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The pulsing bass of the music in my heart wasn't coming from the car speakers. It was just Sarah. She was humming along to some shitty pop song, her head resting against the window, the setting sun catching the gold in her hair. I reached over and took her hand, lacing our fingers together. She squeezed back, turning her head to smile at me. That smile. God, it could knock a man flat. Two years with her, and it still hit me like a physical blow.

In my head, I sometimes played a highlight reel of the "Old Mark." The guy who was co-captain of the football team, the guy whose entire senior year reputation was built on the size of his dick and his ability to get girls out of their jeans with a cocky grin and a beer. I got a lot of pussy back then. I won't lie; I was proud of it. It was a game, and I was good at scoring. But it was all noise, all empty touchdowns under stadium lights that meant nothing.

Then came Sarah. She didn't care about the touchdowns. She'd seen me projectile vomit after a keg stand during our first semester of college, and instead of being disgusted, she'd just held my hair back—metaphorically, since I kept it buzzed short—and brought me water. She looked at the guy underneath the helmet and the loud laugh. A month later, I was canceling on other girls. Three months in, I was head-over-ass, undeniably, script-it-in-the-stars in love with her.

"Nervous?" she asked, breaking into my thoughts.

I gave her hand a reassuring squeeze. "Nah. Just ready to get this 'meet the parents' thing over with so I can officially be the best son-in-law in training."

She laughed, but it had a nervous edge. "They're... traditional, Mark. Just be yourself, but maybe, like, a quieter version of yourself? The version who doesn't use the word 'fuck' as a comma."

"I can do formal," I said, my voice full of a confidence I wasn't quite feeling. "I'll be a goddamn gentleman."

They weren't kidding about traditional. Her parents' house was a two-story colonial that looked like it had been lifted out of a magazine. Every piece of oak furniture gleamed, the creamy carpets were pristine, and the air smelled faintly of lemons and furniture polish. Her mom, Carol, had a tight smile and a handshake that was surprisingly firm. Her dad, Robert, eyed me up and down like I was a livestock auction he was attending under duress. We made small talk in the living room; my ass perched on the very edge of an armchair that felt way too expensive to breathe on. I'd answered questions about my marketing degree and my job at a tech firm, using my most professional, non-fucking voice.

"And where's Danny?" Sarah asked, trying to smooth over the awkward silence.

"Probably in his cave," her dad grunted, just as heavy footsteps came thudding down the stairs.

And then he appeared. Danny. While Robert was broad in a soft, retired way, Danny was all solid, hard muscle. The man moved with an easy, purposeful confidence that commanded the space. He was at least a couple of inches taller than me, and a simple black fitted tee stretched across a chest that was clearly carved from real-world work, not some sanitized gym. His dark hair was cut short and styled with a lazy indifference, but his sharp, intelligent eyes were anything but lazy. They were fixed on me as he crossed the room, holding a cool, level-headed assessment. There was no smile on his face, just the quiet power of a man who had no need to prove anything.

"You must be Mark," he said. His voice was deeper than I expected, a low rumble that vibrated in the polished floorboards.

"That's me," I said, standing up and extending my hand. "Good to finally meet you, man."

He took my hand. His grip was firm, dry, and he held my gaze for a beat too long before letting go. It wasn't aggressive, but it wasn't overly friendly either. It was... testing. Like he was confirming the strength in my grip. It was the kind of handshake guys give each other, not the polite flimsy things I'd just exchanged with his parents.

"Welcome," he said, his expression unreadable before he turned to his sister. "I see you actually brought someone home this time, Squirt."

"Screw you, Danny," Sarah said, punching him lightly on the arm. There was an ease between them that was palpable, a comfort that hadn't existed in the room ten seconds before.

"Dinner will be ready in an hour," Carol announced, standing up. "Sarah, honey, you'll be in your old room upstairs." She then turned her gaze to me, her smile polite but firm. "Mark, I hope you understand. With Sarah home, we'll need you in a separate room."

"Oh, of course, ma'am," I said quickly, wanting to show I was on board with the whole traditional vibe. "No problem at all."

She looked relieved. "Good. Danny's room is down in the basement—it's more of a large den area, really. He's got a queen bed and a pull-out couch, so there's plenty of space. We think that'll work out just fine."

