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The Jones Mansion loomed against the Los Angeles skyline, its gleaming white walls aglow in the moonlight. On a normal night, its grandeur might demand admiration, a testament to wealth and success. Tonight, though, it demanded dread. The flashing red and blue lights of squad cars painted the facade in chaotic shadows, while the wrought-iron gates hung open, letting a procession of emergency vehicles pack the circular driveway. Officers moved with grim precision, their dark shapes flickering against the tall, curtained windows, the mansion’s secrets reflected in every shadow.

Inside, the air was thick, oppressive. The usual perfume of wealth, polished wood, flowers, or fine cologne had been replaced by the metallic tang of blood. The grand foyer stretched ahead, its marble floor sullied with streaks of crimson. Above, the ostentatious chandelier threw fractured light over the scene, its sharp glints reflecting the bloodied patterns below.

I stepped through the wide double doors, my two-inch leather boots clicking softly on the marble as I surveyed the chaos. My outfit was as practical as it was understated: a tailored dark blazer over a charcoal shirt, fitted black pants, and my favorite boots, scuffed just enough to suggest they’d seen more than their fair share of crime scenes. My shiny hair was pulled into a tight ponytail, a deliberate choice that kept it out of my face while adding to my no-nonsense appearance. The badge at my hip glinted under the cold artificial light, a small shield of authority that felt like a thin barrier against the weight of what lay ahead. 

The stillness in the mansion wasn’t the kind that brings calm; it was the kind that sets your nerves buzzing like static electricity. Something dark had unfolded here. You could feel it clinging to the air, pressing into your skin.

“Detective Ronan,” a uniformed officer called, stepping toward me with a notebook in hand. His face was pale, his tone steady but uneasy. “The deceased is Steven Brown. Stab wounds, likely fatal on impact. The woman, Kimberly Brown, has blunt force trauma to the head. It looks like it was caused by that chair over there.” He nodded toward a heavy mahogany chair lying on its side, its edges streaked with fresh blood. The officer hesitated, lowering his voice as if the word itself carried weight. “The suspects are John Jones and Linda Jones.”

Suspects. It was a word that often hung in the air during my investigations, but here it felt heavier, saturated with the scene’s violence. 

Steven Brown lay sprawled in the middle of the room. The man, once a shining example of charm and power, was reduced to a grotesque tableau. His expensive suit, now soaked with blood, clung to his lifeless body. A kitchen knife still pierced his chest, and the dark stain spread like ink beneath him, soaking the pristine marble floor. His face, frozen in death, wore a haunting expression of betrayal, as though the final moments of his life had left him demanding answers he would never get.

A few feet away, Kimberly Brown lay unconscious, her blonde hair a tangled mess streaked with blood. Her pale face was turned slightly toward Steven, her lips parted as if she’d been trying to speak. A jagged gash marred her forehead, glinting under the chandelier’s fractured light. Her hand was outstretched toward her husband, fingers curled weakly, as though even in her unconscious state, she was reaching for him.

Kneeling beside her was John Jones. His tailored white shirt, now wrinkled and smeared with blood, hung open at the collar, revealing the tense rise and fall of his chest. His sleeves were unevenly rolled, as though he’d been caught in a struggle with reality itself. He cradled Kimberly in his arms, brushing bloodied strands of hair from her face with shaking hands. His lips moved, murmuring words I couldn’t hear, whether prayers, apologies, or a plea for this nightmare to end.

At the far edge of the room, Linda Jones stood stiff and motionless. Her cream blouse and black slacks were perfectly pressed, her outward appearance unshaken, but her rigid posture told another story. Her hands hung at her sides, her fingers trembling slightly as though trying to decide whether to clench or flee. Her sharp eyes darted between her husband and Steven’s body, the turmoil in her mind clear even through her icy facade.

I turned my gaze to John, who still clung to Kimberly like she was his last connection to reality. His knuckles were white, his trembling hands a stark contrast to the bloodied woman he held.

