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HeartValve: Three Hearts, One Love
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WHEN CARDIAC SURGEON Kyle Marlow and cardiologist Jolie Prescott finally admit their decade-long attraction at a medical conference, they never expected charming RN Josh Hagerman would complete their hearts. But building a triad relationship means navigating workplace dynamics, a dangerous stalker, and proving that sometimes the strongest bonds are built between three.
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TEN YEARS OF FRIENDSHIP. One night that changes everything. Three hearts that beat as one.
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Triggers:

Medical Trauma

Stalking / Harassment (Ex)

Steamy Sexual Content (MMF Scenes, MM Scenes, MF Scenes)

Emotional / Psychological Content

Relationship / Social Content

Alcohol consumption

Brief mention of divorce (Josh's parents, not detailed)

Death of grandparent (mentioned in past, not on page)

Brief profanity throughout

Marijuana reference (joke, not used)
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Chapter 1 - JOLIE (Jo or Jo-Jo) PRESCOTT, MD
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Sounds of soft, repetitious hum of rubber tires on endless asphalt while the landscape transforms around us. Houston's inner-city chaos melts into dense East Texas woods where the sharp sting of pine needles and my nose with that familiar prickle I've come to associate with escape. Finally, the terrain shifts again to the sandy, scrub-brushed expanse of South Texas as we make our way toward LaSalle Assembly and Symposium Center.

Port Aransas disappears in the rearview mirror, but the briny promise of the coast grows stronger with each passing mile. That beachy, salt-kissed vibe wraps around us, and my stomach performs delighted gymnastics in celebration.

As much as I hate salt water - and I mean genuinely despise the stuff - I love the beach with a passion that borders on irrational. I know it sounds crazy. It doesn't make sense even to me. I’m the woman who barely dares to get into the ocean but will spend hours with her toes buried in the sand. But I won't apologize for my contradictions.

I'm riding shotgun in Kyle's beast of a Jeep Renegade, windows down, radio tuned to our favorite indie station that plays the kind of music you can't quite sing along to but feel in your bones anyway. Tendrils of my mousy brown hair whip across my face, tickling and irritating my already stuffy nose.

It won't take long for the ocean breeze to work its magic on my sinuses. Then my allergies can finally take a hike for the weekend.

Just another thing to look forward to.

Kyle's long, elegant finger reaches out to turn down the volume to the radio as we slow our pace along Gulf Beach Road. We're riding parallel to the Gulf waters now, that endless stretch of blue-green that both calls to me and repels me in equal measure.

We've been silent for the last hour, comfortable in that easy way that comes only with years of friendship. The kind of silence that doesn't need filling. Kyle Marlow is my best friend and has been since our first year of residency at Herman Memorial.

God, has it really been ten years?

Ten years since we walked into the cardiac wing at the same time, both of us green and eager and scared absolutely shitless. I remember the way his hand shook when he introduced himself. I remember thinking, At least I'm not the only one terrified.

Time flies, doesn't it? Regardless of lonely doctors who live for their practice and patients, who sacrifice relationships and sleep and sanity at the altar of medicine, it ticks on without remorse. Without pause. Without mercy.

The air is damp, fulling my lungs with that saline scent deep into my lungs, letting it fill every corner of my chest. The tingle in my nose is immediate, working to loosen the congestion that's plagued me since we left Houston's foggy embrace.

His Jeep is large and roomy, though the ride is bumpier than I'd like, especially since my feet barely brush the floorboard. I feel like a child in a grown-up's car, dangling and ridiculous. But it made sense for him to drive. He doesn't fit in my little BMW 2 Series, not with those long legs and broad shoulders, and he would have bitched and moaned the entire three-hour drive if I'd insisted on taking my car.

And I make a point to pick my battles with him.

"There's the sign for the resort." Kyle's baritone voice seeps into my skin like warm honey, settling easily into my gut like it belongs there. Like it's carved out its own permanent space inside me.

He's my bestie, my go-to, my ride-or-die. He's the calm waters to my storm, the voice of reason when I'm spiraling, the one who answers at three a.m. without complaint. He's the yin to my yang, the peanut butter to my jelly, and every other cliché friendship metaphor you can think of.

He's also my business partner. Our practice, HeartValve - named during a wine-drunk brainstorming session that seemed hilarious at the time - is located on the northeast side of Houston where the traffic is the worst the city has to offer and the surrounding area is mostly industrial warehouses and auto shops. But the location is ideal, with all the major freeways easily accessible and rent that doesn't require selling a kidney.

