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      Connor Bradshaw was waiting for a disaster. Which was more status-quo than stressful, considering he’d been trained to the teeth as an Air Force flight nurse and worked in a Level I trauma center for the past four years, but he wasn’t about to bitch, regardless. Cars crashed. People harmed each other. Health failed in dozens of different directions. Bad things happened, and as much as Connor hated that little nugget of truth, he’d learned the hard way that there was no getting around it. But if he could help people through the worst moments of their lives, instead?

      He was going to be down every single time. No matter how big the disaster, how high the cost, or how bloody the aftermath.

      He’d survived worse.

      “Listen up, cats and kittens, because this one is gonna test your stamina.” Tess Michaelson turned to look at the group of doctors and interns huddled against the cold in Remington Mem’s ambulance bay. Although both Jonah Sheridan and Emmett Mallory were attending physicians like Tess, unlike Tess, they were surgeons. Since she was in charge of the emergency department, she ran all the traumas that came into the ED. And whatever patients were incoming had to be in pretty rough shape for all three docs, plus a pair of interns, to be out here, waiting. Usually, the nurses or an intern met the ambos for triage and handoff from paramedics—especially in January.

      Connor’s adrenaline tapped out the Morse code-equivalent of hey-how-are-ya in his veins, and he pulled in a slow breath to let it know he was juuuuust fine, thanks. He was hardly a fucking rookie. No way was he going to let a little thing like his physiology tank his ability to help the patients coming in on this call. Not when they were clearly going to need all the help they could get.

      Tess elbowed her way into the pale yellow trauma gown that matched the ones the rest of them had donned as they’d been pulled from various tasks to handle the incoming call. “Dispatch has multiple traumas from a car wreck headed our way, ETA five minutes. At least one thoracic crush injury, a couple of penetrating lacerations, and a traumatic leg injury—that’s yours, Mallory—plus possible head and neck injuries all around,” she said. “I want fast assessments and faster treatment, especially from you two.” She eagle-eyed Sofia Vasquez and Parker Drake, whose light green scrubs and bone-weary expressions marked them as the interns they were. “No one’s dying on my watch today. Got it?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Connor’s response stuck out a little in the chorus of yeses and echoed-back “got it”s, but he was hardly apologetic. The Air Force had made a lot of things second nature in his life, and even though it had tested his mettle in ways he’d never dreamed, he was grateful as hell for each of them. The six years he’d spent there before he’d landed at Remington Mem hadn’t just taught him how to take care of people who needed it.

      They’d also taught him to hide in plain sight.

      Spine straightening, he stuffed the thought back into its usual hidey hole and forced himself to rejoin the here and now. The part of a trauma that could freak a person out the most was waiting for the patients to arrive—all that maybe/what-if/but, but, but flying around and fritzing out your circuitry—so Connor decided to fill the time the best way he knew how. Christ, but humor was better than Kevlar some days.

      He looked at Jonah, who, in addition to being Remington Memorial’s attending trauma surgeon, was also one of Connor’s closest friends. “Hey, man. How’s the new place? Did you and Dr. K enjoy my apartment-warming gift?” he asked. Natalie Kendrick was the hospital’s pediatric surgeon, and, as of last weekend, also Jonah’s live-in girlfriend.

      The guy’s entire demeanor changed in a blink, his smile so big it was like a third person in the conversation, and Connor got the feeling it had far more to do with the mention of Natalie than the level of his generosity. But it was cool. Connor was just as close with Natalie as he was with Jonah, Tess, and all the other doctors at Remington Memorial. He needed some sort of a family, and the old-fashioned kind…definitely wasn’t going to be it.

      “Mini-Bundt cakes from Sweetie Pies and a basket full of romance novels,” Jonah said, one blond brow arching even though his grin stayed firmly in place. “Really, man?”

      “You both loved it, didn’t you?” Connor’s grin broadened, and he waggled his brows for emphasis. “And those novels are all signed by the authors. Only the best for my friends.”

      “Nat tackled the basket as soon as I brought it home,” Jonah admitted, dropping his voice conspiratorially as he nodded at Tess, who was talking with Mallory a handful of feet away. “Although I’m pretty sure Tess swiped that one book with your buddy on the cover. When she hung out at our place a couple of nights ago, she and Nat were giggling over it.”

      “Giggling?” Connor bit back a snort. Declan would probably shit twice and die if he heard that—dude hated the spotlight, enough that his face was rarely ever in the photos on those book covers. But now that they were both out of the Air Force, they had to make a living somehow.

      Jonah nodded, although he seemed completely unfazed. “Like schoolgirls,” he confirmed. “But Natalie does love them, and I reap the benefits when she reads the steamy bits, so really, maybe I should get you a gift instead.”

      Connor lifted a brow at his buddy and pulled the pair of nitrile gloves he’d been holding into place while Jonah did the same. Involuntary response to the sound of sirens getting closer, he supposed. “I never say no to donuts. Boston cream, glazed, jelly-filled…I’m equal opportunity with my sweet, sweet carbohydrate love.”

      Jonah laughed, although his expression quickly grew serious at the sight of the ambulance pulling into the bay in front of them. “How a huge dude covered in ink got into reading romance novels is a mystery to me. One of these days, I’m going to get you to tell me your secrets.”

      Secrets. The word snapped through Connor, ratcheting his pulse. That was twice in one day that his long-buried skeletons had reminded him of their existence. Damn, he was off his game.

      “Never,” Connor said, shrugging off the stiffness in his shoulders and grinning broadly at Jonah as Tess hit them both with a tart smile.

      “Sorry to interrupt your bromance, gentlemen, but how about we treat some trauma patients? Y’know, just for shits and giggles.”

      “You got it, Dr. Michaelson,” Connor said. As much downtime as he spent with both Tess and Jonah, when he was on the clock, they were always “doctor”. No exceptions. Taking care of people, no matter the cost, might be Connor’s stock-in-trade, but the chain of command wasn’t something he messed with.

      Tess’s light brown ponytail bobbed over one shoulder as she nodded and lifted her voice to address the group. “Okay. Parker, you’re with Sheridan on ambo one,” she said to the intern-slash-former-paramedic. “Vasquez, you’re with me on two, and Connor, you’re with Mallory on three. Let’s go.”

      They all turned toward the trio of ambulances pulling into the bay, eyes alert and muscles primed for movement, and Connor took one last breath before disaster struck.

      It didn’t take long.

      “What’ve we got?” Mallory asked as soon as the ambulance jerked to a stop and the rear doors flew open.

      The paramedic scrambled to the head of the gurney while Connor’s muscle memory had him moving to the foot to take care of the honors so Mallory could assess the patient as soon as she came into view. Easier said than done, since she was strapped to a backboard, one leg heavily splinted and her body covered with a trauma blanket from the waist down.

      “Shelly Fitzpatrick, twenty-six-year-old female, restrained in the driver’s seat,” the paramedic said, guiding the gurney wheels to the pavement with a hard clack. “GCS 11. Complaining of chest and shoulder pain and left leg pain. No apparent head or neck trauma, no LOC.” He rattled off her vitals—not terrible but certainly not good enough to make Connor a happy camper—before adding, “Obvious left upper leg deformity. Pain meds were administered en route.”

      “Hi, Ms. Fitzpatrick, I’m Dr. Mallory, and I’m going to help you, okay? Don’t try to nod. We want to keep your neck stable until we can check you out,” he said, falling in beside the gurney on the right side as they moved like a symphony toward the automatic doors. “Can you tell me if you’re experiencing any pain?”

      “My leg. It hurts really bad.”

      “I’m just going to take a quick look,” Mallory told the woman, who whimpered and tensed in response, and whoa, even with those pain meds on board, Connor could see why.

      Mallory said, “Definite open femur fracture. Let’s pick up the pace.” Without moving his eyes from the patient, he added, “Trauma two, Connor,” and without moving his eyes, Connor steered the gurney directly toward the trauma room, his strides growing more purpose. They crossed the threshold seconds later, going through the practiced motions of transferring the patient to a hospital gurney and preparing for a more thorough exam, and damn, they had their work cut out for them with a broadsword. But while the gruesome nature of the woman’s injuries would make most people panic—or at the very least, lean toward despair—visualizing what needed to be fixed solidified the necessary steps in Connor’s head. Assess. Strategize. Act.

      First things first. Connor scanned the woman from her head down, using the exact same visual process he’d learned on day one in medic training ten years ago. The woman’s face was pale, sharp lines of pain etched around her eyes and mouth. A bright yellow C-collar held her neck steady, and cuts and abrasions of mild to moderate severity peppered her face and hands. There was no way to do a full exam with her jeans and sweater in the way, so Connor grabbed a pair of trauma shears and an extra blanket, making quick work of the patient’s clothing while giving her as much privacy as possible.

      “Femoral and dorsal pulses both weak,” Connor confirmed after a manual check, while Mallory began a more comprehensive exam. An angry purple bruise was forming across the woman’s chest in a sash from left shoulder to right hip, and man, thank God for pain meds, because that leg injury was one of the worst Connor had seen.

      And oh, he’d seen a lot.

      “Alright,” Mallory said after a minute. “Ms. Fitzpatrick is alert and her pupils are equal and reactive. No dizziness, no nausea. Good signs.” He placed a quick squeeze on the woman’s forearm before adding, “Let’s clear her head and neck so we can lose this C-collar, and I want a full set of left leg, chest, and shoulder films. We need to see exactly what we’re dealing with.”

      Connor had the portable X-ray machine ready to go before Mallory had even finished ordering the films. “Okay, Ms. Fitzpatrick. We’re going to take good care of you. First thing I’m going to do is take some X-rays with this machine right here,” Connor told her, his gut going tight as her eyes widened and her heart rate spiked on the monitor. “I know you’re in pain. I’ll be as gentle and fast as possible, I promise. Once we get these images, Dr. Mallory will be able to see your injuries more clearly, and then we can fix you right up, okay?”

      “It’s…really bad…isn’t it?” she asked, and Connor cobbled together a big, playful smile as he shouldered into the protective apron and maneuvered the arm of the machine into place.

      “You’re going to have plenty of time to relax and eat ice cream while you recover.” He didn’t mention the rods and pins Mallory would almost certainly have to place in her leg, or the boatloads of PT she had ahead of her. For now, they needed to tackle the closest alligator to the boat; namely, keeping her calm while they figured out the extent of the damage to her leg and whether or not there would be permanent effects.

      Strategize, Connor told himself. “So, what’s your favorite kind?” he asked, calling out over his shoulder to let Mallory know he was shooting the first set of films on their patient’s head and neck.

      “W-what?”

      “Of ice cream,” Connor elaborated as he continued to work. “I kind of change mine according to season. Peppermint around the holidays, strawberry in the summer. But, really, I don’t think you can ever go wrong with chocolate. It’s a classic.”

      “Vanilla is better,” she said after a beat, and Connor placed a hand over the front of his lead apron, calling out for the second set of films before splashing a dramatic look of mock pain over his face.

      “You wound me, Ms. Fitzpatrick.”

      She eked out the tiniest of smiles. “Shelly.”

      A grunt of pain crossed her lips as Connor adjusted her leg for a different view, and he bit down on the urge to wince right along with her.

      “Sorry. Just a little adjustment. You’re doing great.” He distracted her with the whole chocolate-versus-vanilla debate for the rest of the films, which Mallory had been reading from the computer monitor on the other side of the partition in the room as Connor had been shooting them and sending them over.

      “Okay, Shelly,” Mallory said, coming back into full view a few seconds later. “The good news is that your head, neck, and spine are all uninjured. You sustained some pretty moderate bruising to your chest and shoulder from the seat belt, and you’ve got some cuts from the broken glass, but none of those injuries are serious.”

      “What’s the bad news?” she asked, her eyes darting to Connor, then back to Mallory.

      His pause was short enough for Shelly not to notice it, but long enough that Connor sure did. “Your femur—the big bone in your upper leg—is pretty badly broken. The trauma is compromising the blood flow to the lower part of your leg, and in order to fix it, you’re going to need immediate surgery so we can get the bones back in place.”

      “You want to do surgery to move my bones? Right now?” she asked, her voice rising in panic, but Connor stepped into her line of vision, giving her no choice but to focus on him. Act.

      “Hey, Shelly. We’re going to take a deep breath together, me and you, and then I’m going to take this C-collar off so you’ll be more comfortable, okay? Here we go.” He inhaled loudly, and although her corresponding breath was far shakier, at least she followed suit. Connor made good on his promise to remove the C-collar, and bingo. A little more tension left the woman’s gaze.

      “I know surgery sounds pretty scary,” he told her. “But if we don’t do it quickly, there’s a bigger risk of permanent damage to your leg, or infection, or even both. Dr. Mallory wouldn’t tell you it’s necessary unless it was the best way to help you get better.”

      “Okay, but I don’t have good insurance. I don’t think it’s going to cover a lot of this, and I’ll miss a lot of work if I have surgery.” Tears gathered at the corners of Shelly’s eyes, tracking over her temples.

      Nope. Not today. “We don’t ever turn anyone away because they don’t have good insurance—or any insurance, for that matter. The hospital can work with you on a payment plan.” Hopefully her insurance would cover more than she thought, but Christ, the whole thought that this poor woman was stressing over what some corporate yahoo would or wouldn’t approve for coverage when she was so badly hurt really pissed him off. “Temporary disability, too, if your recovery takes that long. Okay? I promise, we can figure it out.”

      The words seemed to sink in, at least a little. Shelly nodded. “Would…would you be there during the surgery, too?”

      Connor smiled at her to soften the news. “I’m afraid I’m not as cool as Dr. Mallory, here. He’s got that flashy surgical license, and I’m the sort of nurse that has to stick around the emergency department in case more traumas come in. But I’ll tell you what. I’ll ask the surgical nurse who scrubs in with Dr. Mallory to page me when you’re in recovery, and as soon as you’re cleared for food, I’ll use my sparkling personality to get you some of the finest vanilla ice cream the cafeteria has to offer. Deal?”

      Shelly nodded slowly. “Okay. Deal.”

      “Awesome.” He gave her a gentle fist bump, hiding his relief with a grin.

      “Thanks, Connor,” Mallory said, his expression marking the sentiment as truly genuine. “Can you do me a favor and book an OR?” He turned toward Shelly. “We’ll get you upstairs and the surgical nurse on duty will prep you for the procedure, and I can answer any questions you’ve got about the surgery along the way.”

      “Is there anyone you want me to call for you, Shelly?” Connor asked a few seconds later, after the OR had been reserved and Mallory’s intern du jour, Dr. Boldin, had arrived to help with the transport.

      “Oh.” She blinked. “Um, sure. My mom is going to freak out, but I guess you should call her. I’d really like to have her there when I wake up.”

      “I’ll be sure to tell her you’re getting the very best ice cream after your surgery,” Connor promised. He took down her mother’s number and turned to make his way to the nurses’ station so he could make the phone call that would give the woman some extra peace of mind. But before he could make it even halfway across the trauma room floor, Tess appeared in the doorway.

      “You two okay in here?” she asked, dividing her gaze between Connor and Mallory.

      “Absolutely,” the doc said. “Boldin and I are headed up to the OR for a femur repair, but everything else looks stable. Did you need me for a consult?”

      Tess shook her head. “Nah. Sheridan and Drake took their patient upstairs, and Charlie’s doing a consult on mine for a possible splenic lac.” At the mention of her best friend, a.k.a. Remington Memorial’s general surgery attending, Tess smiled.

      “I do love a happy ending,” Connor said, waving at Shelly as Boldin wheeled her gurney past Tess and toward the bank of elevators. “Anyway, I’m going to make this call before I head back into the fray.”

      “Not so fast, flyboy,” Tess said, plucking the Post-It note with his patient’s mother’s contact information on it from between his fingers. “Your presence has been requested in the executive boardroom.”

      “What?” Shock rippled through Connor, quickly chased by a hard shot of dread. But no. His time spent in boardrooms was another lifetime ago, long dead. Still, nothing good could come from those words, even though he was one hundred percent certain he was solid with their rule-following chief of staff. “Why does Langston want to see me?”

      “The chief doesn’t want to see you,” came an all too frosty, all too familiar voice from over Tess’s shoulder. “I do.”

      Connor’s pulse slam-banged through his veins as he turned to look at the woman in the doorway. Sleek, light blond hair pulled back into a tasteful ponytail at her nape. Crisp blue stare. Black sheath dress that probably cost as much as his paycheck leading to mile-long legs and a pair of stilettos as pointed as her frown, and God damn it.

      There was only one thing that Harlow Davenport, the one woman in all of Remington that he wanted to avoid like the fucking plague, could want with him in a boardroom.

      She knows.
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      Harlow Davenport was all business, all the time. Being the only child of one of the city’s biggest business magnates would do that for a girl. Not that Harlow minded. In fact, it was quite the opposite. She’d interned her summers away at Davenport Industries from the time she was sixteen years old, watching her father and every VP who reported to him with all the attention of a sniper studying a hard target. After earning her undergraduate degree in business management from UPenn, then carving out an MBA from Harvard to match, Harlow had come back to Remington four years ago for one thing, and one thing only.

      To be the youngest—and first female—chief operating officer of Davenport Industries.

      Ambitious? Maybe. Fraught with Everest-sized challenges? Definitely. Did Harlow give a rat’s ass?

      Not even a little bit. She was, after all, her father’s daughter. She’d do whatever it took to prove her worth so she could land the second-highest position in the company he’d built from the bricks up.

      Including go along with his crazy scheme to salvage the badly failing clinic bearing her late mother’s name.

      Shifting her weight from one four-inch Jimmy Choo to the other, she snuck a glance at the big, silent, male nurse beside her. He stood at full attention, his massive shoulders locked into place beneath his light blue scrubs, hands folded behind his back, stare lasered on the up elevator button she’d pressed a few seconds ago. The same familiarity that had flickered through her when she’d come face to face with him a little less than a month ago made another appearance, lasting just long enough to frustrate the crap out of her before disappearing. She was excellent with names, and even better with faces—hello, Business 101. Harlow’s gut told her she’d clapped eyes on Connor before Natalie Kendrick had (re?)introduced them at Christmastime. Unfortunately, her usually reliable brain was having a hell of a time delivering the particulars, to the point that she’d actually started to wonder if maybe she was mistaken.

      Mistaken? Please. I taught you better than that, her father’s voice chided in her head, and okay, hashtag fact. But Connor was hardly forgettable, and where on earth she’d have encountered a hulking, tattoo-covered flight nurse with just enough dark auburn facial hair to look both a little dangerous and more than a little smokin’ hot, she really had no clue. He definitely hadn’t been one of the nurses to care for her mother a few years ago, and Harlow hadn’t ever set foot in Remington Memorial Hospital before the woman had been diagnosed with brain cancer. Only five months had elapsed between that day and the one on which she’d passed quietly at home, but Harlow remembered all the doctors, every single resident and nurse and orderly who had tended to her mother as if it had been yesterday.

      Sometimes, in the rare, quiet moments when she allowed herself to actually think about it, the pain that gripped her at the reminder of the loss was still that fresh, too.

      The elevator doors trundled open with a thump, and Harlow didn’t even blink before methodically packing her memories away. “Dwelling on the past won’t do your future any favors,” her father always warned when she’d fret over things that hadn’t gone according to plan. “A good businessperson looks forward, not back.”

      The advice was sound, considering the uphill battle ahead of her in the here and now. Granting a donation—not even one large enough to build an entire wellness clinic—didn’t come with the right to run the facility the money funded, but it did allow for certain liberties. In hindsight, she and her father should’ve insisted on having advisory privileges as soon as plans for the clinic had begun, not to mention more detailed updates on day-to-day operations once the doors had opened. Nearly every minute of the nine months that the place had been up and running had been an ill-managed shit show, and neither she nor her father had realized it until now, when the damage was nearly fatal.

      Between the misappropriated funds, the disorganized staffing and operations, and the complete lack of competent leadership, Harlow was honestly shocked the clinic had lasted that long.

      And now it was up to her to fix things.

      Connor didn’t move, despite the empty elevator car in front of them, shifting his hazel eyes toward the open doors as if to say, after you. Harlow didn’t fool herself into thinking he was trying to win her over with good manners. His deference matched the clipped “yes, ma’am” he’d given in response to her summons upstairs and the stone-cold silence with which he’d followed it, all clearly a product of his military training.

      She was the newest addition to the hospital’s board of directors. He was a nurse. He was offering respect because she outranked him, plain and simple.

      At least, she did for the next ten minutes.

      God, this was a mistake.

      But since it was a mistake Harlow hadn’t chosen and couldn’t change, she lifted her chin by an inch in acknowledgment and stepped into the elevator. Connor followed, moving in behind her to place his back to the wall.

      “So, are you going to tell me what this is about?” he finally asked, his voice low and surprisingly soft. All of a sudden, she became hyper-aware of just how sexy the sound of it was, warm and rich and less than three feet over her shoulder, and an involuntary shot of heat stole across her face.

      “No.” She focused her stare straight ahead, trying to chase off her blush and her surprise at its existence. Business, especially the sort she was about to do, deserved formality that didn’t belong in an elevator. “Not yet, anyway.”

      A sound crossed his lips, as if it wanted to be a huff of laughter, but didn’t have the joy to see it through. “The suspense is killing me.”

      The heat on Harlow’s face intensified. The elevator seemed to shrink, pulling him right up against her, and oh, God, she needed to control this situation before it controlled her.

      I taught you better than that.

      The words hammered her arousal into pieces and her cool resolve back into place, and she turned to pin Connor with a brows-up stare. “If that’s the case”—she allowed her eyes to roam and a calculated smile to touch her mouth, just briefly—“then you’re not as tough as you look.”

      Any reply he might have made got lost on the sound of the elevator doors opening, and Harlow didn’t wait to move. At five ten without her heels, she could cut a pretty serious path across the floor, to the point that most people struggled to keep up with her once her stride kicked into gear.

      Connor Bradshaw? Apparently not most people. Not that she should be shocked, she supposed. Even in her heels, he still bested her by a good two inches.

      The trip to the boardroom was as silent as it was quick, and Harlow led the way over the threshold, ushering Connor past her before turning to close the door. He didn’t seem shocked to see Dr. Keith Langston, the hospital’s chief of staff, sitting at the head of the twelve-person conference table, although he sure didn’t look pleased.

      In fact, he didn’t look…anything, his expression utterly blank as he stepped to the opposite end of the table and assumed the same position he had when he and Harlow had waited for the elevator.

      “Connor,” Langston said, indicating the seat to his left. “It’s good to see you. Come on in and have a seat. Ms. Davenport and I have something we’d like to discuss with you. A proposal, actually.”

      “A proposal,” Connor repeated with caution, and Harlow nodded.

      “Yes.” She took the seat to Langston’s right, putting herself face-to-face with Connor as he sat, per the chief’s request. “As you’re no doubt aware, the Marlene Davenport Memorial Clinic has been going through some necessary changes of late.”

      Connor’s ginger-brown brows lifted up toward his hairline. “You called me here to talk about the clinic?”

      “We did,” Langston said quickly. “Unfortunately, the operations and management of the clinic have fallen short of the hospital’s original vision. As a result, the facility isn’t meeting standards as we’d hoped.”

      Connor huffed out the laughter equivalent of no shit. “That’s kind of a gigantic understatement.”

      If the way his eyes had gone wide was any indication, he hadn’t meant to let the sentiment slip. Although Harlow was tempted to be annoyed at the reminder of how badly the clinic was failing, she knew he wasn’t even close to wrong, just as she knew that holding anything back wouldn’t serve any of them at this point. This job wasn’t going to get done on anything less than balls-out honesty.

      “I think we can all agree that speaking freely will only benefit this conversation,” she said. “And you’re absolutely right. We’ve taken an in-depth look at the clinic’s financials, and we’re not so much losing money as we’re hemorrhaging it. Management, operations, services—the clinic is failing on every level.”

      “Well, the guy you had running the place was an idiot. You need someone in there who has access to a clue,” Connor said, shrugging without apology as he tacked on, “Since we’re speaking freely.”

      Again, Connor wasn’t off-base. Harlow said, “The hospital can’t afford any more mistakes with regard to running the clinic. After several discussions on the best way to proceed, the board elected to pursue assistance from Davenport Industries.”

      “Assistance,” Connor repeated, as if the word were a rattlesnake ready to strike. “What, like a corporate takeover?”

      Harlow shook her head. “Not in the traditional sense. While acquisitions is Davenport Industries’ main business focus, we also offer management services.”

      “Ah.” His expression shifted in understanding, and she’d give him this. He was sharp. “So, you basically flip companies like houses. You go in and purge everything that doesn’t work. Get everything running according to your big-business master plan, then once the company is on the level, you’re out the door.”

      “It’s not our norm,” she said. True acquisitions, where Davenport Industries had all the control over planning and execution, were more lucrative, not to mention far easier. Better to raze things and rebuild from the dirt up their way than try to cobble together broken and weary pieces for someone else. “But since we have a vested interest in the clinic—”

      “You mean, because your father made the donation that built the place,” Connor said, not unkindly, but not with an ounce of warmth, either, and Harlow’s patience slipped.

      “Because it bears my mother’s name, we’d very much like to see it succeed. So, yes. The board has voted to have Davenport Industries implement a new management system in order to make that happen.”

      “Isn’t that a conflict of interest for you, seeing as how you’re on the board and you work for Davenport Industries?” Connor asked, and she’d give him this. When it came to business, he knew his shit.

      Of course, he wasn’t the only one. “I abstained from the vote. But for the record, it was otherwise unanimous.” There were other changes to her board status—ones that stung, considering how much work she’d already put in as a member. But they’d get to those soon enough. “At any rate, after careful consideration of all the variables, Davenport Industries has decided to take a different tack with regard to the director’s position at the clinic.”

      “You’re not hiring someone new?” Connor’s shoulders hit the back of the office chair he’d wedged himself into with a soft thump. She blanked her unease before it had any prayer of reaching her face, arranging her expression to appear as if this was exactly how she’d planned things, even though she’d fought the decision every inch of the way.

      “Not one person. Not yet, anyway.”

      “I’m sorry, I don’t follow.” Connor divided a look between her and Langston, settling on the chief for clarification.

      Langston folded his hands over the polished wood in front of him. “Mr. Davenport has advised that temporarily splitting the position between two directors with equal power is the most time-efficient way to make the necessary changes to the clinic’s management structure. One would be in charge of the business aspect of running the clinic. Budget, policy, compliance, et cetera.”

      “And the other?” Connor asked, and Harlow took the baton even though she wanted nothing more than to hurl it off a fucking cliff.

      “Operations,” she said smoothly. “Medicine, staffing, overseeing day-to-day patient care. So, as you can see, the two roles are quite different, but it’s become clear that both are going to be crucial in order for the clinic to operate in the black.”

      The edges of Connor’s mouth turned downward. “You mean, they’re crucial in offering care to the people who need it.”

      “Of course.” But without money, there couldn’t be any care. The money had to come first. That was just smart business.

      Connor swung his gaze toward Langston. “You said temporarily.”

      Langston nodded. “Yes. Davenport Industries will need to be hands-on at first in order to ensure that a successful business plan is implemented, but once that’s in place and the clinic is running smoothly and turning a profit, the operations director should be able to perform both sets of responsibilities. With the assistance of the board, of course.”

      “So, the business director will be a Davenport employee?”

      “Actually, the business director will be a Davenport, period,” Harlow said, squaring her shoulders and aiming for composure even though her pulse was doing its very best to derail her. “I’ll be putting my position on the board on hold, temporarily, in order to take over in that capacity.”

      And there was the rub. Her father had been adamant that she take the job, even though she had salvaged far bigger companies under far worse circumstances, and Davenport Industries had recently acquired not one, but two businesses she’d have been better suited to take over. Her abilities were wasted on this position at the clinic, and they both knew it, not to mention she’d lose all the ground she’d gained as a board member so far by allowing an alternate member to serve in her place, even temporarily. But her father never so much as sneezed without strategizing first. If he wanted her at the clinic badly enough to insist, it was for a reason, and she would not fail.

      Especially if that reason was that he thought she wasn’t up to the task.

      Connor looked at her, the flash of his hazel stare dropping her back into the brightly lit boardroom. “Okay. You’ve got a business director. Who’s taking over on ops?”

      “Finding the right person to fill the second position has been a bit more of a challenge.” Harlow pulled in a deep breath and met his gaze head-on. “But it’s one the board believes you’re up for.”

      “Wait,” Connor said, his eyes rounding in genuine shock. “You want me to take the position?”

      She selected her answer with care. “We’re offering you the job, yes.”

      Thankfully, he didn’t seem to notice the semantics. At least, not enough to address them on the spot. “Right, but I’m a nurse,” Connor said, as if he was trying to get the reality of the offer situated in his head. “I mean, I don’t exactly suck at my job, but there’s no M.D. after my name.”

      “An M.D. isn’t a requirement,” Harlow said, and Langston chose that moment to speak up.

      “You have a tremendous amount of experience with operations, Connor. You spent six years running countless ops in the Air Force. You’re highly trained and highly regarded by the staff at this hospital. You’ve got a very unique skill set that makes you an excellent fit for this position.”

      All of that was true, Harlow thought. She’d gone over Connor’s credentials from the past ten years with a microscope as soon as it had become clear that he was the board’s front-runner for the job. He’d joined the Air Force at twenty after two years of undergrad at Remington University, finished his degree while enlisted, then completed the rigorous training to become a flight nurse. He knew how to run operations in a medical unit like Harlow knew how to run the business side of everything from a Mom and Pop corner store to a multi-million-dollar corporation, and had even achieved the rank of second lieutenant before coming back to Remington. His military record, along with every review he’d ever had at Remington Memorial, was spotless.

      And as much as she hated the current situation of having to work with him, Harlow needed him.

      Connor shook his head. “I’m a nurse, not a director. I have zero interest in anything other than helping patients. Especially business.”

      “You wouldn’t have anything to do with the business side, other than making sure the place still runs after I’m done,” Harlow said. It was bad enough that her father had asked the board to split the power of the director’s position before he’d thrown her into her half of the role. Sharing what little she’d been granted, including her interactions with the board? Not happening. No matter how good Connor was at operations or how intense his stare had just become.

      She continued before he could say anything else. “Look, this job we’re offering you is all about helping patients. If we don’t turn things around in the clinic, and quickly, the hospital will have no choice but to close its doors. Even though the place is a hot mess right now, there are still a lot of people who rely on those services for their health care.”

      “You’re that close to closing down?” Connor asked, and finally, an actual emotion moved across his face.

      Harlow’s pulse quickened, but she held firm. This was a business negotiation. It was going to take finesse. Composure. Facts. “Unfortunately, yes. If we don’t get this second director’s position filled immediately so we can begin to implement these changes, the clinic will have to stop operating within a month. Six weeks, at best. Now, if you’d like to look at the proposal—”

      “I’ll do it.”

      What. The. Hell? “Don’t you want to go over the details of the offer?” For God’s sake, he hadn’t even asked about the salary. This wasn’t how business negotiations were done.

      Connor lifted a massive shoulder partway before letting it drop. “I’d be in charge of operations, right? Taking care of people? No marathon board meetings or budget committees, none of that crap?”

      She bristled. “The business side of things is hardly—”

      “Yes,” Langston interrupted smoothly. “You would be in charge of operations, while Ms. Davenport would handle the business end on a temporary basis. You’ll have to work together to make the two ends of the spectrum meet in the middle, of course, and that will require balance”—he slid Connor a glance that brooked not one ounce of argument—“but I think Ms. Davenport would agree that budget meetings and business dealings, especially with the board, will fall under her responsibilities until such a time that you’d be able to easily maintain them as the full-time director.”

      Harlow didn’t blink, budge, or hesitate as she said, “I would.”

      Connor conceded with a small nod. “And by taking this job, I’d be helping to keep the clinic open, which would benefit the people in the community by making sure they have greater access to quality health care. Right?”

      “That is correct,” Langston said, and Connor turned to look at her, a confident smile shaping his firm, full mouth.

      “Well, then. I guess that means you’re stuck with me, Ms. Davenport.”
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      Connor waited until Harlow had walked out of the boardroom, shutting the door firmly behind her, before he exhaled. He was far from off the hook, he knew. She was way too sharp—not to mention way, way too sexy—for him to lower his guard. But she hadn’t connected the dots to his past (yet), and the job in front of them had been too important for him to turn down.

      Even if taking it meant he’d have to be more careful than ever about keeping his identity a secret.

      Connor turned to look at Langston, who still sat at the head of the conference table. “Are you really on board with me running the clinic?” he asked, and finally, the chief smiled.

      “Do you really think you’d be here with the offer in front of you if I wasn’t?”

      “Fair enough,” Connor said, cracking a half-there smile. Langston had a reputation as a rule-follower (okay, so it was more like a reputation for being a complete hard-ass for all things policy. Potato, potahto), and it was well-proven. But he was also smart and fair, and when it came to keeping confidences? The man was a motherfucking vault.

      Connor jerked his chin at the chair Harlow had occupied less than five minutes ago. “She can’t find out. If she did—”

      “I don’t see how she would,” Langston cut in, more reassuring than rude. “Don’t get me wrong. Harlow is incredibly smart, but she’s not psychic, and she’ll only be in the business director’s position temporarily. Three months, maybe four at the most. Your new position isn’t terribly public, especially outside of medical circles.”

      Langston paused, his voice softening in volume but not certainty. “Plus, it’s been ten years. Your employee file doesn’t list your legal first name, and there are thousands of unrelated Bradshaws in Remington alone. Unless your father breaks his silence on the subject—”

      Connor took his turn at interrupting. “He won’t.” His father mouthed off about a lot of things, but Connor wasn’t one of them. In fact, he’d been stone cold silent since their parting words ten years ago.

      Walk out that door, and you’re dead to me, boy…

      Turned out, that whole dead-to-me thing was a-okay by Connor.

      It made them even.

      “You accepted the position awfully quickly, and of the two, yours is the permanent role,” Langston said, placing his elbows on the table in front of him and steepling his fingers. “Aren’t you interested in the particulars?”

      “Other than the part where I get to provide care to people who need it? Nope. That’s really all that matters to me,” Connor said, covering up his thoughts of his father with a carefully cultivated smile-and-shrug combo. He’d read the official offer letter that Harlow had produced on her way out the door before signing it—as motivated as he was to help the people in this city, he also wasn’t an idiot. But as long as he could, in fact, steer clear of the business end while Harlow did her thing for a few months, then let the board handle all that stuff once she was gone so he could stick to providing real care—the kind that would actually matter? The rest was purely secondary.

      Still, Langston didn’t let up on his stare. “I just want to be sure you know exactly what you’re in for.”

      Connor’s heart beat faster, the easygoing demeanor he normally wore like his favorite set of scrubs disappearing in favor of a shot of rare, long-unused intensity. “No disrespect, Dr. Langston, but I’m hardly the same scrawny, clueless kid I was when I left to join the Air Force, and I’m damn sure not my father’s son. I’m not going to screw this up. Not when so many people depend on the clinic for care. On that, you have my word.”

      “Of course you aren’t going to screw this up,” Langston said, turning Connor’s unease into shock. “I hired you four years ago based solely on merit, and I’ve never regretted it. You may not be a doctor, but you ran hundreds of medical ops in the Air Force, just as you’ve been an integral part of the ICU nursing staff and the emergency department here at Remington Memorial. Your ability isn’t in question.”

      “Okay.” Connor let the word draw out until it became a question. “Then what is?”

      Langston exhaled, pressing back in his chair. “The clinic is in bad shape, Connor. Worse than I think the board fully realizes. Finding the best way to right that ship may be more difficult than you expect.”

      This time, when Connor pulled his laid-back smile into place, he actually felt it. “I appreciate your concern, Dr. Langston. I really do. But I’m okay with long hours, and I’m no stranger to hard work. All I want to do is keep my head down and serve this community, and I’ll be right as rain.”
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      Forty-five minutes later, Connor realized exactly how much of a euphemism bad shape had been. He hadn’t even made it more than a few steps over the threshold of the clinic before he’d run into a crush of people in various states of injury or illness. Most of the waiting room chairs were occupied, and after getting one woman an ice pack she should’ve received when she’d been triaged, and sending a badly bleeding teenager directly to the ED to get the gash in his arm tended to by a surgeon, Connor finally moved past the intake desk and headed to the office in the back of the building.

      The door was shut, but the blinds on the window beside it weren’t, allowing him to see inside. Harlow sat primly behind the sleek, walnut desk, a pair of red-framed glasses perched on the bridge of her nose as she pored over something on the laptop screen in front of her. Her chin was tilted slightly downward, her gaze focused and serious, and for one bright, impulsive instant, Connor wondered what she looked like when she laughed. With her hair all mussed from sleep. When she was caught up in a moment of pure, hot pleasure, and Jesus H. Christ on a Pop-Tart, was he insane? Of all the times to think with his dick, now was probably the most inopportune. He needed to be completely on guard around this woman, not get all gee-I-wonder about what she looked like halfway to orgasm.

      Damn, he’d bet she was really fucking pretty when she laughed, though.

      Clearing his throat, Connor forced his spine to full attention and his cock to stand down, then placed a sharp trio of knocks on the door in front of him. Harlow’s ice-blue eyes widened as she looked up from her desk, but only by a fraction, and by the time she’d waved him over the threshold, any traces of surprise had disappeared as if they’d never existed.

      “Mr. Bradshaw,” she said, and oh yeah, no. They had to nip that in the bud right freaking now.

      “No mister,” he corrected. Guard up. “It’s not really my thing.”

      Harlow nodded. “Lieutenant, then.”

      Oh, the shit Declan and the rest of the guys in his unit would give him for that would last days on end. “No lieutenant, either.” Connor shook his head. “Retired military personnel don’t usually go by their rank. It’s kind of considered bad form.”

      “I apologize.” Her voice softened by the smallest degree. “I didn’t mean any disrespect.”

      “None taken. Connor is fine.”

      Just like that, Harlow’s all-business demeanor settled right back into place. “But what will you have the staff call you, then?”

      Connor blinked. “Well, my first name has worked up ’til now with everyone in the ICU and ED. I don’t really see a reason to change that,” he said. In fact, he hadn’t even given it a thought.

      “You want everyone to call you by your first name,” Harlow said slowly, as if he’d just suggested the earth was flat and they should all go cannonballing over the edge. “The medical staff, the patients. The members of the board?”

      He bit back the temptation to tell her he didn’t want to be anything-Bradshaw, especially with the members of the board. He wasn’t some uptight VP who needed to lord his power over other people. “Sure. Why not?”

      If the look on Harlow’s face was anything to go by, the answer to Connor’s question was about to arrive adamantly and in list form. “Well, for one, you’re a director now.”

      “It’s just a title, like mister or lieutenant,” Connor argued. He knew he should at least try to keep the heat in his veins away from his voice—if he made a big deal about his name, her radar would surely start to ping, full-bore. But come on. Was she seriously trying to tell him how to have his own staff address him? “What people call me isn’t going to affect how I do the job.”

      “The title still matters,” she replied. That she’d controlled her words with near-surgical precision didn’t make them any less of an argument. She gestured to the hallway over his shoulder, leading out to the clinic beyond. “All those physician’s assistants and nurses and staff members out there? You’re their boss now.”

      Oh, here we fucking go. “So? That doesn’t make me better than they are.”

      Harlow surprised him by conceding. Sort of. “No, it doesn’t. But you’re still in a position of power. Business hierarchies exist for a reason, and titles are part of that. How your staff perceives you is going to have a direct impact on your ability to manage them.”

      Finally, one (and only one) thing on which they could agree. “I know I’m kind of new to this side of things, but I promise, my ability to manage the staff will be just fine. And since they are mine to manage as the director of ops”—he made sure his tone turned it into enough of a riiiiight? to make it a point and not a flat-out provocation before adding—“Connor it is.”

      He gestured to the center of the scrubs he purposely hadn’t changed out of, and after a beat, Harlow sat back against her office chair.

      “Suit yourself, I suppose. At any rate, I didn’t expect to see you down here so soon.”

      “What can I say?” Connor shrugged amiably. “I’m full of surprises.”

      “That is an understatement.”

      Her arms crossed firmly over the front of her dress, and huh. He wasn’t the only one with his guard up, it seemed. Not that he was going to let that stand in his way. He knew Harlow’s type, and he didn’t like her. He damn sure knew he had to be careful around her. But he also had to put up with her in order to salvage the clinic, and that was far more important than either of their egos.

      Provided she’d lose that business-minded attitude and realize the best way to take care of all the patients flooding the waiting room was to see people and not stats.

      “Dr. Langston covered the rest of my shift in the ED so I could come down here and start getting the lay of the land. Since it seems we’ve got our work cut out for us, it seemed smart not to waste any time.”

      Harlow nodded, and funny, where most people became more serious in the face of brass-tacking it, she seemed almost comforted by the idea of getting down to business. Her shoulders loosened—only by the tiniest margin, but it was enough—and she gestured to the piles of papers, folders, and bound reports stacked over every inch of the desk.

      “There’s only one office, so I’m afraid we’ll have to share it for the time that I’m here. We can have another desk brought in, of course. I’d have arranged for that already, but…well, in truth, I didn’t think you’d accept the offer so quickly.”

      “Why not?” Connor asked. Awesome that she’d doubted him right from the get, by the way. “It’s a great opportunity to help the people in the community.”

      Again, with the look that said she was sure he was bat-shit crazy. “It’s a significant change to your current position. Most people would take at least a day or two to think it over. Or, you know. At least look at the offer letter before agreeing to take the job.”

      He should’ve known she’d be a stickler for protocol. “You’re going to learn pretty quickly that I’m not most people. And it’s not that big of a change.” Before she could argue—and her expression damn sure said she was headed in that direction—he added, “Anyway, the office thing is fine. I’d like to be as hands-on as possible with operations, so I doubt I’ll even be in here much.”

      “Okay. Well, then I suppose we should start by reviewing the monthly reports left behind by the previous director,” Harlow replied. But rather than starting to put the words into action, she simply looked at Connor, as if he was some sort of puzzle she was trying for all the world to figure out.

      His heart smacked a hard rhythm of play it cool against his sternum. “Everything alright?”

      “It’s just…I know it sounds a bit crazy, but I could swear we’ve met before.”

      Connor’s mind tumbled back to a night, ten years and two lifetimes earlier. Him in an Armani tux, clean-shaven, ink-free, and too cocky for his own good—or anyone else’s. Her in a blue strapless dress, surrounded by friends from her fancy private school. He’d introduced himself and wished her a happy birthday. Smiled just long enough to make her friends giggle and her blush.

      His father had been indicted four days later.

      “Guess I just have one of those faces,” Connor said, covering up with a shrug before about-facing the subject. “Unless you’ve got some secret nursing career I don’t know about? Or maybe you fly F-22s for the Air Force in your spare time?”

      A tight smile played at the edges of her mouth. “No.”

      “I highly recommend either if you’re ever looking for a new career path.”

      “I appreciate the suggestion, but I can assure you, Davenport Industries is definitely where I belong.”

      Of course it was, what with her MBA from…Connor considered the variables for a second before putting his mental money on Harvard. She seemed like the sort of woman who wouldn’t settle for anything less than the best.

      He nodded and let the topic drop, just gently enough to go unnoticed. Hooking his fingers beneath the chair across from her desk, he got ready to make himself good and comfortable so they could review the current state of affairs and start to fight their way through some sort of strategy to turn the clinic around, but Harlow snapped her fingers and gestured to the laptop in front of her.

      “Ah, before I forget. Dr. Langston is preparing a statement to notify the board that you’ve accepted the position, but we’ll need to schedule a press conference for as soon as possible for the official announcement.”

      God damn it, Connor had managed to stay under the radar for ten years. Now he had to wrestle with a fucking press conference, right out of the gate? No way. Not happening.

      “That’s great. I’ll be sure to read all about it in The Remington Daily.”

      Harlow made a sound of dismay, some cross between a huff and a sigh that did all sorts of unexplainably filthy things to his anatomy despite the current situation. “You’ll need to be there, Connor.”

      Play it cool. Don’t push. Don’t—“Sorry, no can do. I’m not going to appear at a press conference.”

      Well, shit. He’d pushed. But come on. He could not, under any circumstances, risk people finding out about his past. His friends would—rightfully—shun him. Harlow would try to have him shit-canned before he’d started. And now that this job at the clinic was his, he wanted it. He wanted to help people.

      Naturally, Harlow wasn’t having it. “And may I ask why not?”

      Connor paused. He was going to have to play this just right to avoid offering himself up for vivisection. “Too showy for me. You said you’d deal with all of that stuff, anyway. I’m just here for ops. Not photo ops.”

      “I also made it clear that there were some things you and I would have to do together,” Harlow pointed out. “This is one of them. It’s non-negotiable.”

      His gut banked hard right. He should’ve known there would be at least some press—it’s not as if he wasn’t well-versed in how management positions worked, even if that knowledge had grown rusty.

      Time for tactic number two. “Okay, but why can’t we just get to work? Why do we have to make such a big deal out of it?”

      Harlow lifted a brow over the rim of her glasses. “First of all, because it’s standard practice for a business move like this one. Not making a public announcement would be unusual. And secondly, because good publicity is important. Believe me, the clinic needs all the positive spin it can get right now.”

      “Positive spin isn’t going to take care of the crappy management going on out there,” Connor said, gesturing toward the door.

      “Yeah, well it’s not going to hurt matters, I can promise you that. Especially for local businesses and organizations looking to make charitable donations to worthy causes.”

      Damn it, damn it, damn it! She had a point, and if he fought her any harder, she was going to start to question why. “I guess. I’d just rather focus on the important part of the job, is all.”

      “Dealing with the press is an important part of the job,” Harlow insisted. “After we make the announcement, I don’t anticipate you’ll have to do it very much, unless something really major happens. But in this instance, it’s necessary.”

      At Connor’s continued silence, during which he was pretty much repeating fuck my life on an endless internal loop, she added, “I understand that this sort of thing probably isn’t in your wheelhouse, but the press conference won’t be terribly large or involved. We’ll prepare a welcome statement, then introduce you and give you an opportunity to say a few words. I can handle the Q&A, if you’d prefer. A few photos, some handshakes, and good optics for the clinic. It’ll be a great first step.”

      Connor paused. In truth, what she’d just described didn’t sound like a complete hellscape, and it wasn’t as if a hospital press conference was on the radar of anyone outside of the medical community—especially for something as ho-hum as a pair of new directors taking over a failing wellness clinic. This move was hardly even news.

      But it would only take one person from his past with a really good memory and enough imagination to go with it, and the cover he’d carefully crafted for a decade would be blown.

      “Connor?” Harlow looked at him, her blue eyes narrowing, and shit. “You seem really hesitant about this press conference. Is there something going on here that I need to know about?”

      “No.”

      The word vaulted out of his mouth in a shot of pure self-preservation, and he followed it up with a shake of his head. It wasn’t untrue. Harlow didn’t need to know anything other than how he planned to run the clinic. His past was in his past. Hard stop.

      He exhaled slowly. “Like you said, stuff like that just isn’t what I’m used to. But if you’re sure it’s not going to be a big deal…”

      “It’s not,” she said, hammering Connor’s strategy into place. Sure, he’d made it a point to keep a low profile since retiring from the Air Force and coming back to Remington, but the years he’d been gone had done a lot to change his appearance, and this press conference was hardly going to make headlines. It sure as hell wasn’t a big enough deal to be televised, and Harlow had just said she’d take care of most of the face time. Plus, he knew her type. Ambitious to a frigging fault. Her already-keen sixth sense was clearly pinging, and no-showing on this press conference was only going to make her dig until she found out why.

      So he smiled with every last one of his teeth and said, “Well, in that case, I guess maybe I should go buy a suit.”
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      Harlow trailed her fork through her dinner and looked out the floor-to-ceiling window to her left. La Lumière was the best restaurant in Remington, and as such, it offered a view to match its impeccable reputation. It was a good thing Harlow had taken in the panoramic scene enough times to know it by heart, though, because tonight, she barely saw the twinkling lights or the beautifully backlit buildings.

      Nope. The only thing her mind’s eye would conjure was an unfailingly aggravating, unnervingly sexy male nurse who she was certain she’d met before, now more than ever.

      Why couldn’t she remember when or where?

      “Harlow.” Her father’s voice interrupted her thoughts, bringing her back to La Lumière’s dining room with a perfectly polished thud. “You’ve barely had a bite of your dinner. Wild mushroom risotto is your favorite. Chef Rossi would be disappointed.”

      He was, of course, right on all three counts. Angelina Rossi might embody the “angel” portion of her name in looks, but when it came to food, she was as serious as corporate takeover.

      “I apologize,” Harlow said, sending a well-mannered smile across the table. “The risotto is delicious, as usual. I’m afraid I had an unexpectedly late lunch.”

      This was a horseshoes and hand grenades version of the truth. She and Connor had gotten so caught up in trying (and arguing…and failing) to make sense of the clinic’s staffing schedules and payroll records that it had been two thirty before she’d even realized she should throw something down the hatch so she didn’t eventually keel over.

      “Hmm.” Her father fixed her with a look that promised nothing good, half doubt, half disapproval, as he ran a hand over his Italian silk tie. “That doesn’t seem to be all that’s keeping you from enjoying your meal. You’ve been distracted since we sat down. Would you like to tell me what’s on your mind?”

      From anyone else, the words would have been a question. From Maxwell Davenport?

      Nothing was ever a question, and damn it, she couldn’t afford to be off her game around her father.

      She smiled enough to sell it. “It’s been a long day, but nothing I can’t handle.”

      Harlow might not be thrilled about giving up her position on the board in order to take a more hands-on role in turning the clinic around, and sharing her decision-making power with a surly, argument-happy flight medic on top of it, but she certainly wasn’t going to let her father think for one second that she wasn’t up to the task. Especially since he clearly wanted her there for a reason.

      Not that she could figure out for the life of her what that reason could be.

      He took a sip of his scotch, the crystal glinting in the low light of the restaurant as he regarded her over the rim of his glass. “Ah, yes. And how are things at the clinic?”

      Surprise moved through Harlow, although she was careful not to let it show. Allowing emotion, especially one that suggested she hadn’t been prepared for his inquiry, was a distinct weakness.

      “Didn’t you see the update?” she asked, taking a bite of risotto on ceremony. As the president and chief executive officer of Davenport Industries, a.k.a. her boss, he was privy to the clinic’s business dealings now that the hospital had agreed to the partnership that would (pretty please, baby Jesus) get the place back in the black.

      “Of course I saw it.” Her father’s gray-blond brows rose just enough for Harlow to give herself a swift mental kick. The man was never ill-prepared. The fact that he’d seen the update from Langston should’ve been a given. That she should’ve realized that without asking, even more so. “I’m just surprised it’s taken you this long to mention that you filled the co-director’s position.”

      “It was only a matter of time once we made the offer,” she said easily, as if she’d planned the whole thing to go exactly the way that it had. Never mind that she was a month behind schedule and that she’d wanted to do her part of things as a board member with a less hands-on role, or that her father knew it. Never let them see you sweat was practically the Davenport family motto. It had been stitched into Harlow’s fabric since freaking birth.

      And so she didn’t. “I do have to admit, I was surprised Connor accepted so quickly,” she added, maneuvering the conversation away from her gaffe.

      “It is a bit unorthodox,” her father agreed. “But Mr. Bradshaw isn’t a businessman. Which is why, I suspect, the board chose him to co-direct. His expertise definitely appears to be in other fields.” He measured her with a glance. “Speaking of which, how are the two of you getting on?”

      “Fine.”

      The answer came automatically, even though it was a very loose interpretation of the truth. Connor might have been the board’s front-runner for the position, but he hadn’t been hers. She’d wanted the hospital’s pediatric surgical attending, Natalie Kendrick, in the role, enough so that she’d offered her the position first. The doctor had declined, the board had realized just how badly they needed outside assistance to right the clinic. And the rest was fuck-me history.

      Harlow frowned at the reminder that her father’s first order of business had been to split the position and plunk her into the half-role, with the board choosing Connor for the other half despite Harlow’s reservations, which she hadn’t been able to voice because—helloooo—no more board position. But Harlow wasn’t about to let her father think she couldn’t handle a bump in the road—especially not this early in the game. She’d worked far too hard for far too long to let him think she was anything other than one hundred percent competent and confident.

      “Fine? Really?” he asked, but it was more surprise than challenge.

      Harlow conceded to the smile that wanted to soften her mouth. “Well, it’s only been a day,” she said, taking a real bite of risotto this time. God, the stuff should seriously be illegal. “And you’re absolutely right. Connor’s not a businessman, and he’s pretty adamant he knows the best way to run the clinic.”

      “Let me guess,” her father said. “His philosophies aren’t in line with yours.”

      “They’re not even within a nautical mile.”

      She didn’t mind her father knowing the she and Connor were already going toe to toe. He’d seen Connor’s résumé. Trying to bright-side things was like sprinkling sugar on a pile of bullshit and calling it candy. Her father would never believe her, and anyway, she was up to the challenge. “Still, I have no doubt that once we begin moving forward, Connor will see that focusing on the business end is the best way to make the clinic a success.”

      “I see you’ve scheduled the press conference for tomorrow afternoon,” her father said.

      She nodded, some of the tension in her neck easing. “The hospital will make the public announcement in the morning, and there’s a lot of work to be done. Waiting to hold a press conference didn’t seem prudent.”

      “Perception is everything. You’ll need some good press right out of the gate,” he continued expectantly, but she was ahead of him, just as he’d taught her to be.

      “I’ve contacted a few local news outlets. They don’t usually give a whole lot of page-space to an announcement like this, but I think we should get a few nice mentions. I’d like for us to put our best foot forward, certainly, but a press conference for a hospital directorship is really more of a formality than anything else.”

      “This is business, Harlow. Nothing is just a formality,” her father said, smoothly enough to make her cheeks heat. “Is Connor prepared?”

      She thought back to the highly clipped I’m good he’d given her in response to all three of her offers to go over his remarks, and the promise—albeit not without a scowl—that he’d show up in a suit rather than scrubs. “He is.”

      Her father smiled. “Excellent. I look forward to meeting him. The two of you have a lot of work ahead.”

      “We do,” Harlow said, impulse getting the better of her before she could stop it. “It’s just…”

      She trailed off two seconds too late, and her father narrowed his gaze over her. “Speak your mind, Harlow. I taught you better than that.”

      Damn it. She could hardly deflect now, so she did the next best thing, tactically speaking. She met his gaze head-on. “I’m wondering why you placed me at the clinic.”

      Although his expression betrayed nothing, he paused for a beat before saying, “I placed you there because the clinic’s former management team failed spectacularly, and the hospital agreed that it was time for Davenport Industries to step in to provide hands-on strategy that would make the clinic both successful and profitable.”

      “I understand why the clinic needs assistance,” Harlow replied, navigating carefully around her frustration at the pat answer. The more she dug into the reports, the more she realized just how much help they really needed, and last she’d checked, she was pretty familiar with how takeovers worked. “Just not why I need to be the one to offer it. The Harrington contract is much—”

      Her father cut her off before the words bigger or better could cross her lips. “You’re not suited for that role.”

      At the surprise she’d had no hope of keeping away from her face, he softened by a degree, folding his hands over the table in front of him and leaning toward her. “I realize the co-director’s position at the clinic is unorthodox. When we take over a company, we don’t normally share the power to run it. But Davenport Industries’ presence at the clinic is only temporary. Once Mr. Bradshaw is on board with running things appropriately and the clinic is in the black, you’ll resume your position on the board and be placed on another contract, as we agreed. But until then, we need someone with your capabilities at the clinic.”

      Harlow sat back in her chair, taking a minute to digest the information even though none of it was new. She’d known the position wasn’t permanent, just as she’d known Davenport Industries’ presence at the clinic was less than traditional. She might not love—or, okay, even passably like—the fact that her placement there felt like a demotion. She’d clawed her way up the career ladder at Davenport Industries on pure merit, which hadn’t exactly been a cakewalk since she’d had to dodge the triple-whammy of a) being the CEO’s daughter, b) being under the ripe old age of thirty, and c) being in possession of a vagina. But if her father said he needed her to get Connor on board and the clinic right side up, then that’s what she’d do.

      She might not like or even understand the situation he’d put her in, but she trusted him.

      “Alright, then,” Harlow said. “I won’t let you down.”

      And she wouldn’t, she told herself as her father smiled, then shifted the subject to the dessert menu. Connor hadn’t been her first choice for the job, that was true, and God, he seemed determined to fight her at every turn. But his résumé was fairly decent; plus, Langston had backed him, and the chief seemed to be an excellent judge of character. Once they got started, Connor would see that she knew what she was doing.

      All they had to do was get through this press conference with smiles on their faces, and then they could get down to business.
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      Connor adjusted his tie, a.k.a. torture device, and looked at his reflection in the full-length mirror in front of him. Langston had decided to make an exception to the rules and let Connor use the attendings’ lounge to get ready for the press conference. The space was more upscale athletic club than high school gym (or nurses’ locker room, as it turned out), with its spacious, wood-paneled lockers and privately curtained dressing areas on one side, and plush couches and high-dollar, by-the-cup coffee maker on the opposite end of the room. Nervous energy jumped in his veins despite his ritzy surroundings, and he took a slow, deep breath in order to manage his adrenaline before it managed him.

      Assess. Strategize. Act.

      Connor mentally reviewed the agenda Harlow had deigned to give him for the trillionth time. A welcome announcement from Langston. A four-line statement from Connor that he’d specifically engineered to be as brief and forgettable as possible. Harlow’s little Q&A session, a few handshakes and smiles for the board, and he’d be back in his scrubs by lunchtime. No sweat.