My mental footsteps skidded to a halt. "Oh."

The change was immediate. A room in the basement. With him. It was personal. Instinctive. I shot a look at Sarah, whose apologetic expression told me she'd assumed I'd get my own space too.

"It's really just a large den area that he's claimed," Carol added, missing the tension entirely. "Is that alright?"

Don't be difficult, Mark. Be the good boyfriend. I forced a smile. "Yeah, that's totally fine. Sounds good."

Carol nodded, satisfied, and headed toward the kitchen. I stayed back, catching Sarah's eye. She mouthed a silent "sorry." I gave her a little nod that said it's fine, I've got this. But as I looked past her toward the open doorway leading to the basement, where Danny had disappeared, I couldn't shake the feeling that I'd just been moved to a completely different playing field. And for the first time in a very long time, I had absolutely no idea what the rules were.
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Sarah gave me an encouraging little shove toward the basement door. "Go on, get settled. I'll be down in a minute to rescue you."

I forced a laugh and started down the wooden stairs. They were steep, leading into a warm, man-cave kind of dimness. The air down here was different—cooler, smelling of sawdust and something clean and masculine, like fresh laundry and deodorant. The ceiling was low, with exposed beams, and one wall was lined with tools, neatly organized on pegboards.

And then I saw him.

Danny was standing in the middle of the room, fiddling with a stereo on a small bookshelf. The low lighting was forgiving, but it did him a service, outlining his broad shoulders and the trim line of his waist. He turned as my foot hit the bottom step, and for a second, I just stopped and looked. In the soft glow of a single floor lamp, his features were sharper. The strong line of his jaw, the slight bump in his nose that looked like it might have been broken once, the way his dark eyebrows framed those intelligent eyes.

He was an attractive dude. No denying it. My gaze dropped as he turned to fully face me, and for a split second, I took in the way his jeans hugged his ass—firm, rounded, perfectly shaped in worn denim.

The thought hit me like a jolt of static electricity. Whoa. What the hell am I thinking?

I felt a hot blush creep up my neck and had to physically shake my head, as if to dislodge the thought. A choked, silent laugh escaped my lips. Jeez, I must be more tired from the drive than I thought. I was so checking out my girlfriend's brother. That was a cosmic-level no-no. I coughed to cover my weird internal moment and walked the rest of the way into the room.

"This is... great, man. Nice setup," I said, my voice a little too loud.

Danny just nodded, completely oblivious to my minor meltdown. "It's alright. Quieter than upstairs." He gestured to a door on the far wall. "That's the bathroom. So we don’t have to use the one upstairs." He then pointed to a black leather couch against the opposite wall. "And that's you. It's a pullout."

"Cool, thanks."

"You want it out now?"

"Yeah, might as well, I guess."

He walked over to the couch, his movements fluid and economical. I stood there, suitcase in hand, feeling awkward as hell. He grabbed a metal bar and gave it a tug. The frame groaned as he pulled, and as he leaned forward to wrestle with a stubborn hinge, his t-shirt rode up just a little, revealing a strip of tan, muscular lower back. His back was a perfect V, tapering down to that ass I was trying so hard not to look at again.

The muscles in his shoulders and biceps bunched and shifted under his skin with every pull and push. He wasn't grunting or showing off; he was just... working. There was a simple, raw power to the way he moved. I watched him yank the frame open with a final, decisive heave, his back arching as he straightened up to unfold the mattress. For a moment, I was completely mesmerized by the simple display of physical strength.

Danny shook out a thick blanket and tossed it onto the now-made bed. "There you go. Should be comfortable enough."

I blinked, snapping myself out of it. "Yeah, looks perfect. Thanks, man."

He gave me that same unreadable look from before, a slight arch to his eyebrow. "No problem. Try not to snore."

And with that, he turned and headed back up the stairs, leaving me alone in the warm, dimly lit room, staring at the bed he'd just made for me, my heart hammering against my ribs for reasons that had absolutely nothing to do with my girlfriend upstairs.
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I'd just finished laying out my laptop and a book on the makeshift nightstand—really just a stack of storage tubs—when I heard footsteps on the stairs. I assumed it was Danny coming back to grab something, but Sarah's head popped
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