He’s also the brother to my ex, but we won’t get into all that. I don't want to think of that asshole, Will, while we're here, while the ocean is calling and the weekend stretches before us full of possibility. Thinking about him will just poison everything, turn this escape into another reminder of my spectacular failure at relationships.

Nope. William Marlow can stay in Houston where he belongs. Preferably choking on his own arrogance.

I look up and see the entrance gates to the conference center materialize through the windshield. It's a modest place compared to the massive convention centers Houston has to offer, with their sprawling complexes, endless hallways and fluorescent lighting that makes everyone look half-dead. But I like this type of setting infinitely better. Smaller venues feel more relatable, more personal. Intimate without being intrusive or claustrophobic.

Kyle parks mid-lot and I drop down from the lifted elevation of his monster Jeep, my feet hitting the pavement with more force than I intended. He's already at the back of the vehicle, moving with that efficient grace that makes everything look effortless, pulling down suitcases and rolling mine toward me without being asked.

Because he is always taking care of me. Even when I don't ask. Even when I don’t need it. Even when I don't want it.

We walk into the lobby together, and the sense of familiarity hits me like a physical embrace. The amber glow of the polished wood floors catches the afternoon light. The scent of clean linen mixed with that artificial springtime freshness hotels love to pump through their ventilation wraps around me like a welcome.

I've been here before.

Twice, actually. Once for a cardiac seminar where I barely slept and consumed my body weight in conference coffee. And once on a personal trip right after the nasty breakup with Will, when Kyle insisted I needed to ‘get away’ and ‘process’ and all those other therapeutic buzzwords people throw around when your heart's been shattered.

And, I have to admit, that trip did a world of good for me.

The clerk behind the counter, thirty-ish and sporting some killer dreads, hands Kyle two keycards with a smile that lights up his face. The tag pinned to his shirt identifies him as Teddy, and his smile is blinding white against rich dark skin.

"There you go, Sir. Adjoining rooms 214 and 216. You'll both have a view of the ocean." His gaze lingers on Kyle just a beat too long, and oh Teddy, I know exactly how you feel. "Take in some sun this weekend. Don't work too hard."

Kyle winks at him and I swear he blushes, a faint darkening across his cheeks. “That’s the plan, Teddy. Thank you.”

Kyle turns to me, and before I can react, his large hand grips the back of my neck possessively, then he shoves me forward with gentle but insistent pressure. I have no choice but to start walking, our luggage rolling obediently beside us as we head toward our rooms.

"You know I can walk all on my own, right?" Sarcasm drips from every word - it's my default setting, my armor. "I'm all grown up and perfectly capable of finding our rooms without you manhandling me."

His fingers tighten against my skin, warm and commanding, as we turn down the hallway toward our wing. "Shut up and deal with it."

I huff loudly - a dramatic exhale designed to communicate exactly how irritating he is - but there's no use arguing with him about this. He's protective and overbearing, and in ten years I've never once won this particular battle. He treats me like I'm fragile, like I might break or get lost or spontaneously combust if he's not within arm's reach.

He’s infuriating. Endearing. And completely maddening.

We stop outside room 214. "I also know how to use a keycard, Kyle." My deadpan tone carefully crafted to communicate annoyance. "I've mastered this advanced technology."

He ignores me completely. Without answering, without even acknowledging my protest, he pushes himself into my room ahead of me, those broad shoulders filling the doorway. He looks around with the intensity of a Secret Service agent sweeping for threats - checking the bathroom, testing the locks on the windows, verifying the adjoining door works properly.

He’s also ridiculous.

Satisfied with his inspection, he nods once, then leans down and kisses my forehead. His lips are warm, the gesture so casual and familiar, it makes my chest ache. "You're good. See you in the morning, Jo."

"Night," I manage, my voice smaller than intended.

The door closes with a soft click, and suddenly I'm alone with the silence and my thoughts.

I take a minute to actually look around the room. King bed with a plush white comforter that looks like a cloud. Dresser with a flat-screen TV mounted on the wall above it. Coffee maker on the counter with those individual serving pods that never quite taste like real coffee but will do in a pinch. A desk and chair positioned by the window. Basic but comfortable. Exactly what we need for a working weekend.

I pull my suitcase up onto the bed and methodically unpack. Hanging up my clothes, putting underwear and pajamas in drawers, organizing my toiletries in the bathroom with the precision of someone who's done this a thousand times. I plug my phone into the convenient bedside table connection, watching the battery icon light up.

All in all, unpacking takes a whopping five minutes.

I brush my teeth, change into my comfy oversized t-shirt that definitely belonged to Kyle at one point, and my itty-bitty soccer shorts that barely qualify as clothing.

I mean – take a look... is this sexy or what? (Not).

