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CHAPTER 1




I can remember the last day of my old life as vividly as if it was yesterday. It started with me slamming my hand down on my phone, killing that weak-ass alarm before it could get a third ring off. I laid there staring at the ceiling of my studio apartment, feeling like the world owed me a refund. I’d just closed my eyes, and now the sun was trying to peek through the blinds of my life in Bankhead, demanding I get up and slave for a check that was spent before I even touched it.

I wanted nothing more than to roll back over, sink into my silk sheets, and disappear. But the grind don’t stop, even when you’re tired of the person you’ve become.

It was 5:00 AM, and the ATL humidity was already sitting heavy in the air. I dragged myself out of bed, my joints popping as I stood. I looked in the mirror at the husk of the woman I used to be—or maybe the one I was forced to be. I’d been stuck in a loop: a dead-end job at a call center where people yelled at me for eight hours, and a toxic-ass situationship with a man named Terrence who did nothing but drain my bank account and my spirit.

By the time I’d showered and got my face beat just enough to look human, Terrence was already in the kitchen. He was sitting there in his undershirt, looking dusty, nursing a lukewarm beer and scrolling through IG like he didn’t have a single ambition in his soul. An overflowing ashtray sat next to last night’s empty Hennessy bottle. His eyes were bloodshot, fixed on his phone, ignoring me entirely until he needed something.

For all I knew, I could have died in my sleep and come back as a ghost. I was invisible in my own crib. Out of some old, dying habit, I reached down to pat his shoulder as I set a plate of eggs in front of him. He flinched, pulling away like my touch was an inconvenience, before going right back to his scroll. I didn’t even say a word. I just grabbed my gym bag, laced up my Nikes, and walked out the door.

The morning air was thick, and the streets were quiet, save for the distant sound of a siren somewhere off Donald Lee Hollowell. I got in my beat-up Honda, the engine turning over with a struggle that matched my own. I checked my phone—my inbox was a cacophony of corporate bullshit and "Where you at?" texts from a boss who didn't even know my last name. I tossed the phone onto the passenger seat with a sneer and started the drive.

I took the same route every morning, moving like a robot on autopilot, a box on a conveyor belt. But this morning, the universe had other plans. About a mile from the office, the blue and red lights were everywhere. A major wreck had the whole intersection blocked off. Yellow tape, glass on the asphalt, the whole nine. I swore under my breath, pulling over to the curb. I wasn't going to sit in that.

I fumbled for my GPS, looking for a way around, and realized the detour would take me right through the heart of the West End—the neighborhood where I grew up, back when life felt like it had flavor. I was already late. What was another twenty minutes?

Driving through those familiar streets was like a movie playing in reverse. I passed the park where I had my first fight, the corner store where I used to buy Hot Cheetos with extra cheese. I slowed down as I turned onto the old block, pulling my car to a stop right across from the house my granny used to own.

I killed the engine. The radio was playing some old-school Outkast, "Elevators" humming softly through the speakers. I hadn't been back here since Granny’s funeral three years ago. The red brick was faded, the porch sagging a little, but the memories hit me like a physical weight. I could almost see us on that porch—me and my cousins, hair braided in beads, laughing while the elders fried catfish in the back. I was a little girl then, untainted by the cynicism of a "real job" or the disappointment of ain't-shit men. My sketchpad was always in my lap back then; I used to draw the most beautiful murals, dreaming of being the one to paint the city’s soul.

I looked at my hands. They didn't hold pencils anymore. They held a headset and a steering wheel. A lone tear escaped, tracing a path through my foundation. I realized right then that I was making myself sick just to maintain a life that was held together by chewing gum and string. I was at a fork in the road, and I couldn't go back to that call center. Not today. Not ever.

***

By noon, I was clear across town, parked near a park in Little Five Points. I’d spent two hours just walking, letting the street art and the smell of Nag Champa incense wash over me. I felt like a runaway, and the adrenaline was better than any coffee I’d ever had.

My phone was vibrating in my pocket like it was possessed. Calls from the office, texts from Terrence asking where his laundry was. I didn’t answer a single one. I pulled the phone out, looked at a final, nasty email from my manager about "unprofessionalism," and felt a surge of pure, unadulterated petty joy.

I typed out a quick reply: I quit. Don't call me again. I hit send. The weight of the world didn't just lift; it evaporated. I walked over to the trash can near the curb and dropped the phone right in. I didn't need that tether anymore.

The next three months were a blur of transformation. I kicked Terrence out—which involved a very loud argument and me throwing his sneakers off the balcony—and sold enough of my stuff to move into a tiny, sun-drenched loft in a grittier, more soulful part of the city. I started working at a local lounge called The Vibe a few nights a week, and in the daylight, I returned to my first love: street art. I started painting local legends on reclaimed wood and canvases I found in thrift stores.

A local gallery owner named Keisha started selling my pieces for a commission. It wasn't corporate money, but it was my money. For the first time in years, I was self-sufficient. I was happy, if a little lonely. I’d resolved to enjoy my own company, waiting for something real, instead of just grabbing onto the first piece of wreckage that floated my way.

III

I came to a halt on my old-school cruiser bike, the brakes squealing like a banshee. I chained it to the iron railing outside a corner spot in the heart of a block that felt like the pulse of the city. Just a few feet away was a customized food truck—Big Max’s Sliders.

"You better lock that bucket of bolts up tight, Cardi! I don't want the rust jumping off your bike onto my chrome," a deep voice boomed.

I looked up to see Big Max, the neighborhood’s unofficial mayor, leaning out the window. His arms were massive, covered in intricate, dark ink that looked like a roadmap of the city’s history.

