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The air in the Gogo bar was heavy with cigarette smoke and stale beer, the humid Bangkok air clung to his skin like a second layer. He sat awkwardly in the dimly lit pew, the bass of the music thumping in his chest as he nursed another whiskey. The room was a kaleidoscope of strained colors, the faint glow reflecting off the mirrored walls and the glistening skin of the girls dancing on stage. He’d been here for hours it seemed, though time escaped him with every drink. A girl, no older than nineteen, sat beside him, her slender frame pressed tightly against his.

Her name was supposedly "Ash," though he doubted that was the one her mother gave her, it was hardly a Thai name. She had long black hair cascading down her back, dark eyes that gleamed with mischief, and a smile that seemed intoxicating as much as it was predatory. She was aware of her beauty, playing herself up for effect—the way she tilted her head just so, how her lips curled into a sultry half-smile as she traced lazy circles on his thigh. She knew exactly what she was doing. And Paul knew it too. He just didn’t care. The act, the allure, the undeniable sensuality—it was all part of the escape.
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