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      “We need to get the wounded out of here!” I yelled over to my commanding officer.

      The base was under attack. It was not something you wanted to have happen, but unfortunately it was happening. I knew, when I enlisted on my eighteenth birthday, that being an army nurse was not going to be easy. I thrived in chaos though and I liked knowing that I was making a difference in the world. I knew the risks I was putting myself into and the danger I was signing up for. Now, after five years of war, nothing surprised me.

      “Get the most wounded onto the choppers!” My commanding officer called out.

      Instinctively, I worked to help everyone I could to get the most wounded onto the choppers that were waiting. Where we would be going, I had no idea. All I knew was to save as many lives as possible. We were only a small base in Afghanistan and would most likely need to relocate to Kandahar. It would be a mess of confusion for a long time before we got our new assignments. Five years of training had taught me to stay calm and level-headed during moments like this. If not for my training, I doubt I would have been able to stay calm as gunshots and explosions surrounded me.

      We worked swiftly, getting as many as we could on each chopper. The pilots had their own issues to worry about, such as navigating their way out with all of these explosions going on. I was glad to not be a pilot in this situation, but being a nurse didn’t make my job any less challenging. It was up to me to help keep everyone alive while in transit, putting me at just as much risk as everyone else in the air. Finally, only one chopper was left, and I was to be on it with my commanding officer and three of the patients that could walk without causing further injury to themselves.

      As we all ran for the final chopper, our way out of this hell, I had just enough time to register the RPG connecting with the chopper. Then everything started to go bizarre. I couldn’t hear anything. All I could feel was the air underneath my body and this wave of heat that consumed me. I could have sworn I was flying, but that would make no sense. People don’t fly. The next thing I could register was pain flooding my system as my body collided with a hard surface. My head smacked against what I assumed was the ground, and it did nothing for my eyesight or hearing. I tried to get my mind to focus on something-- to clear the fuzzy picture that was in front of me or to finally hear something other than my pulse beating in my head. All my efforts only resulted in everything going black.
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      Six Months Later…

      I easily weaved through the hallways in Tampa Medical Hospital to find my way to the cardiac floor. It had been six months since the explosion at my army base and a week since I had been back in the working world. My life had forever changed since those days in Afghanistan and I knew I would never be the same again. What happened during that time had led to the worst moments of my life. A time I had been trying to forget, but the scars that marked my body made it very difficult. All I wanted to do was forget, but it seemed like my mind was refusing to let me. I was fine during the day or my night shifts. As long as I was working and kept myself busy, I could handle life. It was those moments when everything was quiet, when I didn’t have anything to do, that my demons would poke their heads out and try to drag me down into the abyss.

      I was able to be cleared for work, finally after six months, and now I had been here at Tampa Medical hospital for a week. At first it was a lot to take in. It had been a while since I set foot in a hospital.

      I joined the army as a nurse on my eighteenth birthday with the hope of helping people. I spent almost five years in an active war zone patching up civilians and soldiers. Most of the time I was working on a base and only rarely would I be in one of the army hospitals. I forgot how much the hospitals had at their disposal compared to what I had to work with in a tent or a rundown building.

      It was a little overwhelming at first. Trying to navigate through the complicated hallways to get to the different floors and scan rooms. I was able to figure it out and soon I could happily say I no longer got lost every day.

      I hadn’t really made any friends. Christi, a nurse whom I tended to work with, was nice and we’d had a couple of conversations. I wouldn’t call her my friend though. I’m not sure if she would have considered me a friend of hers. I had learned that my definition of a friend tended to go deeper than most people’s. I had lost many friends overseas and as a result it was hard for me to call just anybody a friend. A friend, to me, was someone who was there for you after you were going through a hard time. Someone that didn’t walk away because you were no longer happy and perfect. It took a lot for me to consider someone my friend.

      I had spent my first week in the E.R. It felt like coming home in a sense. I was used to working in chaos and the E.R. was definitely that. I could tell some of the other nurses had a harder time with certain injuries and were not sure what to do. We all had different levels of experience and years on the job. To me it was all blood and it didn’t bother me. I was used to it, better than most people. I spent the week stitching people up and helping the doctors with whatever they needed. A lot of the interns were laughable and I knew that most would be switching specialties by the end of their intern year. It was one thing to wish to be a surgeon and another to actually be able to handle it and have the skills.

      This week I was going to be working in the O.R. and on the cardiac floor with Dr. Derek Hawkins. It was interesting the things you learn about people within a single week. I had learned all about Dr. Hawkins and what he was about. The nurses loved to gossip and get me updated on everything I’d missed in the past six months, like I had always been there and had just been on vacation. I wasn’t one for gossip, never saw the point in it, but they told me whether I wanted to hear it or not. Dr. Hawkins enjoyed the finer things in life and was a ladies’ man. He was famous for short, no-commitment relationships with various doctors and nurses. The one nurse, Candis, had slept with him for a few weeks and said it was worth every second of it. Apparently, he was gifted in that department and it was worth it despite the short amount of time. Candis said there didn’t tend to be any hard feelings because everyone knew he wasn't a man that was looking to settle down.

      I could see the appeal to some people of being with a guy short-term; I had done it plenty of times in the past. It was hard to find a man that didn’t care that you were gone most days out of the year to an active war zone. The men I slept with tended to be soldiers or a doctor passing through that base. Long-term relationships weren’t formed because you knew the odds of your partner surviving were slim. Now I had no desire to be with anyone. I used to love how I looked. I had the perfect hourglass figure, still did, but now the hourglass was covered in scars. I hated it when anyone saw my body, any part of it. My scrubs were all long-sleeved so no one could see my arms and I never changed around anyone. I didn’t want the looks. I didn’t want the questions that would come. I didn’t want anyone knowing that I used to be in the army. Once people knew that, they thanked you for your service and then they asked you questions about it. I didn’t want the questions. I didn’t want their thanks. I just wanted to be left alone. I was there to do my job and to do it to the best of my ability. I wasn’t there to make friends or get dragged into gossip.

      I headed over to the main nurses’ desk on the cardiac floor and was not surprised to see Christi here. She tended to be on Dr. Hawkins’ service.

      “Morning. How are you?” Christi asked with her usual big smile.

      Christi was the type of person who was always bubbly. I couldn’t figure out how she was always happy no matter what was going on. I could have sworn she was on drugs or she had some mental defect that limited her range of emotions. She was rainbows and bunnies all day long.

      “Fine, yourself?” I had wanted to just say “fine” but decided I would be a little more friendly.

      “I’m great. Are you ready to experience Dr. Hawkins?” Christi almost squealed.

      “He’s just another doctor to me. I’m here to do my job and that’s all. Is there anyone I need to check on?” The words flowed from my lips in a matter-of-fact manner.

      Christi handed me the list of patients that we needed to make our rounds on and I headed off to check on their vitals to ensure they were okay before the doctor’s rounds that would start shortly. I enjoyed this part of my job; I enjoyed all aspects of my job, but being able to see the patients and speak with them was always interesting to me. I always found it interesting to hear the stories of my patients. Some got annoyed by it, but I liked hearing where they came from, what their lives were like. It made them human and not just some name on a chart.

      I had just finished checking in on everyone when I noticed the group of doctors beginning their rounds. My eyes couldn’t help but go to the one man that I knew was no intern-- Dr. Hawkins.

      He was tall with broad shoulders and I could see his toned arms through his white coat. He had short dirty-blond hair and blue eyes that could make any woman swoon. His scruffy day-old stubble made him even more desirable, like someone straight out of the cover of GQ. He was definitely attractive and something to look at. I could see why so many women had slept with him regardless of him not looking for anything more than just some fun.

      Before what happened to me, I would have gladly taken him up on that offer. He looked like he would be fun in the bedroom and he most definitely would know what to do to make a woman scream. That was the old me though. New me wanted to avoid any form of physical human contact. I just hoped he wasn’t going to be pushy with any advances he might have towards me. I had no reason to believe he would even find me attractive or if he would even want to be with me, but if it turned out that he did, I just hoped he would respect my space and take no for a final answer.

      I headed over to the nurses’ desk and handed Christi the tablet back for her to plug it in. Having tablets was new for me. I was so used to having paper charts. I had to admit I did like the tablets. It was a lot easier and you didn’t have to try and figure out what the last person wrote.

      “So, what do you think?” Christi asked.

      “They all seem good. Mr. Davis is a little nervous for his surgery today, but he’s having a valve replaced so it’s to be expected,” I said.

      “No, not that. What do you think about Dr. Hawkins?”

      “I haven’t met him, so I have no opinion.”

      I knew what Christi was trying to do, but I had no interest in adding to her gossip. Was Dr. Hawkins attractive? Yes, but that didn’t matter. I held an opinion on surgical skills and their ability to be a doctor. I was here for work, and work only.

      “No opinion? Really? You have eyes. What do you think about his looks?” Christi pressed.

      I wasn’t really sure why that mattered so much to her. This is the part of the job that I didn’t understand. In the Army we didn’t have time to sit around and gossip. We didn’t have the need to gossip and talk about what people looked like. We were too focused on saving civilian and soldier lives. We didn’t have time to just sit around and check people out. I had zero interest in doing it.

      “He’s a doctor, that’s all that he will ever be to me. I have no interest in looking at him any other way. Or any other person within this hospital for that matter. I’m here to work, I’m not here to socialize.”

      I knew that could come off sounding cold, but I was getting sick of these conversations about who is sleeping with whom and who should be sleeping with whom. I just wanted to do my job without all of the gossip and drama surrounding it. I had known working in a civilian hospital would be different to being in the military, but I didn’t expect it to be like this. People were far too interested in what everyone else was doing rather than focusing on what they were supposed to be doing.

      “Okay, okay. I won’t do it again.” Christi said, sensing my annoyance and holding her hands up in a mock surrender.