"Please, Max," I laughed, tossing my braids over my shoulder. "This bike got more character than your whole menu."

Max chuckled, sliding a wrapped foil burger toward me. We traded the usual banter—he was like the big brother I never had, always looking out for me since I started painting the mural on the brick wall down the street.

"You stay safe today, lil bit," Max said, his eyes turning serious for a second. "The boys are out deep today."

I nodded, feeling the shift in the air. The block was alive. This wasn't the sanitized version of ATL; this was the raw, uncut heart of it. Music blared from a parked Charger—Young Nudy vibrating the windows of the nearby storefronts. The smell of high-grade loud and lemon-pepper wings hung heavy in the heat.

I headed toward my spot—a concrete nook near a set of stairs where I’d been working on a new piece. I was wearing my tightest black yoga shorts that hugged every bit of my curves, and a cropped tank that let my brown skin breathe. I felt good. I felt visible.

As I reached the corner, the world suddenly slowed down.

There, sitting on a concrete ledge surrounded by a crew of men who looked like they lived and died by the code of the streets, was a man I hadn't seen before.

He was a masterpiece of mahogany skin and lethal grace. Tatted from his throat down to his knuckles, the ink told stories of wars won and brothers lost. He had a fresh-as-hell lineup, his fade crisp enough to cut glass. A heavy gold chain sat against his white tee, and tucked right against his hip, barely concealed, was the dark grip of a blick. He was leaning back, a blunt held between his fingers, exhaling a cloud of smoke that framed him like a crown.

This was Marcus Ford. I didn't know his name yet, but I felt it in my soul.

Our eyes met, and it was like a freight train hit me square in the chest. Everything else—the music, the shouting, the sirens—faded into a dull hum. He didn't look away. He didn't do that typical player scan where they look at your chest then your face. He locked onto my eyes, his gaze heavy, dark, and possessive.

I felt a heat bloom in my chest that had nothing to do with the Georgia sun. My heart hammered against my ribs like a trapped bird.

Marcus took a slow pull from his blunt, his eyes never leaving mine. I saw his posture change—he went from relaxed to prowling. He nudged one of his homies, whispered something, and the whole crew turned to look. But Marcus? Marcus looked like he’d just found the only thing in the world that mattered.

I tried to keep my stride, my hips swinging naturally as I moved past, but my knees felt like water.

"Yo," his voice caught me. It was deep, a low-frequency rumble that I felt in my lady parts before I heard it in my ears.

I stopped, turning slowly, trying to keep my "baddie" persona intact while my insides were melting. "You talking to me?"

Marcus stood up, and damn, he was tall. Broad shoulders, narrow waist, and a presence that commanded the very air around him. He walked toward me, his movements slow and deliberate, like a predator who knew the prey wasn't going anywhere. He stopped just inches from me, the scent of expensive cologne, high-end weed, and pure man washing over me.

"I ain't talkin' to the air, beautiful," he said, his voice dropping to a private register. He looked me up and down, lingering on the way my shorts held my ass, then brought his eyes back to mine. "I seen a lot of things on this block. I ain't never seen nothing like you."

"I'm around," I managed to say, my voice breathier than I wanted.

"Nah," Marcus said, stepping even closer, his hand reaching out—not to touch, but to hover near my waist, the heat from his body radiating into mine. "You ain't just 'around.' You're mine. I just had to wait for you to walk by so I could tell you."

The boldness of it should have been a red flag, but the way his eyes burned into mine made my breath hitch. He wasn't playing. This wasn't a game to him.

"You don't even know my name," I challenged, a small, flirtatious smirk playing on my lips.

Marcus leaned in, his lips brushing the shell of my ear, sending a lightning bolt of pure desire straight down my spine. "I'll know everything about you by tonight. Count on it."

He backed away, a slow, dangerous grin spreading across his face, revealing a glint of a diamond tooth. He turned back to his crew, but he kept his eyes on me as I walked away, my heart racing so fast I thought I’d faint.

I reached my mural, my hands shaking as I reached for my spray cans. I could feel his eyes on my back, a physical weight that made my skin tingle. I knew my life had just changed again. The old Cardi was gone, and this new one? She was playing with fire.

I looked over my shoulder one last time. Marcus was still watching, leaning against the wall, his hand resting casually near his waist. He raised two fingers in a silent salute.

I knew right then—the streets of ATL were about to get a whole lot hotter.


CHAPTER 2




I spent the rest of the afternoon in a complete haze, my spray cans feeling lighter in my hands as I put the finishing touches on the mural. My mind was stuck on a loop, replaying the way Marcus had looked at me—that heavy, possessive stare that felt like he was reaching inside my chest and marking my heart as his own. Every time a car with a loud bass system rolled by, I looked over my shoulder, half-expecting to see that blacked-out Charger or his tatted-up frame strolling toward me.

By the time the sun started to dip behind the ATL skyline, painting the clouds in shades of bruised purple and burning orange, I decided to call it a day. I packed my gear into my bike basket, my muscles aching in that good way, but my nerves were fried.

I made it back to my loft, a cozy, open-space spot in a converted warehouse that I’d poured my soul into. It wasn’t much, but it was mine. The walls were covered in my favorite pieces—vibrant street-inspired paintings of Black joy, abstract splashes of color that looked like jazz sounds made visible, and sketches of the people I saw every day on the block.

I had just hopped out of the shower, my skin still glistening with cocoa butter and my hair freshly wrapped, when a low rumble vibrated through the floorboards. It wasn’t a siren or a truck. It was a high-performance engine idling right outside my window.

My heart did a gymnastic flip. I ran to the window and peeked through the blinds.

There he was.