The ambient light of the mounted sconce behind my bed casts a warm glow as I unlock the adjoining door between my room and Kyle's. The dead bolt slides open with a satisfying click.

I have absolutely no doubt that he's already unlocked his side, probably the second he stepped into his room, but I don't open the door to check. He might be in the middle of changing, and I definitely don't want that particular image branded into my brain.

Not that it would be a hardship, believe me. Kyle is tall and dark and the kind of dangerous that makes smart women do stupid things. He's buff and tough and entirely too easy to look at. A Greek god sculpted in flesh, with a sense of humor that catches you off guard and a sweetness that could melt the coldest heart.

He's also one of the best cardiothoracic surgeons in the state of Texas. Patients request him by name. Other doctors seek his council.

But he's my bestie. My partner. My person.

And seeing him naked... I can't... nope... not going there, even when the emptiness in my core screams at me when I'm around him. Or, hell, when I merely think of him, which is far more often than I'd like to admit.

Besides, he's gay. I take a moment to mourn for all women everywhere.

My phone dings with a text message, the sound too loud in the quiet room.

Kyle: Why do you get a king bed and I get two Queens?

I roll my eyes so hard it hurts.

Me: Hey. You're the one who picked this room for me.

Kyle: Not fair.

The nerve of this man. The absolute audacity.

Me: Bite me.

I hear the deep rumble of his laughter from the other side of the door, and despite my irritation, warmth blooms low in my belly. 

I set my phone down on the nightstand and turn off the light, plunging the room into near darkness. Only the soft glow from the bathroom nightlight remains, casting gentle shadows across the walls.

I turn to my right side, adjust my pillow under my neck, and settle down to sleep.

I'm genuinely excited about this convention. I want to see the latest cardiac technology, the innovations that will change how we practice medicine. I want to hear lectures from some of the most influential professors in the field, the pioneers who are pushing boundaries. I want to talk to other cardiac specialists from different parts of the state, compare notes, share war stories from the ER.

I want to remember why I fell in love with this work in the first place.

The room is dark and cool and blessedly quiet. From outside, the faint susurration of ocean waves rolling onto the beach reaches my ears; that eternal rhythm that predates humanity and will outlast us all. The tranquility of it all, along with the gentle pull of exhaustion, carries me under.
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A RUSTLE OF MATERIAL and the lift of my blanket yanks me from sleep in the middle of the night. My brain struggles through layers of fog and forgotten dreams as Kyle slips into bed beside me, his presence announced by the distinctive pop of his knee; an old injury from his collegiate basketball days that ended his professional career goals and redirected his life toward medicine.

His fresh, warm, utterly masculine scent invades my nostrils. Clean soap. Something woodsy and undeniably him.

With my brain still muddled from sleep, my body responds before my mind can catch up. His heavenly scent, the warmth of his large body as he settles onto the mattress beside me, the solid weight of him - it all reminds me just how empty I feel. How long it's been since anyone touched me. How much I want things I shouldn't want.

"Can't sleep?" My voice is rough with sleep, but I'm not alarmed that he's in my room, that he had the audacity to slip into my bed unannounced. He's done this countless times over the years. It's become a thing, this middle-of-the-night migration.

I glance over at the glowing dial of the clock on the bedside table. 1:30 a.m.

"Beds too small." He settles down beside me with a satisfied grunt, his considerable weight creating a dip in the mattress that forces me to roll several inches his way. Physics and gravity conspiring against my resolve, because life likes to throw kinks into my armor.

"We can trade rooms," I suggest reasonably, even as he adjusts the covers over his massive body, stealing the warmth that was protecting me from aggressive air conditioning.

"No. We're already unpacked. This is fine."

This dude. This impossible, infuriating, wonderful dude.

I scoot closer to his warmth since he decided to commandeer all the covers without asking. Irritated but too tired to fight about it, I puff my cheeks with an exhale, then roll to my back and settle down again, hyperaware of every inch between us.

Just sleep, you foolish girl. Don't think about anything else.
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THE ALARM ON MY PHONE startles me awake with its aggressive beeping. Reaching out blindly to silence it, I tilt the screen to see the time through squinted eyes.

7:00 a.m.

I should roll out of bed and shower. Should start the day like a responsible adult. But I'm so impossibly comfortable, cocooned in warmth with Kyle's big body spooned behind me, his chest pressed against my back, his breath warm on my neck.

His arm tightens around my middle possessively; he snorts and man-grunts in that way men do when they're still half-asleep. Then he noses the back of my neck, his stubble scratching lightly against my sensitive skin.

He's a cuddler.

