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Chapter 1: The Boys
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The rain wasn’t falling so much as hanging in the Seattle air, a permanent, glittering mist in the neon blush of a Capitol Hill evening. It beaded on the window of the weathered Craftsman house, distorting the view of damp sidewalks and cherry blossoms past their prime.

Inside, the atmosphere was thick with the smell of a cheap tobacco-and-driftwood-scented candle (lit to mask deeper, less respectable odors), ambition, and the sharp, citrus punch of three bottles of Rainier being cracked open in unison.

“To the hunt,” declared Chad, hoisting his can. He was all bullish enthusiasm, a former high school tight end whose muscles had softened just enough to give him a perpetually comfortable look. His flannel was aggressively untucked.

“To not striking out,” corrected Keith, clinking his can against the others with a more reserved, tactical smile. He was the planner, his glasses spotless, his dark hair precisely tousled. A strategic analyst by day, he approached a Friday night with the same focus he applied to spreadsheets.

Weston leaned against the doorframe of his bedroom, his own beer cool in his hand. At 23, he felt sometimes like a ghost in his own life, watching the script play out. The promotion at the indie game studio, the shared house with his best friends since UW, the ritual Friday night plunge into the city’s bars—it all fit a perfect, expected shape. A shape that lately felt like it was made of cardboard.

“The objective,” Keith began, pacing the worn Persian rug, “is quality, not quantity. Capitol Hill is a target-rich environment, but dispersion is high. We need to identify clusters with high compatibility scores.”

“He means find the fun girls,” Chad translated, shoving a bag of tortilla chips into his mouth.

“I mean,” Keith sighed, “we’re not 21 anymore. We’re professionals. We should seek... calibrated connections.”

Weston’s gaze drifted to the window. A woman with a tattoo sleeve walked a shiba inu past the glowing front window of the coffee shop across the street. He wondered what her story was, what small disappointments or quiet joys she carried. It was more interesting than Keith’s tactical briefing.

“Your problem, Wes,” Chad said, pointing a chip at him, “is that you’re always in your head. You observe. This isn’t a nature documentary, man. It’s a Friday night. You gotta participate.”

“I participate,” Weston said, pushing off the doorframe. He ran a hand through his messy brown hair, a gesture of habitual self-correction. He was lean, with the kind of watchful eyes that missed little, a trait that made him a good environmental artist but sometimes a distant friend.

“You linger,” Chad countered. “You see a girl you like, and you... what? Appreciate her composition? Calculate the lighting on her profile? Just go talk to her.”

Keith nodded. “Chad’s brutishness aside, he’s not wrong. Your success rate is statistically the lowest of the three of us. It’s a numbers game, but you refuse to play the numbers.”

The truth was, Weston was tired of the numbers. Tired of the same conversations about crypto, about the Mariners’ latest heartbreak, about what new IPA was dropping. He was hungry for a conversation that felt like a real place, not just noise to fill the space between last call and a hazy Uber ride home.

“Maybe my objectives are different,” Weston said softly, more to his beer than to them.

“Objectives schmobjectives,” Chad boomed, slapping Weston on the back. “Tonight, we’re wolves. Well, you’re like... a thoughtful fox. Keith’s a... robot coyote. I’m a wolf. We’re predators of fun!”

“That’s the least appealing thing anyone has ever said. None of us want to be a predator,” Keith deadpanned, checking his phone. “Ride’s in five. Look alive.”

The ritual began. The final uniform checks: Keith’s minimalist sneakers, Chad’s statement bomber jacket, Weston’s simple, worn-in leather jacket that felt more like him than his own skin. The distribution of gum. The last-minute debate over the first bar—a new place called The Velvet Heron, all moody dark wood and craft cocktails, which Keith had vetted as having “optimal gender ratios and acoustics conducive to conversation.”

As they filed out the front door into the chilly, perfumed night, the sound of laughter and bass from a distant house party bleeding into the street, Weston felt the familiar cocktail of anticipation and dread. This was the script. The Boys, heading out.

What the script didn’t account for was the anomaly. The variable that no algorithm could predict.

Across town, in a sleek, minimalist condo in Belltown, a woman stood before a floor-to-ceiling window, looking at the jewel-box lights of the Sound. Kiko at 38 carried her years not as a weight, but as a collection of earned truths. She had the elegant poise of a former dancer, a sharp, knowing humor in her eyes, and a quiet, resilient strength that came from building a life—a successful interior design firm—entirely on her own terms after a divorce that had felt like a liberation.

Her friends had begged her to join them for a wine tasting in Woodinville, but the thought of polite chatter in a rustic barn held no appeal. She needed something... electric. Something real. A pulse.

She slipped into a simple but devastatingly cut ruby red dress, the color against her skin a statement of quiet confidence. She applied a bold lipstick, a slash of crimson, and examined her reflection. Not trying to look younger, but vibrantly, unequivocally herself. Tonight, she didn’t want a committee. She wanted an experience. A connection, however brief, that felt unscripted.

She had heard of The Velvet Heron. It was supposed to be moody, adult, with a good soundtrack. A place where you could have a real conversation. Or simply sit and feel the hum of the city.

A text pinged on her phone from a friend: Change of heart? The van is leaving!

