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Prologue
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Walking out of the doctor's lounge, I immediately headed for the elevator. The fluorescent lights flickered above, casting an eerie glow. The smell of disinfectant hung heavily in the air, a constant reminder of the sick and injured who pass through these halls.

It had been a long day already, and I was starving. My stomach growled as I stepped into the elevator, eager for some sustenance. I had been so rushed to get ready this morning that I didn't even have time to grab breakfast. And to make matters worse, I had been performing surgery during the lunch hour. Now, with rounds looming ahead, it was now or never to grab a quick bite.

Stepping out of the elevator, the familiar hustle and bustle of the hospital greeted me. Doctors and nurses rushed by, their faces etched with exhaustion and determination. I made my way to the hospital's cafeteria, but as expected, it was filled with hungry medical professionals.

I sighed and headed to the coffee shop just outside the hospital.

The bell chimed as I pushed open the glass doors. The smell of freshly brewed coffee and warm pastries enveloped me, instantly making my mouth water. I walked up to the counter, and before I could even place my order, I heard a familiar voice. "Good afternoon, Skylar." I turned to see Cindy, the barista I knew on a first-name basis, smiling at me.

"You're a little later than usual. Been a busy day?" I nodded, holding up my thumb and index fingers to indicate just how busy it had been. Cindy's smile widened, and she quickly got to work on my usual order without me even having to say it.

My order was ready in no time, and I made my way down the line to pick it up. But as I reached the end, I noticed a familiar face behind the counter, one that always made my heart skip a beat. He was wearing ridiculous sunglasses and a hat pulled low over his face, like some kind of undercover celebrity.

Oh, we're playing this game today.

I bit back a smile. He knew I recognized him. I knew he knew. But this was our thing, our little ritual of pretending to be strangers meeting for the first time.

"One iced mochaccino, expertly crafted with a perfect harmony of espresso, creamy milk, and indulgent chocolate, all for you, miss." His smile beamed at me as he presents my drink, his voice smooth and charming, though I could hear the barely suppressed laughter underneath. "And for added decadence, a generous swirl of whipped cream. The contrast of bittersweet and velvety smoothness, would you not agree?"

I played along, letting his words send a theatrical shiver down my spine. "I must say, I do agree."

"Young ladies who appreciate such delicacies usually possess a rare kind of charm," he remarked, flashing that lopsided grin I knew so well.

God, he's really laying it on thick today. I leaned into the game, squinting my eyes at him. "What if I told you that your analysis is incorrect?"

He leaned in closer, his confidence radiating. "I have complete faith in my intuition and observations of people's character." The twinkle in his eye told me he was enjoying this as much as I was.

"Well, my sixth sense tells me you're definitely not a barista here," I said, raising a curious eyebrow.

He chuckled, right on cue. "I thought I had a good disguise." Laughing, he admitted, "Have I been caught already?"

"It's your disguise that gives you away," I teased. "I've never seen a barista wear sunglasses and a cap indoors, especially not in this elegant café."

"Now that you've exposed me, I'll confess," he grinned, removing his sunglasses to reveal those stunning blue eyes I've looked into a hundred times before. "I'm a private investigator, here on a case."

"What a load of bull!" I practically huffed while rolling my eyes, fighting back genuine laughter.

"Okay, you win, clever girl," he said, hands up in mock defeat. Then his expression shifted, something real flickering beneath the playful facade. "The truth is, I'm the new owner of this coffee shop. And I'm glad we'll be seeing a lot of each other from now on." He finished with a wink.

Wait. That part wasn't part of the game. My heart did a little flip.

"Is that so?" I replied, genuinely curious now. "So, does this mean I get a special discount?"

"Hmmm...are we negotiating?" he teased. "How about all future coffees on the house?"

I couldn’t help but laugh. "Such a generous boss. Won't you lose money running your business like that?"

"It's worth it to make a pretty girl smile," he said, and there's something softer in his voice now, something that made me wonder if we were still playing.

My phone buzzed. The hospital's number. I glanced at the screen, then back at him, and his playful expression faded instantly.

"I have to go," I said, already moving toward the door.

"How long will you be?" he asked, that familiar concern crossing his face.

"At least an hour. Probably more."

He nodded, understanding as always. "Be careful out there."

I rushed out the glass doors into the afternoon sun. But just as I stepped off the curb to cross the street, my phone rang again. At the same moment, someone called out my name from behind, and a car horn blared. I felt myself falling, then a warm hand wrapped around my arm, pulling me back.

Then nothing.
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Exiting the surgical staff locker room, I pushed open the heavy double doors and stepped into the brightly illuminated corridor of the neurosurgical wing. Sunlight filtered through the tall windows, casting a warm glow on the freshly sanitized vinyl composite tile floors. I took a deep breath, feeling a sense of relief washing over me as the post-operative adrenaline began to dissipate. 

My surgical team and I had just completed a seven-hour procedure; a complex pediatric craniotomy for gross total resection of a grade II astrocytoma in an eight-year-old patient. We achieved complete tumor excision with clear margins, and the perilesional parenchyma demonstrated surprisingly healthy vascularity and minimal edema on visual inspection. The intraoperative neuromonitoring remained stable throughout, and we maintained hemostasis without significant blood loss. It was a technically demanding operation requiring meticulous microsurgical technique, but the clinical outcome appeared favorable with preserved neurological function.

As I made my way down the dimly lit corridor toward the post-anesthesia care unit, the faint scent of disinfectant filled my nostrils. I could hear the distant communication between nursing staff and the steady rhythmic pulse oximetry tones from the cardiac monitors. But I was jolted out of my thoughts as I nearly collided with two of my colleagues: Dr. Wilde and Dr. Matthew Knox.

Dr. Wilde, with her piercing green eyes and sharp features, was my attending physician and a renowned neurosurgeon specializing in pediatric neuro-oncology. I'd always admired her clinical acumen and technical proficiency, but there was also a mysterious edge to her professional demeanor that I couldn't quite decipher. And then there was Matt, with his calm smile and affable disposition, always the life of the department but also a brilliant anesthesiologist with expertise in neuroanesthesia and pediatric airway management. I felt fortunate to be working with such accomplished and intriguing clinicians.

"Excellent work today on that craniotomy," Dr. Wilde said, falling into step beside me. "Your surgical technique never ceases to impress me." Her words sent a surge of professional validation and satisfaction through me. I'd always looked up to her as a mentor, and to know that I'd gained her clinical respect was a monumental accomplishment in my residency training.

"I appreciate your confidence in allowing me to serve as primary surgeon," I replied, trying to maintain professional composure despite my excitement.

