

“You’re shaking.”

“I’m tired.”

“You’re afraid.” He takes one step forward. Then another. “You’ve been afraid since the day I walked back into this hospital. You flinch when I come near. You avoid theatre when I’m leading. You requested a transfer to paediatrics, Elara. You, who have a gift for trauma, for the brutal, immediate fix. You’d rather listen to tiny heartbeats than face one messy, complicated grown-up one.”

His words cut because they’re true. Paediatrics felt safe. It felt as far from him—from the violence and blood and primal intensity he embodies—as I could get.

“You have no right to dissect my career choices,” I say, finding a shard of anger to hold onto.

“I have every right. I am responsible for your training. And your training has been lacking.” He’s at the table now, opposite me. He plants his palms on the surface, leaning forward. I catch his scent, sharp and clean over the underlying wilderness. It unspools a memory: pine needles and night air. “You’re holding back. You’re operating at eighty percent. You think I don’t see it? The half-second hesitation before you make a cut? The way you look to the anaesthetist for reassurance before you give a critical order? That doubt will get someone killed.”

Humiliation burns through the fear. He’s seen my weakness, my most private professional shame. “I am cautious. That’s not a flaw.”

“In trauma, caution is a flaw. Certainty is the only currency.” His gaze bores into me. “You used to have it. Before.”

The unspoken before you left hangs between us, a spectre at the table.

“I was a child then,” I say, my throat tight.

“You were alive then.” The words crack out, harsh and sudden. He straightens, reining himself in. The mask of the Chief slips back into place. “Your transfer is denied. You will report to Theatre Three at seven AM tomorrow. We have a complex vascular repair. You will assist. You will not hesitate. You will be perfect. Is that understood, Dr. Vance?”

It’s not a question. It’s a command from the Alpha. The bond, that damned, fractured thing, throbs in response, a siren call to submit. My human will rails against it.

“And if I refuse?” The challenge is a whisper.

A slow, terrifying smile touches his lips. It doesn’t reach his eyes. “Then you can explain to the Medical Practitioners Board why you abandoned your post in the middle of a service crisis. I’ll make sure your record reflects not a transfer, but a dereliction of duty. Edinburgh won’t be the only door that closes to you. Every door will.”

The world narrows to his face, to the absolute, ruthless certainty in it. He would do it. Not out of malice, but out of principle. A wolf does not tolerate defiance. An Alpha does not accept desertion.

He has built a cage of impeccable logic and professional consequence. The bars are my own career, my reputation, my dream of being a surgeon. And I walked right into it.

The tremor in my hands spreads up my arms. I lock my elbows to stop it.

He sees my surrender before I voice it. His smile fades, replaced by something more complex, more weary. “This isn’t punishment, Elara,” he says, and for a fleeting second, it’s Killian from the woods speaking, not Chief Thorne. “It’s preservation.”

He turns and leaves. The door sighs shut behind him.

I sit in the humming silence of the staff room, the denied transfer burning on my screen. The shaking worsens, a full-body quake I can no longer control. I press my forehead to the cool table.

He called it preservation. I know the truth.

My gilded cage just had its lock slammed shut.

HIM

The scent of her fear lingers in the staff room long after I leave. It’s a sharp, acrid note over the smell of coffee and stale sweat. It claws at my gut, at my wolf, who whines in protest. Comfort. Protect.

I silence it with the force of four years of practised discipline.

Preservation. It was the truest word I could offer her without breaking the fragile, terrible distance I’ve mandated.

Letting her go to Edinburgh would have been a cleaner death. The bond, already strained to a filament, would have snapped under the distance. The phantom pain would have become a permanent numbness. She would have become a ghost in my periphery, a faded photograph. I have survived many things. I would not have survived her becoming a ghost.

So I wielded the only weapon I have left: the authority she respects, the career she cherishes. I made myself her warden. Her hatred is a price I will pay. Her fear is a toxin I will ingest daily.

It is still preferable to her absence.

In my office, I pour two fingers of whiskey from the bottle in the bottom drawer. It’s not for the taste. It’s a ritual to burn away the scent of her distress from my tongue. The file for tomorrow’s vascular repair is open on my desk—a motorcyclist, a shredded femoral artery, a mess of metal and biology. She will assist. She will have to stand at my elbow, her arm brushing mine as we reach for instruments. Her focus will have to be absolute, and for those hours, it will be on me. On us, as a team.

It’s a pathetic kind of intimacy, stolen in a room smelling of blood and betadine. But it is all I have.

A soft knock at the door. It’s Richard, the head of cardiology, a kind-faced man who has no idea of the war being waged in his hospital. He pokes his head in.

“Killian, about the Vance transfer to my old department in Edinburgh...”

