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The hotel bar was quiet. Most of the event crowd had gone up to their rooms, leaving behind a handful of business types still nursing top-shelf whiskey and making half-hearted conversation. I wasn’t planning to stay long. Just a drink. Something to wash down the heat still lingering in my chest from last night with Gray.

I left Gray’s room as soon as he fell asleep. The Gala continued, nevertheless and I stayed for most of the event. After the Gala I ended up at the bar. I was halfway through my whiskey when I felt someone sit beside me, uninvited, but confident. I didn’t even look up.

“Is that what you’re drinking to forget?” a voice asked, low, smooth, cocky.

I turned, and there he was. Tan, lean, sharp jaw, with messy dark hair like he hadn’t bothered to comb it after rolling out of bed. His shirt was slightly wrinkled, sleeves pushed up just enough to show off his forearms. A smirk played on his lips like he’d already won something.

“Excuse me?” I said, hand still wrapped around the glass.

“The whiskey,” he nodded at it, lazy smile tugging at one side of his mouth. “You’re either trying to forget something, or you’re avoiding someone.”

I blinked, taken off guard. “And you’re... what? Bartender-turned-therapist?”

“No,” he said, tilting his head slightly, amused. “But I am an excellent distraction.”

His confidence wasn’t the aggressive kind. It was casual, well-worn, like a leather jacket that had moulded perfectly to his shape. And unfortunately for me, it suited him.

I scoffed. “You always this forward with strangers?”

“Only the hot ones.” That earned a quiet laugh from me, small, unintentional, traitorous. He stuck out his hand like this was all very civilized. “Damien.”

I hesitated. His palm was open, patient. Calloused. I shook it, despite myself. “Asher.”

“Nice to meet you, Asher who drinks like he’s trying to unsee a crime.”

I raised an eyebrow. “You psychoanalyze everyone you flirt with?”

He grinned. “Only the ones who pretend they’re not flirting back.”

I shook my head, turned back toward the bar, but didn’t pull away. From his open behaviour and forwardness, he didn’t seem like anyone from my town. “You’re not from around here.” 

“Busted.” He leaned one elbow on the counter, turned his full attention on me like I was the only thing left in the room worth looking at. “I’m here for the weekend. Business thing. You?”

“Same.”

“Guess the universe wanted me to meet a local.”

“I’m not local.”

“Well then, guess it just wanted me to meet you.” I turn my head to look at him. That smile again, smug and crooked and dangerous. The kind of smile that belonged to someone who knew exactly how much charm they were packing and didn’t see the need to apologize for it. Dangerous.

“You look like someone who needs a better night than whatever happened to you before I showed up,” he said.

I took a sip of my drink and let the burn answer for me.

“And you think you’re the solution?” I asked finally.

“No.” He leaned in slightly. His cologne was subtle, woodsy, and way too effective. “I know I am.”

The air between us felt warmer. Not loud, not flashy, just full of a question neither of us wanted to ask first. The bar had some classical music playing softly in the background. The whole scene felt awkward to me. Money can buy you anything scene.

Damien bought my next drink without asking, slid it toward me like it was a pact. Somehow that turned into us heading outside together, him using the phrase “get some air” like it was code for something illicit. It wasn’t, not quite. Not yet.

The night outside the hotel was soft and humming, the fountain out front lit up in blue and gold, like something out of a movie that wanted too badly to be romantic. We walked a slow circle around it, then ended up in the hotel’s twenty-four-hour café, which was technically closed but unlocked. Damien talked the tired barista into letting us grab two pastries “for morale.” It worked, because of course it did.

Then we were at the pool, shoes off, ankles dangling in the cold water, lights shimmering across the surface like coins tossed in on a dare.

He told me stories. Some true, some not, I could tell. But they were good either way. He talked with his hands. Swore too much. Kept looking at me like he couldn’t decide whether to flirt harder or back off just long enough to reel me in properly.

“You’re a hard guy to crack,” he said at one point, tossing a pebble into the pool and watching the ripples instead of me for once.

“Maybe I don’t want to be cracked.”

“That’s the thing about puzzles,” he said, eyes flicking back up. “They don’t get a say.”

“You’re charming,” I admitted, which felt like giving up territory I’d promised myself I wouldn’t.

“I know,” he said, smug again, but softened it with a wink. “But you’re safe. I only weaponize it when necessary.”