"You don't need to thank me," she replied, her voice soft but authoritative. "You've more than demonstrated your surgical competency and clinical judgment."

"I couldn't agree more," Matt chimed in. "Her approach to the case mirrors your methodology, Dr. Wilde: meticulous, evidence-based, patient-centered."

Dr. Wilde shook her head, a small smile playing on her lips. "No, I think her technical precision and decision-making under pressure may actually surpass mine at this stage of training."

My heart swelled with gratitude and professional pride at their assessment. To have earned the respect and commendation of two board-certified physicians was a validation I couldn't quite articulate. But as we continued down the hallway past the residents' workroom, I could feel the scrutinizing gazes of the other surgical residents. I knew they harbored professional envy regarding my position as chief resident on Dr. Wilde's service and the mentorship I was receiving from the attending staff. But I also knew that I'd worked diligently for this opportunity, logging countless hours in the OR and on clinical rotations, and I wouldn't allow their competitive resentment to undermine my confidence.

"You must feel rather privileged, receiving such high praise from the distinguished Dr. Wilde," Matt said, a teasing glint in his eye. "Just don't let it compromise your clinical humility."

I laughed, grateful for his ability to maintain levity in our high-stress environment. "Don't worry, I won't develop an inflated sense of my abilities. I have you to provide reality checks and keep me grounded, correct?"

"Damn straight," he replied with a grin.

But in all seriousness, I was genuinely honored to be integrated into this multidisciplinary team. These two physicians, with their complex professional personas and exceptional clinical skills, challenged me to elevate my practice standards, and I was grateful for their investment in my medical education. I couldn't wait to see where my surgical career trajectory took me, but I committed to never forgetting the clinical supervision and professional guidance they had provided during my formative training years. And as for the other surgeons who maintained an attitude of superiority and dismissed collaborative learning, well, let's just say I'd continue to demonstrate my value through rigorous work ethic, evidence-based practice, and unwavering determination to provide optimal patient outcomes.

*****
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THE APARTMENT DOOR swung open with more force than I intended, the hinges protesting with a familiar squeak that Aubrey and I kept meaning to fix but never did. The sound echoed through our modest two-bedroom space, a cozy haven tucked into a converted brownstone that had seen better decades but had character for days. Late afternoon sunlight streamed through the gauzy curtains we hung last spring, casting everything in a golden haze that would be beautiful if I weren't so utterly, completely done with this day.

I didn't even make it past the entryway before I was kicking off my sensible black flats, the ones that were supposed to be "professional yet comfortable" according to the sales associate but had left angry red marks on my heels after fourteen hours on the hospital floor. They flew in opposite directions, one landing with a satisfying thunk against the baseboard, the other skittering under the vintage console table we found at a flea market. I didn't care. I'd deal with them later. Right now, all I could focus on was the desperate need to collapse.

The couch (our beloved, slightly lumpy secondhand sectional in a shade of gray that the listing optimistically called "dove" but was really more "pigeon") had never looked more inviting. I didn't so much sit as throw myself onto it, my body hitting the cushions with enough force that I bounced slightly. The fabric smelled faintly of the lavender fabric spray Aubrey obsessively used, mixed with the lingering scent of the Thai takeout we had three nights ago. It was the smell of home, of safety, of a place where I didn't have to be Dr. Skylar Krieger, the youngest attending surgeon at Metropolitan General Hospital. Here, I could just be Skylar. Messy, exhausted, frustrated Skylar.

I grabbed one of the throw pillows (the navy one with the geometric pattern that Aubrey insisted would "tie the room together") and pressed it firmly over my face. Then I screamed. It was not a delicate, ladylike sound. It was a full-throated, primal release of every ounce of frustration, humiliation, and rage that had been building since approximately 4:00pm this afternoon when Dr. Richard Weinen decided to make me his personal target in front of the entire surgical team.

The pillow muffled the sound, but I could still feel the vibration in my chest, the way my throat strained with the effort. It felt good. Cathartic. Like I was purging all the poison that had been accumulating in my system throughout this absolute disaster of a day.

The morning had started so promisingly. I'd actually woken up before my alarm for once, had time to make a proper breakfast instead of shoving a protein bar in my mouth while running for the subway, and even managed to style my hair into something resembling professional waves instead of my usual haphazard bun. I'd felt confident walking into the hospital, my white coat crisp and clean, my stethoscope (the expensive Littmann one I'd saved up for during internship) hanging around my neck like a badge of honor. I'd been ready to tackle my patient load, ready to prove once again that I deserved my position despite being twenty-eight years old in a department where most attendings didn't make it until their mid-thirties.

Then Dr. Weinen happened.

Dr. Richard Weinen, chief of neurosurgery, a man whose ego was somehow even larger than his considerable skill set. He'd cornered me outside the OR after my seven-hour complex pediatric craniotomy to inform me, in front of three residents, two nurses, and Dr. Patricia Lord from oncology, that I was "woefully unqualified" Research Fellowship position I'd applied for. That my "limited experience" and "youth" made me a "questionable candidate at best." That perhaps I should "gain a few more years of seasoning" before "reaching above my station."

The words still burned. Limited experience. Youth. Reaching above my station.

Never mind that I graduated top of my class from Johns Hopkins. Never mind that I was in one of the most competitive surgical residencies in the country. Never mind that I'd published four papers in peer-reviewed journals and had a patient satisfaction rating that was consistently in the ninety-eighth percentile. None of that mattered to Dr. Weinen because when he looked at me, all he saw was a kid dressed up in a white coat.

I tossed the pillow aside, watching it tumble onto the floor with a soft thud. My chest was heaving, my face was hot, and I could feel the telltale prickle behind my eyes that meant tears weren't far behind. I refused to cry. I'd already cried once today, locked in a bathroom stall during my lunch break, and I was not giving Dr. Weinen the satisfaction of stealing any more of my tears.

Closing my eyes, I focused on my breathing. In through the nose for four counts, hold for four, out through the mouth for four. It was a technique I learned during my intern year when the stress felt like it might actually kill me. Dr. Morris, one of my mentors, had found me hyperventilating in a supply closet after losing my first patient and taught me this simple exercise. "The body and mind are connected," she'd said in her calm, steady voice. "Control one, and you can influence the other."

In. Two. Three. Four. Hold. Two. Three. Four. Out. Two. Three. Four.

My heart rate began to slow. The tight band around my chest loosened incrementally. The white-hot rage that had been coursing through my veins started to cool to a simmer. I could feel my shoulders dropping away from my ears, the tension in my jaw releasing. The apartment was quiet except for the ambient sounds of the city filtering through the windows: distant traffic, a dog barking, someone's music playing faintly from another unit.