“Denied,” I say, the whiskey glass cool in my hand.

“Yes, I saw. It’s just... she’s a brilliant surgeon. St. Anne’s would have been lucky to have her. And, if I may speak freely, she seems... unhappy here.”

Unhappy. A bland, human word for the profound dislocation I have caused. “Her skills are needed in Trauma. We’re short-staffed. You know the pressures.”

He nods, though his eyes are sympathetic. “I do. It just seemed like a good opportunity for her. A fresh start.”

The glass threatens to crack in my hand. I set it down. “Her start is here, Richard. Her commitment is here.”

He hears the finality. The Alpha tone, bleeding through despite my best efforts. He just hears it as stubbornness. “Right. Of course. Well, if you change your mind...”

“I won’t.”

He leaves. The silence returns, heavier.

I open the bottom drawer again, past the whiskey. Beneath a stack of journals, my fingers find the edge of a photograph. I don’t need to pull it out. I see it every time I close my eyes. Her, four years younger, hair a wild cloud, laughing by the pack’s bonfire. The firelight caught in her eyes, making them look like they held their own golden spark. She was looking at the camera, but the joy was for the life around her, for the belonging. For me, standing just outside the frame.

I shut the drawer. The past is a country I am no longer permitted to visit.

The intercom on my desk buzzes. “Chief Thorne to Resus, please. Major RTA, four minutes out.”

Work. The great eraser. I shrug my white coat over my scrubs, the blood on the collar now a dark brown. As I stride towards the emergency department, the Chief settles over me like a second skin, smothering the wolf, the man, the broken mate. There is only the medicine. The fight.

But underneath it all, a single, unwavering pulse: Mine. Here. Safe.

HER

Theatre Three is an ice palace. The air is chilled to near-freezing, a defence against the heat of the lights and the press of bodies. I scrub in methodically, the bristles scraping over my skin until it’s pink and raw. I can see him through the glass partition of the scrub room, already gowned and gloved, speaking quietly with the anaesthetist. His hands move as he talks—capable, precise, infinitely sure.

My hands, now encased in sterile gloves, are steady. The fear has been metabolised into a cold, sharp focus. He wants perfection? He will get it. It’s the only form of rebellion left to me.

I push through the doors into the theatre. The patient is a canvas of controlled chaos—drapes, monitors, the slow, steady hiss of the ventilator. The mangled leg is prepped, a horror show of torn flesh and gleaming bone.

“Dr. Vance,” he says, without looking up from the imaging screen. “You’ll take the medial approach. I’ll handle the posterior. We have a window of ninety minutes before ischemic damage becomes irreversible.”

“Understood.” My voice is clear in the quiet room.

We begin. It’s a brutal, beautiful dance. For the first hour, there are only terse, necessary commands. “Clamp.” “Suction.” “Suture.” “Retractor.” Our instruments cross, our fingers brush against the back of a gloved hand. Each point of contact is a tiny shock, a static spark that has nothing to do with the dry air.

I am good at this. I had forgotten how much. The narrowing of the world to a single, bleeding problem. The translation of anatomy into a three-dimensional map in my mind. My hands know what to do. They remember a confidence that predates heartbreak.

“Good,” he murmurs, as I isolate a bleeding vessel he hadn’t yet pointed out. The word, so simple, feels like a benediction. It’s worse than his criticism.

We work in sync. It’s unnerving. I anticipate his need for a specific clamp. He moves to provide better exposure before I ask. It’s the synergy he spoke of, the one that exists beyond the personal, in the pure realm of skill and shared purpose. It’s the ghost of the partnership we were supposed to be.

“How’s the distal pulse?” he asks the circulating nurse.

“Weak, but present.”

“We need to move faster. Vance, can you anastomose this section? I’ll tackle the deeper tear.”

It’s a test. The repair is fiendishly complex, a joining of vessels no wider than a piece of thread.

“Yes.”

I don’t hesitate. I step into the space he vacates, my world shrinking to the microscopic field of the operating microscope. The rest fades—the beeping monitors, the soft chatter of the nurses, him. There is only the vessel, the needle, the infinitesimal stitches. My breathing slows. My mind is quiet. For these minutes, I am free.

I don’t know how much time passes. “Time?” I ask.

“Seventy-eight minutes,” he replies. He’s watching me work. I can feel the weight of his gaze through my concentration.

I place the final suture. “Done.”

“Check for leaks.”

I release the clamp. A brief welling of blood, then nothing. The suture line holds. A clean, perfect seam.

“Well done,” he says. The words are quiet, for me alone. There’s no smile, but his eyes, over the top of his mask, hold a fierce, professional pride. It reaches into the hollow place and warms a part of me that has been frozen for years.

It is the most dangerous moment yet.

