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      “She’s the fourth one today.” I whistle low.

      I watch the woman Kaelen rejected walk away from our table with the kind of graceful dignity only beautiful women seem capable of pulling off after rejection. Her dark bodycon dress clings to every perfect curve before swishing around her thighs as she disappears into the crowd near the bar. She’s tall, slim, glossy in a way that makes me think of expensive perfume campaigns and luxury skincare advertisements. Even from behind, she looks effortless.

      My best friend Kaelen leans back in his chair across from me, one strong forearm resting against the sticky wooden tabletop as he lifts his beer. “You’re counting?”

      “Hard not to when they all look like luxury perfume ads.”

      He laughs under his breath, warm and low, completely oblivious to the way my stomach twists every time another gorgeous woman smiles at him like she wants to ruin her life for a chance at one night in his bed. The worst part is that I understand them. I really do.

      Because I'm one of them, one of the women who wants Kaelen to notice me. 

      Because look at him.

      Even after a fourteen-hour shift, Kaelen somehow looks unfairly attractive. His dark hair is slightly messy from running his fingers through it all evening, and the sleeves of his charcoal button-down are rolled up to his elbows, exposing strong forearms dusted with dark hair and marked faintly by blue veins. His face has that sharp, masculine beauty women lose their minds over. High cheekbones. Crooked nose from some college basketball accident he still refuses to explain properly. Soft mouth that always looks like it’s halfway to smiling.

      Then there are his eyes.

      God, his eyes destroy me.

      They’re dark and steady and intelligent, the kind that make people tell him things without meaning to. I’ve seen patients cry in front of him after knowing him for ten minutes because he looks at people like he genuinely wants to understand them.

      I fell in love with him slowly at first, and then all at once.

      For years, I convinced myself it was just attachment. Comfort. Dependence. He’s been my best friend since we were eighteen years old, since the first week of undergrad when I found him asleep in the library with his head on an anatomy textbook and dark circles under his eyes from working night shifts.

      Back then, he’d been exhausted and broke and painfully proud about both things. I bought him coffee because he looked like he might actually collapse if somebody didn’t intervene. He repaid me by walking me back to my dorm after evening classes for the next three years.

      We became each other’s person so naturally that I never even noticed it happening.

      Unfortunately, I also have functioning brain cells, which means I understand reality perfectly well. Men like Kaelen do not fall for women like me.

      Not when women like the one who just walked away exist.

      I glance down at myself automatically. Oversized cream sweater. Pencil skirt from work. Glasses sliding down my nose because I’ve been staring at analytics dashboards for ten hours straight. Meanwhile, Kaelen looks like he stepped out of some aggressively masculine medical drama where exhausted doctors somehow still have perfect jawlines and devoted fan clubs.

      If that woman didn’t have a chance with him, I definitely don’t.

      Kaelen swirls the last sip of beer in his bottle before pointing it vaguely toward the dance floor. “I’m not letting some random woman interfere with our Friday night.”

      Our Friday night. 

      The casual certainty in his voice warms something deep in my chest. He says it as if it matters. Like this ritual matters more than easy hookups or flirting or whatever else men like him usually spend Friday nights doing.

      Every week, no matter how chaotic life gets, we end up here together.

      Sometimes I think our friendship is the closest thing I’ll ever have to a marriage.

      Which is exactly why I can never ruin it.

      Loyal people are rare. Consistent people are even rarer. Kaelen has been both for over a decade. He showed up when my father had surgery. He sat on my apartment floor and ate terrible frozen pizza with me after my last breakup. He answers my calls at three in the morning without sounding annoyed.

      You don’t gamble relationships like that on feelings that might not even be returned.

      “So,” I say, forcing myself back into safer territory, “how many lives did you save today, Doctor Veyr?”

      He groans dramatically. “None. I spent forty minutes arguing with a man who insisted energy crystals cured hypertension.”

      I laugh immediately. “Please tell me you’re kidding.”

      “I wish I were. He also accused me of being part of a pharmaceutical conspiracy.”

      “That’s because you are.”

      “True,” he says solemnly. “Big Blood Pressure pays me thousands yearly.”

      I grin into my drink while he continues talking about work, animated now in that way he only gets when discussing medicine. He tells me about an elderly patient who brought homemade cookies for the entire clinic staff after recovering from surgery. Then he talks about a terrified teenage boy he helped calm before a biopsy.

      Kaelen was born to do this job. Even during med school, when he was exhausted and drowning in debt and surviving on vending machine coffee, he still cared too much. Sometimes I think his capacity for tenderness is actually dangerous.

      “What about you?” he asks. “You had that campaign launch today.”

      I groan loudly enough that the couple beside us glances over. “Do not remind me. One of our junior coordinators uploaded the wrong media package to the European accounts.”

      Kaelen winces sympathetically. “How bad?”

      “For three horrifying minutes, our luxury wellness campaign accidentally featured stock photos from a funeral planning website.”

      His eyebrows shoot upward before he starts laughing so hard he nearly chokes on beer.

      “I’m serious,” I tell him. “There were candles and grieving widows and one extremely emotional golden retriever.”

      “That’s incredible.”

      “It was catastrophic.”

      “And yet,” he says, pointing at me with unmistakable admiration, “you fixed it because you’re terrifyingly competent.”