Marcus was leaning against a pristine, matte-black Dodge Hellcat, looking like a literal god of the pavement. He’d changed into a fresh white designer tee that stretched over his tatted chest, and his denim was crisp. He looked up, almost like he knew exactly which window was mine, and flashed that diamond-glint smile.

I didn't even check the mirror. I just threw on a pair of tiny, grey heather yoga shorts and a matching cropped tank—the kind that left nothing to the imagination—and headed down to let him in.

When I opened the heavy steel door of the building, the smell of him hit me before he even spoke. It was a mix of expensive Creed cologne, a hint of woodsmoke, and just a touch of that high-grade loud. But as he stepped inside, I noticed he didn't have a blunt behind his ear or a cloud of smoke following him. He looked focused. Serious.

"Told you I'd find you, Cardi," he said, his voice a low, gravelly vibration that made the hair on my arms stand up.

"You're a man of your word, I see," I replied, leaning against the doorframe, trying to act like I wasn't melting. "How'd you even get my address, Marcus? You got scouts out here?"

He chuckled, a deep sound that rumbled in his chest. "I got eyes everywhere, ma. Plus, a baddie like you don't just disappear in a city this small. You're the talk of the West End with that mural you're doing. I had to come see the artist in her element."

I led him upstairs, my hips swaying just a little extra, knowing his eyes were glued to my backside. When we got inside my loft, he didn't just stand by the door. He walked around, his heavy boots silent on the hardwood, taking in every canvas, every sketch, every splash of paint.

"Damn," he breathed, stopping in front of a large piece I’d done of a young boy holding a crown over his own head. "You really got a gift, Cardi. This ain't just paint. This is soul. I can feel the hustle in this."

"It's all I got," I said softly, coming to stand near him. "I spent too many years doing what everyone else wanted. The corporate life, the soul-crushing nine-to-fives, the... well, the wrong people. Now, I just want to paint the truth."

I kept it light. I didn't tell him about Terrence screaming at me that I’d never be an artist, or the way my bank account looked three months ago. I wanted him to see the woman I was becoming, not the one I used to be.

Marcus turned to me, his expression softening. He reached out, his large, tatted hand hovering near my face before he tucked a loose strand of my weave behind my ear. His fingers were calloused but incredibly gentle.

"I respect the hustle," he said. "People see a nigga like me and they think it's all just guns and games. They don't see the work it takes to survive when the world wants you under a headstone. I grew up in the projects not too far from here. Lost my baby brother to a drive-by when I was sixteen. That changed the trajectory of everything. I had to become the wolf so my mama didn't have to worry about the sheep."

The vulnerability in his voice was like a magnet. I felt a deep, emotional tug toward him—a connection that went beyond the physical.

"I'm sorry about your brother, Marcus," I whispered.

He didn't answer with words. Instead, he stepped into my space, his massive frame towering over me. He slid his strong, inked arms around my waist, pulling me flush against him. Because of the height difference, my face was pressed against his chest, and his crotch was rubbing right against my fat ass, which was still hugged tight by those yoga shorts.

I gasped as I felt the undeniable hardness of him pressing into me. He was thick and solid, a raw mountain of masculinity that made me feel small and protected all at once.

"You're so soft, Cardi," he groaned into my hair, his hands sliding down to cup the undersides of my cheeks. "I been thinking 'bout this since the second I saw you jogging. I ain't never felt a pull like this. It’s like the city stopped moving just so I could see you."

We moved out onto the small balcony, the cool ATL night air hitting us, but the heat between us was rising. The city lights twinkled like fallen stars, and the sound of distant traffic provided a rhythm to our breathing. Marcus kept me tucked against his side, his arm heavy and warm over my shoulders, as he talked more about the streets—the codes, the loyalty, and the loneliness of being at the top of a game you never chose to play.

"It’s cold out here," I finally said, shivering not from the temperature, but from the intensity of his presence.

"Let's go in, then," he said, his voice dropping an octave.

We stepped back inside, and Marcus reached over, sliding the heavy glass door shut with a definitive thud. He reached for the thick, velvet curtains, drawing them closed and sealing us into our own private world. The only light came from the neon 'Open' sign I had as decor and a few candles I’d lit earlier.

"I need a drink," I laughed nervously, heading toward the fridge. "You want some wine? I got a decent red."

I pulled out the bottle and two glasses, my hands shaking slightly. I poured the wine, handing him a glass.

“Here,” I said, my eyes meeting his.

“Thanks, although I’m not much of a wine drinker,” he said with a coy, dangerous smile.

“Then what kind of drinker are you?” I asked, genuinely curious.

“The pussy kind,” he quipped.

I choked, a spray of red wine hitting the counter as I almost spit out my drink. "Marcus!"

“Easy there, ma, just being a tease,” he laughed, a rich, melodic sound that filled the room. He stepped closer, taking the wine glass from my hand and setting it on the counter.

“Are you always this brazen?” I chuckled, wiping my lip, my heart racing.

“Only with you, beautiful,” he said. He didn't hesitate. He gulped down the rest of his wine in one go, set the glass down, and pulled me into a crushing embrace. “Now is time for the toast.”

Before I could ask what he meant, he took my lips into his.

It wasn't a gentle kiss. It was a claim. It was passionate, deep, and tasted like red wine and raw desire. I found myself moaning into his mouth, my hands flying up to wrap around his thick neck, my fingers tangling in the hair at the nape of his neck. I wanted him. I wanted to feel every inch of that tatted body against mine. I wanted to be fucked by this man until I forgot my own name.

Marcus groaned, his tongue dancing with mine as he backed me up against the kitchen island. He reached down, his fingers hooking into the waistband of my yoga shorts.