This was good. This was better. I could handle this. Tomorrow, I'd go back to the hospital with my head held high. I'd continue to do excellent work. I'd prove Dr. Weinen wrong, not with words but with actions. I'd...

"Rough day?"

The voice -deep, masculine, completely unexpected- shattered the fragile peace I'd been constructing. My eyes flew open as my body jerked in surprise, every muscle tensing at once. The sudden movement combined with my position half-sprawled on the couch created a perfect storm of physics and poor coordination. I felt myself tipping, sliding, falling in what seemed like slow motion but was probably only a fraction of a second.

My hip hit the edge of the couch cushion. My center of gravity shifted past the point of no return. And then I was tumbling gracelessly to the floor, landing hard on my backside on the area rug that did absolutely nothing to cushion my fall. Pain radiated up my tailbone and spine, sharp and immediate.

"Ow! Fuck!" The curse escaped before I could stop it, professional decorum completely abandoned in favor of honest reaction.

My brain was racing, trying to process what just happened while simultaneously dealing with the physical pain and the surge of adrenaline flooding my system. Who the hell was in my apartment? How did they get in? Should I be reaching for my phone to call 911? Was this how I died, attacked in my own home after surviving the worst day of my professional life?

But even as these panicked thoughts cascaded through my mind, another part of my brain-the part that was apparently still functioning despite the shock-was registering something familiar about that voice. Something that made my stomach do a complicated flip that had nothing to do with fear and everything to do with a feeling I'd been trying to suppress for the better part of a decade.

I looked up and caught my breath in my throat for an entirely different reason than the fall.

Dylan.

Dylan Fucking Reeves stood in the doorway between the living room and the kitchen, one shoulder leaning against the frame in a casual pose that should be illegal for how attractive it made him look. He was wearing dark jeans that fit him perfectly -not too tight, not too loose, just right in that way that suggested they were probably expensive- and a charcoal gray henley that stretched across his broad shoulders and chest in a way that made my mouth dry. The sleeves were pushed up to his elbows, revealing forearms that were corded with muscle and dusted with light hair that caught the afternoon light.

But it was his face that really did me in. It had always been his face.

At six-foot-three, Dylan had always towered over my modest five-foot-four frame, but it was not just his height that was imposing. It was the way he carried himself, the easy confidence that radiated from him like heat. His hair -that distinctive dark strawberry blonde that was rare enough to be memorable- was slightly longer than the last time I saw him, curling at the nape of his neck in a way that made my fingers itch with the completely inappropriate urge to touch it. His face was all strong angles: a sharp jawline that was currently sporting a day or two of stubble, high cheekbones, a straight nose that had been broken at least once, and a mouth that was currently curved into an amused smirk.

And his eyes. God, his eyes. They were this incredible shade of blue, not the pale, icy blue that you saw sometimes, but a deeper, richer color like the ocean on a clear day. Right now, they were sparkling with barely suppressed laughter, crinkled at the corners in a way that created these little lines I'd always found devastatingly attractive.

This was Dylan Reeves. Aubrey's older brother. The boy I'd had a crush on since I was fourteen years old and he was eighteen, home from his first year of college and suddenly looking less like a gangly teenager and more like a man. The guy who had been completely, utterly, devastatingly out of my league for my entire adult life.

And he was standing in my apartment, watching me sprawled on the floor like an idiot, clearly trying not to laugh at my expense.

"Could you have given me a warning, Dylan?" I groaned, unable to keep the annoyance out of my voice even as my cheeks flamed with embarrassment. Of course, this was how he saw me after not laying eyes on me for almost a year. Not looking professional and put-together, but flat on my ass on the floor, probably with my hair sticking up at odd angles and my face still blotchy from my earlier crying session.

"Are you alright?" he asked, but the words were broken up by laughter he wasn't even trying to hide anymore. 

I wanted to be mad at him. I really did. But there was something about Dylan's laugh that had always been contagious, even when I was the butt of the joke. Still, I was not about to let him off the hook that easily.

"Other than feeling completely embarrassed and having what's probably going to be a spectacular bruise on my butt, I think I'll survive," I replied, my tone dripping with irritation even as I felt my own lips twitching with the urge to smile. "Though my dignity might not recover."

He pushed off from the doorframe and walked toward me, his movements fluid and confident. Even the way he walked was attractive, which seemed fundamentally unfair. He extended his hand down to me, palm up, and I stared at it for a moment before reluctantly reaching up to take it.

His hand was warm and large, completely engulfing mine. I could feel calluses on his palm, the kind you got from actual physical work, not just from lifting weights at a gym. His fingers wrapped around my hand securely, and then he was pulling me up with an ease that reminded me just how strong he was. I'd seen him lift Aubrey over his shoulder like she weighed nothing. I'd watched him carry in all our groceries in one trip when he visited last year, refusing our offers to help. The man was built like he could bench press a small car.

But I was apparently still me, which meant that even with his assistance, I managed to screw up the simple act of standing. My foot caught on the edge of the rug and I stumbled forward, my center of gravity once again betraying me.

I crashed into Dylan's chest with enough force that he took a small step back to steady himself. His arms came up instinctively, wrapping around me to keep me from falling again. And suddenly, I was pressed against him, my hands splayed across his chest, my face approximately six inches from his, close enough that I could see the individual flecks of darker blue in his irises and smell his cologne, something woodsy and clean with hints of cedar and citrus that made me want to bury my face in his neck and just breathe.

His chest was solid beneath my palms, hard muscle covered by the soft cotton of his henley. I could feel his heart beating, steady and strong, and I was acutely aware of every point of contact between our bodies. His arms were strong around me, one hand splayed across my lower back, the other gripping my upper arm to steady me. Heat radiated from him, seeping through my clothes and into my skin.

My own heart was racing now, but it had nothing to do with the fall and everything to do with the man holding me. My breath hitched audibly in the quiet apartment, and I saw his eyes flicker down to my lips for just a fraction of a second before returning to meet my gaze.

"Still as clumsy as ever, I see," he said, and there was something in his voice, a slight roughness that wasn't there a moment ago that made my stomach flip. But then he was smiling, that easy, teasing smile that I knew so well, and the moment shifted back into familiar territory. "You'd think as a surgeon, you'd have more grace. Don't you need steady hands and good coordination for your job?"

The comment broke the spell, reminding me of who I was and who he was and the fact that I was currently making a complete fool of myself. Again. I pushed against his chest, trying to put some distance between us before I did something really stupid like lean in closer or, God forbid, let him see exactly how much his proximity was affecting me.