Kiko smiled and typed back, her fingers decisive: Going off-menu tonight. Wish me luck.

She grabbed a long black coat and headed out, the door clicking shut behind her with a sound of finality.

Two trajectories, launched into the Seattle night. One from a house of boisterous camaraderie and vague longing, the other from a place of self-possessed clarity and deliberate seeking. The rain continued its gentle, indifferent fall, ready to witness the collision.
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Chapter 2: The Velvet Heron
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The Velvet Heron lived up to its name. It was a cavern of polished ebony wood, subdued amber lighting, and the low thrum of a synth-wave soundtrack that felt more like a heartbeat than music. To Weston, stepping inside was like being swallowed by a stylish, indifferent beast.

Chad, however, expanded to fill the space. “Now this is a target-rich environment,” he bellowed, though his voice was thankfully absorbed by the plush velvet banquettes and the murmur of two dozen conversations.

Keith was already scanning, his head making tiny, precise movements as he categorized and assessed. “Left quadrant, by the vintage poster. Group of four, high energy. Right rear, near the fireplace. Two women, deep in conversation—lower immediate approachability but potentially higher compatibility.”

“I’m going for the four,” Chad declared, cracking his neck. “They look like they’re celebrating. Celebrating people are generous. With shots.” He was gone, a force of nature in a bomber jacket, weaving through the crowd with alarming directness.

Weston followed Keith to the long, brass-trimmed bar, ordering a whiskey he didn’t really want because it felt like the thing to do. The first hour was a familiar blur of forced momentum. Keith, emboldened by a single cocktail, executed what he called his “triangulation maneuver,” approaching the two women by the fireplace with a rehearsed line about the aesthetic synergy of the flames and the mural behind them. It earned him a polite, confused smile and a swift return to the bar.

Chad’s night was louder. Weston could track his progress by the eruptions of laughter from the group of four. At one point, Chad appeared at his elbow, smelling of citrus vodka and triumph. “Dude. The blonde. Melissa. She’s a dental hygienist. She just told me the grossest story about plaque I’ve ever heard. It was awesome. I’m getting her a Moscow Mule.” He vanished again.

Weston made his own attempts. He talked to a woman in a beanie about the music, which led to a dead-end conversation about bands he’d never heard of. He exchanged smiles with someone at the end of the bar, but by the time he’d worked up the nerve to close the distance, a man in a carefully distressed denim jacket had slid onto the stool beside her.

He felt the old ghostliness return. He was here, his body present, nursing his whiskey, but he was watching a play. Chad was in a broad, physical comedy. Keith was in a stilted, analytical drama. He was in the audience, taking notes on the staging.

“You’re doing the thing,” Keith said, reappearing with a fresh drink, a slight edge of frustration in his voice. “The observer thing. You haven’t moved from this five-foot radius of the bar in forty minutes.”

“I’m hydrating,” Weston said, though his whiskey glass was still half-full.

“You’re marinating. In your own angst.” Keith adjusted his glasses. “Chad’s about to get a phone number scrawled on a cocktail napkin. I’ve at least established a potential follow-up coffee. You’ve catalogued the wood grain of this bar. Participate, man. Just pick a vector and go.”

Chad chose that moment to return, his arm slung around the shoulders of Melissa the dental hygienist, who was giggling at something he hadn’t even said yet. “We’re migrating!” Chad announced. “Melissa knows a place with a photo booth and sake bombs. Who’s in?”

Keith, ever pragmatic, saw an opportunity to consolidate gains. “I’m in. Wes?”

This was the pivot point. The night would now become Chad’s night entirely—a chaotic, noisy, sticky adventure ending in dawn tacos and a throbbing headache. It was the script. The Boys, following the fun.

Weston felt a profound, sudden clarity. He couldn’t do it. The cardboard shape wouldn’t hold him tonight. “You know what?” he said, the words surprising him with their ease. “I’m gonna hang back. Finish this. I’ll catch up with you guys later.”

Chad’s face fell into exaggerated, drunken concern. “Dude. No. Don’t ghost the mission.”

“I’m not ghosting, Chad. I’m just... not done here yet.”

Keith studied him for a second, then gave a curt, analytical nod. He’d processed the data: Weston’s low energy, his reticence. He likely categorized it as a statistical loss for the evening’s overall success metrics. “Suit yourself. Text if you change your mind.”

And just like that, The Boys were two. Chad gave a final, bear-paw wave, and Melissa’s giggle trailed after them as they pushed out into the misty night. The silence they left in their wake was immediate and immense. It wasn’t an absence of sound—the music still pulsed, conversations wove together—it was an absence of expectation. For the first time that night, Weston took a full, deep breath.

He turned back to the bar, signaling for a glass of water. The bartender, a woman with patient eyes, slid it to him. He finally let his gaze truly wander the room, not seeking a target, not calculating an approach, just... seeing.

He saw the way the light caught the condensation on a coupe glass. The intense frown of a man losing an argument about vinyl records. The easy, comfortable silence between an older couple sharing a plate of truffle fries. He was appreciating the composition, and he didn’t care who knew it.

He was about to take a sip of his water when a shift in the crowd near the entrance drew his eye. A group had left, and the space cleared just for a moment, framing a single figure who had just been seated at a small, round table in the shadowed recess near the back wall.