"These gotta go," he muttered against my lips. "I been dreaming 'bout what's under these since nine o'clock this morning."

He gave me a playful shove backward, and I ended up flat on my back on the oversized, plush velvet sofa I’d thrifted. Before I could even catch my breath, he was on top of me, his legs astride my waist, his heavy weight a delicious pressure.

He leaned forward, his lips finding mine again, slower this time, tasting me like I was his last meal. I shivered as he ran his hands along my sides, his palms hot through the thin fabric of my tank top.

"Damn, Cardi," he whispered against my neck, his breath hot. "Your skin is like silk. I'm 'bout to lose my mind in here."

He began to trail kisses down my throat, his stubble grazing my sensitive skin, sending sparks of electricity through my body. My hands found their way under his white tee, feeling the hard, sculpted ridges of his abs and the smooth, inked skin of his chest. I sat up momentarily, pulling the shirt over his head in one swift move, eager to see all of him.

The sight of him took my breath away. In the dim light, his tattoos looked like living shadows dancing across his muscles. He was built like an athlete—broad chest, tatted pectorals, and arms that looked like they could crush and protect me at the same time.

"You like what you see, ma?" he teased, seeing me staring.

"I love what I see," I whispered, reaching out to trace the ink on his shoulder.

I reached around, pulling my own cropped tank over my head and tossing it onto the floor. I wasn't wearing a bra—I never did at home—and I saw his eyes darken as they landed on my breasts. He sat back on his heels, his chest heaving, his gaze possessive.

"Beautiful," he breathed. "Just... fuckin' beautiful."

He reached out, his large hands cupping me, his thumbs circling my nipples until they were aching and hard. I threw my head back, a loud moan escaping me, my hips beginning to gyrate instinctively against him.

"Wait," he said softly, his voice thick with lust.

He reached down and unfastened his belt, his movements quick and efficient. He kicked off his boots and slid his denim down, revealing black silk boxers that couldn't hide the massive bulge straining against the fabric. I felt a wave of wetness drench my panties just looking at him.

He moved back onto the couch, pulling my yoga shorts and lace panties off in one go, tossing them somewhere across the room. We were both completely naked now, the air in the loft feeling ten degrees hotter.

He hovered over me, his hard-on pressing against my thigh. I reached down, my fingers wrapping around the thick, pulsing length of him. He let out a ragged gasp, his head dropping to my shoulder.

"Cardi... you don't even know," he growled. "I'm 'bout to claim every inch of this."

He moved between my legs, his knees prying my thighs wide. He didn't just jump in; he took his time, his tongue finding my clit and working it with a rhythm that had me screaming into the quiet of the loft. He tasted me like I was the most precious thing he’d ever found, his fingers buried deep in my hair as he worked me into a frenzy.

"Marcus, please," I begged, my back arching off the sofa. "I need you inside me. Now."

He looked up, his eyes wild with hunger. He grabbed my hips, his fingers digging into my flesh, and guided himself to my entrance. He was so big, so thick, that I felt a moment of delicious stretching as he pushed inside.

"You're so tight, ma," he groaned, his voice cracking. "So fuckin' warm."

He pushed all the way in, burying himself to the hilt. I wrapped my legs around his waist, locking my ankles behind his back, pulling him deeper. He began to move—long, slow, powerful thrusts that hit spots I didn't even know I had.

The rhythm was primal. The sound of our bodies colliding, the wet slap of skin on skin, filled the room. Marcus wasn't a gentle lover; he fucked like he lived—with intensity, power, and a refusal to back down.

"That ass is mine now, you hear me?" he growled, flipping me over so I was on all fours on the soft rug in front of the sofa. He gripped my waist, pulling my hips back as he drove into me from behind. "Say my name, Cardi."

"Marcus!" I cried out, my face pressed into the velvet of the sofa, my body vibrating with every hit. "Yes, Daddy, right there!"

"Yeah, you like that thug energy, don't you?" he whispered, leaning down to bite my shoulder gently. "I got you, ma. I got you."

The tension built and built until I couldn't take it anymore. My vision blurred, and the world narrowed down to the feeling of him inside me. I felt the first wave of my orgasm hit, my internal muscles clamping down on him like a vice.

Marcus let out a roar, his thrusts becoming frantic and shallow as he reached his own limit. He gripped my hips so hard I knew I’d have bruises, and he poured himself into me, his whole body shaking with the force of his release.

We collapsed onto the rug, a messy pile of limbs, sweat, and tangled hair. The silence that followed was heavy, but it wasn't awkward. It was peaceful.

Marcus pulled me against his chest, his heart still hammering a mile a minute. He kissed the top of my head, his fingers tracing patterns on my arm.

"You okay?" he asked softly.

"I'm more than okay," I whispered, snuggling into the crook of his neck. "I think I’m in trouble, Marcus Ford."

"Nah," he said, pulling the throw blanket from the couch over both of us. "You ain't in trouble. You're home."

We stayed like that for a long time, watching the city lights through the gaps in the curtains, the street-wise king and his artist queen, finally finding a moment of peace in the middle of the ATL chaos. But as I drifted off to sleep in his arms, a nagging thought hit me—the streets don't just let go of a man like Marcus. And loving him was going to be the most dangerous thing I’d ever done.

"Marcus?" I murmured, half-asleep.

"Yeah, ma?"

"Don't go nowhere."

He tightened his grip on me. "I ain't going nowhere but deeper. Get some sleep, Cardi. Tomorrow, the whole world's gonna know who you belong to."