“I’m not interested in being someone’s lay for the weekend.”

He didn’t flinch. “Who said anything about a weekend?”

“You’re staying through Sunday, aren’t you?”

“Yeah,” he said, smirk twisting, “but maybe I’m just looking for the right reason to stay longer.”

I gave him a sceptical look. “That line must work wonders at college parties.”

“It does.” He nudged my knee gently with his. “But I’m not using lines on you, Asher. I’m improvising.”

“Terrifying.”

“You like terrifying.”

“Do I?”

“You like me.” He said it so casually I almost missed the sharpness behind it.

“Cocky.” I mutter. He didn’t press.

Instead, we sat like that, quiet, toes in the water, air buzzing with the possibility of something neither of us had admitted yet.

***
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The second night, I ran into him again. I was in joggers and a hoodie, hair a mess, just trying to score a soda from the vending machine near the elevators. It was late, just past midnight, past the hour for socializing, flirting, or whatever the hell we’d done the night before.

The vending machine made that awful grinding noise as the can clunked down, and when I bent to retrieve it, I heard footsteps. “Wow,” said a familiar voice behind me. “Caught you in the wild.”

I looked over my shoulder. Damien came around the corner like fate had tripped and landed square on him. Same smirk, different jacket. Still too good-looking for this bland-ass hallway with its humming lights and beige carpet. 

“You stalking me now?” I asked, straightening.

“Nope,” he said, stepping closer. “Just letting the universe do its thing.”

“That right?”

“Absolutely. I'm not stalking you. I’m... haunting you. It’s more romantic.” He held out a bottled water like he’d just conjured it out of thin air. “For balance.” 

I took it, eyeing him. “This some kind of rom-com tactic?”

“If it is,” he said, “you’re halfway to act three, right before the steamy scene where we pretend it’s a mistake.”

I stared. “That your move?”

“Not a move,” he said with faux innocence. “A prophecy.”

I couldn’t help it. I smiled. Stupid, involuntary, annoying smile.

“You’re ridiculous,” I said.

He leaned a shoulder against the wall; arms crossed like he was settling in for a performance. “And yet... you’re still standing here.” He rests his head on the wall while giving his signature smile. 

“I could leave.”

“You won’t.” 

I cracked open the soda and took a sip, mostly to shut myself up. “You know,” I said, “some people would call this annoying.”

“Flirting is annoying,” he said. “That’s what makes it work.”

I laughed softly. “Still resisting,” I warned.

He tilted his head, studying me like he was recalibrating. “You know what’s funny?” I shrug. “You keep saying that like it’s a fixed state. Like resisting me is something you are, not something you’re doing.”

I blinked. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

“It means,” he said, stepping off the wall, “you want to fold. You’re just waiting for a reason you can live with.”

He was closer now. Not touching-close. But close enough that I could smell that same woodsy cologne again, subtle, stupidly effective.

I took a slow breath. “You’re a piece of work, you know that?”

He grinned. “I’ve been called worse. Usually by people who also swore they’d resist me.”

I shook my head, leaning back against the vending machine. “And do they regret it?”

He paused, like the question actually caught him off-guard. “Not usually.”

I let that sit for a second, looking at him, really looking. Not just the jawline or the grin or the ridiculous confidence. There was something else. Something quieter behind his eyes. Not fake, just carefully hidden.

“You have a whole routine, don’t you?” I asked. “Lines, timing, the confident lean. I bet you’ve got a whole toolbox of charm tactics.”

He placed a hand on his chest in mock offense. “Asher, I’m wounded.”

“Are you?”

“I have no routine,” he said solemnly. “I’m improvising. Completely raw. Unfiltered. Vulnerable.”

“Sure.”

He stepped even closer. “Want to know how I know you’re into me?”

“I’m not.”

“That wasn’t the question.”

I narrowed my eyes. “Fine. Enlighten me.”

“You haven’t walked away yet.”

A beat passed.

“You’re smug,” I muttered.

“And yet,” he said, low, voice like velvet, “you like it.”

I hated how warm my face felt. I hated that I wasn’t entirely sure if it was irritation or heat pooling in my stomach. I hated that he noticed.

“So, what now?” I asked. He looked down at the bottle in my hand, then back up at me.

“Now,” he said, “we either pretend this was a coincidence and go our separate ways...”

“Or?”

He grinned again. “Or we admit the universe wants a round two.”
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