Fighting the overwhelming urge to press my ass back against him, to feel more of him, I elbow his ribs instead, hard enough to make a point. "Wake up. Time for breakfast."

He wheezes out a breath from the jab, clearly not expecting me to attack, then adjusts his hips and - 

Um, yes please.

His morning wood hits my backside, hard and insistent and impossible to ignore.

"Oh my God! Really?" My voice comes out strangled, hopefully expressing outrage and not what I’m actually feeling.

"It's morning. I'm a guy." He states it like it's just an unavoidable fact of life, a law of nature I should have anticipated. Like I should simply accept that I have a dick three sizes too large pressing into my ass first thing in the morning.

"Well, move, big guy. Your wood is annoying."

Annoying. Yeah. That's definitely the word for what it is.

"Yeah, yeah." He rolls to the edge of the bed with a groan, sniffs loudly, clears his throat, then stands in one fluid movement.

All he's wearing are black boxer briefs. Tight, low-slung, leaving absolutely nothing to the imagination.

Since he's facing away from me, I allow myself one forbidden moment to look.

His back is a masterpiece of male anatomy, deliciously formed with muscles rippling across those impossibly wide shoulders, the dramatic dip of his waist that creates that perfect V shape, and the way everything molds into a tight, toned ass that could launch a thousand fantasies.

And the top of his ass crack is showing above the waistband of his briefs.

No. Absolutely not. Stop looking right now.

"Ugh!" I cover my eyes dramatically, breaking the spell. "Your ass is full moon. Cover it up before I barf."

Completely unconcerned with my horror, he lifts the band of his briefs up his hips lazily, barely covering anything. "Deal with it," he says as he moves with fluid grace through the open doorway between our rooms, not bothering to close either door behind him.

Typical. So damn typical.

If I close them, he'll just open them again within five minutes, so I leave them as they are. Pick your battles, I remind myself.

Silently cursing my fate of zero privacy, I grab my clothes and take them to the bathroom with me to change into after my shower. No need to give him a sneak peek at my body. He'd probably run far, far away at the sight of my naked ass anyway.

Just ask his brother. Will had plenty to say about my bodily defects.

But I push that thought away, turning on the shower and letting the sound of water drown out everything else.
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Chapter 2 - HARRISON KYLE MARLOW, MD
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The water is scalding, exactly how I like it, and the force from the showerhead is fast and furious, pounding against my skin like punishment. I grab my shaft and start to yank, hard and desperate. Jo’s ass was too delicious this morning, and I couldn’t help but shove my morning boner between her ass cheeks.

Just like I couldn’t stop myself from tightening my hold around her waist so my arm could rub up against the bottom side of her generous tits, firm and free under my old college t-shirt.

Just thinking of how they felt on my forearm makes my cock surge in my hand. My balls draw up and I feel the familiar load of lust in my gut start to spread throughout my body.

If I had my way, she would be my friend and my lover. Both. Everything. But that can never happen, and I've made my peace with that particular brand of torture.

My love for her goes way beyond simple lust or the promise of a fast fuck. I love her to the moon and back, love her with a ferocity that terrifies me, and I will never – never - do anything to jeopardize the relationship I have with her. And it would definitely suffer if we were to give in to temptation, indulge in wicked, desperate sex, then have something happen to ruin it.

And something always happens to ruin the good shit, doesn’t it?

She's already been hurt by someone close to me. I won't be the one to hurt her again.

I’ve wanted to fuck her for years. Years. Even while she dated my idiot brother, the jackass who let her get away. He’d gotten to fuck her whenever he wanted, but he was too stupid to realize the treasure she is, and he let her go.

Like I said. Stupid.

Lucky for me, that breakup ended the insane jealousy I harbored of him, although I hated to see her get hurt. I’m still mad at the fucker, just because of what he put her through.

She's a brilliant doctor, the kind who sees solutions others miss. A friend who will go to the ends of the earth for me without hesitation, without keeping score. A partner in business and life that I literally cannot live without - and I've tried to imagine it, tried to picture my world without her in it, and the void is unbearable.

Yes, I want to stick my dick in all her holes. Yes, I want her delicious little body writhing on top of me, skin on skin, mouth on mouth. Yes, my dick wants to sink inside all her warm wetness and take her with force and finality.

But I love her too much to chance sex with her. Spilling my jizz inside her isn’t worth taking such a risk. If I lost her, if I destroyed what we have because I couldn't keep my hands to myself, it would be the end of me, carnal desires be damned.

So, I'll take what I can get. I'll take her friendship and pretend it's enough.