I closed my eyes, the thrill of his words and the memory of his touch carrying me into a deep, dreamless sleep, unaware of the storm that was brewing just outside my door.
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The sun hadn't even fully cleared the skyscrapers of downtown ATL when I felt the first ripples of pleasure pulling me out of a deep, drug-like sleep. It wasn't a dream. It was the heavy, rhythmic heat of Marcus Ford reminded me exactly why my body felt like it had been through a beautiful war.

I groaned, my eyes still heavy, as I felt my legs being gently but firmly spread wide. The silk sheets were bunched up at my waist, and the cool morning air of the loft hit my skin, but I was burning up where it mattered. I felt his large, tatted hands—rough and warm—gripping the underside of my thick thighs, his thumbs digging into that soft space just below my cheeks.

Then, I felt his tongue.

"Mmm, Marcus," I whimpered, my fingers instinctively clawing into the mattress.

He didn't say a word at first. He was focused, his head buried between my legs, his fresh lineup grazing the sensitive skin of my inner thighs. He was eating me with a slow, agonizingly skillful intensity, his tongue swirling around my clit before dragging deep, wet strokes all the way down. The scent of our lovemaking from the night before, mixed with the clean, expensive scent of his soap and the natural, musky sweetness of my own body, filled my senses.

"Wake up, beautiful," he whispered against my wetness, his voice a low, gravelly vibration that made my whole body quiver. "I been staring at you for an hour, just thinking 'bout how good this tasted last night. I couldn't wait no longer."

"You... you're a problem," I managed to choke out, my back arching off the bed as he sucked my clit into his mouth, his tongue flickering like lightning.

"I'm your problem now," he growled, looking up at me for a split second. His dark eyes were blown out, full of a hunger that made my stomach flip. His face was glistening, my lovely brown skin glowing under the golden morning light filtering through the curtains. "You got that sweet pussy, Cardi. Type of shit a nigga lose his mind behind. I’m addicted, for real."

I reached down, my fingers tangling in his hair, my weave a messy, beautiful disaster on the pillows. "Marcus, please... I can't..."

"Yes you can, ma. Take every bit of it."

He worked me until I was sobbing, my walls pulsing against his tongue as a violent orgasm ripped through me. I was shaking, my breath coming in ragged gasps, but he didn't let me down. Before I could even finish coming, he was hovering over me, his massive, tatted frame shielding me from the world. He’d shed his boxers at some point, and his hardness was pressing against my belly—hot, thick, and demanding.

He grabbed my waist, flipping me onto my stomach with a strength that made me feel small and cherished all at once.

"I need to see it from the back this morning," he muttered, his breath hot on the back of my neck.

I got up on all fours, my fat ass perched high, and I heard him let out a low, shaky breath. He reached out and slapped my cheek—a sharp, stinging thwack that sent a jolt of pure fire straight to my core.

"Damn, baby. This shit right here? This is art," he said, his voice thick with lust.

He guided himself to my entrance, pushing in slow and deep. I felt every ridge, every inch of him stretching me open. It was a slow-burn torture that had me grinding back against him, desperate for more.

"Talk to me, Cardi," he groaned, his hands gripping my hips so hard I knew his fingerprints would be there later. "Whose is it?"

"Yours, Marcus... it's all yours," I moaned, my face buried in the pillow.

Just as he started to pick up the pace, a sudden, sharp DING echoed through the room.

My phone, sitting on the nightstand, was blaring a high-pitched notification. I peeked over my shoulder. It was a reminder I’d set weeks ago: DRINK WATER AND MIND YOUR BUSINESS.

I burst out laughing, the tension breaking for a split second. Marcus paused, his forehead resting against my shoulder blade, his chest heaving.

"Man, what the fuck was that?" he chuckled, his voice vibrating through my spine.

"It’s my... it’s my self-care reminder," I wheezed, trying to keep my balance. "I forgot to turn it off."

Marcus shook his head, a beautiful, genuine laugh erupting from him. "Self-care? Ma, I'm giving you all the care you need right now. Fuck that water, you got me."

He didn't wait for a reply. He caught his rhythm again, but this time it was rough, urgent, and fueled by the laughter we’d just shared. He was hitting me with a thug strength that had the headboard banging against the warehouse brick, a steady, rhythmic thud that matched the pulse of the city outside.

"You taking this dick like it's yours, Cardi!" he growled, leaning down to bite the scruff of my neck. "I’m falling, ma. I’m falling hard for you."

The words hit me harder than the physical sensation. My heart stuttered. I turned my head, locking eyes with him over my shoulder. In that moment, the "thug" was gone. His eyes were wide, vulnerable, and brimming with a terrifyingly beautiful honesty.

"I mean it," he said, his voice cracking slightly mid-thrust. "I never let no bitch in like this. I keep my walls up high, tucked away like the blick on the nightstand. But you? You just walked through the front door and set the whole house on fire. Your energy, your spirit... you got me hooked, Cardi. Beyond the physical. I’m stuck on you."

I reached back, grabbing his hand and interlacing my fingers with his. "I'm stuck too, Marcus. I didn't think a man like you even existed."

He let out a ragged groan and lunged forward, his movements becoming frantic as we both raced toward the edge. When we finally broke, it was explosive—a messy, loud, emotional release that left us both tangled and gasping on the sheets.

***

We stayed in bed for another hour, just talking. Marcus told me about his dreams of opening a youth center, a place where kids on the block could learn trades instead of selling weight. I told him about my dream of painting a mural that spanned an entire city block, a story of ATL told in colors.

"Look at you," I teased, poking his tatted chest. "The big, bad Marcus Ford is actually a big softie. Your thug heart is melting, isn't it?"

"Keep playing with me, and I'll show you how 'soft' I am," he grinned, capturing my hand and kissing my palm. "But yeah... for you? I’d melt into a puddle if it meant you stayed right here."