"Some things never change," I muttered, my voice coming out more breathless than I'd like. I could feel the heat in my cheeks intensifying, spreading down my neck and across my chest in what I knew was a telltale blush. I'd always been a blusher, my pale skin betraying every emotion I'd rather keep hidden. It was one of the many things I hated about my body's inability to keep secrets.

I stumbled again as I tried to step back, because apparently, I was determined to prove his point about my clumsiness, and his grip on me tightened momentarily before he helped me find my balance. Once I was steady on my feet, he released me, his hands dropping away, and I immediately missed the warmth of his touch. Which was ridiculous. I was being ridiculous.

"And I'm only ungraceful when weirdos pop out of nowhere in my apartment," I stated, dismissively, turning my attention back to my drink. "Seriously, Dylan, what are you doing here? Last I heard from Aubrey, you were out in San Francisco opening that new restaurant. The one with the... what was it? The farm-to-table concept with the rooftop garden?"

"I was," Dylan confirmed, his arms still loosely positioned as if ready to catch me again if I took another tumble. "Now I'm here. Another investment property came available, and I couldn't pass it up. You know me, always looking for the next opportunity."

"That's great news, Dylan," I said, trying to inject some enthusiasm into my voice and mostly succeeding. "Really, that's amazing. But why didn't Aubrey mention that you were coming? She usually tells me everything."

It was true. Aubrey and I had been best friends since middle school, when we bonded over our shared love of science fiction and our mutual status as social outcasts. We'd been inseparable ever since, sharing everything from clothes to secrets to, for the past three years, this apartment. She knew about my crush on Dylan, had known since the beginning, and usually gave me advance warning when he was going to be around so I could mentally prepare myself.

He shrugged, the movement causing his shoulders to shift under his henley in a way that was entirely too distracting. His grip on me loosened slightly, though he didn't fully let go. "I guess she forgot. Or maybe she just wanted it to be a surprise. You know how Brie is, she loves her dramatic reveals."

That was true enough. Aubrey had always had a flair for the theatrical, a love of surprises and grand gestures that had gotten us into trouble more than once. But still, this seemed like a pretty big thing to forget to mention.

Before I could pursue that line of thought, another question popped into my head. One I probably shouldn't ask but couldn't seem to stop myself from voicing. "So, where is the girlfriend? What's her name again?"

I knew her name. Of course, I knew her name. It was Vanessa. Vanessa Krieger, no relation, despite the shared last name, though that coincidence had been a source of awkward jokes when Dylan first introduced her to the family. Vanessa of the perfect bone structure and designer wardrobe. Vanessa who spoke four languages and had a trust fund. Vanessa who had never had hair out of place or said an awkward thing in her entire life.

I asked the question with what I hoped was a cheeky grin, trying to make it seem like casual curiosity rather than the desperate need to know that it actually was. Aubrey and I had spent countless hours dissecting our dislike of Vanessa, finding petty satisfaction in mocking her pretentious Instagram posts and her condescending attitude. It was mean, probably, but it was also a coping mechanism for me, a way to deal with the jealousy that ate at me every time I saw pictures of her and Dylan together, looking like they stepped out of a lifestyle magazine.

Dylan's expression shifted, a smirk playing at the corners of his mouth. He knew exactly what I was doing. He'd heard Aubrey and me make our little jabs at Vanessa before, usually when we'd had a few glasses of wine and our filters had completely disappeared. "She was back in San Francisco," he said, and there was something in his tone, a slight edge, maybe, or a hint of bitterness that made me pay closer attention. "With her new boyfriend."

The words took a moment to process. With her new boyfriend. New boyfriend. Which meant...

"What?" The word came out louder than I intended, sharp with shock. "You two aren't together anymore?"

I couldn't hide my surprise. Dylan and Vanessa had been together for three years; three years of watching them travel the world together, seeing their perfectly curated couple photos on social media, of listening to Aubrey complain about how Vanessa was probably going to be her sister-in-law someday. They seemed solid, permanent. I'd resigned myself to the fact that Dylan was going to marry her, that I'd have to watch him pledge his life to someone else and pretend to be happy about it.

The thought had been devastating. But I'd been preparing myself for it, building up my emotional walls, ready to smile through the engagement announcement and the wedding and all the rest of it.

"Nope," Dylan said, and the single word was loaded with more emotion than such a short response should be able to carry.

My mind was reeling. They were always together. Always. They'd done that year-long trip around the world, visiting places I'd only ever dreamed of, seeing Thailand, New Zealand, Morocco, Iceland, Peru. Vanessa had documented every moment on her Instagram, perfectly filtered photos of them at Machu Picchu, in front of the Eiffel Tower, on beaches with water so blue it didn't look real. They'd seemed happy. In love. Like they were building a life together.

And now they weren't together. Now she was with someone else. Now Dylan was here, in my apartment, single for the first time in three years.

The implications of this were too much to process right now, especially with him still standing so close to me, his presence overwhelming my senses and short-circuiting my ability to think clearly.

"I'm sorry, Dylan," I said, and I meant it. Despite my personal feelings, despite my jealousy and my petty dislike of Vanessa, I never wanted Dylan to be hurt. He was a good person, one of the best people I knew. He deserved to be happy, even if that happiness wasn't with me. "That must be really hard."

"Shit happens," he said with a shrug, trying to play it off as no big deal. But I could see through the casual facade. I'd known Dylan for too long, watched him too closely over the years, not to recognize the signs of pain he was trying to hide. It was there in the tightness around his eyes, the slight downturn of his mouth, the way his shoulders were just a little too tense despite his relaxed posture.

"But let's move on, yeah?" he continued, and before I could respond, he was pulling me into a hug. A real hug, not the casual half-embrace from before. His arms wrapped fully around me, one hand coming up to cradle the back of my head, pressing my face against his chest. "I don't really want to talk about it right now."

I let myself relax into him, my own arms coming up to wrap around his waist. My hands rested against his back, and I could feel the muscles there, the strength in his frame. For just a moment, I allowed myself to pretend that this meant something more than it did. That this was more than just a friend seeking comfort from another friend. That when he held me like this, he felt even a fraction of what I felt.

But I knew better. I'd always known better.

"You haven't answered my question," he said, his arms still around me but loosening slightly so he could look down at my face. "Are you okay? Your entrance would suggest you've had a rough day."

His eyes were searching mine, genuine concern evident in his expression. This was one of the things I'd always loved about Dylan, his ability to read people, to sense when something was wrong, to care enough to ask. He'd always been like this, even when we were younger. I remembered him finding me crying in their backyard once when I was fifteen, after a particularly brutal day at school where some girls had decided to make me their target. He'd sat with me for hours, letting me vent, offering advice, making me laugh when I thought I'd never smile again.