      I didn’t care if she liked it or not, as long as she stopped. I had enough to handle to begin with, I didn’t need someone pestering me on top of it. I sat down at the desk and started to work on one of the computers to keep everyone’s charts updated. I would then need to get ready for the O.R. with Dr. Hawkins to handle Mr. Davis’s heart valve replacement. I was looking forward to being back in the O.R. and helping to save someone’s life. It had been a long time and I was hoping I wouldn’t be rusty.
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      I had been so focused on my patients and babysitting the interns that I almost completely missed her. I was on my way to the O.R. when I noticed a new nurse sitting at the nurses’ desk on the cardiac floor. I had heard from my friend Jeff that we had a new and young nurse that started a week ago. Apparently, she was already making quite the impression from her skills in the E.R. last week. Jeff had said she was able to keep a level head and could handle the chaos that surrounded her. You’d be surprised at how many nurses or doctors couldn’t work in those conditions. I didn’t mind it short-term, but I preferred to be in the O.R. where I could focus and it was quiet. The new nurse though seemed to thrive in the chaos, which had me wondering how well she would do in the O.R. It would be completely different to the E.R. and if she needed chaos, she wouldn’t find it there. At least not in my O.R.

      What Jeff didn’t mention was how breathtaking she was. Her brunette hair was all swept up in a neat bun revealing her beautifully sculpted face. I could imagine her at the end of a work day with a looser bun and tendrils of hair framing her face. Her face was truly beautiful, so much so that I was surprised I didn’t see her sitting there earlier when I was doing rounds with the interns. I couldn’t believe I missed her. I knew I had to speak with her before we got into the O.R., so I made a quick detour over to the nurses’ desk, doing my best to ignore Christi. She had gotten a little weird recently. She was always staring at me and trying to get me to keep her in my service. I knew she had the hots for me, but she just wasn’t my type. The new nurse was my type though and hopefully she would be very interested in getting to know me better and maybe more.

      “Morning ladies,” I said, as I leaned against the desk.

      Christi gave me a warm smile as she said hello to me. The other nurse, Walker, didn’t even look up from the computer or speak. I didn’t know if I should be insulted or turned on by her obvious lack of interest in me.

      “We haven’t met yet. I’m Dr. Derek Hawkins,” I said, trying to get her to engage with me.

      Nurse Walker looked up, finally, and I could feel my breath leave my body for a moment when I finally got to see her eyes. Her perfectly mascaraed lashes complemented her alluring gunmetal grey orbs. Yet, I could have sworn that beneath them, was a veil trying to hold back the darkness within them. I knew that look and I couldn’t help but wonder what had put it there.

      “Hello, I’m Nurse Walker,” she finally introduced herself.

      No first name though so apparently, she was going to make me work for it.

      “Elle, Elle Walker,” Christi added with an enthusiastic smile.

      Apparently not. I could see just the slightest annoyance flicker through Elle’s grey eyes as she furrowed her neatly-shaped eyebrows a little before it disappeared. It would seem I was not the only one annoyed by Christi.

      “We are due in the O.R. Do you know the way?” I asked. I wasn’t looking to get on this woman’s bad side. If she was as good as everyone had said, then I wanted to stay on her good side so I could use her more on my service and perhaps spend more time with her.

      “I’ll find it,” Elle said.

      “No need. I’m heading there now. I’ll show you the way,” I said with my signature winsome smile, the one that normally made all the girls swoon.

      It had zero effect on her.

      Elle gave a slight nod and she closed down whatever it was that she was working on before she stood. We started to walk down the hallway and I noticed that she made sure to stay as far away from me as possible without it looking like she was doing just that. I had no idea why she was so guarded and I couldn’t help but wonder if it was just with me or with everyone else. With her only being here for a week, there wasn’t really much known about her. Jeff had just said she was good at what she did. He hadn’t heard anything about where she came from, how old she was, family life none of it. It was weird though, because in my experience nurses loved to gossip. It didn’t matter if the nurse was male or female, they all gossiped about everyone. So why hadn’t anyone gotten any information out of Elle?

      “So. You’ve only been here a week?” I asked, looking to get some kind of information out of her.

      “Yes.”

      One-word answer, not a good sign. This was the first time I encountered any woman talking that curtly to me. Usually women would be scrambling for a conversation with me. I figured I would try another way, so she would have to speak more than one word.

      “Where were you before Tampa?”

      “Around.”

      “Whoa, calm down chatterbox,” I teased with a playful smirk.

      “Is Mr. Davis already there?” Elle asked, completely uninterested in engaging in my playful banter.

      “He will be, yes. We have all of our patients transferred into the O.R. before we scrub in. That allows them to calm down and get sedated before we get there. Some patients take longer to calm down, so this way we are not all standing around waiting. When we arrive, he will be sedated and ready to go. Have you done a valve replacement before?”

      I was happy to talk to her about the work if that was what she was more comfortable doing. I didn’t need conversation in my life, but it helped when you were going to be standing next to someone for over twelve hours. I didn’t want any awkwardness in my O.R. because everyone could then feel it and they might not work to the best of their ability. I was a firm believer in energy within an O.R. and any bad or negative energy could be transferred to the patient and put their life at risk. It might sound silly, but I had seen patients die because they believed they would, and patients that should never have made it off the table live because they believed they would. Energy and positive thoughts did have an impact on the body and as a result I made sure my O.R. was always filled with positive people that could work well together. I didn’t tend to add new people, but Jeff had said the new nurse was good within the E.R. and I was hoping those skills would transfer over to the O.R. I needed a new scrub nurse after my last one went on maternity leave.

      “Sort of,” Elle answered.

      “How do you sort of see something?” That was not the answer I was expecting. Yes or no, would have been the answer I was expecting to hear.

      “I saw the beginning of one, but the patient never made it past the dissection.”

      “Must not have been a very good surgeon,” I said.

      “He was, actually. The patient just didn’t have anything left for us to attach the new valve to.”

      “Anything left? Was he in a car crash or something?”

      It was a weird way to word it. Most valve replacements happen because the valve in the heart malfunctioned or stopped working due to heart disease or a birth defect. There was always something there to work with.

      “Something like that. It wasn’t from a natural cause.”

      I wanted to press for more, but I could tell that Elle wasn’t the type of person that would be releasing information willingly, which was very interesting. I was so used to the gossip mill around here, it was refreshing to meet a woman that didn’t care for it. We arrived at the O.R. scrub room and I started to go through my routine of getting scrubbed. I saw Elle out of the corner of my eye getting scrubbed in. She clearly knew what she was doing and that helped to build my confidence in her. Once we were ready, we headed into the O.R. and got our gowns and gloves on.

      This was the part that I loved. Being able to hold the human heart in my hands. To take something so important that is broken and fix it. To give them a second chance at life. When I was an intern doing my very first rotation within the cardiac department, I fell in love with it. I loved the challenge. I loved the thrill of being able to hold a human heart in my hands, feeling it beat, knowing that I was able to keep that person alive. Cardio was where my future was and I worked my ass off to make sure I got there. Now I was the head of the Cardiothoracic department within the hospital and people came to see me from all over the East Coast. I had built a life and a name for myself and I never took it for granted.

      Growing up, it was just my older brother and me. Our parents were nowhere to be found, both of them drug addicts. We were placed in foster care when I was just two years old. I have no memories of my parents; my brother Quinn was only four at the time. We had spent our childhood going from one foster home to the next. At times we were separated and then reunited in a new home. It got harder when we were teenagers, we were often getting torn apart, but thankfully we could still be in the same school. When Quinn turned eighteen, he was kicked out of the system and he had nothing. I told him he didn't need to stay around for me, that he could go and live his life. I knew Quinn wanted to be in the military and I wasn't about to hold him back. He had a real chance at a life and I didn’t want him to stick around for me. He enlisted and when he was in town, he made sure to see me. When I turned eighteen, I started on my own journey of becoming a doctor.

      After all these years, we were living together once again. He had gotten out of the Army three years ago, but after fourteen years of service he had his own demons to battle. When he returned, injured, I told him he was staying with me until he was ready to be on his own. I didn’t care how long it took, he would always be welcome in my home. Now, after three years, he was a detective trying to carve out a new life for himself. I was very proud of him, but he still had moments where his PTSD would make an appearance and knock him on his ass for a little while. It didn’t matter to me; I was always going to be there for him no matter how dark it got.

      “We all set?” I asked the anesthesiologist.

      “He’s good to go.”

      “Let’s get to it then,” I said with a smile that no one could see.
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      I let out a sigh as I sat at the bar. Today had been a long day, but it was a good day. I wasn't sure how I was going to handle working in the O.R. again after so long, but it felt like home. I love what I do and it felt amazing to be able to do it again. I had been nervous and unsure about working, especially in a hospital, but I was glad I took the jump. It felt good to be back into the O.R. and helping to save a life.

      Watching Dr. Hawkins was impressive. Despite his bad rep in the department of relationships, he was good at his craft. He was a good surgeon and he knew what he was doing. He was able to stay calm even when something unexpected happened, a major sign that your surgeon was an expert. At first, I wasn’t sure how I would feel standing next to him for so many hours, how he would be with me there. But he acted like I had been there all along and didn't try to talk to me the whole time. He allowed me to be quiet and just focus on my job, something I was grateful for.

      I also appreciated how understanding he was with me. He knew I had only gone so far in a valve replacement before, so when we reached a new part, he calmly explained what he was doing and what he would need from me. He was a great teacher and he didn’t treat me like I was some fledgling who could only hand him scalpels and hold the suction tube. It was refreshing and I was actually looking forward to being on his service this week. For tonight, I was going to be doing my ritual of drinking until I was so tired, I could fall asleep without dreaming.

      I knew it wasn’t the best way to handle my demons, but it was all I had right now and it wasn't like I was drinking on shift. I was always sober when I went in to work, so what did it matter if I drank?

      “Elle, fancy meeting you here.”

