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Chapter 1: Suburban Sanctuary



Alex and Sarah lived in a peaceful suburban neighborhood, far removed from their difficult upbringing in the city. Their parents had been entangled in a network of urban magnates for as long as they could remember, and navigating that harsh corporate landscape had been challenging for both of them.

Alex had chosen to branch out on his own, establishing himself as a respected consultant in the media industry, while his wife supported him as an assistant and managed their new home, distanced from the chaos. They poured their efforts and savings into that secluded, comfortable colonial house nestled in the verdant outskirts, where they could relax and raise their only child, Ethan.

Their son had just turned eighteen and headed off to college, leaving the house to them alone. Over the years, Sarah had transformed from a casually attractive young woman into a casually attractive mature one, now forty years old. Her rounded face with shiny green eyes had gained a more profound allure, her lips fuller, and her figure more voluptuous. At five foot five, her legs were shapely and thick, her waist remained slim, and her ample breasts had settled slightly, adding more sway to her movements.

Alex, meanwhile, had maintained his youthful features and athletic build fairly well. At forty-two, his hair had thinned a bit at the temples, and his five foot ten frame was a touch more stooped, but he worked out regularly and kept his body smooth-shaven. The shadow of his younger self had evolved into a subdued adult who listened more and argued less. He and Sarah had navigated a twenty-year marriage with minimal upheaval, until an unexpected turn of events.

Victor was a complex individual. Alex had encountered the man years ago through his father, as they were former associates during the boom of his father's company. But it wasn't until Alex hit forty that they began working together. Victor had returned from Europe, eager to invest in and expand a news division in the country, and Alex had been operating under his guidance for two years, their partnership evolving from professional to friendly.

A drink here, a trip to the nearby golf course there, and numerous late-night discussions in bars had become routine. Victor was affable and warm, particularly after a few drinks. He was also a substantial presence, tall and wide in his mid-sixties. His deep gray eyes sparkled with mischief during conversations. His prominent nose and dense stubble, along with his gleaming bald pate, lent a certain charisma and wit to his rugged features. But it was his voice that truly captivated everyone.

In contrast to Alex's composed and measured tone, Victor's deep timbre resonated through the space, warming any gathering. He directed others with a paternal authority, eliciting laughter and persuading them to act in ways they might not otherwise. Deep down, Alex recognized this as part of a strategy—the game of male dominance, one he himself had never fully mastered. Alex was a fair and rational man, who persuaded through deeds. But Victor... the elder client was more than a businessman; he was a performer, a charmer.

Women tittered and flushed around him, men greeted him with firm handshakes and attentive stances. He unsettled people slightly with his humor, yet simultaneously drew out their best and aligned them with his visions. He embodied a vintage masculinity that was growing rarer, akin to what Alex's father had in his prime. And that made Victor a perilous figure.

Alex should have thought twice before inviting such a man into his home, into his personal life, and exposing his gentle wife to that enthralling personality. But how could he have anticipated that a man over twenty years his senior, almost a fatherly figure, would pose a threat? In his darkest imaginings, Sarah might stray with a dashing young Adonis, a godlike specimen with a flawless jaw and sculpted physique, not a man old enough to be his dad, and large enough to occupy an entire sofa.

Victor arrived for the barbecue on a sunny Saturday afternoon. The house was alive with the aroma of fresh grilled meat and gentle tunes, hosting twelve close friends and neighbors, including Robert—Alex's senior colleague, and the only one Victor knew at the event.

Dressed in casual shorts and a white polo, Alex welcomed Victor at the door. The man stood there, keys to his SUV in his right hand, a friendly smile on his bearded face. He sported beach shorts and a floral shirt, atypical for him, which highlighted his sturdy arms. He bantered and praised their living room, and was quickly introduced to the group as they headed to the backyard.

Sarah lounged by the pool with the neighbor's wife, Sophia. Sarah wore tight white shorts and a low-cut tank top, her smooth feet glistening in flat summer sandals as she dangled them in the water and chuckled at some remark. Sophia was nearly as lovely, a few years younger, and more outspoken. Victor zeroed in on Sarah immediately upon spotting her, as most men did. She exuded an inescapable feminine grace, a tender appeal.

She spotted him too, as the men neared the pool. She regarded him with a distracted expression, her lips slightly parted mid-sentence, until a spark lit in her eyes and she appeared to recognize him.

"Honey, this is Victor," Alex said, clapping the man on the shoulder, then taking her hand to help her up. "Victor, my beautiful wife Sarah."

"Beautiful indeed," Victor replied, shaking her hand, his massive palm engulfing her delicate fingers. "Nice to meet you, Sarah."

"Nice to meet you, Victor," Sarah said softly, smiling at the praise. "Alex mentions you often. Thanks for all your support."

"You're more than welcome. Alex is a skilled guy, and I'm happy to collaborate with him," Victor responded, his grip lingering in an extended handshake. "But I had no idea he was also a fortunate husband."

Sarah glanced at Sophia, and they both laughed. She flushed faintly, like a schoolgirl, and gently withdrew her hand, fiddling with her long wavy hair. Alex chuckled to diffuse the tension.

"I mean, he's spot on; I'm pretty fortunate, right?"

"You flatter me," Sarah teased. "Want some beer, guys? Sophia, soda?" she asked, turning.

The men accepted, while Sophia declined. Sarah headed inside, as Alex chatted with her friend, but peripherally, he couldn't miss Victor tracking his wife's movements, an odd smirk on his face.

When Sarah returned with the beers, Victor thanked her with a hint of sarcasm, and they settled on lounge chairs, conversing at length. He inquired about their marriage, Alex's history, and then her own life. He was relaxed and playful, and she soon warmed up, sharing anecdotes about raising Ethan. Alex observed closely, interjecting occasionally, and the afternoon progressed.