The rest of the surgery passes in a blur. We close. The patient is stable. As we step back from the table, the adrenaline recedes, leaving a profound exhaustion in its wake. The kind that feels like grief.

We scrub out in silence at adjacent sinks. The water is scalding. I scrub my arms, my nails, wanting to strip away not just the surgery, but the feeling of his approval, the traitorous warmth it sparked.

“You operated at one hundred percent today,” he says, staring straight ahead at the wall. “That’s the surgeon I need. That’s the surgeon you are.”

“I’m the surgeon you’re forcing to stay,” I reply, the words dripping with fatigue and resentment.

He turns his head, water sluicing down the strong column of his throat, dampening the collar of his scrub shirt. “Is that what you think this is? Force?”

“What else would you call it?”

He shuts off his tap with a decisive click. “Investment.” He grabs a towel, roughing it over his hands. “A wasted talent is a sin, Elara. Even you must see that.”

“I see that you’re using my talent as a chain.”

He steps closer. The scrub room is small. He’s all I can see. The damp hair, the tired lines at the corners of his eyes, the stubborn set of his jaw. The bond between us, that damaged, aching thing, vibrates like a plucked cello string.

“Chains break,” he says, his voice a low rumble. “What I’m building is foundation. Under me, you will become a surgeon legends are made of. You will not be good. You will be peerless. That is my promise to you. However you wish to colour my motives.”

His promise. It sounds like a vow and a life sentence. The ambition in me, the part that craves that pinnacle, stirs in answer. It wars violently with the part that screams for escape.

“I don’t want your promises,” I whisper, but the conviction is gone.

He hears it. He always hears the truth beneath my words. He leans in, just slightly. I feel his breath, warm against my temple. “Liar.”

He walks out, leaving me standing at the sink, the water running cold, trembling for an entirely new reason.

HIM

She is luminous in Theatre. It’s the only word. Under the fierce glare of the surgical lights, with a life in her hands, the fear vanishes. The hesitation evaporates. She is pure, undiluted competence. A goddess of repair.

Watching her perform that anastomosis was an agony of pride and longing. That was my mate. That fierce, brilliant focus. That seamless, instinctive skill. It belonged to the pack. It belonged to me. It belonged in a world where her gifts were celebrated, not hidden away in a human institution that would never fully understand her.

But it is here, now. And I will have to be content with this: sharing a battlefield of flesh and blood, fighting a common enemy named Death.

Her whispered liar echoes in my skull. She is right. She does want my promise. She wants the greatness I see in her. She’s just too afraid of the price.

My phone vibrates in my office. A message from a number I know well, a contact deep within the city’s infrastructure.

> Vehicle registered to Dr. E. Vance spotted at long-term parking facility, Manchester Airport. Reservation for space held for two weeks, cancelled this AM.

She wasn’t just applying for a transfer. She was preparing to run. To disappear. A cold fury, colder than the one in the woods, tightens my chest. She would have gone without a word. She would have vanished into the anonymous crowds of another city, another life.

The wolf snarls, a raw sound in the quiet office. Mine. Find. Keep.

I don’t reply to the message. I already have my answer. The cage is holding. For now.

But a cage, no matter how gilded, will always provoke a fight. And Elara, in her quiet, stubborn way, is a fighter. I have extinguished one escape route. She will look for another. She will become more desperate.

The thought should concern me. Instead, a dark, possessive thrill winds through my blood. Let her try. Let her plot and plan and test the bars. Every attempt will only prove what I already know: she is here. She is mine. The hunt is not over. It has simply moved indoors.

And I have always enjoyed a complex chase.

HER

He is in my dreams. Not as the Chief, not as the angry Alpha in the woods, but as the man from the before time. His hand in mine, the sun dappling through the oak leaves, his laugh a warm sound that made my own breath catch. The dream is so vivid I can feel the ghost-pressure of his fingers laced through mine.

I wake with a start, the ghost-sensation still tingling on my skin, my cheeks wet.

The flat is dark and silent. The digital clock reads 3:17 AM. The hollow ache is a physical pain, a yawning need that has nothing to do with desire and everything to do with a fundamental piece of my soul being misaligned.

I get up, padding to the kitchen for water. My reflection in the dark window is a pale, haunted thing. Investment, he’d said. Foundation.

Liar.

This is obsession. A beautiful, terrible, surgical obsession. He is dissecting my life, layer by layer, and suturing himself into the fabric of it with threads of professional obligation and undeniable, unwanted respect.

My phone, charging on the counter, lights up with a notification. An email. At this hour? A chill that has nothing to do with the night air trickles down my spine.

I open it.

> From: K.Thorne@ManchesterRoyal.NHS.uk

> To: E.Vance@ManchesterRoyal.NHS
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