A woman. A stunning, beautiful woman, all by herself.

She was shrugging off a long black coat, revealing a dress the color of a deep, vital red. Her posture was both relaxed and utterly poised, as if she owned the silence around her. She had dark hair that fell in a clean line to her shoulders, and as she lifted a hand to tuck a strand behind her ear, her profile was sharp, intelligent, and utterly self-contained. She wasn’t scanning the room. She wasn’t looking for anyone. She had simply arrived.

He didn’t know her name, but he knew, with a certainty that felt like a key turning in a lock he hadn’t known was there, that it had to be her. She was why he stayed. Who he was supposed to be talking to. The reason he’d wanted to stay behind so badly tonight.

Weston stopped breathing. The glass of water hovered, forgotten, halfway to his lips. All the noise of The Velvet Heron—the music, the laughter, the clink of ice—faded into a distant, indistinct hum. There was only the rust-colored booth, the pillar of dark wood, and the woman in the ruby dress, waiting for nothing and no one, a still point in the turning world.

He just stared.
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Chapter 3: Who is THAT?
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Who is she?

Who is that?

Weston couldn’t stop looking over at her. Couldn’t stop wondering these very questions, all to himself.

He knew he needed to do something about this. He just needed to find the courage.

It was simple, really. He should walk over. Just walk over and say something. Something normal. “Is this seat taken?” or “This place is something, huh?” Simple. But his body was a statue anchored to the barstool.

The logic was sound. She was alone. He was alone. This was how it was supposed to work. But the logic dissolved under a wave of pure, stupid fear.

What if she was waiting for someone? A husband, a boyfriend, a date who was late. She’d give him that polite, pitying smile that would shrivel his soul. Thanks, kid. Move along. He’d have to slink back to this bar, or worse, just leave entirely.

What would he even say after the first line? He’d have to be interesting. He wasn’t Keith with his tactical theories, or Chad with his boisterous stories. He was the guy who noticed things. What was he supposed to lead with? “I like the way the light hits your table?” That sounded creepy. “You seem like you’re comfortable with silence?” That might’ve been worse.

Maybe she wanted to be alone. Maybe this was her sacred hour, and he’d be just another guy bothering her, another intrusion into her evening. The thought of being lumped in with every other clumsy pickup attempt made him feel ill.

But then she shifted, looking down at the cocktail menu with a slight, considering tilt of her head. It wasn’t the look of someone waiting. It was the look of someone choosing. Someone present in her own life. By herself.

That was it. That was the thought that finally unglued him. She is choosing. So choose. Don’t be a little bitch about it.

His mouth was dry. The glass of water was empty. He needed something else. Something with a little fire in it to burn through the cold paralysis in his veins. Liquid courage, or at least liquid distraction.

He signaled the bartender, his eyes darting one last time to the back booth. She was still there. A fixed point.

“Whiskey,” he said, his voice a little rough. “Neat.”

He needed a minute. Just one drink. To dull the edges, or to sharpen his resolve. Either way, he wasn’t leaving the bar. Not yet.
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Chapter 4: Liquid Courage
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The whiskey was a line of fire down Weston’s throat, a welcome distraction that settled into a low, warm hum in his chest. It didn’t bring courage, but it did quiet the static in his head. He took another measured sip, the smoky taste anchoring him in the moment.

His eyes, almost of their own volition, found her again. He couldn’t help but wonder about her name.

She was no longer a serene statue. A subtle shift had occurred. She glanced at the door, then at her phone, its screen dark on the table. She adjusted the stem of her empty wine glass. It was a dance of small, restless movements. She was deciding. The same power he’d admired moments before now filled him with a sudden, plunging fear: she may have been deciding to leave.

The thought acted like a spark to the whiskey’s fuel. If she walked out that door, this entire night—the ritual, the dread, the staying behind—would collapse into a pathetic little story about the one that got away because he was too busy appreciating the composition. No.

Weston didn't think. He just moved. Setting the whiskey glass down with a decisive click, he slid off the barstool. The room seemed to tilt, but his path was straight. He was just a body in motion, walking the twenty feet that felt like a mile toward the shadowed booth.

She looked up as he approached, her expression unreadable, a beautiful mask of polite inquiry.

“Hi,” he said, and his voice didn’t crack. A small victory. “I, uh... I was going to ask if this seat was taken, but it looks like it is. By you. Which is fine. I mean...” He gestured vaguely, a flush heating his neck. “Is it okay if I sit here? And join you for a minute?”

A flicker of something—amusement, perhaps—crossed her eyes. “It’s a free country,” she said. Her voice was lower than he’d imagined, smooth with a faint, smoky edge. “And the seat is, in fact, free.”

He slid into the booth across from her, the leather sighing under his weight. The proximity was electric. He could see the fine weave of her dress, the glint of a simple silver necklace at her throat. She watched him, waiting, one eyebrow slightly arched.

“I’m Weston,” he blurted.

“Kiko,” she said, giving a small, acknowledging nod. No extended hand. Just the name, like a fact laid on the table between them.

“Kiko,” he repeated. “I’m glad you’re not waiting for someone.”

She tilted her head. “And why is that?”