      I looked up and saw Dr. Hawkins. He strolled towards me with his own glass of whiskey, looking very debonair in a casual white short-sleeved buttoned shirt. He sat down comfortably on the empty bar stool next to me.

      “Dr. Hawkins,” I acknowledged.

      “Are you ever going to call me Derek?” he asked with a smile.

      “Maybe,” I said with a coy smile myself.

      He gave a chuckle before he spoke. “You did good today. You have a serious talent; I’m going to have a hard time letting you slip away at the end of the week.”

      I couldn’t help but wondered if the last part of his sentence had another meaning.

      “I like floating.”

      “Why? Most nurses prefer to work in the same department all the time. They like getting to work with the same people and around the same patients. Why do you like to float?”

      “It allows me to keep honing my skills. I learn new things being around different patients and in different departments,” I answered honestly.

      “I can understand that. We have a few doctors that like to float around for that very reason. I respect that and I look forward to working with you again when you are back on my rotation after this week is over,” he said with a warm smile.

      I didn’t say anything back, I simply finished my whiskey and ordered another one. I was not in the mood to talk. I really wanted to be alone, but for some reason Dr. Hawkins was not getting the message. Perhaps he did and he didn’t care. Probably the second one.

      “You celebrating or forgetting?” he asked.

      “I only get those two options?” I asked without lifting my gaze to him and continued indulging in my whiskey.

      “Those are the only options when someone drinks as much as you are on a Monday evening.”

      “Technically it’s Tuesday,” I said with a small smirk.

      It was just after midnight so I wasn't wrong. And my shift tomorrow didn’t start until four in the afternoon, so I had plenty of time to sleep it off.

      “True. But you didn’t answer my question.”

      “Why do you care?” I challenged.

      “I care about people. It’s a flaw I know, but one I can’t shake off. And yes, those are the only options, because no one drinks like you are unless there is a reason. I’m going to assume based on that darkness you are trying so hard to hide in your eyes that you are looking to forget.”

      I couldn’t help but look at him, shocked. No one had ever noticed that I was fighting so hard to keep my emotions locked down. I was fighting so hard to keep my demons in their box. No one had ever noticed before, especially not someone I had just met that day. He shouldn’t have been able to read me that well. He gave a nod before he spoke.

      “I’ve seen that look before. It’s the same look my brother has. He enlisted when he was eighteen and after fourteen years of service as an Army Ranger, he came home three years ago with that look. You were a nurse in the military, I’m assuming. It would explain your skills and how you can handle the chaos of the E.R. better than most doctors we have.”

      His voice was calm and measured as he spoke. He seemed to lead me close, in hopes I’d provide my own answers to confirm his deduction. I didn’t expect anyone to figure me out and I didn’t want them to. I wanted to be a nobody walking through the halls. I didn’t want anyone to know that I had been in the Army. I couldn’t believe he figured it out with just our first encounter today, but I guess it made sense if he had a brother who was in the military. And as an Army Ranger, that was no joke. Those soldiers had a hard time overseas; I had patched many of them up. I could only imagine some of the horrors his brother had seen and gone through.

      “I don’t want to talk about that,” I said, as I finished my drink.

      “Fair enough. Hey Mac, can we get two more whiskeys please?” he said to the bartender.

      “Two?” I asked.

      “I am a firm believer that women shouldn’t drink alone,” he said in an almost patronizing manner which ruffled my feathers a little.

      “I can protect myself,” I said with confidence.

      The words that came out from my mouth almost betrayed my eyes as I was suddenly taken in by how charming he looked. The way his mouth lifted upward to one side. The way his one dimple crinkled. The way his teeth are perfectly aligned behind those lips. Oh, and that scruffy look he sported like he had no time to shave the past few days because he cared for his patients too much.

      “Of that I have no doubt. I would bet you could easily kick my ass.”

      “In about two minutes,” I said with a small smile.

      He gave a healthy laugh as he picked up his drink, holding the glass out towards me. I picked up mine and clinked it against his. I wasn’t looking for a companion, but it did feel nice to have someone to talk to right now, even if it was about nothing important. Plus, having a drinking buddy might not be a bad thing.
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      The first thing I noticed was the pounding headache that was overtaking my whole body. I was used to being hungover, I was a pro at it by this point, but it was never fun. I just lay there in bed trying to get my head to calm down. I also tried to figure out what had happened the night before. I didn’t really black out, but there were some fuzzy areas. I remembered being in the bar after work and drinking with Dr. Hawkins. I remembered him figuring out I was in the Army. I remembered him telling me his older brother was an Army Ranger. Then I knew there was more drinking, lots of drinking if my head was anything to go by. After that it got fuzzier.

      I opened my eyes and slowly sat up in bed. That is when I noticed two things; one, I wasn’t in my home, and two, I was naked. Like fully naked under the covers of a kind-sized bed that wasn’t mine. A quick look around told me I was in a man’s bedroom, not only a man’s bedroom, but Dr. Hawkins’ bedroom.

      “Oh shit,” I groaned as reality hit me.

      Bits and pieces started to come back to me and I could remember our lips interlocking and kissing furiously outside of the bar and then getting into a cab and going to his place. We ended up having sex before, I assume, we both passed out. I couldn’t even be mad at him about it, because we were both so very drunk. I vaguely remember how it felt – drunken but good yet, I couldn’t believe this was happening. I hadn’t been with anyone in close to eight months and now I had spent a drunken one-night stand with a doctor that I had to work beside for the rest of the week. A doctor that had now seen my scars. This was the worst thing that could have happened. I didn’t want anyone to see my scars, but especially not someone that was always being talked about. All it would take was for him to mention it just once and then the whole hospital would know about them.

      I could not bear to look at my scars at all, I couldn’t imagine what he might have thought of them. The only comfort I had was knowing that he was just as drunk as I was last night and might not really register all of them. Though, he would surely have noticed some of them this morning with some sunlight streaming in when he left the bedroom at some point.

      For all I knew, he might be sitting in his living room right now. I couldn’t help but sigh at the reality of the situation. I had to get dressed and get out of here, quickly. I looked over at the bedside table and saw that it was just after two in the afternoon. On it, there were a couple of over-the-counter pain meds, a glass of water and a note. I picked up the note and quickly read it.

      Elle,

      I got called in early for an emergency surgery. I’m hoping my head doesn't explode from the pounding headache. I left a spare key on the kitchen counter so you can lock up on your way out. From what I remember of last night I had a good time and hopefully we can do it again, sober. Feel free to grab something to eat and I will see you later at work.

      -Der

      I placed the note down, washed the pain meds down with water before even allowing my fuzzy mind the chance to think about what I had just read. He wanted to do it again with me? Why would he want to ever see me naked again? Why would he ever want to see those ugly scars on my body again?

      I couldn’t understand it. I was not something you wanted to look at. Sure, my face was pretty and I had great boobs and a perky butt, but I had different scars covering various parts of by body from what had happened to me.

      The splotches of textured flesh that punctuated my otherwise smooth skin throughout. The mile-long diagonal ones across my back. The jagged pink one which ended with a razor thin tail that peeked out at my chest whenever I wore my favorite V-neck. The numerous furrowed ones. The glossy lightened ones. The raised blotchy ones. The vivid white ones. The burnt ones. The garish lines. They were branded on various parts of my torso, my arms, my legs. Somehow, my face was spared from all the abuses, as if it was meant as a mockery to my life.

      I didn’t know how to handle the consequence of last night and I had no time to sit there and figure it out. I had only two hours to get home and get ready for work. I would need to work this out later when I had the time to properly think about.
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      I walked through the E.R. to head out front to get some fresh air. I had just had to do an emergency surgery for a patient that had been brought in to the E.R. by ambulance. The patient’s aorta had been torn and he bled out not long after I got him open on the table. He didn’t stand a chance. I needed some fresh air to try and clear my head after that failed surgery, and for what happened last night.

      I didn’t make a habit of drinking during the week or having drunk sex, but both had happened last night. The night was fuzzy, but I did clearly remember how amazing it felt to have sex with Elle. She felt so good against me, I felt so good inside of her. I couldn’t remember the last time I had ever felt like that before. I felt like a drug addict, because my body was already craving her. In fact, it wasn’t just my head down there but my head up here craving her. Is this what they call chemistry?

      Waking up this morning to her curled up against my chest just felt right. I was not one for cuddling. I always made sure any woman I brought home was gone the same night. I didn’t do breakfast or cuddles and everyone knew it. Yet waking up with Elle against my chest, the very last thing I had wanted to do was leave. Besides the drunk sex, what I couldn’t forget about were the scars that covered her body. It was dark and I couldn’t really see all, but she had seven long scars all down her back. I could have sworn she was whipped. Her arms and legs were littered with different scars, some of them faint while others were very much noticeable. She had a few on her stomach and sides as well. Those looked like she was prodded or burnt with something.

      I couldn’t help but wonder what had happened to her. I wasn’t one to be squeamish around scars. I was a doctor; it didn’t bother me. What did bother me was knowing how deep some of the injuries would have gone. The pain she would have gone through while whatever happened to her was happening. Plus, the healing time she would have had to go through.

      Before I could even make it out of the E.R. my eyes caught my brother sitting there on one of the beds. I immediately headed over, knowing he must have gotten hurt at work. I saw an intern with him and he was holding some gauze to my brother’s side.

      “What happened?” I asked, once I got over there.

      “Suspect with a knife sliced me pretty good,” Quinn answered.

      “There’s no internal damage, he just needs stitches,” the intern added.

      “Thanks, I got it from here.”

      I wasn’t about to let an intern stitch my brother up. He had his own scars from the war, he didn’t need any more. The intern was smart and headed off to help someone else. I sat down on the stool and took a look at the wound. It wasn’t too deep, but the slash did need some stitches to keep it clean and close the wound.

      “I figured you had a case when you didn’t come home last night,” I said, as I got everything ready.

