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Mark's shirt clung to his back, soaked with sweat as he lugged another of Troy's boxes up the narrow stairwell. The cardboard corners dug into his forearms, his muscles burning with each step. Behind him, Troy bounded up two stairs at a time, carrying a box twice the size with apparent ease, his broad shoulders nearly scraping both walls of the tight passage. Mark cursed himself for agreeing to help his new tenant move in, but what kind of landlord would he be if he didn't? The kind who didn't get shown up by a guy who looked like he bench-pressed refrigerators for fun, that's what kind.

"Careful with that one," Troy called from behind, his deep voice bouncing off the walls. "Got my workout gear in there. Dumbbells and shit."

Mark stumbled forward, nearly dropping the box. "Jesus, you could've warned me before I picked it up." Sweat dripped into his eyes, stinging. He blinked rapidly, trying to clear his vision while maintaining his grip.

"Thought you could handle it," Troy laughed, the sound rich and mocking. "My bad."

They reached the landing, and Mark set the box down with a heavy thud, his arms trembling from the exertion. He wiped his forehead with his sleeve, panting. Troy placed his much larger box beside Mark's, not even breathing hard. His white t-shirt hugged his torso, outlining every ridge of muscle beneath. The sleeves strained against his biceps, thick veins snaking beneath tanned skin.

"Just one more trip," Troy said, already turning to head back downstairs.

Mark nodded, following behind and trying not to stare at the way Troy's back tapered to a narrow waist, his jeans hanging low on his hips. It wasn't envy, Mark told himself. Just... awareness of the differences between them. Troy was built like something out of a fitness magazine—all raw power and coiled strength—while Mark had the soft edges of a man who spent most of his days behind a desk.

At the bottom of the stairs, Mark spotted his wife Emily arranging Troy's kitchen items on a small folding table. She'd offered to help organize while they carried the heavy stuff, her blonde hair pulled back in a messy ponytail, a few loose strands framing her face. She straightened when she saw them, tugging self-consciously at her tank top.

"How's it going up there?" she asked, her eyes darting between them before settling on Troy.

"Your husband's a trooper," Troy said with a grin that didn't quite reach his eyes. "Though I think I'm breaking him."

Mark forced a laugh, desperate to assert some authority in the situation. "Well, at least I can kick you out if you're too loud," he said, the joke falling flat the moment it left his mouth.

Troy turned toward him slowly, cocking his head. His dark eyes fixed on Mark's face with the intensity of a predator. "You really think you're in charge here, little man?" The corner of his mouth curled up. "You might own this house on paper, but we both know who's gonna be on top."

The words hung in the air, charged with something that made Mark's skin prickle. He opened his mouth to respond, but no sound came out.

Emily laughed nervously, the sound high and brittle. "I'm sure everyone will get along fine," she said, reaching for another plate to unwrap. Her fingers fumbled with the newspaper, the plate nearly slipping before she caught it.

Troy moved toward the last box on the ground floor—a massive container that Mark had been dreading. As he passed Emily, he deliberately slowed, his muscled chest nearly grazing her face. She froze, her cheeks flushing pink as she inhaled sharply. Troy smiled down at her, so close she could probably feel his breath on her skin.

"You're the one making sure I feel welcome," he said, voice dropping lower. "Appreciate that."

Mark cleared his throat. "We should get that last box up."

Troy ignored him completely, still looking at Emily. She took a small step back, but her eyes remained locked on his, her lips slightly parted.

"Could I get some water first?" Troy asked her, not bothering to look in Mark's direction even though he was the homeowner. "Moving's thirsty work."

"Of course," Emily said quickly. She hurried to the kitchen, returning with a glass of water. Her hand trembled slightly as she held it out.

Troy took it, letting his fingers brush deliberately against hers. "Thanks, gorgeous." He downed the water in several long gulps, his throat working as Emily watched. When he finished, he handed the glass back, leaning in closer than necessary. "Bet your husband doesn't appreciate how tight that little body is. Shame."
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