We eventually decided we needed fuel. Marcus insisted on "cooking" breakfast. It was a disaster.

"Marcus, you cannot fry eggs in that much butter! You're making an oil slick, not an omelet!" I shouted, laughing as I watched him struggle with a spatula like it was a foreign weapon.

"Watch out, Gordon Ramsay! I got this," he shot back, trying to flip a pancake and missing the pan entirely. It landed on the floor with a wet splat.

We both stared at it for a second before I lost it, leaning against the counter and laughing until tears came. Marcus just shook his head, looking down at the pancake.

"Well," he said, stepping over the mess and pulling me into his arms. "I guess we're going to the Waffle House."

"You in a Hellcat and me in my yoga shorts? We’re gonna be the main attraction," I joked, roasting his flashy car.

"They can look, but they can't touch," he said, his eyes turning dark for a second as he glanced toward the bedroom where his weapon was. "I don't play about my Queen."

We spent the afternoon being "regular." We hit a spot in Cascade, dodging a couple of his "associates" who looked shocked to see Marcus Ford laughing and carrying a woman’s shopping bag. We teased each other's habits—him roasting me for how long it took to pick out a lip gloss, me roasting him for the way he checked his mirrors every ten seconds like he was on a mission.

But underneath the humor, the tension was always there. Every time his hand brushed mine, or he leaned in to whisper something dirty in my ear while we waited for our food, the heat flared up again.

By the time we got back to the loft, the sun was setting again. The vulnerability of the morning had deepened into something solid. We stood in the kitchen, a spilled coffee from my clumsy hands leading to him licking the cream off my collarbone, which naturally led to us being pressed against the refrigerator.

"I love you, Cardi," he whispered, the words sounding new and heavy in the air.

"I love you too, Marcus," I replied, my heart full to the point of bursting.

I felt like I was in a fairy tale, urban-style. But as Marcus went to grab his phone from the counter, his face suddenly went stone-cold. He looked at the screen, and the warmth drained from the room.

"What is it?" I asked, my stomach dropping.

He didn't say anything. He just turned the phone toward me.

It was a text from a number I hadn't seen in months, but the message was unmistakable.

CARDICE. I KNOW WHERE YOU AT. I’M COMING TO GET WHAT’S MINE. - T.

Terrence. My toxic, obsessed ex. The man who didn't know how to let go.

I looked at Marcus. The "thug" was back, his jaw clenched, his eyes turning into flint. He reached over, his hand resting on the heavy black grip of his blick that he’d set on the counter earlier.

"Who is T?" Marcus asked, his voice a low, terrifying hum.

The bubble had burst. The streets were calling, and I knew that our instant love was about to be tested by the very fire that forged it.

"Marcus, wait—"

"I asked you a question, Cardi," he said, stepping toward the door, his energy vibrating with a lethal promise. "Who is this nigga, and why does he think you still belong to him?"

The cliffhanger hung in the air, thick with the scent of impending violence and the desperate, beautiful love we’d just found. My past was colliding with my future, and in ATL, that usually meant someone was going to bleed.

"That's Terrence," I whispered, my voice trembling. "And Marcus... he's dangerous."

Marcus checked the clip of his weapon with a cold, metallic click.

"Good," he said, a dark, predatory smile touching his lips. "I was starting to get bored anyway."


CHAPTER 4




Marcus’s POV:

I hated leaving that loft. I hated the way the air cooled the second I stepped away from Cardi’s skin, and I hated the way the city felt louder and uglier the moment I left her sanctuary. But that text from that nigga Terrence? That stayed on my mind like a slow-burning fuse. I’m a street nigga; I know when the wind changes. I know when a storm is coming before the first drop hits the pavement.

I hopped in the Hellcat, the engine’s roar usually a sound that brought me peace, but today it just sounded like a war cry. I needed to clear my head, get with my brothers, and figure out how I was gonna erase this Terrence problem before it touched Cardi’s peace. She had been through enough with that mark. I wasn't gonna let him breathe the same air as her for much longer.

I pulled up to the block on the West Side, the neon lights of the liquor store flickering like a dying heartbeat. The crew was already there—Shorty, Big Meech, and Lil’ Dre—chilling on the tailgates, smoke rising into the humid ATL night.

"Yo, Marcus! Nigga, we thought you got kidnapped by that baddie!" Meech yelled, laughing as he passed a blunt.

"Man, shut the fuck up," I grinned, though the smile didn't reach my eyes. I leaned against my car, my hand instinctively ghosting over the blick tucked at my waist. "Just had some business to handle."

"Yeah, 'business,'" Shorty smirked. "You looking different, twin. You got that look in your eye. You really feeling this one, huh?"

"I am," I said, and the gravity in my voice shut the jokes down quick. "She’s different, bro. She’s—"

I never got to finish that sentence.

The first shot didn't even sound like a gun; it sounded like a firecracker. But then came the second, the third, the fourth. The air shattered.

"GET DOWN!" I screamed, diving behind the rear of a parked Jeep Cherokee.

Chaos erupted like a volcano. The block turned into a meat grinder in seconds. I watched, helpless for a heartbeat, as Lil’ Dre caught a round to the neck. He didn't even scream; he just slumped against the tire, his blood spraying the concrete in a hot, dark mist. People were scattering, screaming, the sounds of tires screeching and glass shattering mixing with the rhythmic pop-pop-pop of a Glock.

"Marcus!" Meech yelled, trying to unholster his own weapon, but a bullet caught him square in the chest. He fell like a sack of flour, his eyes wide and surprised, staring up at the ATL stars as the life leaked out of him.