      “Double homicide came in. I thought you weren’t on shift until four.”

      “Got called in for an emergency surgery.”

      “How’d it go?”

      “Lost him. He came in with his heart basically ripped in two. He didn’t stand a chance. Honestly, I’m surprised he even made it to the hospital.”

      “I’m sorry,” Quinn said with sympathy in his voice. He knew how much I hated losing a patient on my table.

      “Can I ask you something and it stays between us?”

      “Always, you know that.”

      “I slept with a new nurse that started last week,” I began, but Quinn cut me off.

      “Seriously? Are you ever going to stop sleeping around?”

      “Okay, the person who hasn’t dated anyone in over three years doesn’t get to judge me. And it’s not the point of the conversation,” I said, slightly offended.

      “Then what is?” Quinn asked, not even bothered by what I had said.

      “She’s covered in scars. Some looked like she had been whipped across her back. Her name is Elle Walker, she was an army nurse. You ever heard of her?”

      “Name sounds familiar. We could have crossed paths. Nurses don’t just stay in the hospital, they are also active in the field and right in the thick of things. They are badass. Her scars mean she could have been one of the Forgotten Ones.”

      “Forgotten Ones?” I asked, confused.

      “Yeah, remember three months ago when I had to go to that funeral for a buddy of mine?”

      “Yeah, you said he died overseas.”

      “He was one of the Forgotten Ones. I don’t know much, it’s all classified, but a friend of mine who was still enlisted at the time told me what he could. Six months ago, roughly, a small army base was attacked in Afghanistan; a lot of people died in the attack. It was mostly used as a medical center. Those that didn’t die on base or were able to escape were captured by the insurgents. They were called the Forgotten Ones, because no one really looked for ‘em. Upper Brass figured they were dead, but couldn’t find their bodies because of the number of explosions that went off that night. Three months ago, a group of ten of ‘em were found. They managed to escape their captors and got to an army base. They spent three months getting tortured. If you said it looked like she was whipped, she could have been one of those ten.”

      I couldn’t believe it. I knew there were horrible things that happened overseas. I wasn’t a fool. I knew people were killed, captured and tortured. What I never expected was to possibly know someone who had gone through that. Quinn had been through hell, but he was never captured or tortured. Shot, stabbed, blown up, traumatized yes, but it wasn’t anything that thousands hadn’t gone through. If Elle had been one of the Forgotten Ones, there was no telling the level of trauma she was going through. It was no wonder she was drinking after her shift. I didn’t even know how she was functioning right now. I didn’t think I would be able to.

      “Shit. I don’t even know what to say. If she went through that, she’s got a lot more demons than I expected.”

      “She would, yeah, and they might never go away. I know you aren’t one for relationships, but if you care about her at all then you need to either change or walk away. Based on the number of scars you said you saw, then she’s been through hell. The very last thing she needs is some guy that just wants to play around for a couple of weeks and walk away. You’d be doing nothing but harm to her.”

      “I don’t know what I feel. I woke up this morning with her in my arms. The first time in my life I have ever woken up with someone curled up with me. It should have annoyed me and yet all I could think about is not wanting to get up. She felt right and she fit so perfectly against me. I care about her. I don't know why but I do. I can’t explain it.”

      “Life isn’t about always knowing why. Sometimes you just have to go with it and see what happens. All I am saying is that you need to be careful and know that you could be in for a rough ride if you do decide to pursue something with her.”

      Quinn was right. I would need to make sure I truly wanted to be with her in more than just a sexual way. The very last thing I wanted to do was hurt her and I could if I treated her like all of the past women in my life. I had some soul-searching to do and I just hoped I would figure it out sooner rather than later.
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      Walking onto the cardiac floor for my shift was nerve-wracking. I had no idea how Dr. Hawkins, Derek, was going to react to seeing me. I was hoping we could just forget about this whole thing and be civil with each other. I was really hoping he would agree to not telling anyone about us. I wanted to keep my personal life a secret and that would be very hard to do if the whole hospital was talking about me. As much as I wanted to avoid him, I needed to speak with him and give him his key back. I headed straight for his office, hoping he would be alone. The sooner I did this and got it over with the better. I knocked on his closed door and after a moment he opened the door.

      “Elle, hey, come on in,” he said, as he stepped back to allow me to enter. I was glad that he closed the door behind me.

      I allowed myself to take a moment to look at his office. There was one thing I did know about doctors and that was all of their offices were different. It spoke a lot about the type of person they were. If their office was messy it meant one of two things. They were a messy person or they were so busy they didn’t have time to organize their paperwork. Derek’s office was a mixture of messy and organized. He also had a couch with a pillow and blanket folded on it, so he was not above sleeping in his office when he was needed at the hospital to monitor a patient. That told me that he was a good doctor both in and out of the O.R.

      “How’s your head?” he asked.

      “I’ve had worse,” I said. It had gotten better with the pain meds.

      “I thought mine was going to explode this morning. I can’t remember the last time I drank that much. I don’t know how you were still standing by the end of the night,” he said with a warm smile.

      “Lots of practice. Here’s your spare key,” I said, holding it out to him. He took it easily with a nod of thanks. “Look, about last night. It was a mistake and it can’t happen again. I would really appreciate it if you didn’t tell anyone. I like keeping my personal life out of work.”

      I just wanted to get to the point and then get out of here. I didn’t want to admit what seeing him was doing to me. I had managed to go eight months without being with another person and now after last night it was like my body was waking up. I wanted to be with him again; my body was craving his touch. I hated it and I didn’t want him to be able to read it in my eyes.

      “I’m not one for gossip, so you don’t have to worry about that. But to say that it was a mistake and should never happen again, well that would be the mistake,” he said, as he inched closer to me.

      “I have no interest in being with anyone, especially at work. I was drunk, we were drunk, let’s not make this into a thing. I just want to focus on my career and do the best that I can for my patients. I suggest you do the same. Besides, we both know you are more interested in short-term relationships and that is not something I am interested in.” I was very proud of myself for keeping him at a distance. I was not going to let him get my feathers ruffled.

      “But you are interested in long-term?” he challenged.

      “No, I’m interested in no-term. Dr. Hawkins, I just want to do my job. So can we please forget that it happened and move on?”

      I was really hoping he would say yes, because the last thing I wanted to deal with was someone trying to get me back in their bed. It really wouldn’t look good if the new nurse kicked the crap out of one of the department heads.

      “Okay, maybe we should take a step back and do things in the right order. How about we work on being friends first? I can always use another friend in my life, especially one that is very good at her job.”

      I was grateful for the peace offering and I gladly took it.

      “Sounds good to me.”

      “I haven’t started the rounds yet, but can you please check on rooms 345 and 356? They are supposed to be getting cleared for discharge today, assuming they still have no post-op infection.”

      “I’ll go check on them right now, Dr. Hawkins,” I said with a warm smile.

      He gave me one back in return and I turned towards the door of his office. I was relieved that he had agreed to not pursue anything. I just needed to be able to focus and do my job, that was all that I could handle right now.

      “And Elle? It’s Derek. Call me Derek.”
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      I headed into the Attendings’ Lounge to grab my lunch. I had been working very hard for the past week to be only friends with Elle. Ever since our conversation in my office after our drunken one-night stand, I was hoping she would warm up to the idea of going out for a meal together, but so far she was keeping things very professional. I could respect that, but it was also frustrating. I couldn’t stop thinking about her, which made no sense to me. I’ve never been caught up on a woman before. If they were only looking for a one-night stand, I had no problem with forgetting about them and moving on to someone else. Yet with Elle, I wanted her more than just once. It was a new feeling for me, and to be honest, it was kind of annoying.

      I saw Jeff, my best friend and fellow surgeon, sitting down at one of the tables. Jeff was head neurosurgeon and had quite the reputation within the country. He was also single, but unlike me he preferred to find meaningful relationships. Up until this point I never understood why he wanted to date someone long term, but now I couldn’t help but wonder if he was right this whole time and I was wrong. The thought of dating Elle on more than just a sexual level didn’t scare me like it normally did, and that scared me. I grabbed my lunch from the fridge as Jeff spoke.

      “Hey man, how are ya?”

      “I’m all right. Just got finished a surgery and in desperate need of food,” I said, sitting down to join him.

      “I’m heading into a surgery soon. Aneurysm, so it shouldn’t be too bad if all goes according to plan. I got the new nurse, Walker, on my service this week. She seems pretty good. Solid in fact.”

      “Yeah she’s great. I had her last week and didn’t want to give her up. Not many nurses can stand around in an O.R. for over fourteen hours without needing to leave once. She’s got talent and she’s not squeamish. You’ll like her.”

      That was one of the things about Elle that I liked the most. She could handle herself around blood. It sounds silly, because she’s a nurse and all of them should be good with blood, but some really weren’t. I had had a couple try rounds through the O.R., and they didn’t last long. One even fainted. Some nurses were better at being around the patients before or after the surgery. Elle loved being in the O.R. and helping to save someone’s life. Her time as an Army nurse really was beneficial.

      “I’ve heard good things about her and from what I’ve been told she is quite easy on the eyes.”

      “She is fun to look at yes. You thinking you can scoop her up?”

      I was doing my best to ignore the slight ping of jealousy that flickered through my chest. Elle wasn’t mine; if she wanted, she could go and date someone else. I was hoping she didn’t though, because I would very much like to be that person that she enjoyed life with. I really had no idea what it was about her that had me so caught up in her, but she was special, that was the only way I could think to describe it.

      “I’m not really looking right now. I just ended a relationship last month, you know that. I like to get some personal reflection in before I start another relationship. You worked with her for a week, you telling me she turned you down?”

      “You are making the assumption that I tried something,” I said with a smirk.

      “Are you telling me you didn’t? From what I’ve heard she is beautiful and it is not like you to pass up a new nurse.”