      Now all he had to do was get through the “act” part, and he’d be just fine.

      “Ooooh, the big man cleans up nice,” came a voice from over Connor’s shoulder, and he turned just in time to catch Jonah saunter into the center of the lounge, with Mallory and Charlie close behind.

      “Very fancy, you big stud,” Mallory said, waggling his dark brows, and Charlie shook her head, mouthing sorry! at Connor before laughing as he tagged Mallory with the most jovial grin in his arsenal.

      “Fuck off,” Connor replied happily, making Mallory laugh, too.

      “And so eloquent.”

      “Don’t mind these two,” Charlie said. “I think you look great.”

      Connor’s nerves eased a notch. “Thanks, doc. But what are all three of you doing up here? Shouldn’t you all be saving the world, one surgery at a time, and stuff?”

      Jonah straightened his doctor’s coat over his dark green scrubs. Not that the guy needed it. He looked more like a frigging GQ model than a trauma surgeon, a fact that Connor delighted in giving him a ration of good-natured shit for every chance he got. “And miss supporting your big moment in the spotlight?” he asked. “Never. Tess said she’ll be there, too. She’s just waiting on a cardio consult for a patient in the ED.”

      “Oh! And Parker’s on my service today,” Charlie said, her smile turning all gooey at the mention of her fiancé. “So I told him he could sneak into the press conference for the good parts. As long as he’s caught up on patient care, that is. He promised to text the other interns and all the residents a play-by-play.”

      Connor’s brows winged up toward his recently combed hairline, but the ease that followed was all too welcome. He and his Remington Mem family might not be bound by blood ties, but Christ, he loved these guys. Right now, especially—even if they were about to be highly disappointed by the low-to-no key factor of this press conference.

      “While I appreciate the feels, I hate to be the one to tell all of you that this thing is hardly going to be a big deal.”

      He was planning on ditching this suit and skinning back into his scrubs within the hour. There was way too much real work to be done for him to be wasting time on this other crap. He’d give Harlow her press conference, as promised, but it was all the PR she was going to get out of him.

      Mallory laughed and shook his head. “Dude, are you nuts? The room is already packed. And, just out of curiosity, are you going to tell all those reporters out there to fuck off, too? Because if that’s a yes, I’m gonna go get my popcorn ready.”

      Connor’s heart slam-danced with every last one of his ribs before taking his sternum for a spin around the mosh pit of his chest. “All what reporters? And what do you mean, the room is packed?” The room Harlow had reserved for the press conference seated over a hundred, for fuck’s sake.

      “All the reporters from the news stations and local papers,” Charlie said slowly. “That guy from WJVZ was even outside, filming a lead-in segment. You know, the one with the fake tan and the porcelain caps that probably cost more than my med school loans?”

      Just like that, Connor’s pulse snapped even faster. “Marty Mattigan?” The guy was a weasel-faced knuckle dragger on his best days. On his worst? God, Connor was fucked.

      No. Check that.

      Connor had been fucked over.

      “Yeah. That’s the guy.” Jonah frowned, but only for a second before waving a hand through the air. “Don’t worry about him, though, or the crowd. You’ve jumped out of helicopters—on purpose, no less—and saved hundreds of lives. Seriously. You’re going to do great.”

      Oh, he was going to do great, all right. Just as soon as he found Harlow and told her not just no, but hell no. Splashing his name and face all over TV-land, not to mention the Internet, was absolutely not going to happen, no matter how hard she tried to trick him into doing what she wanted. Not terribly large or involved, his ass.

      She ate, slept, and bled big business. Of course she’d told him what he’d clearly wanted to hear in order to get to her endgame. Damn it, Connor should’ve known better than to trust her.

      “Can you guys excuse me for a sec?” he asked, slapping together a tight smile. “I need to find Harlow and discuss some last-minute details.” The kind that involve the words “cancel” and “this shit show.”

      Charlie nodded, and mercifully, Jonah and Mallory took her cue. “Of course. We’ll just head down to the auditorium.”

      “Awesome. Thanks.”

      Connor steadied his hands long enough to text Harlow to meet him in the upstairs conference room by the attendings’ lounge. He didn’t feel the least bit guilty marking the text with a big, fat 9-1-1, not even when she arrived less than two minutes later with a look of pure panic on her pretty face.

      “What? What’s the matter?” she asked breathlessly, slipping into the room and shutting the door.

      He strode over to the window at the far end of the conference room, jabbing a finger at the parking lot beyond the glass. “You ambushed me, that’s what. There are news vans out there. Plural! And the room is packed with reporters.” He swung back toward her, his breath tight in his lungs. The fucking tie didn’t help. “You said this wasn’t going to be a big deal. You lied!”

      “I know what I said,” she replied, her voice controlled but the fire in her eyes making up for it in spades. “But I didn’t lie.”

      It was official. This woman had balls the size of Neptune. “Are you kidding me right now? Did you not hear the part about the news vans?”

      “Of course I did.” The quick pull of her lips hinted at her irritation. Oh goodie. That made two of them. “I know I told you this press conference wasn’t going to be a big deal, and it wasn’t, but…”

      Harlow broke off, and Connor would give her this. At least she had the good grace to look momentarily chagrinned. “My father thought it was a good idea to make a big impact right away. Apparently, he reached out to a few media outlets last night, and the word spread like wildfire. I didn’t find out how many people would be here until an hour ago.”

      Connor counted to five in his head, but only got to two before the numbers were all some variation of fuck. “And you didn’t think to, oh, I don’t know, come find me and tell me this press conference had turned into a three-ring circus?”

      She made a small noise, like a snort, only with more class. “Oh, for God’s sake, Connor. I get that public speaking isn’t your favorite thing, but it’s the press. Not a pack of hungry wolves.”

      “Marty Mattigan?” he bit out, and Harlow tilted her head in a slight show of acquiescence.

      “Okay, he might be the exception. Anyway, nothing has changed.”

      At Connor’s are-you-kidding-me-right-now expression, she made a redirect. “Fine. Nothing has changed except for the level of exposure. Dr. Langston will still make a statement naming you as the director of operations for the clinic. You’ll still share a few remarks, and I’ll still handle the Q&A in a way that puts the hospital and the clinic in the best possible light. The added press coverage is unexpected, I know,” she said. “But you said you were ready, and all you have to do is say what you already planned to say. The buzz is going to be great for the clinic. I don’t understand why it’s such a big deal.”

      Connor opened his mouth to tell her it was a colossal deal and that there was no way in hell he’d do it. The more public his face was, the greater the chances someone would see past the facial hair, fifty pounds of added muscle, and seven sessions in a tattoo artist’s chair to uncover the arrogant, unsuspecting son of a bastard he’d once been. He’d buried his birthright a decade ago, and he could not—would not—risk anyone finding out about the life he’d abandoned.

      But then, amazingly, he stopped. If he backed out of this press conference now, with minutes to spare, Harlow would demand a reason, and camera shy wasn’t going to cut it. She’d grill him until he told her why he didn’t want his face all over the city, and if he did that, there was a one hundred percent chance that she’d march her designer shoes all the way to Langston’s office and demand his resignation on principle alone. Worse, she’d probably make the information public, and then his co-workers—Christ, his friends, who he valued more than anything outside of his job—would know the truth.

      And he wouldn’t be able to help a single person at the clinic.

      But no matter what anyone said or thought, Connor wasn’t his father. He had earned this job on integrity he’d busted his ass for ten years to gain, and while he hadn’t gone looking for the position, now that he had it—and the chance to take care of countless people along with it—he wasn’t about to let that go without a fight.

      He might not like the facts, but they were clear. Going through with the press conference was a gamble, and a huge one, at that. But risking exposure was a better strategy than ensuring it. His family tree had nothing to do with how well he could and would do this job. Harlow would vehemently disagree—of that, Connor had no doubt—and he still wasn’t sure he believed that she hadn’t manipulated him into this, then given up the story about her old man as a cover. But he’d have to chew on that later.

      When she wasn’t pinning him into place with that fierce-as-hell stare, waiting for an answer he was already too late in giving.

      So he said, “It’s a big deal because I wasn’t expecting it.” The words were true, so Connor kept going with what he could. “I don’t like fanfare, and I don’t like surprises. I’m just here to help people. All this hoopla isn’t how I want to do it.”

      “I can assure you, I really wasn’t expecting so many reporters, either,” Harlow said, her voice softening enough that Connor’s gut—tricky SOB that it was—told him she was being honest. “Look, I get that this press conference isn’t your preference. I really do. But it will give us some good buzz, and we need that right now. So do you think we could just get through it together, like we planned? Please?”

      Connor blew out a breath. “Fine. Deal.”

      Harlow’s smile was all business, but at least she forked one over. “Excellent, because it’s time to go.”

      He sent up a lightning-fast prayer—was there a patron saint of flying under the radar?—then followed Harlow through the door. After a wordless trip downstairs, they walked side by side to the hospital’s auditorium. The room was usually reserved for morbidity and mortality conferences on high-profile medical cases or lectures from the occasional guest speaker, and even though the main doors were closed, the buzz of voices beyond told Connor to expect standing room only.

      And that was exactly what greeted him as he opened the door to usher Harlow inside. The voices surged in a wave of excitement, the air in the room practically vibrating before settling into a hush. Connor’s heart slammed rapidly without his permission, but he tempered his physiology the same way he would if this were a trauma.

      Oh, the goddamn irony.

      Cameras flashed and beeped for the duration of his and Harlow’s trip to the stage, where Langston sat beside Harlow’s father. Connor had never technically met the older man, although he knew his reputation well enough. Shrewd, smart, ruthless.

      Connor trusted him as far as he could bunt a Buick.

      Luckily, there was little (read: no) time for pleasantries. His and Harlow’s presence meant the party could begin, so Langston moved to the podium. He was clearly as experienced at public speaking as he was comfortable with it, and he delivered his welcome speech with affable ease. Connor took the opportunity to study the crowd, acclimating further with every breath. The reporters in the room recorded and thumb-typed, while the handful of photographers clicked away. Even Marty Mattigan, who had a widely known history of sensationalizing even the most mundane stories, seemed to be looking on in actual interest, and okay, this might not end in a total cluster fuck.

      Langston proceeded to talk about the good the clinic could do, and gave a brief but heartfelt account of the woman for whom it was named. Although Harlow’s expression didn’t change from the pleasantly attentive gaze she’d slipped on as soon as they’d taken their seats, Connor felt her go still beside him during the remembrance, and it smacked him in the face that if they’d been close, this was probably tough for her.

      Both the oddness of the concept and the weird-ass twang in his chest took a backseat to the fact that Langston was introducing him as the clinic’s new co-director, though, and he stood to take the podium. Connor looked out over the crowd, his stare catching on the half-dozen seats close to the back where his friends all sat, wearing smiles that ranged from genuine to goofy. Tess gave him a big thumbs-up and a cheesy, overdone smile, while Mallory—the ass—held up a bag of popcorn he must’ve grabbed from a vending machine, and Connor’s ease took over.

      “Thank you, Dr. Langston, for that kind introduction, and for trusting me with this position. For the four years I’ve been part of the Remington Memorial community, providing quality care to all who need it has been my biggest priority. I’m honored to accept the role of co-director. I’m ready to do whatever it takes to make the Marlene Davenport Memorial Clinic a place where the residents of Remington can get the healthcare they deserve.”

      Enough applause rippled through the room to bring a sizeable grin to his face. Harlow’s expression was pure, sweet I-told-you-so, but she smiled, too, before switching places with him. Okay, fine, he thought as he reclaimed his seat and listened to her begin to field questions from the throng of reporters now vying for her attention. The focus was far more on the clinic itself than on Connor, specifically. The only interest outside of that seemed to belong to Davenport Industries, with a few people asking questions about the partnership between the company and the hospital. Harlow answered each one with confidence, until finally, no more hands were raised.

      “Alright,” she said, pausing for a brief second to smile over her shoulder at her father before turning back to the podium. “If there are no more questions—”

      “Actually, one more, if you wouldn’t mind, Ms. Davenport?” Marty Mattigan, who had been uncharacteristically quiet thus far, stood presumptuously without waiting for Harlow to acknowledge him, leaving her no choice but to give him the floor.

      Her smile tightened just enough to let the reporter know he’d pissed her off, and hell if that didn’t make two of them, because Connor was right there with her. How she managed tell the jackass, “Of course,” with such poise, he really had no clue.

      Unease funneled into Connor’s chest at the reporter’s smirk in reply, but he did his best to squash it. Mattigan was probably going to highlight the clinic’s failures so he could end on a bit of drama. In truth, Connor was semi-shocked the guy hadn’t tried to twirl up any shit yet.

      Mattigan flashed his impressive dental work for the crowd. “You say that you chose your co-director, here, after careful deliberation, is that right?” he asked, flapping a hand in Connor’s direction.

      Everything about Connor stilled but his pulse as Harlow answered.

      “The board went through a thorough process to find the right person for the job, yes.”

      “And you stand behind him personally?” Mattigan asked.

      No, no. No, no, no…

      “I’m co-directing the clinic with him,” she replied, her tone wordlessly punctuating the statement with “you idiot”. “So, yes. It follows that I stand by Connor Bradshaw personally.”

      Mattigan smiled silkily, and ice filled Connor’s chest as he braced for impact.

      “You mean Daniel Bradshaw. Junior, of course,” the reporter corrected. “Or were you unaware that you’ve just personally endorsed the son of the businessman behind the biggest medical fraud in Remington’s history?”
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      Harlow couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t think, speak, or move, her feet rooted to their spot behind the podium and her heart wedged in her windpipe. Daniel “Duke” Bradshaw was one of Remington’s slickest and most successful business magnates, having started his firm, Bradshaw Consulting Group, twenty-five years ago. Harlow knew all the history, having studied Davenport Industries’ competitors inside and out before she’d even graduated college. Duke Bradshaw’s reputation for high-risk, high-reward investments had burned him a few times in the beginning before paying off big, kick-starting his firm into Remington’s top ten businesses within ten years. He was flashy and prone to impulse—not at all Harlow’s style, but it had served Duke well. When he’d expanded from financial services into healthcare consulting just after that, no one had batted a single lash.

      Which was probably how the bastard had managed to steal millions of dollars’ worth of retirement money from thousands of Remington’s doctors, nurses, and other healthcare professionals, to the point that he’d left many of them destitute.

      Never mind the fact that he’d fucking gotten away with it.

      And Connor was his son.

      Reality rubber-banded into place, depositing Harlow back at the podium with a rude snap. She was vaguely aware of the collective gasp that had rippled through the room, the shocked expressions quickly giving way to a thumb-typing battle royal to see who could Tweet the news the fastest. She was definitely aware of the fact that Langston had leaped—almost literally—into action, hustling Connor off the stage and through the exit to her right before stepping up to the podium beside her.

      “That will be all for today. Thank you,” he said, his voice carrying with cool authority even over the din. Mattigan went all wolf-in-henhouse with his smirk, and truly, Harlow was going to go thermonuclear on that SOB someday.

      But for now, she had more pressing things on her agenda; namely, doing everything in her considerable power to have Connor’s pink slip drawn up immediately.

      If not sooner.

      “We need a meeting to discuss this,” she said to Langston through her teeth, as soon as they were out of the microphone’s range. “Right now.”

      Her father fell into step beside her. “I agree,” he added tightly, and Langston nodded, just once, in quick concession.

      “This way will offer more privacy.” He gestured to the same exit Connor…Daniel…whoever he freaking was…had gone through. But judging by their increased excitement, the horde of reporters in the audience was going to quickly go from a clamor to a crush, so Harlow took the risk that she might end up face-to-face with Connor/Daniel/Son of Satanicus and moved off the stage to head through the door.

      The hallway beyond was empty. Which was for the best, really, because Harlow couldn’t be responsible for what she might say to him if he turned up in her path right now.

      God, how could she have been so galactically stupid?

      They went off the beaten path to arrive at Langston’s office, but the longer, more roundabout trip afforded both concealment as well as the opportunity for Harlow to file down at least a tiny bit of her anger. Not that she wasn’t seriously hacked off, because holy shit, she so was. But she had to be smart about this. She had to stay calm. Focus on the facts. Good business was born of strategy, not emotion, her father always said.

      And Harlow was nothing if not a good businesswoman. After all, she’d learned from the best.

      “I’m going to cut right to the chase, here, Dr. Langston,” she said the nanosecond the door to the man’s office had clicked shut. “I don’t do business with criminals, and I definitely don’t do business with liars. Bradshaw absolutely has to go.”

      “I understand that you’re taken aback,” Langston said slowly, seeming to choose each word with surgical precision. “Mr. Mattigan’s ambush is…unfortunate. But the information he so ungraciously made public doesn’t have anything to do with the goals we’ve set for the clinic, nor who we hired to attain them.”

      Harlow’s father, who stood next to her in front of Langston’s huge mahogany desk, lifted his brows in shock, and yep, that made them a pair of frickin’ bookends. “Wait. You knew about this?” she asked.

      Langston sent a stare through his gold-rimmed glasses. “Of course I knew. This hospital vets every single one of its employees with extreme care before they’re hired.” He lifted a hand, more in a request to hear him out than any sort of ill-mannered not-your-turn-little-girl move, which was the only reason Harlow continued to listen. “Connor requested a meeting with me after his first interview with the hiring department four years ago, during which he told me what I’d find during my background check. When he joined the Air Force, he’d decided to begin going by his middle name in order to avoid what recognition he could. Although he wanted his identity as Duke Bradshaw’s son to remain private, he was upfront with me about the blood relationship from the beginning, just as he made it very clear that it would have no impact on his ability to do his job. And it never has.”

      “Until now,” Harlow pointed out, her pulse accelerating without her consent. But her father was standing right beside her, taking in every syllable of her strategy. He’d trusted her with the clinic, and—like an idiot—she’d trusted Connor. She couldn’t budge.

      “It was different when no one knew he’s Duke Bradshaw’s son,” she said. “But now, everyone knows. There’s no chance this won’t impact his ability to do his job, or the clinic’s reputation. Duke Bradshaw stole millions of dollars from the retirement investments of innocent people—medical professionals, no less. The optics on having his son run the clinic are a nightmare. Not to mention, we don’t even know if he can be trusted.”

      Langston’s stare narrowed. “You’re talking about a military veteran with an impeccable service record, years of training, and a very specialized skill set. He can absolutely be trusted. Connor has been an exemplary employee for the entire time he’s worked in this community. He’s damn good at what he does.”

      “Perhaps. But all of that is secondary,” Harlow argued. “No one’s going to see past who he is.”

      Especially not with the way that ingrate Mattigan had dropped the news like it was Beyoncé’s mic at the Grammys. God, this was an absolute dumpster fire. She should’ve known Connor was balking at having the press conference for a reason.

      “You mean, you’re not going to see past who he is,” Langston said pointedly, and Harlow shook her head.

      “If you’re trying to point out that I don’t like him or trust him, then you’re absolutely correct. Connor lied to me about something that has a crucial impact on my business dealings and let me get ambushed by the press, thereby making Davenport Industries look uninformed. That is unacceptable. But we’re dealing with an even bigger issue than whether or not I’m ever going to see past who he is. Perception is everything.”

      She gestured to the window, beyond which the news vans all still surely sat as the reporters inside of them hoped against hope for some sort of statement. “The whole point of a press conference of this scope was to create positive buzz for the clinic. If Connor Bradshaw remains as co-director, now that everyone in the city knows who he is? We’ll never be able to get out from under that shadow. We already have far too much to do in order to turn the clinic around. Keeping Connor in that co-director’s role will only stack the odds further against us.”

      Unfortunately, Langston was unmoved. “Connor Bradshaw is the right man for this job. The board made its choice, and it’s a choice you supported until fifteen minutes ago.”

      He could not be serious. She’d only said she supported the choice because that obliviot Mattigan had backed her into a corner. Admitting otherwise—even though it was true—would’ve been a terrible business move.

      “A lot has happened in those fifteen minutes,” Harlow said, but before she could continue, her father chose that moment to break his silence.

      “Actually, Dr. Langston has a point.”

      Shock filled her in a cold burst. “I’m sorry?”

      Her father continued, his expression unchanged and unreadable. All business. “You sit on that board, even if you have taken a temporary leave from your position, and you also represent Davenport Industries. Both entities agreed to offer the co-director’s position to Mr. Bradshaw, and you just gave him your personal endorsement at a widely publicized press conference.”

      Harlow bit down on the urge to point out that she hadn’t made the choice so much as it had been made for her on both sides, nor had she chosen such huge publicity. As accurate as both of those things were, trotting them out now would only make them look like excuses, and she had to rely on the facts. A business decision had been made to offer Connor the job. She hadn’t liked it, but she had accepted it as such.

      Speaking of the facts, though… “His father engineered the biggest business fraud Remington has ever seen.”

      “Duke Bradshaw was acquitted of all charges,” Harlow’s father said evenly.

      “On a technicality,” Harlow returned quickly, grasping for her waning composure. “Everyone knows he stole that money.”

      It was the proverbial insult on top of injury. Not only had the man so clearly committed the crime, but he’d skated when his smarmy lawyer had gotten key evidence thrown out on a fairly controversial technicality.

      Her father shook his head. “Not in the eyes of the courts. Anyway, if Connor—I assume he’ll continue to go by Connor?” This, her father directed at Langston, who nodded.

      “I can’t imagine otherwise.”

      “Right. If Connor had been accused of these crimes himself, it would be a breach of ethics. But he wasn’t. He’s an accomplished medical professional with a distinguished military record. We can’t release him from the co-director’s position—especially after we’ve endorsed him so publicly—simply based on the fact that he’s Duke Bradshaw’s son.”

      “You cannot be serious,” Harlow breathed, but her father simply arched a graying brow at her.

      “Oh, I’m perfectly serious. I may not like it, and I certainly don’t appreciate having been left in the dark with regard to something that negatively impacts Davenport Industries’ image.” He paused to punctuate things with a glare at Langston, who took it impressively well, all things considered. “But we’re a month behind schedule, and the clinic is failing more by the day. We need to make strides, and we need to make them now.”

      “How can we possibly make strides with optics like this?” Harlow asked. For God’s sake, every news outlet in the city probably had the details tattooed across their social media accounts at this point.

      Her father’s stare was all calculation. “As you said, perception is everything. We’ve got to stop the damage before it spreads and spin the facts to work in our favor, which means time is of the essence. We’ll need a statement of support from the board within the hour. No mention of Duke Bradshaw at all.”

      “Of course,” Langston said. “We’ll focus on Connor’s service to the community, both here in Remington and in the Air Force, as well as the clinic.”

      “It’ll be a start,” Harlow’s father amended. “Davenport Industries will also issue a similar statement. I take it from his past ten years of secrecy that Mr. Bradshaw is fine with the statement ‘no comment’ with regard to questions about his father?”

      Langston nodded. “I don’t make it a habit to speak on behalf of others; however, in this case, I feel confident Connor would agree.”

      “Good. Dwelling on the past won’t do our future any favors, and we have a lot of work to do. On that note”—the back of Harlow’s neck prickled as her father turned toward her—“May I have a word with Harlow privately?”

      “Of course. I’ll get started on that statement so the board can approve it as soon as possible.”

      “Explain to me how we got here,” her father said as soon as Langston had closed the door behind him, and dread claimed Harlow’s stomach in less than a blink.

      Not that she let it show. “The fact that we were lied to doesn’t help.”

      “That sounds an awful lot like an excuse, and I taught you better than that.”

      Harlow flushed, but damn it, she would not let her emotion show. “Connor came highly recommended by Dr. Langston and the rest of the board, and his record is excellent. I did a thorough review of his personnel file, and there was no suggestion, not even a hint—”

      Her father interrupted. “It’s a huge miss, Harlow. One that has the potential to hurt us greatly. Duke Bradshaw might not care about honor or reputation, but I certainly do. I don’t care if the board vetted Connor six ways to Sunday. We should have done better.”

      “You mean, I should have done better,” she said, and her father’s silence, the way he looked at her so impassively, his blue eyes practically glacial, told her all she needed to know.

      And damn it, he wasn’t wrong. This had happened on her watch. She’d had that niggling feeling she knew Connor, and she’d believed what was in front of her instead of her gut.

      Not happening again.

      “I trust that you’ll be more careful moving forward,” her father said, but Harlow was already nodding.

      “I will. The clinic is going to run successfully. You have my word.”
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      Connor was ninety percent certain his head was going to explode. Bracing his forearms over his thighs, he leaned forward in the conference room chair and pinched the bridge of his nose to try and relieve some of the tension in his brain pan.

      Nope. No joy. The only thing that would do that would be chopping down his family tree and selling that shit off as discount lumber.

      Although nobody wanted rotten goods, he supposed.

      Okay, he needed to form a strategy so he didn’t lose his goddamn marbles, here. He pushed back to a seated position—much to the chair’s chagrin, if the ominous creak it gave up was any indication—and tried to focus. Mattigan had clearly wanted to go for maximum effect, which, unfortunately, had worked like a motherfucking charm.

      He must’ve practically run an excavation to uncover Connor’s connection to Duke. Connor had made sure there were no ties between his identity now and the man he’d been ten years ago, going exclusively by his middle name as soon as he’d dropped out of Remington University and joined the Air Force. He’d deleted all of his social media accounts and stayed a minimum of two time zones away for six years, effectively creating a new life from scratch. Duke had never once acknowledged him after the conversation that had led to his abrupt enlistment and departure, either in the press—and yeah, Connor had checked, just in case he’d needed to do damage control—or privately.

      For a little while, mostly during the trial, reporters had speculated on Connor’s whereabouts. With his mother living in San Diego and wanting nothing to do with the ex-husband who had so thoroughly alienated her or the son who had so thoroughly sided with the man in the custody hearing, Connor had been Duke’s only relation of note. But Connor’s presence, or lack thereof, had been a paragraph on page eleven compared to the front-page charges against Duke and the way his attorney (the only man on the planet sleazier than Duke himself, if only by a mere degree) had gotten the case tossed on a technicality that had made even the judge shake her head in apology. By the time it had all unraveled, Connor had been a dim afterthought. Forgotten, exactly as he’d wanted to be.

      At least, until now.

      The throbbing at his temples started up again in full force. Langston had come in a few minutes ago to let him know they were handling the fallout, and to lie low for now. In truth, Connor had been half-shocked that he hadn’t been marched directly back to the ICU. Not that he’d have considered that a terrible thing. But now that he’d been offered the chance to help more people in bigger ways at the clinic? He wanted that. Badly.

      He owed the people of Remington at least that much.

      The conference room door opened, and Harlow walked in. Closing the door firmly behind her, she made her way to the seat across from him at the conference table, her movements a combination of strength, poise, and—yep, there it was—just enough fire banked in her eyes to turn Connor on, even though he knew she’d probably just as soon kill him than kiss him right now.

      “You lied to me,” Harlow said, turning on her designer heels, and guess he should’ve known she wouldn’t pull her hits.

      In return, Connor’s guard slid right into place. “You never asked me if I was Duke Bradshaw’s son,” he pointed out. “Plus, Langston knew.”

      Harlow planted a hand on her hip. “I see. And is Langston your co-director?”

      Ehhhh, she had a point. Connor had known Langston would never tell Harlow, or anyone, the truth about who his father was. They’d agreed keeping quiet on the subject was best for the hospital’s reputation. “No. But I didn’t lie to you.”

      “Well, you damn sure didn’t tell me that your father is the city’s most notorious and well-hated criminal.”

      “And this is exactly why,” Connor shot back, unable to keep his sudden burst of emotion at bay. “If you had known who my father is, you never would have given me a chance.”

      “A chance?” Harlow got as close to a snort as she probably ever had in her high and mighty life. “Your father stole millions of dollars from God knows how many medical professionals. The scheme he orchestrated ran so deep, the Feds practically needed mining gear to uncover it. Trust fraud, money laundering, insurance fraud, theft…he ruined good people’s lives and called it good business.”

      “He did that,” Connor said through his teeth. “Not me.”

      “But you knew it would matter with regard to this position at the clinic, yet you didn’t say a word,” Harlow volleyed. “And you want me to give you the benefit of the doubt?”

      Connor was out of his chair before he realized his legs would move to get him there, pressing to standing so he could look her right in the eyes across the conference table.

      “I’m friends with people like the ones he ripped off, close enough that they’re my family. My only family.”

      His chest tightened as he thought of everyone who had assembled to cheer him on. Now that they knew who his father was, they’d probably kick him to the curb, too. Not that he’d blame them. Fuck.

      Guilt by association was still guilt.

      “I specifically asked you if there was anything I needed to know going into this press conference,” Harlow said, not pulling back so much as a millimeter even though Connor had planted his palms over the conference room table to lean in toward her. “And you said no.”

      He stuffed back the thought of his friends in favor of the frustration building in his chest. “Because the only thing you need to know is that I earned this job on merit, Harlow. Those six years I put in at the Air Force, the four years after that, here at Remington Mem? That’s who I am. It’s why I didn’t say anything about Duke. He has nothing to do with me, or how I do my job.”

      “That doesn’t change the fact that his being your father just made both of our jobs a hell of a lot harder, particularly because there was no damage control in place for the information becoming public. It couldn’t have come out in a worse possible way.” The heat in her eyes turned to focus, shrewd and smart, and hell if that wasn’t hot as homemade sin, too. “If I’d known, I could have been able to control at least some of the bleeding.”

      “If you’d known, you’d have given me a one-way ticket out of the clinic,” Connor countered, and funny, Harlow didn’t disagree.

      She did, however, argue like a boss. No shock there. “We cannot have any more surprises. Especially where Duke is concerned.”

      “Fine by me. I haven’t been in contact with my father since the day after he was indicted.” Come on. This is business, Dannyboy! People lose money. Shit happens. Connor shook his head. “That isn’t going to change.”

      “Are you sure?” Harlow asked, and finally, an easy question.

      “Very.” Father/son connections were nothing to Duke in the face of business, and Connor had betrayed his father in both. Not that the son of a bitch hadn’t deserved it. Or that Connor was going to fly that flag in front of Harlow right now.

      He said, “I might not have left a forwarding address when I joined the Air Force, but if Duke had wanted to find me at any point, he could’ve.” Connor may have gone out of his way to keep his family tree close to the vest, particularly in the four years since he’d returned to Remington, but he also hadn’t gone all WITSEC identity change. It wasn’t as if the old man didn’t have the means to hire a private investigator, anyway. Not that he’d ever bothered. That whole dead-to-me bit was a thing. “If my father had anything to say to me, he’d have done it a long time ago.”

      “He’ll know you’re in Remington now,” Harlow said carefully. “Accessible. Close.”

      Accessible, maybe. Close? Not even a little. “I’ve been right here for four years.”

      “So has your father.”

      The reminder that the man was still in Remington—doing business as usual, no less—stuck into Connor like a ten-gauge needle. “Duke likes to burn bridges. Believe me, you don’t have to worry.”

      She made a noise he supposed was meant as a laugh, only it was a shade too sharp to qualify. “It’s my business to worry. Speaking of which”—she exhaled, her shoulders easing from around her spine as she looked at him—“I need you to be honest with me from here on in, otherwise this partnership isn’t going to work. If there are any more skeletons lurking in your closet, I need to know now.”

      “No, actually. You don’t,” Connor said. He knew—fuck, he knew—that all the stress of the day was coming to a head and flying out of his mouth, just like a tiny little sliver of him didn’t blame Harlow for being pissed purple at finding out about Duke the hard way. But none of that registered in his adrenaline-addled brain.

      “We may be working together, but that doesn’t mean you’re entitled to my closet or my skeletons or any other damn part of me. There’s nothing else that will affect this job,” he said, something dark and hot unraveling in his gut as her lashes fanned up in surprise. “But the rest of me is off limits. Unless you’d like to spill your secrets, too?”

      After a minute that lasted for roughly a month, Harlow slowly shook her head. “No, I wouldn’t. Now go home.”

      Connor’s head whipped back. “Excuse me?”

      “Go home,” she repeated. “There are dozens of reporters camped out in front of the hospital and the clinic, and we need to let them settle down. Both the board and Davenport Industries are issuing statements of support that will focus on your exemplary track record and your military service. But if the press so much as gets a whiff of you today, it’ll only feed the frenzy and turn the clinic into a zoo. So start your weekend a few hours early. You should be able to slip out through a back exit,” she added. “And for the love of all things sacred and sweet, don’t respond to any reporter—in person, on the phone, by carrier pigeon or semaphore, I really don’t care—with anything other than ‘no comment’.”

      Okay, so she had a point, and God knew the attention was the last thing he wanted right now. And yet… “There’s work to be done here.”

      Harlow nodded. “There is. But we have a business strategy to consider. If we aren’t smart about how we do things, what we do won’t matter. Now go home. Catch up on Game of Thrones. Order pizza delivery. Read the latest Steve Berry thriller. Do…whatever it is that you do when you’re not here. Just keep your head down until Monday.”

      “Fine,” Connor said, and funny how knowing he was doing the smart thing still filled his belly with a five-gallon bucket of dread. Two and a half days, alone in his apartment, with nothing but the shitastic memories he’d buried a decade ago.

      But as soon as it was over, he was going to make the clinic a success.

      No matter what it took.
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      As it turned out, keeping his head down was far easier in theory than in practice. After he and Harlow had parted ways, Connor had made it back to the attendings’ lounge to ditch his monkey suit (small favors) covertly enough. Shit started tumbling downhill as soon as he’d looked at his cell phone, though—for fuck’s sake, he didn’t even know a hundred forty-six people. How could he have gotten that many emails within the timespan of an hour?

      Thankfully, he’d only received a handful of actual calls, since he’d gone to some pretty serious lengths to keep the number as private as possible from the minute he’d bought the phone. But those handful of callers were persistent little bastards, and after his phone had practically pinged itself into the stratosphere on the ten-minute drive to his apartment, Connor had finally had to turn it off. A few reporters had gotten brassy enough to go full-frontal paparazzi and stake out his apartment, and although he’d bitten out a very clear “no comment” to every shouted question, he’d also given the building manager one hell of a workout when the guy had needed to chase them off. Frank, the security guard? Connor practically owed the guy a kidney for how vigilant he’d been about keeping the inside of the building reporter-free. Connor hadn’t even been able to risk the pizza delivery Harlow had suggested, having to opt for canned chili over the one stray box of pasta that had been living in his cupboard in case of emergencies before crashing into bed for a fitful night’s sleep.

      Now, at barely ten in the morning—less than twenty-four hours post-press conference—he was in serious danger of starving, screaming, and going bat shit crazy, although not necessarily in that order. Now that the news about Duke had rudely surfaced, every memory, every story Connor had read about someone his father had left penniless or homeless or helpless, came rushing back in vivid, gut-clenching detail.

      Christ, he’d forgotten how much he hated the old man.

      A knock on his front door had his heart going from what-the-fuck to oh-no-you-didn’t in about two seconds flat. He got up from his couch without making a sound—thank you, military training—edging his way through the open-concept living space to arrive at the door in the span of a few seconds.

      “Connor, it’s Natalie. Open up.”

      Blinking twice, he undid the chain and deadbolt, then opened the door a few inches. Sure enough, Natalie Kendrick stood on the other side, bundled to the nines in a red wool coat and holding a rectangular box with a familiar logo stamped over the front. She waved with her free hand, which was encased in a red and cream-colored mitten, and okay, there was a fifty-fifty shot that he was hallucinating, here.

      “Hey, buddy!” she said, just as brightly as she would have if she didn’t know who his father was, and Connor’s pulse reverted back to what-the-fuck territory.

      “How’d you get past the security doors downstairs?” Not the most eloquent thing he could ask his friend, but not really the worst, either.

      And apparently, not unexpected, because Natalie’s answer was at the ready. “Oh, Addison was going out when I got here”—Natalie gestured down the corridor to 19G, where Connor’s neighbor, Addison Hale, lived—“so she let me in.”

      Figured. Addison was as nice as Natalie, and also a part of the larger group of first responders and doctors who hung out together at The Crooked Angel bar and grill downtown. Connor was certain Addison had only let Natalie in because she knew her, though. The woman might be kind, but she was also a detective in Remington’s elite intelligence unit, and that black belt she’d earned in Krav Maga? Would drop a guy, even as big as Connor, before he could even blink or beg for mercy.

      Connor looked at Natalie dubiously. But he was going to have to deal with the fact that he’d kept a massive secret from his friends, and now they all knew who he was. He might as well get shit out in the open. “So, you drew the short straw, huh?”

      “Please.” She rolled her eyes, but grinned afterward. Such a Natalie move. “I volunteered.”

      Of all of them, she was the biggest caregiver of the group, and under normal circumstances, Connor wouldn’t be surprised at all that she’d reach out to him after a rough day. But his rough day had included being outed as Duke Bradshaw’s offspring, so yeah, he was shocked as hell to see Natalie on his doorstep. She should hate him for what his father had done, yet here she was. Checking on him.

      “And you brought donuts.” Connor’s heart thwaped against his sternum as he gestured to the box in her hands. Sweetie Pies bakery was totally his happy place. “You don’t fight fair.”

      “I’m not fighting. I’m hungry,” Natalie replied. “Also, I’m coming in so we can talk.”

      And there it is. Connor knew there would be no stopping her, so he didn’t bother trying, even though talking so wasn’t in his plan of attack. “Suit yourself.”

      He stepped back to let her in, closing and locking the door behind her. They juggled the box of donuts between them as she took off her mittens and coat, then let Connor lead her to the kitchen.

      Natalie moved to the sink to wash her hands. He couldn’t help but notice that she’d dropped a little weight and gained a few shadows beneath her eyes, and his gut gave up a hard pang. She seemed to be fighting the cancer she’d been diagnosed with last month incredibly well, and despite her sweet demeanor, Connor knew she could be pretty damn fierce when she put her head to it.

      Still… “How are you feeling?” he asked, pulling out one of the two chairs at his breakfast bar and nodding her into it.

      “Tired,” she said truthfully. “And I had my chemo port placed, which kind of hurt like a mofo. But we caught the cancer really early, and the first round is done. My prognosis is better than most cancer patients’. Jonah’s been amazing, albeit a total mother hen.” She paused to light up the room with her love-struck grin. “So, even though I miss being with you guys every day, I know it’s only temporary ’til I knock this shit back into remission.”

      “That’s a pretty great outlook.”

      “Ah, I did it once. I can do it again. Especially since I have great friends and family around me, ready to hold me up if I need them. Speaking of which”—Natalie flipped the box open and plucked a glossy Boston crème donut from inside—“you’ve been dodging everyone’s texts and calls.”

      Not having a landline, he’d had to suck it up and turn his phone on a few times last night to make sure no true emergencies had gone down. He’d seen the dozens of texts and voicemails from his friends, ranging from Charlie’s concerned “I’m just checking in” to Tess’s more to-the-point “don’t make me worry about you, Ginormica.”

      “I’ve been kind of swamped,” Connor said, busying himself with taking a cake donut out of the box.

      Natalie sighed. “You’re also kind of full of shit.”

      He couldn’t help it. He laughed, just a little. “I’ve missed you, Dr. K.”

      “Look, can we please talk about this?” she asked. “I get that it’s personal, and yeah, that I’m pushing. But we’re worried about you, Connor.”

      “You shouldn’t be worried. You should all hate me,” he said, hearing the words before he fully realized he’d let them past his lips. “After what my father did—”

      “Is that what you think?” Natalie blinked. “That we’d hate you if we knew that Duke Bradshaw is your father?”

      “He stole millions of dollars from medical professionals. And make no mistake. Just because he got off doesn’t mean he’s not guilty.” Connor’s huff of laughter was all irony, bitter in his throat. “He bankrupted who knows how many hard-working people, people just like you and Jonah, and Charlie and Parker and Tess. If I were you, I’d hate me.”

      Natalie put down her donut, folded her hands, and calmly said the one thing that could slice both his argument and his fears clean in half.

      “But you’re not me, Connor, and you’re not your father. You’re you. And it doesn’t matter who you’re related to by blood. You’re still our family, me and Jonah, and Charlie and Parker and Tess. We know you’d never hurt anyone like that, and we’re not going to punish you for something you didn’t and would never do. We’ve got your back.”

      Connor’s pulse jabbed at his throat, tightening his words. “I don’t deserve that.”

      “Oh, horse shit. You’re a good man. A little stubborn,” she added, blond brows arched. “And a total smartass. But you’re a good man. Even if your father isn’t.”

      For a second that turned into a bunch more, all Connor could do was process what Natalie had said, letting the words, the emotions behind them, find order and settle in.

      Finally, he said, “This is why they sent you, isn’t it?”

      “Because they knew I’d distract you with donuts?” she asked, her smile as sweet as the pastry between her fingers.

      “Because you’re all nice on the outside, ruthless on the inside,” he corrected.

      “Oh, that. Yeah.” She nodded. “It is. Sorry, not sorry. I am totally ruthless. I’m also right.”

      Connor’s smile was small, but there. “Thank you, Natalie.”

      He should say so much more, he knew. But she was right. They were family—the only kind that mattered. And damn, right now, he needed them.

      “You’re welcome,” she said, grinning. “So, what can we do to help?”

      Connor shook his head, digging into his donut in earnest. “Not much, I’m afraid. At least, until this blows over.”

      “Yeah, there’s been, um, a lot of coverage.” The way Natalie bit her lip in punctuation told him very little of it was good news. “But it seems to be settling down a little. I didn’t see any reporters outside just now. The hospital’s statement was really clear, and honestly, everyone knows Marty Mattigan is a complete assmonkey.”

      Connor snorted. “That, he is. But it doesn’t change the fact that he just made my job a whole lot more difficult.”

      “I know. It’s still pretty self-affirming to call him an assmonkey, though.”

      They ate in silence for a few minutes, with Connor downing three donuts to her one (was it really his fault Sweetie Pies’ donuts were so damn delicious?) and putting on a fresh pot of coffee to go with them. Natalie cradled the mug he’d filled for her between her palms, but not before gesturing across the breakfast bar to the open living space beyond.

      “What’s all this?”

      Connor followed her gaze to the stacks of papers spread over his coffee table, his laptop smack in the center. “I promised Harlow I’d lie low for a couple of days, but that doesn’t mean I can’t work from here.”

      To preserve his waning sanity, he’d talked her into having a courier bring over copies of the reports they’d been working on before the press conference. Not all of the records had been kept online as they should’ve been, and getting things to match up or make sense was proving pretty daunting.

      The fact that Connor still wondered what Harlow looked like with her head tipped back in pleasure, despite being wildly annoyed with her, hadn’t helped in the sanity department, either.

      “Ah, Harlow.” Natalie’s smile slid into cagey territory, and holy shit, he needed a better poker face. “How’s that going?”

      “Fine.”

      But the answer had barged out too loud and too fast, and Natalie pounced.

      “Well, thaaaaat’s interesting,” she sing-songed, and oh no. Hell no. He had to nip this in the bud right now.

      “It’s not interesting, Natalie.”

      His friend laughed hard enough to necessitate lowering her coffee mug to the counter. “Oh, it so is.”

      “It’s not,” Connor argued. “In fact, it’s completely boring. It’s practically trigonometry.”

      “I loved trigonometry!”

      He resisted the urge to pinch the bridge of his nose between his thumb and forefinger, but man, it was real. “Harlow and I work together. There’s nothing interesting about it. I don’t even like her. I’m ninety-nine percent sure she doesn’t like me, either, and truth? I think I’m going to lose that last one percent once we really dig in on Monday.”

      “Mmmm. She is really intense,” Natalie agreed, sobering a little. “And it wouldn’t surprise me if you two have differing opinions on the best way to run the clinic. How to make the business side work with the patient care aspect was definitely my biggest concern when she offered me the job last month.”

      Connor’s jaw took a one-way trip south. “What?”

      “Oh, shit,” Natalie murmured, her eyes rounding. “I’m sorry, Connor. I thought you knew. Harlow offered me the director’s position just before Christmas. I found out about my leukemia right after, so I turned it down, obviously. But the truth is, I wouldn’t have taken the job even if I wasn’t on medical leave.”

      “Yeah, the clinic is a pretty big mess,” Connor agreed, but Natalie shook her head.

      “That was actually the only reason I had for wanting to take it. The place really does need help.” She paused to sip her coffee thoughtfully. “But, while I’m happy to volunteer there, actually running the clinic didn’t feel like a good fit for me. Almost like—and don’t make fun”—she paused, and Connor nodded in agreement—“the job was made for someone else.”

      Okay, so it did sound a tiny bit woo-woo and cosmic. “And you think that person is me?”

      “You’re there, aren’t you?”

      Damn. Leave it to Natalie to truth-bomb him with a smile. “Well, yeah, but that doesn’t mean I’m made for the job. Or that I’ll even be good at it,” he pointed out.

      “You’re already good at taking care of people. You’ve got great experience with operations. Experience I don’t have. And you’re clearly determined to make the clinic a success.” Her gaze flickered to the papers covering his coffee table, and she did have a point. Connor might have had a rocky-ass start with yesterday’s press conference, but he couldn’t let anything, or anyone, get in the way of his goal.

      “I’m going to remember you said that,” he promised.

      Natalie laughed. “What, that you’re already good at taking care of people?”

      He let the grin he’d shelved over the past twenty-four hours slide back over his face. “No, that you’re happy to volunteer. I’m going to need all the help I can get to make the clinic run my way, and I’m not going to stop until I get there.”
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      Harlow rolled over and hugged her covers to her chest. She’d never been one of those I-hate-Mondays types. Not because she was the kind of person to tackle her work week with chipper enthusiasm and bright affirmations. No. It was more a combination of the facts that she never took a day off—therefore Monday was just like all its compatriots—and that she was the CEO’s daughter, determined to make it to the top of the company on nothing but her own smarts and hard-ass work. As such, she preferred to take on her job with methodical precision rather than sappy platitudes.

      Her only affirmation was to be a shark. She chased what she wanted. Bared her teeth when she had to. And never showed anything even resembling an emotion, in her words, her actions, or her expressions.

      Not even when she felt them all the way to her soul.

      Releasing a slow exhale, she looked at the clock on her bedside table. 4:19 AM. While Harlow might not be a stranger to long days, she and sleep had an elusive relationship at best, kind of like a friend with benefits who came around every once in a while for a booty call, but never stuck around long enough to be reliable for anything other than unreliability.

      A booty call, ha. Speaking of things that had been elusive…

      Harlow stretched, her body slowly awakening, sending warm, tingly feelings to places that had been far too neglected lately. God, physiology was a traitorous bitch first thing in the morning. Or maybe just uncaring that she didn’t have a partner readily available to indulge the sudden arousal blooming between her thighs.

      But you don’t really need one, came the whisper from the back of her mind. The realization sent a dirty thrill through her that only served as encouragement, and she slid a hand over her belly, then lower. She didn’t waste any time on pleasantries, even though her nipples had hardened beneath her short satin nightgown, aching to be touched. But what she really wanted was to come, fast and hard, and she wasn’t going to waste any time getting there. Pushing her fingers inside her panties, Harlow’s breath caught at the wetness that had already gathered there. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d had a true, man-made orgasm, much less been this turned on, this fast, and she let her thighs fall wide.

      Man-made. The thought pulsed through her, making her pussy clench. She imagined that her hand belonged to someone else, allowing the fantasy to fill her mind as she stroked her clit in firm circles.

      There. Oh, right there. The man in her fantasy wasn’t gentle, and she didn’t want him to be. Harlow conjured strong hands. Purposeful, powerful touches. Tenacious. Dirty. Taking what they wanted, yet giving her more.

      Good, good. So goddamn good. She pressed harder. Faster through the slickness, and oh, God. Oh, God, ohGOD… “Yes. Connor, yes.”

      Harlow heard what she’d said too late. Her orgasm sparked through her with so much intensity that she cried out, and she had no choice but to give in to the release. Her inner muscles contracted, the soft, sensitive skin trembling under her fingers. But as soon as the sensation began to recede, her chest went tight. Yes, she’d been caught up in a moment of pure fantasy, and yes again, nearly all fantasies were harmless. Normal. Healthy, even.

      But fantasizing about Connor Bradshaw, a.k.a. the man she had to work with (strike one), whose family history linked him directly to the city’s biggest criminal (strike two), and who she was certain would fight her business-heavy business plan to save the clinic (strike three)? Was she insane?

      No, Harlow decided, shaking her head against her pillow for emphasis. It had been a mistake, some sort of crossed wiring between the primal part of her brain that wanted sex and the part that felt extreme irritation. Both reflexive. Nothing more.

      And this was why she never let herself feel emotions. They were messy, and unpredictable, and they only led to bad, bad, things. She’d already made a huge error with regard to Connor.

      She damn sure wasn’t about to make another.

      She had business to take care of.

      Sixty minutes, two cups of coffee, and one subarctic shower later—after all, a girl couldn’t be too careful—Harlow made her way through the clinic’s parking lot. The sun hadn’t even considered reaching for the horizon yet, and as a result, the path to the clinic was illuminated only by the streetlights overhead. The quiet of the normally bustling block was calming, though, despite the near-freezing chill in the air. Harlow ordered the tasks in front of her, forming a strategy for her morning as she got the keys in the lock. The alarm code wasn’t set, she realized with a frown, and she’d have to talk to whichever physician’s assistant had locked the place up last night. Their jobs weren’t easy, but being too rushed or too tired to remember to set the alarm was still a serious oversight.

      She locked the door behind her for safety. “That’s better,” she murmured, heading through the lobby, past the intake desk, the curtain areas and exam rooms—

      Someone was in her office.

      Harlow’s breath crashed to a halt in her lungs. The door had been locked. Hadn’t it? She’d been so preoccupied thinking of the alarm not being set that now she couldn’t be sure it had been locked when she’d turned the key. But the light in her office was definitely on, the muted rustle of movement telling her with certainty that at least one someone was in there, looking for something. They didn’t keep any cash in the clinic on principle, but the codes to the medical lock boxes were stored back here, as were thousands of dollars’ worth of office electronics.

      Sliding her bag to the floor, her coat from her shoulders, and her heels off her feet, she crept to the door, but the blinds covering the windows were closed. Pulling a deep breath past her slamming pulse, Harlow forced herself to think. She turned back toward the lobby to hit the alarm’s panic button—she might be brash, but she wasn’t bulletproof, for God’s sake—but the door began to open, and she was standing right there, with no place to go and not enough time to run.

      Instinct took over. Since flight was off the table, Harlow balled up her fists and went for her only available option.

      Fight.

      Every one of her muscles cranked down, and she whipped her arms into a defensive stance. But the intruder looked up from the empty coffee mug in his hand, his own huge body stilling for a half a heartbeat as he looked at her with a set of familiar hazel eyes—

      “Easy, slugger,” Connor drawled, his brain clearly better at processing shock than hers. “It’s just me.”

      “Oh, shit!” Harlow blurted, jumping a mile off the linoleum at the sound of his voice, and okay, how had her heart managed to beat even faster now that she knew he was the intruder? “What are you doing here?”

      Connor gave up a smile that bordered on smirkdom. “I work here, remember? Breakfast sandwich?”

      He hooked a thumb over his shoulder, gesturing in the direction of the second desk she’d had moved into the office over the weekend, where—sure enough—a brown paper bag sat front and center, filling the air with something that smelled suspiciously like bacon.

      “What? No,” she said, her stomach immediately expressing its displeasure at her reply by sounding off in a sharp growl. Focus. “You’re not supposed to be here yet. Nobody is supposed to be here yet.”

      “You’re here,” Connor pointed out.

      “That’s different. I’m…” Shit.

      “The director?” he supplied, auburn brows arched. “Look, I know it’s early, and I’m sorry I startled you.” He held up a hand, his biceps flexing and bunching beneath the sleeve of his scrubs. “We just have so much in front of us that I wanted to get a jump on things. The night security manager let me in once I showed him my ID badge.”

      “You have my cell phone number. You could have texted to let me know,” Harlow said, a sudden shot of lightheadedness softening her words to a near-whisper. Whoa. Why was her pulse racing like she’d just spent an hour on her Peloton?

      Connor’s stare narrowed, and damn it, looking anything less than thoroughly competent in front of him was not on her agenda.

      “I didn’t think you’d be awake, or I would have.” Reaching for the partly open door, he swung it back inward, nodding at her desk chair. “Take a sec. The adrenaline letdown’s a bitch when you’re not used to it.”

      “I don’t know what you’re…” She blinked, her traitorous knees buckling just enough to cause a visible sway.

      “Yeah, there it is,” Connor said, although, funny, his voice was nearly kind. “A couple of deep breaths will help. Boosting your blood sugar isn’t a crappy idea, either. Plus”—he moved toward his desk, nudging the brown paper bag in her direction—“breakfast is the most important meal of the day.”

      Harlow sank into her chair, and oh God, that was better. “I’m fine.”

      “You’re human,” he countered. Ugh, he was so pushy. “I get that you’re strong-willed as hell, here, but not even you can win a throw-down with your central nervous system.”

      She conceded, but not because she had a choice. “I suppose I should trust you,” she said. “At least, with regard to medical advice.”

      “Just out of curiosity, how long are we going to do this dance?”

      He asked so affably that it nearly threw her. But Harlow was made of some pretty stern stuff, so her bounce-back factor was faster than most.

      “I’m not sure what you mean.”

      He smiled, a disarming gesture caught somewhere in the no-man’s-land between charming and cocky, and her bounce-back factor died a quiet death. “How long are you going to hold it over my head that I’m Duke Bradshaw’s son?”

      “You think that’s why I don’t trust you?” she asked finally, shoving her shock aside.

      “Isn’t it?” he asked back. “I mean, there is that old adage about the apple not falling far from the tree, right?”

      “Oh, I know the adage,” Harlow replied smoothly. Hell, she was the adage. “But the fact that Duke Bradshaw is your father isn’t why I don’t trust you. That you lied to me about it, and that the lie had a huge, adverse consequence for my business? That’s another story.”

      Just like that, Connor’s smile became something a hell of a lot more intense. “I get that you don’t like me, and that you probably don’t want to work with me. But I earned this job on merit, Harlow, and I’m damn sure going to get it done.”

      “I’m glad you’re motivated,” she said, her steel returning by sheer will. “Because you’re not the only one with a job around here.”

      “So, we both want the same thing. But we can’t fix the clinic if we spend all of our time arguing, and we definitely won’t get anywhere unless we can start trusting each other. So, really. What’s it going to take?”

      Harlow paused. Connor wasn’t wrong on either count. But for Chrissake, he’d let Marty Mattigan ambush her on camera and made her father think she couldn’t handle this job. He wasn’t getting a free pass for that.

      “If you want me to trust you, then earn it. The playing field is level, Connor. I don’t expect you to trust me right now, either. But you’re right. We do have to work together, and I’m not in the habit of failing.”

      “Fair enough,” Connor said after a minute, sinking into his chair and looking at her across the L-shaped configuration of their desks. “Once we eat, we can get started.”

      Harlow almost recanted on breakfast. She usually never had the time for anything other than buckets of coffee and the occasional banana. But she was still a little shaky. A few minutes and a couple of bites of whatever Connor had brought with him would ensure that it didn’t show, so she’d suck it up for the greater good.

      “Where did you get these?” she asked, peering into the bag at the trio of paper-wrapped sandwiches. “I didn’t think anything was open this early.”

      “There are a couple of places that open at five. Good if you’re in a pinch. But I made these.”

      He moved a few things around on his desk to make room for his breakfast as Harlow’s jaw went full-gainer toward her lap. “You cook?”

      “Yep. Turns out, it’s more fun than starving.” Connor’s smirk made another appearance, and she steeled herself against it by taking the sandwiches out of the bag. He said, “There’s a BLT and egg on ciabatta, an avocado, red pepper, and egg on a multigrain roll, and a Canadian bacon, egg, and Gouda. I threw spinach on it for grins. Take your pick.”

      Her stomach shrilled for D) all of the above, but she finally went with the BLT. “You’re here awfully early,” she said, unwrapping her sandwich halfway and spreading two of the napkins that had been in the bag across her lap.

      “I do work here.” His tone veered right back into defensive territory. But Harlow had liked their momentary truce, and anyway, Connor was right about them not being able to fix the clinic if they spent all their time sniping at each other.

      “Of course you do. We can call maintenance later this morning to make sure you get your own key. What I meant was, I don’t usually see anyone here until seven thirty.”

      The clinic was an eight-to-eight operation during the week and nine-to-five on Saturdays. Not that Harlow limited herself to those hours. Nor, it seemed, did Connor.

      He lifted a shoulder most of the way into a shrug before letting it drop. “You get used to weird hours in the ICU and ED. My circadian rhythms are pretty much a Jackson Pollock painting. What’s your excuse?”

      “I work,” she said simply. Connor chewed on that for a second—literally, as he’d unwrapped the veggie-egg sandwich and gotten to business—so Harlow followed suit. The faster they ate, the faster they could—

      Holy Mary, mother of God.

      “Oh.” Every last thing she had ever learned about etiquette hit the skids as her brain registered the rapture coming from her taste buds. Her second bite was three times the size of her first, and, okay, fine, she might have just made a noise vaguely related to a moan. But seriously… “What did you put in this to make it taste so good?”

      Thankfully, Connor didn’t seem to mind her lack of manners. Also, he must be fluent in mumblese, because he’d clearly understood her question even though she’d asked it around a mouthful of food.