I took a slow breath, preparing to address the storm of emotions swirling through this room. It was a delicate moment, and one wrong move could shatter what little composure they had left. I stepped forward, planting myself firmly in the center of the room. My presence was met with wary, unsteady gazes. “I’m Detective Alex Ronan,” I said, my voice measured and calm. “I’ll be leading this investigation. Let’s start with ensuring everyone here is safe.” 

“Mr. Jones,” I said, keeping my voice calm but firm, “you need to let her go. The paramedics will take care of her now.”

He didn’t react at first, his hollow eyes staring past me into some void only he could see. His lips moved, repeating something too low for me to hear, the words swallowed by the weight of the room.

“Mr. Jones,” I said again, stepping closer, my tone softer but no less resolute. “You can’t help her like this. Let them do their job.”

For a moment, he remained frozen. Then, slowly, his grip loosened. His shoulders sagged as though releasing her had sapped what little strength he had left. He pulled back slightly, his hand brushing Kimberly’s cheek one last time before the paramedics stepped in. His gaze stayed locked on her as they carried her away, raw pain etched into every line of his face.

I turned to Linda, who shifted slightly as I approached. Her composure, though brittle, held. Her sharp eyes met mine, and for a brief second, I saw defiance flicker before it was smothered by fear. Her hands moved to grip her arms tightly, her fingers pressing into the fabric of her blouse as though holding herself together physically would stop her from unraveling.

“Mrs. Jones,” I said evenly, my voice cutting through the oppressive quiet. “You’re coming with us.”

She blinked rapidly, her composure cracking at the edges. Her lips parted as if to argue, but no words came. Instead, she clutched her arms tightly across her chest, her nails digging into the sleeves of her blouse. A flicker of something passed through her defiance, fear, guilt? I couldn’t tell. “I didn’t...” she began, but her voice faltered. Whatever excuse she had ready died on her tongue, swallowed by the weight of the moment. 

“Let’s go,” I said, gesturing to the officers. She nodded faintly, her gaze dropping for the first time as two officers approached to escort her.

Outside, the night air was sharp and cool against my skin, a welcome reprieve from the suffocating tension inside the house. The flashing lights of the squad cars reflected off the mansion’s sleek exterior, mocking the perfection it once symbolized. Officers moved with quiet efficiency, guiding John and Linda into separate vehicles. Linda hesitated before climbing into the back seat, casting one last glance at her husband. He didn’t return her gaze. John sat slumped in his own car, his hands clasped tightly together, his head bowed as though lost in prayer or defeat.

I lingered for a moment, my eyes tracing the outline of the mansion. Its polished exterior now felt like a mask, concealing something darker beneath. I turned to one of the officers standing nearby. “What’s their connection?” I asked.

The officer flipped through his notes. “Steven Brown and John Jones, best friends. Linda and Kimberly, mutual friends. The Browns were frequent visitors here.”

“Best friends,” I muttered, the words leaving a bitter taste in my mouth. Friendship wasn’t supposed to end in blood. Yet here we were, one man dead, another broken, and two women caught in the fallout.

I climbed into my car but didn’t start the engine. My gaze lingered on the mansion’s darkened windows, where crime scene technicians moved like shadows. There was something here, something buried beneath the facade. This wasn’t just about one night of violence. It was deeper, older, a thread that had been unraveling long before tonight.

The thought gnawed at me as I gripped the steering wheel. What had happened to twist love, trust, and friendship into something so deadly? What secrets were they all hiding? 

“Whatever the answer, I knew one thing for certain: only the facts could untangle the truth.”
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The city of Los Angeles glimmered outside Linda Jones’ office window, a sea of molten gold and deepening shadow as the sun dipped lower on the horizon. The glass skyscrapers reflected the final rays of light like fading embers of a fire, while the distant hum of traffic began to merge with the muffled silence of the room. It was nearly 7 p.m., and Linda sat at her desk, her eyes glued to the bright screen of her computer as if her life depended on it.

