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Mark Langford rarely drank on weeknights. It wasn’t a rule so much as a rhythm, part of the choreography of their life—clean, predictable, and silent in all the ways that mattered. On the surface, he and Lena had curated their existence with meticulous care: a slate-gray Lexus in the driveway, imported wine delivered monthly, orchids that never wilted.

And yet tonight, a half-finger of bourbon sat in a Waterford glass beside him, sweat clinging to the crystal like a secret.

He sat on the front porch of their Prairie-style home, legs crossed, eyes cast over the manicured cul-de-sac like a man trying to meditate. His fingers drummed silently against the armrest. Not nervous. No. Just alert. On edge.

It was 8:57 p.m.

Next door, the floodlight snapped on. A warm glow poured from the garage of the house they called “Chris’s project”—a modern rebuild done in dark wood and black steel that looked like something from an architectural digest. And there he was: Chris Dean, shirtless again, oil-dark and golden-skinned under the light, fiddling with his Harley like it was an extension of his body.

Mark’s jaw tensed involuntarily. Not from jealousy—he wasn’t that naive—but from something stranger. A pressure at the back of his throat, like a truth he wasn’t ready to speak.

Behind him, the front door clicked open.

Lena emerged barefoot, the sound of her footsteps a whisper against the cedar deck. She wore a pale lilac robe cinched at the waist, trimmed in black lace at the collar and cuffs. Her dark hair was up, loosely pinned, a few strands curling down to brush her clavicle.

“You came out,” she said softly, not quite smiling.

Mark nodded. “Figured I should see what I’m agreeing to.”

She stepped closer, enough for him to smell her perfume—bergamot and something floral he couldn’t name. It made his mouth dry.
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