“Because then I’d be bothering you. And I’m trying very hard not to be a bother. Just... a minor, temporary interruption.”

A real smile touched her lips, there and gone. “So far, the interruption is adequately minor. The jury’s out on the temporary part.” She glanced past him toward the bar. “Did your wolf pack abandon you?”

It took him a second. “Oh. My friends. Yeah. They migrated to greener pastures. Or pastures with photo booths, anyway.”

“And you stayed to catalog the bar’s architectural details?” she asked, her tone dry.

He felt a jolt. Had she noticed him staring earlier? “Something like that,” he admitted, a genuine laugh escaping him. “It’s good wood. But then the composition changed.”

She held his gaze for a beat, and he saw it then—the sharp intelligence, the quick assessment. She was reading him, and he was an open, slightly rumpled book. “So, Weston. What do you do when you’re not conducting field studies in bars?”

“I build digital worlds. For video games. Environments, mostly. Forests, abandoned spaceships, that kind of thing.”

“Ah. A professional noticer,” she said, and he could tell she meant it as more than a joke. It was an acknowledgement.

“I guess I am. What about you? What do you do when you’re not... holding court in a shadowy booth?”

“I orchestrate reality. Or try to. I’m an interior designer. I convince people that the right shade of grey and a properly placed sofa will solve all their problems.” She said it with a wryness that told him she knew the absurdity of it, and the truth of it, all at once.

“Does it work?”

“For the sofa’s placement, usually. For the problems? Less so.”

He was utterly charmed. Her sarcasm was a language, and he desperately wanted to become fluent. The initial panic was gone, replaced by a buzzing, focused energy. She was real, and she was talking to him, and her eyes hadn’t glazed over yet.

“So, a creator of atmospheres,” he said, leaning forward slightly. “And you chose this one tonight.”

“I did. It has a certain... unscripted potential.”

The way she said it felt like a door cracking open. The flirty banter was a wire humming between them, taut and alive. He knew she was older, knew the gap in their lives was a canyon, but in this booth, in this conversation, it felt like a tightrope they were both walking willingly.

He looked at her empty wine glass. The moment stretched, fragile and perfect.

“Can I get you another drink?” he asked. The question hung in the air, the real question beneath it clear: Can I stay?

Kiko looked from her glass to him, her expression softening from its sharp, amused edge into something more considering, more open. She gave a slow, deliberate nod.

“Sure. I think I’d like that,” she said.
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Chapter 5: The Tease
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The wait for the drinks was a new kind of suspense. Weston felt Kiko’s eyes on him as he stood at the bar, a gentle, assessing pressure. He paid with a decisiveness he hoped looked casual, refusing the tab and leaving cash on the polished wood. It felt like an important gesture, a stake in the ground: I am here. I am participating.

He returned with her fresh glass of red wine and his third whiskey. “Made myself useful, as promised,” he said, sliding into the booth.

“How generous of you,” she said, accepting the glass. Her fingers brushed his, a fleeting, electric contact. “I hope the ROI is worth it.”

“So far, it’s outperforming every index,” he said, the whiskey making him just bold enough for the line.

She laughed, a genuine, low sound that warmed him more than the alcohol. “A financier of atmospheres, too. You’re a man of many trades.”

They fell into a rhythm. He asked about the worst client request she’d ever gotten. She described a man who wanted his entire downtown loft to feel like a “Tuscan crypt,” complete with faux-stone wallpaper. “I talked him down to a single distressed accent wall and a lot of drought-resistant succulents. A compromise.”

“You saved him from himself.”

“I saved myself from having my name on a Tuscan crypt,” she corrected.

In turn, she asked him about the most beautiful thing he’d ever built. He described a digital forest for a game that never shipped, a place where the light filtered through leaves in a way that made pixels feel like memory. “It was peaceful. The kind of place you’d want to get lost in.”

“And do you? Get lost in your own worlds?”

“Sometimes,” he admitted. “It’s easier than the real one.”

“The real one has its perks,” she said, taking a sip. “Better wine. Fewer glitches.”

The banter was a tennis match, and she was winning, but he loved every second of it. Her wit was a sharp, gleaming thing, and she used it not to cut, but to precisely dissect the absurdity around them, him included. He felt laid bare, but not judged. Instead, he felt seen, in a way that was both terrifying and exhilarating.

“You know,” she said after a lull, tracing the rim of her glass. “For a professional noticer, you haven’t asked the most obvious question.”

“What’s that?”

“How a woman my age ends up drinking alone in a bar full of... well.” She gestured vaguely, encompassing the younger crowd.

“I assumed you were slumming it,” he said, a grin tugging at his mouth.

She snorted. “Maybe I am. Or maybe I just have better taste in atmosphere than my friends, who are currently up to their elbows in artisanal cheese in Woodinville.”

“Their loss,” Weston said, and he meant it with every fiber of his being.

The night had melted around them. He had no idea how much time had passed. His friends, the mission, the script—all of it was a distant rumor from another life. There was only this booth, this conversation, this woman who looked at him like he was a fascinating, slightly puzzling exhibit she was deciding whether to acquire.

The fear returned, but it was a new strain. The fear of it ending. He couldn’t let this go to waste. Couldn’t let her slip through his fingers, couldn’t let the moment reach its natural conclusion. He had to secure the next page.