Papers sprawled in uneven stacks across the polished surface, blueprints, sketches, and notes with scrawled annotations crammed into every corner. The office, with its sleek gray decor and angular furniture, was cold and impersonal, but it suited Linda perfectly. This was her sanctuary, where ambition thrived and the noise of disappointment couldn’t reach her.

A loud buzz jolted her out of her concentration. Her phone rattled against the table, vibrating insistently. Linda sighed heavily, her brows drawing into a tight frown. Without looking, she grabbed it and answered.

“Hello?” Her voice was sharp, clipped.

“Hey, hon. Where are you?” John’s familiar voice came through the line, soft and uncertain, as though he already knew the answer but hoped to be wrong.

Linda let her head drop back against her chair, staring at the ceiling for a moment. Annoyance bristled under her skin, but she forced herself to keep her tone measured. “I’m at the office, John. Where else would I be?”

A pause. John’s voice softened further, careful. “It’s just... dinner’s getting cold, that’s all. I made your favorite—lemon herb chicken. When will you be home?”

Her fingers tightened around the phone as she glanced at her screen. The blinking cursor on her project plan taunted her like a silent clock counting down her life. She needed to finish this tonight.

“John,” she said, her irritation bubbling just beneath the surface. “I already told you I have a deadline. Unlike you, I have actual work to do.” She didn’t mean for the bite to come out so harshly, but it was there, undeniable. “Just eat without me. I’ll grab something here.”

Another beat of silence stretched over the line, and she could practically see him standing in the kitchen of their grand home, probably still wearing the casual slacks and sweater he always lounged around in. He’d be staring at the dinner table, the plates he so carefully set now cooling under the dim glow of the chandelier.

“Okay, hon,” he said softly, the warmth in his voice dimming, as though she’d snuffed it out like a candle. “Just... eat well, alright?”

“Sure. If you don’t have anything else to say, I need to go,” she shot back, already reaching for her mouse.

“Okay. Goodnight, Linda.”

“Goodnight,” she replied flatly, then hung up before he could say anything more.

The phone clicked against the desk as she dropped it, and for a moment, Linda sat there, staring at her screen but seeing nothing. Her shoulders sagged slightly as her anger bled into something far heavier, though she refused to acknowledge it.

Her eyes drifted to the window, where the sun had almost disappeared completely, leaving streaks of orange and crimson across the darkening sky. The city beyond seemed to breathe on its own, a living thing—constant, relentless, and ambitious. Linda liked that about Los Angeles; it always had somewhere to go, something to build.

Her gaze reflected her own weariness as she looked at her faint reflection in the window. Was this what marriage was supposed to feel like after five years? A series of clipped conversations, cold dinners, and unspoken resentments layered between every passing day? She rubbed her temple as the memories flitted through her mind, unwelcome but persistent.

They had been sweethearts in college, John and her. Back then, John’s charm had been disarming, and his confidence—so effortless, so magnetic—had drawn her in. He was the golden boy, the son of a family whose name opened doors. The Jones family owned hotels across the globe, their wealth practically embedded into their DNA, but John had been different—or so Linda thought. He didn’t flaunt it like others would. He had been kind, attentive, and ridiculously romantic, sweeping her off her feet with lavish dinners and spontaneous getaways during those university days.

But love born in the glow of youth often faded under the harsh scrutiny of time.

Linda leaned back in her chair, her lips pursed as her thoughts unraveled like loose threads. What did John do now? She could still hear her mother’s voice echoing in her head: “He’s a Jones, Linda. You’ve won the lottery.” But Linda didn’t feel like a winner.

John’s days were filled with gardening, reading in his study, or “managing” his family’s charity foundation. It was a ceremonial position at best—he organized charity balls, dinners, and galas that served more as an excuse for wealthy families to show off their tailored tuxedos than to actually help anyone. He worked in their family’s hotel headquarters in Los Angeles, a sprawling, glass-paneled building that Linda had seen only a handful of times. It wasn’t work, not to her. It was play, wrapped in the illusion of purpose.