But I can dream. While the hot water rains down on my heated skin, I can’t help but imagine what it would have been like if I’d have stuck my dick in her ass, taking her from behind, pounding into her so hard her sweet little cheeks would ripple from the force of my hips. I can picture it, plain as day, in my head.

My hand yanks hard, taking pre-come and rubbing it over the tip, but it’s not quite as satisfying as it would have been if I’d have just shoved her over, stuck my dick inside her cunt and slammed into her, again and again.

Goddam, just the image of her spreading her legs for me; of my dick sliding into her sweet pussy makes me come with a force.

I grunt as my release hits me, my lust for her exploding in ribbons of white that shoot onto the tile then slide down the water-soaked drain. My forehead presses against the cool tile wall as I catch my breath, my heart hammering.

A little peeved at myself for being too scared to voice the way I really feel about my best friend - to my best friend - I turn off the water and dry off roughly. I dress in casual chinos and a button-down cotton shirt, rolled at the sleeves because it's too damn hot for formality. I slip on boat shoes, grab my wallet and keycard, then hurry through the adjoining doors like I'm late for something.

Like I can't stand to be away from her for five minutes.

Maybe, if I hurry, I can catch her dressing. Watch as she slathers that heavenly scented cream all over her precious body. Fair and soft skin, luscious tits, wide hips and bite-able thighs. I’d let my eyes drink in the sight of her shimmying into a lacy thong. Watch as her tits bounce while she corsets those mountains into a matching bra.

Her shower is running, and I sit on her bed - our bed now, apparently - imagining her naked little form under the spray. Water cascading over those curves I've memorized through clothing alone. I picture my large hands, dark in comparison to her pale soft skin, lathered with soap, rubbing down her body. From her tits to her pussy, cleaning and scrubbing while she whimpers in lust for me, while she wants me the way I want her.

Shit. Now I'm hard again. Already.

The shower turns off with a squeak of pipes, and I hear the rustle of material. She must have taken her clothes into the bathroom with her.

Too bad for me.

She exits the bathroom in a cloud of steam and floral-scented body wash, looks up at me with those impossible green eyes - the color of spring leaves backlit by sun - her hair plastered to her head in dark, wet ropes while she scrubs at it with a towel.

She's dressed in a sundress that hugs her tits perfectly, cinches at her waist, then flares out at her hips in a way that makes my mouth water. The green cotton matches her eyes exactly, making them pop with color that could stop traffic.

God, she's beautiful. Why doesn't she know how beautiful she is?

"Oh, hey," she greets me casually, like finding me on her bed is the most normal thing in the world. Maybe it is.

"Morning." I stand behind her as she sits at her vanity, open the drawer to hunt for the blow dryer that I know is there. "Where's your brush?"

"In the bathroom." She's not paying much attention to me, already focused on applying mascara to her already lush lashes with careful precision.

I retrieve her brush from the bathroom counter, still damp from her use, then go back to her, plugging in the hair dryer and start the tedious but satisfying process of detangling and drying her massive chestnut waves. The strands are thick and heavy in my hands, like silk when they're dry.

"I was going to put my hair up today," she informs me, like she actually has a choice in the matter.

"No. You'll wear it down. You have beautiful hair." My tone brooks no argument.

She huffs like I'm a pain in her ass, but I know better. She can't live without me either.

We're locked together forever, in a rotation neither of us has any control over. Like two planets in orbit, neither one able to break free.

I pull a portion of her hair out with the brush, aiming the drier to hit underneath. I do this quite often - take over her life. Guide her where I want her to go, what I want her to do. Make sure she's safe and secure, that she eats healthy and takes care of herself instead of surviving on coffee and adrenaline like she did during residency. Mostly, she lets me have my way, picking her battles with me carefully.

Sometimes she wins the battle, but I don't normally give in much. Especially if giving in results in something horrifying like limiting our time together or would negatively affect her health or wellbeing.

Like dating my brother.

The memory still makes my jaw clench. For the life of me, I couldn't convince her not to date Will. I tried everything - logic, warnings, outright begging - but she wouldn't listen. She was charmed by him, taken in by his easy smile and his confidence.

And look at what happened. The jackass broke her heart into so many pieces I wasn't sure we'd ever find them all.

I love my brother, of course I do, but I know him like the back of my hand. He's successful and charming and handsome, sure, but he's also full of himself. Self-indulgent and a bit greedy. He takes what he wants and discards what he doesn't, and people's feelings are rarely part of his calculation. He is charming in a way that those characteristics tend to get overlooked.

But I love her more. I've always loved her more. And I knew he would somehow, inevitably, break her heart.

I knew it then and it kills me that I couldn't stop it. Couldn't protect her from it.

