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Friday night draped itself over the city like a worn velvet curtain—soft, heavy, and overdue. The office emptied in waves, each departure a soft echo. What remained were half-drunk coffee cooling in silence, stale air thick with the day's residue, and the quiet hum of screens still glowing—ghosts of motion in a space gone still. A few colleagues crossed the street to the bar, not for celebration, but for release.

The neon buzzed overhead, casting fractured light across their faces as they stepped inside. It was the kind of place that remembered their drinks but not their names, and that was part of the appeal. After a week of quiet battles and loud deadlines, the bar offered a kind of anonymity they craved—a place to let the week unravel without having to explain it.

She was halfway through her drink when someone sidled up beside her—confident, casual, scanning the room with practiced ease. The neon light caught on something unmistakable—a cascade of auburn curls that shimmered in the fractured glow, tumbling just like they did years ago.

He paused, breath hitching. That fiery halo, impossible to forget.

“Can I buy you another?”

“Can I buy you another?”

She exhaled, polite but firm. “I’m good, thanks.”

She turned just enough to meet his eyes—casual, unbothered. But when she saw him, really saw him, something shifted.

And everything stilled.

He was older now—sharper jaw, broader shoulders, a quiet kind of gravity—but the eyes were the same. Her brother’s best friend. Eli. The one who used to tease her mercilessly, then linger just a little too long in the doorway. The one she’d crushed on in secret, back when everything felt larger than life.

“Wait—” she blinked, years folding like smoke. “Eli?”

His smile curved slowly, as if he were catching up to the moment. “I almost didn’t believe it—the light caught your hair just right.”

Her pulse kicked, breath fluttering with that old, stubborn thrill—schoolgirl muscle memory rising unbidden. But her voice stayed calm, steady.

“I thought you were still back home,” she said, trying not to sound too surprised.

“I was,” he said, settling into the space beside her like it belonged to him. “Until I hit a crossroads. Everything felt... stale. So, I leaped. Moved here last year. Started an investment firm with a couple of guys I met through a client. It’s been a wild ride but good.”

She nodded, like that made sense. Like her brain wasn’t busy cataloging every change in him—the way his voice had deepened, the way he looked at her like he saw her now, not just as someone’s kid sister.

Eli hadn’t expected much from the night—just a drink, maybe a quiet corner to decompress. But then she turned, and the air shifted.

Mark’s little sister.

Except she wasn’t little anymore.

She was twenty-five now, if he’d done the math right. Five years between them, but suddenly that gap felt less like a chasm and more like a bridge. She carried herself differently—shoulders relaxed, eyes sharper, like she’d learned how to hold her own in rooms that didn’t offer it freely.

And damn, she was a knockout.

Not just the kind you notice, but the kind that makes you forget what you were saying. The kind that made him feel like he’d missed a chapter somewhere—like the girl who used to trail behind them at family barbecues had rewritten herself while he wasn’t looking.

“I started an investment firm,” he said, watching her carefully. “I needed something different—a place that pushed me, not one that settled me. Sometimes you just have to jump into the chaos to find your footing.”

She nodded, and he could see it—behind the calm, behind the steady voice. That flicker. That pulse.

Maybe she felt it too.

She took a sip of her drink, mostly for something to do. Her fingers were steady, but her thoughts weren’t.

Eli looked... different. Not just older. Not just more polished. There was something in the way he stood now—like he’d grown into himself. The sleeves of his shirt clung just enough to hint at muscle, the kind you don’t get from gym selfies but from actual effort. His jaw was more defined, his posture more grounded.

And his eyes—God, his eyes. They were bluer than she remembered. Or maybe they’d always been that blue and she’d just never let herself look too long.

She felt that schoolgirl flutter again, low and unwelcome. She’d outgrown that crush years ago. Hadn’t she?

But now he was here, in her city, in her orbit, and he wasn’t looking at her like Mark’s little sister. He was looking at her like someone he hadn’t expected to find—and maybe didn’t want to lose again.

She tilted her head, letting her gaze linger a little longer than necessary. “So... investment firm. That sounds very grown-up of you.”

Eli chuckled, low and warm. “I try. But I still eat cereal for dinner sometimes, so don’t be too impressed.”

She smiled, the kind that curled at the edges. “Depends on the cereal.”

“Frosted Flakes,” he said, deadpan. “With a splash of almond milk. I’m practically a gourmet.”

She laughed, and he watched her—really watched her. The way her eyes lit up when she teased, the way she leaned in just slightly, like she wasn’t sure if she was flirting or just enjoying the view.

“You’ve changed,” he said, voice softer now. “Not just the city polish. You’ve got this... edge. Like you know exactly who you are.”

She raised an eyebrow, amused but intrigued. “And you think you can read all that from one drink and a cereal confession?”

He leaned in, elbows on the bar, eyes steady. “I used to watch you sneak into the room when you thought we weren’t paying attention. You were always sharper than you let on.”

Her breath caught. Just for a second.

“Maybe I still am,” she said, matching his gaze. “You just haven’t caught up yet.”

They lingered in the quiet hum of the bar, the kind of pause that didn’t need filling. But Eli tilted his head, eyes still on her.

“Have you eaten?” he asked, voice low but casual.

She shook her head. “Was planning to, but then work ran late and... well, here I am.”

He smiled, something easy and open flickering across his face. “I know a great little Korean BBQ joint a few blocks from here. Cozy, not too loud. You in the mood for something grilled and messy?”