      “Are you calling me a man-slut?” I teased. I knew Jeff didn’t mean anything hurtful by it. We have had many conversations in the past about my lack of serious relationships. But I was still young, at least in my mind; I had plenty of time to settle down later on in life.

      “Yes,” Jeff said with a big smile. “Come on, tell me.”

      “Nothing happened. She’s not looking for anything right now and I respect that. A woman who is focused on her career. That’s sexy.”

      “Wow, she turned you down. I gotta mark that on my calendar.”

      “Ass.” We both laughed before I continued. “She is amazing though, so don’t be too hard on her.”

      “Hm,” Jeff said, just looking at me. He was doing that weird thing he did where he could read you. It was frustratingly annoying and it also made it extremely difficult to lie to him.

      “What?” I asked, as I rolled my eyes.

      “It’s not like you to go to bat for someone, especially a nurse. You also never talk about any woman like you are talking about her. You like her and I don’t just mean in the ‘I want you naked’ way.”

      “She’s got layers. She’s interesting and someone I would like to know more. But that doesn’t mean I want to date her, it means that I wouldn't be opposed to being friends with her.”

      “Liar,” Jeff easily stated.

      I rolled my eyes. Jeff could be really annoying, especially when he was telling me the truth. I let out a sigh.

      “Okay, I might be thinking about dating her, but she made it very clear to me that she is not interested in dating anyone right now.”

      “That’s good though. The fact that you are thinking about dating someone means that you are finally ready for something more than just meaningless sex. You just might be growing up.”

      “Growing up sucks.”

      “It really does, but it’s important to life. Look, she might not be ready to date anyone right now, but that doesn’t mean that one day she won’t be ready. Be friends, get to know her, let her get to know you and let nature take its course. If it’s meant to be, then it will be.”

      “Did you get that out of a fortune cookie?” I teased.

      “Naw, quote of the day,” Jeff said with a smile.

      “Oh even better.” I chuckled. “Still, it’s good advice. I’ll see how it goes, maybe I can finally get her to go out for dinner together just as friends.”

      “Start with a meal and go from there. Some girls want a relationship first before they jump into bed with someone. It’s not a bad thing and I am really looking forward to seeing how all of this plays out.”

      “I bet you are.”

      Jeff had been waiting years to finally tell me I told you so. I never believed he would ever get to say those words to me, but now I wasn't too sure. I guess it would depend on how my friendship goes with Elle.
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      I downed my shot and I welcomed the burn from the whiskey. I couldn’t help but think how dangerous it was to have a bar just around the corner from the hospital. Well, dangerous for me, great if you owned the bar. I swore to myself that I would try and get a handle on my drinking, especially after my little drunken mistake. Yet, here I was, back in the same bar drinking. If I could just freaking sleep without waking up screaming, that would be great. Just one night of nothing but pure sleep, that’s all I needed. When I had first got back to the States, I would drink the day away. It was the only way to make the voices in my head stop. To stop the screams that were constantly echoing in my head. Whiskey was the only thing that worked The problem with that, you could only drink so much before you quickly became an alcoholic dependent on the whiskey. I didn’t want that. So I had no choice but to slow down and stop. Now when I drink it was at night, after a shift when I needed to sleep. Tonight was one of those nights.

      “We meet again.”

      I looked up and saw Derek as he went and sat down beside me. The last time we were at the bar together, we ended up sleeping together. I was not going to let that happen again. I wasn’t going to be making the same mistake twice.

      “Dr. Hawkins,” I said with a nod.

      “Are you ever going to call me Derek? I mean, we’re not at work right now. It would be weird if I called you Nurse Walker. Can we go with Derek and Elle now?”

      Derek had been very civil over the past two weeks. He didn’t push for more than I was able to give him. Some days it would just be a nod in the hallway in passing and other times it would be short conversations. He never pushed for a date. He never tried anything with me in a sexual manner. He was respectful and allowed me to have the time and space that I needed. Something I deeply appreciated.

      “Hello Derek,” I said with a smirk.

      He gave me a warm smile. “Good evening, Elle. How are you?”

      “Fine. Yourself?”

      “Good. Had an easy day. How are you liking neuro?”

      “It’s good, but I prefer cardio over neuro. I just find it more interesting. Next week I am on the general surgery floor, so I’ll see how that goes. I am hoping it will be more interesting than neuro. I like seeing different surgeries and being prepared for anything unexpected.”

      “Yeah, I get that. Neuro can be pretty repetitive at times. General has a lot of different surgeries that can be complicated. I think you’ll like it. If you want, I can have you on my service more so you can focus on what you find the most interesting.”

      “Maybe. I like floating around and seeing the different patients, hearing their stories.”

      “Think about it. Any particular reason you are drinking on a Wednesday night?”

      “I could ask you the same thing.”

      The last thing I wanted was judgment. I wasn’t on call; I could have a few drinks and go home. I can drink at night and still get up in the morning for my shift. What did it matter that it was a Wednesday and not a Friday?

      “I wanted to see if you were here. I’ve been a little concerned about you the last few days. You’ve been looking a little run-down and tired. I know you probably don’t want to talk about it, which I understand, Quinn is the same way. But you don’t have to suffer alone. If you ever need someone to sit with you and talk or not talk, I’ll always be there for you.”

      I could hear the sincerity in his voice. I was doing my best to ignore how it made me feel inside. It had been a long time since I’d had someone there in my corner with me. Not since I was in the army. I missed that feeling. Having someone there with you, someone that you could talk to or someone that just sat there next to you knowing that you just didn’t want to be alone. Sometimes something so simple was what got you through the worst times.

      “I appreciate that,” I said with a small smile.

      Derek ordered us another drink and I was still worried that this night would turn out like last time. I was going to be making sure it didn’t and I was hoping he would as well.

      “Drinking to forget?” Derek asked without any judgment.

      “To sleep.”

      Derek gave a nod and I could tell this wasn’t surprising to him. He had told me about his brother Quinn, so I suspected that he had been exposed to this from his brother.

      “Quinn?” I asked, and was glad that he understood my meaning.

      “Oh yeah. You know when he came back that last time, I thought I would never get my brother back. That he’d died overseas and a shell came back in his place. I have to admit that I didn’t handle it too well at first. It was a shock. He drank a lot, he had really bad insomnia. I mean he was terrified to sleep. He kept seeing memories play out and he would get trapped in these horrific nightmares. I made the mistake once, when I was first there for a nightmare, of touching him to wake him up. He was still asleep, but his eyes popped open and the next thing I knew I was on my back and his hands were around my neck. I was able to get him to snap out of it and he didn’t talk to me for three weeks after that. He felt terrible, so terrible that he left for three weeks before I found him sleeping on the streets.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      It was not unheard of at all. A lot of vets have a really hard time adjusting back to civilian life. There wasn’t someone there to help guide you through the process and the V.A. could only do so much.

      “It’s okay, he’s doing better now. I got him to come back home and we worked through it. I started to see parts of who he used to be before the war. He fought so hard to survive over there and now he fights to stay here. He’s getting better, we still live together. I’m not ready for him to be on his own yet and he doesn’t seem to want to be on his own. He still has problems with PTSD, but he’s working through them and he got counseling for the bulk of his issues. Now he’s a detective and he’s doing a lot better,” Derek said proudly.

      “Good, I’m glad for him. It’s hard adapting to the change of civilian life. You have to remember social rules and not just the rules you followed for so long. It’s different, most people don’t understand that. It’s good that he’s working and a detective, that’s impressive.”

      “He worked hard and I couldn’t be prouder. My point, though, is that I get you wanting to drink so you can sleep. But I think you know, that will only work for so long before it becomes a problem. Have you spoken to a counselor about what happened to you?”

      Derek kept his voice gentle and I could tell he was worried about how I would react to the suggestion. With some people it wouldn’t go over well, but I understood the need to speak to a professional when you were going through something. To me though, it wasn’t needed. I knew what the counselor would tell me, I didn’t need to sit on some couch and talk about my feelings. I just needed sleep and to keep busy.

      “I don’t need to. I’m fine. I got out alive with all of my body parts. I’m good.”

      “You know PTSD is an injury. You can’t see it physically, but it does come back on brain scans. It’s nothing to be ashamed of,” Derek said gently.

      “I don’t have PTSD. I’m fine, okay? I just need sleep, that’s all. Lots of people have a hard time sleeping, that doesn't mean something is wrong with them,” I said with an edge to my voice.

      “Okay, I didn’t mean anything by it,” Derek said, holding his hands up in a false surrender.

      I hated it when people told me this or that was wrong with me. I was fine. I survived, I made it through to the other side. So what if I had trouble sleeping or an issue with people seeing my scars? That’s not unheard of. It takes time for people to get used to new scars and I had a lot of them to get used to. And not sleeping happens to people all the time. That didn’t mean something was wrong with me. I still went to work, I still paid my bills. I was fine.
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      Derek’s hand on my hip was the only thing keeping me from falling over at this point. He had long stopped drinking, but I kept going. As a result, he was now helping me get into my apartment.

      “Okay, there we go. Where’s your bedroom?” Derek asked.

      “That way,” I said, pointing to my right.

      Derek guided me down the hallway and into my bedroom. I very gracefully plopped down onto my bed, happy to no longer be moving. Derek bent down in front of me as he spoke.

      “You okay?”

      I didn’t care for the caring tone to his voice right now. I didn’t want anyone to care about me. I was an army of one now, I didn’t want to drag anyone else down the rabbit hole with me.

      “Fine. Gonna sleep.”

      “I think sleep would be good. Do you need help getting changed?”

      “Trying to get me naked again?” I teased.

      He gave a warm chuckle. “You caught me. I can’t stop thinking about how good you look.”

      “It’s not good, not anymore. Too many scars now.”

      If I hadn’t been so drunk, I would have been able to keep the words from coming out of my mouth. Unfortunately when I was drunk, words that needed to stay inside came spilling out.