      I try not to melt from that alone. "You may be right about that. But then again, managing disasters is pretty much my actual job. The marketing doctor title is just for show." 

      Kaelen chuckles, and the sound brushes my nerves, settling like a heavy weight in my belly. “I swear to God, Sera, you’re a boss. Most people our age still barely know how taxes work, and you’re out here running entire departments.”

      Heat creeps into my cheeks. I look down quickly, adjusting my glasses even though they don’t actually need adjusting. Compliments from Kaelen hit differently. They always have.

      The problem is that he only ever compliments my intelligence. My work ethic. My reliability.

      Never the way I look.

      Still, some pathetic part of me stores every word away like treasure.

      “You’re biased,” I mutter.

      “I’m correct.”

      His gaze stays on me for a moment too long, soft and steady enough to make my pulse stumble unexpectedly.

      I reach for my drink mostly to give myself something else to focus on, but the movement sends a sharp ache through the side of my breast. The pain catches me off guard hard enough that I flinch.

      Kaelen notices instantly.

      His entire expression changes.

      One second, he’s relaxed and teasing. The next, he’s alert and focused, every inch the doctor he becomes the moment something might be wrong.

      “What happened?”

      I shake my head automatically. “Nothing.”

      “Sera.”

      “It’s fine.”

      His eyes narrow slightly because he knows me too well to believe that. “You just winced.”

      I hesitate, already regretting this. “It’s probably hormonal or something.”

      “What is?”

      I sigh quietly. “My breasts have been sore lately.”

      Concern settles over his face immediately. “How long?”

      “A couple of weeks.”

      “Sera.”

      “What? It’s not a big deal.”

      “Where exactly does it hurt?”

      I gesture vaguely toward the outer side of my left breast, mortified by the conversation happening in the middle of a crowded bar. “Mostly here.”

      “Is there swelling?”

      “A little.”

      “Tenderness?”

      “Yes.”

      “Any lump?”

      “I don’t know.”

      His jaw tightens enough for me to notice. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Because you’re my best friend, not my physician.”

      “I’m both right now.”

      The firmness in his voice sends a strange ripple through me. Kaelen has always had this quiet authority when he slips into doctor mode. Calm. Controlled. Impossible to argue with.

      I try anyway because apparently I enjoy suffering.

      “It’s probably nothing.”

      “Probably isn’t good enough.”

      I open my mouth to protest again, but he’s already reaching for his wallet.

      “This is our last drink,” he says. “Then you’re coming back to my apartment so I can examine you properly.”

      "The last I knew, you weren't a gynecologist." 

      "I can spot a breast lump and give a breast examination. That doesn't require gynecological expertise." 

      Something warm and nervous twists low in my stomach at the sheer certainty in his tone.

      I should argue more.

      Instead, I nod immediately.

      Because when Kaelen gets authoritative like this, I have never once been capable of resisting him.
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        * * *

      

      Tonight, his Kaelen’s apartment feels different.

      The air feels heavier when he unlocks the door and steps aside for me to enter. My pulse feels too loud as I walk deeper into the apartment, setting my purse beside the couch while Kaelen disappears briefly into the bathroom to wash his hands.

      The domestic familiarity of the place only makes me more aware of the intimacy waiting beneath it.

      When he comes back out, he’s rolled his sleeves higher up his forearms. The sight alone sends warmth curling low in my stomach.

      “You’re staring,” he says mildly.

      “You’re being weirdly authoritative tonight.”

      “I’m being a doctor.”

      “You’re enjoying it.”

      One corner of his mouth lifts. “Maybe a little.”

      God.

      I sit down on the couch before my legs embarrass me by giving out entirely. Kaelen kneels briefly near the coffee table, opening a small black medical bag he apparently brought home from work. The movement pulls his shirt tight across his shoulders.

      I should not notice that.

      I notice it anyway.

      His expression softens when he looks back at me. “You nervous?”

      “A little.”

      “You don’t have to be.” His voice drops quieter then, gentler. “You’re safe with me, Sera.”

      The sincerity in his tone almost hurts.

      He stands again and gestures toward the couch cushions. “Lie down for me.”

      My stomach flips at the words.

      Not because they’re inappropriate. They aren’t. He’s being clinical. Professional.

      Unfortunately my body does not seem interested in professionalism tonight.

      I stretch out carefully across the couch, trying not to think about the fact that Kaelen is standing over me looking devastatingly handsome while preparing to touch my breasts.

      “Pull your sweater up,” he says softly. “And undo your bra.”

      Heat floods my face instantly.

      Kaelen notices immediately because of course he does. He notices everything about me.

      “I won’t look,” he says after a moment. “I’m just checking for swelling, tenderness, or anything abnormal.”

      “You realize you sound like a creep right now.”

      He huffs out a quiet laugh. “That’s fair.”

      “I won’t look, Sera. Just feel,” he adds dryly, and somehow that sounds even worse.

      I laugh nervously despite myself. “Jesus Christ, Kaelen.”

      His expression turns serious again almost immediately. “Hey.”

      I look up at him.

      “You really are safe with me. This is medical, and I’m not going to do anything you don’t want.”

      The problem is that I want entirely too much.

      I want his hands on me for reasons that have nothing to do
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