I let out a sigh, debating how much to tell him. The truth was that my day was awful. Dr. Weinen's comments were still echoing in my head, still making my stomach churn with a mixture of anger and self-doubt. My workload had been overwhelming lately, the pressure to prove myself constant and exhausting. I was running on fumes, surviving on coffee and stubbornness and the desperate need to show everyone that I deserved to be where I was.

But I didn't want to dump all of that on Dylan. He was dealing with his own stuff, his own pain. And besides, complaining about work felt trivial compared to a breakup.

"I'm just stressed with work," I said, aiming for casual and probably missing by a mile. "Trying to make a good impression and all that. You know how it is."

I attempted to smile, but I could feel how crooked it was, how it didn't quite reach my eyes. Dylan's expression told me he wasn't buying it, but thankfully, he didn't push. Instead, his face softened, and he gave me one more squeeze before finally releasing me.

"Coffee?" he suggested, and his smile was genuine now, warm and inviting. "Sounds like we could both use some."

"Coffee sounds good," I agreed, grateful for the change of subject and the excuse to do something with my hands. "Really good, actually."

We moved into the kitchen, and I was hyperaware of Dylan's presence behind me. The kitchen was small, barely big enough for two people to move around comfortably, which meant we were in close quarters as I navigated to the coffee maker. Our apartment was typical of older buildings in this neighborhood: high ceilings and beautiful crown molding, but a kitchen that was clearly designed in an era when people didn't cook as much. Aubrey and I had made it work, cramming in as much storage as possible and decorating with plants and colorful dish towels to make it feel homey.

Dylan leaned against the counter, watching me with an expression I couldn't quite read. There was something different about him today, something I couldn't put my finger on. Maybe it was the breakup, the vulnerability that came with heartache. Or maybe it had just been long enough since I'd seen him that I'd forgotten the full impact of his presence.

"So, what's this new business venture?" I asked, pulling down two mugs from the cabinet. One was mine, a nerdy science pun mug that said, "I've got my ion you," and the other was Aubrey's favorite, a simple white ceramic one with "But first, coffee" written in elegant script. "You said something about an investment property?"

Dylan's eyes lit up in that way they always did when he talked about his work. It was one of my favorite things about him, this passion he had for what he did. "Well, it was the coffee shop right across from the hospital where you work," he said, and I nearly dropped the mug I was holding.

"Wait, what? The Daily Grind?" I asked, spinning around to face him. "You bought The Daily Grind?"

He nodded, looking pleased with himself. "The owner was looking to retire, and the location was perfect. Great foot traffic, established customer base, solid reputation. I was going to be there over the next month, working as a barista and experimenting with some new recipes in the kitchen. Getting a feel for the place, you know? I like to be hands-on with my businesses, especially in the beginning."

My mind was reeling for the second time in as many minutes. The Daily Grind was my sanctuary, my escape from the hospital, the place I went to when I needed a break from the fluorescent lights and antiseptic smell and constant pressure. It was a cozy little spot with mismatched furniture and local art on the walls and the best tomato soup in the city. The staff knew my order by heart: large coffee with room for cream, no sugar, and if I was having a particularly rough day, their signature grilled cheese with tomato soup.

And now Dylan owned it. Which meant I was going to see him there. Constantly.

The coffee maker beeped, signaling it was done, and I turned back to pour us each a cup, my hands moving on autopilot while my brain tried to process this information. I added cream to mine -the fancy oat milk that Aubrey insisted on buying-and left Dylan's black because I remembered that was how he took it. Some details stuck with you, even when you wished they wouldn't.

"That shop is my sanctuary," I confessed with a laugh that sounded slightly hysterical even to my own ears. I carried both mugs to our small kitchen table, a round wooden thing we found on Craigslist that wobbled slightly but had character and set them down before sliding into one of the chairs. "Whenever I have a break, I head there for a cup of coffee, a bowl of soup, and a delicious sandwich. They know my name there, that's how often I visit."

Dylan took the seat across from me, his long legs barely fitting under the table. He wrapped his hands around the mug, and I watched his fingers (long and strong, with calluses on the pads from years of kitchen work) curl around the ceramic. "Well, I guess I'll have the pleasure of seeing you both at home and at work, then," he said, and there was something in his voice, something warm and almost... pleased? But that couldn't be right. I was reading into things, seeing what I wanted to see instead of what was actually there.

He took a sip of his coffee, and I watched his throat work as he swallowed. I needed to stop staring at him. This was getting ridiculous.

"So, what's been going on with you?" he asked, setting his mug down and leaning back in his chair. The movement made his henley stretch across his chest again, and I forced my eyes back to his face. "Aubrey mentioned that you finally dumped that jackass you were dating."

I couldn't help but giggle at his blunt assessment. "Yes, I finally came to my senses. He's long gone now."

John. God, John felt like a lifetime ago, even though we only broke up three months back. We'd been together for a year, a year of mediocre dates and mediocre sex and mediocre everything, really. He was a pharmaceutical sales rep I'd met at the hospital, attractive enough in a generic way, successful enough to seem like a good match on paper. But there had been no spark, no real connection. He'd complained constantly about my work hours, made passive-aggressive comments about my "obsession" with my career, and had the emotional depth of a puddle.

"Good riddance," Dylan stated firmly, his blue eyes intense as they held mine. "You deserve someone better anyway. Both you and Aubrey have terrible taste in men," he added with a chuckle, and I rolled my eyes.

"Well, it was not our fault that all men aren't like you," I said before I could stop myself. The words hung in the air between us, and I felt my cheeks heating up again. That was too much, too revealing. I tried to play it off with a lopsided grin, hoping he'd take it as a joke rather than the truth it actually was.

"Like me?" Dylan asked, one eyebrow raised. "Is that supposed to be a compliment?" He was laughing, but there was something else in his expression too, something I couldn't quite identify.

"It was definitely a compliment," I said, committing to it now. "You're one of the good ones."

And it was the truth. Sure, like any teenager, Dylan had his moments: the time he "borrowed" his dad's car without permission and got grounded for a month, the phase where he thought he was too cool for family dinners, the occasional bout of teenage moodiness. But even then, he'd always been fundamentally good. He'd been there for Aubrey when their parents' work schedules meant they were basically raising themselves. He'd been there for me when I needed someone, even though I was just his little sister's weird friend.

And as an adult? Dylan was an even better man. He'd built a successful business empire through hard work and talent, not family connections or luck. He was generous; I'd seen him comp meals for people who couldn't afford them, donate to local charities, help out friends without expecting anything in return. He was kind to service workers, tipped well, remembered people's names. He calls his mom every week. He was charming and caring, with a true heart of gold.