      “You know my brother, he has scars too. Not like you, but from bullets, stab wounds, explosions and for the longest time he wouldn’t let me see them. Even when he was healing from them within our home. He hated it when I saw them. To him they were proof of his weakness, his failures. He hated them and everything they represented to him. And it would drive me insane that he wouldn’t let me help him. I’m a doctor, to me scars are nothing but markings on a body.”

      He placed his hands gently on the side of my neck, his thumbs touching my jaw.

      “I’m going to tell you what I told him. Scars are not proof that you are weak or that you failed. They are proof that you survived. That you went through something, lived and came out stronger from it. When I look at you, I don’t see some woman with ugly scars. I see a warrior who has survived war multiple times and came out stronger. Your scars aren’t ugly to me, they are beautiful, just like you are.”

      I could hear how sincere he was being. He meant every single word that he spoke to me and it caused my eyes to tear up. I never expected anyone to ever look at me that way, to ever say those words to me. I thought I would be spending the rest of my life miserable and alone. Derek was making me feel like maybe I didn’t have to. Maybe there was someone out there that could fall in love with me, scars and all. But could I really let him be that man? Could I really let myself be open to the possibility of love and marriage one day? Yes, a date was a long way away from marriage, but didn’t it all start off with a date?

      “Elle, I can’t get you out of my mind. You make me want to know you more, so I would really love the opportunity to take you to dinner and build something with you. But only if that is what you want and it’s not something that needs to be decided tonight. It would be better for you to think it over when you are sober. Just know that I’m always going to be here for you. Now, you need sleep and I know the perfect trick to help make sure you sleep. Let’s get you changed first.”

      Derek got up and he went and grabbed me a change of sleep clothes. With his help I got changed and did everything I could to not look at any of my scars. If he noticed, he didn’t say anything. I then crawled into bed, but what happened after was not what I was expecting. Derek removed his clothes, down to his t-shirt and boxers and got into bed with me.

      “Relax, I’m just going to hold you. I used to do this with Quinn when he couldn’t bring himself to close his eyes. Sometimes you just need someone else there with you to help you get over the fear of closing your eyes.”

      “Okay,” I said softly.

      I wasn’t too sure how I felt about being held. I used to be a cuddler, but then after everything that happened I quickly got out of it. Still, if it would help me sleep, why the hell not at this point. Derek curled up behind me and pulled me into his arms. I curled up against his chest and just focused my attention on his hand running through my hair. Before I knew it, I was falling asleep.
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      Lying here holding Elle in my arms felt better than I ever wanted to admit. I wasn’t a cuddling type of man. I kept my hookups very simple. Sex, then leave, no cuddling and no breakfast. We were coming together for one thing, and one thing only. Yet, with Elle, I found myself rather enjoying holding her in my arms. Maybe Jeff was right, maybe it was better to have a connection with someone that lasted longer than an hour. Maybe Elle was changing me into a better man. I had no idea why she was affecting me more than any other woman I’d come across. It was probably because she wasn’t like any woman I’d ever met before. She was special.

      The slight moan and twitch from Elle pulled my attention out of my thoughts. I could tell she was beginning to have a nightmare and I didn’t want to leave her trapped in it. I figured it would be better to snap her out of it early before it got too bad. I moved so I was more sitting up and looking down at her. I placed my hand on her shoulder and gently shook her, as I called out her name.

      “Elle, baby wake up.”

      I thought she would just startle awake like everyone else. Only I should have known better; Elle wasn’t like everyone else. I barely just finished calling out to her when her eyes snapped open. The next moment, her right fist came hurtling at my left eye. The blow was a lot harder than I would have expected. It knocked me back and I landed on my ass on the bed.

      “Oh my God. I am so sorry.”

      I could hear how sorry she was in her voice and how shocked she was. She was not expecting it to be me that was waking her up.

      “It’s okay. I’m an idiot.” I said, and I really meant it when I said I was an idiot.

      “I’m so sorry. I didn’t know it was you.”

      “I’m okay, really. It’s not your fault. I know better than to do that. I learned my lesson with Quinn and I foolishly made the mistake in thinking that an army nurse was not as deadly. One I will never make again. Elle, I’m fine.”

      I lightly touched my left eye and I knew it was going to bruise, something that would be very interesting tomorrow at work. I was sure Jeff was going to have an opinion and a joke about it. Elle moved her hand and lightly pushed mine away so she could get a better look at my eye. I felt her touch very softly against my skin and it brought a warmth to my body. Her touch seemed to have this effect on me. I didn’t know why, but even just the simplest of touches from her sent this heat all throughout my body.

      “I’m sorry, I never meant to hurt you,” Elle said softly.

      “It’s okay, stop with the sorries. I will be okay. I’m more concerned about you. That sounded like a bad nightmare.” I moved my hand and put a strand of her hair behind her ear.

      “It was nothing.”

      “Didn’t sound like nothing. Do you want to talk about it?” I asked gently.

      “No.” I could tell by the way she said it that there was no room for negotiations.

      I wished I could get her to open up to me. I could tell she needed to talk about it, but she was holding back. If I had to guess, I’d say she was afraid of opening that box. I knew from Quinn that opening the box is one of the last things you want to do, because once it’s open, there is no closing it again. All of that pain and the memories flood back to you and it can be overwhelming, destructive.

      “Okay,” I simply said. I couldn’t force this, it had to be her decision on when she was ready for it. All I could do was be there for her.

      “You don’t have to stay, you know. I would understand if you wanted to leave. I’m not exactly a simple girl.”

      She was giving me an out, and I appreciated it, but I didn’t want it. I knew she wasn't simple. I knew that the second I saw her eyes. She was far from simple and she had baggage, but don’t we all?

      “I’m not looking for a simple girl. I’ve had simple and it was good for a week or two. I don’t want simple. I want you. I care about you. I know you have demons; I don’t care. I don’t care if you need to drink to sleep. I don’t care how many times I get hit from waking you up. I’m still going to be right here lying next to you, holding you, and here for when you are ready to talk. I’m not in this for the sex, though it was amazing from what I can remember. I’m here because I genuinely care about you and I think we could have something amazing together. I want to take you for dinners and see movies. I want to walk holding your hand and kiss you goodbye. I’ve never wanted any of that before in my life, but I do with you. Because you are just that special.”

      I meant every word I said too. She quite possibly could be the one for me and I was not about to let her out of my grasp. I could see a mixture of emotions playing across her face. I had no idea what some of them even meant, but I could tell she was trying to sort them out herself. Before I think she even realized what she was doing, she was closing the gap between us and kissing me. I was shocked for only a second before I kissed her back. Placing my hand on the back of her neck, taking control of the kiss. I still couldn’t believe how amazing her lips felt against mine, how good she tasted. The last time we had done this we were both drunk and most of it was fuzzy to both of us. That was not how I liked to do things. The first time I’m with a woman I like it to be special and memorable. Definitely something everyone remembers. It was never the drunken mess that our first time together was. Though, if we hadn’t had sex that night, we might never have reached this level, so I couldn’t say I regretted it.

      Elle easily allowed me to take control of the kiss and I slowly pushed her back so she was flat on the bed once again. I covered her body with my own and allowed my free hand to sit on her hip. I wanted to go further, but I also wasn’t sure if this is what Elle wanted. We continued to kiss for a few minutes before I pulled back so I could look her in her eyes. I needed to know if she wanted me to go further before we continued. If she wanted to only stick to kissing, I was happy with that, but I needed to know.

      “Do you want to stop?” I asked.

      Elle moved her hands down to my boxers and ran her fingers down the front of them as she spoke. “No.”

      That was all the confirmation that I needed. My mouth consumed hers once again as she continued to rub her hand along my boxers. Her touch was maddening and I needed to feel her skin against mine once again. I made quick work of removing her shirt, pulling mine off in the process and then my mouth was back on her body. Kissing her neck and down to her chest.

      “Der.” Elle moaned.

      I kissed all over her torso, kissing every single scar that I came across. I was going to make sure she knew and felt that I thought she was beautiful. That the scars meant nothing to me. As I did this, I made sure to ignore what my mind was telling me about what had made them. This wasn’t the time for it, that time would come when Elle was ready to reveal those stories. This was about a different type of connection.

      “Der, I need you.” Elle moaned.

      I could tell she was getting worked up; so was I. I quickly relieved us of the rest of our clothing before I reached over to the pocket of my pants and pulled out a condom. I didn’t put it on right away though. I was going to be enjoying every inch of her first. As I worked her body, Elle continued to moan and arch into my touches. I knew she was reaching her climax and I wanted to be inside of her when that happened. Quickly rolling the condom on I slid inside of her hot core. I couldn’t contain the groan that escaped my lips as I was surrounded by her. Very slowly, inch by inch I was swallowed up by her core.

      Elle pulled me down and locked her mouth onto mine. I didn't move my hips, allowing her some time to adjust as we kissed. When I felt that she was ready I began to move. She wrapped her legs around my hips and I knew she was ready for more. As our bodies moved together, I could feel our needs rising. I couldn’t believe how amazing it felt to have her surrounding me. I felt like we were connected, like our bodies were one. I had never felt anything like this before and I never wanted it to stop. Our moans filled the room and I felt Elle’s legs trembling around me. It was not long before she was screaming and clenching around me. I followed right behind her and soon the only sound in the room was our heavy breathing as we fought to catch our breaths.

      I placed my forehead against hers as I tried to get my body to calm down. I was still pulsing and in no rush to move away from her warmth. I could tell Elle wasn’t ready for me to move either, as her legs were still holding on to me pretty tight. After a moment I finally decided to be the one to make the first move and I rolled off from her. I forced my legs to move to dispose of the used condom and toss it into the trash in her bathroom. I headed back and saw that Elle had the most beautiful smile on her face.

      “That was definitely better than last time,” she said.

      I gave a slight chuckle as I crawled back into bed. “Agreed, but I can’t really remember last time so that might not be fair.”

