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    Hello to all my readers, new and old!
I wanted to say thank you so much for reading this book. It is a labour of love for me to work on my craft!
As a show of gratitude for you all enabling me to live my dream, please visit my Substack page. I often give out free e-books for my fans over there. And the best part is, there is ZERO cost. It will always be 100% free to follow me and my stories over there.
If you'd like to claim your FREE e-book, head to https://msnaughtee.substack.com/
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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
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