The smell of gunpowder and copper hit me, thick and nauseating. I squeezed my eyes shut for a microsecond, a flash of my brother’s face—the day he died the same way—tearing through my mind. Not again. Not tonight.

"Come on out, little nigga! Marcus!" a voice called out from the darkness.

The shooter was pinned down behind a silver Altima about thirty yards out. He was firing wildly now, peppering the Jeep I was hiding behind. I could hear the metal groaning, the glass of the windshield raining down on me like diamonds.

"Who the fuck are you, nigga?" I yelled back, my voice a jagged edge of rage.

The shooter stepped out slightly, his face caught in the strobe-light flicker of a nearby streetlamp. He looked pressed, desperate, his eyes bugging out like a man who had lost his damn mind. He spat on the ground, his hand shaking as he gripped his Glock.

"I'm Terrence! You been fucking my bitch, nigga! You been in my house, touching my girl! You a dead man for that!"

A dark, dangerous smirk spread across my face. I felt the ice settle in my veins. This was the nigga? This was the "danger" Cardi was worried about? This dusty, wide-eyed coward?

"Oh, so you're Terrence," I called out, my voice smooth as silk and cold as a grave. "I been waiting for you, pussy. Thanks for pulling up... saves me the trouble of hunting your ass down. I can easily kill you right here and now."

I checked my blick—eighteen in the clip, one in the hole. I was locked, loaded, and ready to send this nigga to meet his maker.

"You wish, fool!" Terrence screamed, emptying the rest of his magazine at my position.

Bullets whizzed past my ear, one grazing the metal of the Jeep just inches from my head. I waited. I counted. Click.

The sound of his slide locking back was the loudest thing on the block.

Terrence realized it instantly. He didn't try to reload; he bolted. He took off down the alleyway like a rat in a maze.

"Yeah, run, you bitch-ass nigga!" I roared, springing from behind the Jeep.

I gave chase, my boots pounding the pavement, adrenaline screaming through my system. I let off three rounds, seeing the sparks fly off the brick walls near his head, but he was fast. He scrambled around a corner, heading toward a row of dilapidated apartments.

I saw him reach a rusted fire escape ladder and start climbing like his life depended on it—because it did. I reached the ladder just as he was disappearing through a third-story window.

"You can't hide, Terrence!" I yelled, leaping onto the rungs.

I climbed, my heart hammering against my ribs. I scrambled through the window into a dingy, darkened apartment that smelled like stale beer and old cigarettes. I barely had my feet on the floor when a heavy ceramic vase shattered against my shoulder.

"Ugh!" I stumbled, the pain searing through my arm.

Terrence didn't have a gun anymore, but he had a jagged-ass kitchen knife, and he was lunging at me like a cornered animal.

"I'll kill you! She’s mine!" he shrieked.

He slashed out, the blade catching me across the forearm. I felt the heat of the blood immediately soaking my shirt. He swung again, catching me across the ribs. It stung like a bitch, but it only fed the demon inside me.

"You think this is a game?" I growled, ducking his third swing.

I didn't have my gun—I’d dropped it in the chase when I jumped the window. It was just me and my fists. I dove into him, slamming his back against a moth-eaten sofa. We hit the floor, a tangle of limbs and rage. I felt the knife bite into my shoulder, but I ignored it, raining down heavy, bone-crushing rights onto his face.

Crack. His nose shattered.

Crack. His jaw unhinged.

He managed to shove me off, scrambling toward a table. He was fast, I’ll give him that. He slashed at me again, but I spotted a stray Corona bottle on the floor. I grabbed it by the neck, smashed it against the table, and used the jagged glass edge to meet his next lunge.

I caught him across the cheek, the glass ripping a deep trench through his skin. He screamed, dropping the knife.

"You ain't shit!" I panted, my breath coming in ragged, bloody gasps. "You ain't nothing but a ghost, Terrence. And I'm the one who's gonna bury you."

We fought through the kitchen, trashing the place. Chairs were smashed, the table was overturned, and the floor was slick with a mixture of my blood and his. It was animalistic. Raw. Every blow felt like I was purging the streets out of my system.

I finally got him in a headlock, my bicep squeezing his windpipe. He was flailing, his fingers clawing at my eyes, spitting blood onto my chest.

"Fuck... you... nigga..." he wheezed.

"No, fuck you," I whispered into his ear. "You ain't spoiling the special bond me and Cardi are building. You're the past. I’m her beginning."

In a surge of raw, emotional power—thinking of Cardi’s smile, thinking of the way she looked in the morning light—I drove the broken bottle deep into his chest.

I felt the resistance of his ribs, then the sickening give of soft tissue. Terrence stiffened. His eyes met mine, and for a second, the madness left them. He looked small. He looked pathetic. I watched the light fade from his pupils, the life draining out of him until he was just a heavy weight in my arms.

I let him drop.

I stood there for a minute, chest heaving, blood dripping from my knuckles onto the floor. I felt a weird mix of triumph and a cold, hollow regret. Not for him, but for the fact that I had to do this at all. The streets always demand a tax, and tonight, I’d paid it in full.

In the distance, the first faint wail of sirens began to echo.

I didn't waste time. I slipped out the fire escape, sliding down the ladder and disappearing into the shadows of the alleyways. My body was starting to scream now—the adrenaline was crashing, and the slashes on my arms and torso were burning like fire.

I made my way back to Cardi’s neighborhood, sticking to the dark spots, avoiding the streetlights. I made it to her building, my vision blurring slightly. I didn't want to scare her, but I didn't have anywhere else to go. I had the spare key she’d given me "just in case" yesterday.