Vanessa was a fool for letting him go. But then again, I already knew that.

"Thank you," Dylan said, and his voice had gone softer, more serious. "But obviously not good enough."

The pain in those words made my chest ache. I reached out without thinking, resting my hand over his where it sat on the table. His skin was warm beneath my palm, and I could feel the slight roughness of his calluses. "That's all on her, Dylan. Not you," I said firmly, needing him to understand this. "You're amazing. If she couldn't see that, if she threw away what you had together, that's her loss. Her failure. Not yours."

Dylan's smile was small and didn't quite reach his eyes. It was a look I'd seen on too many faces in my line of work, the expression of someone trying to be brave, trying to hold it together, but hurting underneath. It was different seeing it on Dylan, though. Dylan, who had always been so confident, so sure of himself. Seeing him vulnerable like this did something to me, made me want to fix it, to take away his pain.

But I couldn't. I couldn't fix heartbreak. I could only be here for him, the way he'd always been here for me.

I gave his hand a small squeeze, my thumb brushing across his knuckles in what I hoped was a comforting gesture. "I'm here for you, Dylan," I whispered, my voice thick with emotion. "You've always been there for me. It is my turn to return the favor."

He let out a bitter laugh, but his hand turned, his fingers threading through mine and holding on. "Maybe. But it doesn't make it hurt any less."

My heart ached for him. This wonderful, kind, amazing man deserved so much better than this. Deserved someone who would appreciate him, who would love him the way he deserved to be loved. Someone who wouldn't throw away three years together for someone new.

"You deserve better too," I said, my voice barely above a whisper. The words felt inadequate, too small for what I was trying to convey.

"Thanks," he murmured, and his grip on my hand tightened. Our eyes locked, and for a moment, the air between us felt charged with something I couldn't name. His blue eyes were so intense, searching my face like he was looking for something. I felt a blush creeping up my cheeks and spreading down my neck, that telltale heat that always gave me away.

I pulled my hand away, perhaps a bit too quickly, and wrapped both hands around my coffee mug instead. The ceramic was warm against my palms, grounding me. I took a sip, even though it was still too hot and burned my tongue slightly.

A silence settled between us, but it was not uncomfortable. It was the kind of silence that came from years of knowing each other, from a comfort level that didn't require constant conversation. We sipped our coffee, lost in our own thoughts. I could sense the weight of Dylan's pain in the air, a heaviness that made me want to reach out again, but I kept my hands firmly wrapped around my mug.

Just then, I heard the familiar sound of keys jingling in the lock, followed by Aubrey's voice calling out from the front door. "Honey, I’m home!"

The words were delivered in her typical dramatic fashion, and I couldn't help but smile. Aubrey had always had a flair for the theatrical, a tendency to treat everyday moments like scenes from a movie. It was one of the things I loved about her.

"We're in the kitchen," I called back, grateful for the interruption. The tension that had been building between Dylan and me dissipated, and I felt like I could breathe again.

Aubrey appeared in the doorway moments later, her wild auburn curls bouncing around her shoulders, her green eyes bright with mischief. She was still in her work clothes, dark jeans and a flowy blouse that somehow looked both professional and artistic, which was very on-brand for her job at the art gallery. Her eyes immediately landed on her brother, and her smile widened before shifting to me.

"Hey girl," she said, her voice teasing in a way that made me immediately suspicious. Aubrey knew me too well, could read me too easily. I was sure she'd already picked up on something in the atmosphere, some hint of the charged moment Dylan and I just shared. "Dylan is going to be staying with us for a little while. Is that alright with you?"

The question was clearly rhetorical; she knew I'd never say no, knew that I'd never make Dylan feel unwelcome. But there was something in her tone, a hint of amusement that made me narrow my eyes at her.

"It is perfectly fine," I replied, trying to keep my voice steady and casual. "But a little heads up would have been nice," I added, shooting a glare at my mischievous friend that lacked any real heat. "He scared the shit out of me when I got home. I literally fell off the couch."

Aubrey's laughter filled the kitchen, loud and unrestrained. It was the kind of laugh that was contagious, and soon Dylan was joining in, his deep chuckle mixing with her higher-pitched giggles. Despite my embarrassment, I found myself laughing too. 

Aubrey's piercing green eyes darted back and forth between us, her brow slightly furrowed in surprise. She was studying us with the intensity of someone trying to solve a puzzle, and I could practically see the wheels turning in her head. "You do seem to be in a better mood than when I spoke with you this morning," she stated, her voice dripping with curiosity and something else, speculation, maybe.

"Not really," Dylan said, flashing that charming grin in my direction. "But Skylar here has been an excellent distraction."

"Glad I could help," I replied, rolling my eyes playfully. I knew exactly what he was referring to: my spectacular display of clumsiness, the way I fell off the couch and then into him.

Aubrey's smile widened as she crossed the kitchen to hug her brother. They embraced tightly, and I could see the genuine affection between them. Despite their parents' absence during their childhood, despite the four-year age gap, Aubrey and Dylan had always been close. He'd been more than just a brother to her; he'd been a parent figure, a protector, a best friend.

"So, Brie, how's your day been?" Dylan asked, using the nickname he'd called her since they were kids. It was short for Aubrey, obviously, but also a reference to the cheese, which had been her favorite food as a child.

"I've had a pretty good day," Aubrey responded, pouring herself coffee and adding an obscene amount of sugar and cream. "Sold three pieces from the new exhibition, which made my boss very happy. And I finally convinced that sculptor I've been courting to let us represent him. So yeah, pretty successful."

As the two of them continued to catch up, falling into the easy rhythm of siblings who genuinely liked each other, I found myself feeling suddenly exhausted. The adrenaline from my confrontation with Dr. Weinen, from falling off the couch, from the charged moments with Dylan, it was all catching up with me at once. My body felt heavy, my mind foggy.

"I'm going to grab a shower," I announced, pushing back from the table and standing up. Both Dylan and Aubrey looked over at me, and I offered them a tired smile. "I'll catch up with you guys later."

"You okay?" Aubrey asked, her eyes searching my face with concern.

"Yeah, just tired," I assured her. "Long day."

I left them in the kitchen and made my way down the short hallway to the bathroom. Our apartment had only one bathroom, which was sometimes a challenge with two people, and was going to be even more interesting with three. The thought of sharing a bathroom with Dylan, of him seeing my products cluttering the counter, of potentially running into him in the morning when I was barely awake, sent a flutter through my stomach that I firmly ignored.
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It was still dark when I found myself wide awake, pulled from sleep by the insistent pressure from my bladder. The clock on my nightstand read 2:58 a.m., the red numbers glowing accusingly in the darkness. I groaned, rolling onto my stomach so that I could bury my head in my pillow, the cool cotton already warm from where my face had been pressed against it moments before. The fabric smelled faintly of my lavender detergent, a scent that usually soothed me but did nothing now to lure me back to sleep.