      “Oh, I kind of messed with that one a little,” he admitted. “But I had extra pancetta, so I swapped it out for the regular bacon, and used arugula instead of lettuce. Put a little mozzarella in the eggs as I cooked them, sliced up a Roma tomato, and…”

      “It’s heavenly,” Harlow murmured. After a beat, she realized that Connor was looking at her with both surprise and curiosity, and she lowered the sandwich, raising her guard. Hunger was close enough to emotion to count, and the last thing she needed was to show him anything other than the fact that she meant business.

      Emotions showed your weaknesses, all the painful places that could be exploited, and her father had taught her better than that.

      “Anyway. There’s no reason we can’t work and eat at the same time.” Taking a much more respectable bite of her breakfast (still so good), Harlow switched gears, snuffing out her feelings so she could focus on what mattered.

      “Okay,” Connor said, albeit slowly. “Where do you want to start?”

      “With our first hurdle. PR. Although it took a lot of doing, we seem to have nipped Mattigan’s attempt at a media frenzy in the bud.”

      In truth, the fallout from the press conference hadn’t been as bad as she’d feared. Then again, she’d spent the better part of her weekend spinning the story to highlight Connor’s reputation for service over his father’s reputation for shady dealings.

      Connor nodded, replying around bites as he polished off the rest of his sandwich. “I got a lot of requests for comments. But you don’t have to worry,” he added, at what was probably a look of panic on her face. “I deleted all the emails and sent all the calls directly to voicemail, then deleted those, too. Most of them seem to have gotten the message that I’m not interested in making any comments, because I was able to leave my phone on for most of the day yesterday without it threatening to explode.”

      “Good. We’ll probably still have to deal with questions about your father from time to time. Reporters love to push a scandal. But once we start making changes for the better around here, they should be few and far between.”

      “Okay, so how about the next hurdle.” He gestured to the papers on his desk, clearly ready to move on from the topic of his father. Which made two of them. “These records are a mess. It’s tough to get a really clear picture of the day-to-day operations from the reports. I’m going to need to observe the staff in action to figure out where the worst of the problems are.”

      Harlow nodded. “That will make it easier to decide who to retain when we make cuts.” From there, they could tackle the train wreck masquerading as the payroll budget.

      “Whoa. Just because operations are subpar doesn’t mean anyone needs to go,” Connor said, and her disbelief flew out by way of a laugh that held damn little humor.

      “Ah, actually, that’s pretty much always what that means.” Cleaning house was the first thing they did when acquiring a company. No exceptions.

      Connor, however? Looked less than thrilled at the prospect of streamlining their staff. “You don’t want to, oh, I don’t know, train the people who need it rather than just firing them and taking away their livelihoods?”

      “We don’t have the time or the resources for training,” Harlow argued. They were already so far behind.

      Connor shook his head, adamant. “What we don’t have the time for is conducting job searches and interviews for staff to replace people we could very possibly retain.”

      “You’re right,” she said, clearly taking him by surprise. But it only lasted until she said, “We need to consider consolidating some of these positions and streamlining the staff.”

      “These nurses and PAs are already working long hours. Now you want to downsize so the ones who stay will have to do more? No way.”

      Harlow paused. “I understand it’s not ideal. But it’s a smart business move to utilize your best resources to their maximum ability, and it’s one we have to consider. This clinic is operating way over budget.”

      “They’re people, not resources,” Connor said through his teeth. “And there are plenty of other ways to balance a budget.”

      Great. Now he was going to tell her how to do her job. Arrogant ass. “Not one that looks like this. And without a budget, none of those people have jobs,” she pointed out. “The board feels—”

      He leaned forward, his green-gray eyes glinting as he cut her off with quiet, surgical precision. “What do you feel?”

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “You said ‘the board feels’. But I’m not working with the board. I’m working with you. So I want to know what you feel.”

      She opened her mouth, only to snap it shut a second later. Of all the people she’d ever worked with on business acquisitions, no one had ever once asked her this question. It threw Harlow more than she wanted to admit, even to herself.

      But right now, she had to focus on business. “Well, I’m a member of the board,” she started.

      Of course, Connor wasn’t having it. Shocker. “You’re a member of the board who’s not giving me a straight answer. And anyway, you’d already given up your seat before all of this shook out.”

      “I still stand by the board’s goals and decisions,” Harlow said.

      “Except when it came to wanting to put me in the position of co-director.”

      He waited out her shock—and it took a couple of holy-shit heartbeats for her to get there—before adding, “I wasn’t your first choice for this job, was I?”

      Clearly, he already knew the answer. Not that it would change hers, even if he didn’t. “No. You weren’t.”

      But rather than get pissy over her truth bomb, he simply smiled, and damn it, Harlow’s face heated and her breath caught.

      “I’m going to enjoy proving you wrong,” he said, unfolding his long, strong frame from his desk chair and moving toward the door.

      The borderline dare made her brows arch. “I’m never wrong.”

      Connor’s smile grew even bigger as he tossed it over one brawny shoulder on his way out. “There’s a first time for everything. Enjoy the rest of your breakfast.”
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      As much as it stung to admit it, Connor was regretting the way he’d shot his mouth off like a two-dollar pistol by the time lunch rolled around. Not that he felt bad about going toe-to-stiletto with Harlow over her trust issues, or sorry for sticking up for the clinic’s employees. It had only taken ninety minutes of watching them in action to confirm that the staff was exactly as overworked as he’d feared. But most of them did also lack knowledge of proper protocol, which meant Harlow had a leg to stand on with her mission to clean house.

      And that meant he was going to have to stand his ground very carefully in order to get what he wanted. As tempted as Connor was to argue his way into her concession (and he. Was. Tempted), he knew that most of the time, the best strategies didn’t involve force. Getting chippy with Harlow right from the jump wasn’t going to win him any favors if he wanted to convince her to give the staff the skills they needed rather than two weeks’ severance and a better-luck-next-time.

      But Christ, she was stubborn. And inflexible. And so goddamned infuriating.

      And when she’d taken that first bite of her breakfast, her face caught up in pure, sweet bliss, she’d been the most beautiful woman Connor had ever fucking set eyes on.

      Assess. Strategize. Act. Jackass. He had far more important things to do—not to mention prove—than to go thinking with his downstairs head. He shook himself back to the here and now of the clinic’s lobby, which he’d managed to help their intake administrator, Macie, keep out of the standing-room-only department. At least, for the moment.

      “Okay,” she said, her caramel-colored braids sliding over her shoulder as she tilted her head at the laptop screen in front of her. “So, I reassigned all of the nurses and PAs. Dana is on triage, Bryant will handle the well-check appointments. The rest of them will take the patients who have been triaged according to who’s most emergent first, then who’s been waiting the longest, and Dr. Mendoza will sign off on everyone and be on standby for the most emergent cases. Does this look right?”

      Connor looked over her shoulder at the color-coded grid, which was already leagues more efficient than the assignments that had been in place just a few hours ago. “Yep. Perfect. Giving everyone specific tasks should be far easier than the flat-out rotation you’ve been using to treat everyone first-come, first-served.”

      Alejandro Mendoza was their only M.D. on staff today, and one of the clinic’s most experienced physicians. They needed to allocate their resources accordingly—he shouldn’t be doing throat cultures that could be handled by a nurse while people with more pressing symptoms or injuries sat around waiting. And getting worse.

      Macie gave up a doubtful look. “I don’t know. We’re pretty used to the old way. The people in chairs get kinda cranky when they see patients who came in after them get to pass the line.”

      “I know this new system feels kind of weird to you now,” Connor said with a smile, “but when it works, we won’t have too many people in chairs who can complain. And if they do, feel free to let them know that passing the line isn’t a good thing.”

      After all, the last patient he had rushed past triage in the ED had been wearing her femur on the wrong side of her skin. She’d come through her surgery just fine, according to Mallory, but still… “If anyone gives you a hard time, just holler. I’m going to go take a look at the scheduling for the rest of the month. See if we can’t make things work a little better there, too.”

      “Okay. Thanks, boss.”

      Ugh, that was so weird. “Just Connor,” he reminded her.

      “Sorry,” Macie said. “That one’s just going to take a little getting used to, is all. Dr. Roper was real big on formality.”

      Dr. Roper was also the asshat who had screwed the clinic six ways to Sunday with his lack of management and leadership. “It’s okay if it takes a while,” Connor said. “I’ll be here for the long haul.”

      “Good. This place could use you,” she told him, then turned her attention to the woman who had just walked up to the triage desk with a toddler on her hip. Connor made no less than nine mental notes on his way through the clinic’s main space, nodding hellos at the staff as he went. Finally, he reached the office, taking a quick second to glance through the window at Harlow to make sure she was in the office alone before opening the door.

      Yep. Still just as pretty as she’d been this morning. Also, still just as diligently focused, and damn it, he might not like her business-before-people mindset, but any idiot could see how badly she wanted the clinic to succeed.

      Time to soften things up. Strategy.

      “So, I’ve got good news and bad news,” he said, pressing as much levity into the pronouncement as possible as he closed the door behind him.

      Harlow eyed him over the narrow red frames of her glasses, which should have made her look like an eighty-year-old librarian, but instead they just made his dick think it had been invited to this meeting. “Bad first,” she said.

      Figured. But at least she was true to form, and anyway, her answer made it easier to lighten the mood.

      Connor smiled. “And here I thought you were an optimist.”

      Harlow didn’t smile back, but she didn’t scowl, either, so overall, not a loss. “I’m a pragmatist,” she said. “I like to know what I’m dealing with.”

      “That…does not shock me.” Connor shook his head in a redirect. “Anyway, the bad news is, now that I’ve spent the morning observing the staff at work, I can officially say ops are as rough as we thought. The staff has no idea what an efficient system looks like.”

      “So, that’s bad but not surprising,” she reasoned with one breath, going for the jugular with the next. “What’s the biggest issue for us to tackle in order to fix that?”

      Suuuuch a loaded question. “How much time have you got?”

      “Unfortunately, none.” She let out a sigh that softened her tone. “We’ve already lost weeks.”

      A feeling Connor didn’t readily recognize buzzed through his veins, and he doubled down on his objective. “That was a rhetorical question, Harlow. You know, the kind where you…you know what, never mind.” He waved off the rest. “We can tackle stylistic devices later. For now, biggest issues. Best I can tell from watching the staff operate, it’s like a six-headed monster.”

      “Wonderful.” Harlow painted the word with all the enthusiasm of someone headed for a double-decker root canal, and yeah, he couldn’t really blame her.

      “They’re overworked, but it’s more than that. They’ve been mismanaged in pretty much every aspect of their jobs. We need a better operating system across the board.”

      He lifted a hand and ticked off the main points on his fingers, one by one. “Restructured protocol for handling both emergent patients and wellness appointments, clearly defined roles for each employee, streamlined scheduling, more efficient use of the online systems. A lot of these patients aren’t even being triaged properly.”

      Harlow remained quiet for a beat, during which Connor could practically hear all of her neurons firing like RPGs. Then she said, “I really think we need to revisit the idea of making changes to the staff. If they’re not equipped to handle things—”

      “Hiring people with higher qualifications won’t change this,” Connor interrupted, unable to help it. “It’s a matter of designing a system that works and training the staff we have to use it.”

      Harlow shook her head. “That’s a massive undertaking. Plus, we’d need weeks, if not months, to implement a new system, and there’s no room in the budget to hire a management group for the training.”

      “Um, hi.” Connor waved. “Isn’t management training part of why I’m here?”

      “Yes, but last I checked, there’s only one of you. And the clinic employs thirty-six, from the front desk to the medical staff to the lab. I know you’re good, Connor, but really”—one blond brow rose—“Houdini couldn’t even pull off training thirty-six employees in the timeframe we’ve got to work with.”

      Well, shit. He couldn’t deny that Harlow had a point, and a damn good one. But he wasn’t about to give up on medical professionals who needed jobs, either. He needed a strategy, fast.

      After a beat, he cocked his head and smiled. “You think I’m good?”

      Her cheeks turned pink under the overhead office lights, and okay, yeah, this might work. “I believe we’ve covered this territory,” Harlow said smoothly, despite her blush. “Your résumé speaks for itself.”

      “Okay, then let me prove it.”

      “How, exactly?”

      “Give me a chance to be Houdini.”

      She remained silent for a breath, then another, before her doubt surfaced. “You think you can devise an effective operating system and train the entire staff to implement it, without dipping into the budget?”

      “Yes, ma’am, I do. Look”—Connor leaned one hip against his desk, keeping their eye contact steady—“I get that our funds are limited, and that the staff isn’t up to par right now. Just give me a chance to fix what we’ve got before replacing them. Okay?”

      “This isn’t how we do things, Connor.” Harlow folded her hands over her desk, unmoved. “I’m not trying to argue with you for argument’s sake, but I am here to run a business. And right now, that business is failing.”

      Emotion flared in Connor’s chest. “You’re talking about a clinic. These people have jobs they need.”

      “I understand that,” Harlow said. Her tone was level and logical, and damn it, she was making it hard to argue. “But just because the clinic offers healthcare doesn’t make it less of a business. It has to operate under the same basic rules as any company if it’s going to be successful. And since it’s not, the first thing we always do is make changes to the staff. We cut who we can and we replace who we need to. That’s just how it works—and it does work. Once we make changes, forward progress becomes less challenging.”

      Nope. No matter how reasonable she seemed, this wasn’t right. “Staff cuts might work in other places, but that doesn’t necessarily mean it’s the best call to make here. You said it yourself the other day. The clinic is different. We have to treat it that way.”

      Harlow’s pause was microscopic, there and then gone so fast, Connor might have wished it rather than actually seen it. “Just because Davenport Industries’ role here is a bit unorthodox doesn’t mean we should change how we do things.”

      “But you and I are a new we,” he said, taking an impulsive step toward her. “Look, I know you don’t trust me. You’ve made that wildly clear. But I can’t earn your trust if you don’t give me a chance to. I really think I can turn things around with the staff we’ve got, and I think I can do it within budget. All I need is for you to give me a chance.”

      She measured him with a glance, although Christ, she was impossible to read. That didn’t stop Connor from feeling every inch of her stare, making his heart pound faster and his skin tingle with heat until finally, she said, “One week.”

      Uhhh. “One week…?”

      “You’ve got one week until I present our progress at the next board meeting. Get a solid plan in motion by then that stays within the budget, and you’ve got yourself a deal.”

      Connor battled the urge to fist pump. “Thank you.”

      “Don’t thank me,” Harlow said. “It’s strategy, not a favor. If you can fix the staffing issues efficiently without spending money, that’s just a smart business move. Anyway, you’re not wrong about neither of us having the time to conduct a job search for replacement staff right now. But if your plan doesn’t work—”

      “It’ll work,” he promised. At least, he hoped it would work. Holy shit, he was going to have to cash in some favors. And engage in some pretty cutthroat bribery. Also, possibly grovel. Whatever. It’d be worth it.

      “If it doesn’t work, we’re going to do things my way,” she said, waiting for his nod in agreement before tacking on, “So, what’s the good news?”

      Connor realized, just a breath too late, that Harlow’s blue eyes had lit with curiosity, and okaaaay, he was going to need to stack up some immunity against that.

      He lifted a shoulder, aiming at impassivity he damn sure didn’t feel. “We made it to lunch.”

      Pushing off the desk, he firmed his size thirteens beneath him and aimed himself at the office door. But her soft voice stopped him short.

      “How did you know?”

      His heart thumped gracelessly against his ribs, and he turned back. “Sorry?”

      “Earlier.” Harlow paused, folding her hands over the papers on her desk. “You knew you weren’t my first choice for this director’s position. Did Langston tell you that?”

      “God, no.” Connor huffed out a laugh to match the notion. The chief might have his back when it came to character, but where business was concerned? He’d never have let go of such confidential information. “Natalie told me.”

      Shock crossed Harlow’s face, rounding first her eyes, then her mouth. “Dr. Kendrick told you that I offered her the job first?”

      “Of course. We’re friends,” Connor pointed out. A little weak of a word for how tight they all were, but now didn’t feel like the time for splitting that particular hair.

      “Well, yes, but…I suppose I didn’t realize you’re that, ah, close. I mean, I knew you were co-workers. After all, she introduced me to you last month.”

      Something odd threaded through her tone, and it hit Connor directly in the solar plexus. “You knew then, didn’t you? That you and I had met before.”

      Damn it, he’d known she probably never forgot a face. After all, it was the first thing his old man had taught him, even all the way back then. Smart businessmen always remember names and faces, Dannyboy.

      “Yes,” she said. “I just couldn’t remember exactly when or where. If I’m being completely honest, I still can’t quite pull it up.”

      Somehow, he could not imagine a scenario in which Harlow was anything other than completely honest, and it turned him on way more than it fucking should. “Your eighteenth birthday party,” he said, before he could stop himself. “At The Plaza Hotel. Very upscale.”

      “Oh, my God. Of course,” she murmured, sitting up taller as she seemed to connect the dots. “You’d just finished your, what? Second year in college? You were in the business track at Remington University.”

      Christ, her father had taught her well. The thought sent a bitter taste through Connor’s mouth, and his jaw clenched. “That didn’t exactly work out, but yeah.”

      Harlow must have reached the dead-end in memory lane where his father had been indicted a few days later, because all she said was, “No. I don’t suppose it did.”

      The ensuing silence stretched out between them, making Connor realize exactly how different they were. They might be here for the same reason, and yeah, she might have just done him a solid by agreeing to let him try to fix their staff issues his way.

      But Harlow was a Davenport. Business through and through. It wasn’t just what she did. It was who she was, as woven into her fabric as her glacier-blue eyes or her pretty, heart-shaped lips.

      She’d been right when she’d said he shouldn’t trust her, either. So he said, “Guess I’d better get started on this staff training plan.”

      And then he walked out of the office.
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      Harlow read the paragraph on the screen in front of her three times before finally throwing in the towel. This day had lasted approximately six weeks. Her temples and her shoulder muscles had thrown down in an epic battle for the title of I Can Throb More. She’d paused from work just long enough to head up the street for a grab and go dinner from one of those artisan soup/salad/sandwich places a couple hours ago, absently poking her way through a chicken Caesar salad as she weeded through report after report.

      Macie had come in at eight to let her know they’d officially turned the deadbolt on the front doors and closed up for the night. Harlow had to assume that meant she was the only person still in the building now that it was nearly an hour later. She hadn’t seen anyone since Macie and Dana and Alejandro had exited together through the clinic’s back door, which locked automatically once shut.

      Anyone. Ha, her subconscious—which she’d always hated, BTW—teased. You mean Connor.

      Harlow pushed back in her desk chair and closed her laptop with an exhale. Okay, fine. But who else would be there after hours? Not that there was any sign that he was. In fact, she’d barely seen him after the verbal tango they’d done at lunchtime, when he’d somehow managed to convince her to break her tried-and-true business protocol in favor of giving him a shot to fix their staffing issues his way.

      “You and I are a new we,” she grumbled under her breath, rolling her eyes at herself. Had she seriously fallen for that?

      Actually, she hadn’t. It had been the part where he’d come at her with a decent plan, then told her that he couldn’t earn her trust if she didn’t give him the chance to that had gotten her.

      Fucking logic.

      Pressing to her feet, Harlow packed up her laptop and a few assorted reports, then moved to grab her coat from the spot where she’d hung it by the office door. The truth was, she didn’t need to trust Connor. She only needed to work with him until they turned the clinic around. If he pulled off this staffing thing within their budget, great. If not, she’d get her way regardless. The end result would be a win.

      Of that, she was certain.

      Opening the door to the office, Harlow glanced toward the passageway leading to the clinic’s main space. The murmur of voices, punctuated by laughter, made a swift grab at her attention, and she headed toward it with a three to one ratio of curiosity and unease. The latter quickly disappeared as she picked Connor’s deep rumble from the trio of voices, and she rounded the corner to peek into the brightly lit room.

      The curtains that normally separated the space into exam areas had all been pulled back on their ceiling-mounted tracks, making the room look larger and even more open than usual. The nurses’ station in the center stood empty, four evenly spaced gurneys flanking the rectangular hub on either side. Connor sat comfortably sprawled over one despite his huge size, a slice of pizza in one hand and a huge, wide-open grin on his face, and the other two people—wait, was that Natalie Kendrick sitting with her feet propped up in Jonah Sheridan’s lap?—occupied the gurney two over from his.

      Natalie caught sight of her first. “Oh! Hi, Harlow.” She straightened against the gurney she was sharing with Jonah and gave up a genuinely friendly smile. “I didn’t know you were still here.”

      “There’s a lot to be done, unfortunately.”

      Natalie nodded, and ugh. Of course she already knew that. Harlow had offered the woman the job four weeks ago. God, she was so off her game right now. But come on, how could she have expected a pizza party in curtain areas one through four? And that grin on Connor’s face, so affable and loaded with pure happiness?

      The smoldering scowl he liked to lob her way at regular intervals was bad enough. But that smile? Her composure didn’t stand a fucking chance.

      If Natalie noticed Harlow’s flustered state, she was too polite to acknowledge it. “Yep, that’s why we’re here. Friends make the best reinforcements.”

      “Friends who spring for pizza in exchange for your help in training their staff, you mean,” Jonah teased, but wait…

      “You’re helping train the staff here?” she asked. Jonah already worked full-time hours as a surgeon, and Natalie—Harlow’s throat knotted—had been diagnosed with cancer last month. Langston had said Natalie’s prognosis was far better than that of most cancer patients when he’d given Harlow the news, but still. She knew from watching firsthand how grueling and awful aggressive chemotherapy was. She’d sat with her mother during every single brutal treatment.

      Not that they’d worked.

      Stop. Stop thinking about it. Right. Now.

      “Sure,” Natalie said, lifting her chin at Connor, who had gone oddly quiet and halfway back to brooding. “I mean, I had to convince these two to let me, of course. They’re so overprotective. But seriously, what are friends for?”

      “You didn’t have to convince me.” Connor tossed a balled-up paper towel at her, which Natalie caught one-handed.

      She made a sound that bordered on a snort before looking at Harlow. “He called everyone but me to help, and only agreed to let me in on the action under, like, seven separate circumstances.”

      “Stop exaggerating. It was only five,” Connor said, making Natalie laugh.

      “I’m sorry. Who’s everyone, exactly?” Harlow blinked.

      Jonah did not. “Oh, yeah. Tess. Charlie and Parker. Emmett Mallory. If I’m not mistaken, there’s even a plan to get Vasquez, Young, and Boldin in on things.”

      “If Langston agrees,” Connor said, swiveling his attention to Harlow. “Vasquez, Young, and Boldin are interns. Along with Parker Drake.”

      “And you’re close friends with all of them?” How was that even possible?

      “Nope,” Natalie said cheerfully. “He’s close friends with the attending physicians, though, and if Langston okays it—”

      “He’ll okay it if we okay it,” Jonah interjected. “Volunteering to help train the staff here at the clinic will give his staff better skills. It’s a win-win.”

      “Then you’ll get some much-needed help around here,” Natalie finished.

      Harlow’s holy-shit-o-meter came thiiiiiiis close to redlining, and she grabbed onto the first thought she could pluck from the spin-cycle of them in her brain. “Apologies, Dr. Sheridan. Did you say volunteer?”

      “Sure did,” Jonah agreed. “Connor told us you guys are tight on funds, and like Nat said, what are friends for? Plus, Connor sprang for pizza. And beer for Mallory. And babysitting for Tess—that one’s going to be epic, by the way. How could we say no?”

      “Hey! I’ll have you know that babies happen to love me,” Connor said, throwing another balled-up paper towel—this time at Jonah—which Natalie also caught, one-handed.

      “Okee dokee, Mary Poppins. Have fun on diaper duty.”

      Jonah laughed while Connor gave up a good-natured grumble about having seen a lot worse, and it was official. This was the most surreal exchange Harlow had ever witnessed.

      “Anyway,” Natalie continued. “I’ve already been volunteering here for months, remember? I mean, I’ll have to be pretty careful about it now. I can’t interact with patients. Too many germs, compromised immune system. Stupid leukemia.” She paused to roll her eyes. “But I’m still assisting the hospital with other projects—”

      “As you’re able,” Jonah reminded her, and Harlow quickly realized the depth of their romantic involvement. The trauma surgeon was normally charming to a fault. The fiercely protective flash that had just whisked through his stare? Definitely not casual.

      “Natalie’s only going to help if she feels up to it and if her doctors clear her for the workload,” Connor said. His tone was a little lighter than Jonah’s, yet no less honest. “That was the deal, doc. Your health first, no exceptions. You promised.”

      “I know, I know, and I’ll keep to it.” Natalie lifted a hand like she was taking an oath, leaning against the gurney-back that was propped behind her shoulders. “I don’t want to get sick any more than you guys want that for me. But I can still help train your nurses and PAs on good protocol. I’ll just have to get a little creative with the when and where. I adjust my work schedule around my chemotherapy sessions as it is. We’ll figure it out.”

      Harlow’s heart squeezed again, despite her will. “That’s very kind of you, but I have to agree with both Connor and Dr. Sheridan. It’s important that we err on the side of caution when it comes to your health.”

      “We will,” Jonah said. “Believe me.”

      Natalie smiled, gesturing to the two pizza boxes keeping Connor company on his gurney. “Since neither of these two heathens asked, would you like to join us? I know it’s not glamorous, but Big Johnny’s pizza is a-ma-zing, and it’s still pretty warm.”

      The thought of the breakfast she’d shared with Connor, complete with embarrassing food-love moans and so-hungry emotions, came winging back through Harlow’s brain in Technicolor. “Oh. Ah, that’s very thoughtful of you, but no. I…have somewhere I need to be.”

      It was the slimmest version of the truth, seeing as how she was talking about a tryst with her couch, her laptop, and a glass of merlot, but whatever. She wasn’t about to dig into the semantics. Especially not when Connor’s stare had just gone as steely as storm clouds from his spot on the gurney.

      “It’s dark out. Do you want me to walk you to your car?” Jonah asked, and the genuine kindness of his offer put another dent in her armor.

      “Thank you, but that’s really not necessary. I was here early, so I got a spot close to the building.”

      “You really can’t be too careful,” Connor said. “Let one of us walk you out, Harlow.”

      Her gaze landed on his, sending an odd feeling through her chest. She wasn’t used to anyone looking out for her; at least, not with friendly concern. But Connor’s eyes still brimmed with intensity, and if she wasn’t careful, he’d see right through her, and she could not look weak in front of him, no matter how enticing the idea of being cared for was.

      So Harlow shook her head as she waved goodnight and turned toward the door.

      “I can assure you, I’ll be fine.”

      And she would, because she always was. Tonight wouldn’t be any different.

      No matter how much the sudden ache in her chest wanted to argue.
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      Four days later, Connor was mere inches from zombie status. Other than a handful of five-hour stints with the bed in his apartment and a couple of very stolen, sadly brief power naps on a gurney after—before?—hours at the clinic, he’d been nose to grindstone, his brain completely occupied by taking this staff training plan from theory to practice and his body going along for the ride. Mallory, Jonah, Charlie, and Tess had all rotated through volunteer shifts this week, and although it had required all the people skills he owned, Connor had managed to convince Langston that allowing the interns to fill one eight-hour shift per week at the clinic would help strengthen their budding leadership skills.

      “Of course they’ll be supervised by a doctor or a PA if they treat patients,” Connor had said, and it hadn’t been some bullshit line. He wanted the extra hands on deck, sure, but if there was one thing he’d learned above all others in the Air Force, it was that rules weren’t made to be broken—at least, not unless you wanted a court martial with a side of dishonorable discharge. This class of interns was proving to be sharper than most, and, as such, they knew their protocol. Yeah, they’d maybe miss scrubbing in on a cool surgery or two, and yeah again, they didn’t seem to be thrilled about doing so in favor of modeling their battle-tested time management skills. But it was only temporary, until Connor’s staff got a really solid feel for how a busy clinic should operate, and anyway, he’d promised to make it worth the interns’ while by reviewing tricks for more challenging procedures with them in exchange for their help. Also, maaaaybe springing for their coffee for a week straight.

      It had taken an avalanche of effort, but now that he had the plan in motion, all he needed to do was gain measurable success by Harlow’s Monday deadline, and he’d be just fine.

      Harlow and her fucking deadlines.

      Connor got out of his Jeep Wrangler, turning up the collar of his leather bomber jacket to brace himself against the early morning wind. The reasonable part of his grey matter told him that Harlow wanted what he wanted, and that maybe he shouldn’t be so hard on her. She had been working the same crazy hours as him this week, and she’d made it plain as the ink on his arms that her number-one goal was to get the clinic back on track.

      But then the part of him that knew exactly what she was about kicked in, good and goddamn hard. She was a businesswoman. She didn’t pour a cup of coffee without strategizing everything from the sugar to the stirrer to the sipping, and she’d made her stipulations wildly clear. Harlow had almost certainly given him the chance to train the staff because she thought he’d fail, and it was the clearest path to getting what she wanted.

      Too bad for her, Connor had been manipulated by the best. He knew her strategy, and he was going to beat her at her own game.

      He didn’t fail. And he sure as shit didn’t do business.

      Taking care of people was more than that.

      Aiming himself at the clinic’s main entrance, he shook off the weariness in his muscles, forcing himself to breathe deeply. The sun was sending purplish hints toward the edge of the horizon, and even though the thing wouldn’t actually make daybreak official for another forty-five minutes or so, Harlow’s shiny silver BMW sat on the street in front of the building. She’d arrived at o-dark-thirty every day this week, working well into the evening, just like him, before heading for home.

      I have somewhere I need to be.

      Harlow’s voice, poised and polished and yet somehow just throaty enough to drive him crazy in the good way, threaded up from his memory. Of course she does, you big dummy, Connor thought, crossing the street and riffling through his pocket for the freshly minted front-door key he’d received courtesy of the building manager a few days ago. They might square off on a daily basis, but anyone with more than two brain cells could see how beautiful she was, not to mention smart, which—let’s face it—was even hotter. He should have realized that a woman like Harlow would have more important things to do than hang out with a bunch of volunteers, even if Natalie and Jonah were both MDs. She’d never mentioned a significant other, but she might even have someone waiting for her at home. Eager to hear about her day. To make her laugh. Wanting her.

      Just like he really fucking needed have a come to Jesus meeting with the fact that what Harlow did at home was none of his damned business. They were co-workers. Nothing more. For Chrissake, she was practically the enemy.

      Despite the unexpected and moderately disarming handful of moments he’d spent wanting her.

      Shaking the chill from his shoulders and the thought from his clearly addled head—this time, for good—Connor did the whole key/lock/alarm code dance to get inside the building. The alarm had already been disarmed, just as he’d expected, so Connor made his way toward the office to let Harlow know he was here.

      The sound of her voice filtering through the open door at the end of the hallway caught his attention, the stress in her tone jabbing him directly in the gut beneath his light blue scrubs.

      “Yes, Dad. I’m well aware that making changes to the staff is the first thing we always do. I’ve worked on plenty of restructuring contracts before.”

      The ensuing silence where a reply belonged told Connor that Harlow had to be on the phone rather than having the chat with her old man in person, and his cross-trainers whispered to a halt on the linoleum. A tiny part of him warned that he should about-face and lumber his ass back to the intake desk, where he could plug in his laptop and get to work without eavesdropping on Harlow. But she’d left the door to their office wide open, and she knew he kept the same sort of hours she did. Anyway, she was clearly talking about the staffing plan they’d already agreed to, and damn it, he should have known that the chance she’d given him was too good to be true.

      With his pulse kicking in his throat, Connor moved to call her on it, once and for all. But then the sound of his name coming from her mouth kept him rooted to his spot.

      “I understand that the clinic is different,” Harlow said evenly. “That’s why we’re doing things a little differently here. Connor is working on a plan for the staffing that will allow for improvements while staying within budget. Yes, he’s already implementing it. Yes, the board will get a full update on Monday.”

      Another pause, during which Connor’s curiosity burned like wildfire, and then she said, “Yes, I stand behind the move.”

      Just like that, his curiosity turned into flat-out shock. All business, all-the-time Harlow hadn’t just given him a shot to fix the staffing issues without making cuts.

      She’d gone to bat for him.

      With her father.

      “Of course I have a contingency plan,” she continued, and man, the blush came off that rose fast. “If it doesn’t work, we’ll make cuts and re-staff where necessary as the budget allows. I realize time is a crucial factor. I’ll send you the detailed plan before the board meeting on Monday. By then, we’ll either start to see results or we won’t.”

      The few seconds of silence that followed did nothing to restore Connor’s vitals to their normal resting state. Especially when Harlow ended with, “I know it’s unorthodox, but Connor is here to change operations for the better, and this is his area of expertise. Okay. Yes. I’ll see you then.”

      Connor stood there for a minute, then another, trying like hell to process what had just happened. Harlow had given him a shot to do things his way, even though she’d made it plain she didn’t agree with his methods. She’d even backed him up to her old man, who clearly felt she was making a mistake by supporting Connor’s plan.

      There had to be a catch.

      A second later, he was in the doorframe. “You just went to bat for me.”

      It was a graceless opening, he knew. Of course, Harlow’s wide-eyed blink lasted for less than a second before she replaced it with unshakeable calm.

      “Is eavesdropping a regular habit of yours, or is this a special occasion?”

      Touché. “I didn’t snoop on purpose. You left the door open,” Connor pointed out. “I was coming down the hallway and I happened to overhear you talking about my staffing plan.”

      She pressed her lips together. “Keeping my father up to speed on the clinic’s progress is an integral part of my job.”

      Christ, but her Ivy League mouth matched the rest of her, elegant and intelligent and so fucking hot.

      He moved into the office, shrugging out of his coat and a couple of inhibitions along the way. “Did you mean what you said?”

      “I don’t ever say things I don’t mean,” Harlow replied, and while the claim didn’t shock Connor, the repercussions of it sure as shit did.

      “So, you really do stand by me?”

      Harlow’s lips parted, her lashes fanning wide, and she looked as stunned as Connor felt. “I…”

      The pure emotion on her face lit a glimmer of something that felt a lot like hope in Connor’s chest, and he didn’t wait for her to finish. “Look, I know you’ve got your philosophies, and that they work in a lot of situations. You wouldn’t be where you are if they didn’t. But we have to focus on the human aspect first if we want to make the clinic successful. Good will prevail if we forget all this business crap and put care first,” he said, taking a step toward her with a smile. “I’m just so glad you finally see that.”

      In an instant, her demeanor changed, as if a door had slammed over her wide-open expression, shuttering it as if it had never existed.

      “Business isn’t crap. In fact, taking the business aspect out of a business is the fastest way to ensure that it will never succeed,” she bit out. “And make no mistake. The clinic is a business. It may provide care, but it earns revenue in exchange for its services or it doesn’t run. That is what I see.”

      Connor blinked. “But you said—”

      “I said I would give you a chance to fix the staffing issues your way,” Harlow interrupted, her spine flawlessly straight against the back of her desk chair. “That was a business decision. You presented a sound idea and solid planning. I wouldn’t have supported it otherwise. As for my phone conversation just now”—her frown said she wasn’t going to let go of the fact that he’d blatantly eavesdropped any time soon—“of course I told my father I stand by the decision. It’s the one you and I agreed on, and presenting a united front is good business.”

      “Is that seriously all this is to you?” Connor asked, his frustration rising. “All those people out there who need their jobs? Everyone who relies on the clinic when they’re sick or hurt? They’re just business?”

      Harlow’s stare glinted in the lamplight spilling over her desk, so quickly that Connor wouldn’t stake his life over the fact that he’d even seen the brief burst of emotion in her eyes. Especially when she said, “They’re people, and caring for them starts with business. You think good will prevail if we put care first, but it won’t. Good will only prevail if we make a plan for it. Without that, there is no care. The sooner you get that, the sooner we’ll be able to make real progress here.”

      Connor’s jaw clenched. Damn it, he’d been a fool to think her belief had been in him. All Harlow cared about was furthering her family business. The clinic was just another contract she wanted for her win column. Business as usual.

      But he’d been burned by that mindset before. He wasn’t going to let it happen again.

      And he sure as hell wasn’t going to let her put business ahead of caring for anyone. So he squared his shoulders and said, “I guess we’re at an impasse, then. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got work to do.”
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      Harlow knew a great many things. Among them was that there was an inventory budget in front of her, and she should be eyeball-deep in analyzing the thing before moving on to the host of other tasks lining her evening agenda.

      So, of course, it made perfect sense that all she could think of was Connor’s mouth.

      Whipping her chin to attention, she darted a gaze over the empty office before chiding herself. She hadn’t been thinking of Connor’s mouth so much as what had come out of it this morning; namely, the way he’d dismissively brushed off her entire hard-earned work philosophy in favor of his own. So, she was business-minded. That didn’t make her some sort of cruel bitch who thought people weren’t as important as business. For pity’s sake, she wasn’t lacking a soul. She didn’t like making staffing cuts. But if Connor thought for one second that they were going to get anywhere by impulsively putting people ahead of business when the clinic was a business and needed to be treated as such?

      He was out of his mind. He could be at an impasse all he wanted. She was here to make this place run successfully.

      Even if she had to run over him to do it.

      Harlow’s heart beat faster, anger buzzing under her skin like a current, but she tamped it down. Good business was born of strategy, not emotion, and her father had taught her better than to let something as powerful as anger get the best of her. Connor wasn’t the first—or even fifteenth—man she’d ever worked with who had challenged her methods, and as tempted as she was to let it piss her off, he wouldn’t be the last.

      But he doesn’t just make you mad, does he? He also fires you up…

      A rush of heat expanded in her belly, quickly moving lower despite her efforts to snuff it out. Okay, fine. So the way Connor had looked at her this morning when he’d asked if she really stood by him had made her feel the polar opposite of angry, and the stormy, smoldering stare he’d given up the other night when she’d been on her way home? That had done things to her she hadn’t even thought were physically possible. But come on! It wasn’t as if she could let either of those emotions show.

      Even if there were parts of him that ignited her curiosity right along with her untended (and fucking treasonous) lady bits—like the way he looked out for Natalie’s health and Tess’s baby, or sprang for pizza for his friends. Or how he spoke so patiently to Macie and Dana and the other staff members, even when they asked a thousand and one questions about the new triage procedures or needed help treating the occasional patient with nastier injuries than most.

      It was as if there was this whole other side of Connor that he let everyone but Harlow see, kind and funny and quick with that smile that did all sorts of things to her insides and threw her off her game. He even read freaking romance novels, of all things.

      At least there was one thing they had in common, Harlow thought, letting her gaze travel over the pair of books on the corner of his desk closest to hers. She’d always loved the escape of a really good read, and far too much time had passed since she’d let herself get lost in a nice, juicy novel.

      Harlow sent a furtive gaze over her surroundings, which were—yep—as still and quiet as they had been two minutes ago, and two minutes before that. The staff had to be closing things up for the night by now, and Connor was surely out on the clinic floor, supervising them.

      One peek wouldn’t hurt, right?

      Reaching out, she impulsively picked up the book on top of the pile, tracing a finger over the tall, dark, and dangerous-looking man on the cover. Like Connor, the model had tattoos decorating both arms, and her thoughts shifted under the weight of even more curiosity. She wondered how far Connor’s ink extended. Did his tattoos stop at the broad bulk of his shoulders? Or did those bold splashes of color continue over the hard plane of his chest? His abs?

      Lower?

      Sweet Jesus, why was it so hot in here?

      “You’re welcome to it, you know.”

      Connor’s voice jolted her back to the office like a bucket of ice water directly to the face, and she swung toward him sharply. “E-excuse me?”

      He leaned against the doorframe, the edges of his mouth hooking up into a smile just dark enough to make her shiver. “The book. You can borrow it, if you want.”

      Oh, God, the places her mind had gone.

      You’re welcome to it, you know…

      On second thought, that really hadn’t been her mind, and yeah, she needed to get it together. Immediately.

      “Right. The book.” Squaring her shoulders, Harlow placed the novel calmly and carefully back in the spot from which she’d swiped it. “I apologize. I didn’t mean to go snooping through your things.”

      “Call it even for the eavesdropping this morning?” Connor asked, sending a twist through her belly. As if she needed the reminder of that conversation.

      She nodded in the hope that a truce would kill the conversation and send him on his merry way. She really needed to get rid of all these emotions that had been knotting her up all day, and the task would be a hell of a lot easier if she didn’t have to do it with Connor’s storm-cloud stare on her skin.

      But, of course, her luck was for shit, because the big oaf didn’t budge.

      “I didn’t take you for a romance reader,” he said, his smile still in place and still unnervingly sexy, and Harlow dug deep for her composure.

      “I’m sure there are a lot of things about me that would surprise you.”

      He made a sound she couldn’t decipher. “Oh, yeah? Try me.”

      Damn. She’d waltzed right into that one, now hadn’t she? She thought for a minute, trying to come up with something really good, something he’d never be able to guess on his own—something that might shut him up, or at the very least, make him stop looking at her like he could see right through her—and ah! “My favorite color is yellow.”

      Connor’s laugh was warm and rich, and Harlow couldn’t tell if she was more turned on or pissed off. “Is that the best you’ve got?”

      She went with pissed off. It was easier to navigate. “I suppose you think you can do better.”

      “I’m afraid of thunderstorms.”

      Under any other circumstances, Harlow would’ve been irked that he had—once again—one-upped her. But as it stood, she was too busy dragging her jaw off the office carpet. “You are?”

      “Big time,” Connor confirmed. “No rational reason why. I never got stuck in one as a kid or anything like that. But all that noise and rain and wind, with the ground shaking and stuff?” He paused to shudder. “Ugh, no thanks.”

      “Oh, my God. I never would have guessed that,” Harlow admitted.

      His smirk sailed directly into her solar plexus, lodging deep. “Now that is the way to surprise someone.”

      Was. It. Ever.

      “You want to give it another go?” Connor asked, lifting his chin in encouragement. “We can keep the topic so you don’t even have to get creative about it. You can just tell me something you’re afraid of.”

      The answer formed in an instant, and God help her, Harlow nearly let it burst out. Her heart pounded at the thought, at the fact that she’d nearly loosened it, and she heard the echo of it in her head as she stuffed it back under the cover of her composure, where it belonged.

      I’m scared to be alone.

      “I’m not really afraid of anything,” she said smoothly, fixing him with the cool smile she’d been trying to scrape together since he’d appeared in the doorframe. “Other than the fact that this inventory budget is pretty much a dumpster fire.”

      For one excruciatingly long heartbeat, Harlow thought he’d push. But then he straightened his frame to its full height and held up a manila folder.

      “Speaking of which. These are the printouts of all the medical supply orders from the last three months, along with the complete inventories of the main supply closet, the lab, and all the exam rooms and curtain areas.”

      “Oh, good. Those should help.” Harlow took the folder he handed over and flipped through the first few pages. 60 cc syringes, IV needle catheters, sterile lap pads, culture test tubes…  “We’re going to need to set up a time to go over these together,” she said.

      “Sounds scintillating,” Connor quipped, and seriously, she had less than zero patience for this right now.

      “It’s necessary. Unless you want me to decide how many suture kits we really need per month?”

      Well, that got him. “I didn’t say I wouldn’t do it.” He paused to rub a hand over the back of his neck. “When were you thinking?”

      Harlow eyed the very unbalanced numbers in front of her on her laptop screen. “As soon as you’re able would be ideal.”

      “We could do it now,” he said. “The staff is already gone for the night. Unless you’re headed out, too?”

      “No. Right now is fine.”

      Her brain sent up a warning that this was a bad idea. She was already tired (okay, fine. She’d been ready for mattress worship like two hours ago) and on-edge and a thousand other things she probably shouldn’t be when cooped up after hours with Connor. But she really couldn’t navigate the supply budget without his expertise, and since she didn’t know when he’d be both willing and able to go over the thing again, she couldn’t exactly be picky.

      “Great.” He moved to his desk, fitting himself into his chair and reclaiming the folder full of inventory sheets. Harlow’s entire body seemed out to get her, because her stomach chose the near-silent moment to sound off in a mortifying rumble.

      Connor’s auburn brows lifted. “Did you eat dinner?”

      “Yes,” Harlow said, although ehhhhhh, now that she thought about it, that container of microwaveable tomato soup had probably fallen under the umbrella of lunch.

      “Are you sure?” His skepticism belonged on a billboard, and God, she was so sick of everyone doubting her.

      “Yes, I’m sure. I know this may come as a shock to you, but I am actually quite capable of taking care of myself.”

      The edges of his mouth turned sharply downward. “That’s not what I meant.”

      “Really? What did you mean, then?” How else could he have intended the question?

      “I…” Connor’s eyes flashed, but the emotion didn’t last long enough for her to identify it. “You know what, forget it. Never mind. Where did you want to start with these?”

      Harlow looked at the papers now spread on the desk between them, but funny, the work didn’t calm her like usual. “Unfortunately, it looks as if this budget has been grossly exceeded every month we’ve been open. We’re going to have to go through these line by line to determine where we can scale back.”

      “Scaling back on medical supplies is a spectacularly bad idea,” Connor said, crossing his arms over his massive chest and sending a buzz of frustration through her veins.

      “I understand that we can’t scale back on all of them. But there’s no way we can keep spending—”

      “Do you know what happens when a patient’s airway is compromised and we can’t intubate them because we don’t have enough kits, or the right size blade for the laryngoscope?”

      Harlow thought of the three times she’d witnessed her mother being intubated, and crossed her arms back so her shaking hands wouldn’t show. Don’t think about it. Don’t. “I’m sure that if a patient were having that much trouble breathing, they’d go directly to the ED.”

      Connor shook his head and leaned in closer. “It doesn’t always work that way. A patient’s condition can deteriorate in a matter of seconds if they’re sick or hurt badly enough, and without intubation, they can’t breathe. Without IV kits, we can’t get certain antibiotics on board to treat nasty infections—”

      “And without a balanced budget, we can’t do anything,” Harlow interjected, because she was certain he’d been about to go through their entire inventory, and the last thing she needed right now was a course in Medical Supplies For Dummies. “Look, I know it’s not going to be easy. But I gave you latitude to do the staffing your way. Now I need you to work with me on this budget.”

      “You can’t run a clinic that way,” Connor said. “It’s not a negotiation.”

      Harlow’s feet found the floor so quickly that she barely felt them touch down, her pulse snapping through her like a wild, untamable thing as all the emotion she’d kept bottled up flew swiftly past her lips.

      “It is absolutely a negotiation! We are supposed to be working together. Me, and you”—she poked a finger at the immovable expanse of his chest, and she vaguely realized he’d stood, too—“but you don’t want to compromise. All you do is fight me at every turn!”

      “I’m not trying to fight you,” he said, but oh, she was too far gone for reason now.

      “That’s not stopping you from doing it.”

      His eyes did the storm cloud thing. “Yeah, well, you’re fighting back.”

      Harlow’s belly did the backflip thing. Not that it stopped her from upping the ante. “I don’t have any other choice when all you do is make me…”

      All of a sudden, she was aware of how little space there was between them. How she could feel the heat of Connor’s body rolling off of him in waves. See the deep auburn sweep of his lashes as he dropped his stare to her mouth and watched her whisper, “Crazy.”

      “You make me crazy, too,” he whispered back.

      Harlow’s heartbeat accelerated even faster, the fizz of anger in her veins turning into a different sensation altogether. She needed to step away. She needed to take a breath. She needed to collect herself so she could fix this problem rationally, once and for all.

      Instead, she slammed her mouth over his.
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      Harlow knew immediately that she was in the deepest sort of trouble, because the second her lips made contact with Connor’s, all she could think was more.

      Then he let out a moan from the very back of his throat, and screw that. She was done thinking.

      Her arms flew around his shoulders, which were even more sculpted and heavenly than they looked. Connor hauled her against his body in return, his hands moving low to wrap around the back of her rib cage. In her heels, she didn’t have to press up very far to keep her mouth fused to his, and the evenness that lent to the playing field sent a wicked thrill through Harlow’s blood.

      The kiss hadn’t been gentle to begin with. But when Connor swept his tongue over her bottom lip in a demand for entry, Harlow demanded right back. She parted her mouth to give him access—she wasn’t stupid. But as soon as he went exploring, she met him with a bold stroke of her tongue. The push/pull of the kiss was exactly like their relationship, hot and demanding and so fucking intense, and Harlow arched against him even though they were already pressed together from shoulders to hips.

      Connor made a noise she couldn’t describe, and oh, it did things to her. Using the forward momentum she’d just created, she kept moving, giving him no choice but to go back a step, then another, until finally, his shoulder blades met the wall with a thump. Harlow smiled against his mouth, her heart pounding faster from the thrill of the kiss, the contact—God, all of him.

      The thrill became pure, uncut arousal when Connor tightened his hands to fists over the back of her dress and swung her around with a swift yank so that she was pressed against the wall, and he was pressed against her.

      “Ah.” The moan that drifted out of her was shameless. She didn’t care—she felt too lit up for that.

      But Connor must have cared a lot, because he got even bolder. Pushing deeper into her mouth, he kissed her as if he’d been starving for her, his tongue thrusting, his teeth clicking against hers. Harlow kissed him back equally, desperate need building in her belly like an out-of-control wildfire. He slid a hand over her rib cage as the other one framed her face, and her breath caught in some crazy sound she didn’t even know she’d been capable of when his fingers moved up to knot in her hair. Connor’s body was hot and hard—Oh, God, seriously hard—on hers. Harlow tipped her hips up toward the erection pressed tight to her lower belly.

      His hand traveled higher in response, cupping her breast over her dress. There were no pleasantries here, and Harlow didn’t want any. Connor closed his fingers over her, pinching her nipple with just enough pressure to be provocative and not painful. She gasped into his mouth when he did it again, his big masterful fingers making her desperate. Making her crazy.

      Making her feel.

      Harlow stilled in an instant. Connor caught up on a three-second delay, stilling along with her, then pulling his chin back to look at her, and holy shit, was she insane? Of all the rules she could break, fraternizing with a co-worker—at work, no less!—was the worst. Technically, it wasn’t against the rules. But the implications, not to mention the complications, had the potential to become a wrecking ball to her carefully crafted career. On a contract where she could not afford missteps.

      And she knew better.

      “Harlow?” Connor asked quietly, and God, the look of concern etched on his face took her even further out of her depth. Going toe to toe with him, she could handle. But this? It was too much.

      “I apologize,” she said with as much crisp formality as she could muster for someone who had been inches away from riding her co-director like a Kentucky Derby racehorse. Connor took a backward step at the words, giving her literal and figurative room to breathe.

      “For what?” he asked.

      Was he kidding? “Kissing you was”—hot. So hot. So. Very. Hot—“wrong,” Harlow breathed, and great. She was really selling it. She cleared her throat. “It was wrong and impulsive, and I shouldn’t have done it. I apologize.”

      Connor shook his head. “Okay, so it was a little impulsive, yeah, but—”

      “No buts,” she said, because really, she had to lock up her feelings and get back to what was important. Immediately, if not sooner. “It was an error in judgment on my part.”

      “You think it was a mistake?” Emotion flickered through his stare, a combination of disbelief and something a whole lot darker and sexier, but Harlow nodded.

      She had to.

      “I do. If we could just forget it happened, I think that would be best.”

      For a second, she thought he’d argue. They did, after all, excel at it, and he looked primed and ready to press the issue.

      But then, Connor took another step back, his expression utterly blank as he nodded.

      “Fine by me,” he said.

      And then he walked out of the office.
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      Connor was ninety percent sure he was an idiot. Two days had passed since the kiss he’d shared with Harlow in the office clinic, and even though he’d replayed the whole thing over in his head no less than a thousand times, he still couldn’t quite figure out what the hell had happened. One minute, they’d been arguing like usual, and the next, they’d been caught up in a kiss so sexy and intense, it had bordered on a religious experience.

      Christ, that kiss. There hadn’t been words to explain the feeling that had expanded in his chest when Harlow had let loose on him, her emotions tumbling out of her in waves. Her irritation, he’d grown accustomed to. Her stubbornness, too. But when those blue eyes had glittered with desire, her hot, heart-shaped mouth forming the words, “you drive me crazy,” he’d felt it everywhere, and he’d wanted nothing more than to yank her dress up, her panties down, and show her a whole new definition of crazy.

      Right up until she’d frozen. In hindsight, it had probably been good that one of them had come to their senses, and with how mindless she’d been making him, with those greedy sighs and that needful mouth—yeah. It sure as hell wasn’t going to have been him. But as clearly consensual as the kiss had been, it was equally clear that she regretted initiating it in hindsight, and damn it, the thought was sitting on him like a two-ton boulder.

      Harlow had said kissing him was wrong, but it hadn’t felt wrong.

      It had felt perfect.

      And that was driving him crazier than anything she’d done or said since she’d first summoned him from the ED two weeks ago.

      “Connor? Hey! What are you…whoa.” Charlie’s footsteps clapped to a halt about three strides into the ED lounge, where Connor had parked his big, indecisive ass. Thankfully, Parker, who was right behind his fiancée, was spot-on in the reflexes department, and managed to stop without crashing into her.

      “Hey, man,” Parker said, his dark brows tugging downward in concern. “You’re here awfully early. You hanging out with us in the ED this morning?”

      Connor nodded. No sense in pretending it wasn’t zero-five-fifty when the big ol’ clock on the wall was right there, reminding them. “Not really hanging out. I was just…” Well, shit. “Hiding, I guess.”

      Parker and Charlie exchanged a glance that was lightning fast and loaded with meaning. Wordlessly, Charlie moved over to the coffeepot and started to pour, while Parker sat down in the chair next to the edge of the couch, where Connor had grown roots.

      “Feel like elaborating?” Parker asked, and Connor considered his options. He could slap on a smile and make a joke about wanting a breather from his workload at the clinic, and his friends probably wouldn’t push. The thing was, he wasn’t sure he wanted to say no. Whenever he’d gotten jammed up over something in the past, he’d always used his friends as a sounding board. Granted, the whole I-kissed-my-co-director-and-I-liked-it thing was a bit higher on the WTF scale than Connor’s norm. But he couldn’t deny that his friends were his family, and when he needed to air shit out, they were always there.

      Still, he had to proceed with at least a little decorum. Harlow had said she wanted to forget the kiss entirely, which meant she’d probably strangle him for forking over the details to his friends. Plus, he’d never really been the type to kiss and tell, and the kiss was really just the cherry on top of the whole maddening situation, anyway.

      “Harlow and I are, um. Having trouble getting into a groove of working together,” Connor said.

      Charlie surprised him with a laugh. “That sounds about right.”

      “It does?”

      “Yeah, dude.” Parker took the cup of coffee Charlie handed over with a smile and a murmur of thanks, nodding at her as she sat next to Connor on the couch. “I know it’s not quite the same because you and Harlow aren’t involved outside of work, but it took me and Charlie a while to figure things out, too. You two are working long, crazy hours all up in each other’s space, and putting the clinic to rights isn’t exactly a low-stress objective. The fact that you and Harlow are butting heads while you get adjusted isn’t really that shocking.”

      Connor skipped around the whole involved-outside-of-work thing. He and Harlow had only kissed once, and he doubted there would be a repeat, but still… “I’m not sure we are getting adjusted. I figured we’d have some growing pains,” he said. “But it’s been two weeks, and all we do is argue.”

      “Okay, you guys do seem to have pretty different personalities,” Charlie mused. “You both want the same thing, though. Is there really no room for common ground?”

      “No. I don’t know.” Connor jammed a hand through his hair. Ugh, this whole thing was so fucking frustrating. “Sometimes it feels like there might be, but just when I think we’ll finally make some headway, one of us does or says something that sets the other one off, and then we’re right back to being enemies.”

      Charlie’s red-gold brows arched. “Enemies, huh? That seems…”

      “Heated?” Parker supplied, and shit. Shit, shit, shit, they were getting too close to the truth.

      “I’m just saying. We spend all of our time fighting each other rather than making real progress. I don’t see how we’re ever going to get anywhere.”

      Charlie tilted her head in thought. “I know this is going to sound a little crazy, but have you tried just talking to her?”

      “Of course,” Connor said, but Charlie lifted her non-coffee hand to stop him before he could continue.

      “I’m not asking if you’ve talked at her, or if she’s talked at you. The answer to that one seems pretty clear.” Her voice softened, her eyes crinkling at the edges as she reached out to squeeze his forearm. “What I’m asking is, have you tried laying down your weapons and lowering your armor and really telling her how you feel about running the clinic?”

      Connor blinked. “Well, no,” he managed. “But I don’t think it would work.”

      Harlow already knew how he wanted to run the clinic. True, he’d never really explained the why of it to her—in his defense, she’d never bothered to ask. But he wasn’t really interested in lowering his guard for a tell-all when it wouldn’t change how she felt about his methods. Even if he had been pretty hard on her ideas so far, too.

      “Okay, but if it doesn’t work, you won’t be any worse off than you are now, will you?” Charlie asked, and gah, there she went, making sense again.

      “I guess not,” Connor said slowly. Still. He couldn’t tell Harlow everything. Hell, he hadn’t even told his friends everything, and he trusted them more than anyone else on the planet.

      Parker must’ve sensed Connor’s hesitation, because he leaned in and said, “When I first started my internship…again”—the guy made no bones about the fact that he was a take-two in the program, which made Connor respect him all the more—“I knew it was going to be really tough. Harder than the first time, even. When I realized I was going to be working with Charlie every day on top of it?”

      He paused and looked at Charlie, who was nodding in agreement. “We had a lot of differences, and we fought a lot, just like you and Harlow are doing now,” Charlie said. “Our friction was obviously from our past together, so like Parker said, it’s a bit different than why you and Harlow are at odds. But I won’t lie, Connor. I remember feeling like Parker and I would never find enough common ground to be able to work together.”