But inwardly, Alex couldn't ignore a shifted dynamic between Sarah and Victor. Initially, he assumed his client was deploying his typical disarming charm to encourage her to open up, captivating her like the office women, but there was more. The man gazed at her longer, his posture more assertive, more... virile than usual. It seemed almost like flirting. Right there, in plain view. But it couldn't be, Alex decided after a couple more beers. Victor was too old and too bald for her, and her form looked comically small next to his bulk.

As Victor jested about his divorce and his difficult ex-wife, she laughed more freely and probed about him too. He recounted his European business and his two married daughters in England, and his younger son who had taken over as he returned home. After observing their exchange, Alex felt somewhat sidelined. Sophia had joined her husband, discussing elsewhere. The sun intensified, and the meat risked charring, so Alex stepped away.

He tended the food, then went inside to the bathroom. As he shut the door, a twinge of jealousy crept into his chest. He was accustomed to mild jealousy over the years, feeling protective of Sarah whenever she met an attractive newcomer, at parties, bars, or work, but those were typically younger, less mature sorts. The kind he knew she'd dismiss.

He'd learned she favored older men. It emerged during movies and shows—the way she'd comment on a handsome mature actor, perhaps jokingly, perhaps to tease him, and her admission of a crush on a school coach. Alex wasn't sure if it was all in fun or genuine, but it always stirred slight envy, as he couldn't embody that. Even at forty-two, he lacked the seasoned hunk look. His face retained a youthful cast, and he missed the stature.

"I could outmaneuver you, old timer," he mused as he urinated, imagining pummeling Victor's paunch, using his boxing training productively. The notion of shielding his loyal wife from Victor elicited a quiet chuckle. He brushed off his concerns, deeming them absurd. His client was astute and mature.

Upon returning outside, he watched Sarah from a distance. Her dark blonde hair shimmered as she tossed her head back in laughter. Victor nearly touched her ear, sharing something hilarious. She'd never seemed so at ease and captivated by a man. That was enough.

"Honey, come here," Alex said, gently taking her hand.

Her arms encircled his shoulders naturally, and they kissed affectionately. She smiled awkwardly, eyeing him questioningly.

"Alex, are you tipsy?" she asked, giggling.

Alex noted Victor watching peripherally. The man wore his usual grin, unaffected. He regarded Sarah like a doting father.

After a bit, Sarah joined Sophia and friends in the kitchen, while Alex introduced Victor to Sophia's husband, Mike, and the elder colleague Robert. The men discussed work briefly, but talk centered on Victor's experiences. He shared tales of European escapades and his ex-wife's attempts to claim everything after suspecting infidelity. The cheating remained unproven, and she exited the divorce with less than hoped.

The men found it amusing. Mike leaned back, his ex-athlete build expansive, while Robert stretched his hefty legs and belly, nursing beer. Both were engrossed in Victor's narratives, reacting as if old pals. Alex sat quietly, watching Mike's labrador splash at the pool's edge.

"Why was she suspicious, anyway?" Mike asked.

"Victor's a ladies' man, that's why," Robert quipped, chuckling cheesily. The office gossip had spread.

"So... she was correct?" Mike inferred.

Victor smiled, sipping beer leisurely. Then he spoke enigmatically.

"Let's say she got her due for spending too much time with the pilates instructor."

The men burst into laughter at the twist. Robert slapped Victor's shoulder.

"Good you had top-notch English lawyers," he noted sagely.

As the most inebriated, Mike found it hysterical, his face reddening as he coughed on beer.

"But wait... who strayed first?" he queried after composing.

"Hmm, wouldn't you like to know?" Victor said wryly, sparking more mirth.

Robert, the sly old fox, chose that moment for a bold comment.

"When you've got a cock the size of the Colossus, women loosen up faster, right Victor?"

"W-what?" Mike stammered amid laughs.

"You know, that's spot on," Victor said, engaging Robert. "It's dull trying to expand what's already slack."

"Wow... don't let the ladies overhear," Alex interjected.

Mike rose for more beer, pointing at Victor.

"You keep away from Sophia, Colossus."

"Don't fret, pal, you're secure," Victor replied, then glanced at Alex, eyes twinkling momentarily.
















































Chapter 2: Lingering Shadows


The afternoon accelerated with alcohol. Fortunately, the women stayed indoors, shifting to the living room for a reality show and neighborhood gossip. As farewells approached, Victor seemed tipsy, and Alex urged a driver.

Victor dismissed the worry but delayed departure until finishing another beer. He clasped Sarah's hand, kissing her skin lingeringly, calling her stunning. She tittered with the group, while Alex seethed aside. Robert's wife, Linda, sober, offered a lift.

Victor and Robert piled into the back, chortling excessively, and the car vanished down the road, the intense sunset nearly blinding. Mike and Sophia departed last. He steadied her shoulders, strolling slowly to their home across the street, amid tall trees and fences.

Alex and Sarah reclined on the couch, idly watching TV as dusk fell. She rested her head on his lap, and he stroked her hair.

"So, did you like Victor?" he asked abruptly.

"He's entertaining," she answered. "Hard to believe we hadn't met before."

"Well, he's always on the move, traveling," Alex noted.

"So he's freshly divorced?" she inquired.

"Yeah, about two years back. Why?"

"Does he have a girlfriend?"

"Not sure. Probably not. Some need solitude post-divorce."

"Oh, he'll find someone soon," she said innocently. "He's wealthy and... quite intriguing, isn't he?"

"Intriguing, huh? How?"

She looked at him curiously.

"What? Jealous?"

"No, just noting... you two seemed to click," Alex said. "Talking and laughing a lot."

"He shared about his abusive wife; it was hilarious. Like when she tried to hit him with a
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