He took a breath, the words forming on his tongue. They felt clumsy after their sleek repartee. “Kiko, this has been... incredible. I know it’s forward, but would you... I mean, could I...”

She watched him flounder, her expression unreadable.

“Would you mind giving me your number?” he finally managed.

She didn’t answer immediately. She finished her wine, set the glass down with a soft click, and leaned forward, folding her arms on the table. The move brought her closer, and he could smell her perfume—something clean and citrus, like a lemon grove in cold air.

“Or,” she said, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial murmur that sent a shiver straight down his spine. “How about you come home with me?”

The words didn’t compute at first. They hung in the air between them, surreal and impossibly charged. All the breath left his lungs. He stared, his mind blank, then stuttered out the only thing it could grasp.

“As in... tonight?”

A slow, devastating smile spread across her face. It was full of promise and a hint of challenge. “Yeah, Weston. As in tonight. As long as you’re up for it.”

Up for it. The understatement of the century. Every nerve in his body was screaming yes. This was the unscripted potential she’d mentioned, exploding into a reality far beyond his timid hope for a phone number.

Disbelief, giddy and overwhelming, warred with a sudden, sharp thrill. He didn’t hesitate.

“I’m up for it,” he said, his voice surprisingly steady.

“Good,” she said, the smile softening into something warmer, more intimate. She reached for her purse. “Then let’s get out of here.”
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Chapter 6: Away
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They’d ordered the Uber practically immediately. And it had only taken a couple of minutes to arrive.

Soon, both Kiko and Weston were off into the unknown. Or, at least Weston was. Kiko, at minimum, knew where she lived.

Her condo in Belltown was exactly as he’d pictured from her description: sleek, minimalist, and impeccably ordered. Everything had a place. A single, abstract painting in tones of grey and slate blue dominated one wall. The air smelled like lemongrass and clean linen.

“Make yourself at home,” she said, shrugging off her coat and hanging it precisely on a hook by the door. “Shoes off, please.”

He complied, feeling suddenly oversized and clumsy in his sock feet on the wide-plank hardwood floor. He watched as she moved to the open kitchen, a gallery of concrete and stainless steel. “I’m going to make tea,” she announced. “It’s a better nightcap than more alcohol. Sit.”

He didn’t want to sit. He wanted to watch her. He perched on the edge of a deep charcoal sofa, its fabric soft and cool under his palms. He watched the efficient, graceful movements as she filled a kettle, selected two ceramic cups, and dropped in bags of something that smelled earthy and green.

“You weren’t kidding about the atmosphere,” he said, his voice echoing slightly in the quiet space.

She glanced over her shoulder, a small smile playing on her lips. “I rarely kid about design. It’s a sickness.”

She brought the cups over, setting his on a low stone coaster on the table before sinking into the sofa beside him. Not on the other end, but close enough that their knees almost touched. The proximity was dizzying.

They sipped the tea. It was bitter and complex, clearing the last fuzzy edges from the whiskey. The silence wasn’t awkward; it was heavy, full of things unsaid. He could feel the heat radiating from her.

“So,” she said finally, setting her cup down. “Weston.”

“So,” he echoed. “Kiko.”

She turned to face him fully, one leg tucked beneath her. Her eyes searched his face in the low light. “No regrets yet?”

“Not a single one.”

“Good.”

She leaned in then, closing the final, crucial distance. Her hand came up to cup his jaw, her thumb stroking his cheekbone. Her touch was firm, sure. There was no tentative question in it. It was a statement.

Then her lips were on his.

The kiss wasn’t soft or exploratory. It was deep and hungry from the first moment, a release of the tension that had been building for hours. She tasted of green tea and red wine and something uniquely, intoxicatingly her. A sound escaped him, a low groan of pure want, and he kissed her back with equal fervor. His hands found her waist, pulling her closer until she was half in his lap, the soft weight of her a perfect anchor.

The careful order of the room dissolved. The tea was forgotten. There was only the heat of her mouth, the slide of her tongue against his, the feel of her fingers tangling in his hair. She was in control, leading him, and he surrendered to it completely. Every clever thought, every ounce of observer’s distance, burned away in the sheer physical reality of her.

They kissed until they were breathless, until the sofa felt too small, the room too confined. When they finally broke apart, both of them were flushed, breathing hard. Her eyes were dark, her lips swollen. She looked utterly devastating.

Without a word, she took his hand. Her grasp was warm and certain. She stood, pulling him up with her. She didn’t look back as she led him across the pristine floor, away from the sitting room, down a short hallway.

Towards the bedroom.
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Chapter 7: Passion
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Could this be real?

Weston somehow wondered if he were actually dreaming. This felt way too good to be true.

But, fortunately for him, it was actually happening. Kiko really was dragging him into her bedroom.

The bedroom door clicked shut, and the last thread of restraint was ready to snap.

Before Weston could even process the room—the king-sized platform bed, the wall of windows showcasing the glittering city—Kiko pushed him back against the door, her body pressed flush against his, and claimed his mouth in a searing, desperate kiss.