      “So, what happened?” Connor asked. “I mean, you guys obviously figured it out.”

      Parker sat back in his chair and laughed. “We had a gigantic fight in the supply closet, of course. Total impasse. Both of us furious. It was some serious all-is-lost shit, let me tell you.”

      Connor would have tried to cage his shock, but he’d always hated a losing battle. “No way. You two?”

      They worked together flawlessly now. For Chrissake, Connor had seen them run back-to-back code red traumas just a couple weeks ago and they’d been practically fucking clairvoyant.

      “Hand to God.” Charlie grinned. “It was awful.”

      “Well, don’t keep me in suspense,” Connor said, waving them both on. Jeez! “How’d you fix it?”

      Parker gave up a wistful expression, then glanced at Charlie and said, “She set her frustrations aside—and I know that wasn’t easy—and she came and talked to me. No pretenses. No anger. No bullshit. It didn’t fix everything right away,” he added. “But it let us start.”

      “So, that’s it?” Connor asked. “You guys just talked?”

      “Yep. It’s that easy,” Charlie said.

      “And that hard,” Parker tacked on. “I mean, let’s face facts. We’re dudes.” He twirled a finger between himself and Connor. “Letting loose with our feelings is not intuitive. But for stuff like this, it does work.”

      Charlie nodded. “We’re living proof.”

      Connor sat back and digested the conversation as Charlie and Parker started to get ready for their early shift. He might not be willing to share all of his feelings with Harlow—some of that stuff would never come out of the deep, dark places where he’d buried it because it was exactly where it belonged. But maybe if he took the chance that she’d listen, he could talk to her (and okay, fine. Listen, too) and they’d finally be able to get somewhere other than mad. Either that, or they’d have their worst argument to date and never find common ground.

      But there was only one way to find out.
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      Connor stood outside the office door with a file folder in one hand and a bag full of pastries in the other. He had no fucking clue if the strategy he’d formed over the last two hours would work, but what he did know was that Charlie was right.

      Nothing ventured, nothing gained, and he and Harlow couldn’t fix the clinic if all they did was argue.

      “Good morning,” he said, making his way over the threshold and shutting the door behind him.

      Harlow looked up—Jesus, those glasses were seriously going to end him one day—her gaze as businesslike as ever as she replied, “Good morning.”

      Here goes nothing. Or, you know. Maybe everything. “I, ah, brought you breakfast.”

      Her blue stare flickered over the bag in his hand, widening slightly before she chased her surprise with a frown. “I’m perfectly capable of taking care of myself, you know.”

      Connor’s irritation flared. For Pete’s sake, it was a couple of cranberry pistachio scones and some mixed fruit. She didn’t have to be so damned defensive. But then he bit his tongue (hard) and looked past her frown to what it was covering, mentally replaying her words once, then again…

      Holy shit. Could Harlow actually believe he thought she wasn’t capable?

      “You hold an executive position in one of Remington’s most lucrative companies. Of course you can take care of yourself,” he said, and oh, that got her. He stepped over to his desk, although he didn’t get presumptuous enough to hand over her scone. “But I was grabbing something for myself, and I thought you might be hungry since I’m betting you’ve been here for a while.”

      “Oh.” She bit her lip and eyed the bag again. “Well, I suppose a little sustenance wouldn’t hurt.”

      “Please,” Connor said, unearthing a couple of napkins and a wax paper-wrapped pastry, handing over both before taking the second pastry out for himself. “A banana is a little sustenance. A plain old bagel is a little sustenance. These scones? Not even in the same ballpark.”

      Harlow unwrapped her crumbly golden triangle of pure goodness and inhaled. She’d left the overhead fluorescents off in favor of the lamp on the corner of her desk, but not even the softer, golden light could mask her sudden shift in expression. “They do smell delicious.”

      “They’re life-changing.” He waited for her to take a bite before following up with, “See?”

      “Mmmm.” It was half reply, half pleasure, and hell if that didn’t bring him to his first order of business.

      “So, I know you want to forget about…what happened between us on Friday evening,” he said, hating the fact that Harlow’s shoulders had tensed at the mention of their kiss, but proceeding nonetheless. “And I can respect that. I guess I just want to be sure you don’t feel uncomfortable working with me.”

      Understanding dawned on her pretty face. “But I kissed you.”

      “I kissed you back,” Connor reminded her, mentally adding not a little. “And now you regret it, so—”

      “Connor, stop.” Although she’d interrupted him, her tone was soft, surprising him enough to make him clam up and listen. “I don’t regret the fact that we kissed; at least, not in the way you’re suggesting. If I hadn’t wanted it in the moment, I wouldn’t have done it. Impulsive or not.”

      At that, her cheeks flushed the same shade of pink as her sweater dress. “That said, it was extremely impulsive, and that’s not in character for me, especially with a colleague. You and I work together, and we’re here to turn the clinic around. We shouldn’t lose sight of what’s important. Deal?”

      “Do you ever not negotiate?” he asked, unable to help himself.

      Harlow pressed a smile between her lips. “What do you think?”

      Ah, hell. She had him there. “Fair enough. Speaking of which”—Connor turned his attention to the file folder he’d brought into the office, grabbing it with his non-scone hand and passing it over—“this is also for you.”

      “It’s a copy of the inventory budget we were discussing on Friday,” she replied after a minute’s perusal.

      “It is. I went over it and made a bunch of notes. I know the suggestions I made for cuts are a little conservative. I’m not trying to make your job difficult,” he emphasized. “But with the mess we inherited from Dr. Roper, it’s tough to know exactly which supplies we’ll really need, not to mention in what quantity, and erring on the side of caution seemed smart—at least, until we can get a more accurate idea of what an average month will really look like.”

      Harlow flipped through the pages again, her brows drawn in obvious thought. “This is conservative,” she agreed. Her hair had fallen forward in a smooth, blond curtain as she’d tipped her head to read, and damn it, her expression was impossible to fully see, let alone interpret.

      “It’s a start,” she finally finished. “I don’t think we can make it a whole month before we make some more significant changes than this, though. The mess we inherited from Roper is just as bad on the budget end.”

      Connor bit down on the urge to argue. They couldn’t operate without supplies, for fuck’s sake. But they couldn’t operate without working together, either. Or, at least, trying to.

      “I’m not sure where else to make cuts,” he said truthfully. “But I can emphasize efficiency with the staff, and ask the docs and interns who are volunteering to do the same when they help with training. I mean, we don’t get stingy with lap pads when someone comes into the ED with a nasty lac and we need to stop the bleeding, but we don’t exactly make water balloons out of the nitrile gloves, either. Langston would have a kitten.”

      The genuine smile Harlow cracked lasted for a split second, but oh, it had been there. “Does it seem reasonable to see where we are in two weeks rather than a full month? That might placate the board a bit, even if all we’re able to give them is an update.”

      “I guess, sure.” Not ideal, but he’d worked with worse.

      “Great. I’ll be sure to put that in my notes for this afternoon’s meeting.”

      They lapsed into silence, and Connor knew he should leave her to it. He was spending today doing hands-on training with his nurses and docs, which meant he had no less than a trillion things to prep, too. He and Harlow had made a tiny bit of progress—they’d gotten through the entire conversation without arguing, anyway. Somehow, he’d been expecting to feel different, more like she really got what he wanted to do at the clinic after they’d talked. But maybe that was what Charlie had meant by baby steps?

      “Connor?” Harlow said, delivering him out of his head and back into the office with a thunk. “Thank you for these notes. We still have a lot of work to do on the budget, of course, but seeing the information right here in front of me allows me to make better sense of things.”

      Her words hit him square in the chest, the realization that followed making his heart pound with awareness, and God, how had he not seen this sooner? Talking to Harlow might have opened the door, but caring for people was his livelihood. His purpose. And business was hers.

      Connor couldn’t just tell her how he wanted to run things and expect that she’d get it.

      He had to show her.

      Before he could stop himself, he turned to her and said, “You know what, I can do better than that report. And if you’ll give me a few hours of your time, I can prove it. So, what do you say? Are you willing to give me a chance?”
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      Harlow sent a gaze over the crowded waiting room and wished she’d eaten her words for breakfast instead of that scone. Not that the scone hadn’t been worthy of a major foodgasm, because—hello—she’d practically had to restrain herself from Hoovering up the crumbs in the bottom of the bag. But after that five-alarm kiss on Friday (oh, God, her toes were still half-curled just thinking about it), she’d expected them to go back to banter as usual. When Connor had brought her breakfast out of kindness, of all things, then done his best to meet her at least partway on the inventory budget? Her guard had dipped just enough for her to say yes when he’d asked for a chance to prove his worth.

      The not-a-little cynical part of her that had made her so successful warned that Connor’s actions had been all strategy. But she’d had no less than a hundred different people try to manipulate her a hundred different ways in the past year alone. For God’s sake, it was practically the hallmark of doing business. Harlow knew when someone was trying to play her.

      And Connor had been genuine when he’d asked her to give him a chance.

      She just hadn’t known that chance would involve her working so closely with patients. Ones who might come in for something small, like some silly headaches they’d been having. Only the headaches might turn out to be one of the largest and most invasive glioblastomas the head of neurology has ever seen, let alone tried to treat.

      Oh, God, she couldn’t do this.

      “Hey.” Connor appeared beside her at the intake desk, an electronic chart in hand and a smile firmly in place. “You ready?”

      Damn it! He looked so relaxed, so confident and in his element, that the faux emergency excuse Harlow had been concocting in her head went up in smoke. Backing out now would make her look weak, not to mention being unprofessional and—okay, fine—pretty uncool since she’d promised to give him a chance. Plus, she’d successfully negotiated multi-million-dollar contracts with cutthroat CEOs more times than she could count. She could do this. If it meant truly getting to a place where she and Connor could work together, instead of against each other, to get the clinic where it needed to be, she would do this.

      She’d do anything.

      “I am,” Harlow said, gesturing to her feet. She’d taken Connor’s suggestion and replaced her usual stilettos with the pair of much lower, admittedly much more comfortable kitten heels she kept tucked away in the office for late nights or emergencies.

      “We do a lot of running around out here. Definitely a good call,” he told her.

      “I’m not really sure what you want me to run around after,” she said. “I certainly can’t help with operations.”

      Connor shook his head, propping the tablet across one palm as he tapped the thing to life with his opposite hand. “You can’t treat patients. That’s true. But you can observe, as long as the patients consent, and in doing that, you’ll get a better sense of the process. What equipment we use, how often we run labs, what medications and supplies we need in stock, how many doctors and techs we need to make things run efficiently. All of it.”

      Harlow had to admit, the idea held merit. “Alright, then. Where do we start?”

      “At the beginning, of course. This computer is hooked up to the main portal where patients sign in, in the lobby.” He gestured to the large monitor on the intake desk adjacent to Macie’s work station. “For sick visits, Macie reviews each entry and gets the patients checked in. ID, consent to be treated, insurance information if they have it, chief complaint. That sort of thing. If they’re not emergent, they go into this queue here”—he indicated a column on the screen highlighted in green—“and then a nurse escorts them back to an exam area, takes vitals and a more comprehensive history, and does preliminary tests if they’re indicated.”

      “Preliminary tests?” Harlow asked, her mind beginning to turn over the information.

      “They order films if it looks like a patient might have a fracture, do throat cultures or flu tests if the patient presents with certain symptoms. Things like that. Then the docs or PAs come in to do a follow-up exam, confirm a diagnosis, prescribe treatment, and release them, and bam. The patient gets care.”

      Harlow blinked. “You make it sound so easy.”

      She realized after the words had escaped how easily they could be misconstrued, and her face heated. “I’m sure it’s not, of course, but—”

      “It’s not,” Connor agreed. He looked past the thick Plexiglas windows and into the crowded waiting room, then back at the list of patients spanning more than half the length of the monitor. “The process is becoming more streamlined now that we’re focused on making things run more efficiently, yes. But we’re still getting used to doing things this way, and the sheer volume of patients makes things challenging. Plus, sometimes the simplest things are the easiest to screw up.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Connor lifted a brawny shoulder and let it drop. “Procedure is good in most cases, and a standard set of rules and regulations is necessary for well-run ops.”

      “Also for any well-run business,” Harlow put in, unable to keep the thought to herself. But come on. Without policy, nothing worked. Not to mention the legality issues of not following standards, especially for a clinic.

      Connor smiled, as if he’d expected her response. “I’m not disagreeing entirely. Medical compliancy isn’t negotiable, and I hold myself and everyone who works here to the highest standard where that’s concerned.”

      Harlow exhaled in relief as he continued, “But these are people we’re dealing with, and when you work in health care, you tend to see them on their worst days. Sick, hurt. Gravely injured. Dying. That makes things difficult. We’ve got to think fast, stay on our toes, and sometimes, we’ve also got to think outside the box to treat them properly. Speaking of treating people”—he held up the tablet—“our first patient of the day is Katrina Marin.”

      Connor made a quick entry into the system, transferring the patient’s basic information into a chart which he then pulled up on the tablet and reviewed with Harlow. His movements were not just well-practiced—he might as well have been breathing or taking a leisurely stroll for how second-nature he made the process look—but genuinely effortless, as if the prospect of treating the patient actually calmed him.

      He made his way through the door to the waiting area with Harlow in tow, calling out, “Ms. Marin?” who turned out to be a young woman who looked like she belonged in a commercial for high-powered cold medication.

      “Hi, I’m Connor. I’m a nurse, and I’ll be part of the team taking care of you today.”

      “Whoa.” The woman blinked up at him, then coughed into the crook of her elbow and winced. “Sorry. I feel like crap.”

      “We’ve got a lot of that going around,” Connor told her, his sympathy on full display without being overdone. “Let’s see if we can get you feeling better.”

      He went through the steps that he’d described for Harlow, from getting the woman’s consent to have Harlow present for the exam to taking a health history and asking pointed questions, then performing a handful of tests based on his findings.

      But hearing him describe the protocol was a far cry from watching him put it into action. Connor didn’t just go through the motions, although he was clearly following the operating procedure he’d been fine-tuning with the staff over the past week. He really listened to the patient, and even though she ended up having a garden-variety upper-respiratory infection (“good news!” he’d proclaimed, after one of their PAs, Rochelle, had confirmed the diagnosis Connor had suspected. “We have an easy fix for this.”), he took her discomfort with the same seriousness as he did the six-year-old with a double ear infection, the man with the persistent nosebleed, and the teenager who’d gotten whacked in the head with a hockey puck in gym class—who they’d ultimately sent over to the ED for concussion protocol, just to be safe.

      “Okay,” Harlow finally admitted, after watching Connor splint a nine-year-old’s badly sprained ankle and reassure the kid’s dad that the boy should make a full recovery with some rest and ice and good, old-fashioned time. “You weren’t kidding about all the running around.”

      But rather than gloat or get all I-told-you-so about it, Connor just nodded. “You learn to pace yourself, but yeah. It’s pretty intense, even when the patients aren’t emergent. They’re still hurting.”

      “That kid was in a lot of pain,” Harlow said, her heart catching involuntarily as her gaze moved to the curtain area that the boy and his father had just vacated.

      “The sprain was nasty,” Connor agreed. “But he’ll be okay, and we were able to treat him pretty quickly. Those are good things.”

      “My mother would have liked that he got such attentive care.”

      The admission came out of nowhere, surprising them both equally, if the look on Connor’s face was any indication, and God, she needed a redirect. Fast.

      “And I’m pleased to be able to tell the board that the new system seems to be running efficiently.” She squared her shoulders. Yes. Business. This, she knew how to do. This was familiar. It made her feel strong. “I assume there’s a similar procedure for well visits?”

      Connor nodded after a beat. “Why don’t I show you?”

      They made their way to the intake desk, where Connor showed her a column of names on the monitor, highlighted in blue. “These are our well-visit appointments. We get everything from sports physicals for high school students to people needing sutures removed to folks requesting flu shots. Usually one PA handles all the well visits on any given day. But we’re going to snag this patient.”

      “Marta Atwell?” Harlow asked, her eyes traveling over the name Connor had pointed to on the screen.

      “Yep. I think you’ll like this one. Come on.”

      He moved to the threshold between the triage area and the waiting room. But instead of calling out the patient’s name, as he had with everyone else they’d seen today, he walked over to a blond woman sitting nearby and gave her a big smile.

      “Hey, Marta. How are you feeling?”

      The woman brightened. “Oh, hi, Connor! I feel like there’s a rugby match going on in my belly, but other than that…” She gestured to her roundly pregnant midsection, and Connor carefully helped her to her feet.

      “Well, you look great. Let’s get you set for your appointment.”

      He clearly knew the woman, which, Harlow supposed, made sense. Connor had volunteered at the clinic when they’d sponsored various wellness events, and he’d certainly been a jack of all trades over at the hospital, too. Still, something squeezed, low and deep in her chest, as she watched the easy camaraderie unfold.

      “I heard you’re in charge of things over here now,” Marta said, following Connor into one of the clinic’s four private exam rooms, separate from the triage cubicles and more open curtain areas.

      “Some things,” he amended. “But on occasion, I still get lucky enough to treat patients, too. This is my colleague, Ms. Davenport. She and I are co-directors.”

      Harlow tested out a smile and a polite hello, which the woman readily returned, and Connor continued. “We’re working together to try and make the clinic even better. To that end, I was wondering if you’d be okay with her observing your well check today. It’s completely up to you,” he stressed.

      “Oh, no. I don’t mind.” Marta shook her head and laughed. “I’m having a baby in three weeks, so I guess I should get used to a room full of people when I’m being examined, right?”

      “Only if you’re comfortable with it,” Connor said. He helped Marta up onto the exam table, taking her vitals and transferring the data into her chart. “So, any pain or discomfort since your visit last week?”

      Marta snorted. “I’m thirty-seven weeks pregnant. At this point, even rolling over in the middle of the night is uncomfortable.”

      “Fair enough. Anything new?”

      “Actually, I had some weird pressure way down low, right here”—she placed a hand on the low curve of her belly—“about an hour ago. On and off for like, I don’t know…twenty minutes? But the baby is still moving around and everything else is normal.”

      Connor took a hand-held monitor out of one of the drawers in the small supply cabinet beside the sink, then grabbed a container of gel from the counter. “Huh. Did the pressure hurt?”

      “Not really? I don’t know, maybe a little. It was mostly just squeezing. Why? Is that bad?”

      Marta’s voice pinched in concern, making Harlow’s heart stutter.

      But Connor didn’t bat so much as a single auburn lash. “Usually not. I’m just trying to figure out if you were having Braxton-Hicks contractions. Those are perfectly normal, especially for someone in her thirty-seventh week. Why don’t we take a listen to the little guy before Dr. Mendoza comes in, just to be sure everything is on the level?”

      “Okay.” Marta nodded. “It would make me feel better to hear the baby’s heartbeat.”

      “Well, in that case, let’s make it happen.”

      Connor went to adjust the exam table so Marta could recline without having to lie all the way down, but the mechanism stuck, and he had to work at it. Marta bit her lower lip, her expression still laced with concern, and Harlow scrambled for something that might put the woman at ease.

      “Do you know if the baby is a girl or a boy?” she tried, and Marta gave up a small smile.

      “Boy.”

      “Oh.” Connor had just said little guy, Harlow realized belatedly. Ugh, unless she was making a business plan for what brand of diaper the kid should wear or negotiating the terms of his college fund, she was seriously bad at peopling. “Have you, um, chosen his name?”

      “Not yet.” Marta warmed a tiny bit. “It’s between Ethan and Declan. My husband is kind of superstitious. He says we’ll know which one fits when we see the baby.”

      Connor got the exam table locked into place—fifth time was a charm—and grinned. “Hey, I have a buddy named Declan. Great choices.”

      He let Marta slide back and get comfortable. She lifted her shirt while Connor snapped a pair of nitrile gloves into place, and he squeezed some gel onto her belly, then followed it with the hand-held monitor that seemed to be some sort of high-powered microphone.

      The machine let out a burst of static that startled Harlow. But then the static settled, the steady, rapid whump whump whump whump of the baby’s heartbeat pulsing through the speaker, and her breath slipped out on a soft laugh.

      “There he is,” Connor said, smiling, too. But Marta’s face was bent in sudden pain, her body completely rigid as she gasped.

      “Oh, ow! That pain is back, but it’s worse than before.”

      Harlow’s heart slammed, but Connor simply said, “Show me exactly where,” his tone turning the demand gentle. Marta flattened a palm across the same spot she’d indicated before, and Connor lowered the monitor to the counter in favor of pressing a call button on the wall.

      “We’re going to change up the plan just a little, Marta. I’m going to get Dr. Mendoza in here to—”

      “Connor.” Harlow’s heartbeat had gone from a slam to something she couldn’t describe, and Marta’s eyes went round and wide as she realized what Harlow had just seen.

      “Oh, my God,” the woman whispered. “I think my water just broke.”
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      Connor took a deep breath, but his lungs made him earn every molecule. Adrenaline slithered through his veins like the sneaky bitch that it was, but nope. No chance. His only priority was his patient, and he would take care of her.

      “Okay, Marta. Dr. Mendoza will be here in a second. But we’re going to need to check you before we get you to the hospital to make sure everything’s okay.”

      He grabbed a gown from the drawer beneath the exam table, along with some large lap pads. Chances were pretty low that she was crowning, or honestly, even close. But since Connor had also once helped Natalie deliver a baby in the back of an ambulance, he knew far fucking better than to trust a newborn’s sense of timing.

      Marta, whose contraction seemed to have ended (another good sign), served up a look of pure panic. “What? No! I can’t go to the hospital. It’s too early. I’m not due for another three weeks!”

      “Marta, hey. Hey, hey, look at me. There we go,” he said, grateful that she actually did. “Your baby is full term. It’s perfectly safe for him to be born now. But we need to check you out real quick just to be sure everything is going as it should. Harlow”—he turned to give her a blink’s worth of a glance—“can you call Macie on that phone, right there on the wall, and ask her to call over to Remington Mem’s ED and tell Dr. Michaelson we’re coming over with a patient in labor?”

      “Of course.” Harlow scooped up the phone, and by the time she’d hung up, he’d helped Marta into her gown and Mendoza had appeared in the doorway.

      “Hey, Connor. What—ah.” Mendoza’s demeanor slid into seriousness at the sight of Connor helping Marta back up onto the exam table. “Can you give me the bullet, please?”

      “Marta Atwell, twenty-nine-year-old female, thirty-seven weeks pregnant,” Connor replied, relaying the rest of her medical information in one breath. “Macie’s on the phone with Mem to let them know we’ll be on the way.”

      “She called for transport, and she’s talking to Dr. Michaleson right now,” Harlow put in, and Connor realized she still had the phone to her ear, likely on hold while Macie was on the other line. She sounded fully composed, but her cheeks were flushed and her eyes were wide enough to let Connor know her adrenaline had come out to play, too.

      “Alright. Then let’s see what we’ve got here, shall we?” Mendoza moved to the foot of the exam table, where Marta was breathing deeply like a champ. Connor moved up to make eye contact with her, telling her what a kickass job she was doing and generally trying to distract her from what had to be a really uncomfortable exam, and Connor would give the doc this—he was fast.

      “Marta, you’re four centimeters dilated. Nearly halfway there,” he said. “Your vitals look very good, and your amniotic fluid was clear. All great signs. I’ll go give Macie all the details for the ED. Connor, if you can prep her for transport, we’ll get Ms. Atwell on her way.”

      Mendoza shucked his gloves and slipped from the room, and after a few blinks, Marta seemed to catch up.

      “I’m almost halfway to having this baby? Already?”

      Her panic made a comeback, but Connor got right back in her field of vision, grateful to be big enough that she had no choice but to put eyes on him.

      “There are a lot of factors that’ll determine how long your labor will take. Today is going to be your little guy’s birthday, which is pretty exciting. But since we’re not equipped for him to be born here in the clinic, we’re going to get you across the street to the hospital, just like Dr. Mendoza said. They’ve got the best OBs in Remington over there, and Dr. Michaelson, in the ED? Is one of my closest friends. She’ll take great care of you and the baby while she gets you transferred to labor and delivery.”

      “My husband…” Marta reached out to clutch Connor’s arm. “Oh, my God, my husband isn’t here. We thought we had time, and—”

      “You do,” Connor assured her, because her blood pressure was surely roller-coastering all over the damn place right now. “Four centimeters is just shy of halfway, remember? Is your husband listed as your emergency contact on your paperwork here at the clinic?”

      She nodded. “Y-yes.”

      “Perfect. I’ll have Macie call him as soon as she gets off the phone with the ED, okay?”

      “I can do it right now,” Harlow offered. “Perhaps it would save a little time since Macie’s got her hands full.”

      Marta nodded, a tiny bit of her tension draining away. “Oh, would you, please? This is all just happening so fast.”

      Harlow paused, and Connor realized she was waiting for him to agree before springing into action.

      “That’s a great idea, Ms. Davenport. Thank you. Tell him Marta is on her way to labor and delivery at Remington Memorial, and she’s in the very best hands.”

      She nodded, reaching for the phone she’d hung up only a minute earlier. Marta gave her the number, relaxing visibly as Harlow dialed, then even more when Harlow said, “Mr. Atwell? I’m so glad I caught you,” and began to relay the information over the line. She spoke calmly, and by the time she hung up, Connor had Marta’s IV started and a gurney at the ready. He went through the motions of bundling her in blankets—it was freaking February, after all—and securing her with the safety belt, then heading out to the ambulance waiting in front of the building with Harlow clearing the way.

      “I have to go in an ambulance?” Marta asked in surprise, and Connor nodded.

      “Yes, ma’am. I know it’s only across the street, but rules are rules.” He paused to point at the two very familiar paramedics making their way to the back of the rig. “Plus, the city’s best paramedics are going to take you. Trust me, it’s a win.”

      “He’s such a sweet-talker.” Quinn Copeland, who Connor had known for nearly all four of the years he’d been back in Remington, gave up a grin and a shake of her blond head before turning to Marta. “Hi, Marta. I’m Quinn, and this is my partner, Luke. We’re going to get you to the ED, okay? Dr. Michaelson’s waiting.”

      “That was fast,” Harlow murmured, stepping back on the pavement as Quinn and Connor shifted the gurney and Luke popped the rear doors open.

      “It was great timing, actually,” Luke said. “We just finished making a drop-off, so all we had to do was run it by dispatch, hop in the rig and make a U-turn after Dr. Michaelson got the call. No sweat.”

      An idea popped into Connor’s head, the uneasy look on Marta’s face turning it into words. “Hey, would it be okay if we rode over with you? Just to be sure Marta gets settled,” he added. As badly as he wanted his patient to get the best care possible, he wasn’t about to step on Quinn or Luke’s toes. They were damn good paramedics, from a damn good fire house. “We can stick around the ED until her husband arrives. Show him where to go.” Poor guy was probably panicking a little, too.

      “Fine by me,” Quinn said easily. The call was hers to make. She was the PIC. “Since I’m pretty sure you’re qualified.”

      “I might know a thing or two about being a medic,” Connor joked at Quinn’s back as she turned to move toward the driver’s side door with a laugh.

      Luke shook his head and looked at Marta. “I’ve seen this guy jump out of a medevac helicopter to help save people’s lives. Believe me, he knows more than a thing or two.”

      “Really?” This from both Marta and Harlow, and damn, way to put a guy on the spot.

      Connor lifted a shoulder. “It was only a couple of feet, and there had been a train wreck. They needed medics pretty fast.”

      “It was ten feet,” Luke corrected, forcing Connor to make a mental note to strangle the guy later. “And he was awesome.”

      “Wow,” Marta murmured. But it quickly turned into “Owwwwwww!” and yeah, they needed to move. Luke—the little traitor—and Connor quickly got Marta on board, then climbed in themselves. Harlow stepped up into the back of the ambulance—politely declining Luke’s offer for an assist, Connor noticed with more appreciation than he should probably admit—and in seconds, they were doors-closed, wheels-in-motion. Marta’s contraction lasted longer than her previous two, and Connor timed it as Luke got the call information into the system with dispatch.

      They arrived a minute later, and Quinn and Luke led the way toward the ED for the handoff in motions Connor had done probably a billion times before—survey your surroundings, check. Release the gurney, clack. Hustle forward, thump, thump, thump, and where anyone else might see chaos, Connor felt perfectly at home.

      Especially when he saw Tess waiting only a few steps inside the double-wide automatic doors, with Boldin right beside her. Quinn gave her the bullet, rattling off Marta’s vitals in a few succinct sentences. Tess nodded and greeted her new patient, then turned to lift her chin at Connor in greeting.

      “You’re determined to keep me on my toes, aren’t you, Ginormica?” she called out, sending a tart smile over one shoulder.

      “Always,” Connor promised. “We’ll wait for Dad out here. Cool?”

      “Whatever rocks your socks,” she said, but then turned to mouth thank you in his direction. Tess looked at Quinn and Luke, then Boldin, none of them pausing so much as half a step as she told them, “We’re heading right up to labor and delivery. That way, if Marta here wants an epidural, we can speed that process along.”

      “Oh, God bless you,” Marta said, making Tess (and Connor) grin.

      “I’ve got your back, Momma. Here we go. It’s baby day!”

      Then, as quickly as they’d appeared in the mouth of the ambulance bay, they were gone.
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      To the universe’s credit, the rest of the day was business as usual—which, Connor thought ironically, had probably suited Harlow just fine. Marta’s husband had arrived in the ED not even ten minutes after Tess had taken her upstairs, and as soon as Connor and Harlow had directed him to the labor and delivery unit, they’d returned to the clinic in silence. The quiet hadn’t been uncomfortable, although the bitter chill in the air had registered a hell of a lot more since his adrenaline had eased by then.

      Harlow hadn’t seemed to notice. She’d just fallen into stride beside him, telling him she had to get ready for her board meeting as soon as they’d reached the clinic’s front doors. Now that the meeting had come and gone, as had enough hours to shrink the day’s sunlight into shadows, Connor knew he should head out. He’d gotten a lot done today. The clinic was an hour and a half from closing for the night, and only a few people sat in the waiting room chairs.

      But the one person still sitting in the back office had him turning on his cross trainers to move away from the front door, not toward it.

      “Hey,” he said, and guess he was going to make this leaning-against-the-doorframe thing a habit. Harlow looked up, and oh yeah. If this was how the view would turn out, he was definitely going to get addicted, fast.

      Connor cleared his throat. “I, ah, thought you might want to know Marta had her baby about twenty minutes ago.”

      “Oh, really?” Harlow looked oddly relieved, and he nodded.

      “Eight pounds, one ounce. They went with Declan. Everyone’s doing great.”

      She took in the details, but only for a second before she asked, “Wait. You’ve been here all evening. How do you know?”

      Annnnd busted. “Tess texted me.”

      Technically, they weren’t supposed to share medical details with anyone not directly on a case, and Connor’s involvement in Marta’s had ended as soon as Quinn and Luke had rolled up in that ambo. But if Harlow was bothered by the slight indiscretion, she didn’t let it show.

      Instead, she shocked him with, “You have a lot of really close friends, don’t you?”

      Connor blinked. “Guess I’m just lucky.”

      “You really are.” She paused for a second, looking down at her hands. She’d folded them over her desk in a move Connor had seen from her no less than a hundred times, but something was different about this time.

      This time, she looked as if she was trying to keep them from shaking, and God, he was an idiot.

      “Did I ever tell you about my first active op in the Air Force as a flight nurse?” he asked. The question clearly shocked the crap out of her, because that regal chin of hers lifted right up, her fingers loosening over the papers beneath them.

      “No,” Harlow replied, although her tone painted it like a question.

      One he didn’t hesitate to answer. “It was a rescue mission,” Connor said, knowing he had to go vague as hell, otherwise he’d get served with a big, fat court-martial sandwich. “We had people under heavy fire and some of them were wounded pretty badly. I’d been well-trained as a nurse, and I’d gotten so much air time at that point, I was more comfortable in flight than on the ground. But it was the first time I’d had to treat people in an active combat situation.”

      Harlow’s blue eyes rounded. “That must have been terrifying.”

      “I thought I’d be fine.” He laughed softly, but he couldn’t work up much joy to go with the gesture. “I mean, I was tough. Prepared. Eager to help. I’d gone through a shitload of training. And in a way, I was fine.”

      She looked at him in a wordless request to continue, so he did. “The op was total chaos, and there were a lot of men and women badly wounded. It took everything I had, but I managed to handle my adrenaline well enough to provide the best care that I could.”

      “So, you really were fine,” Harlow said, and damn, Connor hated to bust her bubble.

      “Oh, I was great. Right up until we got back on the ground at base and I threw up five steps from the huey.”

      A gasp flew past her lips, just the smallest huff of noise. “But you just said you handled your adrenaline and helped all those people.”

      “I handled my adrenaline in the moment,” Connor corrected. “The moment lasted for a long time, so I thought everything was okay after those first jitters wore off.”

      Never in a million years would he forget the breath-ripping force of his emotions in those first few minutes. The bullets pinging off the UH-1N’s exterior. The smell of smoke and scorched earth and worse. The blood pooling at his boots. The fact that not everyone had survived that choppy-as-hell flight back to base.

      He shook his head to bring himself back to the clinic. “Funny thing about adrenaline. Sometimes those effects can kick in way after you think you’re in the clear. They’re a bit like shock, that way. The good news is, it’s a very normal reaction.”

      “You didn’t worry that it made you look weak?” Harlow asked, not unkindly, but Connor lifted a brow at her all the same.

      “Damn. You don’t mince words, do you?”

      She raised a brow right back, and the move went right to his gut, quickly spreading lower. “You didn’t expect me to, did you?”

      Well, fucking touché. Also, the way she met him toe to toe with zero shits given? Smoking hot.

      He let one corner of his mouth tick upward, just enough to suggest a smile. “Not even for a second. And to answer your question, hell yeah I was worried it made me look weak. It made me feel weak. But then the other guys in my unit all started talking about their first ops. How they froze. Felt scared as hell. I realized those really intense emotions didn’t make me a bad nurse. They just made me human.”

      “Okay, but you were so calm today,” Harlow argued. “Even when Marta’s water broke and she panicked, you didn’t even blink. Her going into labor was probably nothing compared to the other patients you’ve cared for, but it took me hours to stop shaking.” Pressing her lips together, she slumped against her desk chair. “If I’m being honest, I’m still pretty off-kilter, even now. It makes me feel pretty dumb. The whole thing was over hours ago, and her life was never in danger.”

      Connor pushed off the doorframe, taking a step toward her so she had no choice but to look him right in the eye. “Harlow, listen. I threw you into a pressure cooker of a situation today. I didn’t mean to, but it was still pretty intense, and you did a great job. Those residual effects you’re feeling? They’re far from unusual. In fact, I’m still feeling a little kick of adrenaline, myself.”

      “Really?” she asked, part doubt, part something else that tripped Connor’s switch far more than it should.

      “Yep. It’s unavoidable. But you learn really fast to manage it so it doesn’t manage you.” He flipped his wrist to check the Luminox he was rarely without, and yeah… “Speaking of which, you should probably get some rest. The adrenaline letdown can be pretty powerful once it finally sets in.”

      “I don’t think mine will be doing that anytime soon,” Harlow said with a shake of her head. “I’m pretty keyed up.”

      “That delay can happen, too.” Those endorphins did all sorts of weird-ass things to the human body, and they worked on their own schedule. “In fact, that’s usually how I react after a really big call.”

      “So, how do you fix it?” she asked. Figured she’d want a point-blank solution. This was the same woman who had laid out a nine-page proposal on the best strategy to balance their inventory budget.

      So he really hated that he couldn’t give her one. “Everybody’s different. Some people box, or go running. Some people listen to music.”

      Some people also drank or resorted to no-holds-barred fucking in order to even themselves out, but he wasn’t about to throw that suggestion into the mix. The thought of Harlow, flushed and naked and screaming, was…shit, he had to redirect, right goddamn now.

      “Okay, but what do you do?”

      Connor paused. It would be a matter of syllables to tell her, and he damn near did. But just as she’d sat in front of him this morning, needing to see things firsthand, she was in front of him now. Trying to reconcile her strength with a boatload of emotions she wasn’t familiar with. Emotions he’d put right smack in her path. And because of that, he owed her more than words.

      He owed her action.

      So, he took a deep breath and one hell of a flyer, and said, “Let’s get out of here, and I’ll show you.”
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      Harlow hadn’t known what to expect when Connor had told her to come with him, but this? Definitely not even in her top one hundred guesses. Maybe even a thousand.

      “Batting cages?” she asked, eyeballing the large, warehouse-style building in front of Connor’s Jeep, emblazoned with a sign reading Bottom of the Ninth Batting Cages and Training Center. They’d driven separately, with her following Connor in her car and parking alongside him in the sparsely populated lot. Now that they were out of their respective vehicles and standing together on the pavement, her curiosity took a backseat to her unease.

      He grinned at her, and great, just throw highly inopportune, panty-twisting desire on top of the emotions pile.

      “Yes, ma’am,” Connor said.

      Harlow knew most women got a little prickly about being called ma’am, claiming it made them feel old. But she ate, slept, and breathed a world full of executives who were nearly all men. She’d been condescended to by dozens of them. Asked for coffee (sweetheart). Interrupted. Bulldozed.

      But when Connor called her ma’am, she didn’t feel old. She felt respected.

      Oh, for God’s sake, she needed to get her emotions in check before she did something epically dumb, like let them show.

      Connor, of course, was as laid back as if someone had parked his ass in a beach chair and slid a margarita into his hand. “You said you have a gym bag in your trunk, right?” he asked.

      Harlow’s mind zipped to the bag she kept stocked with a fresh pair of yoga pants, a sports tank top, and her running shoes, just in case she ever got a chance to sneak in an early-morning or late-evening workout. “I do.”

      “Great.” He gestured to the sweater dress peeking out from her wool coat. “You look pretty, and everything, but that dress is probably not the best attire for where we’re headed.”

      Harlow wasn’t sure which thing to try and wrap her mind around first, the fact that he’d called her pretty, or that he truly meant for her to take a whack at a bunch of baseballs in order to manage the odd tension she’d been unable to shake all day.

      Door number two. “So, I should probably tell you I’ve never done this before,” she said as she pulled her gym bag out of the back of her BMW and they began to walk toward the building’s brightly lit entrance.

      “You’ve never hit a baseball?” His own bag slipped off his shoulder a little as he pulled back to look at her in surprise.

      “Not unless seventh grade gym class counts. Anyway, what I’m saying is that I’m not really sure this will work.”

      Connor’s chuckle cut through the chill in the air. “Oh, it’ll work. Trust me.”

      Any response she would’ve flipped back got lost in the shuffle of them making their way past the glass doors. The lobby was outfitted with rubber-mat flooring and fluorescent lights, the neatly painted cinderblock walls brightly decorated with giant depictions of logos that Harlow assumed belonged to local baseball teams. The space was empty except for a pair of teenaged boys, both with enormous duffels at their feet, and Connor greeted both of them with a chin-lift before turning toward the woman behind the counter that spanned most of the left-hand wall.

      “Hey, Dee. Was wondering if you’ve got room for me and my friend, Harlow, here, to bat for an hour.”

      “For you, darlin’?” The woman—who looked to be in her sixties, yet had a glimmer in her eye that reminded Harlow of a twenty-year-old—smiled warmly at both of them. “Sure thing. How many buckets?”

      “Let’s do two. One of each, please.”

      The woman nodded, her bleached blond hair not budging despite the move. “I’ll put’cha on the far end, in number eight. Should be good to go in a couple of minutes.”

      “Thanks,” Connor said.

      “Your friend’s gonna need to sign a waiver if she’s battin’.” Dee slid a clipboard over the counter, and finally, something in Harlow’s comfort zone! A contract. She skimmed it, finding a general you-must-be-medically-cleared-for-exercise, you-might-get-hurt-here, you-won’t-sue-us-if-you-do disclaimer. She signed it and handed it over, looking at Connor expectantly.

      “How come you don’t have to sign one?”

      “Oh, Connor’s is on file,” Dee put in with a wink. “He’s a frequent flyer. Speakin’ of which, you want this on your tab, sweetie?”

      Connor smiled at the woman. “That would be perfect. Thank you.”

      “Oh, my God,” Harlow murmured as they walked away. “Is there anyone you’re not friendly with?”

      “You say that like friendly is a bad thing,” he countered, and she noticed that he hadn’t answered the question. But since she didn’t want to lay her stuff out like laundry on a line, either, she wasn’t about to push.

      “It’s not. Anyway, you’ll have to let me pay my half.”

      His eyes turned more gray than green. “Nope. This was my idea.”

      “Connor—”

      “Tell you what. We’ll find a way to even it out, okay? But Dee wasn’t kidding. I really do have a tab here. My credit card is on file along with my waiver, and I’d probably have ended up here tonight, anyway, after the day we had.”

      There he went with all that logic again. Damn it. “Okay. But only if we really find a way to even it out.”

      “Deal,” Connor said. He pointed out the women’s locker room, and after a quick change and a whole lot of internal pep talking she wasn’t sure she really felt, Harlow met him back out in the lobby. He wore a pair of navy blue nylon workout pants that were similar in fit to the scrubs she saw him in every day. But good Lord, his T-shirt loved him, the dark gray cotton surrendering to the hard plane of his chest and gripping his brightly inked biceps just enough to make Harlow breathless, not to mention self-conscious as hell in her pale blue tank and plain-Jane black yoga leggings.

      “Okay,” she said, shaking off the thought of Connor’s (big, beautiful, bitable) biceps, once and for all. Yes, he was gorgeous, and no, she wasn’t immune to that. But they worked together. She knew better. “Let’s do this.”

      “You’re the boss,” he said, ushering her down the narrow hallway to their right.

      It took her four steps to keep her scoff concealed. “Most people don’t say that so easily.”

      “Really?”

      God, he looked genuinely surprised. “Really. I mean, look at the facts.” She held up a hand to keep a tally, following Connor into a much larger room that looked like an indoor football stadium. “I’m twenty-eight”—index finger—“female”—middle finger—“and the daughter of the CEO”—ring finger, three strikes, you’re out. “Most people assume I got where I am by way of good, old-fashioned nepotism. I’m judged far more often on my last name than my merit.”

      “Funny, I know that feeling,” Connor said. His laid-back expression hadn’t budged, but Jesus, she still felt like a jerk. His father might be a horrible man, but after spending two weeks with Connor in the clinic, she knew enough to say the apple had fallen about a thousand nautical miles from the tree.

      “I apologize. That was thoughtless.”

      He came to a stop beside a large, netted-off area, putting his bag down beneath a black and white sign bearing the number eight. “You don’t have to apologize. I came to terms with the fact that Duke is an asshole years ago. Ten of them, to be exact.”

      They fell into the same sort of silence as when they’d walked back to the clinic earlier today. It wasn’t uncomfortable, and Harlow didn’t feel compelled to fill it with anything for the sake of small talk. Which was nice, actually, since she’d always thought small talk was just about the dumbest thing in existence.

      “Okay,” Connor said, once she’d put her bag down and joined him inside the netted area. The main room itself was a wide-open rectangle of space, with what had to be a thirty-foot ceiling topped with exposed gymnasium rafters. Each “stall” was divided from wall to wall width-wise by thick, black nylon safety netting, and equipped with a rack of various bats and helmets. A bright red piece of equipment that Harlow guessed was a batting machine stood not far from the entrance to their stall, and two large tubs of battle-tested balls sat beside the machine.

      “First, you need a helmet.” He turned toward the rack, and her heart stuttered behind the thin material of her tank top.

      “You don’t want to go first?”

      “We’re not here for me, remember? Plus, you don’t need me to show you how this is done. Unless that’ll help you learn it on your own.”

      “Oh.” The stutter in her chest became something else entirely. This had to be the first time in the history of penises that someone owning one trusted her to self-teach something he knew how to do.

      Still, Connor did know what he was doing, and the best source for learning a new skill was an expert, so… “Maybe you could show me how to hold the bat properly and the best way to stand? Just so I’m sure I won’t hurt myself while I figure this out.”

      Or land on my ass and look like an ass, she added silently, sending up a fervent prayer that fate hadn’t zoned in on that little nugget.

      “Sure. But first things first. Try this one out and see how you like it,” he said, passing her a helmet. “Don’t worry, they keep them clean.”

      The appearance of the thing actually backed up his words, and Harlow placed it over her head, adjusting her ponytail. “It feels pretty good,” she said, and Connor nodded his agreement.

      “Looks perfect. Now, for a bat. These aluminum bats are pretty much all the same. Nice and lightweight.” He stepped back while she chose one. “So, you must feel like you’ve got a lot to prove, huh? Being your old man’s daughter.”

      The question took her by so much surprise that her answer shoveled out, unchecked. “Sometimes. Maybe a lot of the time,” she amended when he dished up a little side-eye. “But you must, too, I’d imagine.”

      “Sometimes,” Connor said, flipping her answer back at her with a smile. “Tougher for you, though. Actually working for him.” He grabbed a helmet and a bat of his own and joined her in front of the home plate outlined on the artificial turf mat at the head of the batting stall. “So, first thing to keep in mind are your feet. A square, even stance will give you the best balance. Not too wide, not too narrow.”

      He placed his feet on either side of home plate, toes pointing dead ahead, then stepped back so Harlow could give it a shot.

      “Like this?” she asked, and after a few small adjustments per his suggestions, she added, “I actually like working with my father, for the most part.”

      Connor lifted a reddish-brown brow. “Little bend in the knees and at the waist. That’s perfect.” Then, “Really? Even with all those people who think you got where you are because of favoritism?”

      The fact that the conversation was peppered in with learning to bat and not drilled in on her getting all blabby about her feelings made it all too easy to open her mouth. Plus, talking about work didn’t exactly stress her out, even when the topic was her father. “Mmm hmm. He and I have always been close. Two peas in a pod, my mom used to say.”

      Annnd she’d said too much. Damn it. “So, ah, what about my hands?”

      She gripped the bat tightly, and one corner of Connor’s mouth edged up into his beard. “I admire your enthusiasm, but with a grip like that, you’re liable to break your wrist. Since I don’t want to work tonight unless I have to”—he lifted his own bat, showing her a much looser, more widely spaced grip—“try something like this and see how it feels.”

      “Okay.” She adjusted, and had to admit, the change felt much better.

      “Nice. You want to turn your head to make sure you’re facing the pitcher—in this case, that’ll be me—with both eyes. That whole keep your eye on the ball thing isn’t bullshit.”

      He sauntered in front of the pitching machine, which should’ve been impossible for someone his size, and yet he did it with a ridiculous amount of grace.

      Focus. “We’re not going to use the machine thingy?” she asked.

      “We will. Just not for the first few,” Connor said. “So, you and your old man are tight. Is that why you took the job at the clinic?”

      Unease twisted in Harlow’s rib cage. “Davenport Industries was contracted by the hospital to turn the clinic around. My father felt I was the best person for the position.”

      “Huh.” Connor reached down and grabbed a ball from one of the buckets at his feet, and even though his hands were massive, the ball looked bigger than Harlow had expected it to. “Go ahead and get into your stance. Yep, arms up, nice and level.” He paused while she guessed her way through it. “And what do you feel?”

      “What?”

      He looked at her so easily, as if the topic were the weather or what she’d had for breakfast. “About the position at the clinic. Did you want it?”

      Harlow couldn’t make her mouth form the answer to the question, so she did the next best thing. She dodged. “I’m dedicated to making the place a success. Is this right?” She flicked a glance at her arms, and—whew—Connor’s gaze lifted off hers to follow.

      “Mmm hmm. I’m going to lob this softball. Nothing fast or fancy. Take an easy swing at it, just to feel what it’s like to move and maybe connect. If you miss, that’s cool. We have a lot more of them. Just don’t smack the crap out of it yet. Good?”

      “Good,” Harlow semi-lied. But before her brain could overthink the situation by stressing about her feet/stance/grip/arms/daddy issues, Connor had lofted the softball at her bat, and she had no choice but to act. She tried to watch the ball as it sailed in her direction, then swung accordingly. The bat made contact with a soft thump, and although the ball didn’t go horribly far, she had hit it.

      And it felt…awesome.

      “Oh, my God.” Harlow laughed, and Connor reached down for another ball, laughing, too. He motioned to her in a wordless ready? and she nodded, missing only one of the five times they repeated the process.

      “Ah, you’re getting the hang of it,” Connor said, tossing another ball at her.

      She hit it a little more boldly, then spoke even more boldly. “No.”

      “No.” He echoed her quietly, as if the word had felt strange in his mouth.

      “No, I didn’t want the job at the clinic, at first.”

      Connor kept up with his motions, weaving the conversation into the spaces between their rhythm of throw-hit. “How come?”

      Whether it was the endorphins from batting or the ease of Connor having given her room to talk on her own terms, Harlow couldn’t be sure, but her resistance faded enough for her to say, “I’m not the biggest fan of hospitals, for one, and the clinic is close enough. But the bulk of the reason is that we had bigger contracts on the table. Ones I’m qualified to handle. Ones I should’ve handled.”

      They went through another round before he said, “And you feel like maybe your old man put you in the clinic because he doesn’t think you can hack it with a bigger contract.”

      Well, give the big guy a gold star in connecting the dots. At least now she didn’t have to say the words herself. “A part of me wonders how strong his belief in me is right now, yes.”

      “Is that why you’re so intense about the budgets and the business end of things? You want to be sure you succeed so you can prove him wrong?” Connor asked, and at that, Harlow swung and missed.

      Damn it. “I’m intense about the business end because it’s important. Setting the clinic to rights is my job, and I’d take that seriously no matter what. It won’t happen without good business.”

      “You wanna hit harder?”

      Harlow blinked. “You mean the ball?” she asked, hearing the pure idiocy of it only after she’d given it air time. See, this was why she didn’t do emotions. They made her stupid. And vulnerable.

      And really freaking warm, she realized as a playful smile shaped Connor’s too-sexy mouth.

      “I’d prefer you not hit me, but if boxing is more your speed, I guess we could try that next time. For now…” He pointed to the bucket, and God, she had no choice but to relax around this man.

      “Okay.” Her belly shimmied a little at the idea of taking a good crack at the ball, but she’d already made some good hits. She was ready.

      “Same thing as before, only with a little more oomph,” Connor told her. “Turn into the swing, and follow all the way through with your arms.” His throw was a little faster, and her muscles sprang to life, her brain letting go of everything but her body and the ball, and whoa—

      THWACK!

      “Nice,” he said as the ball sailed far into the open space behind him, and a rush of pleasure and pride (and, okay, a not-small amount of oh-holy-shit) zinged through her veins.

      “Thanks.”

      “So, why do you care what your old man thinks?” he asked after two more throws.

      Harlow’s palms began to sweat, threatening her grip on the bat. “Because he’s my father,” she said pointedly. Of course she cared what he thought. Plus—hellloooo—he was also her boss. She had to care.

      “And?”

      “What he thinks matters,” she said, point-blank. “I know you probably find this hard to believe, and I can’t say I really blame you, but not everyone has a bad relationship with their father. Mine might be unusual,” she conceded, because the business-forward dynamic that she and her father had always shared, even when she was young, wasn’t the norm, she knew. They’d never been big on trading emotions, the way she’d done so easily with her mother. “But we care for each other in our own way, and I damn sure respect him. He’s smart and shrewd and more hardworking than anyone I’ve ever met. He put everything into building Davenport Industries, and I want him to know I value that business, too. He’s trusting me to help him run it. That’s why I care what he thinks.”

      Connor processed this for a few more hits. Just when Harlow thought he might drop the subject entirely, he said, “You shouldn’t doubt yourself. Even if you think your old man does.”

      “But he—”

      “I get it,” Connor said smoothly. “He knows business, and if he doubts you, you think it must be for a good reason. But here’s what I know. You’re doing a really good job at the clinic, Harlow. Even if I don’t agree with your focus, I’m not too lasered in on my own to see that.”

      “Oh.”

      All of the feelings that had been spin-cycling through her chest for the last eight hours combined to form one huge emotions cocktail. She knew she needed to squash it—she’d already looked weak in front of Connor a half a dozen times today, and that was the conservative estimate. Funny, though, he hadn’t seemed to think less of her for it. In fact, with the way his eyes had just darkened toward the gray end of their gray-green spectrum, glinting with emotions, too, he seemed to actually get her.

      “Thank you,” Harlow whispered.

      “No sweat,” he murmured back.

      For a beat, they stood there, suspended in the moment, and her pulse began to press faster against her eardrums. Then the sound of someone a few rows down from them connecting bat to ball in a loud crack brought them both back to reality, and Connor shook his head, reaching down for another softball. “Ready to step things up?”

      “Sure.” Harlow nodded. They went through a dozen more pitches, with her hitting the ball harder and farther each time. Her muscles loosened up, her mood going along for the ride, and even when she switched to the machine and she had a few missed attempts in adjustment, she still felt as if a weight had been lifted off her shoulders. They kept the conversation easy, sticking to the best shows to binge watch and where to get the best Italian takeout. Harlow’s muscles didn’t stay happy for too long—batter’s fatigue was real—and she was all too happy to swap places with Connor and watch as he went to bat.

      His body was huge, no doubt, but his movements were lithe and loaded with graceful power. His biceps bunched, tattoos flexing as he waited for each pitch, his gaze sharp and jaw set. His shoulders (oh, God, those shoulders were a work of fucking art) remained loose, though, cradling his spine beneath his sweat-damp T-shirt, and by the time his bucket was empty, Harlow had stopped lying to herself about watching for the sake of memorizing his form.

      The man was flat-out beautiful. And she was in flat-out trouble for how much she noticed it.

      Connor replaced his helmet and bat in the rack, gathering the empty buckets and placing them beside it. She’d shouldered into the zip-front hoodie that had been in her bag along with her workout gear, and he ushered her out of the batting stall, where they both grabbed their things.

      “Okay,” Harlow admitted, because as much as she’d doubted that anything would make her relax, batting had done the trick. “That worked.”

      “Told ya.” Connor’s smile clung to his voice, making her laugh.

      “You couldn’t resist, could you?” She followed him through the empty main lobby and out into the parking lot, jumping slightly at the much cooler temperature outside.

      “When you lay it out there like that, can you blame me?” Connor asked. He walked her around to the driver’s side of her BMW, waiting for her to stow her bag and, okay, fine, work up a little dignity.

      “I guess not.”

      “I’m glad it worked. Your adrenaline still might twist you up a little once you lie down and have your thoughts to yourself, so still take it easy.”

      “Okay.” Harlow nodded. She’d never been shy in her life, and even though Connor was standing less than arm’s length away, looking all unassuming and hot and making her want things she so couldn’t have, she said, “Thank you for tonight. You didn’t have to spend your whole evening with me just because I had a weird day, but you did, and…well, I appreciate it.”

      Connor’s gaze lowered to her mouth, curving into a smile before lifting back up to her eyes. “I didn’t bring you here because I had to. I did it because I wanted to.”

      A beat passed, during which Harlow forgot entirely about the forty-degree temperature around them. He leaned forward, and she looked up in reply, her heart in her throat.

      “Goodnight, Harlow,” he said, stepping back to let her get into her car.

      The whole way back to her condo, all she could do was wonder what else Connor Bradshaw wanted.
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      There were only a handful of things that Connor thought might actually have the power to kill him. Harlow Davenport in leggings was one of them.

      Harlow Davenport airing out her emotions, then looking at him like she wanted nothing more than to repeat that insanely hot kiss they’d shared last week, again and again and (fuck yes) again was another.

      Connor rolled over to stare at the ceiling in his bedroom. It wasn’t too late in the grander scheme of things, maybe eleven? But damn, he felt like ages had passed today, from the conversation he’d had with Harlow in the office about the inventory budget, to Marta unexpectedly going into labor, to the way Harlow had drummed up her grit and determination to learn to bat, then opened up about her father while she’d been at it. That she cared so much what he thought was as foreign to him as ancient Sanskrit. Yeah, the old man was her boss, but to care deeply enough to make her doubt her own abilities? To be that loyal to someone so profoundly rooted in business?

      How could her father not see how smart she was?

      Christ, she was smart. And brash, and beautiful, and—

      He needed to stop.

      Connor took a slow breath in, the back of his rib cage expanding against his mattress. The truth was, he’d wanted nothing more than to kiss Harlow tonight. But her day had been fueled by adrenaline, and even though she’d looked like she’d wanted to kiss him, she’d also told him it couldn’t happen again. Until she made a clear and decisive move otherwise, he’d honor her wishes. Unrequited hard-on and all.

      His cell phone buzzed from its spot on his nightstand, the display lighting up the shadows in his room and the sound making his heartbeat accelerate. The whack of his pulse eased significantly as the name on the caller ID registered, and Connor lifted the phone to his ear as he rolled back onto his pillow.

      “Dude. To what do I owe the honor?”

      “Eh, feck off,” his Air Force buddy, Declan Riley, said genially, his Irish accent wrapping around the words. Or, at least, the reply was as genial as the rough, gruff pilot-turned-model was going to get, which was to say he’d taken his tone a half-step down from bar brawl status. “I know it’s been a long time. But the phone works both ways, y’know.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” Connor felt a twinge of guilt at not keeping up with the guy as much as he should have lately. He might be close with his friends from Remington Mem, but he and Declan had been through shit that made them tight just by the sheer fact that they’d both survived it.

      “Sorry,” he said, and meant it. “I’ve had a lot on my plate over the last few weeks. You good?”