I let myself in, closing the door softly. I didn't turn on the lights. I just sank onto the floor in the kitchen, leaning my back against the fridge, listening to my own ragged breathing in the dark.

It felt like hours, but it was probably only twenty minutes before I heard the lock turn.

The light flicked on.

"Marcus?"

Cardi stood there, her grocery bags hitting the floor with a thud. She saw me—slashed up, shirt soaked in blood, looking like I’d been through a woodchipper.

"OH MY GOD! Marcus!" she screamed, rushing toward me, her face pale and tears already welling in those beautiful eyes. "What happened? Who did this to you?"

"I'm okay, ma," I croaked, trying to give her a weak smile. "I'm okay."

"You are NOT okay!" she cried, dropping to her knees and pulling my head to her chest.

She went into mama-mode instantly. She dragged me into the bathroom, stripping my ruined shirt off. She was sobbing, her hands shaking as she grabbed the first aid kit.

"Tell me," she whispered as she poured alcohol onto a cotton ball.

"Terrence," I said, wincing as the sting hit my shoulder. "He caught us on the block. Shot up the crew. Killed Meech. Killed Dre."

Cardi gasped, her hand flying to her mouth.

"I chased him, Cardi. We fought. It... it’s over. He won't ever bother you again. He's gone."

She looked at me, the realization hitting her eyes. She didn't look at me like I was a monster. She looked at me like I was her savior.

"You did that for me?" she whispered.

"I’d do it a thousand times," I said, grabbing her hand. "The cuts look worse than they are. Just need some of that magic touch."

She nodded, wiping her eyes with her shoulder. She started working on me with a focus I’d never seen. She used alcohol to clean the deep slashes, her face twisted in sympathy every time I hissed. Then, she did something I didn't expect. She got a needle and thread—the high-quality silk she used for her art projects—and started stitching the deep gash on my arm.

"My mama taught me how to sew," she murmured, her touch becoming steady. "Never thought I’d be sewing up a man."

"You're doing a good job, beautiful," I teased, trying to lighten the heavy air. "You can be my personal medic."

She finished wrapping me in clean bandages, her touch lingering on my skin. We sat there on the bathroom floor, the silence of the apartment wrapped around us.

"Look," I said, gesturing toward the window.

In the distance, through the city skyline, we could see the flashing blue lights of the ambulances. We watched as a gurney was wheeled out of a building a few blocks over, a body covered in a white sheet being loaded into the back.

Cardi let out a long, shuddering sigh. It was like a physical weight had been lifted off her shoulders. The nightmare that had haunted her for years was finally, truly over.

She turned back to me, her eyes brimming with a love so deep it made my heart ache. She reached out, cupping my face in her hands, her thumbs stroking my cheekbones.

"I love you, Marcus Ford," she said, her voice clear and sure.

"I love you too, Cardi," I replied.

I pulled her into a tender kiss, the metallic taste of blood and the salt of her tears mixing between us. It wasn't the passionate, hungry sex we’d had before. It was something deeper. It was a covenant.

The city outside never slept. Sirens carved red and blue veins through the night, tires screamed around corners like wounded animals, and the block kept breathing its restless, blood-warm rhythm. But in here—in this small, shadowed room with its peeling paint and half-drawn curtains—the world had narrowed to the space between our bodies.

I could still taste copper on my tongue, feel the sting of fresh stitches pulling with every breath, the ghost of Terrence’s last gasp clinging to my knuckles like smoke. Yet none of it mattered now. Not the Glock still warm in my waistband, not the red lights flashing past the window like dying stars. Only her.

Cardi knelt before me on the hardwood, her brown skin luminous in the lamplight, tears tracking slow silver paths down her cheeks. Her fingers trembled as they traced the ugly new lines across my chest—lines she had cleaned, stitched, bandaged with hands that once only knew thread and fabric, never flesh and violence. Every touch was an apology she never needed to speak. Every tear that fell onto my skin felt like rain on scorched earth.

I lifted her chin until our eyes locked, and something ancient cracked open inside me—something I thought the streets had long since beaten dead.

“I would set this whole damn city ablaze,” I whispered, voice rough as gravel and soft as prayer. “Brick by brick, block by block, until the flames reached the sky. I’d watch it all burn—every trap house, every corner, every ghost that ever tried to claim me—if it meant keeping this. Keeping you.”

Her lips parted on a shaky breath. Fresh tears spilled, but she didn’t look away.

“Then burn it,” she said, the words barely more than air. “Burn it all, Marcus. Just don’t let go of me.”

I pulled her into my chest, ignoring the fire in my wounds, and she folded against me like she’d always belonged there—like every jagged scar on my body had been waiting for her soft curves to cover them. Her heartbeat thundered against mine, wild and alive, a rhythm stronger than any drumline the block had ever heard.

Outside, the sirens howled on, chasing shadows that would never stop running.

But in this room, on this scarred floor, time bent. The future held its breath. And for the first time in my life I believed—really believed—that love could be louder than gunshots, warmer than blood, more permanent than concrete.

I buried my face in her hair, breathing in coconut oil and salt and second chances.

“Let them come,” I murmured against her temple. “Let the whole world try to take this from us.”

She pressed her palm over my heart, right above the fresh bandage.

“They’ll have to go through the ashes first.”

And in that quiet, sacred hush between one heartbeat and the next, I made a vow no one else would ever hear:

I would become the fire. I would become the shield. I would become whatever monster this city needed me to be—so long as she stayed safe inside the circle of my arms.

Because some loves aren’t soft. Some loves are forged in gun smoke and stitched with dental floss and baptized in tears. Some loves are the last beautiful thing left standing when everything else has burned.

And ours—God help anyone who tried to touch it—was eternal.
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