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Chapter One
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The altitude hit them differently. In Florida, they'd been sea-level girls, buoyant and drunk on salt air, the yacht's gentle rocking lulling them into abandon. At eight thousand feet in Aspen, the thin air made everything sharper, clearer, the alcohol hitting faster, and the decisions feeling more permanent, etched into mountain air that held no memory of the ocean.

They met up in Denver, Maya, direct from Boston, and Jenny from work in New York. They didn’t speak of the yacht on the flight from Denver, though it sat between them like a shared secret, heavy in the airplane’s recycled air. Something had shifted in the two months since Richard and his *Honest Hour*. Jenny was less performative in her boldness, the aggression she'd wielded like armor now settled into something more genuine, more sustainable. Maya was less apologetic about her appetites, the reserve she'd cultivated since the professor affair finally cracking open, revealing wants she'd buried so deep she'd forgotten their taste.

They touched each other differently now. On the shuttle from the airport, Jenny's hand had found Maya's thigh and stayed there, casual, fingers spreading wide across the fabric of her leggings. In the elevator at the hotel, Maya had reached out to tuck Jenny's hair behind her ear, the gesture intimate, accepted without comment. The friendship had deepened into something adjacent to romance, unacknowledged, a current beneath the skin that both felt and neither named.

The hotel was slopeside and expensive, The St. Regis, paid for with Jenny's corporate card and Maya's savings from the research grant she'd finally won after three rejections. It had a large window facing the mountain, and a single king bed they'd agreed to share without discussing why.

They'd skied hard that first day, the altitude was punishing and exhilarating at the same time. Jenny was reckless and fast on the blue slopes, carving turns with the aggression of her failed gymnastics career. Her body remembered flight as her mind forgot fear. She wore a fitted navy ski suit that showed the length of her legs, and the narrowness of her waist flaring to hips that had softened in her mid-twenties. Her breasts were compressed by the suit's built-in support but clearly prominent, and demanding attention.

Maya was careful and deliberate on the green slopes, her form textbook,  and her turns controlled. She'd chosen a burgundy suit, older, from a thrift store in Boston, but it fit her well, showing the lean muscle of her thighs from yoga, the flat plane of her stomach, her smaller breasts creating less dramatic lines but elegant ones.

They met at the lodge in the early afternoon and skied together for a couple of hours before it was hot chocolate about three. The sun was already sinking behind the peaks, casting long shadows across the snow. By four, they were onto drinking wine with a group of men and women from Europe. Shortly after five, it was shots at the base of the mountain, tequila, with a different group, mostly men this time, from California. The altitude and alcohol created a serious buzz that made the world feel easy. The cold air burned their lungs, and their cheeks were flushed with anticipation of something more that night.

Back in the hotel room, as they dressed for dinner, Jenny was excited. "Tonight," she started, watching snow falling past the window in flakes that accumulated outside. She moved to stand in front of the mirror in lingerie she'd bought specifically for this trip. Black lace and sheer, her nipples visible through the fabric, pink and hardened from the chill or the promise of what the night might bring. Her body still had faint marks from Florida, hints of bruises on her hips from Richard's fingers, and a faded hickey on her collarbone. "I want something stupid. Something completely unlike me."

"Everything's like you," Maya chimed back, zipping her dress. It was tight and black, very simple. The neckline plunged lower than usual, the hem definitely shorter, showing off her legs in sheer black stockings. She'd bought it specifically for this trip, the saleswoman's smile of approval still warm in her memory. Her body was different too since Florida, more aware of itself. She'd lost a little weight from stress, then gained it back as muscle. Her yoga practice thickened her body, making it more defined.

"Something stupider, then. Younger." Jenny applied lipstick in the mirror, a dark berry that made her mouth look bruised and swollen. She turned, smiling at Maya, her breasts heavy in the lace, the curve of her hip, the dark blonde thatch visible through the sheer panel of her thong. "A ski bum.” Smiling, “maybe a bartender. Someone who doesn't know what LinkedIn is. Who'll fuck me in a bathroom without asking my last name." She giggled as she stepped into her midnight blue slip dress. 

"And I want the opposite," Maya said, the admission surprising her, the words out before she could filter them. She turned from the mirror, her dress settled, her hair loose around her shoulders. "Someone who knows exactly what he's doing. Who's done it a thousand times. Who'll take his time. Like ..." She didn’t finish, but Jenny knew what Maya meant. 

Jenny's eyes gleamed, an immediate challenge. "Race you to it."
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The nightclub was underground, accessed through a heated tunnel from the hotel, the thump of bass was audible before the door opened. It was crowded for a Friday, locals mixing with tourists, the air thick with sweat and perfume. 

They paused at the entrance, surveying. Jenny immediately spotted the bar, long and mahogany, backlit from a multitude of lights. A young blond man was working it with practiced efficiency, Jenny didn’t even notice the other 4 bartenders. His movements were economical, his body fit and lean yet definitely muscled beneath a tight thermal shirt. He couldn't have been more than twenty-three, twenty-four, his face still carrying the softness of youth.

Jenny continued surveying the rest of the club. "There," Jenny said, her hand pressing into the small of Maya's back, guiding her toward the lounge upstairs. "Yours is up there. I can feel it. Older. Money. Bored."

Maya climbed the stairs, leaving Jenny to her hunt, the separation feeling natural and necessary. A part of their new language. The cigar lounge was quieter, separated by a flight of stairs and a decade of pretension. The man Jenny had pointed to sat alone by the fire, forty-five, fifty maybe. The silver at his temples catching the light from the fire. In expensive jeans and a blazer. Maya smiled, he was reading an actual newspaper with the calm confidence of someone who had never been refused. Exactly what Maya was looking for. 

He looked up as she approached, his eyes assessing her with the same thoroughness Richard had used. The dress, the legs, the face that was pretty without being striking. Interesting without being obvious. Maya was returning the look. It was of someone who built things, managed things, controlled outcomes.

"You're too beautiful to be alone," he said, not a line but an observation, his voice carrying with authority.

"I'm not alone," Maya said, settling into the chair across from him without invitation, her legs crossing, the dress riding up. "I'm just separate. Temporarily."

"Separated," he corrected, smiling, the lines around his eyes deepening attractively. "I'm Daniel."

"Maya."

"Drink?"

"Something expensive. You're buying." She gave the smile she’d been working on since Florida.

He laughed, it was a rich sound, and he signaled the waiter with a gesture that suggested long familiarity. The drink was expensive, 18-year-old Scotch. It hit Maya hard after the wine and tequila. They talked for twenty minutes, although it seemed a lot longer. About skiing, about architecture, about the way mountain air clarified thought, stripped away pretense. He was divorced, had a son in his twenties who worked at the resort, a life built on real estate and careful choices. It still delivered him to the club, alone, on a Friday night.

"I know what you want," Daniel said eventually with a smile. He hadn’t touched her yet.

"Do you?" she asked. 

"You want to be handled.” He started. “To be relieved of the burden of initiative." He said as he set his glass
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