      Declan was younger than Connor by nearly four years, and even though he’d enlisted right out of high school, he’d had a little over a year left on his tour when Connor had retired. He’d landed outside of L.A. after that—God, three years ago, now. They’d kept in touch, but never had the chance to catch up face-to-face. Now that Deck was modeling full-time, the guy’s face was a whole lot more in-demand than Connor’s. Not that he liked, or had even wanted, that sort of notoriety. Declan never talked about it, but Connor had always had the sense that something nasty had gone down during that last year of Declan’s tour.

      But Deck gave up his standard-issue, “Just grand,” in reply. “Didn’t mean to wake you. Guess it’s a bit late on your coast. Here in Cali it’s just shy of oh-twenty-hundred. Just…figured I should catch up.”

      It was far from his usual man-of-few-words-and-even-fewer-feelings routine, and Connor’s radar blipped to life. But before he could piece together the sort of ask that wouldn’t make his buddy clam up or tell him to go screw (for real), Declan asked, “So, a lot on your plate, eh? Like what?”

      Maybe if he opened up, Declan would take the hint and follow suit. So Connor said, “New job, actually.”

      “No shite.” Shock filled Declan’s voice. “I thought you loved being a nurse.”

      “Oh, I’m still a nurse,” Connor assured him. “No way I’m ever gonna do anything but take care of people. But this gig is different.”

      He started at the beginning, outlining the events of the last couple of weeks. The fact that Declan had no clue who Duke Bradshaw was took at least a little bit of the sting out of the retelling, although having to explain what his asshole father had done to all those people still sucked. But just because it was shitty didn’t make it less true, so into the story it went, along with the press conference, Connor’s back and forth (and back and forth and back again) with Harlow, and the fact that they had a very limited time to do an absolute mountain of work.

      “Damn. You weren’t kidding about having a full plate. And you nearly delivered a baby? That’s one thing we never had to do in the Air Force.” Declan’s tone punctuated the words with a double dose of thank God, but Connor just laughed.

      “The patient was hours from delivering that baby. But even if she hadn’t been, the doc and I would’ve done what we needed to. I just hope Harlow and I can get the place where it needs to be in order to keep the doors open. We don’t exactly see eye to eye in terms of philosophy. And she’s…”

      Declan made a noise when he didn’t continue, and Connor was certain that if a smirk had a sound, Deck had just nailed it. “Ah, hell, man. You like her.”

      His accent turned the accusation into a smooth blend of ya loyke ’er, and Connor’s chest gave a hard squeeze.

      “I don’t like her,” came his default, but fuck, it wasn’t true. “I mean, I don’t dislike her. She wants the clinic to succeed. She’s smart as hell, not to mention gorgeous. But it’s…”

      “If you say complicated, I’m never gonna let you live down sounding like a book I’m on the cover of,” Declan said.

      “Don’t be a hater,” Connor said with far more friendliness than heat. “Those romance novels are really good. And I bought the first one to support you. You ass.”

      “Oh, I’m not hating. I just don’t believe in happily ever after. The sex part, I’m down with. So, what’s makin’ this all so complicated? The fact that you work with her?”

      Connor thought about it, but only for a second before settling on, “No. There’s no rule against us fraternizing since neither one of us reports to the other.” Harlow wasn’t even a hospital employee.

      “Fraternizing. If that’s what you’re calling sex, it’s no wonder you haven’t gotten any with this woman yet,” Declan snorted, continuing before Connor could flip back two words that were not happy birthday. “If it’s not work, then what?”

      Welcome to the complication. But at least he could tell Declan that he and Harlow had kissed. Connor knew his friends here in Remington wouldn’t say anything about it if he’d told them, but he’d already breached Harlow’s trust once at the press conference. He wasn’t keen on doing it again. Anyway, nothing was going to come of the kiss other than a scorching hot memory.

      “I guess I should probably tell you she and I kissed a couple of days ago,” Connor said, and Declan got as close to a laugh as he ever did, which was to say he let go of a single, rough-edged chuff.

      “Now you tell me. Jesus, man. Was the kiss for shite, then?”

      “No.” It was the fastest Connor had ever spoken. “Not even close to bad. It was”—so fucking hot I wanted to rip off her panties with my goddamn teeth and do her right there on the desk—“good,” he managed. “But she thinks we got carried away. Heat of the moment, that kind of thing.”

      “Did you?”

      Ah, this was the Declan he knew. He got right to the freaking point just so he could poke you with it. “Maybe,” Connor allowed. “But it wasn’t like any kiss I’ve ever had with anyone else.”

      “Christ, you do like her,” Deck said with more surprise than shit-slinging.

      A week ago, Connor would have railed against the thought. Two, and he’d have called anyone making the claim bat-shit crazy. But that was before he’d looked beyond the surface to see past the all-business version of Harlow that she wore like a suit of armor. Now, he saw someone different, because he’d looked, and she’d let him. He thought of the time they’d spent together tonight, and the day that had preceded it, and he had no choice but to say, “I guess I do.”

      “S’pose you’ll have to show her you’re the kind of guy worth getting carried away with, then, eh?”

      Connor’s laugh lightened the mood. “Why, Declan Riley, if I didn’t know any better, I’d say you have been dipping into those romance novels your ugly mug is on the cover of.”

      “Weren’t you just going on about haters, now?” Declan scoffed. “Anyway, most everyone’s more interested in my abs than my face. But I’m alright with that. Modeling’s good work.”

      “True,” Connor said. He had been shocked when Declan had told him how much actually went into some photo shoots.

      They talked for another couple of minutes about mundane stuff, whether or not either of them had heard from a couple of their former unit-mates lately, that one of the guys’ wives had just had twins. The conversation ended as it always did, with both of them promising (in the very best of faith) to hook up in person soon. Airing out his twisted-up feelings for Harlow had actually gone a long way toward easing the tension that had set up camp in Connor’s muscles despite the workout he’d put them through, and he settled in for some shuteye.

      He realized, only as he began drifting off, that Declan had never told him what, if anything, was on his mind.
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      Sexual tension was real, and it was going to eat Harlow alive. Five days had passed since she and Connor had gone to the batting cages together. In those five days, they’d been cordial at work—which wasn’t to say they agreed on everything, or even half the things they’d had to tackle. They’d managed to at least listen to each other before launching a counter, though, and to compromise more often than not.

      But that wasn’t what had her panties in a twist. She and Connor hadn’t just been cordial to each other. They’d been friends.

      He’d brought her breakfast on Tuesday (made-from-scratch granola and yogurt “parfaits” from the family-owned market a few blocks over, that had tasted like a decadent treat even though there had been chia seeds involved), which prompted her to return the favor on Wednesday (apricot turnovers from Sweetie Pies, no chia seeds in sight). Connor had brought in donuts for the whole staff on Thursday, and she’d gotten caught in a meeting at Davenport Industries on Friday morning, but today, he’d brought in bagels and they’d gone over the particulars for their last staff training that was scheduled for tonight, and Harlow had to agree that retaining the staff and training them in-house had been the smartest way to go.

      Their doctors, PAs, and nursing staff had taken quickly to the new system Connor had employed, and all the protocol they’d learned from the staff at the hospital with regard to time management and efficiency had made operations run much more smoothly over the past few weeks. The budgets were still proving thorny—every time Harlow thought she was making headway, something would surface to tank her, some hidden debt or mismanaged funds that ate away at the bottom line. Connor was, at least, meeting her halfway on some of it, and she had to admit, their strategy sessions were some of the most compelling she’d ever had.

      And every once in a while, their gazes would linger just a beat longer than necessary, or their shoulders would accidentally touch while they waited for that first pot of coffee to brew in the staff room, and Harlow was forced to admit something far more dangerous.

      She didn’t just like him. She wanted him.

      “Get it together, girl,” Harlow chided herself under her breath, turning to put her laptop into her bag and call it a night. It was just shy of seven PM on a Saturday. Connor’s staff training would surely wrap up soon, and she’d put in a full day. She needed to take herself and her unrequited arousal home before her impulsive emotions got any better.

      Worse! she scolded internally, scooping up her bag. God, she needed a distraction. Harlow’s gaze skated over Connor’s desk, catching on the handful of romance novels still sitting there. She didn’t have any plans for her rare day off tomorrow. Connor had said she was welcome to borrow a book. Maybe reading about someone else’s sexcapades would take her mind off the fact that she wasn’t having any of her own.

      Sliding the book into her bag, she jotted a note on a Post-It to let Connor know she’d borrowed the book, then grabbed her coat from the hook by the door. She could have left through the rear exit, but the sound of laughter floated down the hallway from the clinic’s main curtain area, signaling that the staff training had indeed finished up for the night, and before Harlow could register the movement, her feet were already aimed toward the space.

      The room turned out to be more crowded than she’d expected, the easy camaraderie between friends sending a pang through her chest. Connor was there, front and center in a pair of dark jeans and a black long-sleeved shirt that made her girly bits far too warm. Natalie and Jonah stood to one side, talking with Macie, Emmett Mallory, and intern Sofia Vasquez. Tess and Charlie and Parker stood nearby with the two paramedics from the other day, and Charlie caught sight of Harlow, waving her over.

      “Hey, Harlow! I didn’t know you were still here. Have you met Quinn and Luke, from Station Seventeen?”

      She nodded, smiling politely at the pair. “The other day. We had some excitement with a woman going into labor here in the clinic.”

      “Excitement would’ve been if she’d been crowning,” Tess said wryly, and Quinn laughed.

      “Yeah, we’ve delivered more than a few roadside babies. Parker, remember the one lady who ended up giving birth in a fitting room at the mall? That was a day.”

      Harlow blinked. “Wait…how did you two deliver a baby?”

      “Oh, before he was a hotshot intern, he was my partner,” Quinn said.

      “You were a paramedic?” Okay, Harlow had to say she’d never seen that one coming.

      “For five years,” Parker confirmed. “I loved it, but…” He slipped his arm around Charlie’s waist and grinned. “This is where I’m meant to be.”

      Luke shook his head while Tess let out an exaggerated groan. “You’re making the rest of us look bad, you know,” the paramedic said, but then Quinn slipped her arm around him.

      “I don’t know.” She pressed up on her toes to kiss his cheek, making his light brown skin deepen with a flush. “You look pretty good to me.”

      “On that note, we’ll see you guys later,” Luke said, laughing along with everyone else in the group as they all said their goodbyes and Harlow thanked them both for their time. She watched them head out, noticing that Parker had moved over to talk to Jonah and Connor, and Natalie had joined the group of now just women.

      “I had no idea they were more than just partners,” Harlow said, giving in to her curiosity even though her comment was a tiny bit nosy.

      But if Tess noticed her lack of social decorum, she didn’t let it show. “Who, Quinn and Luke?”

      Harlow nodded, and Tess laughed. “They’re more than partners, alright. They’re getting married later this year.”

      “Shut up!” Natalie interjected, but Charlie nodded in confirmation. “I’m so out of the loop, not being able to go to The Crooked Angel and hang out with everyone. When did that happen?”

      Tess took a second to think. “Last weekend. So, you’re not that out of the loop, sweetie. Plus, you were kinda busy having chemo.”

      “Chemo is why I can’t have nice things,” Natalie pouted, but then erased her expression with a sigh. “But it is working, and I have all sorts of cancer ass to kick, and Luke and Quinn getting married is exciting. They’re so cute together.”

      “God, they really are,” Charlie said.

      Harlow felt a little like she was intruding on a conversation between close friends—the back and forth between the three women was so comfortable. But she was obviously standing right there with them. They just as obviously didn’t seem to mind, and Harlow couldn’t deny that it felt good—albeit far from her wheelhouse—to be part of a group like this.

      “More power to them, hopping on the wedding wagon.” Tess shook her head, her honey-brown hair brushing over the shoulders of her sweater. “Me, personally? Never again.”

      “Oh, honey, don’t say never,” Natalie protested, but Tess surprised Harlow by throwing her head back and laughing.

      “Um, just did. Ne-ver. As in, ever. I mean, don’t get me wrong. I wouldn’t turn down a couple of non-self-serve orgasms. But I’ve got to meet with my divorce lawyer on Monday. If anything will turn you off of commitment, it’s that.”

      Harlow might not have logged a lot of hours with girlfriends (or, okay. Any, really) but some things were universal. “I’m sorry,” she said to Tess.

      “Oh, don’t be,” she replied with a shrug. “My soon-to-be-ex has a pretty paralegal to keep him occupied, and I have tons of batteries, a stack of romance novels, and custody of my son. Trust me, we’re both much happier this way.” After a beat, Tess looked at her sheepishly. “Sorry. Too direct?”

      “No,” Harlow said, and she meant it. “I don’t mind your bluntness at all. Actually, I find it kind of refreshing. I’m just used to a bunch of corporate executives who aren’t nearly this much fun.”

      Charlie laughed. “We are kind of fun.”

      “You know what would be fun,” Tess said. “A drink. No!” Her eyes gleamed. “Margaritas.”

      “Ugh, I can’t go out.” Natalie scrunched up her nose. “I’m not supposed to be around too many people. Germs, and all that rot. The handful of us who were here tonight for training is my limit.”

      Tess? Totally wasn’t going to be deterred. “So, let’s go to my place. I have to spring the sitter, anyway, and the guys are heading out for some penises-only thing at The Crooked Angel. We haven’t had a girls’ night in ages.”

      “Ooohhh, that’s an idea,” Natalie said. “I can’t drink. I had another round of chemo this week and I already feel like I’m sailing the high seas. But someone’s got to pour. And take pictures for Twitter,” she added with a snort.

      “You don’t have to twist my arm to rosé all day. Or, in this case, all night. I’m in,” Charlie said, and Harlow’s breath squeezed in her lungs. She smiled and took a step back, not wanting to overstay her welcome in the clearly tight-knit group.

      “Have a fun time. Thanks again for volunteering your time to the clinic. I’ll see you all soon, I’m sure.”

      “What are you talking about? You’re coming over, too,” Charlie said, and Natalie nodded with enthusiasm.

      “Yeah! You totally should. It’ll be fun.”

      But Harlow couldn’t wreck their fun like this. Surely, she’d be intruding. “Really, that’s kind of you.” Kinder than any woman had been to her since—she swallowed hard—her mother, to be honest. “But you don’t need to feel obligated to include me just because I’m standing here.”

      The three women exchanged glances loaded with meaning, and Tess stepped in to link her arm through Harlow’s.

      “Here’s a little pro tip you should probably learn real quick if you’re going to hang out with us. Not one of us does a damn thing we don’t want to. Not even Pixie Stick, over there.” She jutted her chin at Natalie, who gave up a sheepish nod.

      “I may be nice, but life’s too short for that crap. If we invite you to hang out, it’s because we want to hang out with you. Plus, there’s tequila and a cute baby.”

      “And chips,” Tess put in. “Because I have neither willpower nor shame.”

      “So, you’re in, right?” Charlie smiled, and Harlow found it impossible not to smile back.

      “Actually, I would love to.”

      “This looks like mischief.” A masculine voice sounded off from a few feet away, and Jonah sidled up beside Natalie to place a kiss on her temple.

      Natalie laughed, her eyes lighting up even though the shadows beneath them spoke of her health battle. “Nah, just girls’ night at Tess’s.”

      “Right. So, mischief,” Jonah said. “Do you want me to pick you up when you’re ready to call it a night since we rode out here in my car?”

      “Don’t be silly. You have plans.” Natalie pointed to Mallory, Parker, and—oh—Connor, who had joined the conversation, now, too. “I’m not messing with that. I’ll call an Uber.”

      “She will not! I’ll give her a ride,” Charlie promised. “And we’ll all make sure she doesn’t get too tired. She’s in good hands.”

      The way the whole group looked out for each other made Harlow’s heart squeeze, the sensation doubling up as she realized Connor was looking not at Jonah or Charlie, but at her.

      “Okay. I still won’t be out late,” Jonah said, prompting Natalie to roll her eyes.

      “Jonah, I’ll be fine.”

      A smile designed to charm the hell out of its recipient flashed across the surgeon’s handsome face. “Oh, I know. I just mean to spend most of my night in our bed.”

      “You’re terrible.” Natalie couldn’t sell the words around her blush, though. “Love you.”

      “Love you, too,” Jonah said, kissing Natalie one more time before turning to look at Connor. “You ready for burgers and beers, my friend? Your treat.”

      Connor grinned. “Yep.” He shifted his body to follow his gaze, which had never left Harlow’s face. “I’ll see you Monday?”

      “Absolutely.” The exchange was perfectly amicable, and yet she felt it everywhere.

      His gray-green eyes crinkled at the edges. “Okay. Have a good night.”

      “You, too,” Harlow said.

      God, she was perfectly screwed.
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      Strictly speaking, drool was not Harlow’s thing. But as she sat on Tess’s couch, sipping an expertly made margarita and watching Charlie and Natalie take turns cuddling Tess’s five-month-old baby, she had to admit, the little guy made a very cute exception.

      “Your son is adorable,” she said to Tess, which made her beam in reply.

      “Thanks. I’m biased, but I think so, too.” She placed a huge bowl of chips on the coffee table in front of them and plopped down next to Harlow. Charlie, who was currently favoring the baby over her yet untouched margarita, sat in one of the two cozy chairs flanking the couch, while Natalie stretched out in the other with a margarita glass full of sparkling water. Harlow’s experience with the diaper set was extremely limited, but Jackson—currently wearing pajamas with fire trucks and Dalmatians all over them and toothlessly grinning at Charlie as she repeatedly “stole” his nose—seemed like such a happy baby.

      And really young for Tess to be getting divorced, Harlow mused, although from the sound of her ex, that might not be a bad thing.

      Her curiosity must’ve betrayed her by showing—either that or Tess had crazy-good mind-reading skills (which Harlow wouldn’t put past the woman)—because Tess said, “What?”

      Harlow shook her head. Was she an idiot? These women had just included her, for God’s sake. “I’m sorry. It’s really none of my business.”

      “Which probably makes it a perfect conversation starter,” Tess said with a laugh. “You’re wondering how I’m getting divorced when I just had a baby.”

      Harlow blinked her way through her shock and blurted, “How did you know?”

      “We separated when Jackson was less than four months old. Trust me, you’re not the first person to wonder.” Tess paused for a healthy sip of her margarita. “The short answer is that my ex was a very different man when I met him, and, unfortunately for me, it didn’t take much to change him into someone I don’t recognize and definitely don’t like. I didn’t get the full memo on his personality transplant until after he knocked me up. But that’s okay. He can have his freedom and his whacked-out priorities. I have Jackson, and that’s all I’ll ever need.”

      “Sounds like you got the far better end of that bargain,” Harlow said, and Tess smiled as she put her glass on a coaster and stood to take the baby from Charlie.

      “I couldn’t agree more. Now, say goodnight to the ladies, mister. It’s time for you to hit the crib.”

      Harlow, Charlie, and Natalie filled the next few minutes with easy conversation—how Natalie was feeling (“crappy, but my test results are good, so it’s a win.”), how Charlie’s wedding planning was going (“crappy, but that’s what I get for trying to plan a wedding in between huge surgeries.”), and how much headway Harlow was making with the clinic budgets (oh, look! A crappy trifecta).

      In hindsight, she should’ve realized that the gleam in Tess’s eyes when she returned would mean nothing good for her. But by the time it had registered, Tess had already re-parked herself right next to Harlow and said, “Okay. Since turnabout is fair play and I am one nosy bitch, I’ve got to ask you a question that’s none of my business.”

      The pause that ensued told Harlow that Tess would give her an out if she really wanted one, but still, Harlow proceeded cautiously with, “Okay.”

      “What is going on between you and the Jolly Green Giant? And please”—Tess held up her non-margarita hand—“you can tell me to mind my own business or plead the fifth if you want, but don’t even try to utter the word ‘nothing’, unless you want us all to break into a chorus of Liar, Liar, Pants on Fire.”

      Harlow’s face prickled with the force of a blush that had to be showing. Her defenses warned that she should beg off—attraction was an emotion, and in this case, it was a sticky one. Plus, these were Connor’s friends. He might not appreciate her blabbing about how they’d kissed, or how she wanted to do so much more than kiss him despite their co-worker status.

      But they’re your friends, too, came a whisper from the back of her mind, and at that, her answer tumbled out.

      “I’m not really sure. I mean, Connor and I didn’t get along in the beginning. At all.”

      “Yeah, there was definitely some tension that first day when you came to grab him out of the ED,” Tess said.

      Natalie, who seemed to be the optimist of the group, picked up the thread. “But not now. You two seemed to be getting along great the other day when I popped in to talk to Dr. Mendoza about tonight’s training.”

      “And let’s not forget The Look,” Charlie added, arching a copper-colored brow over her margarita glass as she buried her smile in a sip.

      “Oh, God, yes,” Natalie said, grinning and grabbing the blanket from the back of her chair to snuggle up. “I’ve never seen Connor do that before. Have you guys?”

      Tess and Charlie shook their heads, leaving Harlow no choice but to ask, “So, what’s The Look?”

      “The Look—capital T, capital L, by the way—is what one person gives another person when they’re, um…” Charlie trailed off, but Natalie gleefully chimed in.

      “Interested.”

      “In banging!” Tess punctuated, draining her glass. “And Connor totally gave it to you tonight.”

      Harlow considered swallowing her tongue. “I, ah…we’re not sleeping together.”

      “Okay,” Natalie said gently. “But there’s definitely chemistry there, right?”

      She knew she could lie and deny it, but all three women had seen the look Connor had given her, which meant they had to have seen the way she’d reciprocated. “Well, yes, but we work together.”

      Charlie laughed, reaching for the chips. “Been there, done that. Just ask Langston.”

      “Me, too,” Natalie said. “It’s not against the rules for you and Connor to hook up, though, right?”

      “No,” Harlow allowed, taking a gulp of liquid courage before adding, “but I work for my father, who would likely find it a conflict of interest.”

      “So, he’d be mad,” Tess said.

      “More like disappointed.” Damn it, they really should just relabel tequila as truth serum and be done with it. “And the success of the clinic means a lot to me. I wouldn’t want to jeopardize that.”

      “Then don’t.” Tess lifted one shoulder in a shrug, her startlingly matter-of-fact words sinking right past Harlow’s armor. “I mean, I get it. Work is important to all of us, too.”

      “I didn’t bust my ass in medical school and residency for it not to be,” Charlie said, and Natalie nodded in agreement.

      Tess continued. “But you and Connor are smart, capable, horny adults who both want the clinic to succeed. There’s no reason the two of you can’t keep the bedroom separate from the boardroom if you decide you want to sleep together.”

      Surely, it couldn’t be that easy. Harlow opened her mouth to say so, but then closed it before the words could form. Quinn and Luke worked together so flawlessly that she hadn’t even known they were a couple until they’d chosen to show it. Natalie and Jonah did, as well, although they didn’t work together directly. God, Charlie and Parker even managed to work together as an engaged couple, and she was one of his direct supervisors.

      Maybe it really was that easy.

      Except… “Okay, working together aside, what am I supposed to do? Just tell him flat-out, ‘hey, if you think it won’t wreck our flow at work, I’d really like to have sex with you’?”

      “Why not?” Natalie asked. “That’s kind of how Jonah and I got down to business the first time.”

      “Really?”

      “Yep! We had different hurdles, namely that I was a virgin and he was stubborn as shit about our best friendship, but once I laid it out there—”

      “No pun intended.” Tess snorted, and Natalie gave up a giggle.

      “He was totally on board. In truth, it’s not a bad idea to be upfront about what you want. That way, you’re both on the same page and you don’t have to waste brain power worrying about how things will be afterward. You can enjoy the…”

      “Toe-curling orgasms?” Tess supplied.

      “Moment,” Charlie said.

      Harlow had to admit, the idea had merit. All of her other relationships, whether casual or serious, had followed the progression from social functions to dates to (sometimes) sex. The parameters of each relationship had never been discussed, though, and in every case, she’d ended up feeling unfulfilled. But if she put everything she wanted out in the open from the start, there was far less chance of that happening.

      And a far greater chance that she’d have a few toe-curling orgasms.

      “I’ll think about it,” Harlow said. “Thanks for the advice. And for the invite to join you all tonight. I don’t really get to do this very often.” But, no. She felt truly included, so she loosened the truth. They wouldn’t judge her. “Ever, really.”

      “You do now,” Charlie said, lifting her margarita in salute.

      “Just do us a favor, would you?” Tess sat up straighter, her dark brown stare growing serious. “Don’t break Connor’s heart.” She softened the words with a grin. “Or any other parts of him. He’s a really good guy. You can trust me when I say they’re rare as hell in this city.”

      Harlow’s heart picked up the pace behind her pale pink blouse. “I’m sure it won’t get to that, but I promise.”

      “Damn. I’m going to be the only unlaid woman in Remington soon,” Tess said over a laugh. “Thank God I’ve got a giant stash of romance novels to keep me company.”

      Grateful for the shift in subject and the lighter mood, Harlow grinned into her glass. “I borrowed one today, actually.” She tugged the book out of the laptop bag she’d deposited beside the couch, and all three women erupted into a chorus of sighs.

      “Oh, that’s a good one!” Natalie said. “Definitely check out chapters seven and thirteen if you want some inspiration. Eighteen only if you’re super flexible.”

      Tess lifted a brow and sent an appreciative glance over the book in Harlow’s hand. “Yeah, but can we just talk about this cover for a sec? Because I have highly impure thoughts about this man.”

      “Really?” Charlie giggled. “Not that he’s not hot, but he’s pretty much the polar opposite of He Who Shall Not Be Named.”

      “Who, Voldeprick?” Tess asked, pouring herself half of another margarita from the pitcher on the coffee table. “That’s the point. Plus, it’s just a fantasy. He’s got to be like, a decade younger than I am, and it’s not like I’m ever going to meet the guy. So, what’s the harm in having him in my spank bank, really?”

      Huh. She had a point. “None,” Harlow said, finishing her margarita. “Sexual fantasies are largely healthy. This one isn’t hurting anyone. If anything, it’s helping. And he is really hot.”

      “Amen, sister.” Tess laughed, and Charlie reached for the bowl of chips.

      “I knew I liked you,” she told Harlow. The conversation drifted to other topics, like whether or not the new Asian fusion place on Sycamore Street was any good (two votes for yes) and which Chris was the hottest Chris (one vote each for Hemsworth, Pine, Evans, and Pratt). Although she actively participated in the conversation, Harlow couldn’t help but let her mind drift back to Connor, and the idea of simply asking him if he was interested in getting the crazy attraction they’d been batting back and forth out of their systems, once and for all.

      She could handle it like any other proposal, she reasoned as they all switched from margaritas to the sparkling water Natalie had been sipping on all night, since two of them had to drive and one of them had an infant in the house. She and Connor were adults. Yes, they worked together, but the clinic mattered to both of them. It would take a hell of a lot more than a fling to get in the way of them setting the place to rights. For God’s sake, they’d worked together when they’d considered each other the enemy. Surely they could work together if they had a little casual sex outside of the office.

      Eventually, Natalie grew tired and Tess admitted that the baby would have no qualms about waking her up before the sun tomorrow if the spirit moved him. They all hugged each other goodbye, which was another odd ritual for Harlow, but it felt far too good to shy away from. She navigated the streets to her building, a faint buzz humming under her skin that had nothing to do with the alcohol she’d stopped drinking a good while ago, and everything to do with asking Connor into her bed.

      Now that she’d made up her mind, Monday seemed like an eternity away. Patience had never been one of her virtues, and Connor was out, right now. At a bar. Which was probably packed with plenty of sane, smart, sexy women who would see him for the great guy he was.

      Oh, yeah. Screw waiting.

      Harlow steered her BMW into the parking garage at the Metropolitan and parked in her allotted space. The garage was brightly lit, her heels clacking out a steady rhythm as she made for the elevator and got in, cell phone in hand. Calling Connor outright seemed a little presumptuous, so she bit her lip and tried to strategize. A text would work, she reasoned, stepping into the elevator and putting her keycard into the slot for residents. At the very least, it would put the ball in his court.

      Hi. Nothing urgent, but when you’re able, could you give me a call? There’s something I’d like to talk to you about.

      Juggling the phone with her laptop bag, she pulled her keys from their usual pocket so she could have them at the ready. As soon as the elevator doors slid open at her floor, she hit send, and before she could get her phone all the way back into her bag, it rang in her hand.

      Her heart did a flawless impression of a jackhammer. “You didn’t have to call me now,” she blurted, and great, she was off to an awesome start.

      “You said you needed me, right?” Connor asked, the noise in the background suggesting he’d ducked to the back of the bar to call her. “So here I am.”

      Oh. Harlow’s fingers trembled as she pressed her key into the lock on her front door. “It’s not…um, important,” she said, her cheeks burning.

      “You mentioned that,” he said. “So, what’s up?”

      She straightened, hitting the light switch and lowering her bag to the slim table in her foyer. She’d never been a shrinking violet. Starting now wasn’t on her agenda, even if this was the most unusual negotiation she’d ever started.

      “I actually have a proposition for you. Is now a good time?” He’d sounded sober so far, and it was barely nine thirty. But she wanted to be sure.

      As if he’d read her mind, Connor chuckled and said, “I’ve only had two beers, Harlow, and I’ve been here for two hours. I’m fine.”

      “Good.” Relief rode out of her lungs on the breath she just realized she’d been holding. “I’ll cut right to the chase, then. I know you and I had a bit of a rocky start, but I had a really good time with you at the batting cages, and I can’t deny being very attracted to you. We work together, which isn’t ideal, but we’re also both professional, and we’re adults. So”—she paused for an inhale to meter her pulse—“if you’re open to it, I’d like to spend some personal time with you. Specifically, having sex. I’m not looking for anything serious,” Harlow clarified. “But, as long as we can agree on a few particulars, yes. That is what I’m proposing.”

      A minute slid off the clock, then another, filled only by the sounds of ambient bar noise and Harlow’s heartbeat, thudding in her ears.

      Finally, she couldn’t bear it any longer. “Connor? Are you still there?”

      “I am very, very here.” His voice had gone low and rough and, oh God, it made the space between her thighs tighten with heat. “Let me make sure I’ve got this right. You want to have casual sex. With me.”

      “As long as it doesn’t affect our ability to work together and we remain one hundred percent professional at the clinic. Oh, and we use condoms,” Harlow added, not wanting to take anything for granted. “Then, yes. I do. But if you don’t think—”

      “Where are you right now?”

      The question was all demand. “Home,” Harlow breathed. “Why?”

      “I’ll be there in ten minutes.”

      Oh, holy shit. “I take it that’s a yes?”

      Connor’s chuckle was back, lighting her all the way up. “That’s a hell yes. Now, do you want to make me look up your address in the clinic’s database, or are you going to give it to me?”

      “I’ll text it to you.”

      “I’ll drive fast.”

      They ended the call and she texted him her address, along with the guest code for the parking garage. She called down to the doorman to let him know she had a guest on the way and to send Connor up when he arrived. Her heart began to race at the thought, prompting a laugh to spill past her lips.

      This was crazy. It was impulsive. But it was casual sex, not some emotional tell-all, and God, there was no question they both wanted it.

      Still, Harlow hadn’t expected him to come over now. She thought she’d have time to plan this out. Should she stay in her work clothes or change? Offer him a drink when he got here? A tour of her condo? Was there protocol for this sort of thing?

      A solid knock sounded off on her front door a few minutes later, and guess she was going to wing it in her work clothes. Taking a deep breath to counter the anticipation rising in her chest, she double-checked the peephole before twisting the knob to open the door.

      “Hi,” she said, unable to deny the breathless sound of her voice as she stepped back to wordlessly invite Connor inside.

      His mouth skirted the boundaries of a smile, his eyes brimming with intensity. “Hi.”

      The second she shut the door, his mouth was on hers.
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      Connor knew he should slow down. Harlow had made it clear that she didn’t want anything serious, but that still didn’t mean he should forego all decorum. He should ease out of the kiss, at least enough to greet her properly. He should tell her how glad—albeit shocked as shit—he was that she’d called, because he’d been thinking of her all night, just as he had for the past weeks’ worth of nights.

      But then she moaned into his mouth, her body melting against his, and nope.

      He wasn’t fucking slowing down.

      Connor captured her face between his palms, letting his fingers hook in her hair. The silky strands brushed over his knuckles as they loosened from the knot at the back of her head, and he held her even closer, wanting more.

      Harlow didn’t hesitate to give it. Her hands found his shoulders, closing over the fabric of his shirt to anchor them together. When he swept his tongue over the seam of her lips, she parted them eagerly. But it only took a beat before she balanced it out by sweeping back, taking the lead by matching his movements.

      “Do you know,” Connor said, because he had to do something other than lift her skirt and lower his jeans and fuck her senseless in her foyer, “how much I’ve wanted to do this all week?”

      Her gasp of surprise vibrated against his mouth, not helping at all in the want-you-now department. “Really? Why didn’t you?”

      “It was your move.”

      Well, that got her. “Are you serious?” Harlow asked, pulling back to blink at him with those big, blue eyes. “You were just waiting for me to say something?”

      “Yeah.” He nodded. “You were the one who said we should stick to business, so I wanted to respect that. Even though I wanted you.”

      Harlow didn’t respond. Instead, she grabbed his hand and turned on one heel to move deeper into her—whoa, humongous—condo.

      “Where are we going?” Connor asked, the determined set of her shoulders beneath that sheer pink top of hers turning him on harder than any scrap of fabric had a right to.

      “My bedroom. We have an entire week’s worth of time to make up for, and I’m done waiting.”

      Something dark and hot and very, very primal rose up from a spot in his rib cage he hadn’t known existed until now, and he stopped short, gripping her fingers as he tugged her in close.

      “If we’re not waiting”—Connor kissed her, sliding the edge of his teeth over her bottom lip with just enough pressure to make her shiver against him—“then I want to make you come right here.”

      He walked her backward to the nearest wall, although it was one of the few in the main space of her open-concept condo. The only light came from the single overhead she’d turned on by the front door, far enough behind to offer only a soft glow, and the twinkling lights of the city in the distance. Later, he’d have to admire what was surely a stunning view from the floor-to-ceiling windows spanning the entire far wall.

      Right now, he was going to enjoy something much, much better.

      Lowering his mouth to Harlow’s neck and his hands to her waist, he kissed the column of her neck until she sighed in approval. She leaned her head back against the wall, her pretty eyes drifting shut, and Connor placed a wicked smile on her skin.

      “I’ve wondered what you look like caught up in pleasure since the day you pulled me into that boardroom,” he confessed, kissing a trail to her shoulder, then her collarbone.

      Her smile in return went right to his already aching cock. She fluttered her eyes open, her gaze raking over his arms. “I’ve wondered how far up your tattoos go since then, too.”

      Thinking twice wasn’t even an option. Hell, when she looked at him like that, Connor could barely think at all.

      He yanked the cotton free from his jeans, lifting his hands in invitation. “Go ahead and find out.”

      Connor realized, a beat too late, how bold the move would make her. Harlow’s eyes glittered in the scant light, and she curled her fingers over the hem of his shirt, yanking swiftly upward to relieve him of the thing in one fluid motion.

      Her stare was fucking worth it.

      Her gaze moved over his bare skin, but she might as well have been touching him for how much he felt it. She took in the ink that covered him from wrists to shoulders, then fanned her lashes down, from his chest to his abs, then lower. His cock had to be easily visible against his jeans—he was hard as goddamn titanium. The flare of Harlow’s eyes confirmed things, and before Connor could reach out to touch her, she’d planted both hands at his hips, swinging him around and dropping to her knees in front of him.

      “I’m supposed to be making you come,” he ground out. Ah, hell.

      But she just smiled up at him, her fingers working quickly over the button and zipper on his jeans, brushing against his throbbing dick and driving him insane in the best possible way. “I don’t want to wait, either. And this”—she grasped the top of his boxer briefs, making his cock jerk at her nearness—“really”—she slid the cotton down, exposing him inch by inch—“really turns me on.”

      Connor didn’t reply. He couldn’t, because Harlow had parted her lips over his cock, and the heat of her mouth made him brainless.

      “Oh, fuck,” he grunted, cursing again when he felt her mouth shape into a smile. She pulled back, almost to the very tip, before taking him deeper, repeating the slow, torturous, utterly perfect process again, then again. He rested one hand on her shoulder, the other oh-so gently on the top of her head. He couldn’t risk any more contact than that. He was already damned close to embarrassing himself as it was.

      But then she looked up at him, her face flushed and her hair wild, and damn it, she had to stop.

      “I don’t want to,” Harlow said softly, making him realize he’d spoken out loud. The words weren’t bossy or demanding; in fact, they were far from it, almost as if she were asking and offering permission for him to lose himself at the same time. And that was when it hit Connor point blank in the chest.

      What she wanted—what she needed—was to be in control.

      Christ, there was no resisting her.

      Connor pressed his shoulders against the wall, arching forward enough to grant her all the access she wanted.

      She didn’t wait to take it. Chasing the movement of her mouth with one hand, Harlow worked his cock in flawless sucks and strokes, each one sending shockwaves up his spine. The fact that she was fully dressed and he was damn near close, other than the loss of his shirt, made the whole scenario even hotter, and he gave in to the urge to thrust against her lips. She moaned in reply, sending a familiar sensation from his balls to his lust-fogged brain.

      “Harlow,” he warned. But she didn’t stop. Hell, she didn’t even slow, her tenacity shoving him right past the point of no return. His orgasm rushed up and gripped him all at once, the pleasure of it so fucking intense that for a second, he couldn’t breathe. Harlow stayed right there with him, though, carrying him through every second and swallowing him down until he had nothing left to give.

      She slowed a few seconds later, softening her touch until it was feather-light, and her slower touches guided him back to capable thought. But as much as she craved composure, Connor wanted to wreck hers, to discover what she looked like when she tumbled over the edge into the sort of pleasure she’d just given.

      He’d wanted that from the beginning. And now, he was going to have it.

      Before Harlow could speak, he’d hauled her to her feet. Hiking his jeans back over his hips—at least enough to walk—he grabbed her hand and led her down the hallway they’d been headed toward before their detour.

      “Last door,” Harlow breathed, her voice husky and low. Connor crossed the threshold, unable to tell much about the darkened room other than the fact that it was huge and there was—oh, thank God—a king-sized bed in the middle of the back wall. He pulled Harlow to him, kissing her once before walking her right up to the mattress.

      “My turn,” he said. She didn’t protest. Dropping his fingers to the buttons on her shirt, he worked the tiny things through their buttonholes, exercising the patience of every saint ever canonized until the delicate fabric gave way to a satiny bra that made his mouth water.

      “Damn. Harlow, you’re beautiful.” Connor traced a finger over the tiny bow between her breasts, a spike of dirty satisfaction moving through him when she arched into the touch, seeking more.

      “You can barely see me,” she pointed out, making him laugh.

      “I can see enough. But maybe”—he made quick work of the zipper on her skirt, sliding it to the floor before returning to her bra straps to give them the same treatment. Better—“I should taste you, just to be sure.”

      The noise Harlow made when Connor dipped his mouth to her nipple was easily the sexiest thing he had ever heard, enough that he let out a moan to twine around the sound. Arousal rebuilt, deep in his belly, and he kicked out of his boots, then his jeans. Determined to take his time—or, at the very least, make a decent effort not to rip off her panties and sink directly into the heat of her pussy—he returned his attention to her breasts, working her nipples with both his mouth and his fingers until her voice broke over his name.

      “Connor. Please.”

      How one tiny syllable could wreck him so thoroughly, he really had no clue. But in less than a blink, he’d reclaimed his jeans to retrieve a condom from the back pocket, and in less than a breath, he’d angled Harlow over the bed.

      Placing the condom nearby on the bedspread, he lay down beside her. Now that she didn’t have the advantage of the stilettos she’d (regrettably) slipped out of, Connor eclipsed her in both height and sheer size. He skated a hand over her belly, pausing only briefly at the top of her panties before sliding the satiny fabric from her hips to find the even softer skin that had been beneath.

      Fuuuuuuck. She was wet and hot and trembling with want, and this was going to take willower he did not possess.

      And so he didn’t bother trying to hold back. Connor thrust a finger deep between her thighs, testing for only a stroke before adding another. Harlow arched off the bed, her inner muscles clenching as she let out a cry, and with a swift turn of his wrist, his thumb centered over her clit, pressing a hard circle over her slick folds.

      “That’s it,” he said when she lifted her hips to keep their contact steady. “Get good and wet for me, sweetheart.”

      She was already there, though, and he wanted to be inside of her like starving men wanted a nine-course meal. Shifting so he could reach the condom, he made the fastest work ever of stripping off his boxer briefs to get the thing properly in place. Harlow made a noise of displeasure that it required the use of both his hands, but then he pressed her thighs wide and knelt between them, and then all seemed to have been forgiven.

      She canted her hips up, seeking contact. Connor slid a finger over her bare pussy, causing a shudder that inspired him to move closer and replace his finger with his cock.

      He dragged himself over her clit in an easy glide, and it was a testament to his restraint that he didn’t fill her up. “Show me what I want to see,” he told her, a bolt of dirty want expanding in his gut when she tilted her hips, letting him slide his shaft over her slick, sensitive skin.

      “Oh, God. Connor, that’s…” Her knees fell wider, and when she surrendered control, he took it.

      “Show me, Harlow.” He thrust against her faster, just shy of penetration. But he was on a fucking mission, now. “Show me how pretty you are when you come on my cock. Let me in.”

      Harlow bowed up, closer…closer… “Now. Now, now. I’m—”

      Connor slammed into her just as she broke apart. Her hands were wild on his hips, her palms pressed flat over his ass to keep his cock all the way inside of her as her inner muscles grasped and released. She thrust against him, taking every ounce of her pleasure before going lax, and Christ, of all the ways he’d imagined she would look, this was something else entirely.

      He wanted it again.

      Taking care that he didn’t crush her, he leaned forward to balance his weight over Harlow’s body, relying on his forearms and knees. The move brought their chests flush, and the feel of her tight nipples rasping against his chest made his breath move faster in his lungs. She felt so good beneath him that getting lost in her was easy. They rocked against each other, testing out rhythms and subtle shifts in position. Each movement brought Connor closer to what he wanted, what he fucking craved, and finally, they were both right there on the edge again.

      But before Connor could tumble over and take Harlow with him, she’d hooked one leg firmly around his waist and rolled him to his back. The change in position let her control their motions, and watching her take what she needed, while giving it right back to him, was the hottest, most erotic thing Connor had ever goddamn seen.

      “Harlow,” he grated, his hands finding the tops of her thighs and his eyes locked on the spot where his cock was buried deep. “God. So good. You’re so fucking beautiful like this.”

      “Connor.” Her whisper became a sigh, then a pleasured moan. Her lips parted on a soundless gasp as she trembled all around him, and he was fucking lost. His orgasm kicked through him as Harlow came, too. Connor called out her name, his breath eventually slowing with his heartbeat and her movements, until finally, she collapsed in a heap on top of him.

      The weight of her body was warm and comforting, and he selfishly held on to her for as long as he could before sliding their bodies apart. He found the door to the master bathroom easily enough, taking care of the condom as quickly as possible before killing the lights and returning to Harlow’s bed.

      “Hey,” she said. She’d slipped into a bathrobe, some silky thing with flowers that was so pretty and so perfectly her, and Connor had to smile.

      “Hey.” He replaced his boxer briefs, then sat next to her on the bed. Even in the shadows, he could sense Harlow starting to retreat back into the composure she wore like a suit of armor, so he did the only thing he could think of to stay in the moment, just a little bit longer.

      He pulled her close and held her.
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      Harlow wasn’t exactly a rookie in the bedroom. She might be more focused on work than anything else, but she’d still slept with enough men in the past to consider herself moderately knowledgeable.

      But what had happened tonight with Connor had gone so far above and beyond anything she’d ever expected or experienced. The impulse. The intensity. The raw, primal emotion that had gone with all that want. The way her breath had caught, hard and deep in her chest, when he’d called her beautiful.

      And then, afterward, when she’d been unsure of what to say or do—a rarity that had left her feeling vulnerable as hell, thank you very much—he’d done the one thing that could put her at ease.

      And even though Harlow knew she should’ve felt even more vulnerable in his arms than under his body, she hadn’t.

      She’d felt right.

      “Uh oh,” Connor said, padding over to the spot where she sat at her kitchen table. God, there was something about a man in jeans and nothing else that should be against the freaking law. Especially when ink and muscles were involved. “You look lost in thought.”

      “A little,” Harlow admitted, because there was no point in lying. “But also hungry.”

      “Now that, I can fix.” He put a plate on the table between them, stacked high with thick, golden-brown pancakes, and she had to laugh.

      “I can’t believe you just whipped these up. So impressive,” she said as he parked himself across from her, reaching for the empty plate in front of her and placing three pancakes in the center before passing it back.

      Connor sent a glance over the softly lit room. “In a kitchen like this? Kinda hard not to be.”

      Harlow looked at the top-of-the-line appliances, sleek granite and shiny subway tiles, and gave up a smile. “The broker talked me into it. The kitchen is the heart of the home, and all that.”

      She thought of the kitchen in her parents’ house just outside of Remington, with its high ceilings and copper fixtures and chandeliers that should’ve looked stuffy, but instead just looked chic. The space had been built with catered events in mind, and her father had hosted dozens of them over the years. Yet somehow, her mother had managed to make the room warm and inviting, her small, signature touches everywhere. She’d made Harlow countless peanut butter sandwiches at that butcher block island, then sat right beside her at the table as she ate. Even that one time when Harlow had been a junior in college, and probably far too old for PB&J, but heartbroken over some idiot ex-boyfriend whose name she couldn’t even recall now. Her mom had simply made her a sandwich and let her cry it out.

      Harlow stuffed the memory, and the pang that accompanied it, way down deep in her chest, where it belonged. “I’m not really here enough to take proper advantage of the space, I’m afraid. The coffee maker is the only thing that really gets a workout.”

      “That’s a crime,” Connor said, filling his own plate with pancakes.

      She shrugged. “Long hours are part of the job. I don’t really mind.”

      “You honestly love what you do, don’t you?”

      He looked so comfortable, so wide-open and at-ease sitting there in her fancy kitchen, of all places, that her answer slid right out.

      “I do. In truth, I can’t remember ever wanting any other career.”

      Connor buttered his pancakes, then added a big dollop of blueberry jam she hadn’t even known she’d had lurking in her pantry. “Oh, come on. Not ever? What about when you were ten?” he teased.

      “When I was ten, I organized the fourth grade bake sale from start to finish. I wrote a comprehensive business plan with a clear division of labor, cost-to-income ratios, market analysis…the whole nine yards.”

      God, the way his jaw had dropped was too much. “You’re kidding.”

      “I am,” Harlow said with a smile that felt as good as it tasted. “But you should’ve seen your face.”

      “I’m a little envious, actually,” Connor said a minute later, and even though Harlow had been lost in the hearty-sweet deliciousness of her pancakes, she lowered her fork in surprise.

      “Of me?”

      He nodded. “Of the fact that you always knew what you wanted. I didn’t figure that out until much later.”

      They were bordering, Harlow knew, on a prickly subject. Connor had been a rising star in Remington University’s business program before his father had been indicted. He’d done internships at his father’s company just as she’d done at Davenport Industries. She didn’t remember much else, and the few articles she’d been able to till up after his relationship with Duke had become so rudely public had been vague, other than to say that Connor had been his protégé, then quietly disappeared after the indictment.

      But he didn’t seem uncomfortable. In fact, he looked completely relaxed, his shoulders loose and his expression self-assured, and Harlow’s curiosity got the better of her mouth.

      “So, what did you want to be when you were ten, then?”

      Of all the things she expected he might say, “My father”, wasn’t one of them.
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      Well, shit.

      Connor realized the uncut truth was going to come out of his mouth only after he’d spoken it, and from the look on Harlow’s face, she was just as shocked to hear his reply as he was. But, funny, the secret he’d kept for so long didn’t feel quite so big or bad when he gave it voice, especially to Harlow.

      His version of this story had never been told. He’d been sure he’d leave it buried forever, because under the dirt was where it belonged. But leaving it buried meant he’d have to haul that shit around forever, and sitting here, talking to Harlow in the warmth of her kitchen, didn’t just feel good. It felt safe. Like if he told her, she’d understand.

      And so he surprised himself again and kept talking.

      “I should probably start by apologizing to you,” Connor said, causing her shoulders to meet the back of her chair.

      “Apologizing? What on earth for?”

      Under different circumstances, he might be warmed by the fact that he’d managed to slip past her composure to elicit such pure, pretty emotion in her eyes.

      But he was mid-apology, and he meant to go the distance properly, so he said, “For not being more honest with you when we started working together. I had good reasons for staying quiet about Duke being my father.” His gut tightened as he thought of them. “But that doesn’t change the fact that it made our start at the clinic difficult, not to mention rightfully pissed you off. For that, I’m sorry.”

      “Connor,” she said softly, but without a trace of gooey sympathy, and hell if that didn’t make him want to confide in her all the more. “Yes, I was mad at the time, and no, the situation with that ass Mattigan wasn’t ideal. But all of that is so far behind us. You and I both want the same thing for the clinic. I know that now. You’ve proven it.”

      Something he couldn’t quite name flickered through his chest, making him lean toward her. Harlow had left the overhead kitchen lights off in favor of a smaller fixture over the nook where they sat, and between the soft glow and the shadows filtering in from the larger living space behind them, Connor felt an odd sort of comfort that pushed more words right out of him.

      “I came back here on purpose, you know.”

      Harlow’s brows creased, her confusion plain. “Back…?”

      “To Remington,” Connor clarified. “After I retired from the Air Force. I could have gone anywhere—globally, even. But I didn’t.”

      “Do you have other family here? Your mother?” she asked after a beat, and while his biological family was far from his favorite topic, he guessed his parentage was no longer a secret, so he shrugged.

      “No. My mother and I aren’t close.”

      At that, Harlow stiffened—the very slightest of movements, and if Connor hadn’t been trained to the teeth to notice everything, he’d likely have missed it. Damn it, of course mothers were a sore spot for her. She’d only lost hers a couple years ago.

      He continued with care. “I’m her and Duke’s only child. But Duke isn’t an easy man to be close to. They got divorced when I was twelve, and he fought for full custody of me. He likes power.”

      It occurred to Connor that he was talking about Duke in the present tense, even though he hadn’t spoken a syllable to the man in ten years. That didn’t matter, though. Duke believed what he wanted, regardless of reality, and he was never changing. I didn’t steal that money, Dannyboy. I earned it.

      “Power isn’t necessarily a bad thing,” Harlow offered quietly. “There are a lot of influential people who don’t abuse theirs. Some even use their authority for good.”

      Connor couldn’t help it. He scoffed. “Trust me, Duke’s not one of them. I’m not sure my parents’ marriage was ever much more than a business transaction, anyway. At least, to him. My mother’s father owned a tech company. Not huge, but big enough to bankroll my old man when he was starting out. And to help Duke make a lot of connections he wouldn’t have, otherwise.”

      “Wow, that’s…” She paused, probably searching for a word that was at least passably polite, but he let her off the hook.

      “Totally smarmy and something only a miscreant would do?”

      “Kind of, yeah.” Harlow bit her lip.

      “It’s okay. I learned a lot about him in hindsight,” Connor said, sliding his plate aside for the time being and holding on to their eye contact as he continued. “Duke’s pretty short in the soul department, obviously. I mean, I’d always known he was pretty cutthroat when it came to business. Yeah, there were times that made me uncomfortable deep down, but he always glossed over those questionable moves, saying that was just how the game was played. ‘That’s business’, he’d tell me. ‘Sometimes, shit happens. Gotta grow thicker skin’,” Connor mimicked in Duke’s slick Southern accent. “I was his protégé, and he was wildly successful. Of course, I believed him.”

      It was a tidy version of the truth. Connor hadn’t just believed his old man. He’d fucking worshipped him, every one of Connor’s puppet strings being skillfully pulled in the exact way Duke had intended. His father had manipulated him with ease, and Connor had been too blinded by devotion to see it.

      Christ, what a fool he’d been to trust so heedlessly that he hadn’t seen the truth that had been right there in front of him the whole damn time.

      “What changed?” Harlow asked, and hell if the answer wasn’t so easy and so wildly layered with thorns, all at once.

      “Duke was indicted. At first, I thought the charges were bogus. That the FBI had it out for him because he was rich and ruthless about his success.”

      Bitterness flooded Connor’s mouth. He’d been so sure that his father had been getting a bad rap, so certain Duke hadn’t been bleeding thousands of retirement funds dry.

      So wrong. “But then I talked to him. He’d just posted bail, done the whole ‘no comment’ song and dance with the press, met with his attorney. I told him not to worry. I knew he was innocent. And Duke got this...righteous look on his face, and do you know what he said?”

      The words were there, curving into Connor’s ears after all this time. “He said, ‘Innocent? Hell. I didn’t steal that money, Dannyboy. I earned it’.”

      A gasp crossed Harlow’s lips. “Oh, my God. He admitted that he was guilty?”

      Connor laughed, short and bitter. “That’s just the thing. He never believed he was guilty of any wrongdoing. Duke took that money, sure, but he really felt like he was entitled to it, that the whole thing was just another smart business move he’d brilliantly engineered.”

      “He denied it when I pushed, of course,” Connor continued. “Told me I’d misunderstood and I still had a lot to learn about business. But I learned everything I needed to know about the way Duke does business, right then and there. All that fast-talk, all the subtle insinuations that I wasn’t smart enough to know what I was talking about, it was just a self-serving cover for manipulation and lies, and he’d fucking mastered it. I knew he would get away with what he’d done. Just like I knew there wasn’t a damn thing I could do about it.”

      “Okay, but the FBI had enough to indict him,” Harlow semi-argued, the loose sleeve of her robe flapping around her slender wrist as she added a hand motion to make her point, and Connor felt her indignation, he really did. “You could’ve gone to them. If you’d told them what Duke said, surely it would have counted for something.”

      His heart sped up, his pulse pressing faster in his throat, but he’d come this far. Clamming up now would be pointless.

      “You don’t think I did?”

      She blinked slowly, looking totally stunned, and of all the things he could’ve said to crack her composure, Connor hated that it had been this. “You—”

      “Went to the FBI’s Remington branch that same day.” Hell, he remembered the polished linoleum, the beep of the metal detectors, the utterly shocked faces of the agents who had come to greet him, all as if he’d just been there an hour ago.

      “I knew it probably wouldn’t matter,” Connor said. “There was no proof of his confession, and he had the best defense team in the city on his side. But I still told them what Duke had said. And the prosecutors told me what I already knew.”

      Harlow’s breath released on a slow exhale. “It was your word against his, and he’d covered his tracks so well, no one would ever be able to find concrete proof he’d stolen that money.”

      Bingo. “And Duke had never clearly stated he’d done anything wrong. The prosecutors couldn’t do anything with what he’d said to me, even though they wanted to, and we all knew Duke was too smart to say it again with how I’d reacted, so a wire was pointless. The FBI said they’d build their case and get him anyway, but I knew they wouldn’t, just like I knew Duke was guilty as sin. So, I did the only thing I could.”

      “You left,” Harlow said, understanding flickering through her eyes in the soft daylight now edging past the window blinds. “That’s when you enlisted.”

      Connor nodded. Funny how the move, so impulsive at the time, had ended up being the thing that had saved him.

      “I couldn’t continue as a business major. Even if I’d wanted to work for a big company—which at that point, I didn’t—who would have me? The military was the only place I could think to go where no one would give a shit about my last name, or who my father was. The Air Force agreed to let me finish my degree while I was enlisted, so I jumped at the chance.”

      Harlow studied him carefully, head tipped, gaze keen. Christ, she was beautiful. “And you decided to become a medic while you served. That’s a pretty interesting choice.”

      Yeah. The irony of the fact that he’d gone into the same profession as all of the people his father had ripped off and ruined wasn’t lost on him, either. “I did my BMT…sorry, Basic Military Training,” he elaborated when her brows pulled together in confusion, “then technical training came after that, and I earned the rest of the credits for my undergraduate degree that way. But I realized I was a good fit for medicine pretty quickly, so when I qualified to train as a flight medic, it was a no-brainer. I loved every second.”

      “Not enough to make a lifelong career of it, though,” she observed. Jesus, he thought with a smile. She was probably astute in her sleep.

      “I wasn’t big on the idea of becoming an officer. Active-duty tours take a lot out of even the best airmen, so after six years, I came back here.”

      “Another interesting choice,” Harlow said, but Connor shook his head.

      “It was my only choice,” he corrected, the conversation coming full circle. “I learned a lot in my six years away, and I changed even more. I loved the Air Force, but I knew I had to come back to Remington eventually. I just…”

      He broke off, wanting to be sure he chose the words that would do the most justice to what he’d felt. To what he still felt. “I could never get all those names out of my head, you know? The list of people Duke had stolen from. They were medical professionals. Hard-working people. Part of this community, earning their living like everyone else. And no matter how badly I wanted to, I couldn’t make that right.”

      Connor’s throat tightened, but he pushed the rest through. “But what I could do was come back here and serve the city my father harmed the best way I knew how. That’s how I do business. I help people.”

      He pushed back to look at her. He’d never told anyone other than the federal prosecutor about the conversation he’d had with Duke—hell, a mere month ago, less than ten people in the world even knew they were related. But Harlow needed to know this, above everything else.

      He didn’t just want to prove his worth. Right now, in this moment, he wanted to prove his worth to her.

      So he said, “All I’ve ever wanted to do is give back a little bit of what my father took from the people of this city. So, when I tell you that I will do all that I can to make the clinic successful, I mean it. I’ve never told anyone my reasons before, but…that’s why I’m here to help the people of Remington. No matter what it takes.”