I turn off the dryer, run the brush through those impossibly rich waves one final time, and meet her eyes, the color of a spring meadow, vibrant and alive, in the mirror.

She's beautiful. Small and delicate, but with a core of steel that most people never see. Her brain is wicked smart, capable of processing complex cardiac rhythms faster than anyone I've ever met. Her skin is pale and soft, like cream. Her neck is long and slender, vulnerable. Her tits are round and firm and large enough to fill my hands - Jesus, Kyle - and her waist dips in before flaring to generous hips. She has the most adorable little patch of extra padding just below her belly button that she's self-conscious about, but that I find impossibly sexy.

Everything about her is sexy. Every. Single. Thing.

I lick my lips, suddenly dry. "You ready to go for breakfast?"

She frowns at me, that little crease appearing between her brows, then stands abruptly. "Yeah. But first..."

I take a step back and she snatches the brush from my hand like she's a badass; like she's the one in charge here. I'm a foot taller than her and outweigh her by at least eighty pounds, but she's never backed down from a fight with me. Never cowered from my formidable size.

That's my girl.

"Sit down. You didn't brush your hair."

I didn't brush it on purpose, Jo. Obviously.

I sit at the end of her bed and spread my legs for her to step between, making room for her in the space that's hers by right.

This bed - the one I slept in with her last night under the flimsy pretense that my bed was too small for me - dips with my weight. I palm her thighs through the thin material of her dress while she brushes my hair, and warm fuzzies ignite in my gut with every tug. Just knowing she's using the same brush on me that I used on her creates this intimate loop between us.

Mine. Mine. She's mine, even if she doesn't know it.

My fingers glide the thin material of her skirt over her thighs as she works hers through my hair, her movements gentle but efficient. Her tits are right there at eye level, and I'm only human. I take in their lush fullness, the enticing cleavage that spills from her neckline. My gaze skims down to the dip of her waist and the flare of her hips, and my fingers dig into those luscious thighs possessively.

She doesn't comment on my roaming hands. She's used to me by now, used to my need to touch her, to confirm she's real and here and mine.

She gives my hair a final yank, pulling a few strands from the roots with more force than necessary. My already hard dick pulses from the sting, and I have to bite back a groan.

Control yourself, Marlow. Jesus Christ.

"There you go," she smiles down at me, and my heart stutters in my chest like it's forgotten how to beat properly. "All pretty now."

I lift one dark brow. "I'm handsome. Debonair. Striking. Dashing. Not pretty." I inject mock offense into my tone.

She takes my hand to haul me up - as if she could actually move me without my cooperation - and I let her. "You're gorgeous and you know it."

I smile down at her, letting all my affection shine through because at least I can give her that. "I do, don't I?"

She giggles - God, I love that sound - then bats my ass playfully as she walks past me to slip into her flats. "Come on. I'm hungry."

The dining hall is packed with fellow cardiologists and nurses (some of which we know), health influencers, and vendors, all dressed in varying degrees of business casual. It appears the annual Cardiac Wellness Conference has taken over completely, filling this small, quaint, and charming hotel to its full capacity.

The sounds of silverware clinking against plates, the low murmur of professional conversations, the occasional burst of laughter is the soundtrack of our world. We discuss which lectures we'd like to attend and sync our calendars while we eat, falling into the comfortable rhythm of partnership that defines us.

"I'd like to attend the keynote presentation on emerging trends in cardiovascular health and advancements in heart failure therapies." Jo wipes her napkin delicately across her mouth, careful of her lipstick - that pale pink shade that makes me want to kiss it off her. "That's at 9:30."

I nod, scooping a forkful of eggs. "Me too. But I may skip out before the lecture ends to attend the multidisciplinary discussion that involves the networking demographics of cardiologists, surgeons, and imaging specialists who work on complex cases. That's at 10:30."

She shoves her half-eaten plate away (she never finishes her breakfast) dropping her napkin onto her plate with finality. "That's fine." Her eyes skim today's agenda displayed on her phone screen, already planning, already three steps ahead. "I'll take a coffee break and wait for you near Conference Room 1. Then we can take some time with the influencers and vendors before we break for lunch at 12:30."

I pick up my coffee to finish it off, the bitter brew now lukewarm. "Sounds good. What about the Arrhythmias & Electrophysiology Symposium at 1:30? I'd like to get the latest on pathophysiology of arrhythmias."

We stand and I wait – story of my life - for her to strap her crossbody bag over her shoulder and gather all the things that women can’t live without. "Me too."

We walk out of the dining hall, my hand naturally finding its place at the small of her back, then into the lobby to join the line of attendees at the registration table. The crowd is thick but orderly, everyone eager to collect their materials and begin.