I didn't want to be awake right now. My body felt heavy, weighted down by exhaustion, and my mind was still foggy with the remnants of whatever dream I'd been having. But I knew from experience that if I didn't get up and do as my body demanded, there would be no going back to sleep. I'd just lie here, increasingly uncomfortable, watching the minutes tick by until my alarm went off at 5:30. And I needed that sleep, I had a full day of patients tomorrow, starting with morning rounds at the hospital, and I couldn't afford to run on fumes.

So instead of lying in bed and fighting the urge to pee, I sleepily pushed myself up, my muscles protesting the movement. The hardwood floor was cold against my bare feet as I padded toward the bathroom, and I was suddenly very aware of how little I was wearing—just a black tank top and the tiny sleep shorts that Aubrey had convinced me to buy last summer, insisting that I needed to "embrace my body" or some such nonsense. At the time, I'd rolled my eyes at her, but I'd bought them anyway because she was right—I did spend too much time in oversized t-shirts and scrubs.

Now, stumbling through the dark apartment in the middle of the night, I was grateful no one could see me. Or at least, I assumed no one could see me.

The bathroom light was harsh when I flipped it on, making me squint against the sudden brightness. I did my business quickly, washed my hands, and splashed some cold water on my face, hoping it might help me fall back asleep faster. My reflection in the mirror looked tired—dark circles under my eyes, my red hair a tangled mess around my shoulders. I looked every bit as exhausted as I felt.

As I tiptoed back down the dimly lit hallway, careful to avoid the spot near Aubrey's room where the floor creaked, the faint sound of a TV playing drifted from the living room. The blue-gray flicker of the screen cast dancing shadows on the walls, and I could hear the low murmur of voices—some late-night infomercial or movie. My footsteps echoed softly against the hardwood floor despite my attempts at stealth, adding to the eerie silence of the house. Everything felt muted at this hour, like the world was holding its breath.

As I passed the living room, I glimpsed a figure sitting on the couch, silhouetted against the TV's glow. My heart jumped, even though logically I knew it could only be one person. Dylan. Of course it was Dylan. He'd been staying here for almost a week now, ever since Aubrey insisted he move in after his breakup with Vanessa. Still, there was something unsettling about seeing someone sitting alone in the dark at three in the morning.

I paused for a moment in the hallway, my heart racing as I contemplated whether I should go check on him or just slip back to my room and pretend I didn't see anything. It wasn't really my business, was it? He was Aubrey's brother, not mine, even if we'd known each other for years. Even if he'd always been kind to me, always made me laugh, always looked at me with those impossibly blue eyes that seemed to see right through whatever professional mask I was wearing.

But then I heard a soft voice calling out to me, rough with exhaustion and something else I couldn't quite identify.

"Skylar?"

The sound of my name in his voice sent an unexpected shiver down my spine. I told myself it was just because I was cold, standing here in the hallway wearing barely anything, but I knew that wasn't entirely true.

"Dylan, are you okay?" I whispered, trying not to wake Aubrey, who was fast asleep in her room down the hall. Aubrey slept like the dead, but I still felt the need to be quiet, to preserve this strange intimacy of the late-night hours. I took a few steps into the living room, and I could just make out Dylan's face in the dim light from the TV. He looked tired, no exhausted. His eyes were heavy-lidded, shadowed with dark circles that matched my own, and there was a tightness around his mouth that spoke of pain he was trying to hide. His dark hair was disheveled, sticking up in places like he'd been running his hands through it. I couldn't help but feel a pang of concern for him, sharp and unexpected in its intensity.

I'd seen him hurting before, when their father died, when he didn't get into his first-choice graduate program, but this was different. This was a kind of raw vulnerability I'd never witnessed in Dylan before, and it made something in my chest ache.

"Couldn't sleep," he answered, his voice laced with frustration and resignation. He was sitting on the couch in just a pair of gray sweatpants, his chest bare, and I could see the tension in his shoulders, the way he was holding himself like he was trying to keep from falling apart. "I'm sorry if I woke you. I was trying to be quiet."

I shook my head, even though I wasn't sure he could see the gesture clearly in the darkness. "You didn't wake me. I needed to use the bathroom." I continued walking past him, toward the kitchen, suddenly needing something to do with my hands, some excuse not to stand there staring at him. "Do you need anything from the kitchen?"

"No, I'm good. I have a drink right here," he replied, raising his glass. Even in the dim light, I could see the amber liquid inside, could smell the sharp scent of whiskey from where I was standing. It wasn't my place to judge—God knows I'd had my share of wine after particularly difficult shifts, but something about seeing him drinking alone in the dark bothered me. As a doctor, I knew alcohol was a depressant, that it would only make his insomnia worse, making it harder for him to process what he was going through. As his friend, and that was what I was, right? His sister's friend who happened to live with them? I wanted to take that glass away and replace it with something that might help.

I nodded, even though I knew he couldn't see me in the dark and made my way into the kitchen. The tile was even colder than the hardwood, and I suppressed a shiver as I opened the refrigerator. The light from inside seemed blindingly bright after the darkness of the living room, and I had to blink several times before I could focus on the contents. I grabbed a bottle of water, the plastic cold and slick with condensation in my hand, and closed the door, plunging the kitchen back into darkness.

When I made my way back to the living room, I didn't head toward the hallway and my bedroom like I should have. Instead, I found myself sitting down next to him on the couch, close enough that I could feel the heat radiating from his body, could smell his cologne mixed with something else, soap and skin and a hint of that whiskey. The couch cushions dipped under my weight, and I tucked my legs up under me, suddenly very aware of how much skin I was showing.

"Have you gotten any sleep tonight?" I asked, my voice filled with more concern than I intended to reveal. I was trying to sound casual, professional even, but I could hear the worry threading through my words.

"Not yet," he sighed, his shoulders slumping as if the admission cost him something. In the flickering light from the TV, I could see his profile, the strong line of his jaw, the way his throat worked as he swallowed, the exhaustion etched into every line of his face. "I'm not used to sleeping alone yet. It's silly, but I've gotten used to having someone next to me for the past four years and now I feel a bit off without it."