      Harlow looked at him with that bright, beautiful stare that saw every damn thing he’d hidden for a decade. But rather than say anything, she simply pushed back her chair, moved over to him, and slid into his lap to cup his face between her hands.

      “I never met your father, but I do know this. What he did wasn’t business. It was despicable, and you are nothing like him. You’re a good man, Connor.”

      Need built in his chest, and he pulled her in close, unable to resist. “Yeah? How good?”

      She let him kiss her thoroughly before murmuring, “So good.”

      The seriousness of the moment faded back, and Connor kissed her again. He didn’t know how long this thing between them would last, or what it even was. But right now, he felt better than he had in…fuck, he didn’t even know how long, and he wasn’t about to waste it.

      Wrapping his hands over her hips, he lifted Harlow with ease, a bolt of want kicking through him when she wrapped her legs around his waist and laughed.

      “What are you doing?” she asked, and he answered her with a dirty, delicious grin.

      “You’re not using your kitchen to its maximum potential, sweetheart. Now come let me show you what this island is really for.”
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      Harlow made it all the way to lunch on Monday before she admitted that the old “don’t mix business and pleasure” adage might just be a flaming crock of shit.

      Yes, a lot of the pleasure part had been the otherworldly sex she and Connor had shared over the weekend (so. Many. Times. The man had some serious stamina, not to mention a ridiculously talented tongue). But that hadn’t been all that had tapped Harlow’s emotions. There had also been the shocking apology he’d given up for not being more forthcoming with her before the press conference, then the even more shocking truths he’d revealed about his father.

      It had taken every last scrap of Harlow’s restraint to keep her emotions from parading over her face as Connor had told her why he’d abruptly left Remington after Duke had been indicted, and why he’d come back when he’d retired from the Air Force. He’d clearly been holding the story inside for years, and even though he had dozens of friends—some of them as close as family—who he could’ve chosen as a sounding board, he hadn’t.

      Instead, he’d opened up to her. He’d trusted her.

      And that had felt even better than the otherworldly sex.

      Harlow lowered the cardboard-style turkey sandwich she’d grabbed from the hospital’s cafeteria to the takeout container on her desk, finally giving in to the temptation to replay the weekend in all its glorious, laid-back detail. She and Connor had spent every minute of yesterday together, with the exception of him taking a quick trip to his apartment for a shower and a change of clothes. They’d gone out to lunch—that Asian fusion place Natalie and Charlie had raved about really was good—then gone back to her place, where she had eventually given him that tour, then they’d settled in to binge watch old episodes of Grey’s Anatomy. Afternoon had slipped into evening, then evening into night and Connor back into her bed. By the time morning had arrived, and the work week along with it, they’d simply fallen back into business as usual, with Connor bringing her breakfast and her reviewing the agenda for today’s board meeting with him. They worked together as they had for the past week, disagreeing in philosophy but still compromising enough to make progress, and Harlow had to admit it.

      Connor might still be reluctant to believe that business was important, but if they kept this up, they might just have a shot at getting the clinic running the way it was meant to.

      The way her mother would’ve wanted it to.

      “I hope that smile is for the update you’ll be presenting at today’s board meeting,” came a familiar voice from the doorway, and Harlow nearly jumped out of her skin.

      “Dad!” Schooling her expression to get rid of both her grin and the shock that had chased it, she arranged her features into a polite smile. Damn it, how had she let so much emotion rise to the surface, where anyone could plainly see it? “I wasn’t expecting to see you here today.”

      “I thought I’d come to surprise you and see how things are going for myself.”

      The reply was smooth enough, Harlow thought as she rose to usher him into the office. But her father was far too calculating for things like surprises. For God’s sake, he didn’t even roll out of bed without a business plan for how to get his feet from the carpet to the coffeepot.

      Her belly tightened. “If I’d known you were coming, I would’ve met you out front.”

      Okay, so maybe the rare showing of pique wasn’t a spectacular idea, especially since the lift of her father’s brows showed that it had made a direct hit. But if he wanted to know whether or not she was prepared for the board meeting, he could just ask rather than springing a “surprise” visit on her.

      “That’s quite alright,” he said, coming in, but not sitting in the chair across from her (cluttered…damn it, she knew she should’ve tidied at least some of this mess up) desk. “The woman at the front, Miss...”

      Shit. Harlow scrambled for Macie’s last name for a full three seconds before striking gold. “Hall. But we don’t really stand on too much ceremony here unless we’re addressing the doctors in front of their patients, so she goes by Macie.”

      “I see,” her father allowed past pursed lips. “Well, Miss Hall told me you were here and that I should just come back. Interesting protocol, but I found my way well enough.”

      Harlow bit the inside of her cheek to force herself to select her words with care. “Macie knows who you are. She’d never have let you past the desk if she didn’t.” In fact, she’d probably been trying to show Harlow’s father a courtesy by telling him to come on back, welcoming him in the way she did all of the staff. “But she can’t leave the intake desk in case an emergency comes in, so she was following protocol.”

      Her father nodded, seeming to accept the explanation, although it took a beat or two to get there. “Things seem to be running at least a bit more smoothly in the waiting room than the last time I was here. I take it you’re making progress?”

      “Some,” Harlow said. Always lead with the good. “The staff training went incredibly well, and we were able to proceed without making any cuts.”

      “Hmm. And how did that affect the budget?”

      A legitimate question, but one that made her stomach clench nonetheless. “The budget is still a bit complicated, but I’ll be reviewing some of our options for changes at the board meeting.”

      The budget had been the most challenging component of this contract by far, and the fact that she and Connor hadn’t made any staffing cuts didn’t help. The overhead and operating costs were challenging enough to juggle on their own. Compounded by how grossly mismanaged the clinic had been for the nine months it had been running before Harlow had gotten her hands on it only hammered home the number-one rule when it came to managing money.

      Getting into debt was far freaking easier than getting out.

      This was not, as it so happened, a rule that was lost on her father. “Options are different than results,” he pointed out. “The numbers are still quite underwhelming.”

      “The numbers were a dumpster fire when the hospital hired us,” she reminded him. Her predecessor had made a career out of spending money the clinic hadn’t yet made. “In fact, the numbers are a large part of why the hospital hired us.”

      “Which is a large part of why I chose you for the job,” her father replied. “You’re usually excellent at strategizing budgets and righting the financial side of a business that’s operating at a loss,” he said, his tone all but emphasizing the fact that “usually” didn’t include now.

      It stung, because damn it, he wasn’t wrong.

      “I can assure you that I’m doing all that I can to work through what’s here and find ways to get the clinic back on track financially,” Harlow said quietly, so she wouldn’t scream. “But the numbers are a lot worse than we’d originally thought, and I don’t have a magic wand. Fixing the finances will take more than a few weeks.”

      “You’ve already had a few weeks to start making progress. Nearly four of them, to be exact. I understand that the time constraints are a bit unorthodox—”

      “Nearly impossible would be more accurate,” Harlow said, but her father countered by showing her just how honestly she came by her mettle.

      “And yet I’ve seen you manage contracts with just as many challenges before. I realize that this is a difficult contract, Harlow, and can appreciate the effort you’ve invested. But we are running out of time. The clinic can only operate at a loss this big for so long before we won’t have a choice but to close the doors.”

      Her dread swirled in her chest, becoming so strong that it felt like an actual presence, sitting there on her shoulder, whispering insidious little reminders of everything that was at stake. Her reputation. Her father’s opinion of her.

      The clinic named after her mother, who she missed so much, it hurt.

      No. “That’s not going to happen.”

      Harlow might not know how she’d get out of this, but she was too determined not to find some way to get this job done. The clinic could not fail.

      For a moment, her father remained quiet, studying her with a look on his face that she couldn’t be sure she’d ever seen before, let alone translate. Then he smiled, as well-mannered as ever, and said, “I certainly hope you’re right. But for the time being, why don’t you let me take you to a proper lunch so we can catch up? After all, a person can’t survive on takeout alone.”

      With the tension broken—at least, for now—she looked at the ho-hum sandwich on her desk, and ugh, he was right about that.

      “Lunch sounds lovely. Just let me get my coat.”

      Harlow forced her feet beneath her and her determination into place. She and Connor had made some progress over the last few weeks. They were both dedicated to making the clinic successful.

      Now all they had to do was step up their game.
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        * * *

      

      Being in the Air Force had honed Connor’s instincts into a precision instrument, and his four years as a nurse had kept those instincts scalpel sharp. So it went without saying that even though Harlow had told him that Monday’s board meeting had gone “as expected”, the thing had surely been a shit show. He had access to their budgets, same as she did, even though the task of balancing them fell largely under her umbrella—at least, for now.

      Plus, Connor had sat down and strategized with her enough times over the past couple of weeks to know they were still operating at a not-small loss, despite how hard she’d been working to turn things around. In fact, other than a quick couple of hours mid-week when he’d all but forcibly carried her from the building so he could make her some dinner and hide her laptop for at least one night, he hadn’t seen her at all outside of work.

      And damn it, even though he knew it was dangerous, he missed her.

      “Hey,” Connor said, sticking his head into the office, where Harlow had become a near-permanent fixture behind her desk. He must be rubbing off on her—either that, or she’d caved in to the fact that it was Saturday and had taken a casual approach to celebrate. The long gray sweater hugging her curves was bad (good?) enough, but her black leggings and knee-high boots were surely designed to kill him slowly, if not give him a socially unacceptable and equally permanent hard-on.

      But then Harlow looked up, revealing a tired smile and a set of shadows beneath her eyes, and Connor’s gut made a move that defied description.

      “Whoa. You look…”

      “Like I’ve had the longest week of my life?” she supplied, a lock of hair breaking free from the soft knot at the nape of her neck as she took off her glasses to rub her temples.

      Connor took a lightning-fast look over his shoulder to be sure the coast was clear before moving to tuck it back behind her ear. “Like you’ve been working really hard.” He gestured to the work spread over the desk in front of her. “You know we’re going to get there, right? We’ve already come too far not to.”

      Harlow’s smile was weary, but man, it still threatened to wreck him. “You always see the glass as half full, don’t you?”

      Ah, he loved it when the questions had easy answers. “Yes, ma’am. That’s because it is half full.”

      “I wish I shared your enthusiasm.”

      “Why don’t you share the workload to help get you there?” Connor asked, and Harlow let out a shocked pop of laughter.

      “What do you mean?”

      He slipped behind her and sat down in his desk chair. One of these days, he was going to get his head around the fact that camaraderie was a foreign concept for her, but today? So not his day. “We’re a team, right? Me and you? So, let me help you.”

      Harlow’s brows lifted, but she didn’t protest. Much, anyway. “Unfortunately, I’m not sure I can be helped. I feel like I’ve gone over all the possible strategies to right-side the budget a thousand times. If we cut staffing, we’ll have to cut services, and that hurts our productivity and our bottom line.”

      “Not to mention it leaves people without the health care they need,” Connor said, his chest tightening beneath his scrubs.

      “Exactly,” Harlow agreed. “Thanks to the staff training, we’re operating more efficiently, which is good. But we’re still not covering our overhead, and it’s not as if those costs are negotiable.”

      Shit, she was right. The electric company didn’t exactly haggle. “I can take another look at the inventory budget, but we’ve cut pretty much every corner we can without sacrificing quality care.” He’d even negotiated a new agreement with their biggest medical supplier to get the lowest prices possible.

      She shook her head with more resignation than argument. “Even if we catch up on operating costs—which, in theory, we could do within about six months if all goes according to plan—the debt we inherited puts us so far in the hole that we might as well be bailing out the Titanic with a pair of thimbles. The smaller changes won’t be enough to fix that with the time we have—or, more to the point, don’t have. What we really need is a large influx of cash, and we need it fast.”

      Connor was afraid to ask, and yet… “How large?”

      He wasn’t low on fortitude, yet the number Harlow forked over made him more than a little nauseous. “Wow. Ah, okay. What about outside donations?” he tried. “The hospital relies on private donors for a certain amount of its projects. In fact, without those charitable offerings, a decent amount of their programs and research grants wouldn’t exist.”

      “And neither would this clinic, remember?” she asked gently. “We’ve already relied on a private donor once. It’s actually part of the problem.”

      “How’s that? Aren’t financial gifts a good thing?” They sure could use a whopper of one right now.

      Harlow sat back in her desk chair and exhaled. “Most of the time, yes. But in this case, other donors will see that the clinic’s previous gift, which was significant enough to build the entire facility, ended up being mismanaged. No matter how much we promise them we’re working to rectify the problems, they’ll be too hesitant to donate—especially enough to cover the amount we need. I know I would be.”

      “Maybe…well…shit,” Connor finished lamely. “I’m sorry.”

      Harlow blinked. “It’s not your fault this is such a mess.”

      “No, but it’s not yours, either,” he pointed out. “Roper’s the one who left us in this jam, and he managed to hide it from the hospital for a long time.”

      For a beat, he was sure she was going to argue. The flash of emotion turning her eyes the color of a stormy ocean certainly suggested she had the words ready to go.

      But then she simply shrugged and averted her gaze. “I guess.”

      Oh, he was tempted to push. She’d been hiding her emotions from the start, and while normally he’d respect a person’s need for privacy, something told him whatever was brewing beneath Harlow’s veneer of composure was hurting her—or at the very least, angling to get out. She was hardly used to the sharing is caring route, though. Like Declan, if he wanted her to open up, he’d have to give her the space to do so.

      And the outlet.

      “Come on,” Connor said, standing up and holding out his hand.

      “Where are we going?” she asked, and he’d deal with the feeling that had expanded in his chest when she’d placed her hand in his without hesitation later.

      He smiled. “Well, it’s just about closing time, and we’ve had one hell of a week. What do you say we see if Dee will let us sneak in a bucket of balls before we grab some empanadas from the place up the street from my apartment? I’ll even throw in margaritas if you’re feeling feisty.”

      And, score. She laughed and closed her laptop with her free hand. “Tequila, huh? That’s awfully brave of you, considering my mood.”

      “Ah, it’s all good. We’re a team, remember? I’ve got your back.”

      Her lashes arced upward, glinting gold and outlining her surprise. Time seemed to suspend and slide away, as if it didn’t matter as much as the two of them standing there, hand in hand, connected in their own way.

      “Thank you,” Harlow whispered.

      Connor tightened his fingers over hers, knowing he should probably let go, yet not willing to do it for all the fucking gold in Fort Knox. “Sure.”

      He did loosen his grasp a few seconds later, partly because Harlow needed to tuck her laptop into her bag and grab her coat, and partly because Macie and Alejandro were still closing up shop in the front of the clinic. Connor didn’t care if their staff clapped eyes on a little hand-holding, but he knew enough to realize that Harlow sure as hell would. Plus, he’d have plenty of time to hold her after they got out of here, and he damn well intended to.

      They made their way down the hall, then past the empty curtain areas and quiet exam rooms. Macie and Alejandro stood at the intake desk, both bundled up and looking ready to head to their respective homes.

      “Oh, hey,” Macie said with a broad smile. “We just released our last patient and shut down the system for the night.”

      “All that’s left to do is tidy the waiting room and lock up.” Alejandro turned toward the door leading to the main lobby, but Connor smiled and waved them both off.

      “You two go ahead. We can take care of that.”

      Macie’s brows shifted up toward her braids. “Are you sure?”

      “Of course.” He rooted through the pocket of his bomber jacket for his keys. “Just let me—” Ah, shit. Keys? Check. Cell phone? Not so much. “I must’ve left my phone in the office somewhere. Walk you guys out the back while I go to grab it?”

      Macie and Alejandro nodded, and Harlow gestured to the front door. “I’ll lock up here in the meantime.”

      Connor’s safety-in-numbers rule for whomever worked until closing applied to everyone—himself and Harlow included—so thankfully, the fact that she was waiting for him didn’t make either of their employees bat an eye.

      “Sounds good. I’ll only be a couple minutes,” he promised.

      But she shooed him toward the back of the clinic. “Connor, please. What in the world could happen to me while I’m tidying up? I’ll be fine out here by myself. Go,” she said.

      Then she smiled softly and headed toward the lobby.
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      Harlow auto-piloted herself through the security door leading to the clinic’s lobby. Her head still pounded beneath the boulder-like weight of her thoughts, but oddly, her heart felt a little lighter, a tiny twinge of hope glimmering there amid all the shadows.

      We’re a team, remember? I’ve got your back…

      Of all the emotions she’d crammed down over the past few years, hope was the one she’d missed the most.

      It was also the most dangerous.

      The sound of the automatic doors hissing open yanked Harlow back to the lobby in an instant. A gust of frigid air blew inside, raising goose bumps on her skin despite the fact that she was wearing one of her coziest wool sweaters.

      The chill was nothing compared to the sensation that moved through her when she saw the young woman standing on the threshold.

      “Oh,” the woman, who couldn’t have been older than twenty-three, said, her brown eyes going wide in shock as she caught sight of Harlow standing there with a magazine in one hand and her heart in her esophagus. “I, uh. Do…do you work here?”

      “Yes, but we’re—” Some instinct Harlow couldn’t label made her redirect, mid-sentence. “Yes,” she said. “I work here. My name is Harlow.” She stepped forward, her pulse taking a swipe at her composure as the woman countered with a step back.

      “Evie,” the woman mumbled at the floor. “So, are you, like, a doctor?”

      At this, Harlow knew she couldn’t lie. “No. But I can help you.” She scanned Evie from head to toe, but couldn’t discern much past the young woman’s long, quilted parka and baggy sweatpants. “Are you hurt?”

      “No.” The reply was too fast to be anything other than denial, Evie’s dark blond hair flying around her shoulders at the force of her head shake. But the way she’d winced, then cradled her left forearm tight to her body, told the real truth.

      “Are you sure?” Harlow asked gently, tamping down the dread threatening to rise up and rattle her no-big-deal tone.

      Evie paused. “I mean, it’s not a big deal, but maybe a little,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Stupid, really. I slipped and fell outside my apartment. My wrist is kind of bruised, so I thought, you know. Maybe I could get one of those brace thingies. But I can just take it and go.” Her eyes darted to the empty intake desk, and the quiet clinic beyond. “I know you’re closing up.”

      Harlow shook her head. Fine, yes. Technically, they were closed, and protocol dictated that she send the woman across the street to Remington Memorial’s emergency department for a full workup. But just as surely as she knew that was what she was supposed to do, she also knew, deep in her belly, that the woman wouldn’t go.

      So she put down the magazine still in her hand and said, “We stay until everyone who needs help gets it. Why don’t you come inside where it’s warmer, and I can get someone to take a quick look at your wrist?”

      Evie paused, panic edging into her stare. “I don’t have to fill out any paperwork for this, right? If the doctor’s just going to look?”

      “We have one of the best nurses in Remington,” Harlow said, hoping it might put her at ease, because she knew she had to add, “You’d have to fill out a couple of forms, but they’re mostly for our records here, and so we can bill your insurance company.”

      “Oh.” Evie’s gaze hit the floor. “I don’t have a lot of money, or any insurance, so maybe we should just forget it.”

      She turned to the door, and shit. Shit, shit, where was Connor? He’d know what to say to put Evie at ease and agree to get checked out.

      Connor trusts you, whispered a voice in the back of her head. Now trust yourself.

      “Evie, wait,” Harlow said, her voice as quiet and calm as she could make it with her heart threatening to vault right past her rib cage. “You don’t need insurance for us to help you, and we don’t have to worry about the forms now.”

      “Won’t you get in trouble if I can’t pay?” she asked, but Harlow shook her head.

      “Nope. We don’t turn people away if they’re hurt, no matter what, and I’m one of the directors here, so I can promise you that no one’s getting into trouble. Your wrist must be hurting if you came all the way out here. I just want to help you out with that. No questions asked. Okay?”

      Harlow didn’t move, save to extend a hand in Evie’s direction. For a moment that lasted roughly an eon, Evie stood on the threshold, poised to run, and no, no. No, no, no, no…

      Her nod was nearly imperceptible, but—oh, God, thank you—it was there. “Okay,” Evie whispered.

      “Good.” Harlow tried her very best to keep her relief tucked beneath her smile. She let Evie close the distance between them at her own pace before turning to the security door leading past the intake desk, using her ID badge to gain access and usher the young woman through. But before they could get any farther into the clinic, a set of familiar footsteps sounded off on the linoleum from the curtain areas, bringing Connor into view.

      “Hey, sorry about that. I—”

      His cross-trainers squeaked to a stop, his green-gray eyes wary and wide. Evie went completely rigid, the fingers of her non-injured hand flying to Harlow’s wrist and closing in tightly over her sleeve, trembling despite the power of her death grip.

      Harlow’s heart launched against her rib cage like a crash-test dummy. “Evie, it’s okay,” she said quietly, trying to infuse the words with calm she was pulling out of thin freaking air. “This is Connor. He works here with me. He’s the nurse I was telling you about. Connor, this is Evie,” she told him, adding with eyes, she needs help. She needs us.

      Connor nodded and took a step backward to give Evie some literal room to breathe. “Hi, Evie.”

      “You’re the nurse?” she asked, eyeing Connor’s huge frame, which outsized hers significantly in both height and weight.

      If Connor was offended by Evie’s doubt, he chose to ignore it. “Yes, ma’am, that’s me. Are you hurt?”

      “I…um.” She hugged her left forearm to her body and shook her head. “Not really. It’s no big deal. I just slipped on the ice outside my apartment, like a dummy, and now my wrist is a little bruised, that’s all.”

      “Ouch,” Connor said, shrugging out of his jacket, nice and easy. “I’ve done that before, too, and it’s no fun. We can pop into an exam room so I can take a look, if you’d like.”

      “No.” Evie clutched Harlow’s sleeve, turning to look at her. “I mean, you said you’re the director, right? Can’t you look at it instead?”

      Shit. Shit, shit, shit. “I’m not a doctor or a nurse, Evie. I’m sorry, but I can’t perform a medical assessment.”

      For the third time in the ten minutes she’d been in the building, Evie looked ready to bolt. But no. Harlow couldn’t let that happen. This woman was clearly scared, and just as clearly hurt, so she said, “I can stay with you, though. As long as you say it’s okay, I can be present for your exam.”

      “Really?” Evie asked. Her distrustful gaze drifted over to Connor, who nodded in agreement.

      “Absolutely. Harlow and I are a team. She can be right there next to you the whole time I perform the exam, if that’s what you want.”

      It took a few seconds, but Evie agreed. She kept ahold of Harlow’s sleeve as Connor led them to the nearest exam room, letting go only when he produced a gown and a blanket, telling her she could keep her sweatpants in place since her injury was to her arm. Harlow asked if she needed any help changing, which Evie quickly refused. She did hand over her driver’s license, though, and tapped her way through the digital form that gave them permission to treat her, along with the fact sheet explaining her HIPAA rights. Finally, Connor pulled the curtain closed and gestured for Harlow to move into the main room of the clinic, shutting the door to the exam room as he followed her.

      “I’m sorry,” Harlow whispered, making sure they were far enough from the exam room that there was no chance their voices would carry, even a little bit. “I know I was supposed to send her across the street, but—”

      “She wouldn’t have gone,” Connor finished on a low whisper. “You were right not to let her leave. But, listen…” He jammed a hand through his hair, the concern that he’d kept masked in front of Evie now running free and clear over his face. “You should know this might be difficult.”

      Her gut triple knotted before dropping like a chunk of wet cement. “You don’t think she slipped, do you?”

      “No,” Connor said. “I don’t. But if someone else hurt her, unfortunately, it won’t be the first time I’ve seen it. And I won’t know how badly she’s hurt until I examine her.”

      It occurred to Harlow then that he must’ve seen horrible things, unspeakable things wrought with the worst sort of emotions, both in the Air Force and as a nurse at Remington Memorial, and her throat locked up, her own churning emotions preventing her from speaking.

      Connor reached out to slide his fingers over hers, just a bare brush of contact. “I know you told Evie you’d stay, but if you need to change your mind, I can call over to the ED and have Tess or one of the interns come out to be in the room instead.”

      “No.” Her voice came rushing back. “I mean, unless you think Evie would get better care that way.”

      “Actually, I don’t. She clearly trusts you, and I trust you, too. I just want you to be sure. It’s probably going to get emotional.”

      A memory of her mother drifted up, slipping through the cracks from the box into which she’d forced it. In those last weeks, her mother had been so weak and frail, spending probably twenty-two of the twenty-four hours in each excruciating day either sleeping or sedated. Harlow’s heart had broken with each second, her emotions smashing through her like a raging sea, but still, she didn’t leave her mother’s side. Not even when her mother gasped for breath and Harlow felt like her own lungs would refuse to work, too. Not even in the crushing moments right after her heart had stopped beating, when the nurses came in to carefully, reverently remove all the tubes and turn off the monitors. Harlow had been steady, then, strong as always. Setting her emotion aside even when she thought it would surely fill her up and choke her. But her mother had needed her then, just as Evie needed someone now, and no matter how much her emotions once again threatened to run rampant and have their way with her, Harlow couldn’t break her promise to the young woman.

      No matter how much it might hurt to stay steady, one more time.

      “I know,” Harlow said. “But if you think something really bad happened to Evie, then I want to do whatever I can to help you care for her.”

      Connor exhaled slowly. “Okay. You ready?”

      No, Harlow thought, but she nodded anyway.

      Connor leaned in to place a feather-soft kiss on her forehead, and she grabbed all the strength that she could from his nearness. “Me, either,” he said. “But this is what we’re here for. Let’s get Evie taken care of.”
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        * * *

      

      There were times when Connor hated his job. Granted, they were exceedingly rare. But walking into the exam room and seeing Evie, huddled under the blanket he’d given her and scared out of her goddamned mind, and knowing the chances were almost a hundred percent that someone had done something beyond words to make her that way?

      Yeah. This part, he really fucking hated.

      “Hi, again,” Connor said, moving slowly and making sure she could see everything he was doing, from washing his hands at the small sink across from the gurney where she sat to grabbing a pair of nitrile gloves from the box on the wall. “It’s been pretty cold this week. Sorry if it’s chilly in here.”

      She glanced down at the blanket, which she’d pulled around her shoulders and clasped tightly with her uninjured hand. “It’s not so bad,” she replied.

      Harlow stepped in to the right side of the gurney, across from him and close enough for Evie to touch, if that’s what she chose. “We can get you another blanket if you need one. Just ask.”

      “No, I just…I really want to get this over with. No offense,” Evie mumbled, mostly at Connor.

      Damn, he really didn’t blame her. “None taken. I’m going to need to take your vital signs first. That’s your temperature, your blood pressure, your heart rate, and your pulse oximetry. How much oxygen is in your blood,” he added. “None of the tests hurt, though. I’ll take your pulse ox with a monitor that gets clipped to your finger. Okay?”

      Evie lifted a thin shoulder and let it drop. “I guess.”

      Connor took a temporal scan for her temperature and slipped the portable pulse ox monitor into place easily enough. But the rest was going to require Evie to loosen her blanket, so Connor had to play it just right to keep her calm.

      “Let’s take your blood pressure on the right arm, since your left one is hurting.” He moved to stand next to Harlow, but Evie didn’t budge.

      Shit. He needed to put her at ease. Think, think… “Harlow, can you take this for me, please?”

      He handed over the blood pressure cuff while Harlow’s lips parted in the tiniest show of surprise. She didn’t hesitate, though, and hell if that didn’t make Connor’s heart jump a little extra.

      “Evie, I’m going to have Harlow slide the cuff onto your arm. I might have to adjust it a little to make sure it works, and then I can take your blood pressure. I’ll place the stethoscope on the inside of your wrist, like this”—he reached for Harlow’s arm at the same time she offered it, touching the diaphragm at the end of his stethoscope to the inside of her wrist—“and that’s it. Okay?”

      Evie bit her lip. Harlow reached for her without making contact, waiting for Evie to decide as she said, “I trust Connor, Evie. He won’t hurt you, and neither will I.”

      Evie nodded and extended her arm. Connor’s gut gave up a sharp pang at the sight of the faded bruises above her wrist, then another, fresher set just above her elbow. Harlow sent a lightning fast glance at him to be sure he’d seen both, then very gently slid the blood pressure cuff into place. He made fast work of finishing Evie’s vitals, then let her cover back up with the blanket.

      “You did great,” he told her, stepping back to note her vitals on her chart, and also to give her some space. Fuck, the way the poor woman tensed up and flinched whenever he touched her made Connor want to find whoever had caused those bruises and tear the person limb from limb.

      But he had to be sure what they were dealing with. “The next part of the exam is called a history. It’s just a couple of questions to make sure we can treat you properly.”

      Relief streaked over Evie’s face, but still, she reached for Harlow’s hand. “Okay.”

      “Do you have any health conditions we should know about?” Connor asked. “History of cancer, blood disorders? Anything like that?” Anything that would cause bruises like the ones on your arm?

      “No.”

      Connor nodded, hating where the answer led him even though he’d expected it. “Are you currently taking any medications?”

      Evie paused and looked at Harlow. “I try to take a vitamin every day, but sometimes I forget. And I take, like, ibuprofen sometimes if I get a headache.” She chanced some brief eye contact with Connor, which was more than he’d gotten thus far. “Is that what you mean?”

      “Yep. That’s really helpful,” Connor told her. “How about aspirin or blood thinners?” Last ditch on the cause of the bruises.

      “No.”

      Connor’s jaw tightened, and Christ, Harlow must know him better than he’d realized, because she nodded at him, very slightly, in understanding.

      “Alright. So, you’re here tonight with wrist pain. Did you hurt anything else when you fell?” He stuck with Evie’s story even though he had whopping fucking doubts about its validity. Calling her a liar or cornering her with accusations wouldn’t help anything, and his primary job right now, in this moment, was to take care of her injury.

      “No. Uh-uh.” She shook her head. “It’s just my wrist.”

      “Okay. Let’s take a look.”

      Evie hesitated, tension radiating off of her tiny frame in waves Connor could practically reach out and touch. She looked at Harlow, whose composed, kind expression slid all the way through him, giving him strength, too.

      “I’m right here,” she said to Evie. “I won’t let go of your hand unless you ask me to. I promise.”

      Exhaling, Evie drew her left arm from beneath the blanket. Connor’s adrenaline twisted to life, his breath spackling itself to his lungs as he took in her swollen fingers, her bruise-mottled hand, and—Jesus—her awkwardly bent and clearly broken wrist.

      “I’m sure that hurts,” he said, throwing every ounce of his strength into keeping his voice smoothly metered. Harlow’s eyes rounded for only a split second, but in that tiny slice of time, Connor felt her emotion almost as keenly as he felt his own. Very carefully, he supported Evie’s arm with one hand as he completed the exam, asking her to wiggle her fingers and attempt a few movements to determine how badly her range of motion had been compromised.

      Finally, he took a disposable cold pack from the mini-fridge in the storage cabinet by the sink and said, “We’ll need to X-ray it to be sure, but I’m almost certain your wrist is broken in at least one place.”

      “So, wait…does that mean I’ll need, like, a cast?” Evie asked, sitting up straighter against the gurney.

      “Yes,” Connor said, clamping down on the fact that half the time, injuries like this also required surgery, too. They’d cross that bridge if they got there, but for now, he had news that was going to rattle her enough. “At this point, because of the nature of the injury, I need to ask a doctor to come over from across the street to take a look, too.”

      “What? No.” Evie shook her head in a rapid back and forth, lasering her stare to the spot where she’d left her coat, her sweatshirt, and her shoes. “I can’t…I don’t want more people to see. You said you could fix this. Just you two.”

      Connor’s pulse tapped out a warning. “I said I could help, but I’m not a specialist. You need someone with experience in orthopedics to do a full assessment.”

      “No. No. This was a mistake. I knew if I came here, you’d blow this out of proportion. It was just a stupid fall!”

      Pressing forward, she swung her legs over the side of the gurney, snatching her arm to her side as Connor took an involuntary step toward her. Damn it. “No, wait. I didn’t mean to sc—”

      “I’m not scared!” Evie cried. “It’s not that big of a deal. I just want to go home.”

      Connor’s heart drummed a bassline beat in his chest. But before he could go for round two in trying to calm Evie down, Harlow shifted right into the woman’s line of sight and parked herself there, unmoving.

      “Evie, listen. Listen to me,” she insisted. “We’re not trying to overwhelm you. We can do the X-rays here, and I can stay with you for those, too. But Connor’s right. We need a doctor to make sure we can treat you properly. It’s the only way to help you get better, and”—her voice softened—“we would very much like to do that. So, please. Will you let us help you?”

      Tears streamed silently down Evie’s face. “I can’t.”

      “You can,” Harlow promised her.

      “You don’t understand,” Evie said, and to Connor’s surprise, Harlow nodded.

      “You’re right, I don’t. But I think someone hurt you, and I’d like to help so it never happens again.”

      Evie’s tear-stained eyes went wide, and damn, her denial was strong. Or maybe it was her fear, because her voice wavered as she said, “It wasn’t like that. I told you, I just fell outside of my apartment. That’s all.”

      But where Evie wavered, Harlow remained strong and true. “I can’t pretend to know what you’re going through, but I do know what it’s like to hold things in. I know what it’s like to hide what I’m feeling. And if what you’re feeling right now is scared, we can help you, Evie.”

      “No, you can’t.” Evie’s bottom lip trembled, and Connor’s heart jack-knifed beneath his scrubs.

      And still, Harlow was calm. “I swear to you that we can.” After a breath, then two, she asked, “You didn’t slip and fall, did you?”

      Evie shook her head, a tiny, broken movement. “N-no. But you can’t tell anyone. He said…it will only get worse if I tell.”

      “It won’t,” Connor said, as softly as he could around his rage. “We have lots of ways of taking care of our patients, Evie, and Harlow is right. We can help you if you let us.”

      “I’m scared,” she whispered, and Harlow nodded.

      “That’s okay. We’re right here.”

      Connor kept to his spot close to the door, but gave Evie his most reassuring look. “Why don’t we start with having a doctor take care of your wrist, and then we can find the best way to handle the rest. Would that be okay?”

      “So, we can just have the doctor look, and I won’t have to, you know. Say anything else?”

      “I won’t make you do anything you don’t want to do,” Connor said. It was a carefully selected truth, but Evie had already lost so much control over what had happened to her. They didn’t have to talk about pressing charges until her arm had been taken care of.

      Evie looked at Harlow. “And you’ll really stay with me when this other doctor gets here?”

      “I really will,” Harlow promised.

      Finally, Evie nodded. “Okay. I…yeah. I’ll stay.”

      A single flash of emotion moved over Harlow’s face, and it tightened his throat as much as Evie’s response.

      “Everything’s going to be alright,” Connor said. He’d do whatever it took to make sure of it.

      For both of them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            22

          

        

      

    

    
      Connor knew that what came next had to happen with extreme care. He and Harlow had to be on the same page every step of the way, so—as much as it pained him, and probably her along with him—they left Evie in the safety of the exam room and moved into the hallway to piece together what came next.

      “Okay,” Connor said, taking his cell phone out of the pocket in his scrubs. “I’m pretty sure Mallory’s on shift tonight, so let me see who’s on his service.” He tapped out a text, relief pouring through him when he got a fast reply. “Ah, good. It’s Vasquez. I’m going to ask him to send her over, and Tess, too.”

      Harlow’s brows pulled down in confusion. “Isn’t Dr. Mallory the ortho attending? That makes him the most qualified to look at Evie’s wrist, doesn’t it?”

      “Yes, but Evie’s already overwhelmed enough with one man in the room. Vasquez is good, and with Tess supervising her, they can send Evie’s scans to Mallory via her electronic chart and do a phone consult. We’ll bring him in if we need to,” he assured Harlow. As much as he wanted to put Evie at ease, he couldn’t compromise her health. “But I think this way will work, at least enough to get us to a diagnosis.”

      “Okay,” Harlow replied. “That seems smart, and I’d like to make this as easy as possible on her.”

      Connor’s instincts pushed with the urge to ask how Harlow was doing. Abuse cases were hardly in her wheelhouse—Christ, he’d seen dozens of them and they were still hell to process, every time. Plus, with what she’d said to Evie about knowing what it was like to hide her feelings, and how exhausted she’d been before the woman had even walked in the door? Harlow must be trying to micromanage a shit-ton of emotions right now.

      Not that she let a single one of them show. “What will you do once Tess and Sofia get here?” she asked.

      “Let them help Evie.”

      His gut clenched at the thought of not being the one to help her, personally. But Harlow would be there with her, and Tess and Vasquez were great doctors.

      Getting Evie the care she needed meant he had to trust them to give it to her.

      Connor cleared his throat. “I’m going to call Mallory and fill him in. While we wait for Tess and Vasquez to come over, we can talk to Evie about filing charges.”

      “That’s going to be a difficult conversation,” Harlow said, and fuck, he couldn’t disagree.

      “I know, but I might have a solution for that, too.” He outlined what he had in mind, relief nudging through him as Harlow agreed that the plan seemed not only viable, but smart. After a quick call to Mallory to explain the situation, he let Harlow lead the way back into the exam room, where Evie sat huddled on the gurney, the arm she’d let Connor splint before he’d gone to call the ED elevated over two pillows and bundled in a temporary splint.

      “Hey. Doing okay?” Connor asked, hating the stupidity of the question.

      “I guess,” Evie said, although she looked a hell of a lot more at-ease now that Harlow had resumed her spot beside the gurney. “Did you call a doctor?”

      Harlow nodded. “We did. Dr. Michaelson and Dr. Vasquez are on their way to do the X-rays and perform a more thorough exam. They’re very good doctors, and Dr. Michaelson is a friend of mine. You’ll be in the best hands.”

      “Okay,” Evie said, giving up a tiny nod.

      Connor paused, knowing the next thing he was going to say had the potential to shut down the progress they’d made. But he’d promised to help Evie, and while he might not be able to do that in the literal sense of shooting X-rays or running labs or administering medication, he could do this.

      “Since we have a minute or two, I was hoping you could do something for me,” Connor said.

      Evie’s eyes widened, her shock evident. “Me?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said, seeming to shock her further with the reply. “See, taking care of you doesn’t just mean splinting your wrist or calling a doctor to read your X-rays. It means making sure you’re safe, and that you don’t get hurt again.”

      “You want me to call the cops, don’t you?” Tension reclaimed Evie’s shoulders, her mouth pressing into a hard, pale line, but Connor continued anyway.

      “Someone hurt you, Evie, and yes, I’d like to see him pay for it.”

      “I’d like that, too,” Harlow added, before Evie could protest. “What happened to you isn’t okay, sweetheart. It needs to stop.”

      “It sounds so easy, when you say it like that.” She sounded more resigned than defensive, though, as if she wanted to believe it could be that easy.

      And so, Connor would make it that way. “I have a really good friend. Her name is Addison. She’s also my neighbor, and a detective at the Thirty-Third precinct. I think she might be able to help you.”

      “One time, my neighbors called the cops,” Evie said, her bottom lip trembling. “But once they got there, they barely took a look around. When my boyfriend said it was only an argument and I was being melodramatic with all my screaming and crying, they believed him. He’d been the one yelling.” She shook her head against the gurney. “He’d been the one to shove me. But the cops didn’t ask about that. They just took him at his word.”

      “We believe you,” Harlow said, squeezing Evie’s uninjured hand. “And this time, the police will believe you.”

      “Addison will believe you, too,” Connor promised. The evidence was overwhelming, and anyway, Addison was a great cop. She knew the truth when it was in front of her, and she might look like a college cheerleader, with her blond ponytail and quick smile, but when it came to justice? She was a freaking barracuda. Only with sharper teeth. “She also knows social workers and has contacts at women’s shelters. She can find you a place to stay where you’d be safe. Tonight, if need be.”

      Hope flared in Connor’s chest when Evie paused. But then she shook her head. “And then tomorrow, I’d have to go back. My boyfriend will have made bail by then. He told me that’s what would happen.”

      “He lied to you to scare you,” Connor said. “If you press charges, with the evidence we have here?” He looked at her arm, propped over the pillows. “They’ll stick, and he’ll go to jail.” Connor would make fucking sure of that.

      “No, they won’t. He’ll get out on bail and nothing will change. He said.” Evie’s voice wavered, the tears that had welled in her eyes spilling over her face. “He said if I ever called the cops, I’d be sorry.”

      Harlow reached for a tissue and wiped her tears gently away. “Evie, we can’t make you call the police. The choice is yours. But we can promise you this. Connor and I are here to take care of people. We will do whatever it takes to take care of you, and that includes making sure your boyfriend never touches you again. All you have to do is say the word. We’re here for you, no matter what. But if you want to call the police, I can promise you, your boyfriend is the one who will be sorry.”

      “What if he tries to get to me and hurt me again?” Evie whispered.

      Something dark moved through Connor’s chest at the thought, but he set it aside. “Then we’ll be there,” he said, as Harlow continued to stand by Evie’s side, steady and strong. “Okay?”

      Her tears began falling faster, but she gave up a shaky, broken nod. “Okay,” she whispered.

      And when her tears turned into sobs, Harlow held her.
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      Since joining Davenport Industries, Harlow had been stared down, yelled at, condescended to, and intimidated more times than she could count.

      Yet nothing—nothing—had prepared her for the brutality that Evie’s boyfriend had been capable of, or the emotional trauma that came with it.

      Tess and Sofia Vasquez had arrived mere minutes after Evie had agreed to let Connor call his detective friend. He’d disappeared to do that, then given Evie privacy with Tess and Sofia so they could complete her exam. Tess had been efficient and kind, and Sofia had been very thorough, making sure each X-ray was exactly as needed for the most accurate view of the bones in Evie’s wrist before sending them on to Dr. Mallory.

      Evie had eventually agreed to allow Tess to do a full examination once they’d consulted with Dr. Mallory to take care of her wrist, which had been broken in two places, with minor yet painful ligament damage that all but ensured she’d need physical therapy. Dr. Mallory didn’t let out a peep of complaint over not doing the exam in person, expertly guiding Sofia through the whole thing over the phone, even when it turned out that three of Evie’s ribs were bruised and they’d had to X-ray those, as well. She’d also had a series of burn marks across the back of one shoulder that had made Harlow’s stomach turn and her chest fill up with white-hot anger. The small blessing was that there were no signs of sexual assault, and Evie had been genuinely emphatic that her boyfriend “only” knocked her around when he got drunk, but never forced her into sex.

      Oh, the “only” had been bad enough.

      “How are you holding up?” Harlow asked, shaking herself back to the here-and-now of the exam room. Tess and Sofia had finished with the exam, Tess gently replacing the blanket over Evie’s legs and—now that there was no danger of her needing surgery on her wrist or anything else—Sofia bringing her some ginger ale and a package of peanut butter crackers from the hospital’s vending machine.

      “Okay, I guess.” Evie looked at the fiberglass cast now encasing her arm from her knuckles to mid-forearm. “This is going to take some getting used to.”

      “Sorry I had to immobilize your thumb, too,” Sofia said, and funny, for as serious as the intern usually was, she looked very contrite. “It was the only way for the bones to heal properly, but I know it’s probably uncomfortable.”

      “That’s okay,” Evie said. “It’ll get better this way.”

      Anything Sofia might’ve added got cut off by a knock at the door, followed by a friendly face peeking over the threshold.

      “Hi. I’m Detective Hale. Connor’s friend. You can call me Addison, though, if you like.” She smiled and murmured an extra hello at Tess, whom she clearly already knew. “Would it be okay if I came in?”

      Evie’s shoulders hiked upward, but she still nodded. “If you want, I guess.”

      “Actually, Evie, this is about what you want,” Addison said, neither her smile nor her feet budging. “I don’t have to come in at all.”

      “Oh.” Evie blinked, and in that moment, Harlow could’ve kissed the detective. “No, it’s okay. I want you to.”

      “Great. Thanks,” Addison said, crossing the threshold with a pretty, dark-haired woman. “This is my partner, Detective Walker.”

      “Isabella,” the woman said, her smile as kind as Addison’s as she shared it with Evie, then everyone else in the room.

      Tess cleared her throat. “We’re all done with your exam, Evie. Dr. Vasquez and I can leave you to your privacy.”

      She turned to go, but Evie shook her head. “No. I mean, the stuff in my chart…what you saw, it will help with the charges, right?”

      Tess exchanged a glance with Harlow, then with both detectives before answering. “All of your medical information is private. I won’t share it unless you give me permission to. Ever. That said…if you decide that you feel okay with that, I’m happy to go on record with my professional medical opinion that your injuries are one hundred percent consistent with abuse.”

      “I am, too,” Sofia added.

      “Would…would you stay with me while I make the report, too?” Evie asked, and Harlow’s heart lurched as both doctors nodded and stepped up to Evie’s bedside, across from her.

      Tess said, “Of course.”

      Bravely, Evie told Addison and Isabella about her turbulent five-month history with her boyfriend. How he’d isolated her from her friends and monitored her phone calls and texts. How he’d started with a small shove here, or an arm-grab there, but always apologized. By the time the abuse escalated, he’d had her scared out of her mind and convinced that no one would believe her, even with the stone-cold proof right there in front of them. Then, tonight, he’d pushed her so hard that she’d fallen halfway down the stairs in his row home. Although she’d thrown out her hand to absorb most of the impact, once she’d regained her balance, she’d run. Her boyfriend had been too drunk to follow, but not too drunk to yell at her that she’d be back, because she had nowhere else to go. No one else who cared.

      No one else to love her.

      The story broke Harlow’s heart, Evie’s isolation and loneliness not unfamiliar even though the situation itself definitely was. But Harlow recognized that pain in Evie’s eyes. She felt every ounce of the bone-deep emotions, and knew all too well how quickly they could drown a person in despair.

      They’d drowned her once. They threatened to drown her, still. But she would not—absolutely could not—let them show.

      No matter how close to the surface they were right now.

      Isabella, who had stepped out of the exam room at the halfway point in Evie’s story, returned now, with an older, kind-eyed woman beside her.

      “Evie, this is Lara Clayton,” Isabella said. “She works for Haven House, here in Remington.”

      “The women’s shelter?” Evie asked, and Harlow’s interest perked. She’d heard only good things about the place, and Davenport Industries had made several charitable donations to the shelter over the past decade. Her mother had always been an advocate for worthy organizations in need of funds to care for others. Especially local ones.

      “Yes,” Ms. Clayton said. “I’m one of the directors there.”

      Evie blinked, looking from Isabella to Ms. Clayton. “That was fast.”

      The woman smiled, and instantly, Harlow liked her. “We’re used to jumping into action when we’re needed, and I live only a few blocks from here. I’ve been talking with Detective Walker about your situation, and I think we can help. I take it formal charges will be made against the person responsible for Evie’s injuries?”

      “That’s up to her,” Addison said, but Evie—thank God—nodded.

      “Yes. I want to press charges.”

      Isabella folded her smile between her lips, but not so quickly that Harlow hadn’t caught the edge of it. “Detectives Hollister and Garza, two of our other team members”—she added at both Evie and Harlow’s confused looks—“are already on standby, just waiting to pick him up. Since it’s Saturday night, he’ll have to wait until Monday to be arraigned. By then, we can work up a restraining order on the off chance that he gets bail.”

      “We know the ADA, too,” Addison said sweetly. “You think we’re tough? I’ve got three black belts, and that’s nothing on Tara Kingston. She’ll do her best to make sure this guy gets what he deserves. Which is to stay in jail for as long as humanly possible.”

      Now that was the best news Harlow had heard all night. “So, what does Evie need to do from here?” she asked.

      Isabella said, “First and foremost, heal.” She turned toward Evie. “Ms. Clayton will help you with a place to stay for the next few days, and then you can determine what changes you might need to make for your safety.”

      “I’m not sure if I can keep my job,” Evie said, worry streaking over her face. “I work at a clothing place in the mall. My boyfriend…ex-boyfriend,” she corrected, “works there, too.”

      “I can help you cross that bridge if you get to it,” Ms. Clayton said. “Believe me when I tell you, honey. I’m a pro at helping people start fresh. Once you finish up here, I’ll take you to Haven House so you can get a good night’s sleep. We can talk more in the morning.”

      “We don’t need anything else,” Tess said, looking at Evie. “I’ll grab some extra Tylenol to send with you. As long as you’re sure you don’t want anything stronger for the pain?”

      Evie shook her head. “No. Thank you.”

      Tess took a business card out of her doctor’s coat pocket, flipping it over to write something on the back before handing it to Evie. “If you change your mind, or if you feel any numbness in your arm or anything else unusual, you call me, okay? That’s my cell number. I’m on call all night and I’ve got a five-month-old, so really, don’t worry about waking me up. I never sleep, anyway. Okay?”

      “Okay.” Evie nodded.

      Tess and Sofia slipped past the door with Addison and Isabella on their heels, eager to set the arrest formally into motion.

      “I’ll let you gather yourself,” Ms. Clayton said to Evie. To Harlow, she said, “Thank you for all the attention you’ve given Evie tonight. There aren’t a whole lot of clinic directors who go this far above and beyond for a patient. It’s certainly nice to know there’s a place around here that offers such good care.”

      “Of course,” Harlow said. She turned to give Evie some privacy to get dressed, but as Ms. Clayton shut the door, Evie grabbed Harlow’s hand.

      “I don’t know how to thank you. Ms. Clayton is right. I’ve never had anyone stick by me like you did.”

      All of the emotions that had been swirling in Harlow’s chest kicked up like a dust cloud. Frustration over the budget. Anger at Evie’s abuse. Sadness at the memories of feeling so lost and alone without her mother.

      She batted them back, fighting for calm. “You needed a friend. Someone to stand by you and be strong. I’m happy to do it, Evie.”

      “I know, and I’m really lucky.” Evie squeezed her hand even tighter. “I just hope that if you ever need it, you have someone who will do the same for you.”
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      Connor knew he should be tired. No. Scratch that. He should be balls-out fucking exhausted. The past six days had lasted a month, with tonight hurling every adrenaline bomb it could possibly turn up in his and Harlow’s direction. She’d handled Evie’s case with strength and respect from start to finish, making sure that both Evie and Ms. Clayton had her home, cell, and office numbers in case anything else was needed, “even if it’s the middle of the night”.

      Ms. Clayton had promised they’d call in the morning to check in, and Isabella had left them with the good news that Evie’s boyfriend had been arrested, kicking and cussing, and would be spending the rest of his weekend in jail. By the time he got out, Evie would be long gone from his life, and he’d have a list of legal problems as long as Connor’s leg.

      And if the nasty bastard didn’t leave her alone? His list of problems was going to grow exponentially.

      Connor had promised he’d be there. And he was a man of his word.

      Speaking of which…

      He looked at Harlow, who—God help him—was beautiful even in exhaustion. “Rain check on the batting cages?” he asked, tucking the keys he’d just used to lock the clinic’s front doors back into his coat pocket.

      She nodded, her face mostly shadowed now that they’d turned away from the brightly lit exterior of the building in favor of the city block on which it stood. “Yeah. It’s late, and…yeah.”

      Worry expanded in his chest, crowding his rib cage. She wasn’t used to all this trauma and adrenaline, and tonight had been chock full of both. She’d done admirably under the circumstances, but the moments after a call could be the most overwhelming.

      “Maybe I should just take you home,” Connor offered. He could help her pick up her car at some point tomorrow, but between her exhaustion and the adrenaline letdown, driving was probably a shit plan.

      “Would you?” Harlow asked softly.

      “Of course. Your place isn’t that far, but even if it was, I’d still drop you off.”

      “No.” She stopped on the sidewalk, her hair stirring around her face in the chilly breeze. “I mean, would you take me home with you?”

      Shaking himself, he stared at her, scrambling for a coherent thought other than the yes, yes, yes screaming through the primal part of his brain. “Harlow, I don’t think—”

      “I don’t want to think, Connor.” She stepped in until their chests were a thin inch apart, her breath puffing past her lips in a small white cloud, heating the scant space between them and making his pulse thrum with need. “Just for tonight, all I want to do is feel. So, will you please”—she pressed up to brush her lips over his, and fuck, he could taste the need on her—“take me home and give it to me?”

      Connor replied with a kiss back, not as sweet or as soft as hers. But Harlow did something to him, set something into motion inside of him that he couldn’t explain, and saying no wasn’t an option.

      She was so strong for everyone else. So smart and composed and steady.

      He wanted to be strong for her.

      He wanted to give her what she needed.

      They parted, much to his dick’s dismay, and he threaded his fingers through Harlow’s to lead her to his Jeep. They didn’t speak, yet the air between them was charged enough to make Connor’s heart pound. He navigated the path to his apartment with ease, the trip only taking ten minutes now that it was getting late and traffic in the city had long since thinned. His building didn’t have a high-tech parking garage or a huge, fancy lobby loaded with artwork, like Harlow’s, and a small part of him was tempted to wonder if she missed all the grandeur as he led her through the place. She didn’t seem to mind the standard decor, though, curiously taking in the tidy entryway and the steel-paneled elevator, then the long hallway leading to his apartment. Connor did the key-meet-lock thing quickly enough, clicking on the light in the foyer that also illuminated much of the small but open-concept living space beyond.

      “Home, sweet home,” he said, tossing his keys on the slender table by the door and shrugging out of his coat before turning to take Harlow’s, too. “Can I get you anything?”

      “Just you.”

      She stepped toward him—hell, he met her halfway to save precious milliseconds, because he’d been dying to touch her all day. They bumped together in a desperate tangle of arms and mouths, kissing so hard, their teeth clacked gently yet gracelessly together.

      Connor didn’t care. He didn’t care that they were in his entryway, or that he’d dropped his coat, and Harlow’s, to the floor at his feet. He didn’t care that he hadn’t eaten a proper meal since lunchtime, or that he probably smelled like anti-bacterial hand gel. The only thing he could focus on—the sole thing in his universe right now—was the woman in his arms.

      Christ, her need was pouring off her in waves, each one of them slamming into his chest. Without breaking the connection of their mouths, Harlow reached down, yanking his shirt up just far enough to close her fingers around the waistband of his scrubs.

      It took everything he had—and he really meant everything—to capture her fingers with his own and bring them to stillness. “Wait,” he said against her lips.

      “No.” She grasped the hem of her sweater, yanking the heavy material up and over her head. The move made her hair wild around her face, but not enough to cover the emotion there.

      “Yes.”

      Harlow froze, her eyes glinting in the low light. “Connor, I want—”

      “I know what you want, sweetheart. But I want something, too.”

      Her brows gathered in question, and he cupped her face to answer.

      “Let me in, Harlow.” He tipped her chin back, kissing the juncture where her jaw came together by her ear. “If all you want to do tonight is feel, then let me make you feel perfect. Slow down and let me make you feel everything.”

      For a beat, Connor thought she might refuse. He knew what he was asking, and knowing Harlow’s fierceness, it wasn’t small. She never relied on anyone, and she damn sure kept her emotions in check. Letting him take his time with her meant more than the sexual release they’d both been craving. It meant she’d have to let him in. She’d have to let him really see her.

      But then, some defining thing moved through her blue stare at his request, an acquiescence that had nothing to do with giving in as much as it did trust.

      “If you want me, then take me,” Harlow said.

      And then, she let him.
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        * * *

      

      Harlow had always relied on her brain to get her through all of her toughest moments. In all of her twenty-eight years, she’d never encountered an obstacle she couldn’t outthink with logic, facts, and good, old-fashioned strategy. So, the fact that she’d just chucked all of those things, and the composure that had doubled as armor for the past couple of years, should be scary as hell, she knew.

      But it wasn’t. Trusting Connor to ease the ache that had been building inside of her, giving in to the emotions that just wouldn’t loosen their grip, letting him see the vulnerable, needy parts of her that she kept so well-hidden—right now, in this moment, it wasn’t scary at all.

      He’d let her into his life so easily, showing her exactly who he was even when it had been emotionally risky. She could do the same.

      No. That wasn’t quite accurate. She wanted to do the same.

      Right now, she wanted Connor to see everything.

      Without speaking, he wrapped his fingers around hers and led her past the kitchen, then the living area and down the short hallway toward what Harlow could only assume was his bedroom. His apartment wasn’t big or lushly appointed, but the place screamed of him—the well-cushioned couch, the bookshelf full of romance novels and thrillers, the framed photographs she made a mental note to look at more closely later. Even his bed, a huge, king-sized affair covered in a dark blue duvet she could just make out from the light spilling in from the hallway, conveyed the exact comfort she was seeking.

      “Come here,” Connor said, taking the initiative to pull her in close even though she’d have readily made the move. His fingers coasted over her shoulders in a feather-light touch, and Harlow suddenly became all too aware of the fact that she’d brazenly whipped her sweater to the hinterlands of his foyer floor, desperate for the contact that would quiet her churning emotions, even if just for a little while.

      Whether it was because he sensed her rare shot of self-consciousness or because he just plain meant it, she couldn’t be sure, but a smile slipped over Connor’s mouth as he said, “You are so beautiful. I’m going to enjoy every fucking second of taking my time with you.”

      He traced a lazy path over her shoulder with one fingertip, the connection sending a shiver first to her belly, then lower, deep between her legs. His mouth curved into a full-on smile, dark and dirtier than the one he’d worn only seconds ago, and the pure suggestiveness of it, the promise of what would come, sent a curl of want spiraling through her.

      “Does that turn you on?” he asked, those clever, capable fingers sliding over her bicep, lingering faintly in the fold of her elbow. “The thought of me touching you slowly?” He dragged his touch to the back of her arm, lighting up every nerve ending and making her skin tingle. “Of me giving you what you need?”

      “Yes.” The truth collapsed past her lips. Connor’s fingers remained soft and steady on her arm, and Harlow marveled at all the places she felt the touch. In her chest, where her breath had caught. Her nipples, which had tightened to hard, aching points against the lace of her bra. The hot, slick space where her thighs clenched together in an effort to relieve the pressure building there, and oh, God, she’d never wanted anyone so badly in her life.