"We can go over this afternoon's agenda at lunch. There are some conflicts with timing on some of the activities and lectures I want to attend overlapping each other." Her brow furrows slightly, already problem-solving.

My dick pulses, reminding me how much I love this woman.

We step up to the two women manning the registration table. The young blonde - early twenties, energetic - smiling cheekily at me, hands us our name tags. Her own tag introduces her as Maddie – Event Assistant. The other woman, older and more professional, is Lia Mercer – Event Manager. She hands each of us a binder full of information on the seminars, the weight of it substantial. "Here you go," Lia says warmly. "We appreciate your participation this weekend and hope you enjoy your stay."

With my hand on Jo's neck (where it belongs, mind you), we find two seats together mid-room with a decent view of the podium. I wait for her to sit, then settle beside her, making sure our thighs touch throughout the entire session.

She doesn't pull away. She never does.

And for now, for this moment, that has to be enough.

Even when it's killing me.
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Chapter 3 - KYLE
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We ended up eating lunch somewhere between 1:00 and 2:00 pm; late enough that my stomach was growling but early enough that we could still hit the afternoon sessions. The rest of the day was packed with lectures, workshops, sessions, and discussions that blurred together in a stream of medical jargon and innovative concepts. All in all, we've had a well-rounded day full of information, interesting approaches to patient care, and discovering new technology I'm dying to get my hands on.

On the way back to our rooms, weaving through clusters of other conference attendees, I make a suggestion. "Since we had a late lunch, what do you say we take a dip in the ocean before dinner?"

Her top lip curls immediately, that adorable little expression of disgust she makes. "I don't like ocean water. There are things in the water that I can't see and it's scary. You know this."

I squeeze the back of her neck, that spot I've claimed as mine. "I do know this, yes. But I'll be right there with you."

She takes a deep breath like she's seriously considering it, and hope flares in my chest. Then -  "I can't. I didn't bring my suit."

Nice try, sweetheart.

I squeeze harder, just enough to let her know I saw this coming. "I told you to pack a suit, remember?"

"And I don't always do what you tell me to, do I?" That defiant tilt to her chin.

No, you don't. And it drives me absolutely insane.

"No, you do not. Which is why I bought you a new suit and packed it in my suitcase."

She rolls her eyes - actually rolls her eyes at me. "I'm not wearing a two-piece, Kyle."

Two doctors who attended one of the same seminars we did are walking toward us down the hallway. Mid-conversation, they slow their steps and stop talking to stare at Jo... a little too intently for my comfort zone. Their gazes linger on her curves, travel down her body in a way that makes my blood heat.

Keep walking, gentlemen. Keep fucking walking.

I drop my hand from her neck to her waist, pulling her to me on the pretense of giving them room to pass, then nod curtly in their direction. "Doctors," I greet, my tone cool as I pull her tighter against my side.

They mumble greetings and hurry past, clearly picking up on my territorial energy.

"I know you won't wear a two-piece in public, darling, although I don't know why. But I'm not insensitive. I bought you a one-piece."

She hip-bumps me playfully. "Because I'm too fat to wear a two-piece."

That motherfucker.

White-hot rage floods through me instantly. My brother. My own goddamn brother made too many off-handed derogatory comments about her weight - casual little jabs disguised as jokes - just because she isn't rail-thin like a runway model. It's made her feel self-conscious about a body that's absolutely perfect, made her question her own beauty when she should feel like a goddess.

He's such a dick. Such an unforgivable dick.

Pissed beyond rational thought, I swing her around, pressing her against the hallway wall, then bend down to lay my forehead against hers. My hands bracket her head, caging her in. Her eyes fly open wide, startled by the sudden movement, but she's not alarmed. Not afraid I'll hurt her. She's used to me manhandling her, used to my intensity.

She trusts me, even when I'm insane with overprotectiveness, like now.

The color of her eyes sharpens to a darker green, like moss in shadow, and her pupils dilate until they nearly swallow the color. I'm so close to those kissable lips - those perfect, soft, maddening lips - that I can smell the mint from the toothpaste she used after lunch. Fresh and clean and her.

"Don't do that," I snarl, my voice rough with emotion I can't contain. "You're beautiful, sexy, compassionate, kind, and talented. Don't let an idiot of a man dictate how you see yourself." My dick surges to the point of pain, just being this close to her, breathing her air. "If you could see yourself from my eyes, you'd see how incredibly lovely and brilliant you are." The words tumble out, raw and honest. "I swear, Jo-Jo, I'll beat the living hell out of him if you'd let me."