      “I can’t really either. This was definitely better because this I will always remember,” Elle said warmly.

      I wrapped my arms around her and I was pleased that she curled up onto my chest. I covered us with the blanket and then ran my hand through her hair.

      “I guess this means you’ll be staying for breakfast,” Elle said.

      “I guess so. I don’t think I’ve ever done breakfast with a girl before. But I do make a great omelette.”

      “Yum. You can cook then.”

      “Always. Just so you know, I plan on taking you to dinner and movies.”

      I could feel Elle smile against my chest. “You better.”

      I couldn’t help the huge smile that spread across my face. Finally, we were getting somewhere.
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      Walking into work the next morning with Derek by my side was an interesting experience. We were trying not to make it seem like we were together, not that I knew if we were together.

      I still wasn’t sure what came over me last night. One second I was punching him in the face after a nightmare and the next, I was kissing him. There was just something about him. Something that made me want to feel. I’d gotten used to feeling numb for the most part of my day. I went to work and through the motions of my job and then I’d go home and watch mind-numbing shows before trying to sleep. It was always just this gray fog around my mind, something I needed during those long months I spent in that cave. If you were numb then you couldn’t feel and if you couldn’t feel, they couldn’t hurt you. It was a coping method, I knew that, but what I didn’t know was how good it could be to feel again. Derek made me want to feel and that was both exciting and terrifying.

      After all these while, it was terrifying to let someone into my world. To trust that he wouldn’t take my secrets and use them to his advantage. To hope that he would stick by my side instead of abandoning me after we were officially together.

      And now there was actually this someone out there that would make opening up seem less terrifying. I had built walls around me to protect myself, to numb myself. Those walls weren’t just keeping my feelings out; they were keeping my darkness locked inside. They had been keeping me in place.

      I could already feel these walls crumbling. No, it wasn’t Derek breaking down my walls, chipping the bricks one day at a time. It was me. I had willingly deconstructed those walls. It was my choice. I couldn’t date someone that I hid my darkness from. I couldn’t build a life with someone that I was afraid to be honest with. I needed to date someone that made me feel comfortable. Someone that I could open up to about anything. Someone that wouldn’t accuse me of overthinking, but would nod his head to show me that he understood. I figured I would never experience the ecstasy of true love if I shut everybody out.

      And wow was the sex an ecstasy too. God, it was amazing. I’ve had amazing sex before, but with Derek, it was beyond amazing. It gave the word amazing a whole new meaning. I didn’t know why I kissed him first, but I didn’t regret it, not even for one second. I knew it wasn’t technically our first time together, but I barely remembered the first time and last night felt like it was our first time, but didn’t at the same time. It’s weird, because it kind of felt like reconnecting. Like we’d had sex for years and it was just another Wednesday night for us. I couldn’t help but wonder if this is what people say about finding their soulmate. Some claim that it is like finding someone that you just met but feel like you’ve known them your whole life. It felt like Derek and me were just reuniting after one of us was away for a while. Like I went to war and finally came home to him. It was all so weird and wonderful at the same time. I’d never felt like this before. I didn’t think I could ever feel like this. I thought all of those people were crazy and that there was no such thing as soulmates. Yet, after last night, I couldn’t help but wonder if maybe I’m the delusional one and not them.

      I couldn’t even tell you the last time I’d slept in a man’s arms. The last time I sat across from someone at the kitchen table in the morning and had breakfast. I had gotten used to being in the army and that way of living. Always being called away without much notice, never knowing if you were going to make it home or not. I never really thought about a life where you could go home to someone at night. Where you could go out for dates and have a good time. I didn’t think I was still having trouble adjusting to civilian life, but apparently, I was. Derek pulled me out of my thoughts by placing a hand on my forearm, stopping me from walking.

      I turned to face him and did my best not to grimace at the sight of his black eye. It wasn’t swollen at least, but you could definitely tell he was punched. I hated that I had put a bruise on him and it had taken a long time last night for me to fall back asleep afterwards. I was so afraid that I would have another nightmare and hurt him worse next time. Derek assured me that he knew better now and would wake me up the way he wakes Quinn up. I was very lucky to have someone in my life that seemed to care enough about me to overlook what had happened. To overlook the scars and my demons.

      “I’ll see you for lunch maybe?” Derek asked.

      “I should be okay for lunch. I don’t think there’s any surgeries that I’m expected to be in until after lunch.”

      “Perfect, I’ll text you and you can let me know. Have a good day.”

      Derek gave me a peck on the lips before he started to head off. I gave him a warm smile as I then turned and headed off for my own department. I almost made it to the stairs before Christi found me.

      “Oh-em-gee! Did I just see Dr. Hawkins kissing you?”

      The goofy smile on her face made her look like she was deranged. I swear, she needed to get laid and then maybe she would mind her own business and stay out of mine. Yes, Derek had kissed me, but it was just a quick little peck, it wasn’t like we were making out in the lobby.

      “Yes, he gave me a small peck. Shouldn’t you be manning your station up on his floor?”

      “I’m on lunch, early shift. So spill, when did you guys start bumping uglies together? What’s he like? Is he as good as the other girls say?”

      “I don’t talk about my love life with people. Especially people I barely know.”

      “You barely know me because you refuse to let anyone get close to you. Seriously, why the need for the Great Wall of China around you all the time?”

      The happy bubbly tone that Christi always seemed to have disappeared. It was like I was seeing Serious Christi and honestly, it was weird. Seeing someone go from being sparkly not two seconds ago to now all serious business was just odd. I had no idea how she was able to switch her emotions so easily. I had a hard-enough time figuring mine out, let alone being able to just switch them like that.

      “I’m just not good with the whole friend making thing. I like to keep my personal and professional lives separate, that’s all.”

      “You just kissed your professional life. Kinda already mixed the two there, honey. Would it kill you to have a friend at work? If you are worried about my mouth and the gossip divas, don't be. I know how to keep a secret just as much as telling them. We will play by strict Priest rules. I am your confession booth and I have no right to hold judgments or release your confession to the public.”

      I looked at Christi for a moment and I could tell she was serious. I didn’t see any lies within her eyes. After Derek pulled me out from my numbness and switched on my mode to feel, I started tearing down the walls around me bit by bit. Christi was reaching out with an olive branch and if I shot it down, I would be the ass. Letting out a sigh, I playfully rolled my eyes.

      “Fine, but just so you know, I know how to kill someone ten different ways without ever being detected.”

      “Damn, scary you. Okay deal, out with it.”

      “It was good. Real good. Like eating Devil’s Food Cake for the first time.”

      “Damn,” Christi said dreamily.

      “Yup, that good,” I said with a smug smirk.

      “I hate you now. Okay, so are you guys like a thing or just having some fun? Because he’s never kissed anyone here before. He always keeps everything separate. He doesn’t even walk in with the other girls.”

      “We are dating, but it’s new. We just started last night. We both have a past and he accepts mine and I accept his. I don’t know what will happen, but hopefully something good will come from all of this.”

      “Hm. You know I’ve always told the other girls that no man is a player for life. All it takes is him finding the right girl that steals his heart. You just might be that girl Nurse Elle Walker. But do you want to be that girl?”

      “You know, I think I do,” I said with a warm smile.

      “Good, because I think you two together would be really good. And just think how adorable the babies would be,” Christi said with a bright smile.

      “Let’s take it one step at a time here. I don’t need to be planning a wedding and picking out baby names just yet. I’ll settle for dinner reservations.”

      Christi laughed. “Fair enough. I know some great places too.”

      I gave her a true smile. I had to admit, it did feel nice to have someone to talk to that wasn’t Derek. I had missed being around the other women in the army. There was just something about having a group of girls around. Maybe it was time I settled down and created my own life here. After all, it wasn’t like I had to worry about being shipped out. I could build a life here and not have to worry about leaving it.
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      I was startled awake by a set of moans echoing within the room. I looked over at Elle and saw that she was having another nightmare. It had been two weeks since we started to date and I had noticed that she was often plagued by nightmares when she wasn’t going to sleep drunk. Her drinking now made a lot of sense to me. The problem was getting her to stop drinking every night. We had been working on it though and she was getting better. There were still plenty of nights when she needed a few drinks in her to get her mind settled enough to even lie down, but it was an improvement. I made sure to never push her too hard or demand more than she could give. I knew from Quinn what this process was like and I wasn’t going to jeopardize her healing because I thought it should be different.

      The biggest problem was the fact that she had PTSD, but she was refusing to accept or admit that she had it. She was adamant that she wasn’t suffering from it and to this day I still didn’t know all that had happened to her. I didn’t know if she was one of the Forgotten Ones or not. I knew she needed time so I was giving her as much time as she needed. I knew from Quinn and dealing with his PTSD that it took time and eventually she would come to terms with it and start working on making it better. If she had been one of the Forgotten Ones that escaped capture, that was only less than a year ago. It was all still fresh to her and she needed time.

      I wrapped my arms around her, something that seemed to work best when waking her up. I made sure her fists couldn’t hit me and I called her name to wake her up. It took a few tries, but eventually her eyes snapped open and she struggled for a moment in my grip.

      “Shh, it’s okay, it’s okay. It’s just me babe.” I kept repeating that she was okay until her breathing calmed back down and she was able to focus on the present and not the past.

      “Der?”

      “I’m right here babe. You had a nightmare, that’s all.”

      “It felt so real,” she said, with tears building in her eyes.

      “Shh, it’s okay. You’re safe here with me.” I placed a kiss on the side of her head as she curled up against my chest and cried.

      I knew it had to have been a bad one for her to react this way. She never cried after a nightmare. She’d never allowed me to hold her after one. The fact that she was, that she sought out comfort, meant it was bad, but it also meant she was trusting me more and more with herself. Something that warmed my heart.

      “I thought I was back there. In that cave,” she said between sobs.