      He pressed forward to taste her mouth with his wicked grin. “Good. Because I intend to touch you”—his fingers traveled up to the back of her head, angling her neck just enough to create room for his roaming mouth—“and kiss you”—his body was suddenly flush with hers, impossibly hard against her softer curves—“and bury my cock in that sweet, perfect pussy of yours until you scream.”

      Harlow’s moan was half consent, half encouragement, and all goddamned pleasure. Connor swung her toward his bed, walking her back until her legs bumped against the mattress. But rather than sitting down beside her after he guided her over the soft, thick cotton, he surprised her by kneeling against the carpet at the foot of the bed.

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      His motions didn’t even consider slowing down. “I’m undressing you. I meant what I said, sweetheart.” He wrapped a hand around the back of her calf to lift her foot from the floor, planting himself between her knees. “I want to make you feel good, and if you’re going to let me, I’m giving you everything.”

      Carefully, he slid one boot from her foot, then repeated the move on the other. Her socks were next, finding the floor after a pair of swift tugs, and Connor turned his attention to her leggings.

      “I do like these,” he murmured, and even though Harlow’s eyes had adjusted to the shadows enough for her to catch the fire in the stare he’d raked over her legs, she’d have felt it like a touch, even in the dead of night. His hands followed, creating just enough friction with the thin material to light Harlow up with need. “But I want to take them off so I can see you.”

      Harlow realized in the beat that followed that he was asking permission, and she nodded to give it. Connor hooked his fingers over the waistband of her leggings, lowering them and her thong slowly, until she was bare. His hands moved back up, shaping the outside of her thighs and hips and waist until he reached her rib cage to make quick work of her bra before moving back to take her in. Although he was still fully clothed, the reverent look on his face said she hadn’t lost an ounce of balance with him, even in her nakedness.

      So she let him look.

      “Christ,” came his low curse as his gaze traveled over her, inch by inch. “You’re so goddamn beautiful.”

      In that moment, with his eyes on her, looking all the way in, Harlow didn’t just feel beautiful.

      She felt truly seen.

      Not wanting to wait—her patience had been waning since the second they’d crossed his threshold, really—she shifted back over the duvet. Connor took the invitation, pausing only to kick out of his shoes before stretching out beside her. Propping himself up on one elbow, he used his larger frame to his advantage, pulling her close with his other arm while trailing a string of wet, wicked kisses down her neck. Her nipples tingled at the proximity of his mouth, a cry ripping free from her throat when he didn’t wait to close his lips around one.

      “Oh, God.” Sensations burst through her, and she had no hope of checking them. The soft rasp of Connor’s beard on her skin that heightened what he was doing with his wildly talented tongue. The throb of her clit, desperate to be touched. The pure goodness of his hands holding her steady.

      She might die, right here on this bed, but with how deeply Harlow felt his mouth on her body right now?

      It would fucking be worth it.

      “I did promise,” Connor said past his grin, pulling away from her tight, glossy nipple just far enough to look up at her. “Now lay back and let me be a man of my word.”

      Harlow did. Surrendering to the feelings she’d been pushing back for too long, she settled in against the mattress while Connor lavished her body with attention. He alternated between light brushes of his fingers and mouth and harder, more purposeful touches. Each one made her greedier than the last, and by the time he shifted to move from her breasts to her belly, then even lower, she was practically vibrating from all the sensations pulsing under her skin.

      “Do you remember when I said I’d give you what you need?” Connor asked. His mouth hovered above one hip bone, so close to the spot where she was desperate for it that she nearly came from his soft exhale alone.

      “Yes.” Harlow’s voice trembled, more whisper than word.

      Connor slid a hand to her inner thigh, pushing it wide as he made room to move to the space he’d created.

      But he never broke eye contact with her. “Good, because I’m here for it, Harlow. The more you want, the more I’ll give. So, take what you need. I’ve got you.” He placed a kiss directly above her sex, gentle and reverent. “I promise.”

      Then he slid his tongue right between her legs, and gentle wasn’t in the same universe as what the move made her feel.

      “Ah.” The sound Harlow made was purely primal, but she didn’t care. Connor fit his shoulders in the cradle of her hips—not an easy freaking task, considering the breadth of his shoulders—repeating the slow glide of his tongue once, then again.

      Pleasure made her breath hitch, even as her pussy squeezed with need for more.

      “Connor,” she moaned, moving her hips to match the rhythm of his lips and tongue. For a split second, she remembered the morning she’d put her own fingers exactly where he was kissing her now, making herself come as she’d called out his name.

      Then, it had seemed like a harmless fantasy to imagine him pleasuring her, to guess what his mouth would feel like on her aching clit, how his tongue would fit if he pressed deeper inside the slickness of her sex. But now, the pleasure felt like everything, and Harlow surrendered to it willingly. She let herself do nothing but feel as Connor stroked and licked and kissed, her body like a coil, locked down and primed to—

      “Oh…my God.” Harlow’s gasp crowded her throat, and she arched higher, thrusting against Connor’s tongue in wild, swift, right-on-the-edge movements.

      He didn’t budge, but to move right along with her. His gray-green eyes glittered with want that matched her own, and as she met his stare, she read the unspoken words there.

      I’ve got you, sweetheart. I’ve got you.

      Her orgasm pulsed through her so intensely that she couldn’t speak or breathe or think. All she could do was feel as she came undone in waves, her release capturing her tight, then letting her go, over and over. Connor worked her through each second, easing his contact with her body as her cries grew softer, finally parting from her only when she went lax against the bed.

      “Did you mean it?” she whispered, looking at him through the deep shadows holding them close. “The more I want, the more you’ll give?”

      Connor nodded. “I did.”

      Relief spilled through Harlow, followed by some other feeling she had no label for. But now that she’d let her emotions in, and Connor along with them, she didn’t want to stop.

      “Good.” Pressing to her knees, she dragged him in for a long, hard kiss. “Because all I want is you”—she reached into the space between them, loving the jump of his muscles against her fingertips as she lifted his shirt over his head—“inside me”—the drawstring on his scrubs was next, and she worked his pants open, then away, as fast as her hands would allow. He had the foresight to pull a condom from his bedside table drawer in the process of losing the last of his clothes, and the spare seconds gave Harlow a chance to slide to the center of the mattress before finishing with,

      “Right now.”

      Connor was on her in less than a breath. The intensity of his closeness, of his big, powerful body right on hers, was enough to knock her breath loose in her lungs. Once again, Harlow knew she should feel vulnerable. All of her emotions were on display like butterflies in a museum, her want and her aching need spilling out of her with each exhale.

      Only, she didn’t. Even with Connor’s huge frame pressing over her, his hands snapping hers up to lock them against the bed on either side of her face, the only thing she felt was right.

      He filled her with one hard thrust that made them both moan. Harlow’s slick muscles contracted at the pressure, the sensation lighting off a brand-new arousal, way down deep. She widened her thighs, hooking them over either side of Connor’s well-muscled hips, and he grunted a filthy swear that made her even hotter.

      “I’m here for it, too, Connor,” Harlow murmured, starting to thrust against his cock. “I want it all.” She lifted her hips again, taking him as far inside of her as she could, and all of her feelings broke loose on three little words.

      “I want you.”

      He thrust back. There were no pleasantries, and Harlow didn’t want them. Every push and retreat made her blood rush with pure feeling, and she gave in to the sheer intensity. Connor fucked her in hard, sure strokes, and all too soon, release beckoned from deep inside.

      “There,” Connor said, reading her like a billboard. “Take it, sweetheart. Take all you need.”

      Her orgasm crashed through her all at once, as if it had been at the mercy of his words. But her pleasure didn’t slow him down. His movements grew more focused, each thrust filling her pussy with no room to spare, and she looked up at him and said, “Take it, too, Connor.”

      His body began to shake, his eyes squeezing shut and his teeth clamping down on his lip. Every one of his muscles clenched for a brilliant second, his fingers gripping into hers and his cock buried deep. Then he unraveled, whispering her name like a benediction, over and over as he came.

      Harlow stayed right there with him in the moment, holding him close and whispering back, and even when their breathing had slowed and their bodies untangled, she still felt him everywhere.
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      Harlow lay awake, watching the shadows dance over the ceiling in Connor’s bedroom. They’d gone through a makeshift routine to get ready for bed, with him offering up the spare toothbrush he must’ve gone out to buy at some point this week and an oversized, over-soft T-shirt for her to sleep in. They hadn’t spoken much as they’d climbed into bed and he’d slipped his arms around her. But rather than feeling settled and content, Harlow’s feelings still churned around in her chest, her thoughts moving fast enough to overwhelm her.

      She hadn’t felt emotion like this, so close to the surface, since her mother had died. Then, she’d pushed it down, knowing that if she hadn’t, it would have surely consumed her.

      But now those feelings were back, with new, even bigger ones on top of them, and damn it, how was she supposed to hold them at bay?

      More importantly, how was she supposed to deal with the fact that part of her didn’t want to?

      “Do you want to tell me what’s on your mind?”

      Connor’s sleepy murmur slid over her like a blanket, taking another chip out of her resolve.

      She clung to what was left. Letting all of her feelings out in bed was one thing—sex was evocative, especially great sex. But this, now? Harlow had to stay strong. She had to fix the problems in front of her at the clinic and cope with her emotions rationally. Or, better yet, just shove them down.

      Even though she irrationally wanted nothing more than to let them loose.

      “Sorry,” Harlow whispered. “I didn’t mean to keep you up.” She turned toward him, selfishly nestling into the crook of his arm to try and ease some of the jumbled mess growing in her chest.

      Connor rumbled out a laugh. “I’ll take that as a no.”

      Well, crap. She should’ve known better than to think she’d be able to dodge the question fully. She opened her mouth to tell him she was fine and that all she needed was a good night’s sleep.

      What flew out instead was the truth.

      “I’m scared.”

      Connor stilled, his body tight against hers. “Of what?”

      But even though Harlow could feel the concern in his words, he also felt warm and steady, his arms not yielding to his shock or anything else, as if no matter what she said, he’d still be there. Holding her. Having her back.

      She’d trusted him in bed. Now, as crazy as it might’ve felt even a day or two ago, she wanted to trust him with everything.

      So she said, “I’m scared Evie won’t be safe, even though we did our best to help her. I’m scared we won’t be able to fix the clinic in time to save it. And I’m scared that I’m lying here in the dark, telling you what I’m scared of.”

      “Well, let’s tackle the closest alligator to the boat,” he said, his breath soft in her hair as it carried the reply. “Evie will be safe. We promised to take care of her, and we did.”

      “But—”

      “No, Harlow. No buts.”

      The argument was soft, yet dead certain, right there for the believing, and oh, she wanted to.

      “How can you be so sure?” Harlow whispered.

      “Because we took care of her,” Connor said. “We came up with a smart, solid plan for her well-being, and we put it into action. Could some weird circumstance pop up to throw a wrench into things? I suppose it’s possible.” He lifted the shoulder she wasn’t leaning on, just a little, before letting it drop against the bed sheets. “But even if it does, we’ll figure it out. We’ll keep Evie safe.”

      As if he could sense her hesitation, he added, “Sometimes, you just have to take a leap of faith and trust things you can’t see.”

      “That’s not exactly in my wheelhouse,” Harlow admitted. How could he talk about faith so easily, as if hope couldn’t turn on a dime and leave you nine and a half cents change while crushing you?

      Connor traced his fingers from her shoulder to the center of her chest. “Maybe not. But you have it here. All you have to do is trust your feelings to work with the rest of you.”

      Ha. All. “I suppose it’s the same for the clinic, then? I just need to believe we’ll find a way to balance the budget and keep the place running, and it’ll happen?”

      “If you mean continuing to do our best to tackle all the obstacles there by coming up with well-planned strategies, then yes. That part is the same. But as for having faith…believing in something with your brain is different than feeling it.”

      Harlow’s heart tripped, beating faster and faster. Her feelings were messy. Unpredictable. Dangerous and raw. She’d locked them away for a reason, damn it, and that was because they couldn’t be controlled. “I’m not sure I can do that.”

      “Of course you can,” Connor said, honesty infusing every word. “You can start right here, with me. You don’t have to worry about lying here in the dark, telling me what you’re scared of. I know you like to keep your feelings close to the vest,” he added, likely because he’d anticipated her counter. “And if you don’t want to let them out, I’d never make you. But what I said before? About being here for it?”

      Connor paused, but only long enough for Harlow to nod against his bare shoulder. “I didn’t just mean in bed, sweetheart. I meant here, too.”

      He slid a hand between them again, this time letting it rest not just on the center of her chest, but on his chest, too, and God, how could such a simple touch make her feel so deeply?

      “I’m so scared, Connor,” Harlow whispered, knowing her voice would tremble, but hating the sound of it anyway. “What happened to Evie is…”

      Nope. Horrible wasn’t going to cut it, and not even Harlow’s Ivy League education could provide a word that would fit.

      “Trauma comes in a lot of forms,” Connor said. “Managing those hard cases as a caregiver can be really difficult. Especially when you’re not used to it. The emotions you’re juggling are all very, very normal, though.”

      God, how could that even be? “It doesn’t feel that way. The feelings are just so…I don’t know. Big,” Harlow confessed. “Far too big for me to handle.”

      For a minute, he was quiet, to the point that she wondered if she’d revealed too much. Then, he said, “I almost got kicked out of the Air Force during Basic Military Training.”

      She blinked, certain she’d misheard him. “What? Why?”

      “Because I had a hard time learning the most basic rule they live by. See, I was raised on the concept of every man for himself. It was practically Duke’s motto. ‘You’ve gotta look out for number one, boy’.” He paused for a shrug. “But then I realized that relying on my unit-mates didn’t make me weaker, even when they saw me at my most vulnerable. It made me stronger, Harlow. When shit got too big—thoughts of my past, ops we’d run, lives we’d lost—I learned to share the load. I learned to trust myself and my team, and I learned how to hope.”

      “No,” she said, her pulse rising in true panic now. God, this had been a mistake. “I just need a better plan for the clinic. That’s all. I cannot hope.”

      “Why not?”

      He didn’t push. But he didn’t need to. Every feeling, every emotion that Harlow had crammed away, stuffed down and pushed back, was right there on the surface, screaming for release.

      And all it took were those two simple words to bring them crashing upward, rising out of her like a storm surge. “Because hope is dangerous, Connor! It lies.”

      Her throat threatened to close, and damn it, she wanted it to. She wanted her windpipe to knot and her lips to stop working and the bone-deep pain that was ripping through her to go back into the hole she’d created for it.

      But, of course, the words kept coming, crowding out of her in all their ugly, uncontrollable glory. “Hope isn’t enough! Don’t you get it? If that were true, my mother wouldn’t have died! She needed a plan. If she’d gone to see a doctor sooner, if she’d taken those headaches more seriously, she might have had more options.”

      “Harlow—”

      “No. No.” She was too far gone right now. Too angry to be calmed. Too everything to think.

      All she could do was feel, and, oh, it hurt.

      “Don’t tell me to hope, Connor. Not with something so big on the line. I did that once. I put my faith in the doctors. In the medicine, in the treatments. In all of it! I knew my mother was facing an uphill battle, that the cancer was bad, but like an idiot, I dared to believe that against all odds, she’d live. I had hope, enough for me and her and my father combined. But she didn’t live. She… she…”

      Now, Harlow’s throat did close over a sob. But rather than tell her everything would be okay, or—worse yet—tell her to have hope—Connor simply held her, his arms strong and his chest unyielding.

      And his strength, his surety in the face of all of her ugliest emotions, undid her.

      “My mother died,” she said, out loud, in those words, for the first time since the funeral. “She was always there for me. She was my team. And now she’s gone, and some days, it hurts so much, I can’t breathe. I want my mother back. I miss her so much.”

      “I know you do,” Connor whispered. “But you don’t have to carry that pain all by yourself anymore. I’m here, Harlow. Let me lighten the load on your heart. Let me carry you for a while.”

      And then, she did the one thing she’d been resisting with all her might since the moment her mother had been diagnosed with a brain tumor three years ago.

      Harlow let go of her emotions and cried.
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        * * *

      

      Connor had needed a lot of strength in his life. He’d had to train himself to handle the highest tides of adrenaline and emotion and pain. But nothing, not even the worst of ops as a medic or the most harrowing of cases in the ED, could have prepared him for how hard Harlow’s sorrow had slammed through him. Somehow, he’d managed to dig deep and find the power to hold her, trying to absorb at least some of her sadness to ease her burden. To think of how long she’d been carrying those emotions, all that sadness and loneliness and fear—it damn near yanked Connor’s breath from his lungs all over again. But now, with the worst of the sobs spent and her tears finally dried, she’d have to sort through the pieces in order to move forward.

      And he’d have to pray that hope lay somewhere beneath them.

      Shifting to pull Harlow closer, he placed a soft kiss on top of her head. She didn’t move away—in fact, she held him tighter—and even though it killed the part of him screaming to care for her and protect her and banish her pain to some faraway place, he waited for her to be ready to talk.

      “I’ve been holding that in for a long time,” she finally whispered into the space between his neck and shoulder.

      “I know.” The fact took one last jab at his sternum for good measure. Christ. “You want to talk about it now that it’s out?”

      She surprised him a little, he had to admit, by nodding. “I’ve always been practical. Driven by the facts. Good at taking emotion out of the equation to form logical solutions.”

      Connor thought about this for a second. “I guess that’s why you’re so good at business.”

      “Yes, but it makes me not so good at processing emotion when it does come. I thought I could set my feelings aside when my mother got sick.” A soft exhale of irony crossed her lips, then his skin. “She needed me and my father to be strong for her. He took care of all the details. Every test, every consult. He knew every dose of every medication, right down to the milligram.”

      “Which left you to be her emotional support.” Damn, they saw this sort of thing all the time in the ICU and ED. How had Connor missed something so obvious?

      “I wanted to do it,” Harlow said, and he believed her. Still…

      “That doesn’t mean it was easy on you. She was your mother.”

      Harlow nodded. “She’d always been there for me. I wanted to be strong for her in return. I know it sounds dumb, but I guess I thought that if I had hope, she’d see it and have hope, too. I just never thought”—she broke off for a shaky breath that ripped at Connor’s resolve—“I never thought I’d be wrong. Or that she’d get so sick, so fast.”

      “You had no way of knowing,” Connor said, his voice adamant in the shadows. While doctors never lied to their patients or their patients’ families, they were careful not to invite despair to the party. Emotional state had a huge impact on wellness. Plus, he’d read the stories online. Marlene Davenport’s glioblastoma had been as unpredictable as it was aggressive. “And that hope you had? It wasn’t a bad thing.”

      “Hope is a leap of faith, and there are no guarantees.”

      Connor’s body had moved before his brain even knew it would happen, pulling Harlow over him until they were heart to pounding heart, his stare locked in and steady on hers.

      “Life is a leap of faith. I didn’t know your mother, but my guess is that she’d still want you to live it.” I want you to live it. “Risks and emotions and all.”

      Harlow trembled, signaling the truth in his words and making him want to hold her until the hurt eased from those gorgeous blue eyes. “I’m still scared. What if we do all that we can for the clinic and fail?”

      “We won’t fail,” he promised, his pulse thrumming faster in his veins. “Caring for people, the way we did for Evie tonight? That’s what we’re here for, Harlow. We’ll find a way to right the budget at the clinic. We just have to keep working and have a little faith. Me and you.”

      “I don’t know if I can hope like that again,” she whispered, and even though he knew the emotion taking shape in his chest should terrify him, he felt too good, too right with Harlow in his arms, to care.

      So he replied with the truth.

      “I’m here to lighten that load, remember?” He slid her back to the spot beside him, pressing his palm over her sternum and willing her not just to hear his words, but to feel the pure, uncut emotion in them. “If you get scared, that’s okay. I’ve got your back. All you have to do is let me.”

      And as Harlow gave up a tiny nod, then let him hold her as she drifted off to sleep, Connor realized he was falling for the brash, beautiful woman he’d once thought was his enemy.
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      Connor watched his coffeepot work its magic and considered the fact that he just might be the luckiest bastard alive. Yeah, yesterday had been as tough as it had been long, and—more yep—he had a mountain of a problem in front of him at work, with the clinic’s budget on life support and no cure in sight. But he’d woken with Harlow snuggled in at his side, her shoulders lacking the tension that had knotted them so thoroughly the night before. Her body had been warm and lax against his, her breathing easy and sweet, and when she’d stirred, then pressed against him in invitation, Connor hadn’t thought twice. The sex had been unhurried, yet just as intense as always, and yeah. Yeah.

      He was going to need a stronger word than lucky.

      Pouring two cups of coffee and palming both, he made the short trip from his kitchen to the open area of his living space. There wasn’t much of the stuff—nurses got by, but he was by no means loaded. Still, the room was a hell of a lot prettier with Harlow in it, her hair in a loose twist at her nape and her face bearing the remnants of the great-sex flush he’d put there twenty minutes ago.

      “Hey. Here you go,” he said, passing over one of the cups of liquid good morning.

      “Mmmm, thank you.” She took a sip, but her attention didn’t sway from the bookshelf she was standing in front of. “You’ve got a lot of friends.”

      Okay, so the bookshelves did span the entire wall in his apartment, and he supposed they were lined with as many photographs as books. “Yeah. Some of these are classics. This was when we beat Saint Catherine’s in the softball tournament two years ago—very competitive, by the way, and they are sore-ass losers.”

      Connor pointed to the photo of him, Natalie, Jonah, and Mallory, all decked out in softball jerseys and gigantic grins.

      “I don’t suppose it helped that Mallory looks like he’s doing some sort of elaborate victory dance?” Harlow asked, and okay, Connor had to give her that one.

      “Fair enough.” He laughed. “And here’s last Halloween. Charlie and Parker dressed up as a bride and groom. Naturally.”

      Harlow’s mouth formed a perfect O before parting in a laugh that Connor felt every-fucking-where. “I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised that you’re in full pirate regalia.”

      “Halloween isn’t a spectator sport, sweetheart. I take that shit seriously.”

      He tried to get his expression to match up, but he felt too good to make it fly. Fortunately, Harlow’s attention was still on the photos.

      “Oh, my God,” she breathed a second later, leaning in to peer more closely at a five-by-seven that was a little older than most of the others. “Is that…?”

      “The guy from the cover of the book you swiped off my desk?” Connor supplied. Damn, it suddenly felt like ages ago since he and Declan and the rest of their unit had grinned and said “cheese” for that picture. “Yeah. That’s my buddy, Declan. We were in the Air Force together.”

      “He looks so different here,” she said. Connor glanced at the photo more closely in assessment, and huh.

      “He’s got more ink now, I guess.”

      But Harlow shook her head. “Yeah, but so do you.” She sent a—hello—appreciative gaze over his arms before continuing. “And you look nearly the same here. Declan looks…I don’t know. Happier in this photograph than he does now.”

      Connor considered it. “Actually, that smile is kind of rare for him. He’s always been sort of reserved.” What was the word their unit-mate, Mikey’s, wife had always used to describe him? Ah, right. Broody. “The book covers aren’t the best barometer, though. The photos are all posed to fit the story. Not the guy himself.”

      “True,” Harlow said, giving the pictures one last look before turning toward him. “Anyway, these are nice. I don’t have any at my place.”

      He thought about all the real estate in her condo, so big it could easily swallow his apartment as an hors d’oeuvre. “How come?”

      “Well, for starters, I don’t have a group of friends like you do.”

      “Of course you do,” he argued. He’d seen her talking and laughing with Tess and Charlie just a few days ago, for Pete’s sake.

      She laughed, not unkindly. “Okay, well, I didn’t until very recently. And putting up photos of my family felt sad, I guess.”

      “Felt?”

      Harlow bit her lip, but didn’t try to dodge the topic. “I’ve missed my mom for a long time. But I don’t know.” She looked at the photos on his bookshelf again, her eyes lighting just slightly.

      Yet it was enough. “Maybe it’s time for me to try remembering the good, rather than blocking out everything in order to avoid the pain.”

      “That’s a really good place to start,” he said, brushing a kiss over her temple.

      Harlow leaned into the contact, which only made Connor want it that much more. “How come you don’t have any photos of your mother here?”

      Annnnd buzz kill. Not that he’d hide the truth from her just because it wasn’t pretty. He was far past going all cloak and dagger about his personal life, and he trusted Harlow.

      “My mom and I aren’t close. In, fact, we don’t really talk.”

      “Not at all?” she asked.

      Connor hated the way her brows had flown upward in shock, but not enough to keep him from saying, “No. When she and Duke got divorced, I chose to live with him.”

      “How old were you?” Harlow moved to the couch, lowering her coffee cup to a coaster on the table in front of it, and Connor sat down beside her.

      “Twelve.”

      Emotion flickered over her face. “That must have been a difficult decision.”

      Connor took his turn with those emotions. Namely, regret. “Sadly, it wasn’t. Duke is ruthless about everything. He didn’t have any qualms about manipulating me into thinking he was the better parent. The one who really got me, and loved me more.” What a fucking joke the whole thing had been. After all, in order to love, you needed to actually possess a heart. “But Duke wanted a protégé, and I was an easy mark. I was right there for the taking.”

      “Wait.” Harlow’s shoulder shushed against the couch as she pulled back to stare at him. “Your father played you against your own mother so you’d alienate her?”

      It was just one of the many things to hate the son of a bitch for, although, yeah, it was pretty close to the top of the list.

      Connor nodded. “I didn’t realize it until after he was indicted, but by then, they’d been divorced for seven years and she and I hadn’t spoken for six of them. My mom was remarried. Is, I guess,” he corrected. She and Stan had been together for, shit, fifteen years now? His gut panged at the thought, and all the lost time that accompanied it. “I get a card every Christmas.”

      “That’s it? You hear from her once a year in a card?” Harlow asked, a streak of...God, he didn’t even know what moving through her ice-blue stare. “You’re her son.”

      The fact that he’d come to terms with the truth ages ago didn’t make it sting any less now. Still… “The damage is done, though. Decades of it. She’s got a different life now, one that’s free of Duke and any reminder of the mistakes she made with him.” Connor missed her, true, but—“I don’t want to put her through any more pain.”

      “Have you considered that maybe it hurts her not to know you?”

      The question came softly, yet managed to knock Connor square on his ass anyway. “I…what?”

      Harlow said, “Look, there’s no question that Duke is a consummate ass. But he hurt both of you. The memory of that will probably always sting, but it doesn’t mean you two can’t find something good again.”

      “It doesn’t mean we can,” Connor countered once he’d found his voice again. “She was devastated when I chose Duke. I was”—his throat tightened—“pretty adamant on the stand.”

      Of course he had been. What Duke wanted, Duke got. He’d probably engineered the whole thing for maximum impact. He got his protégé, and he got to hurt his ex-wife in the cruelest way possible. She’d barely asked for anything else in the divorce, for Chrissake.

      “Wasn’t it you who just told me to have hope?” Harlow asked, setting him on his ass for the second time in as many minutes. “It’s a gamble, right? A scary one. But run a risk analysis assessment for a second.”

      A laugh slipped out of Connor, unbidden, but damn, it loosened his sudden unease. “Are you seriously treating this like a business move?”

      “Only because it’ll work.” She smiled, a brief, brilliant gesture that did things to him he couldn’t explain, yet fucking loved. “Go on. Weigh the risks with the potential consequences.”

      He did, because Lord knew she wasn’t letting go of the idea. “I guess there’s really only one risk. I could reach out, and she could want nothing to do with me.”

      “Or,” Harlow led gently, her hand finding his in the tiny sliver of space between them on the couch.

      “Or she could.”

      In the eighteen years that had passed, Connor had never considered the possibility. Sure, he’d felt regret—Jesus, he’d been crushed by the stuff after he’d realized how thoroughly Duke had manipulated him at that custody hearing. But he’d burned that bridge to the ground, nonetheless.

      Hadn’t he?

      “Look,” Harlow said. “Of all people, I know how risky hope is. I’m still getting my head around the thought of it, myself, and I’m sure it will take time for me to take leaps of faith. But here’s something else I know. I would give anything to have just one day with my mother. You have the chance for lots of days with yours. Don’t waste that, Connor. Believe that she’ll want you back in her life. At least, believe it enough to try.”

      But part of risk analysis was predicting the potential damages, and here, they weren’t small. “I could hurt her just by reaching out.”

      Rejection would smart, but he could handle that with time. Hurting his mother even more than he already had? Connor couldn’t do that to her.

      Ever the good businesswoman, Harlow replied, “Or you could both finally start to heal a wound that’s needed it for years.”

      “Maybe,” Connor had to admit. But it was too big a decision to make impulsively, with too much on the line, so he added, “I’ll think about it.”

      Harlow squeezed his hand, her quiet support making him fall for her just a little bit harder. “I hope you do.”
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        * * *

      

      Harlow knew that the feeling in her chest was crazy. It was illogical and wild and totally unzipped. But it was also bright and sweet and ohhhhh-so-good, and Connor had one hundred percent put it there. He didn’t just make her laugh and turn her on. He listened to her and had her back. He made her feel. And even though the analytical part of her knew the intensity of those feelings should scare her, when she was with Connor, she was far from scared.

      Instead, she was in serious danger of falling in love with him. Yet somehow, it didn’t feel dangerous at all. It felt right.

      Welcome back, crazy.

      Pressing her (huge) smile between her lips, Harlow brought herself back to the here-and-now of the office in the clinic. True, she and Connor had tackled a lot of tasks over the past four days, and true again, she felt less stress over righting the clinic than she had last week. Not that the budgets had magically balanced—God, that still seemed about as attainable as moving Mount Everest with a shoulder shove. But ever since she’d unloaded her feelings to Connor in the safety of his shadowy bedroom, the weight of the job had begun to ease from her shoulders, paving the way for her mind to clear and her resolve to re-root itself in firmer ground.

      They’d work hard and fix the clinic. There was a solution out there to repair the damage to the budgets so they could care for people like Evie. People who needed them.

      Harlow just had to uncover it.

      She would uncover it.

      Pushing up the sleeves of her white button-down blouse, she turned back to her laptop, but the move was interrupted by an electronic ringtone, followed by a smiling icon of Macie’s face in the bottom corner. A little weird, since Connor was on the clinic floor, presumably working with the staff, but then again, mid-morning was one of their busiest times. He was probably in an exam room.

      Harlow clicked the button to accept the voice-only call. “Hey, Macie. Everything okay up there at the desk?”

      “Yep! I’ve got someone here to see you. An Evie Connoly? She says she doesn’t have an appointment, but…”

      Harlow’s heart careened into her breastbone. Although she’d spoken to the director of the shelter, Lara, twice about Evie’s transition and well-being, she’d refrained from reaching out to Evie herself. Lara had assured Harlow that Evie had her contact information (“Yes,” she’d said with a smile in her voice. “Even your cell phone number.”), but Harlow had wanted to give the girl space to let her get settled. But if her boyfriend was bothering her, or, oh God, worse yet, if she was hurt—

      “No, no. I don’t care that she doesn’t have an appointment. I’ll be right there.”

      Jamming her feet into the heels she’d—damn it, damn it, damn it!—slipped out of as she’d spent her morning parked at her desk, Harlow chucked decorum and sprinted down the hall, headed toward the clinic floor. She slowed to a fast-walk when she got to the open curtain areas so as not to alarm or crash into anyone, finishing the hustle to the front desk in what felt like a fucking eternity.

      “Evie?” she asked, the death-grip her concern had on her chest easing only slightly at the sight of the young woman, seemingly unscathed and standing safely at the front desk. “Is everything okay?” She scanned her carefully, just to be sure she hadn’t missed something. “You’re not hurt, are you?”

      Evie blinked. “What? Oh, no, I’m…” Her blink became an eye-roll. “Ugh, I’m so stupid. I knew I should have called. I’m fine. That’s what I came to tell you.”

      And that was when Harlow registered Evie’s simple, dark green dress and the tights and boots she’d paired it with, her neatly combed hair, and—best of all—her smile.

      “Oh.” Harlow’s breath whooshed out, pure relief. “You had me worried for a second, there,” she admitted, finally able to smile, herself. Wow, the difference in Evie’s appearance was huge, even though the cast that Sofia and Tess had put in place was still peeking out from the sleeve of her dress. “Why don’t you come back to the office? Do you want a cup of coffee?”

      Evie nodded shyly. “I’d really like that, yes.”

      Harlow used her badge to get them past the front desk, then the triage area. They were halfway across the main floor when Connor came out of a curtain area, pushing a wheelchair bearing a young, tear-stained boy in an air cast.

      “I know your ankle hurts, and it’s a bummer not to be able to run around and play kickball for a whole month, but…Evie!”

      His compassion turned to concern in an instant, and he turned toward the boy’s mom. “I’m sorry. Could you give me just one second?”

      “It’s okay,” Evie said, and Harlow made sure to catch his eye and nod in confirmation. We have her, remember? Harlow said with her stare. She’s safe. “I know you’re busy, and I don’t want to mess that up,” Evie continued. “I just wanted to come back to let you know I’m, um. Healing and everything.”

      “Oh.” Connor’s green-gray stare moved from Evie’s to Harlow’s one more time before completing the trip back to its starting point, full of relief. “I’m really glad to hear that. You look great.”

      “Thanks.” Evie turned to the little boy and held up her cast. “I know it hurts now, but I bet you’ll feel better really soon. See?” She turned her arm around with ease, even wiggling her fingers a little for show. “It’s not so bad.”

      “Really?” The little boy looked skeptical, but Evie nodded.

      “Promise. And they really know how to take care of people here.” Her lips pressed together as Harlow’s heart twisted. “Connor and Harlow are the best.”

      Connor smiled and gave Evie a warm goodbye, then gave Harlow a brief, private smile that she felt all the way to her stilettos before leading the little boy and his mother to the front desk. Harlow paused at the small staff room that doubled as a kitchen, grabbing two cardboard cups of coffee and handing one over before leading the way to the office, sitting down in one of the guest chairs while ushering Evie into the other, right beside her.

      “I’m sorry for barging in on you,” Evie said, glancing at the hurricane on Harlow’s desk in front of them. “I know you and Connor have a lot of other people to take care of.”

      Harlow shook her head. “Don’t be silly. I’m happy to see you. Connor’s right, you look great.”

      “I don’t know about great, but I do feel much better,” Evie said. “Lara got me set up in a new apartment as a fresh start, and I had a job interview this morning. My ex is still in jail because he couldn’t make bail. The judge set it pretty high. That lawyer lady, Ms. Kingston? She’s no joke.”

      Judging by what Addison and Isabella had said, Harlow had already guessed not. “Good. I’m sure that eases your mind.”

      “She said we can offer a deal. Then I wouldn’t have to wait for a trial or take the stand. He’d do less time, though.” Evie picked at a thread on her dress. “With the statements all of you made, the case is really solid, and I think she wants to prosecute, but…I don’t know. I just want to start putting all of it behind me.”

      “That’s understandable,” Harlow said, and God, in her own way, she could so relate. Moving on was a bitch, but sometimes, not moving on was even worse.

      Evie looked surprised. “You don’t think I should go after my ex for what he did?”

      First things first. “I think your ex should burn in a fiery hell-pit for what he did to you. But as for what happens now…that’s not up to me,” Harlow pointed out. “That decision, that power? That belongs to you alone. You have to do what’s right for you, Evie. And as weird as it might seem to Tara Kingston, or anyone else, if making a deal and skipping a trial will help you heal, even though your ex will do less time that way? Then, yes. I think that’s the best thing you can do to take care of yourself.”

      For a minute, Evie was quiet. When she looked up, the tears rimming her eyes made Harlow’s pulse skip, triple-time. “I feel like I haven’t had any power for a long time.”

      “Well, you do now,” Harlow said. “And I’m here for you, no matter what you decide.”

      “You’ve been really nice to me, and you and Connor took care of me when I didn’t think anyone would. I don’t know how to thank you.”

      A tear that had been gathering tracked down Evie’s cheek at the words. Emotion filled Harlow’s rib cage, but rather than try to control it or pack it away, she took a deep breath and embraced every feeling.

      “You don’t have to thank us.” She reached out to give Evie’s non-injured hand a squeeze. “This is what Connor and I are here for.”

      “You guys are a really good team,” Evie said. “I know it’s kind of dramatic, but with how everything is turning around for me right now, you two saved my life.”

      Harlow smiled even as her cheeks warmed. “Oh, that part is mostly Connor. He’s the one who provides the care.”

      But Evie shook her head, completely firm. “You’re the one who got me to stay so he could. This place needs both of you.”

      Even though she hadn’t thought it possible, in that moment, Harlow’s resolve to save the clinic grew even deeper roots.

      And so did her feelings for Connor, who had shown her how important it was to care with her whole heart.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            26

          

        

      

    

    
      The weird feeling that had parked itself in Connor’s chest a week ago hadn’t budged. In fact, he thought as he slid the last chart he’d needed to update back into the charging station, if anything, it had gotten stronger. Between Evie’s healing, the good press the clinic had gotten from the interview he and Harlow had done for a local podcast (okay, okay, so not all PR was bullshit), and the small but real headway they’d made with their budgets and efficiency—not to mention the nights he’d spent celebrating those little victories with Harlow in his bed—Connor had to admit it.

      Everything was finally working the fuck out.

      Aiming himself at the office, Connor made his way down the hall, his big, goofy heart slapping faster at the thought of seeing Harlow. Yeah, they’d touched base a few hours ago, and more yeah, she’d looked lighter and less stressed about getting the clinic’s budget back on track this week. But still. Her steady, no-nonsense presence bolstered him, reinforcing how much of a team they really were.

      He couldn’t imagine this place without her. Damn, he was so far gone for the one woman he’d have sworn he’d never even trust, let alone fall for.

      What’s more? He wanted it.

      He wanted her. In his bed, in his life.

      In his heart.

      “Hey,” Connor said, grateful that no one could climb into his cranium and read his thoughts, because his friends would never ever let him hear the end of the one he’d just sprouted, even if it was true. Of course, the feeling only jabbed harder at the sight of Harlow’s smile as she looked up from her desk, pushing her glasses higher over the bridge of her nose. “You nearly ready to call it quits for the day?”

      “Almost.” Although she nodded, she waved him farther into the room. “But come here for a second. I think I have an idea.”

      Connor grinned, but he couldn’t resist giving up an, “Oh, hell. That sounds dangerous.”

      “Actually, it might be,” Harlow said, and whoa.

      “Seriously?”

      “What can I say?” She lifted a shoulder beneath her thin, black sweater, but the flush on her cheeks gave away her excitement. “You’re rubbing off on me.”

      Nope. Not touching that one eeeeeven a little bit. At least, not while they were here at work. “Okay, so what’s this idea of yours?”

      “Well, I’ve been giving more thought to what you said a couple of weeks ago, about trying to find a private donor to offset a large amount of the debt we inherited from the previous director.”

      Connor’s brows slung upward. “I thought you said that wasn’t a viable option.”

      “I did, and it still might not be. A fundraiser is definitely out—we don’t have the time, resources, or funds for that. But if we’re smart about it, we might be able to come up with a strategic list of people who’d potentially offer a significant gift and see if they’d meet with us.” Sitting back in her chair, she gestured to her laptop, where she’d clearly already started to research local business owners and philanthropists. “We’d have to come up with one hell of a pitch, and even then, it’s a gamble. Asking for donations outright in a one-on-one isn’t exactly orthodox, and the clinic’s financial track record makes it a risky investment. But I think we have something now that we didn’t have before.”

      “And that is?”

      “Each other.”

      Of the million things he’d expected she might say, that one clocked in just shy of the seven-digit limit. But Harlow was either too excited or too comfortable with the thought to notice his shock, because she kept going without pause.

      “That interview we just did, the way we took care of Evie—God, the way we ran yesterday’s staff meeting, even—all of that got me thinking. The whole time we’ve been here, you and I have had this division of labor.”

      “Well, yeah,” Connor said, the gears of his brain kicking into motion. “But that’s the point, right? We both bring pretty different strengths to the table.”

      She nodded. “That’s true, but eventually, this position will belong to you. It’s meant to be streamlined.”

      The reminder that she wasn’t slated to stay pinched, like he’d tried to wedge his foot into an old shoe that didn’t fit. “I suppose.”

      “So, what if we do that now, with the pitch?” she said, her eyes sparkling. “We’ve spent all this time dividing. You’ve implemented ops changes. I’ve revamped budgets and analysis. Yeah, we’ve consulted, and of course, we’ve communicated. But maybe it’s time to conquer by showing what we’ve accomplished together, on that next level. Like we did for Evie. Like we can for so many other people if we get the right funding to stay open and keep making strides. The way this clinic really needs.”

      Connor paused. Processed. Paused again, and…

      Holy. Shit. “Harlow, that’s fucking brilliant.”

      “It’s a fucking long shot,” she countered. “But I’ve turned these numbers inside out. A large influx of funds is really the only way we can get the momentum we need to ensure stability and longevity in our given timeframe. The only way we can reach that goal is to come up with a pitch that emphasizes our most marketable assets. And our very strongest asset, the thing that sets us apart and makes us worth investing in—”

      “Is personal. It’s us,” Connor finished with a laugh. “You’re the only person I know who can make a business plan sound sexy, you know that?”

      “We’ll have to make it sound perfect if we want to land someone willing to take a chance on us. And we’re going to have to rely on each other—probably more than ever.”

      The warning of how hard the work would be, how much trust they’d have to put in each other in order to craft a pitch that would land a donor, hung in her words.

      But Connor didn’t stand down or shy away. “I get that this is a long shot, and it’s a long shot we need. If you think this is the best plan to save the clinic, then I trust you, and I’m in. I’ve already told you, sweetheart. I’m here for it. All of it.”

      Harlow smiled, and God, she was impossibly beautiful, all lit up with promise. “I am, too.”

      Time slowed down for a beat, or maybe it was twenty, or maybe two hundred. Somehow, it didn’t seem to matter that moments were surely passing, or that there was a new task in front of them, or even that the plan she’d come up with was a pretty big out-of-towner.

      The only thing that mattered was him and Harlow, and the hope brimming in her eyes.

      She believed in this. Believed it was more than a business. In leading with her heart.

      This was going to work.

      Finally, Connor blinked himself back to reality. “So, ah, did you want to skip heading out to The Crooked Angel tonight so we can get to work on researching potential donors, then?” He’d miss seeing Mallory and Jonah and the rest of his friends, but he knew Harlow. When it came to business, she was all business.

      So the fact that she shook her head? Threw him for a loop and a half. “We can start planning tomorrow. We promised everyone we’d see them tonight, and we’re going to need to go into this relaxed and ready to work. Anyway, I’m kind of dying to talk to Tess.”

      “Oh, about the Observation Care seminar she went to last week?” Harlow had mentioned wanting to learn more about offering their doctors and PAs the opportunity for continuing education courses.

      “That too, I guess,” she said, standing to grab her coat from the hook by the office door, then waiting as he followed suit with his own. “But really, I just wanted to hear how her Tinder date went.”

      Jesus, there was so much to unpack there. Just as soon as he was done laughing, Connor would get to it, but for now, he settled on, “Tess went on a date?”

      “Three of them, actually. But the other two were a bust. This guy had potential, though. I believe her exact quote was, ‘He doesn’t have four ex-wives and he didn’t ask me to send him pictures of my feet’.”

      He’d never been huge on dating apps, but… “People do that?” His jaw unhinged.

      “Apparently so. Anyway, she had coffee with the third guy this morning, and she promised to give us all the details tonight.”

      Harlow held up her phone, likely in response to the look of pure WTF that had to be plastered to his face. “What?” she asked. “Tess and Charlie and Natalie and I have a girls-only text thread.”

      “Are you serious?” Connor wasn’t sure if he should be pleased or panic, especially when her brows went up in shock that mirrored his.

      “Yeah. Don’t you have one with Parker and Jonah and Emmett?”

      “Not really, no,” he said, following her down the hallway to the now-empty main area of the clinic. “I mean, we text sometimes to make plans to grab a beer, or bitch about hockey if the Rogues are losing, but…what else would we talk about?”

      Harlow lifted a shoulder, just as easy as you please. “I don’t know. Our threads usually end up focused on either work or sex.”

      Connor’s pulse tripped. “You text with Tess and Charlie and Natalie about sex?”

      “Mmm hmm. That new book that came out this week, with Declan on the cover? Inspired a huge conversation about multiple orgasms,” she said, and okay, yeah, that was it.

      “I’m going to change the subject now.”

      Harlow’s brows furrowed, and she stopped short on the linoleum. “Are you upset that I talk about sex with our friends?”

      “Not at all.” He reassured her by closing the distance between them until there wasn’t any left, slanting a suggestive kiss over her mouth to capture the tiny gasp she’d let loose at the contact. “But if words like ‘multiple orgasms’ keep coming out of your pretty little mouth, I’m going to be far too tempted to take you home and make life imitate art.”

      “Oh,” Harlow breathed. “Well, I’m all for giving that a try later, but you should probably know that the woman in the book had four.”

      Connor grinned against her lips. “Guess we should eat a good dinner then. For stamina, and all.”

      The trip to The Crooked Angel was loaded with laughter and shared, sexy glances. Connor barely felt the chill of the late winter air as he and Harlow walked the handful of blocks up Marshall Avenue to the brightly lit bar and grill where all of their friends were currently gathered.

      And it didn’t take long at all to find some familiar faces. “Connor! Harlow!” Addison waved from the table close to the front entrance, where the detectives from the Thirty-Third precinct always camped out. “You made it.”

      “Of course,” Connor said, lifting his chin at Detectives Liam Hollister and Matteo Garza as Addison hugged Harlow in greeting.

      “Long time, no see.” Hollister stood up to shake Connor’s hand, then followed the move with a shoulder bump. “Heard you’ve been busy down at the clinic, yeah?”

      He had to laugh, but whether it was at busy being the understatement of the year, or the pure happiness he felt at the mention of the clinic, he couldn’t be sure. “Very. Hey, I meant to thank you two,” he said, sobering a bit. “For going to pick up that jackhole last weekend on our domestic abuse case.”

      “You don’t have to thank us,” Garza said, his dark eyes glittering. “A guy like that deserves to be thrown in the tank.”

      Connor nodded in agreement. “We’re still grateful.”

      “Well, then you’re going to love this,” Addison said, pointing to the nearby hostess stand. “You’re just in time to check out The Crooked Angel’s very newest employee.”

      Confused, he followed the trajectory of her gesture, and…no way.

      “Evie?” Connor gaped.

      Harlow’s face lit up like Times Square just shy of the New Year’s Eve ball-drop. “Oh, I didn’t know she was going to start so soon!” She pressed to her toes to wave at the younger woman, who waved back with a huge grin before turning to greet the couple who had just come into the bar and grill.

      “You knew about this?” Connor asked, swinging his shocked stare in Harlow’s direction.

      “I knew she’d had a couple of interviews. But she asked me not to say anything until she got the job for sure. She didn’t want to jinx anything.”

      A warm feeling unfolded beneath Connor’s T-shirt, smack in the middle of his chest. “Well, she looks like she couldn’t jinx things if she tried. This calls for a toast, don’t you think?”

      “Absolutely,” Harlow said. “First round’s on me.”

      “I’m not saying no to that.” Connor grinned, then gestured toward the bar at the back of the dining room. “Lead the way, ma’am.”

      Connor pretended not to see the loaded glance Garza and Hollister shared when Harlow reached for his hand, or the way Addison pressed her smirk between her lips as she gave them both a friendly see-you-later wave. Their friends would get used to them being a couple soon enough.

      “Sweet griddle cakes, could you two be any fucking cuter?” came a familiar, female, and highly sarcastic voice as they neared the crowded bar, and apparently, their friends might need just a liiiiitle more time to adjust.

      “Hey, Tess!” If Harlow was put off by the reference to her and Connor’s relationship, she didn’t let it near her expression. In fact, her smile was prettier than the sun and stars combined. “How did the date go?”

      Tess’s dark brown eyes rolled in an exaggerated arc. “That conversation is going to require adult beverages.”

      “That bad?”

      “Let’s just say, I’m discovering who not to date in this city, one set of XY chromosomes at a time.” Tess drained what was left in her martini glass and grimaced. “The good news is, Charlie and Parker offered to babysit Jackson tonight, and Uber is a thing.”

      Harlow reached out to squeeze Tess’s shoulder. “I’m sorry. How about I buy you a drink to take the sting out of your shitty day?”

      Tess handed over her empty glass. “You’re a goddess. If I played both sides of the field, I would totally be proposing to you right now. I mean it.”

      “Mmm. Sadly, I’d have to let you down easy. I’m sort of taken.”

      Harlow sent one of those sexy, secret glances Connor’s way, and okay, yeah, this was going to be one hell of a short night out. The fact that she leaned in to kiss him? Didn’t help the state of affairs in his pants. “I’m going to go see Kennedy at the bar,” she said over a smile as they parted. “I’ll be right back.”

      He watched every step she made until she’d melted into the crowd before turning back to Tess. Of course, his friend wasted zero time nailing him with a smirk big enough to fill a football stadium.

      “I feel like I should shout ‘timber!’ so no one around you gets hurt,” she said. “Seriously, my friend. You are so far gone for that woman.”

      Connor’s smile was a foregone conclusion, and fuck if it didn’t feel perfect on his face. “I might be,” he admitted. But come on, this was Tess. She was far too sharp for him to dodge, and anyway, they were close friends. Family.

      She sighed. “I’m really happy for you. Both of you,” she emphasized. “I know you two had a rocky start at the clinic, and you and Harlow are definitely still polar opposites in a lot of ways. But somehow, you’re making that work rather than letting it yank you apart or try to throttle each other.”

      “We did kind of try to throttle each other in the beginning,” Connor agreed. Christ, was it really less than six weeks ago that they’d gone all main-event in that board room?

      Tess threw back her head and laughed. “I’m sure it won’t be nearly the last time you two go at it, either. You both have too much fire for that. The good news is, now you know you’ll survive. But you do seem kind of perfect for each other.”

      For a split second, a wistful expression flickered beneath her bravado, sending a pang through Connor’s gut. “I’m sorry your date didn’t work out,” he said. He might know what being single was like, but single after being burned by an ex that you trusted, and having to parent solo on top of that? Had to be rough as hell.

      Tess shook her head, her brazen smirk back in place as if it had never budged. “Oh, don’t be. I’m glad all of you yahoos have found your bliss”—she flicked a hand across the bar to the spot where Jonah stood talking to Quinn and Luke, with Isabella and her husband, Kellan, right beside them—“but I’ve got a feeling that my happily ever after is never going to involve anything other than my job and my kiddo. And I’m actually good with that.”

      “It might be my bliss talking, but I hope you’re wrong,” Connor said. “You’re a pretty cool woman, not to mention a true badass of a friend. I’d love to see you knock some guy for a loop one day, if you ever decide that is what you want.”

      “Satan will be handing out ice skates and mittens when that happens. But as for the here and now? I think you’ve got bliss covered. Happy looks good on you, Ginormica.” Tess sent her gaze to Harlow, who was making her way back to them, drinks in-hand.

      “Hang on to it as hard as you can.”
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      The last four days of Harlow’s life had been a total blur. She’d been totally immersed in work, having only stopped to eat (at Connor’s insistence) and sleep (at her body’s insistence). Even then, she’d done both as quickly as possible, scarfing down a breakfast burrito and power napping for no more than four hours before springing out of bed—or in one case, off a gurney in the clinic at 3 A.M.—and returning to her desk. But with the work came the reward, and she had to admit, if ever they’d had a chance at balancing the budget once and for freaking all, it was now.

      Finding the perfect donor was their only hope of keeping the clinic’s doors open. They had a bulletproof pitch that represented an incredible business. No, not just a business—a clinic, where people got the care they needed, just as her mother would have wanted. Okay, the plan was still a Hail Mary, and God knew she and Connor would have to throw every last ounce of what they had into getting one of the four potential donors on their pitch-list to even listen carefully, let alone bite. Still. This plan was the only hope they had to keep the clinic open.

      It had to work.

      It would work.

      “Hey.” Connor’s voice slid Harlow back to the office, making her smile despite the fatigue that had climbed into her bones like a houseguest with no intention of leaving. “I brought you some lunch.”

      He held up a paper bag from the deli up the street, and holy crap… “It’s lunchtime already?”

      “No, sweetheart.” He closed the door behind him and crossed the room to place the bag on the one corner of her desk that wasn’t slathered in papers, her laptop, or to-go cups, half-full with coffee that had long since cooled. “It’s actually past lunch. Fourteen hundred, to be exact.”

      Surprise popped through her chest. “I guess I got caught up in finishing the last-minute details on the report for the board.”

      “Are you sure you don’t want me to go to the meeting with you? The staff here can hold down the fort for a couple of hours,” Connor said, prompting Harlow to laugh.

      “You want to leave the clinic to attend a meeting with the hospital’s board of directors? There’s an offer I bet you never thought you’d make so enthusiastically.”

      His hazel eyes rolled a little before crinkling at the edges. “Okay, fair, but the business side is part of the deal. Not my favorite part,” he added, grinning for emphasis. “Or even in my top ten, really. But you and I are a team, and if you need me to stand by you in the meeting, I will. Getting the board to agree to the strategy we’ve come up with is the first step in finding a donor who can get our budget balanced so we can keep this place running.”

      “Once they hear the plan, they’ll agree to it, Connor,” she said, certain. He didn’t need to rush into a boardroom he admittedly hated just to hold her hand through this part. He’d be up to his beautiful biceps in the business end soon enough, once the budget was right side up and she transitioned back to Davenport Industries in a month or two.

      A thread of something odd and mildly unpleasant expanded in her belly, and Lord, she really had blown right past lunch.

      Harlow reached for the bag Connor had brought, taking a bite of the apple that accompanied the ham and Swiss sandwich and bag of chips also inside before continuing.

      “We’ve exhausted all of our other options, and we’re making progress with operations.” Slower than the board would probably like, but then again, good change—true change, the sort that stuck—always took more time than thrilled any board of directors. “I know the board wanted to see more forward movement at this point, especially with regard to the budget. But I’ll convince them this pitch will work. I’ve got the meeting covered. I promise.”

      Her phone buzzed before he could reply, her gut dipping behind her dark red pencil skirt at the sight of her father’s name and number flashing across the screen.

      She tapped the icon to send the call to voicemail, but not before Connor’s auburn brows had taken the slingshot route toward his hairline.

      “Everything okay?”

      “Of course.”

      Connor’s pointed look said he wasn’t buying it, though, and to be honest? His skepticism wasn’t misplaced.

      “Everything here is okay,” Harlow said. “I’d never keep anything like that from you. But my father has been blowing up my phone over the last few days, asking for progress reports.”

      Ever since she’d emailed him the details of her and Connor’s plan, to be precise.

      “Have you talked to him?” Connor asked, and Harlow shook her head.

      “We’ve emailed, of course. He is my boss. But I’ve been so busy with this that we haven’t actually spoken. He keeps pressing for details and ‘expressing concern’ that we haven’t made enough progress.” She captured the word in air quotes while simultaneously frowning. “He’s always been shrewd, which is fine, because so have I. But he’s taking it to a whole new level, pointing out all the challenges the clinic is still facing and reminding me how time sensitive our budget issues are.”

      As if she wasn’t already painfully aware of how bad things were in that regard. How she hadn’t been able to fix things. How they were still in danger of closing the doors.

      Nope. Don’t go there. You have a plan. You have hope.

      She scraped up a solid breath. “I keep telling him that we’ve got things under control, especially now that we’ve got this plan worked out and ready to pitch. But I don’t think he believes me. He’s left me three voicemails already today, telling me he wants to talk about this board meeting. Like I’m not smart enough to be prepared.”

      Whether it was the pressure of everything they stood to lose or her suspicion that her father found her sorely lacking, Harlow couldn’t be certain. But tears pricked, hot and fast behind her eyelids, followed by a hard stab of emotion.

      Harlow, please. Good business is born of strategy, not emotion, her father’s voice reminded her sternly. But then Connor had erased the space between them, moving to the desk chair he’d left right beside hers this morning and planting himself smack in her field of vision.

      “If you think you’re not worthy of this job, you’re wrong.”

      “Connor—”

      “No.”

      He didn’t touch her; they were, after all, at work, and it was a hard line for both of them. His stare moved through her as palpably as if he had cradled her face between his palms, though, and oh, she felt it in the very deepest parts of her.

      “Listen to me, Harlow. You are smart. You are ambitious and sharp and God, you are fierce. But you’re also beautiful and pure and good. And you deserve to know it. No matter what.”

      “Thank you,” she whispered.

      “You’re welcome,” he whispered back. “Now do me a favor, would you? Go into that meeting and kick ass so we can find a donor and celebrate. I know we have plans for the clinic, but I have plans for you.” His smile grew dark and edged in the sort of intensity that made her realize just how far gone she was for him. “And I can’t wait to take you home and share them with you.”
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      Harlow did her level best to make sure she looked cool to the point of dispassion, even though she felt as if someone had just rehomed a fleet of butterflies directly behind her breastbone. She measured everything around her with covert glances, slid across the waiting room outside of Dr. Langston’s office as she pretended to competently check her phone. She’d hoped to catch him a few minutes before the board meeting (read: now) in order to take his temperature a bit on the idea of a donor search. He’d always seemed fair, along with being extremely smart. He had a love-thing for the rules, sure, but he’d certainly always appeared to have the hospital’s best interests at heart.