There was something in his voice, vulnerability, loneliness that made my heart clench. I thought about what it must be like to spend four years building a life with someone, sharing a bed every night, and then suddenly finding yourself alone. To have all those routines and comforts stripped away, leaving you adrift in the dark hours of the morning with nothing but your thoughts and regrets for company.

"When was the last time you actually got some sleep?" I asked, my voice was thick with worry. I was leaning toward him now, drawn by some invisible force, and I had to resist the urge to reach out and touch him, to offer some physical comfort.

"A few days ago," he sighed again, and I could hear the exhaustion in every syllable. "I've maybe had an hour here and there."

My medical training kicked in immediately, and I felt my brow furrow with concern. Sleep deprivation could have serious effects, impaired cognitive function, weakened immune system, increased risk of depression and anxiety. And Dylan was already dealing with the emotional trauma of a breakup; the last thing he needed was to compound that with the physical and mental effects of insomnia.

"You don't need me to tell you this, but a lack of sleep isn't good for you," I said gently, reaching out before I could stop myself and placing my hand over his where it rested on his thigh. His skin was warm under my palm, and I could feel the slight tremor in his fingers, whether from exhaustion or emotion I couldn't tell. "It will only make it harder for you to process everything."

"Thanks, Doc," Dylan said sarcastically, but I could hear the faint smile in his voice, could see the corner of his mouth quirk up slightly. There was no real bite to his words, just a gentle teasing that reminded me of all the times over the years when he'd called me that, usually when I was fussing over him or Aubrey about something health related.

"Sorry, it's a bad habit," I apologized, feeling guilty for slipping into doctor mode. I started to pull my hand back, but he caught it, his fingers wrapping around mine and holding on. The gesture was simple, friendly even, but it sent a jolt of electricity up my arm that I absolutely should not be feeling.

"No, I'm sorry. You're right. And don't apologize; you worked hard to get that degree so I should pay more attention to your advice," he said, giving my hand a reassuring squeeze. His thumb brushed across my knuckles, and I wondered if he realized he was doing it, if he could feel the way my pulse had quickened. "I just haven't slept alone in years and it's just strange, you know?" he admitted, his voice filled with a vulnerability that made me want to wrap my arms around him and promise that everything would be okay, even though I knew that wasn't a promise I could make.

"You could get a pet? Maybe a cat or a dog? Something to keep you company," I suggested, my voice laced with concern. It was a practical solution, something that might help with loneliness without the complications of jumping into another relationship before he was ready. I could see the exhaustion and loneliness weighing heavily on Dylan's shoulders, could see it in the way he was hunched over slightly, in the defeated set of his mouth. He chuckled at my suggestion, a low sound that rumbled in his chest, but I could tell he was considering it. The tension in the room eased for a moment, and I felt a glimmer of hope that maybe I'd said something helpful.

"Maybe once I'm in my own place," he said, his voice tinged with longing. "I don't think my sister would appreciate me bringing a dog in here." He chuckled again, but this time it sounded more wistful than amused, and I could hear the unspoken words beneath—that he didn't have his own place anymore, that he was thirty-two years old and sleeping on his sister's couch, that his entire life had been upended and he was still trying to figure out how to put the pieces back together.

I could sense the deep-rooted desire for companionship in his words, the need for something or someone to fill the void that Vanessa left. And I understood it, even if I'd never been in his exact situation. I'd felt that loneliness too, coming home to an empty apartment after long shifts at the hospital, wishing there was someone there to talk to, to share my day with, to just be present with me in the quiet moments.

"Well, we could always talk her into it. And if she doesn't have to take care of it, she'll probably be down for it," I suggested, trying to lighten the mood. I couldn't help but chuckle at the thought of Dylan's posh, designer-wearing sister having to pick up dog poop in her stilettos. Aubrey loved animals in theory, but in practice, she was more of an “admire them from afar" kind of person. "I can see it now, Aubrey in her Louboutin’s, walking a golden retriever through the park."

Dylan laughed, a real laugh this time, and the sound warmed something inside me. "God, she'd kill me. But it would almost be worth it just to see the look on her face. I'll think about it," he said, a small smile playing on his lips, and for a moment, he looked lighter, younger, more like the Dylan I'd always known, the one who was quick with a joke and always ready with a smile.

We sat in comfortable silence for a moment, and I became acutely aware of how close we were sitting, of the fact that he was still holding my hand, of the way the TV light played across his bare chest. I should probably go back to bed. This was dangerous territory, sitting here in the dark with my best friend's brother, both of us barely dressed, his thumb still tracing absent patterns on my hand.

But I didn't move.

"How about I make you some chamomile tea? It will help you relax and then maybe you can get some sleep," I offered, hoping to help ease the weight on his shoulders. It was something concrete I could do, something that fell safely within the bounds of friendship and medical advice. He looked like he was about to protest, I could see it in the way his mouth opened, in the stubborn set of his jaw, but I quickly took the glass with alcohol still in it from his hand and made my way into the kitchen to dump it out.

The whiskey glugged down the drain, and I rinsed the glass, setting it in the sink. Flicking on the light above the sink, I turned around to see that Dylan had followed me, and I nearly jumped out of my skin.

"Jesus, you scared me," I breathed, pressing a hand to my chest where my heart was hammering.

But my startled reaction quickly faded as I took in the sight of him standing in the kitchen doorway, backlit by the glow from the living room TV. And God help me, I couldn't help but notice the way his eyes quickly scanned my body, starting at my bare legs and traveling slowly upward, lingering on the curve of my hips in these ridiculously short shorts, the way my tank top clung to my breasts. His cheeks turned a slight shade of pink when he realized I'd caught him looking, and he quickly averted his gaze.

But I couldn't say that I blamed him. I wasn't exactly hiding anything in these black booty shorts and thin tank top I could feel the way the cool air had made my nipples harden, visible through the fabric, and I resisted the urge to cross my arms over my chest. And to be fair, I had taken a quick glance at his almost-naked body when I turned around and saw him standing there. How could I not? He was standing there with no shirt on, and those low-hanging gray sweats did absolutely nothing to conceal what he had going on down below. I could see the defined V of his hip bones, the trail of dark hair that disappeared beneath the waistband of his sweats, the way the soft fabric clung to his thighs.

My mouth went dry, and I felt heat pooling low in my belly, a familiar ache that I absolutely should not be feeling right now. Not for Dylan. Not for my best friend's brother who just got out of a three-year relationship and was clearly vulnerable and hurting.

Yep, living with Dylan was going to test every bit of my restraint. Maybe I should take Aubrey up on one of her offers to go clubbing and try to find someone to hook up with. It had been months since I'd been with anyone; my schedule at the hospital didn't exactly leave much time for dating, and clearly, I was more pent up than I realized if I was standing
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