      And that was all that I needed to get confirmation. She was one of the Forgotten Ones, and she had been tortured. I could feel a mixture of anger and hurt invading my chest. I wanted nothing more than to kill every single one of those bastards that had ever laid a hand on her. I wanted to keep her safe in my arms for the rest of her life.

      “It’s okay, you’re not there anymore. You are safe right here in my arms, in your apartment. You’re okay.”

      “I can’t keep doing this. I don't want to do this anymore. I can’t keep seeing it. I just want it to stop.”

      “I know you do. But babe the only way to make it stop is if you get the help that you need. You need to accept that you need help. I promise you I will be there every step of the way, but you have to take that first step. If you really want the nightmares to stop, you gotta take the first step.”

      I kept my voice calm and understanding; I didn’t want her thinking I was pressuring her into therapy. I knew I couldn’t and I knew it took time. Hell, I couldn’t even get Quinn into therapy yet and it’s been three years. Only Elle could decide when she was ready to get help. I continued to hold on to her as her tears slowly stopped. After her breathing was back under control, she tilted her head up to look at me.

      “Okay, I’ll speak to someone.”

      “Are you sure?”

      I was so relieved that she wanted to talk to someone about what she was going through. It was a huge step in the right direction for her mental health.

      “I’m sure. I don’t want to do this anymore. I can’t do this anymore.”

      “Okay, then we’ll fight this together. I’m always going to be here for you, no matter what. We’ll beat these demons together,” I promised.

      She gave me a soft smile and I could tell she was exhausted, as the nightmares always drained her. I kissed the top of her head and just allowed her to go back to sleep. I knew she had a long road ahead of her, but I didn’t mind. I was going to be there for her through it all.
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      I just finished washing up the dishes from dinner with Derek when there was a knock at my door.

      It had been a week since I agreed to go to therapy and Derek had been amazing with me. He came to all of my appointments so I wouldn’t feel like I was alone; it meant the world to me that he would take time out of his busy schedule—and I knew it was busy—to be there to offer his support. I knew it was going to be a long process for me, but I was finally ready to get on the road to healing from the mental trauma that I had endured during my three months of captivity. I wasn't ready to go into detail about it and Derek completely understood that. He made sure I had full control over the conversation and whenever I needed to stop, he didn’t push for more. It meant a great deal to me that he was being so patient and understanding with me.

      It had been a difficult journey coming to terms with my scars too. But if this man found them beautiful, who was I to write them off? The scars were me. The scars were part of my story. The scars made me who I was today. I now call them my most precious, and expensive piece of jewelry I own.

      I headed over and opened my door, seeing the last person I ever expected to see standing there. My friend, Ali. We had been at the base when the attack came and both of us were “Forgotten Ones” as people called us. Ali had gotten it worse than me. She had caught the eye of one of the insurgents and he would often rape her along with the torture she had to endure. As a result, she was very messed up in her head. Her PTSD was off the charts and she was often living on the streets when she wasn't with her abusive junkie boyfriend. Tonight, she was covered in bruises and had blood going down the side of her mouth from a split lip and the right half of her face.

      “Ali, come here sweetie,” I said.

      I knew I should be yelling at her, lecturing her about her piece of crap boyfriend, but I also knew it wouldn’t work. She had to be the one to decide to leave him, otherwise there was no point. Ali walked in and I could see her trembling. Ever since our capture she’d always had a slight tremble to her hands. Her anxiety made it hard for her to be around people. She was a helicopter pilot, one of the best. When you had people in desperate need of rescue, they sent Ali out to get them. She had nerves of steel. She could fly her chopper into an active war zone, get her people and get out of there without batting an eye. Bad weather, RPGs, heat-seeking missiles, none of that affected her, but now she had a problem being around more than four people at one time.

      “Der.” I called out as I guided Ali over to the couch. She wasn’t moving too well and I knew she must be injured under her shirt.

      Derek came around the corner from the kitchen and instantly went into doctor mode. He headed into the bathroom to grab my extensive first aid kit and came back.

      “Ali, this is my boyfriend Derek, he’s a doctor. Can you let him check you out?”

      I knew being around people she didn’t know was hard for her, even more so having someone touch her that she didn’t know. But I was hoping she would be okay with Derek helping her. I had done it many times in the past, but I could tell her head wound needed stitches and Derek was very good at giving stitches and not leaving a scar. Ali gave a trembling nod and Derek spoke.

      “I need you to remove your coat for me so I can check your ribs, Ali.”

      I helped Ali to get her large coat undone and did my best to ignore how thin she had gotten. The second her coat was away from her side Derek and I both noticed the amount of blood covering her right side.

      “Ali, what happened?” I asked, moving her shirt up to see what was causing the bleeding.

      “He shot me,” Ali said with a shaky voice.

      Derek took over now and I was relieved to see that it was a through and through and didn’t do any internal damage. It would be sore and bruise like no other, plus stitches, but she wouldn’t need surgery, which was good because I had no idea how I would even get her into a hospital.

      “You should be in the hospital so we can get a scan of your head, to make sure there is no internal damage,” Derek said, as he went to work on patching up the bullet wound first.

      “No, no hospitals,” Ali said, the panic in her voice increasing.

      “It’s okay, no hospitals,” I told her. I leaned over to Derek and whispered into his ear. “She was there with me.”

      Derek took a moment to look at me and then gave a slight nod before he whispered, “Call Q.”

      I gave a nod and stepped back slightly to make the quick call to Quinn. I had gotten to know him a little over the time me and Derek had dated and I liked him. He was a good man and he would be able to handle Ali in a calm manner. It also helped that he knew about the Forgotten Ones and was an ex-Ranger. There wouldn’t be any judgements on his part. With that finished, I went back over and saw Derek was stitching up the bullet wound so I went over and just held Ali’s hand. I wanted to ask her questions, but I knew Quinn would and I didn’t want to put her through that twice.

      “You got a man finally eh?” Ali asked.

      “About a month now. Snagged me a heart doctor,” I said with a wink.

      “You were always a sucker for a doctor,” Ali teased.

      “Guilty as charged.”

      “You treat her right?” Ali asked Derek.

      “I do the best that I can. She’s one hell of a woman,” Derek said proudly.

      Derek started chatting with Ali while stitching her up. It warmed my heart to hear him say how much he liked me. We were very close to reaching the love stage and though it should scare me, it only made me feel all warm inside. I never expected in a million years that I would meet a man that I could feel this way over, but I was very glad I had found him.

      It was thirty minutes later when Quinn walked through my door. Ali was lying down on the couch, her wounds all stitched and patched up. With Quinn here, Ali seemed to be shaking more and I knew all the people around her were making her nervous. Derek had moved back so he was sitting on a dining room chair and I was glad to see that Quin had stayed back as he assessed the situation.

      “Ali, sweetie, this is Quinn. He’s Der’s brother and a detective. Do you think you could tell us what happened?” I asked.

      Ali had never reported her boyfriend before, but this time I knew it was different. This time around he had shot her, he could have killed her and I was hoping that would be her breaking point finally. Ali eyed Quinn and gave a slight nod. Quinn got closer, but he bent down so he was eye level with her and in a less intimidating pose.

      “Can you tell me who hurt you, Ali?” Quinn asked gently.

      Ali was quiet for a moment before she spoke softly. “Matt, my boyfriend.”

      “Is this the first time he’s hurt you?” Quinn asked.

      Ali just gave a slight shake of her head and Quinn moved on. He asked Ali everything that happened. Apparently, Matt was stoned out of his mind and accused her of cheating on him. He then grabbed the gun and the only thing that kept Ali alive was her army training. She was able to get the gun down, but not before he pulled the trigger. Still, it saved her life and she was able to knock him out and escape. I was proud of her. This was the first time she had defended herself against him. I knew it was a huge step in the right direction and I just prayed she would stay away from him now.

      “Do you want to press charges against him?” Quinn asked.

      I was praying that Ali would say yes. This was not something that you just walked away from. Matt could go after her again. He needed to be locked up. Ali just gave a nod and Quinn gave her a warm smile.

      “I’m going to make the call and have him arrested. I’ll get your statement typed up and then you’ll need to sign it. You are doing the right thing Ali,” Quinn said.

      “What if you can’t find him?” Ali asked.

      “We will. No matter how long it takes. Do you have a safe place you could stay?” Quinn asked.

      “She can stay here.” I offered instantly.

      “El, are you sure?” Ali asked.

      “Hell yeah I’m sure. You need a safe place to be where you can recover. There isn’t any place safer than here for you. I got that spare room for a reason you know.”

      I wasn’t going to have Ali out there on her own, especially injured. She was going to be here where I could help her recover and get on the right path again. The next hour flew by fast. Quinn headed out to the station to deal with Ali’s ex-boyfriend. Derek helped me to get Ali settled into the guest bedroom and everything cleaned up. Before we knew it, it was almost ten o’clock at night and we were exhausted. We collapsed down into bed and Derek instantly pulled me to his chest.

      “Do you think she'll be okay?” I asked.

      “She’ll be fine. It’ll take time, but her injuries were superficial. The mental ones will take longer, but you already know that. We’ll help her and get her back to being healthy.”

      “We?”

      “Yes we. You both went through something horrible. That makes you family and any family of yours is my family. We’ll get her through this and she’ll come out stronger than ever. Just like you,” Derek said with love full in his voice.

      It was lying here in this moment that I realized just how much I loved this man.

      “I love you,” I said warmly.

      “I love you babe.”

      He pulled me in for a sweet kiss and in that moment, lying here in his arms with his lips on mine, I knew that everything I went through back in that cave had led me to this moment. And I wouldn’t change any of it. Now it was Ali’s turn to find her own path and find her way back to being the strong woman that she was. Only now she had me and two strong men to help get her through this. Based on the looks Quinn had been giving her, he was going to make sure her ex-boyfriend never laid a hand on her again. That he wanted to be the only man to ever touch her again and I was very interested in seeing how that would play out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thank You

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for reading!
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