      He also appeared to be irritated beyond measure, if the muffled voices coming from behind his closed door were any indication.

      Harlow checked the time stamp on her phone, frowning. Only nine minutes remained between now and the start of the meeting. Strategy dictated that she ensure an early arrival in order to choose her seat, along with making a subtle yet real showing of her dedication to the matter at hand. Langston was usually the first to arrive, but—Harlow eyed his office door again—he was obviously busy. His mood sounded less than stellar. That, with the dwindling time, made a last-minute fly-by of her idea an increasingly bad idea. Better to simply head into the board room and make her presentation to the board as planned. They’d always been a bit of a stodgy lot—hell, Langston was the most liberal among them, and if that didn’t say something, Harlow didn’t know what did. But the members of the board were conservative for a reason; namely, they were in charge of the decisions made for an entire freaking hospital. People’s care, the services they received, their lives? All of that was in the board’s hands.

      Your clinic is in their hands.

      Pressing up from the couch, she swallowed back the unease that had knotted her throat. Stowing her phone, she shouldered her laptop bag, elevating her chin and infusing confidence into every step she took toward the board room. She still had enough time to settle in and probably beat most of the directors to the table. Greet them levelly. Show them how much she believed this plan would work. Sure, it was as much mind game as it was power play, but it was a strategy she’d learned before she’d even graduated from middle school. It was business. She was damned good at making it happen.

      You are smart. You are ambitious and sharp and God, you are fierce.

      Connor’s words echoed through her head, and Harlow realized that wasn’t quite accurate. She’d been here, in this position, negotiating deals and going toe to toe with executives who wanted nothing more than to prove her wrong a thousand times. She wasn’t just good at this. She was made for it. For Chrissake, business was her birthright. She might be presenting a long shot of an idea, but the board would see reason.

      Her heart thrummed with the familiar adrenaline of a big deal about to go down, and she put her hand on the knob to the conference room door…

      And the door swung open to reveal an already-full room, deflating her confidence like a party balloon, the day after New Year’s.

      “Oh!” Harlow’s adrenaline chilled without waning as the low murmurs everyone had been trading died instantaneous deaths. “I apologize. I didn’t realize everyone would be here so early.”

      “Ms. Davenport.” The greeting might as well have been spray starched, and for a second, she was tempted to return it with enough frost to make her own personal tundra. But then she thought of Connor, of the way he remained so loose and sure even when people were bleeding out beneath his hands, and she took a slow breath and smiled.

      “Dr. Kellerman. So lovely to see you.”

      The head of cardiology blinked in clear surprise. It was, sadly, Harlow’s only win. All of the seats around the glossy conference table were taken, except for the last one on the left that had been stuck at the end of the row like an afterthought, and she claimed the spot reluctantly before removing her laptop from her bag. Setting the machine up for her presentation wasn’t difficult, but it did require that she squeeze between several still-silent members in order to gain access to the port built in to the center of the table, which proved more than a little awkward.

      Not as awkward as their stares and deafeningly loud cleared throats, though, and seriously, she’d known she’d lose some ground with them in her leave of absence, but this was crazy.

      Something wasn’t right.

      Finally, after five excruciating minutes of tension and traded glances, Dr. Langston came into the room, followed by the hospital’s healthcare director, Joanne Nimitz. Twin pangs of dread unfolded behind Harlow’s blouse at the sight of Langston’s stress-loosened tie (file that under: never happens) and Joanne’s loftily raised chin. But her mettle was made of some pretty strong stuff, so she set her shoulders firmly and let the familiarity of the meeting’s Call to Order calm her.

      “Well,” Langston said, nodding his thanks at the board’s secretary after the minutes from their last meeting had been read and they were officially underway. “I know we had an agenda set for today’s meeting, but it seems we’ll need to alter that a bit.”

      Since all eyes had moved to her anyway, Harlow said, “I’m sorry?”

      Langston looked at her for the first time since he’d entered the room, and—Harlow’s gut clutched—he looked sorry, too. “A few hours ago, Ms. Nimitz and I received a phone call from the hospital’s CEO regarding the clinic.”

      “A phone call,” she repeated, although getting any words past her pounding heart was pretty damned difficult.

      “The CEO expressed concern about the clinic’s continued lack of profitability, as well as the excessive outstanding debt we’re carrying there, and the money the hospital is putting out to pay Davenport Industries to fix a problem that, frankly, seems unfixable,” Joanne said evenly.

      She’d deal with the “unfixable” part of things in a minute. For now, Harlow had a matter of higher priority on her I-call-bullshit agenda. “I see. And why wasn’t I brought up to speed when this concern was raised a few hours ago?”

      “Because it’s a conflict of interest.” Joanne’s tone was all head-pat, silly-girl, and Harlow spoke her next words very quietly, but only so she wouldn’t scream.

      “I’m the business director. Of anyone, I’d think my interest in the CEO’s concern would be paramount.” They could’ve called her and Connor in on this earlier, and Joanne knew it.

      The woman dug in her heels, though. “You’re no longer on the board, therefore, we had no obligation to bring it to you in advance of this meeting. Anyway, the hospital’s agreement with Davenport Industries was in question, so I’m sure you’ll see why we felt it best to proceed with discretion.”

      A whole new brand of unease hit Harlow like a Mack truck going downhill, fast. “Have you spoken with Mr. Davenport?”

      “We spoke briefly a few minutes before this meeting began,” Joanne said. “He’s been apprised of the situation.”

      “Okay.” Harlow sent the word through her teeth. As much as she wanted to go rounds over being blindsided and tattled on, she had a goal, and she wanted that more. She could skewer Joanne for the rest later. “Then why don’t we bring both him and the CEO into our meeting right now via video conference so I can clear this up? Mr. Bradshaw and I have come up with a really innovative idea for the clinic, and we feel—”

      “I’m sorry, Ms. Davenport.” Langston sank back in his chair, only by a fraction, but it might as well have been a hundred miles. No, no. No. “We’re past that point. The CEO’s concerns are based not just upon the clinic’s absence of financial solvency, but upon the ripple effect of the overall lack of progress in the given timeframe.”

      Harlow would not lose it. She would not. “We discussed the timeframe when I joined the board, then again when you hired Davenport Industries to come in and consult. Change of the expected magnitude takes time, and—”

      “You were given plenty of time,” Joanne interrupted. “Months, to be precise. And it took ages just to get the directorship sorted.”

      “That wasn’t my decision,” Harlow shot back, and okay, maybe she’d lose it just a teensy bit. “If you’ll recall, the board collaborated with Davenport Industries on who would fill those roles.”

      “Nevertheless, too much time has passed with little to no results. Your own reports show that the clinic is losing money by the day, which only makes the deficit at which you started more overwhelming.”

      Joanne gestured to the three-inch thick folder in front of her that bore the hospital’s logo, and was she kidding? She’d printed all of Harlow’s emails and the clinic’s budget reports, just for show?

      “I’d argue the claim that we haven’t see any results at the clinic,” Harlow said, choosing the battle she could win. “We’ve made strides in operations, implementing procedural changes that have led to greater efficiency and providing staff training at no cost to the hospital.” Not to mention care to people who’d desperately needed it, like Evie. But the CEO—and, it seemed, now the board—was only focused on the bottom line.

      “That progress is commendable,” Langston said, and funny, his expression seemed genuine. “But I’m afraid it’s no longer enough.”

      Harlow had to buy time to meet with the potential donors on her list. She’d get the board to agree to a week. She and Connor would pitch their ever-loving hearts out, and someone would say yes.

      “I understand that the budget is of concern. In fact, addressing these very problems has been our primary focus over the past weeks. If Mr. Bradshaw and I could just have a little more time—”

      “There’s none left,” Langston said quietly. “Several of the hospital’s more esteemed donors have gone to the CEO with their concerns. They find the mismanagement of funds troubling. To the point that they’re considering withholding future gifts unless we cut our losses.”

      Harlow heard the words, but somehow, she couldn’t wrestle her brain into true understanding. Probably because the whole thing was plum fucking crazy. “My father is the one who made the original donation for the clinic. Is he expressing concern?”

      “He’s not,” Langston quickly assured her. “But I’m sure you see that with many other donors losing faith in the hospital’s ability to manage large gifts, it’s a problem.”

      Harlow opened her mouth to argue, but then let her lips fall closed. She did see the problem, and it was the size of a goddamned ocean liner. Just because she and Connor hadn’t created the debt or mismanaged the clinic for the ten months preceding their placement there, didn’t mean they weren’t on the hook for fixing things efficiently. And if donors were already expressing their concern in the way the hospital was managing the problems there, how on earth were she and Connor going to convince someone into donating so much as a dime?

      “I do understand,” she said, hating how little power her voice carried, but knowing she had to say something. Langston had championed the clinic from the start. Surely, he could give her some leverage. “But the clinic is important to this community. People rely on the doctors there. They rely on the services, sometimes to save their lives. It’s worth saving.”

      Langston looked at her. Harlow’s pulse rushed on a tide of hope at his barely there nod, at the I know woven into his stare.

      Joanne crushed the moment in a single breath. “The CEO disagrees, and so do the majority of the members of this board. Yes, the clinic’s purpose is to provide care, but not at such a high cost. We’ve run through our options, not to mention, more money than we should have, to try and save the clinic. Now the time has come for more drastic measures.”

      And just like that, Harlow’s hope disintegrated.
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      Harlow’s first inclination when she auto-piloted out of the boardroom was to throw up. Her second was to find Connor, fling herself into his strong, wide-open, loving arms until the ache in her chest subsided and an answer magically presented itself. But since a) Connor was going to be as upset as she was over the board’s ultimatum, and b) she knew goddamn well that if she wanted something fixed, she had to do it herself. Business wasn’t for the weak, and waiting wasn’t going to cut it.

      She needed the mother of all strategies, and that meant calling in the big guns.

      “Thanks for meeting me on such short notice,” Harlow said to her father as he slid into the seat across from her.

      He spun a pointed look around the diner she’d chosen, raising a gray-blond brow. “Interesting choice of venue.”

      “I know. But the pie is fantastic.” That, and she hadn’t wanted to go anywhere they’d risk being overheard by a colleague or one of Davenport Industries’ VPs. Or, worse, someone from the hospital.

      Harlow rubbed a hand over the center of her blouse, although the last twenty times she’d tried, it hadn’t relieved the squeeze that seemed to have taken up permanent residence there. Her father—being her father—got directly to the point.

      “Somehow, I don’t think that after five days of dodging my calls, you’ve asked me here for pie.”

      Her heart pitched. “No.”

      The waitress appeared, and her father ordered two slices of cherry pie and a pot of coffee anyway, waiting for the young woman to bring both before saying, “Would you like to tell me what this is about, then?”

      Of course, he knew. Joanne had said she and Langston had spoken to him, albeit briefly. But her father could fill in the blanks better than anyone. God, he’d probably seen the board’s ultimatum coming from light years away. No wonder he’d been blowing up her phone.

      Harlow sank a little further in defeat. “The clinic is in serious trouble.”

      Knowing she had no other option, she unloaded the whole story. Her voice got a little wavery when she got to the Evie part of things, and her father’s eyes darkened in concern until she promised him that everything with her abusive ex had been resolved. But Harlow outlined everything about the clinic in detail, from the friction that had kept her and Connor from working together at the beginning, to the way they’d slowly figured things out, to the plan they’d come up with to try and find a donor. Her father listened carefully, and only when she was done did he steeple his fingers over his empty coffee cup and nearly clean plate, and speak.

      “Well, that does make this complicated,” he said, and Harlow bit her lip.

      “Yeah. Speaking of complicated, I should probably tell you that Connor and I are, um. Involved.”

      Her father’s shoulders hit the back of the booth with a thump. “You’re seeing each other?”

      Harlow nodded, although “seeing each other” seemed a far cry from how she felt about Connor. Considering the circumstances, though, it would do. “Yes. And he’s—we’re both—really invested in the clinic. Not just as a job, but emotionally. You should see the way the staff there responds to him, Dad. He’s taught them all so much, and they rely on their jobs.”

      She thought of Macie, with her adorable little boy at home, and Dana, who was about to marry her long-time girlfriend. Alejandro, who cared for his aging grandmother, both physically and financially, and God, how could the board not see how valuable the clinic was?

      “We inherited a massive amount of debt, and I know that’s more than the board realized,” Harlow continued past the lump in her throat. “I fully understand their concern. But if they’d just listen to the pitch Connor and I put together—”

      “Harlow, do me a favor.” Although he’d interrupted, her father’s tone was oddly soft. “Knowing what you know right now, walk me through that pitch.”

      “I’m sorry?” She barely got the words past her shock.

      Her father, though? Totally unruffled. “Convince me, the way you would a potential donor, why a gift that large is a worthy investment.”

      “I…” Harlow’s heart crashed into her gut as both sank like stones. “I can’t.”

      “There’s no winning strategy there,” her father said, gently reiterating what she already knew. “The first thing that anyone you pitch to is going to do is ask other donors whether they feel the clinic, as an extension of the hospital, is a smart place to gift their money, and the first thing those donors are going to say is no. Remington’s elite stick together. You know this.”

      She nodded, her chin feeling like lead. She did know. She’d used it to her advantage in dozens of pitches and mergers. Circles were small, and people with money talked. No matter how thick she and Connor laid on the good the clinic offered to the community, they’d never get a donor to agree to a gift that big. Not now. Not with the CEO and the board doubting the clinic’s solvency, too.

      “I just don’t know what to do,” Harlow whispered. “I’ve been over the budget so many times.”

      Her father tilted his head to look at her, his stare certain. “I know you have, and I know you’ve done everything within your power to right things at the clinic. The truth is, the job was a long shot when I agreed to it.”

      Uh… “What?” Her father never, ever, ever agreed to take over a business he wasn’t certain they could make lucrative.

      His brows lifted, and hey, now they were both surprised. “Of course it was. You saw the financials. The staffing plan. The lack of leadership. I’m impressed that you and Connor got as far as you did, truth be told, and I agree that if circumstances were different with the board, this pitch would be the way to go. It’s really rather brilliant. Then again, I knew that if anyone could make headway at the clinic, it was you.”

      Harlow was sure she’d be able to pick her jaw up off the floor someday. Today? Not her day. Tomorrow? Not looking too promising, either. Holy fuck. “You put me at the clinic because you believed in me?”

      “Of course,” her father said. “The clinic might have been a long shot, and perhaps it wasn’t a huge contract. But it was…is…special to me.”

      At that, he cleared his throat, making it necessary for Harlow to blink back the heat growing in her eyes. “I should have been more proactive about the clinic’s management to begin with, but…well, I suppose I was grieving, and the only way I knew how to reconcile that was to shut out the pain of seeing her name on all of the paperwork. Of thinking of how much she’d have loved the idea of a wellness clinic that would help so many people. And so I did.”

      “I know that feeling, actually,” she admitted. “I pushed down a lot of my emotions, too.”

      Her father nodded, his smile small and bittersweet. “When the hospital came to me and asked Davenport Industries to turn the clinic around, I knew the job might not be feasible. It’s why I insisted on two directors. I knew we’d need strength in both operations and on the business end. It’s also why I put my very best person in one of those roles.”

      “You put me there because I’m your best person?” Harlow’s shock moved over her in a prickle.

      But her father’s reply was one hundred percent steady. “Of course. Why else would I have put you there?”

      “I thought it was a punishment. That maybe”—she dropped her chin—“you didn’t believe in me to do a bigger job.”

      For a minute, the only sound between them was the clinking of silverware and the muted strains of an early 60’s-era ballad drifting down from the speakers, high overhead. Then, “I have always believed in you, Harlow. You are a smart, capable, and wonderful woman.”

      “I don’t feel so wonderful right now,” she said. “In fact, I feel pretty shitty.”

      Her father looked at her. “You came to me tonight for business advice, but you don’t need me to tell you what to do. You already know, don’t you?”

      The ache in Harlow’s chest became full-on pain, then. Because she did know what she needed to do. She only had one choice, and as much as she hated what that choice involved, she knew she had to do it.

      Even though it would cost her everything.
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      Connor was going to lose his fucking mind. Six hours had passed since this afternoon’s board meeting, and all he’d gotten from Harlow was a weirdly terse text saying that she was dealing with something urgent, and that she’d text as soon as she could. After confirming that she was physically okay (okay, fine, so he’d texted twice about that to be totally sure. He was falling in love with her. So sue him), he’d turned his attention to the clinic, where it belonged. But the doors had closed two hours ago, and now that he’d gone to the gym, showered, and picked his way through a burrito he’d barely tasted, he was pretty much out of sanity options.

      Something was wrong.

      Picking up his phone, he scrolled through his contacts until he saw Harlow’s pretty face smiling up at him. Before he could tap the icon to call, a knock sounded off on his apartment door.

      “Jesus,” Connor murmured, his surprise colliding with relief at the sight of Harlow on the other side of the peephole. He swung the door wide. “Hey. What’s going…” The shadows beneath her eyes and the seriousness of her expression stopped the rest in his throat.

      “We need to talk.”

      She didn’t move, and after a couple of awkward beats, he realized she was waiting for him to invite her in.

      Okay, he was officially done with this being-in-the-dark bullshit. “God, come in. What in the hell is going on? What’s the matter?”

      Connor wanted to hug her, to run his hands over every last inch of her to make sure she was, in fact, okay, but something about her expression told him not to push.

      Like if he did, she might break.

      “I have some bad news from the board,” Harlow said, making his stomach twist. But come on, their idea had been fucking bulletproof. How bad could it be?

      “Alright.” He took a cautious step toward her. Even if the news wasn’t ideal, they’d face it together. “I’m sure whatever it is, we’ll figure out how to handle it.”

      “Unfortunately, I don’t think we will. The hospital’s CEO reached out to the board this morning with concerns—valid ones—about the clinic’s financial solvency. It seems the current donors, whose gifts to the hospital account for a substantial amount of the money that goes toward funding things like cutting-edge MRI machines and new wings to the peds ward, are worried that the clinic is a bad use of the hospital’s capital.”

      “Okay,” Connor said, his brain spinning to catch up with his pulse, which had taken off like the goddamned Space Shuttle as soon as she’d uttered the word concerns. “But the donors don’t get any say over how the hospital’s money gets spent, or what programs the hospital chooses to invest in.”

      Harlow surprised him by scoffing. “Not on paper, no. But in reality? That’s business. Money is power, and the donors have both.”

      The reality of it, of how right it was while being so fucking wrong at the same time, slid into his chest like a dark, oily stain.  “Fine. So, we’ll just get a donor of our own and then they can shove their concerns up their asses.”

      “That’s not how any of this works, Connor.” Jamming a hand through her already disheveled hair, Harlow looked at him. “The donors have made it clear that they’re second-guessing the hospital because of how horribly mismanaged the clinic has been—”

      “We didn’t do that!” he protested, but true to form, she stood firm.

      “It doesn’t matter who did it, only that it’s not changing. The debt is massive, and we can’t fix it without a large influx of cash. No one will give us that cash if the concerns aren’t effectively addressed. It’s a never-ending cycle, and there’s no solution.”

      Dread moved up Connor’s spine with clammy fingers. “What do you mean, there’s no solution? Of course there’s a solution.” There had to be. They just had to find it. “Don’t be so pessimistic.”

      Harlow’s brows shot upward, and shit, that had come out all wrong. “I just meant—”

      “I know what you meant. That there’s hope, right? That all we have to do is believe it’ll all work out, and things will be fine?”

      “It’s better than giving up,” Connor snapped. Yeah, he was mad, and yeah again, his anger wasn’t really directed at her as much as the board and the CEO. But for Chrissake, couldn’t she see that the clinic was worth fighting for?

      Her joyless laugh sliced through him, making the air in his apartment feel at least ten degrees cooler. “Giving up? Are you kidding? That clinic has my mother’s name on it!”

      “Then fight for it,” he countered, matching the edge in her words. “Have a little hope.”

      “Hope.” Harlow spat the word at him as if it tasted rotten. “I walked into that board meeting with hope, and it was a fucking mistake! I should’ve been better prepared. All that time I wasted on happy-happy feelings when I should’ve known better. Good business is born of strategy, not emotion.”

      Something snapped in Connor’s belly, pushing his reply up and out. “The clinic isn’t just some goddamned business.”

      “Yes, Connor, it is,” Harlow said. “And you not treating it as such is exactly the problem. You’re so focused on what you want that you didn’t stop to consider what the clinic needed.”

      He mirrored the way she’d knotted her arms over her chest. “Oh, really? And what exactly is that, since you seem to have all the fucking answers that I’m too dense to see?”

      “Someone who realized that taking care of people isn’t just something you do with your heart. You have to do it with your head, too. That’s just good business. I lost sight of that”—she paused for a breath, the frosty demeanor that Connor hadn’t seen for weeks on end making a swift and sickening comeback—“but it won’t happen again. The board has requested that we close the clinic, effective immediately.”

      Connor’s head whipped back, as surely as if she’d slapped him. In truth, it would have hurt a hell of a lot less. “They what? No. The answer is no!”

      “Connor, look at the facts. There’s no way we can find a donor for the clinic. Not with the CEO and the board and the current donors all against us. We just can’t. There’s no win strategy. We don’t have a choice,” Harlow said. But her voice hitched by the barest margin, and screw it, Connor stepped in until there was barely any space left between them.

      “There’s always a choice, Harlow.”

      For a single heartbeat, she said nothing, and his own hope sparked, soft and deep in his chest.

      But then she shook her head and stepped back. “Not this time. The board will notify the staff members of the closure in the morning, and Langston will speak to you about returning to your nursing position in the ED.”

      “I don’t want my nursing position,” he argued, his anger lighting a fast path through him. “I’m a director, too, with power equal to yours, right? What if I don’t agree to the board’s request? Then what?”

      “Then nothing,” Harlow said quietly. “They only need one of us to agree, and I emailed the board an hour ago.”

      All the oxygen seemed to leave the room in a single, terrible instant. “You consented to the closure of the clinic? Without even asking me?”

      “I had to. We both know their request wasn’t a request at all. With no way to fix the budget, we’d have had a few days, maybe a week, before they shut us down on their own. This is the smarter move.”

      All of Connor’s anger, all his frustration and sadness and dread, exploded past his lips. “This isn’t a goddamned game! Christ, I should’ve known better than to trust you.”

      An audible sound puffed past Harlow’s lips. “Connor—”

      “No.” He cut her off, his anger beating out the rest of his emotions like a heavyweight boxer on fight night. He’d already been taken for a fool once with his father.

      He’d be damned if he’d let that happen again.

      “All you’ve given a rat’s ass about for your entire life is business,” Connor bit out. “Of course you wouldn’t change your stripes when everything was on the line. Shit happens, right? Oh, well. Maybe the next contract will work out.” His shoulders jerked under the power of his shrug. “But you can’t worry about any of the people affected by the clinic’s closing, can you? You’ll be too busy in your corner office, taking over some other company and betraying the dumb schmuck you’re partnered with.”

      Harlow blinked, and it was a testament to how well she’d suckered him that the pain she’d just managed to fake made him want to chuck this whole mess and wrap his arms around her.

      He thought he’d known better, but guess the old adage was true.

      Fool me once, you are forgiven. Fool me twice…

      Not anymore.

      “Well.” Harlow exhaled, finally breaking the deafening silence. “If that’s how you feel, then I suppose we’re done here.”

      And then she walked out the door.
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      Harlow should be numb. She should be tapped out in the feelings department, all done, nothing to see here, I gave at the office, finito. But all that emotion-blocking she’d done over the past couple of years was coming back to bite her square on the ass, because right now, she felt everything.

      And she wasn’t going to lie. This emotions thing sucked. Hard and without remorse.

      I should’ve known better than to trust you…

      Harlow rolled over in her bed, ignoring the fact that the sun had risen and was channeling all its effort into incinerating her bedroom blinds. She’d expected Connor to be mad—hell, she’d earned that. Just because she hadn’t wanted to send that email to the board didn’t mean the repercussions didn’t count.

      She’d been the one to make the decision to close the clinic, and she’d done it without telling him. Granted, she’d done it for good reasons. Or what she’d thought were good reasons, she guessed, and she hadn’t been wrong about it being their only option. But wrong or right, good reasons or bad, in the end, the result was the same.

      She’d thoroughly wrecked Connor’s trust. She hadn’t been able to save the clinic, and her heart had been broken into bits by the one man who had taught her how to use the stupid thing again.

      Welcome back, emotions.

      Harlow backhanded the pair of tears that had snuck out of the corner of her eye and reached for her phone, which she’d left on her nightstand. As much as it hurt, she was going to have to move forward sooner or later. The world wasn’t going to stop just because she hadn’t been able to balance the budget at the clinic and her relationship had gone down in a red-hot fiery blaze. While she was fairly certain a broken heart might earn her a pint of Chunky Monkey and a free pass to do one too many tequila shots with her girlfriends, she also knew it didn’t qualify as a suitable excuse to get out of work.

      Not that she probably had girlfriends now, she realized with a fresh helping of sadness. Tess had warned her not to break Connor’s heart. The act might’ve been mutual, but still.

      She’d kicked the ball into motion. All Connor had done was kick it back.

      “Work,” Harlow reminded herself, saying the word out loud for emphasis. Dropping her gaze to her phone, she thumbed past a message from her father, checking to make sure she was okay and giving her the day to “settle any last-minute details” at the clinic, then a handful of spam before she got to a reply from Langston.

      It was to the point (insert her not-shocked face here), acknowledging receipt of her acceptance of the board’s request and promising her that he’d take care of notifying the employees personally. The email had been time-stamped just shy of midnight, and she’d bet a decent amount of cash that the man had spent the next few hours arranging the very best severance packages possible for the employees he couldn’t place elsewhere at the hospital.

      A decent amount of cash, right. Harlow snorted. If only she had a decent amount of cash, the doors to the clinic wouldn’t have been closed.

      Wait a second…

      An idea bloomed in her brain, growing with frightening speed. It was a long shot—no. Check that. It was probably impossible and definitely bat-shit crazy. But she’d spent the last four days coming up with a pitch to save the clinic, not to mention the last month and a half running the place she’d grown to love, and she believed it was worth saving with all of her heart.

      No matter what was on the line.

      Her fingers flew over her phone, but her hands didn’t shake as she tapped the icon in front of her to place the call, then lifted the phone to her ear.

      “This is Harlow Davenport. I need to speak with my father immediately, please. Yes, tell him I’m not hurt, but it’s absolutely urgent. Yes.”

      She smiled for the first time in over twenty-four hours. “I’ll hold.”
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      Connor felt like he’d been on a three-day bender full of rail tequila and questionable tacos. Not even the brief meeting he’d had with Langston an hour ago, where the guy had apologized for how quickly things had gone to shit with the board and assured Connor that not only could he have his old job back, but that he’d figure out a way to give the clinic’s staff—former staff, shit—good severance packages and excellent letters of recommendation. Langston had also given Connor the rest of the day off, probably because he looked like death on a pie plate. Although his mood was foul as hell, he hadn’t been able to bring himself to go home, where Harlow’s bright red toothbrush leaned toward his in the cup in the bathroom and the pillows all smelled like her shampoo. This, he knew, because in a fit of frustration, he’d thrown every last one of the fuckers to the hinterlands of his bedroom last night, resting his melon on a balled-up Air Force hoodie instead.

      And now his neck hurt along with his stupid, trusting heart.

      The door to the supply closet where he’d been (okay, fine) hiding squealed open, but Tess only made it two strides over the threshold before stopping short on the linoleum. “Ho-ly shit,” she said, giving him a lightning-fast once-over. Finding no apparent injury, she asked, “What happened to you?”

      “Long story.” Connor went to lift a shoulder in a haphazard shrug, but the body part in question just twitched before surrendering.

      “Oh, goodie!” Tess said brightly, moving over to the spot on the far wall where Connor had parked himself. She sat down beside him, kicking her scrubs-clad legs out in front of her even though they were a solid ten inches shorter than his. “Those are the best kind, and this shift is boring as hell.”

      Connor looked at her as if she’d just uttered the worst sort of blasphemy, which, as far as emergency department staff went, she pretty much had. “Are you insane, Michaelson? Fate can hear you, you know.”

      “Yeah, yeah. ’Til she gets down to business, why don’t you start talking? Parker’s on my service today, and he’s got things covered out there. Plus, I’m not too shabby of a listener, if I do say so myself, and I’m definitely not kidding. You look like shit on a stick, my friend.”

      “Thanks,” Connor said, not rolling back on the sarcasm. He opened his mouth to tell Tess he wasn’t in the mood—re-living his hellish day wouldn’t make Harlow un-betray him, and it sure as hell wouldn’t open the clinic doors again. But damn it, as mad as he was, he missed Harlow, and unpacking the story for Tess, who was—spoiler alert—one of his best friends, was better than going home to throw out all of his bed pillows.

      “The board closed the clinic, effective immediately, and Harlow and I broke up.”

      “Whoa.” Tess’s eyes went round and wide, and she reached into the pocket of her doctor’s coat, pulling out a king-sized Snickers bar.

      Connor eked out a tiny smile. “Thanks, but I’m honestly not hungry.”

      “Oh, this isn’t for you, Ginormica. It’s for me. I’m going to need some fucking sustenance to get through this one. Go ahead and take it from the top.” She unwrapped the candy bar and took a bite. “And don’t even think about scrimping on the details.”

      And so Connor didn’t. He told Tess everything, even the way he’d confided in Harlow about Duke and how unbelievably strong she’d been for Evie. Getting to the shit-show of last night was a little tough, his voice going gravelly a time or two before the whole thing was out in the open. Finally, after a full minute of silence, he pressed back against the closet wall, letting his scraggly chin turn to the side as he chanced a look at Tess. “Well? Aren’t you going to say something?”

      “Connor, I mean this from a place of love. I truly do.” Tess placed a hand over her heart as proof. “But you’re a goddamned idiot.”

      He choked out a sound akin to a gasp, only not as pretty. “What?”

      “Let’s review. You and Harlow had a rocky start, but figured out how to work together.” Tess held up her thumb, and great. She was keeping score. “You really dig her, and she really digs you.” Forefinger. “You made headway at the clinic, and even though you tried your best, it wasn’t enough.” Middle finger—how appropriate. “She made the hard call, and you got pissed and let her walk out.”

      “No,” Connor argued automatically, then backtracked. “I mean, that’s a really broad generalization. I got pissed for a pretty good reason. She made the call to shut down the clinic, Tess. Without saying so much as a word to me about it. We were supposed to be a team.”

      “Riiiiiiight,” Tess agreed. “But I’m sure she anticipated that you’d fight her about agreeing to close the place if she came to you first.” She gave him a tart smile, nudging his shoulder with her own. “I mean, let’s face it. You’re cute, but sweet Gaga, you’re stubborn as hell. Especially when it comes to the things you love the most.”

      Connor blinked. “Did you just…swear to Lady Gaga like she’s a deity?” This conversation had officially gone around the bend.

      Tess didn’t seem to notice. “Uh, yes. Have you seen that woman walk a red carpet? So badass. Anyway”—Tess shook her head—“You. Cute. Stubborn. Clinic. Would you want to have argued with you over the board’s ultimatum? And let’s be clear. We all know they weren’t asking.”

      Well, hell. She was probably right about that. Just as she was right about the fact that he would’ve pushed back, even in the face of the facts. “Okay, so maybe I was difficult,” Connor admitted. “But Harlow knows how much Duke’s betrayal hurt me. She couldn’t have just told me the truth before she went to the board? I…” He closed his eyes. “I trusted her. Not just with the clinic, but…”

      Tess’s brows slid toward her bangs, her mouth parting in clear surprise. “Oh, my God. You love her.”

      Connor had been through the emotional wringer in the last twelve hours, but as mad and sad as he’d been, he couldn’t deny it. What’s more, he didn’t want to. “Yeah. I did. I do,” he corrected. No amount of mad was going to cancel out the ruckus that went down in his chest every time he slapped eyes on the woman. “I’m just not sure I can trust her.”

      “Let me ask you this,” Tess said softly. “Why is it that you think Harlow really made that decision and emailed the board without telling you? Do you think she didn’t give a crap about the clinic after all that time and energy you guys spent trying to fix things?”

      No. He knew he’d said it last night, but he’d been mad. Still, Harlow had to have had a reason for betraying him like that, and…

      Oh. Shit. Oh, shit. “She did it so I wouldn’t have to,” he breathed.

      “I knew you had some reason tucked behind that ridiculously handsome face of yours.” Tess grinned. “With how she took care of her mom, then Evie? Harlow’s a natural-born caregiver, just like us. She might show it differently, but I’d be willing to bet that part of her wanted to protect you from having to make a choice that would hurt you. See, I think she loves you, too. You were just too angry to see it.”

      Remorse claimed Connor’s gut, followed quickly by a cold slice of dread. “And I argued with her. God, Tess.” The remorse returned and went for a double-down. “I thought she was taking the easy way out by giving up, but she must be hurting as much as I am over the clinic closing. The things I said…”

      Christ, he’d been horrible. Accused her of unforgivable things. Things he knew must have hurt her.

      He had to fix it. He had to fix it right now.

      “Can you call Natalie and Charlie and put them on speaker? Like, this second, can you call them, please?” Connor asked, adding on, "You know what, call everyone. Jonah and Parker and Mallory, too. Can you do that?"

                   Although Tess laughed and looked at him like he was nuts on toast—which, to be fair, he realllllly might be right now—she pulled out her cell phone.

                  “Why am I calling every single one of our friends, exactly?” God bless her, she already had their numbers dialed up and ready to go, and Connor answered her with all the certainty in the world.

      “Because I need a strategy, that’s why. I’m going to win my girl back, and I need all the help I can get.”
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      After thirty-six hours, Connor had to admit that it was possible Harlow wasn’t going to answer him, let alone forgive him. He’d done nearly everything on the list his friends had helped him compile, from calling Harlow (duh) both at work and at home, to texting and emailing to cover his bases since his calls went directly to voicemail, to sending her favorite flowers (Jonah and Natalie’s idea), messengering scones over from Sweetie Pies (Charlie and Parker’s idea), and even having a really pricey bottle of cabernet delivered to her apartment with a card reading, Can we drink to the fact that I totally fucked up? (Tess’s idea. Naturally).

      He’d even gotten so desperate this morning that he’d put in a call to her father, leaving him a voicemail message that probably revealed far too much of Connor’s feelings for the man’s only daughter and his deep desire to speak to her, even briefly. He’d been an inch away from considering Mallory’s idea to show up at her condo naked (under a trench coat, so as not to get arrested or broadcast all over the Internet) and pledge to pleasure her any way she wanted, for as long as she wanted, when he realized this whole thing was just crazy.

      Harlow wasn’t going to forgive him. And so he’d done the only thing he’d been able to, which was go back to work.

      God, he missed her.

      “Hey, hey,” Jonah said, whipping by him on a straight shot to the ambulance bay. “Trauma incoming in five. Motorcycle versus minivan. You coming?”

      Connor couldn’t even get his mouth open to reply with a sad-sack “I guess” before Tess took the nitrile gloves out of his hand and passed them over her shoulder to Boldin.

      “He is not,” she called out. To Connor, she said, “Your presence has been requested in the executive boardroom.”

      The din of the ED was suddenly the backdrop for the slam of his heart in his ears. “Why does Langston want to see me?”

      “He doesn’t,” came a familiar, feminine voice that made Connor’s heart stop altogether. “I do.”

      He caught Tess’s grin out of the corner of his eye, and Charlie’s and Mallory’s, too, as he turned to look at Harlow. She wasn’t, as he’d feared, a mirage, nor was she a figment of his overtaxed brain. She stood there by the intake desk, just as gorgeous as she’d been on that first day she’d come down to get him and offer him the director’s job, and oh, God, Connor wasn’t sturdy enough for this.

      “I’ve been trying to call you. And text. And—”

      “I know,” Harlow said, every single thing about her unreadable. “I got your messages. And your gifts. They weren’t necessary, though.”

      This did not bode well. “They were, actually. I owe you a huge apology.”

      “Connor,” she started, then clamped down on her bottom lip. “I didn’t come down here to talk to you about us. I came on business. We really would like to see you in the boardroom, please.”

      “Oh.” Disappointment filled his rib cage, but he nodded. “Okay.”

      He managed to make it all the way to the elevator before asking, “Are you going to tell me what this is about?”

      “No,” Harlow said. “Not yet, anyway.”

      Being the greedy bastard that he was, he used the elevator ride to take in her dark red power suit, the pretty gray blouse beneath it, the perfectly tidy twist of her hair. She was wearing her favorite pair of shoes, black patent leather pumps that he’d once begged her to leave on as he’d taken everything else off of her without using his hands.

      Apparently, his heart wasn’t the only part of him going through major Harlow withdrawal.

      He’d dispatched his moderately awkward hard-on by the time they reached the boardroom, thanks to thoughts of chronic BO and hemorrhoid cream. Shock crowded out his confusion at the sight of Dr. Langston sitting at the end of the table, flanked by Maxwell Davenport on one side and a put-out looking woman who he vaguely recognized as a member of the board—Jolene? No, Joanne.

      “Thank you for joining us, Connor,” Dr. Langston said, gesturing his big, dumb ass into a chair. “We’ve got a lot to discuss, so I’ll get right to it. The last twenty-four hours have brought a fairly large turn of events, and now that the legalities are in place, we need to share those with you.”

      “I’m sorry, I really don’t understand,” Connor said. “Isn’t the clinic still unable to operate because of the financial situation?”

      Mr. Davenport sent a loaded glance at Harlow—still cool as a spring morning, damn it—before replying. “The financial situation at the clinic has changed.”

      “It…what?” Connor gaped, unable to help it. “How?”

      “A substantial gift was made to the hospital this morning, with very specific instructions that the money go to balancing the clinic’s debt so the doors could open again. Indefinitely,” Davenport said.

      Oh, God. Oh, God. He swung toward Harlow. “You found a donor.”

      “No, Connor,” she said. “I am the donor.”

      “But…but how…?” he stuttered, and after the third attempt at actual speech, he had to give up.

      Lucky for him, Harlow knew him well enough to lead him through all the holy fucking shit spilling through his brain. “It’s quite simple, actually. You and I had already established that a donor was the only solution to the clinic’s financial problem. The board and the CEO made it clear that we weren’t going to be able to find one conventionally. So, I took your advice.”

      “My advice?” Connor asked, certain he’d misheard her.

      But she nodded. “That day, when Marta went into labor in the clinic, you told me that sometimes, we need to think outside the box when we treat people. The clinic is important. Yes, it’s a business, and in some ways, it needs to be treated as such. It needs money and budgets and smart, strategic plans. But it’s also more than that, and it was worth saving.” She looked at her father, smiling briefly before returning her gaze to his. “It’s my mother’s legacy, just like I am. So, I saved it.”

      Connor’s breath tightened in his lungs at how strong she was, so breathtaking and beautiful and brave. “Okay, but how? I mean, the amount we needed was—”

      “Insane? Yes, I’m aware,” she said, nodding at her father.

      “Harlow sold all of her stock in Davenport Industries. With the help of a very shrewd financial advisor, she liquidated all of her other assets, and she received a substantial severance package from Davenport Industries that gave her just enough money to make a gift sizable enough to reopen the clinic. Immediately.”

      “I still don’t think this is aboveboard,” Joanne finally put in, but Davenport shut her up with a steely stare, and Langston punctuated the set-down with one of his own.

      “I can assure you that it is,” he said. “And since the gift was rather gracious, you might want to try thanking Ms. Davenport.”

      Joanne mumbled a thank you as something Harlow’s father said finally made it into Connor’s brain. “Wait.” He stared at the man. “You said severance. You fired her?”

      “I did,” Davenport said. “At her request, of course.”

      “My position at Davenport Industries required me to be a shareholder,” Harlow explained. “I figured if I was going to liquidate everything anyway…”

      She trailed off on a shrug, and the gravity of what she’d done sank all the way in. “You let go of the thing that meant the most to you in order to save the clinic?”

      “I believe we’ve come to the part of the meeting that would best be held privately,” Harlow’s father said, smoothing a hand over his tie. “Harlow, we can settle up any loose ends later this afternoon.”

      “Thank you,” she said, nodding equal thanks to Dr. Langston, who also got up from the table, with a still-scowling Joanne in tow. Before he got too far from the table, Harlow’s father turned back, leaning in toward Connor and dropping his voice.

      “You’ve got your chance to talk to her. Do yourself a favor and make sure you get it right.”

      “Yes, sir,” Connor murmured.

      As soon as the door closed behind him, Harlow raised a brow. “Do I even want to know what that was about?”

      “Probably not,” Connor said. “I can’t believe you did this. I mean, your job, business…it’s everything to you.”

      “It was,” Harlow said, her expression growing wistful. “But the clinic is more important. On that note, I did have one more stipulation for my gift.”

      “And that was?”

      “You get the director’s position. You earned it, Connor. You know how to run that clinic, and you’ll offer care exactly the way my mother would’ve wanted. With compassion.” Tears filled her eyes, but rather than try to hide them the way she once might have, Harlow kept talking. “Please tell me you’ll take the job.”

      “No.”

      Ah, that got her. “No?”

      “I have a condition,” Connor said. “I’ll only take the job if we split the director’s position permanently. I’m in charge of operations, and you’re in charge of the business side. Otherwise, my answer is no.”

      Harlow blinked. “Are you negotiating with me?”

      “You didn’t expect me not to, did you?” He stood, moving toward her until he’d reached her chair, but instead of pulling her up so they could go toe to toe, he knelt down, taking both of her hands. “Harlow, I said some terrible things to you, and I know I hurt you. A lot.” The reminder sent a brand-new wave of pain through him. “I was upset, and I was angry, but that’s a flimsy excuse. I was wrong, and I’m so, so sorry.”

      “I got that from your messages,” she said, a smile slipping out. “And your gifts. I just didn’t return your calls because I had to be sure all of this would work out. I knew that if I talked to you, I wouldn’t be able to not say anything. I’m sorry if you thought I was still mad.”

      Connor shook his head. “I’m the one who’s sorry. I know you went to the board so I wouldn’t have to.”

      “Are you really going to turn this job down if I don’t co-direct with you?”

      “I really am,” he told her. “We’re a team. Me and you.” He reached up to place a hand over her heart, then pressed the other one to his own, just as he had that first night they’d spent together. “I love you, Harlow. I don’t want to do this job or live this life without you. I want you with me every step of the way.”

      “You do?” More tears spilled over her cheeks, and Connor lifted the hand he’d flattened over his chest to thumb them away.

      “Who else is going to boss me around and make me write business plans?”

      She laughed, turning her cheek into the curve of his palm. “You bring up a fair point, and it just so happens, I am currently unemployed. Also, I’m madly, deeply, wildly in love with you. So, there’s that to consider, too.”

      Connor grinned, and now he did sweep her up and off her feet, wrapping his arms around her to pull her close. “I think this calls for a celebration, don’t you?”

      “Absolutely.”

      As it turned out, business and pleasure were the perfect mix.
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      Four months later

      Tess Michaelson had been yelled at, bled all over, and thrown up on, and it wasn’t even lunchtime yet. But that little trifecta was like amateur night when it came to being an emergency attending physician, and anyway, the yeller/bleeder had been a twofer with a ten-inch piece of rebar stuck through his hand, and the captain of the vomit comet had been unblessed with a nasty strain of the stomach flu. Legit reasons if ever there were any to go all volume-up, body fluids-out.

      And Tess was there to cobble them back together no matter what. She might not be able to fix her own shit, but she could Humpty-Dumpty other people like a fucking boss.

      It was, as it turned out, her only superpower.

      “Hey, Dr. M!” Connor sidled up to the spot where she stood at the nurse’s station, which should’ve been a physical impossibility, considering that he was basically a (really muscular) house with legs, but of course, the big oaf not only sidled, but did it well. Tess would’ve looked like a grade-A idiot moving her hips like that.

      Honestly, Tess. Don’t you think you’re too…I don’t know. Old for that sort of thing now?

      “You have that look on your face,” she said, chucking the memory—and the chagrin it had sent through her chest—aside. “You know, the one you give up when you want something, but you know I’m probably going to say no. Don’t try to get on my sweet side. I’m sure you’re well aware I don’t have one. So, spill, Ginormica. What is it that you’re here to wheedle me into?”

      Rather than going the contrition route like most folks with a pulse would have, Connor threw back his head and laughed. “See, this is why I miss it here enough to pick up a shift on my day off. You don’t beat around the bush.”

      “Good Lord, no.” Damn it, her eye-roll was so much less effective when her smile decided to hone in on the action. Happy little bastard. “I don’t see much purpose in not getting to the point.”

      Well, most of the time, anyway. She had hung on to her dumpster fire of a marriage far longer than she should’ve, even though she’d known things between her and Alec couldn’t be fixed far before she’d told him she’d wanted a divorce.

      Guess everyone was allowed to wear idiot pants at least once. At least now she knew better than to believe in all that happily ever after crap.

      Wasn’t she too old for that, anyway?

      “I’ll go ahead and rip the Band-Aid off, then.” Connor’s grin deposited Tess back to terra firma in the ED, and she vowed to stay there as he said, “Dispatch just got a call from Ambo Twenty-Two. They’re bringing in a guy who’s all hopped up on God knows what.”

      “Can you give me the bullet?”

      “He’s breathing and was stabilized in the field. GCS 10.”

      Now her smile came out to play in full force. “That sounds like an intern’s problem.”

      On a scale of one to coding, a high-in-the-sky patient with decent vitals hardly required her attention. She was already on her second pair of scrubs today. Plus, she’d be nearby if the guy started to tank. “Young is on my service today. See if she can—”

      “Can’t,” Connor corrected, holding up his hands in surrender as she pinned him with her Sunday-best glare. “Dude decided to take on a window in an effort to fly. He only fell four feet,” Connor added quickly. “It was a first-floor window. But it was closed at the time, and Slater said between whatever the guy took, the possibility for a head injury, and the unbelievable amount of lacs the dude sustained…”

      “Right.” This one did call for her expertise. The big man wasn’t wrong. Still… “You’re helping me out, though.” Sighing, Tess, adjusted her ponytail and turned toward the ambulance bay. “This guy gets squirrely, and I’m going to need it. Let’s grab Young, too.”

      “Copy that.”

      Five minutes later, Tess and Connor and Erika Young stood gloved and gowned in the ambulance bay. Sunlight streamed down, filling the space with warm, pretty light that Tess hadn’t enjoyed in far too long. But between her not nine-to-five shifts in the ED and her adorable but totally teething nine month-old, she was lucky she knew that it was June, and that she’d remembered to put on pants this morning.

      She turned toward Connor, who had saved her bacon before the sun had fully risen, and she had to smile. “Hey, thanks again for filling in today.”

      Last night, a group of the ED nurses had gone out for sushi. Only one of the seven hadn’t gotten violently ill, and Tess had been scrambling hard to fill today’s shifts.

      “All, it’s all good. I like when you owe me favors for a change.”

      Tess lifted one corner of her mouth, allowing her tart smile half of an escape. “I did help train your staff when you first took over at the clinic,” she agreed. “But you paid me back, remember?”

      “Of course I remember.” Connor arched an auburn brow. “I sang that Baby Shark song until I was practically purple.”

      “Hey, you offered to babysit and send me for a pedicure. No single mother in her right mind turns that shit down.”

      Young tried to suppress a laugh, but failed. “I don’t have kids, but my sister does, and that sounds pretty accurate.”

      “Oh, I’m not complaining,” Connor said, lifting one massive shoulder in an easy shrug that highlighted his words as the truth. “The song is kinda catchy, and Jackson’s pretty cute. For someone who wears diapers and drools.”

      Warmth took a head-to-toe trip through Tess, and not just at the thought of her son. Her friends at Remington Mem were her only family, other than Jackson. Most of that was choice—her idiot ex lived across town, and her mother and sister were in Greenville, which was a two-hour hop-skip by car. But she hadn’t seen much of any of them since Jackson had been born, because that choice thing? Was real, and Tess had made it with her and her son’s best interests front and center.

      Her friends and her kid were all she needed. Judgy, holier-than-thou asshats who did nothing but make her feel small need not apply.

      Connor slung his tree trunk of an arm around Tess’s shoulders, his unyielding camaraderie turning her choice into a no-brainer. “Plus, taking care of people here in the ED is just like old times, and Harlow’s got things under control at the clinic. She knows where to find me if something weird goes down.”

      The big, goofy grin shaping his face at the mention of his live-in girlfriend sent a pang of something unidentifiable through Tess’s belly. She liked Harlow a lot—the woman was tack-sharp and took neither prisoners nor crap from anyone, plus she made Connor happier than Tess had ever seen the guy—and with his laid-back demeanor, that was really saying something. But all of her close friends had paired off. Hell, her best friend had just (re)married the guy of her dreams. In a move that had surprised exactly no one, Jonah had proposed to Natalie last month as she’d entered the maintenance part of her chemo. Connor and Harlow were shacking up. Even the goo-goo eyes Young and her fellow intern, Boldin, had been making at each other a few months now had grown more serious than short-lived.

      Tess was happy for her friends, and not in that shitty, always-a-bridesmaid sort of way. If anyone deserved love and to be loved, it was Charlie, Parker, Nat, Jonah, Connor, and Harlow. For her, love was just going to come from a different place, in a different form. Because that whole soulmate/no-you’re-the-schmoopie thing wasn’t going to happen. Ever.

      That’s why God invented vibrators.

      “Ah, here we go,” Tess said, gesturing to the rig trundling into the ambulance bay before any heat could reach her face over the thought. Quinn Copeland jumped out of the driver’s side (annnnd cue up another person who was getting hitched), the ambulance’s back door swinging open courtesy of Connor’s grab-and-pull, and Tess thanked her lucky fucking stars she’d elbowed her way into a trauma gown, because even from ten feet away, she could tell her new patient was a hot mess.

      Luke Slater unlocked the head of the gurney as Young unlocked the foot, with Connor on the assist to guide the thing out of the ambo. “Adult male, conscious but altered, possible head and neck injuries from a four-foot fall, no obvious skull or spinal deformities. Obvious multiple lacerations—”

      “Understatement of the year,” Tess muttered. None of the wounds appeared particularly deep at first glance, but damn. There were a ton. Debriding all of them was going to take a month.

      “GCS 10 in the field.” Slater finished with the guy’s vitals—holy heartrate, Batman—and yeah, there was no chance this guy wasn’t somehow chemically polluted.

      “Hi, Mr…” Shit. She split a glance between Slater and Copeland. “Do we have a name?”

      Copeland smiled. “According to him? Captain James T. Kirk.”

      “Awesome.” This from Connor. Naturally. But Tess had seen worse, so she simply shrugged and did a closer once-over of the guy.

      “Hi, Mr. Kirk. My name is Dr. Michaelson, and I’m here to help you.” To her surprise, the guy tracked a glassy, wide-pupiled look in her direction. At least, with his eyes. His neck had been completely stabilized by a C-collar and the rest of him strapped to the backboard on the gurney. “Can you tell me if you feel any pain?”

      “No, no, no,” Kirk said, his grin all teeth as he sent it to the sky. “No pain, sweetheart. That’s the idea! No pain! I just wanna fllllllyyyyyyyyy…”

      He dissolved into a fit of giggles. Man, Tess did not want to be around when he crash-landed back to reality. “Do you know where you are?”

      “Heaven,” Kirk crooned. “I’m in heavennnnn, and my hearts beats so that I can hardly speeeeeeeak…”

      Right. “Okay.” Tess looked at Connor and Young. “We’re headed to Trauma Two.”

      The trip was quick and thankfully uneventful. They went through the motions of transferring the Captain to the gurney in the trauma room so Quinn and Luke could reclaim their gear and hit the road, then Tess got down to the business of a rapid trauma assessment. Her patient was in bad shape, but not life-threateningly so, just as long as the head and neck films she’d just asked Connor to shoot came back clean.

      “Looks like other than these lacs and some nasty contusions, there aren’t any serious injuries,” Tess said, looking at Young. “So, where do we go from here?”

      “I’d order a CBC and BMP. And a tox screen, obviously,” she replied, but Tess shook her head.

      “Nothing’s obvious in emergency medicine, ever. Tell Connor what you want ordered. He’s good, but he’s not clairvoyant.”

      “Right.” Young, who might’ve been intimidated by Tess’s response a few months ago, turned to look at Connor. “Let’s run a CBC and BMP, along with a full tox screen. In the meantime, start a line and run some saline, and get as many suture kits in here as possible, please.”

      Tess translated her attagirl into a smile. “There you go.”

      She took the films Connor handed over, popping the first one onto the backlit screen on the far wall. “Ahhhh, it seems you’re a lucky man, Mr. Kirk. You don’t have any major injuries to you head or neck.”

      “I’m invincible!” he called out, turning to look at Tess as she carefully removed the C-collar from around his neck. “Are you an angel? Oh, shhhh! I am in heaven! Don’t tell the others.”

      Tess slid a glance at Connor. “Can we get a rush on that tox screen?” To Kirk, she said, “I’m afraid this isn’t heaven, sir. But you’re in good hands.”

      “Okay. Will you marry me?”

      She barked out a laugh that matched Connor’s. “Sorry, no can do, Mr. Kirk.”

      “I see,” the man said, nodding gravely. “It’s because they’re listening, right?”

      For some reason Tess couldn’t quite explain, she replied with the truth. “Nope. I’m just not the marrying sort. We’ll get you fixed up in no time, though, okay? Don’t you worry.”

      She went through the final steps of sending the labs upstairs and having Young start in on the poor guy’s sutures. The memory of the sunlight on her face, the fact that it had taken her this long to realize how long it had been since she’d felt it, popped back into her head. Tearing off her trauma gown and disengaging from her gloves, she washed her hands and headed out to the ambulance bay on a what-the-hell. It really was nice outside, the kind of day that wasn’t hot enough to scorch your Pop-Tart, yet was still sunny enough to warm a girl right up.

      No one else was around, having probably opted for more scenic spots, like the courtyard in the middle of the hospital grounds or the outdoor eating area by the coffee cart. Tess didn’t mind, though. The solitude gave her a chance to lean back against the brick wall at the mouth of the alcove and let her eyes drift shut.

      The rarity of a stolen moment alone sent a little, forbidden thrill up Tess’s spine, and she inhaled a long, deep pull of summer air. Her body loosened by another degree at the freshness of the smell, sending a sensation of pure goodness through her that she hadn’t felt in…God, who knew how long. A smile broke free over her face—not the kind dosed with sarcasm or dialed down to half-intensity because her eyes got too squinty otherwise, or her crow’s feet might show. Nope. Not today. No, this smile was like sleeping in on Sunday morning. Like a huge slice of chocolate cake. Like a religious-experience, toe-curling, name-screaming orgasm—no, two of them. Like—

      “Well, that’s a sight that’ll stop a man in his tracks, right there.”

      The lilting Irish brogue clotheslined Tess back to the ambulance bay in less than a blink, her whole body going rigid before she’d fully released the gasp in her throat. “Can I help you?”

      The man belonging to the voice stepped toward her, which did not one fucking thing by way of slowing the slam of her heart. Muscle-packed body that was far more lithe than bulky. Bright, emerald-green eyes she’d swear were contacts, framed by long, black lashes she’d double-swear were fake. Tattoos—Tess swallowed hard—covering both arms, slipping up into the snug sleeves of his dark gray T-shirt with forbidden suggestion and the weirdest hint of familiarity, and wait…

      “I’m lookin’ fer Connor Bradshaw,” the guy said, his sinful half-smile as sexy as the rest of him. “Big guy. Dark red hair. The woman behind the desk at his clinic, there”—he hooked a thumb over his shoulder without looking—“said he was here today. D’you know ’im?”

      Those tattoos…those cheekbones that could probably cut glass…and he was asking for Connor, of all people…

      Jesus Tapdancing Christ. This was the guy Connor had been in the Air Force with. The guy who was now a romance novel cover model.

      The guy who headlined every last one of Tess’s dirtiest sexual fantasies.

      “Oh, shit,” she blurted, clamping down on her lip as soon as the swear had escaped.

      Irish didn’t seem to mind. “I take it you do know him, then.”

      Tess opened her mouth to answer—PG13, this time—but he swayed on his feet, making her senses prick into alertness.

      “Are you okay?” She scanned him from top to toes, this time medically. His face had flushed slightly, although that could be the whole it’s-June thing. His eyes seemed to have lost their focus for a second, because he gave up a slow blink, then another, his smile fading.

      “What makes y’ask?”

      The words sounded the slightest bit slurred, not quite a product of his accent, but not like he was drunk, either, and nope. Something was definitely not right.

      “Because”—Tess took a step toward him, then another, to bring her within arm’s reach of the guy—“you’re flushed, and swaying. And sweating,” she added, now close enough to notice the light sheen on his forehead. Shit.

      Irish quirked an inky black brow. “Y’don’t think it’s because I’m lookin’ at a pretty girl?”

      “Nope.” Tess’s answer was swift and sure. She knew how to dodge a question with the best of them, and this guy was in full-on deflection mode. “But I’ll give you an A for effort.”

      His smile came back, although this time, it was loaded with deference. “You got me. I just flew in from California, and forgot to eat, I s’pose. That’s all.”

      Forgot to eat? Tess snorted. Who did that? Still, he looked far more composed now, his eyes clear and his smile back in place. Plus, it was kind of warm out here. Even she was sweating a little.

      Girl, that’s so not the weather.

      “Right,” Tess said, knocking the thought back and giving him one last perusal. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “Of course. I’m just grand,” he replied.

      And then he passed out in her arms.
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      Skin Deep
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      Deep Burn
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