Her jaw tightened as her mind drifted to his younger brother, Timothy. Now he was someone to admire. Timothy had stepped into the family’s corporate world like a storm, quickly assuming the role of CEO. He was sharp, driven, and unapologetic in his ambition, expanding the empire while John stayed in the background, playing host at black-tie dinners.

Linda’s stomach twisted with frustration. How many times had she tried to push John into doing something with his life? “You don’t have to take over the company, John, but at least—at least try!” she had yelled during one of their late-night fights. John had stared at her then, quiet, defeated, and it had infuriated her more.

She thought of Steven Brown, John’s best friend. The man John so easily confided in and who, in Linda’s eyes, was everything her husband should have been. Steven was a force—ambitious, powerful, and focused. As the CEO of his own financial corporation, he didn’t rest until he achieved what he wanted. It wasn’t even about the wealth; it was about the drive, the hunger for something more. She remembered the dinner they all had at the Browns’ mansion last year, how Steven had spoken so passionately about his latest business venture while Kimberly—sweet, unassuming Kimberly—sat smiling quietly beside him.

That night, Linda couldn’t help but compare them. Steven, the man who built his empire from nothing, and John, the man who had been handed the world and didn’t know what to do with it. The comparison clawed at her every time.

Linda sighed, pressing her palms against her face as though she could physically push away her thoughts. The bitterness tasted sharp on her tongue, but she couldn’t stop it.

The ringing of her phone startled her again, but she ignored it this time. She knew it would be John, calling to ask if she was okay, if she’d eaten, if she was coming home soon. That was John—endlessly patient, endlessly forgiving. And it grated on her nerves more than it should have.

The sun had finally disappeared, swallowed completely by the horizon, leaving behind a dark city lit only by the bright gleam of headlights and neon signs far below. Linda turned away from the window and back to her work, but the silence of the office was oppressive now. It reminded her of the silence that waited for her at home—the empty house, the cooling plates, and John’s soft voice offering words she didn’t want to hear.

She shook her head and focused on the blueprint in front of her. “I have work to do,” she whispered aloud, as if saying it would anchor her to something real. Yet, deep down, a sliver of guilt gnawed at her. The resentment between her and John had become a thick fog that neither of them could navigate.

And tonight, as he sat alone at the dinner table, pushing around the food he made just for her, Linda couldn’t help but wonder how much longer they could go on like this—two people bound together by history, drifting further apart with every passing day.

The thought hung heavy in the air, as unresolved as the silence that filled the room. Outside, the city pulsed with life, but within these walls, something between them was breaking. Linda just didn’t know if it could ever be fixed.
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Linda’s fingers drummed an absent rhythm against the cold surface of her desk, each tap landing softly, as though her fingertips were whispering secrets only she could hear. There was something restless about the motion—a reflection of her mind, which refused to still. It spun and twisted, caught in an endless loop of thoughts she had buried long ago, thoughts she wished would stay buried. The room felt heavy tonight, not with the weight of work or exhaustion, but with memories that clawed their way back into her mind like shadows she couldn’t outrun.

Outside her window, the sun had surrendered its final light. The last streaks of gold had bled into shades of purple and blue, the kind of twilight that always felt quiet and lonely. Linda stared into it, her reflection faint against the glass, as if she were fading, too—a woman caught between what was and what would never be again. The city hummed faintly in the distance, its relentless energy pulsing beneath her stillness, but none of it reached her here.

Her mind betrayed her, pulling her back to a time when her world had been smaller and her heart lighter. It was a summer morning, the kind that smelled of fresh grass and warm pavement, when Steven Brown had been the only constant in her life. She could still feel the weight of her backpack against her shoulders, the air still cool as the sun climbed lazily into the sky, tinting the world gold.

“Linda!”

His voice had cut through the morning quiet, ringing out from the bottom of her driveway, filled with its usual exuberance. She remembered the sound, how it always made her heart skip a beat before she even realized it. She’d smiled without thinking, a smile so effortless it seemed like a reflex, as she looked up to see him standing there. Steven Brown, with his messy hair flopping into his eyes and that lopsided grin that never failed to brighten her day.