This was different from the sofa. There was no preamble, no slow burn. It was a conflagration. Her hands were in his hair, gripping hard, angling his head to take him deeper. He groaned into her mouth, the sound swallowed by her hunger. His own hands roamed her back, down to the curve of her hips, hauling her even closer until he could feel every breath, every frantic heartbeat.

“Off,” she breathed against his lips, her fingers already tearing at the buttons of his shirt. “Get this off.”

He fumbled with the buttons, his coordination gone, aided and impeded by her urgent hands. The shirt finally gave way, and she shoved it from his shoulders. Her palms slid over his chest, a rough, appreciative sound escaping her throat. “God, you’re beautiful.”

He couldn’t speak. He reached for the zipper at the back of her dress, finding it, dragging it down in one long, shuddering pull. The ruby red fabric sighed and pooled at her feet. She stood before him in simple, black lace, all smooth skin and fierce eyes. He’d never seen anything more powerful.

“You’re...” He couldn’t finish. He just bent his head, kissing her throat, her collarbone, the swell of her breasts above the lace. She gasped, her head falling back, her fingers digging into his shoulders.

“Bed. Now,” she commanded, her voice husky.

They stumbled toward it, a tangle of limbs and hot skin, shedding the rest of their clothes in a haphazard trail. He was dimly aware of the cool, smooth sheets, and then the overwhelming heat of her body covering his. Kiko straddled his hips, her thighs gripping him, her hair a dark curtain around their faces as she kissed him again, deeply, thoroughly.

“Wait,” he gasped, breaking the kiss, his body screaming in protest. “Protection. I have... in my wallet.”

She stilled, her eyes burning into his. A slow, approving smile touched her kiss-swollen lips. “Smart boy.” She leaned over, grabbing his discarded jeans from the floor, retrieving his wallet and handing it to him.

His hands trembled, but he managed. She watched him, her gaze heavy-lidded and intense, running her hands up and down his thighs as he took care of it. The intimacy of the act, under her direct observation, was almost as arousing as her touch.

When he was done, she didn’t give him a second to think. She settled over him again, her hand guiding him, and then she was sinking down, taking him inside her in one slow, excruciatingly perfect, slick slide.

They both cried out. A sharp, guttural “Fuck...” from him, a high, breathy moan from her. She was tight and hot and overwhelming. For a moment, she just held still, fully seated, her inner muscles clenching around him, her eyes shut, a look of pure, concentrated sensation on her face.

Then she moved.

Kiko set a punishing, glorious rhythm from the start, riding him with a focused, fierce intensity that stole the air from his lungs. Her hips rolled and pistoned, taking him deep, each stroke pulling a ragged sound from his throat.

And Weston couldn’t resist the urge to thrust up, and right back into her.

“Yes... just like that,” she chanted, her voice a broken melody. “Oh, God, Weston... right there.”

Her words, her sounds, her unrestrained pleasure drove him wild. He gripped her hips, his fingers pressing into her soft skin, meeting her thrust for thrust. The bed rocked, the headboard tapping a frantic rhythm against the wall. The quiet, ordered sanctuary of her condo was filled with the raw, wet sounds of their joining, their panting breaths, and their unabashed moans.

“You feel... unbelievable,” he gritted out, his vision starting to blur at the edges, his entire world narrowing to the point where their bodies connected.

She leaned forward, bracing her hands on his chest, her pace never faltering. “Look at me,” she demanded. He forced his eyes open, meeting her dark, wild gaze. “You’re all mine tonight.”

It was a claim, a possession. And he surrendered to it completely. “Yours,” he gasped. “All yours.”

Kiko’s face changed. Pleasure. Her mouth fell agape. Weston watched in amazement as something was beginning to happen.

Her climax hit her suddenly. A sharp, shocked cry tore from her lips, her body seizing, clenching around him in rhythmic, pulsing waves. The sight of her coming apart, the feel of her milking him, shattered his last shred of control.

With a final, desperate thrust, he followed her over the edge. His release was a hot, messy explosion, tearing a raw, loud groan from deep within his chest as he spilled into the condom, his hips jerking helplessly against hers.

The world went silent except for the sound of their heaving breaths. She collapsed forward onto his chest, a sheen of sweat making their skin slide together. They lay there, wrecked and tangled, the city lights painting silent patterns across their bodies. The only sound was the slowing drumbeat of their hearts, crashing against each other.
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Chapter 8: Yet Again
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“That was... fun,” Kiko said, struggling to catch her breath.

Weston couldn’t help but smile. “Yeah, it was.” There was a brief pause, before he followed up with, “Wanna go for round two?”

“Round two? Already?” Kiko asked in a bit of disbelief. “You’re seriously good to go?”

Weston nodded, seeming eager.

“Huh. Maybe there’s a reason I like you younger guys.”

Weston laughed, surprised by the comment. “Yeah. Maybe.”

Weston disposed of the last condom in a nearby waste bin, then went to grab a new one from his wallet. Thankfully he’d had a second one. He always did, in case the first one broke. Before they knew it, he was slipping it on.

And Weston knew exactly what he wanted. He wanted to be in charge this time.

He wanted control.