She deflates against the wall, sighs, and then – God help me - she kisses me on the lips. Just a peck, quick and chaste, from one friend to another. Innocent.

But contact with those perfect lips shoots electrical currents from the point of contact straight through my nervous system, down my spine to my balls. If I was hard a second ago, I'm lead now.

Stone.

Granite.

Jesus Christ, help me.

We stand like this for a minute, frozen in this hallway like time has stopped. Silent except for our breaths coming heavy and hard. Her eyes are completely dilated now, pupils blown wide, and I can feel her heartbeat clamoring in her chest where we're pressed together, racing just like mine is.

She feels it too. I know she does. This thing that resonates between us, can't just be me.

Instead of giving in to my deepest desires - like slamming my lips against hers, pulling her flush against me so she can feel every hard inch of what she does to me, crushing her against my aching cock - I force myself to straighten. To step back. To take her hand instead.

Control. Get it together Kyle.

"Come on. A swim will do us good. When else will we be able to take advantage of an opportunity like this?"

"Never," she agrees softly, placing her hand in my outstretched one. Her hand is so small and delicate in mine, bird-bone fragile, and the need to protect and care for her simmers like molten lead in my chest. The desire to retaliate on her behalf, to make my brother pay for every single comment that chipped away at her confidence, boils hot and vicious in my gut.

If I could punch that asshole just once in his too-perfect face, I'd feel a lot better.

But she doesn't want me to, and if I act out on this seething anger I have for my only sibling, she'll get mad at me. She'll defend him because she's too kind, too forgiving. She'll tell me it's not worth it.

But it would be. She’s worth it. She’s worth everything to me.

"Right. Let's go." I lead her to my room, her hand still clasped in mine.

Once inside, I release her reluctantly and take her bathing suit out of my suitcase where I packed it with my things. I hand it to her, watching her face for a reaction.

It's Kelly green - the color that makes her eyes absolutely pop - with a built-in bra because I know she'll get self-conscious if her tits bounce around too much in public. Plus, if I'm being honest, I don't want any of the other doctors at this conference to see her tits like that, unrestrained and perfect. They'd get ideas in their heads, think they have a chance with her.

Then I'd have to kick their asses.

Raunchy bastards. All of them.

If anyone is going to watch her tits bounce around, it'll be me, dammit. Only me.

My boner is way too stiff, obscenely obvious, so I pull on boxer briefs under my swim trunks for an extra layer of restraint and make absolutely sure my t-shirt is long enough to, hopefully, hide most of it. It's still a pillar of rigid flesh straining against the fabric, and it'll probably sway when I walk if I can't get it to calm the fuck down.

Think about cardiac procedures. Think about anything else. Dead puppies. Baseball statistics.

Jo-Jo doesn't help the situation at all when she steps out of the bathroom a few minutes later.

Goddamn.

I have to physically bite my tongue to stop it from vomiting all the lewd and vulgar thoughts that flood through my head in a pornographic rush.

Her figure is a perfect hourglass, the kind that makes artists weep. The built-in bra squeezes her tits together, creating cleavage so deep and perfect I want to bury my face there and never come up for air. Her waist dips so dramatically small that both my hands could easily surround it, my fingers meeting in the middle. She has that wickedly sexy little belly that curves gently outward before flowing into hips that I could grip, hold onto when I fuck her - if I were ever to get the chance. God... if I ever get the chance. Thighs that would cushion me when I slam into her, again and again and fucking again. My breath stalls completely in my lungs and I can't seem to formulate a single coherent sentence. My brain has short-circuited, all the blood rushing south.

"You got the size right. Good for you." She seems completely oblivious to my state of mind, thank all that is holy. "But I need to borrow one of your shirts if you have an extra. I can't walk through the resort and outside like this. I need a cover-up."

I finally remember how to breathe - in through the nose, out through the mouth - and I think I say, "Sure," but I can't promise it came out as an actual word and not a strangled grunt.

I bought her a cover-up also, of course I did, because I know her inside and out. But she put the idea in my head about wearing my shirt, claiming me in that way, so I immediately abandon the cover-up plan. I step up to the closet and pull out the white button-down dress shirt I'd brought just in case - the one that still smells like my cologne - and hand it over to her.

Wear my clothes. Smell like me. Just let me grab my club then we can go.

I know, I know. It’s very caveman of me, but what the fuck? I can’t apologize for who I am.

While she shrugs into it, I grab two towels from the bathroom, then turn to check if she's ready to go. She's standing in the middle of the room, the bed yawning behind her like an invitation, like temptation incarnate. The shirt absolutely swallows her small frame
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