“Ready?” he had asked, his tone teasing, playful, though there was something else beneath it. Something deeper, unspoken, like the whisper of a secret she wasn’t meant to hear.

“I was born ready,” she had teased back, pulling the straps of her bag tighter and jogging toward him.

That was how it had always been. Every day, Steven showed up at the same time, waiting for her, walking her to school without question or complaint. It was a ritual neither of them ever talked about, a quiet understanding that neither of them wanted to break. She had loved that about him—the ease of their friendship, the way they seemed to move in perfect sync.

As they walked, their arms would brush occasionally, the faintest touch, but it was enough to make Linda’s pulse quicken, though she never said why. She didn’t have to. Steven would look at her sometimes, those warm brown eyes lingering on her face longer than necessary, and Linda would pretend not to notice. She didn’t want to disturb whatever it was that existed between them—fragile and beautiful, like a bird perched on her open palm.

“Did you hear about the new kid?” Steven had asked one day, breaking the comfortable silence as they strolled beneath the wide branches of oaks lining the sidewalk.

“What new kid?” Linda replied, raising an eyebrow.

“I bet he’s a troublemaker,” Steven said, his grin widening with that mischievous glint in his eye, the one that always made her laugh.

“You would know all about troublemakers,” she shot back, nudging him lightly with her shoulder.

He laughed, the sound rich and full, and for a moment, it was as if the world around them didn’t exist. She caught him watching her then, his smile softening, his expression shifting just slightly—as though he were seeing her for the first time, or maybe the hundredth, but differently. There were no words for it, no explanation for the way her heart clenched in response, but she felt it.

It hadn’t mattered then, though. What mattered was that he was Steven, and she was Linda, and they shared something unspoken, something that didn’t need to be defined. Or so she thought.

But the change came without warning, creeping in like the first chill of autumn after a long summer. One afternoon, as they walked home together, the silence between them wasn’t comfortable anymore. It stretched, heavy and unfamiliar, like a wall that had suddenly risen between them. Linda noticed the shift immediately—how his steps dragged, how his gaze seemed fixed on something far away.

“Steven?” she’d asked, her voice quiet, uncertain. “What’s wrong?”

He didn’t answer right away. His head was bowed, his hands shoved into his pockets, his usual energy gone, replaced by something else—something darker. “I’m fine,” he said finally, but the words were hollow, brittle as dry leaves.

Linda wasn’t convinced. She reached out, touching his arm gently, her fingers grazing the fabric of his sleeve. It was a gesture so simple, so familiar, but the way he tensed beneath her touch made her pause.

“Talk to me,” she urged, her voice softer now. “What’s going on? You’re... you’re acting different.”

Steven stopped walking, his shoes scuffing against the pavement, and turned to face her. The look in his eyes caught her off guard. There was vulnerability there, raw and unfiltered, mixed with something else—fear, maybe, or longing.

“I don’t know if you’ll understand,” he said quietly, his voice strained, like the words were being dragged out of him.

“Try me,” she whispered, refusing to look away.

They stood there, the silence stretching between them like a canyon. The afternoon sun filtered through the leaves, casting dappled light across Steven’s face. And then, as if pulled by some invisible force, he stepped closer. Before Linda could process what was happening, Steven leaned in, his lips brushing against hers.

It was soft, fleeting, but it shook her to her core. Her breath caught, her eyes wide, her body frozen in place. The kiss ended as suddenly as it began, leaving only the ghost of it lingering on her lips.

Steven pulled back, his face flushed, his expression a mixture of panic and regret. “I—I’m sorry,” he stammered, his voice barely audible. He didn’t give her time to respond. Instead, he turned and ran, his figure disappearing down the street, his footsteps echoing like a heartbeat in her ears.

Linda had stood there, stunned, her hand hovering near her mouth as if to hold onto the moment, to make sense of it. She couldn’t. The questions came faster than she could stop them. What had just happened? Why did he run?

Days passed, then weeks, and Steven withdrew further. He stopped walking her to school. He stopped calling. He stopped being Steven. And Linda was left staring at an empty space where her best friend had once been.