He didn’t ask. He simply rolled, his body covering hers, pinning her gently to the mattress. A sharp, intrigued gasp escaped her lips. He kissed her, not with the desperate hunger of before, but with a deep, possessive certainty. His hands slid down her sides, over the dip of her waist, gripping the tops of her thighs. He broke the kiss, his eyes holding hers.

“My turn,” he said, the words a low vibration against her mouth.

Her answer was an arch of her back, pressing herself against him. “Show me.”

He guided himself to her entrance, watching her face as he pushed in, slowly, relentlessly, filling her in one long, continuous stroke. Her eyes fluttered shut, her mouth falling open on a silent, stretched moan. He set a deliberate, deep rhythm, each thrust a claim. The headboard began a steady, solid thump against the wall, a counterbeat to their ragged breathing.

He was everywhere. His hands braced beside her head, his forearms caging her in. His mouth was on her neck, her jaw, then capturing her lips again, swallowing her cries. He could feel every flutter of her inner muscles, every tiny adjustment of her hips as she rose to meet him.

“Look at me,” he demanded, echoing her earlier command.

“Mmmm... yes sir,” Kiko groaned.

Weston was truly pleased by her response. “Good girl.”

Kiko’s dark eyes flew open, glazed with pleasure but fiercely present. She held his gaze, her nails scoring his back. “Harder. I want it harder.”

He obeyed, his thrusts deepening, accelerating. The pace became punishing, a driven, focused pursuit of mutual ruin. Sweat slicked their skin, the sheets twisting beneath them. The room filled with the sound of skin on skin, of their merged, heavy breaths, of the wet, rhythmic proof of their joining.

“Fuck...” Kiko moaned, trailing off.

“Yeah, you like that, don’t you?” Weston teased with a smirk.

Kiko simply nodded.

He felt the coiled tension building in his gut, much like a wire about to snap. He could see it on her face, too—the tightening features, the parted lips that could no longer form words, only sounds.

“Cum with me,” he gritted out, his control fraying at the edges.

Kiko immediately grew much, much louder.

It was all the permission she needed. Her climax tore through her with a shattered cry, her body bowing beneath him, clamping around him in vise-like pulses. The sensation was too much, too perfect.

“Fuck, Weston! Yessss!” Kiko cried out.

“Yeah! Take it! Fucking take it!” Weston called back to her.

With several final, driving thrusts, he followed, his own release wracking him with silent, breathless intensity, pouring into the condom inside her as he buried his face in the sweat-dampened hollow of her throat.

The collapse was total. He gathered her against him as he rolled to the side, both of them spent and trembling in the aftermath. For a long time, the only sound was their struggle to breathe. The city lights still glittered, indifferent witnesses outside the wall of windows.

Eventually, her finger traced a lazy, swirling pattern on his damp chest.

Weston simply grinned at her.

“Okay,” she murmured, her voice husky with exhaustion and satisfaction. “Now that was even better.”
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Chapter 9: A Night Gone By
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Weston woke to the soft, grey light of a Seattle morning filtering through the wall of windows. His first conscious sensation was warmth. The solid, living warmth of another body curled against his own. His arm was still draped over Kiko’s waist, her back pressed against his chest, her hair tickling his chin.

He held perfectly still, savoring the strange, quiet perfection of it. The city was a muted rumble far below. The room held the intimate, musky scent of sex and sleep. He was in a stranger’s bed, and yet he’d never felt more present.

He must have shifted, or let out some unconscious sigh, because Kiko stirred. Not the slow, groggy awakening he was used to, but a swift, alert transition. She turned in his arms, her dark eyes finding his immediately, clear and appraising even in the soft dawn light.

“Good morning,” she said, her voice a sleep-roughened murmur. There was no surprise in it, only a calm acknowledgment.

“Morning,” he managed, his own voice cracking on the syllable. He felt a sudden, acute awareness of his own nakedness, the tangle of sheets, the reality of the morning after. The night’s boldness had evaporated, leaving a faint, pleasant soreness and a low hum of awkwardness.

She studied his face for a moment, then offered a small, knowing smile, as if she could read the scramble of thoughts behind his eyes. “Coffee,” she stated, not asked. “I’m making coffee. How do you take yours?”

He blinked, grateful for her offer. “Black is perfect.”

“Good.” She slipped from the bed with an unselfconscious grace that left him breathless, pulling on a silken robe that hung from a hook on the door. She padded out to the kitchen without a backward glance.

Is this the part where I get dressed? he wondered. Is she waiting for me to leave? The script for this was unknown. He’d never stayed the night in a scenario that began like this. Gathering his courage, he pulled on his boxers and jeans, but left his shirt off, following the rich, promising scent of brewing coffee.

He found her in the stunning kitchen, leaning against the concrete countertop, watching the coffee drip. She handed him a heavy, handmade mug. “Here.”

“Thanks.” He took it, their fingers brushing. The silence that fell wasn’t the heavy, charged silence of the night before, but something lighter, filled with the mundane miracle of a shared morning.

They took their mugs to the living room, sitting on the same sofa where it had all begun. They didn’t touch, but the space between them felt charged with a new, different potential. He watched her over the rim of his cup as she gazed out at the overcast sky, perfectly at ease.

“So,” she said finally, turning that direct gaze back on him. “Weston.”

“So,” he echoed. “Kiko.”

“I had a really good time last night.”