She hesitated, but only for a breath. The city had taught her to be cautious, but something about Eli—his steadiness, the way he looked at her like she wasn’t just a memory—made her want to say yes.

“Sure,” she said, standing and smoothing her jacket like it mattered. “Lead the way.”

He offered his arm, not in a showy way, just enough to make her laugh.

“Still a gentleman,” she teased.

“Only on Fridays,” he said, and the door swung open behind them like a scene change.
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The air outside was cooler than expected the kind of early autumn chill that made her wish she’d brought a scarf. Eli walked beside her, hands tucked into his pockets, guiding her down a quieter street lit by amber streetlamps and the occasional flicker of passing headlights.

The Korean BBQ joint was tucked between a laundromat and a bookstore, its windows fogged from the heat inside, the scent of grilled meat and sesame oil spilling into the street like an invitation.

“This place is a little chaotic,” Eli said as he held the door open, “but the food’s worth it. Trust me.”

She stepped in, the warmth wrapping around her instantly. The hum of conversation, the sizzle of meat on tabletop grills, the clink of metal chopsticks—it was alive, but not overwhelming. Intimate, in its own way.

They were seated in a corner booth, the kind with just enough privacy to feel like a secret. Eli ordered confidently—bulgogi, spicy pork belly, kimchi pancakes, and a round of soju. She let him take the lead, watching the way he moved, the ease in his voice, the way he seemed to belong here.

“So,” he said once the grill was lit and the first round of meat was laid out, “what’s your story now? Last I heard, you were studying something intense and vaguely intimidating.”

She smiled, pouring herself a shot of soju. “Political theory. With a minor in being underestimated.”

He laughed, genuinely and surprised. “That tracks. You always had that quiet fire.”

She shrugged, playful. “I just learned how to aim it.”

The meat sizzled between them, smoke curling upward like punctuation. She watched him as he flipped the slices with practiced ease, his forearms flexing, his eyes catching hers every few seconds like he couldn’t help it.

And maybe she couldn’t either.

He grinned, and for a moment, the years between them felt like scaffolding—something that had held them apart, but maybe wasn’t needed anymore.

She reached for a piece of grilled pork belly, wrapping it in lettuce with practiced ease. “So, what made you leave home? You were always the one who had it figured out.”

He paused, then poured them both another shot. “I didn’t, actually. I just got good at pretending. After a while, I realized I was building a life that looked right on paper but felt wrong in my gut. So, I jumped. No plan, just instinct.”

She nodded slowly, chewing on his words. “That’s brave.”

“It was reckless,” he said, smiling. “But sometimes brave and reckless intersect.”

They clinked glasses, and the sound was soft, almost ceremonial.

“I used to think you were too cool to notice me,” she said, the words slipping out before she could second-guess them.

Eli blinked, then leaned back, surprised. “I noticed you. I just didn’t know what to do with it.”

Her heart thudded. The honesty. The way he said it, like it had been waiting.

She wasn’t that girl anymore—the one who used to chase moments like they were proof. These days, she was Lily. Still curious, still sharp, but quieter now. More deliberate. She’d learned how to carry things without showing the weight.

Outside, the city kept moving. But inside, something had opened.

They looked at each other then—really looked. Not the glance-and-away kind. Not the polite kind. The kind that held. Too long. Long enough for the air to shift. Long enough for her breath to catch. Long enough for him to wonder if this was the moment he’d remember, years from now, as the one where everything turned.

This wasn’t just dinner. It was the beginning. And neither of them looked away.

Eli cleared his throat, fingers brushing the stem of his glass like it might anchor him. “I—” He stopped. Tried again. “If you’re not in a rush, I was thinking...” She waited. No pressure. Just that quiet, steady gaze. “...you could come back to mine,” he said finally. “No pressure. Just—more time.”

Lily didn’t speak right away. She didn’t need to. The way her lips curved, the way she tilted her head—he knew. She was already gathering her coat.

The walk was short, but it stretched. Not in distance—in possibility. They didn’t talk much. Just the occasional glance, the kind that said more than words could. By the time they reached his building, the air between them was humming.

He unlocked the door and stepped aside to let her in. Lily paused at the threshold, taking in the space. It was warm. Lived-in. Books stacked in uneven towers, a jacket slung over the back of a chair, a record player in the corner that looked like it hadn’t been touched in months.

She stepped in. He followed, suddenly aware of everything—how close she was, how quiet the room had become, how his pulse had picked up without permission.

“I wasn’t sure you’d say yes,” he said, voice low.

Lily turned and met his eyes. “I wasn’t sure you’d ask.”

And there it was again—that look. Held. Too long. Long enough for him to forget the distance they’d walked. Long enough to want to close the rest of it.

He cleared his throat, nerves catching in the back of it. “I know it’s late,” he said, fingers brushing the edge of the counter like it might steady him. “But... if you want to stay awhile. I’d like that.”

Lily smiled—soft, unhurried. “I’ve got nothing important in the morning,” she said, slipping her coat over the back of the chair. “Time’s not an issue.”

Eli exhaled slowly. Something in him unclenched.

She moved through the space like she’d been there before, not physically, but emotionally—like this was a version of them that had always been waiting.

He watched her, heart thudding in a way that felt both new and familiar. This wasn’t just her staying. It was her choosing.

They ended up on the couch, side by side. Lily’s shoes were off, legs tucked beneath her, one arm draped casually along the back cushion. She looked comfortable—like she’d exhaled something she hadn’t realized she’d been holding.
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