The final blow came at prom, when she watched him stand across the gymnasium, his face blank as he looked at her dancing with someone else. Their eyes met briefly, and Linda searched for something—recognition, regret, anything—but she found nothing. His face was a mask she couldn’t penetrate, and she realized then that whatever they had was gone.

Linda pressed her palms against the table now, her breath shallow. The memory felt so real, so vivid, like she could still feel the warmth of his hand brushing against hers or the weight of his eyes watching her. She blinked hard, her chest tight as she tried to push the memory away.

Why had he kissed her? Why had he run?

Her mother had said later that Steven’s parents had gotten divorced. Maybe that explained it, Linda thought. Maybe he was hurting, lost. But even now, years later, the answers remained elusive.

Linda leaned back in her chair, staring at the dark window. The woman staring back at her looked composed, controlled. But deep down, the cracks still ran deep. Some things couldn’t be forgotten. Some things clung to you like shadows you could never shake.

And somewhere in the dark city beyond her reflection, she wondered if Steven still remembered, too.
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John Jones sat alone in his study, the silence heavy and unrelenting, broken only by the faint ticking of the grandfather clock in the corner. His dark hair was slightly disheveled, and his sharp blue eyes carried their usual playful spark, though tonight they seemed tinged with something heavier. At over six feet tall, his lean, fit frame radiated effortless charisma, but even his cheerful exterior couldn’t mask the tension building in his thoughts. 

Outside the wide windows, the evening dimmed, smudging the sky with streaks of violet and charcoal gray. The golden hour had passed, surrendering to the encroaching night, and now the world outside felt far away, as if it belonged to someone else. John’s gaze lingered on the half-read book on his desk, the pages spread open, but the words were nothing more than black scratches against white paper, blurred by his wandering mind. A glass of bourbon sat untouched at his elbow, its amber liquid reflecting the soft light of the desk lamp.

The phone call with Linda replayed over and over in his head, a loop of clipped words and cold dismissal. “I have work to do,” she’d said, her voice sharp, impatient, as though he were nothing more than a trivial interruption in her life. Her tone cut through him in ways he didn’t like to admit, but it wasn’t new. Most of the days were like this now. Linda in her world, her life revolving around the firm and the architecture projects that consumed her. She had become a senior partner not long ago, a title that lit her eyes with pride in a way that nothing else seemed to. John had congratulated her, kissed her cheek softly, but the truth was, her joy had been laced with a kind of triumph he couldn’t share.

She didn’t know, of course. She didn’t know that his name had quietly paved parts of her path, that John had invested in the firm without her knowledge, ensuring it grew strong enough to support her rise. He wanted her to have everything she needed, wanted her to feel secure, but it never seemed to be enough. Linda wasn’t attached to comfort—she was attached to recognition, to power, to the validation that seemed to feed her soul like nothing else could. “I guess that’s what lower society clings to,” John muttered under his breath, his voice low, bitter. It wasn’t an insult, not really. It was just an observation, one he often tried to dismiss but couldn’t. Linda worked as if every day she needed to prove her worth, while John—well, John had never felt the need. He was born into wealth, the kind of wealth that made working optional, even ridiculous.

It was this divide that had become the quiet wedge between them. Where Linda burned with ambition, John craved only serenity. He spent his days as the administrator of his family’s charity foundation, managing events, hosting galas, and shaking hands with donors who smiled too broadly and drank too much wine. It was work, he supposed, but it didn’t demand much of him. He had time for his garden, time for his books, time for the quiet spaces where the world couldn’t touch him. He didn’t need more. He never had.

But Linda did. And as he sat there now, staring blankly at the shelves of his study, his thoughts slid back into memories—old, persistent, and unbidden.

College. The first year. The day he met Steven Brown.

John could see it as clearly as if it were happening again. The clicking of keys had filled the tiny dorm room, his hunched figure bathed in the pale glow of his computer screen. Outside, the campus buzzed with excitement, a cacophony of voices and footsteps from students ready to conquer the world. But John had shut it all out. He preferred the familiarity of his games, the predictable rush of adrenaline that came from victories he could claim with a keyboard and a mouse.