The simple sincerity of it disarmed him. “Me too. Really. It was... incredible.” He felt a slight, warm blush rise in his cheeks.

Kiko nodded, sipping her coffee. A few more quiet moments passed, comfortable and strange all at once. Then, she set her mug down with a soft click and reached for her phone on the table. Her thumbs moved over the screen for a moment before she held it out to him.

“Here,” she said.

It was a new contact screen. His name, Weston, was already entered. The cursor blinked in the empty number field.

“In case you’d ever like to come back here sometime,” she said, her tone casual, but her eyes held a glint of that earlier challenge, softened now by what looked like genuine hope. “Just put in your number and I’ll text you so we have each other’s.”

A wave of pure, undiluted joy crashed over him, so powerful it threatened to lift him off the sofa. He fought to keep his hands steady as he took the phone, inputting his number with deliberate care. When he handed it back, he couldn’t suppress it any longer.

The biggest, widest grin of his life spread across his face, bright and unguarded.

“Yeah, definitely,” he said, his voice full of a certainty he hadn’t felt in years. “I think I’d like that.”
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	bc.height = (window.innerHeight-kMaxFont) + 'px !important';
    bc.marginTop = '0px !important';
    bc.webkitColumnWidth = window.innerWidth + 'px !important';
    bc.webkitColumnGap = '0px';
	bc.overflow = 'visible';

	gCurrentPage = 1;
	gProgress = gPosition = 0;
	
	var bi = document.getElementById('book-inner').style;
	bi.marginLeft = '0px';
	bi.marginRight = '0px';
	bi.padding = '0';

	gPageCount = document.body.scrollWidth / window.innerWidth;

	// Adjust the page count to 1 in case the initial bool-columns.clientHeight is less than the height of the screen. We only do this once.2

	if (gClientHeight < (window.innerHeight-kMaxFont)) {
		gPageCount = 1;
	}
}

/**
 * Columnize the document and move to the first page. The position and progress are reset/initialized
 * to 0. This should be the initial pagination request when the document is initially shown.
 */

function paginate()
{	
	// Get the height of the page. We do this only once. In setupBookColumns we compare this
	// value to the height of the window and then decide wether to force the page count to one.
	
	if (gClientHeight == undefined) {
		gClientHeight = document.getElementById('book-columns').clientHeight;
	}
	
	setupBookColumns();
}

/**
 * Paginate the document again and maintain the current progress. This needs to be used when
 * the content view changes size. For example because of orientation changes. The page count
 * and current page are recalculated based on the current progress.
 */

function paginateAndMaintainProgress()
{
	var savedProgress = gProgress;
	setupBookColumns();
	goProgress(savedProgress);
}

/**
 * Update the progress based on the current page and page count. The progress is calculated
 * based on the top left position of the page. So the first page is 0% and the last page is
 * always below 1.0.
 */

function updateProgress()
{
	gProgress = (gCurrentPage - 1.0) / gPageCount;
}

/**
 * Move a page back if possible. The position, progress and page count are updated accordingly.
 */

function goBack()
{
	if (gCurrentPage > 1)
	{
		gCurrentPage--;
		gPosition -= window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Move a page forward if possible. The position, progress and page count are updated accordingly.
 */

function goForward()
{
	if (gCurrentPage < gPageCount)
	{
		gCurrentPage++;
		gPosition += window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Move directly to a page. Remember that there are no real page numbers in a reflowed
 * EPUB document. Use this only in the context of the current document.
 */

function goPage(pageNumber)
{
	if (pageNumber > 0 && pageNumber <= gPageCount)
	{
		gCurrentPage = pageNumber;
		gPosition = (gCurrentPage - 1) * window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Go the the page with respect to progress. Assume everything has been setup.
 */

function goProgress(progress)
{
	progress += 0.0001;
	
	var progressPerPage = 1.0 / gPageCount;
	var newPage = 0;
	
	for (var page = 0; page < gPageCount; page++) {
		var low = page * progressPerPage;
		var high = low + progressPerPage;
		if (progress >= low && progress < high) {
			newPage = page;
			break;
		}
	}
		
	gCurrentPage = newPage + 1;
	gPosition = (gCurrentPage - 1) * window.innerWidth;
	window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
	updateProgress();		
}

//Set font family
function setFontFamily(newFont) {
	document.body.style.fontFamily = newFont + " !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Sets font size to a relative size
function setFontSize(toSize) {
	document.getElementById('book-inner').style.fontSize = toSize + "em !important";
	//To prevent 1 page chapters from not reflowing to additional pages when increasing the font size:
	if (toSize > 1) {
		gClientHeight = document.getElementById('book-columns').clientHeight;
	}
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Sets line height relative to font size
function setLineHeight(toHeight) {
	document.getElementById('book-inner').style.lineHeight = toHeight + "em !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Enables night reading mode
function enableNightReading() {
	document.body.style.backgroundColor = "#000000";
	var theDiv = document.getElementById('book-inner');
	theDiv.style.color = "#ffffff";
	
	var anchorTags;
	anchorTags = theDiv.getElementsByTagName('a');
	
	for (var i = 0; i < anchorTags.length; i++) {
		anchorTags[i].style.color = "#ffffff";
	}
}
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