The knock on the door had startled him, sharp and insistent, as though whoever stood on the other side didn’t believe in waiting. “Come in,” John called, his voice absent, his eyes still fixed on the screen.

The door swung open, and there he was. Tall, lanky, and brimming with an energy John could feel from across the room. “You must be John,” the guy said, his voice confident and easy, like they were already friends.

John looked up, his smirk reflexive, covering the faint surprise he felt. “Yeah, I’m John. You must be Steven.”

“The one and only.”

Steven Brown had an undeniable quality that made him stand out, and it wasn’t solely his looks—his tousled black hair, piercing gaze that seemed to decode you in silence, or his lean build that carried an unexpected air of authority. It was his presence. Steven carried himself with the kind of confidence that didn’t need to be announced. Everything about him seemed effortless, from his easy grin to the way he dropped onto the edge of John’s bed like he belonged there.

Over the next few weeks, John realized Steven was everything he wasn’t. Sharp, ambitious, and endlessly driven, Steven tackled assignments with a kind of precision that made John’s halfhearted attempts seem laughable. “I’ll help you out,” Steven had offered one afternoon, sprawled on the floor beside John, their laptops open between them. “But you’ll owe me. Fair’s fair.”

John had laughed, tossing a crumpled snack wrapper at him. “Sure. I’ve got the cash to pay for all your steak dinners. Just don’t let me fail, alright?”

And that was how it started. Steven became John’s tutor, his mentor, and—eventually—his best friend. In return, John kept the money flowing, funding their weekends out, their dinners at overpriced restaurants, their trips to the beach when studying felt impossible. To anyone else, it might have looked transactional, but it wasn’t. It was a partnership, a bond John hadn’t realized he needed. Steven brought out the best in him, even when he didn’t think there was much to bring.

Then came her.

The first time John saw Linda, it was a Sunday evening. The air in the dorm room was stuffy, thick with the smell of takeout, when Steven opened the door to let her in. She stepped into the room like she owned it, her dark hair cascading over her shoulders, her sharp eyes taking everything in with a glance. “This is John,” Steven said, his grin wide and infectious. “John, meet Linda.”

John rose to his feet, suddenly aware of the clutter around him, his own disheveled appearance, the sweat on his palms. “Nice to meet you,” he managed, his voice smoother than he intended.

Linda’s smile was faint, her lips curling at the edges as she tilted her head just slightly. “I’ve heard a lot about you, John Jones.”

Something about the way she said his name—calm, measured, almost teasing—unsettled him. And yet, he couldn’t look away.

From that moment on, the three of them were inseparable. Steven, Linda, and John. They explored the city together, spent nights crammed into the dorm watching bad movies, laughed until their sides hurt. But there was always something else. An undercurrent John felt but couldn’t define. Linda would smile at him, but she always looked at Steven in a way she didn’t with anyone else. It was subtle—the shared jokes, the glances that lingered too long, the moments of silence that said more than words could.

John pretended not to notice. He bought Linda gifts, took her to dinners Steven couldn’t afford, gave her all the attention his name and money could buy. And for a while, it worked. She chose him.

But now, years later, as John sat alone in the quiet of his study, the memory of those days felt like a cruel joke. The truth had always been there, lingering in the spaces between them. Linda had never admired him the way she admired Steven. And Steven, for all his charm and brilliance, had always been a step ahead, even when he didn’t try.

John’s fingers brushed over the glass of bourbon, but he didn’t drink. He stared into the darkness beyond his window, the quiet pressing in on him like a weight he couldn’t shake. “Maybe she’ll understand me one day,” he whispered, his voice faint. But even as he said it, he knew it wasn’t true.

The room, the house, the life they shared—it all felt like an illusion now, something hollow that could collapse at any moment. And as John sat there, surrounded by shadows and silence, he realized he had always been the outsider, watching as
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